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Chapter 1

After five years in exile, the city of Prasta’s vibrancy
overwhelmed Keshan Adaru’s senses. Th e sweltering streets 
boomed with festival music. Craft smen and dancers mingled 
with pickpockets and scam artists and animal herders as they 
all plied their trades in the tight crowds. As Keshan drew in a 
breath of the humid air, the aromas of cheese, curry and roast-
ing chicken mingled with the scent of a thousand holy juniper 
wood fi res to make the city smell, for that one aft ernoon, 
sacred. Yet the sheer noise of the festival transformed what 
was considered a pious city into a place where the hot monsoon 
hung low and damp with the weight of unbridled revelry.

Th e annual monsoon festival had swollen Prasta’s already 
burgeoning population. City hostels overfl owed and the wide 
streets teemed with men and animals. Draya pilgrims and 
priests moved in violet-robed streams and both Suya caste 
craft smen and lowly Chaya servants moved aside for Keshan 
and his brother. Hiding themselves in the deepest shadows 
of alleys and midden, the untouchable Jegora kept well away. 
Th ey didn’t even dare to raise their eyes to meet Keshan’s 
gaze.

Born to the lordly Triya caste, he and his brother Iyestar 
outranked even the Draya. Men hurried to drive their oxen 
aside and pilgrims bowed in reverence as Keshan’s chariot 
rolled past.

Keshan’s older brother, Iyestar, nodded to the palace walls 
up ahead. “Who do you think is going to win Suraya?”

Keshan shrugged.  “I’m not sure. It’s been years since I’ve 
been in the palace. I have no idea whose skills have developed 
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since I was last here.”  Keshan gripped the central pole of the 
chariot as it bounced over the rutted streets near the market. 
“I suppose she grew up to be gorgeous?”

“She’s the sexiest woman in Marhavad,” Iyestar said. “Add 
to the fact that her father is lord of the wealthiest state in the 
kingdom, and you can pretty much count that everyone is 
going to be at the competition today.”

“If either Yudar Paran or Darvad Uru win her, it will 
greatly improve their chances of being chosen as the next king, 
given Lord Nadaru’s political infl uence.”

“Nadaru favors Yudar,” Iyestar told Keshan. “He is a tra-
ditionalist. He’s always been supportive of Yudar’s claim to 
the throne.”

“Is Yudar any good at archery?” Keshan asked.
Iyestar laughed. “Are you kidding?  I’d be surprised if he 

could string a bow. He’s too busy reading his religious texts 
and passing judgment to spend any time with weapons.”  

Th eir chariot approached the western bridge across the 
Yaru River. Th e smells of fi sh and sewage washed over Keshan, 
quickly followed by the refreshing scent of jasmine, waft ing 
from the palace gardens.

“Of course, marrying Lord Nadaru’s daughter certainly 
wouldn’t do our family any harm either.” Iyestar looked wistful, 
then glanced to Keshan. “Do you think you might try for her?” 

“No. Darvad can have her, if he can win her.” Keshan 
shook his head. “I haven’t returned to Prasta to fi nd another 
wife. I’m looking for a man.”

Iyestar’s eye went wide.
“Not so loud, Keshan!” Iyestar hissed. His gaze darted over 

the crowed as if anyone could hear them over cries of street 
performers or the booms of pilgrims’ drums.

“It’s not what you think,” Keshan assured his brother. “At 
least not yet.” He couldn’t help but tease a little. “Th e man I 
need is the one from my vision. I will fi nd him here. I know 
that much.”
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“I have no doubt that you are right,” Iyestar admitted. “But 
for your fi rst day back from exile, could you at least try not 
to cause a scandal with talk of visions of the future and great 
uprisings against the Triya?  Th e royal court is tense enough.”

“Don’t worry,” Keshan replied. “I’ll restrict myself to an 
evening of harmless fl irting.”

“With women?” Iyestar asked in a whisper.
“I told you, I’m not here for women,” Keshan said, just to 

see his brother’s reaction. He wasn’t disappointed; Iyestar looked 
like he’d bitten into a lemon. Keshan laughed and Iyestar sighed 
heavily.

“I need a drink,” Iyestar decided.
“Well, the palace seems as good as any place to have one.” 

Th e vast red walls of the palace loomed up before them. Th e 
chariot rolled across the steep bridge and they passed through 
the ornate brass gates of the western entrance. Th e perfume of 
the royal gardens fl oated down to Keshan.

As soon as Keshan and his brother stepped from their 
chariot, Suya servants quickly led them through the halls and 
out to the verdant garden where Lord Nadaru Paria had chosen 
to stage the challenge for his daughter’s hand in marriage.

An immense silk pavilion, festooned with pink ribbons 
and gold tassels, dominated the garden. Groups of Triya lords 
had already gathered under fl owering shade trees. 

Many wore heavy bejeweled diadems as well as glittering, 
ceremonial armor emblazoned with their crests. Keshan and 
his brother had both decided to forego the hot confi nes of 
breastplates and diadems, choosing instead to adorn them-
selves with strings of abalone shell and pearls from their home 
in Tiwari. Keshan knew very well that the lustrous beads suited 
his dark skin and only heightened the impact of his short, 
black hair and dark eyes. 

Servants scurried between the crowds with refreshments 
and delicacies plucked from tables loaded down with sweet 
pastries, fresh cut oranges and fried cheeses with chutney. 
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Iyestar immediately found the drink he desired, and handed 
Keshan a glass of wine. Keshan searched through the groups 
of men around him, seeking some sign that one of them might 
be the champion from his visions. A few were handsome but 
none held his interest longer than a few moments.

Of the entire crowd, only two men stood out dramatically. 
Both were tall, with long black hair, and Keshan was certain 
from their features that they were brothers. Th e younger of the 
two was a muscle-bound giant; even his voice seemed too large 
as it boomed across the garden. Th e older brother was lean, 
almost delicate. An expression of regal disapproval seemed 
etched into his otherwise attractive face. Both wore the golden 
armor of royal princes.

“Our Paran cousins,” Iyestar commented as he followed 
Keshan’s gaze. “Th e big one is Baram Paran, the other is Yudar 
Paran.”

Keshan knew of Yudar. Th e Prince’s dedication to tra-
ditional law was unwavering. In his position as Royal Judge, 
Yudar’s rulings were mercilessly devout. 

 Iyestar leaned close to Keshan. “Not the man of your 
future?” he whispered.

Keshan laughed, pleased that his brother could tease 
him, even here in the palace, where the holy laws were strictly 
enforced by both the Regent Mazar and the Royal Judge.

“Let’s see if we can’t fi nd anyone more interesting to intro-
duce you to inside the pavilion,” Iyestar suggested.

In the center of Suraya’s wedding canopy, dozens of red 
velvet chairs were placed around a pool of fragrant water. A 
glimmering gold bauble, cut in the shape of a fi sh, hung from 
silver wire above the pool. Even the slightest breeze caused 
the dangling fi sh to spin. Nearby, two soldiers guarded a table, 
upon which lay a heavy bow and a quiver of white arrows. 

None of the guests had taken their seats yet. Th ey remained 
at the far end of the pavilion, enjoying both the shade and the 
cool breezes that fl uttered through the silk walls.
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“Th ere’s Darvad,” Iyestar said, pointing to a knot of bright-
ly colored Triya warriors. It had been fi ve years since Keshan 
had last seen Darvad Uru, one of the two men vying for the 
throne, and he hadn’t changed at all. He was darkly handsome, 
with a square jaw and broad, muscled shoulders. His golden 
breastplate glinted in the late aft ernoon sun.

“He’s been asking aft er you for weeks now,” Iyestar said. 
He pulled on Keshan’s arm. “Come on, let’s say hello.”

But Keshan hesitated. “Let’s not.  Firdaus is there, and 
I don’t feel like having an argument without fi nishing my 
wine.”  

Iyestar frowned. “Darvad expects me to join him.”
“Th en go.” Keshan smirked at his brother. “I won’t get lost 

on my own, I assure you.”
Iyestar raised an eyebrow. “I’m more worried you may lose 

your inhibitions and end up banished for another fi ve years.”
“I promise to behave.” Keshan knew his smirk wasn’t help-

ing his argument.
But Iyestar relented. “Stay out of trouble.” He left  Keshan’s 

side and joined Prince Darvad and Darvad’s friends, leaving 
Keshan to stand against the garden wall and watch the con-
gregation of warriors.

Keshan didn’t have to worry about being left  alone for long. 
Since entering the garden, he heard people whisper his name. 
He knew he had a reputation amongst the courtiers, and that 
the scandal of stealing Firdaus’ wife, fi ve years on, was still a 
hot topic amongst the gossip mongers at the palace.  Now that 
Iyestar was gone, small clusters of Triya noblemen and court-
iers ventured over, to introduce or reacquaint themselves. 

Th e sound of a conch shell broke up the mingling, and 
everyone was instructed to take a seat.  

Keshan turned to follow the crowd into the canopy, when 
suddenly he saw a young man racing for the pavilion. Unlike 
the other Triya, who were dressed in their fi nest, brightest silks 
and armor, this man wore the plain dark cotton of a soldier. 
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He vaulted over the fl owering hedges, his short hair mussed, 
his skin fl ushed, and his vest open.

Keshan stared openly as the man paused to straighten 
his clothes. Only then did he seem to notice Keshan watching 
him. He glared back.

Keshan sucked in his breath in surprise. Th e man had 
bright blue eyes, a rarity in Marhavad. Along with his tall body 
and light brown skin, the man’s eyes brought an instant surge 
of arousal through Keshan’s body. It had been years since he 
had experienced such a sudden, overpowering attraction to 
anyone. Th e man continued to gaze at him intently.

“Jandu! Get over here!”
Prince Baram’s voice bellowed over the crowd. Th e hand-

some young man spun around. He hastily ran a hand through 
his mussed hair and rushed to join Baram.

As soon as Keshan realized that this was Prince Jandu, 
Yudar’s youngest brother and fourth in line for the throne, dis-
appointment fl ooded him. Th e Parans represented everything 
that Keshan had returned to Prasta to change.  But even know-
ing that, desire fl uttered through him, and Keshan decided that 
a little harmless fl irtation might be fun aft er all.



Chapter 2

Jandu squared his shoulders and strode into the pavilion.
It was a spectacle of shiny baubles and pearly saucers, pink rib-
bons and gold tassels. Th e scent of jasmine and freshly cut, ripe 
oranges fi lled the air—a heady assault aft er the dusty archery 
grounds that Jandu had only just left . He hadn’t meant to be 
late or to arrive dressed like some Suya soldier, but he had lost 
track of time in the midst of battle practice. 

Around him, Triya warriors decked in jewels and gleam-
ing ceremonial armor watched him stride past with varying 
degrees of amusement, deference, and disdain. Every man he 
passed wore bright silk trousers or a long silk dejaru sarong. 
Absurdly bejeweled diadems sat atop their heads like fl imsy 
helmets.  

Annoyance fl ared through Jandu. What was the point of 
all their gilded armor if not to remind them that they were 
born to be warriors? Th ey were hypocrites, dressed in their 
gaudy armor and sneering at him, for coming late with the 
dust of a battleground clinging to him.

Jandu held his head high, feeling proud of himself. Let them 
smirk. He could best every one of them on the battlefi eld and 
they all knew it. Jandu allowed himself a satisfi ed smile. Th en 
he glimpsed his older brothers. Yudar regarded him with an icy 
glare and Baram looked furious. 

Jandu’s brothers rarely looked alike. Yudar was thin and 
fragile, with soft  gentle eyes. Baram was enormous and pure 
muscle, with a face that was as broad as it was long and a fi erce 
glower to his expression. But when they both disapproved of
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Jandu, they immediately resembled each other, eyebrows 
scrunched in unison, noses turned distinctly upward.

Jandu bowed his head and quickly slunk to his seat beside 
Baram.

“You are late,” Baram growled at him.
“But I’m here,” Jandu replied.
Baram shook his head. Yudar’s attention had already shift ed 

to the man on his left . Sahdin Ori, one of Yudar’s staunchest 
supporters, whispered to Yudar about the new tax laws. 

Jandu scanned the crowd and watched the man he’d seen 
in the garden take the seat next to Iyestar Adaru. Th e two of 
them bowed their heads close as they talked.  But then the man 
seemed to have felt Jandu’s stare. He glanced back to Jandu, 
making eye contact and smiling widely.

Jandu leaned over to his brother Baram. “Who is that man?” 
he whispered.

Baram frowned. “That’s Keshan Adaru. He’s our first 
cousin.”

“I thought he had been banished.” Jandu stole another 
glance at him.

“His fi ve years of penance are over,” Baram whispered.  
“But I doubt he’s learned his lesson.” 

Th e low thrum of a gong resounded through the room, 
silencing all conversation. 

Lord Nadaru Paria stepped beside the archery target, his 
hands pressed together in the sign of peace. He was thin and 
bony, and had a neatly trimmed black beard and kind eyes. He 
smiled upon the congregation.

“It is an honor to see so many of my fellow Triya lords and 
warriors on this auspicious day,” Nadaru began. “My daughter 
Suraya recently turned twenty four, and asked me to fi nd a 
suitable husband for her.” 

Nadaru held out his hands and two servants opened the 
silk fl aps of the pavilion. Suraya Paria entered, followed by her 
brother Rishak. 
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Rumor had it that Suraya had been made from fi re, and it 
seemed to be true, the way her dark eyes smoldered, the way 
her skin was a deep, fi re-burnt brown, her hair a dozen shades 
of mahogany, darkening to charcoal, lightening to yellow. She 
was beautiful, and the men around Jandu immediately reacted. 
Baram shift ed in his seat, and even Yudar stared salaciously.

Suraya and Rishak stood at their father’s side. Lord Nadaru 
turned his attention back to the assembled Triya. 

“Suraya and I have chosen this challenge to test the intel-
ligence, concentration, and skill of the greatest warriors across 
Marhavad. Whoever wins this competition shall have the 
honor of marrying my daughter.”

Th e look of anticipation on the men’s faces around the 
room amused Jandu. Half of them looked at Suraya wantonly, 
like she was already their wife. And half of them were twice her 
age. Suraya regarded her suitors with a bemused expression.

Nadaru went on. “Here you see a pool of water, refl ecting 
a spinning target that has been mounted on the ceiling. Your 
goal will be to string the bow I’ve provided and shoot the spin-
ning fi sh that his hanging from the disk in the eye. However, 
you cannot look at the fi sh. You have to look at the refl ection 
of the fi sh in the pool to win.”

Th e room erupted in noise as the men contested the plau-
sibility of accomplishing such a task. Even Jandu questioned 
whether he could hit the fi sh in the eye, since the eye could not 
even be seen from this distance. 

Baram leaned backwards in his chair and glared at Jandu. 
“You know this challenge had to be chosen with you in mind, 
don’t you?”

“Probably.” Jandu shrugged. “But I’m still not going to 
compete.”

 “Suraya might not get married at all now.” 
Jandu grinned. “Especially since I’m the only one who 

can hit that fi sh.” He stretched his back and prepared to watch 
joyously as the others failed. 
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“Let the competition begin!” Nadaru called out. He handed 
his daughter an elaborate garland of orange marigolds for her 
to drape around the winner.

Jandu looked to his left  once more, checking on his cousin 
Keshan. Keshan met his gaze with a knowing look as if the two 
of them were sharing a secret joke. His lips were a rich red and 
sensual. He had gold hoop earrings, barely visible under the 
curl of his short dark hair. He wore the fi nest of Triya cloth-
ing casually, lounging in dark yellow silk trousers and a gold 
embroidered vest. Jandu couldn’t keep his eyes from dipping to 
the bright red sash, slung low across Keshan’s lean hips. 

Jandu suddenly didn’t care about the competition anymore. 
Keshan Adaru was infamous throughout Marhavad, and not 
just because his mother came from the enchanted demon race 
of the Yashva. Keshan had defi ed Firdaus Trinat, the powerful 
lord of Chandamar, by stealing the man’s bride-to-be and it 
was rumored that he had spent the fi ve years of his exile in the 
demon kingdom.

But what made Keshan most unconventional was that, 
despite being the son of a lord, Keshan consorted with people of 
all castes and creeds, going so far as to declare the time-honored 
caste system criminal. He had an open disdain for many of the 
Shentari religious traditions that Marhavad was founded upon. 

Keshan winked at Jandu. Jandu quickly looked away, forcing 
himself to focus his attention on the competition. 

Th e fi rst man to compete was the elderly lord of Penemar, 
who took several minutes to make it over to the table where the 
bow was laid out.

“Grandpa there wants some action,” Jandu whispered into 
Baram’s ear. Baram laughed loudly. Yudar and several of his 
supporters scowled at them both.

Th e lord of Penemar could barely lift  the bow off  the table, 
much less string it. He sat down quickly.

Th e routine was the same for all of the older gentleman 
who tried their hand at a young blushing bride who they didn’t 
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have to bribe into their beds. Jandu shook his head, hoping he 
never grew to be such a deluded old fool. He yawned.

Th e challenge only started to get interesting once Druv, the 
young lord of Pagdesh, had his turn. He was the fi rst to actually 
lift  the bow completely off  the table and start stringing it. But 
the bow was designed not to be strung easily. He struggled for 
several minutes, breaking out into an embarrassed sweat and 
swearing, until he fi nally threw the bow down.

“Th is challenge is rigged!” he spat at Nadaru.
“He can’t get it up,” Jandu whispered to Baram. Baram snickered. 
Next up was Darvad, Jandu’s half-brother. 
“Piss-drinking bastard,” Baram hissed under his breath.
“Quiet. Respect our half-brother,” Yudar whispered. He 

was always urging his two younger brothers to be more polite 
to Darvad. But Jandu had seen the hint of a smile on Yudar’s 
lips a moment ago and he suspected that Yudar took a secret 
pleasure in their rude comments. Aft er all, there was no love lost 
between Yudar and Darvad. Even as children the two of them 
had competed intensely.

Darvad bowed to Suraya, and she smiled coyly at him. He 
turned to the bow and placed his hands on it.

Jandu immediately smirked at Darvad’s error. Th ere was no 
excuse for it. Mazar had instructed Darvad in exactly the same bat-
tle lessons that he’d given to Yudar, Baram and Jandu himself. 

Th ey had played together, studied together, and fought 
together since they were all children. And yet a smile from a 
pretty girl was obviously all it took to wipe Mazar’s instruction 
from Darvad’s memory.

Darvad was the fi rst person to successfully string the bow. 
Triya noblemen throughout the room broke out in applause. 
Jandu couldn’t believe that so many of them could have failed 
to recognize Darvad’s grave error. 

Jandu snuck a quick glance at Keshan. Keshan watched 
Darvad intently. Suddenly Jandu found himself jealous of the 
way Keshan eyed Darvad so expectantly.
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Darvad grabbed an arrow from the quiver and knelt beside 
the pool of water. He immediately looked up at the fi sh.

“You must shoot using the ref lection,” Lord Nadaru 
reminded him.

Darvad scowled. He looked down at the water’s refl ection 
and then tried to pull back the bowstring.

His arms twitched and his muscles trembled, but he 
couldn’t pull the bowstring back. A number of Yudar’s sup-
porters snickered. Darvad stared at them as if he could kill 
them with the evil eye.

Darvad struggled with the bow a minute longer, and then 
put the bow down, breathing heavily. 

“Th at’s what you get for paying attention to the girl and not 
the bow, fucker,” Jandu said under his breath. He loved this.

“Watch your language,” Yudar whispered, but his expres-
sion was one of quiet satisfaction.

Darvad sat back down, fl ushed with humiliation. Jandu 
relished every second of it. Out of the corner of his eye he 
searched to see how the defeat had aff ected Keshan. To Jandu’s 
annoyance, Keshan still watched Darvad and his cluster of 
close friends.

Th e herald read from his list of competitors. “Next to 
compete is Tarek Amia, lord of Dragewan.”

Jandu didn’t really know much about Tarek, other than he 
was of the lower Suya caste and excelled at archery. Since he kept 
Darvad’s company, Jandu assumed that he was probably evil.  

As Tarek approached the bow on the table, Jandu noticed 
that Keshan’s interest again peaked. Jandu stared hard at his 
cousin, hoping to distract Keshan’s attention. Someone as 
remarkable as Keshan didn’t need to be so fascinated by a 
lowly Suya.

Tarek brought his hands together and prayed to the bow. 
Jandu had to give the Suya credit. Th at was what Darvad, and 
most of the men before him, had failed to do. 
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Tarek lift ed the bow easily and strung it without diffi  culty. 
Jandu watched, fascinated by the balance in Tarek’s movements.

Tarek was several years older than Jandu, but they both 
had dark, slightly curly black hair, and high cheekbones. 
Someone even once accused them of looking like brothers. At 
the time the comment had enraged Jandu, but now, as Tarek 
took a perfect stance and drew the bowstring back easily, Jandu 
could see the resemblance.

“No!” Suraya suddenly shouted. It was the fi rst time she 
spoke. “I will not marry a charioteer’s son.”

Voices raising objections and support to Suraya’s refusal 
fl ared through the room. Nadaru looked displeased and held 
up his hands, asking for quiet.

“He may be the only one who can win,” Nadaru said soft ly 
to his daughter.

Suraya shook her head. “I don’t care. I’d rather remain a 
maiden than marry below my caste.”

Tarek looked momentarily crushed, but he regained his 
composure  quickly. He unstrung the bow and put it back on 
the table, and then bowed before Nadaru.

“My apologies. I meant no off ense.” He sat back down, 
pale with the insult. Darvad patted his back and then pushed 
another of his friends forward to take the challenge.

Firdaus Trinat, the lord of Chandamar, swaggered to the 
table. 

Jandu caught the immediate frown that appeared on his 
cousin Keshan’s face. Firdaus and Keshan were said to have 
been enemies from the fi rst moment they met and Jandu was 
sure that being banished on Firdaus’ account hadn’t warmed 
Keshan’s disposition towards the man any. 

Jandu watched Firdaus anxiously. Th e man was develop-
ing a slight gut, and his long black hair thinned at the roots. 
But his square jaw, massive forearms and thick chest lent him 
a formidable appearance. Th ere was also something slightly 



The ARCHER’S HEART

22

ethereal to the way Firdaus moved. It was said that Firdaus 
had Yashva blood, like Keshan. Firdaus lift ed the bow with 
ease, and managed to string it as well. Applause rang through 
the room. Without hesitating, Firdaus loosed his arrow. A 
loud crash echoed through the pavilion and the spinning fi sh 
plunged into the water.

Men all around the room jumped from their seats to get 
a closer look at the results. But Lord Nadaru scowled as he 
pulled the fi sh from the water. Th e arrow jutted up from the 
belly of the fi sh. 

“You have missed the eye,” he said.
“Your challenge is unrealistic,” Firdaus said. His voice 

was low. “It is the best a man of this earth can do. I demand 
my prize!”

Nadaru looked to his daughter. Suraya off ered the slightest 
shake of her head, clearly unenthused by the prospect of being 
the second wife of a man almost twice her age.

Nadaru pulled the arrow from the fi sh and then held out 
his arms for silence. “If no other man here can match your 
skill, Lord Firdaus, you may claim my Suraya.” 

Th e room erupted in chatter once more. Jandu felt bad 
for Suraya, who looked about to cry as she eyed her potential 
future husband. But it was not his problem. He was not here 
to rescue Suraya.

A few other young warriors tried, but none succeeded 
in even stringing the bow. A deathly hush settled over the 
attendees, realizing that they had exhausted the potential 
in the room and no one had even gotten close to Firdaus’ 
accomplishment.

“Perhaps I made it too hard,” Nadaru said.
Jandu anxiously looked to Keshan, wondering if he would 

compete as well. But Keshan, like himself, only watched the 
festivities. Th en Keshan suddenly turned and stared straight at 
Jandu. He raised an eyebrow, and smiled almost lasciviously. 
It was an inviting smile—a beckoning smile.
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Into the stillness of the room, Keshan spoke. “I thought I 
was going to get a demonstration of Jandu Paran’s legendary skill 
today. But I suppose he feels too underdressed to compete.” 

All eyes turned to Jandu. 
Jandu hid his shock by casually straightening out of his 

slouch. “Well, cousin, if you’re going to ask me that way, how 
can I refuse?” 

Baram laughed and slapped Jandu on the shoulder so 
hard that Jandu had to struggle not to topple over. Suraya 
smiled soft ly at him. Nadaru positively beamed. Dread snaked 
through Jandu’s gut, but he was already standing and all eyes 
were upon him.

Jandu stepped to the bow, but before he began, he looked 
behind him, making sure that his cousin watched. Keshan 
stared at him intently, his expression expectant.

Jandu brought his palms together to pray to the bow. He 
had learned from his master Mazar that any weapon needed 
to be respected in order to be wielded properly. Aft er doing so, 
he lift ed the bow with ease.

Jandu’s heart beat faster. He braced the base of the bow 
with his sandal as he reached down and pulled the bowstring 
up and around the top. He looked briefl y at Keshan as he 
pulled an arrow from the quiver. Keshan stared at him with 
his mouth slightly open, his eyes wide. He looked like he was 
holding his breath. Ever so slightly, Jandu nodded to him. If 
his cousin wanted a display of his prowess Jandu would give 
him one.

Jandu knelt and gazed into the water. He cocked back the 
arrow and pointed it upwards, concentrating on the spinning 
refl ection of the fi sh. 

Just before released his arrow, he realized that the refl ec-
tion was deceptive. Th e fi sh spun in the opposite direction, 
he could tell by the refl ection of his own face in the water. He 
smiled to himself. He concentrated on the fi sh, until all he saw 
was the fi sh’s eye.
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He counted the spins to space the timing. And then he 
released his string.

Th e fi sh fell from the spinning disk with a loud snap and 
crashed into the water. Jandu stood as Nadaru and the sur-
rounding men rushed to the pool. Nadaru reached his hand 
into the water and pulled out the golden fi sh, showing the rest 
of the room that Jandu had succeeded in shooting the arrow 
directly through the small eye. Th e room erupted in applause 
and cheers.

“Are you happy with my demonstration, cousin?” Jandu 
called out over the noise. Keshan rewarded him with a brilliant 
smile.

Jandu’s stomach tightened at the beauty of Keshan’s 
expression. 

And as Suraya placed the marigold garland around his 
neck, Jandu realized, terribly, wonderfully, that he was, for 
the fi rst time in his life, infatuated with someone other than 
himself.



 Chapter 3

As servants tied back the silken walls of the pavilion, 
a gust of monsoon wind rolled over Jandu, feeling like hot 
breath. All across the garden he could see tables strewn with 
succulent dishes and awaiting wedding guests. A Draya priest 
stood ready to perform the ceremony. Friends and strangers, 
dressed in their dazzling ceremonial armor, off ered Jandu their 
congratulations.

Jandu thanked them in a daze.
He didn’t know how he got into this mess and he had no 

idea how he would get out of it. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. 
He got into it because he wanted to show off , as usual. 

But now he was going to get married. Th e thought made 
Jandu distinctly uncomfortable. His mother had died shortly aft er 
his birth and Jandu had grown up in the sole company of other 
men. While he found women kind-natured and well-behaved as 
a rule, they confused him with their strange seriousness and lack 
of interest in archery.

“Congratulations, idiot!” Baram cheered lovingly. He 
crushed Jandu in a brotherly embrace that bordered on painful. 

Yudar merely looked on, worry creasing his brow. 
“I can’t marry her,” Jandu told them in a whisper. He didn’t 

know how he could explain his reluctance. His unwavering 
belief in his own superiority? His lack of interest in women in 
general? His singular dedication to the warrior arts? He simply 
knew that this marriage was wrong for him. 

“I know,” Yudar said. He frowned. “It goes against the Book 
of Taivo.”
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Confused by his brother’s agreement, Jandu searched his 
mind for the lesson on the precepts of Shentari faith, trying 
to recall what obscure, ancient law his brother referred to this 
time.

“If you were to father a son, he would be older than any 
child either I or Baram fathered. And since neither of us is 
consecrated as King, your son would have the right of primo-
geniture to challenge our children for the throne.”

“What?” Baram looked as confused as Jandu felt. 
“I have been thinking of the problem ever since the 

moment you pierced the fi sh eye,” Yudar said, clearing his 
throat. His face had fl ushed almost guiltily. “I believe there is 
precedent to break the Shentari tradition in this case.”

Jandu looked at Yudar, and suddenly, everything made 
sense. “You should marry her, Yudar.” Jandu was certain that 
Nadaru would be delighted to wed his daughter to a future 
king.

Although Yudar fl ushed brighter at Jandu’s suggestion, he 
shook his head. “I cannot. I did not compete. You did.”

“I competed for you,” Jandu suggested.
Baram narrowed his eyes. “No, you competed to show off . 

Call it like it is.” 
Jandu grinned. “All right. But that’s all the more reason 

that I shouldn’t marry Suraya. I didn’t do it for her.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Yudar replied. “You did not declare 

yourself to be competing in my stead, so legally I can’t claim 
her. However—”

“Fellow Triya warriors! I must protest this marriage!” 
Firdaus pushed his way through the throng of well-wishers. 
He held himself tall. His friend and, no doubt, co-conspirator 
Darvad stood beside him as if urging him on.

“It is against our holy Book of Taivo for Jandu Paran to 
marry Suraya Paria. A younger prince must not wed before his 
elder brothers when a Regent holds the throne! It will lead the 
kingdom into chaos and war. So it is written.”
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A sudden, deathly pall stifl ed all conversation. Jandu felt a 
fl icker of hope. He wouldn’t have to marry Suraya now.  

“What is this?” Lord Nadaru rushed to them. Suraya fol-
lowed behind and stepped close to Jandu’s side. Her face was 
pale, her eyes almost fearful. Jandu realized that if his claim 
to her became invalid then she would become Firdaus’ second 
wife. 

Yudar cleared his throat and stepped between Firdaus and 
Lord Nadaru. Th ough small compared to his brothers, Yudar 
had a royal presence that made him seem larger than he was. 
He held himself straight-backed with his chin tilted upwards, 
his dark brown eyes shining with inner wisdom.

“It is true that the Book of Taivo specifi cally states that 
under these conditions royal siblings must be married in order 
of age,” Yudar said. “However, the laws established under the 
prophet Tarhandi allow for such a circumstance, assuming 
that all siblings marry the wife together.”

Th e silence seemed to grow deeper and more disturbed, 
as everyone attempted to digest what Yudar said. Even Jandu, 
who had a lifetime of practice deciphering his brother’s cryptic 
religious code, stumbled over the idea. When he fi nally under-
stood Yudar’s proposal, he almost choked.

He grabbed Yudar’s shoulder. “What are you talking 
about?” he hissed.

Yudar smiled at him serenely. “With Lord Nadaru’s permis-
sion, all three of us will marry Suraya.”

Th e silence exploded in outrage. Even the baboons seemed 
to shriek louder in the nearby trees. It took several minutes for 
Nadaru to call the party to order.

Jandu wondered  for an instant why they all cared so 
much. Why couldn’t Suraya just choose some man—other 
than himself—and have done with it?  And then he caught 
sight of his bride, dressed in her delicate red silk zahari dress, 
her eyes painted with kohl. She was absolutely gorgeous. 
Baram fi dgeted nervously and stared at her.
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Firdaus and Yudar looked as fl ushed and committed as 
men in sword combat. Head to head, they debated the issue 
with the kind of speed and precision that Jandu reserved for 
calling down a magical sharta.

“Th e Book of Taivo specifi cally prohibits this marriage!” 
Firdaus shouted.

“But the laws of the Prophet Tarhandi allow for polyandry 
should the bride choose to marry all siblings.” Yudar was calm 
and had a little smile on his face, looking assured in the way that 
only scholars who knew the words of God by heart could be.

“Th at is an ancient law! It is hardly practiced any more. It 
has been over a century since a woman has had multiple hus-
bands!” Firdaus looked genuinely scandalized by the idea.

Yudar merely raised an eyebrow. “Th e antiquity of the 
law does not negate it. Th e Prophet Tarhandi’s precepts are 
well-established in the Shentari temple, and many laws dat-
ing from the same time period are used to hold up religious 
edicts today.”

“Tarhandi’s laws are about cattle thievery and agricultural 
disputes!” Firdaus’ voice raised in anger. 

Jandu just shook his head. Anyone in Prasta knew better 
than to challenge Yudar to a religious debate. Yudar had every 
single holy law memorized and an uncanny knack for know-
ing exactly what obscure text to cite to perfectly support his 
argument.

Yudar’s smile widened. “Th e nature of Tarhandi’s laws are 
irrefutable, as he was a prophet from God. His standards form 
the basis of judgments every day across this noble country. 
Based on this, his word is irrefutable.”

Suraya’s father watched the debate like an active child, 
jumping in place and trying vainly to butt in. Finally, he simply 
stepped forward.

“Prince Yudar is more than just knowledgeable about the 
Book of Taivo,” Nadaru stated. “He is also the Royal Judge for 
the Regent. His decision stands.”
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“Unfair!” Darvad cried out, stepping forward. “He cannot 
serve as judge in this matter, as it aff ects him personally.”

“But he is the Royal Judge for the State of Prasta. I will 
abide his decision,” Lord Nadaru stated fl atly.

Jandu cleared his throat. “Shouldn’t we ask what Suraya 
wants to do?”

“Shut up!” Firdaus yelled at him. “Do not interrupt!”
Jandu’s fi ngers itched for his sword.
But his words must have gotten through, for Nadaru held 

up his hands in the sign of peace and begged silence. “Please! 
Let me consult with my daughter. Suraya, what would you say 
in this matter?”

Suraya blushed, but she stood straighter. “It was prophesized 
upon my birth that I would marry three great men. I had not 
thought that I would wed them all at once but… this must be 
what the prophet intended.”

All of them stared at Suraya silently.
Suraya still blushed furiously. “I will do this. I will fulfi ll 

the prophecy.”
Jandu had some very strong opinions about prophecies. He 

didn’t like them. He didn’t believe in them. He rebelled against 
the idea that his destiny was not in his own hands. 

Yudar nodded. “We shall all be married tonight then, it 
seems.” He looked at Suraya, and Jandu could see how desire 
already clouded his brother’s vision.

Jandu tried to imagine how it would feel to share a wife 
with his brothers. He’d never considered himself the marry-
ing type anyway. He honestly couldn’t conjure any feelings of 
jealousy, only embarrassment at their odd situation.

Jandu felt Suraya’s hand clench around his arm. He looked 
to her and she faced him resolutely.

Jandu took a deep breath. “You’re sure this is what you 
want?”

“I’m not sure of anything,” she said. “But this morning, I 
could have been married to anybody.” She swallowed as she 
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looked at Firdaus, still fuming. “Besides, I think I’d rather die 
than be Lord Chandamar’s second wife.”

At this, Firdaus spat on the ground and turned and stormed 
away. Darvad followed him. 

 “I wouldn’t want to marry him either,” Jandu said.
Suraya looked at him oddly, then reached out and squeezed 

his hand. It felt strange and girlish and reassuring all at once. 
”It will be all right, Jandu.” 

Jandu nodded. “Well, let’s get married then. Although, as 
Keshan Adaru pointed out, I’m not dressed for the occasion.” 
Not for the fi rst time Jandu glanced through the crowd, search-
ing for Keshan, but he failed to fi nd him.

“I don’t care how you’re dressed,” Suraya assured him.
“Good,” Jandu said. “Because I’m a lazy dresser, Baram 

looks ugly in everything, and Yudar has no sense of style.”
Baram slapped Jandu in the back of the head, almost 

knocking him off  his feet.
Suraya laughed. “Well, at least you’re honest.”
Th e wedding ceremony was brief and directly aft erwards 

the wives, daughters, and sisters of the Triya nobles fl ooded 
the garden. Musicians followed, as did more servants who 
brought out further off erings of food and wine. Th e feast was 
a spectacle, with dishes formed in the shapes of fi sh and birds, 
cream custards and spicy butter sauces, tenderly roasted meats 
and fi ne cheeses. Th e opulence of Nadaru’s food coupled with 
Jandu’s dramatic triumph at the archery challenge and the 
resulting triple marriage were enough to guarantee that the 
wedding would be discussed for years to come. 

For now though, the palaver dropped to a constant, steady 
murmuring which mingled with the clink of porcelain cups as 
celebratory wine began to infuse the party with true jollity.

To Jandu’s dismay, his cousin Keshan was not invited to 
sit at the celebration table. But his half-brother Darvad joined 
them briefl y, off ering a toast. His cadre of companions—Firdaus, 
Tarek, Druv, and Iyestar—emulated him, though Firdaus looked 
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unhappy. Th en Darvad took his leave and his friends followed, 
to mingle and gossip at other, more welcoming tables.

Th e sun set and torches illuminated the night, fl ickering 
an eerie yellow glow over the guests. Perfumed smoke fi lled 
the air with the scent of sandalwood. A heavy wind blustered 
sweet summer warmth over the wedding party in dramatic 
gushes of sound and sensation.

Lord Nadaru showed a disheartening tendency towards 
the extravagant. Jandu forced himself not to yawn through 
numerous speeches and superfl uous rituals, all repeated thrice 
as Yudar went through them, then Baram, and then at last 
himself. Drunken congratulations assailed Jandu from every 
angle.  

He quickly wearied of the attention. When he at last 
caught sight of Keshan in the crowd of guests he desperately 
wanted to join him. But Jandu was a prisoner at the table of 
honor. He brushed his bangs from his forehead and watched 
his cousin Keshan mingle with the wedding guests, chatting 
with supporters of Yudar and Darvad alike. Jandu brooded, 
while his brothers ate and discussed the logistics of their new 
living arrangements.

“We should be husband for a year at a time,” Yudar decided, 
smiling at his own wisdom. “For one year, you will be my wife, 
Suraya. And then it will be Baram’s year, and then Jandu. Th at 
way you can get to know us each individually, and there will 
be no jealousy.”

Suraya nodded. Jandu noted that she hit the wine early 
and oft en. 

Far across the garden a group of young men burst into 
laughter as Keshan told some joke.

Jandu wished he could have heard Keshan’s words. He 
had no doubt that they would have been intriguing, perhaps 
even scandalous, as everything about his cousin seemed to be. 
Keshan had fought a bloody battle with his uncle when he was 
only sixteen and aft er that he’d been central in relocating the 
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Tiwari capital city to the coast to avoid further confl ict with 
his neighboring state. He was a famed musician and infamous 
seducer and, according to Yudar, the sponsor of several very 
dangerous amendments to the holy laws. 

Jandu anxiously awaited Yudar’s dismissal. It wasn’t 
Jandu’s night to be husband, aft er all. But Yudar was otherwise 
occupied. He held Suraya’s hand, and an unusual glow of hap-
piness colored his skin. He seemed bronzed by joy. It made 
Jandu pleased to see it. It wasn’t easy to make Yudar forget his 
worries, but Suraya’s beauty seemed to soothe his concerns, 
for the time being at least.

Nadaru had brought in dancers from across Marhavad, 
and as they began their show, Jandu was fi nally excused. He 
rushed from the table and made his way towards Keshan.

As Jandu approached, a knot formed in his stomach. Keshan 
watched him, a pleased smile on his face.

“Hi.” Jandu spoke quickly. “I wanted to introduce myself.”
“Jandu Paran.” Keshan said his name slowly, like a sigh 

of relief. 
Jandu blushed, and was horrifi ed. He was acting like a girl.
Jandu reached down to touch Keshan’s feet in respect at 

the same time that Keshan bent down to do the same. Th ey 
bumped heads and both stood up, startled. 

“Watch it!” Jandu cried out.
Keshan scowled, rubbing his head.
Jandu laughed. “Sorry! It’s my fault. But you should let me 

touch your feet fi rst. I’m younger than you.”
“By what, six months?” Keshan asked. “Besides, you’re a 

prince.”
Keshan reached out and fi ngered Jandu’s plain white vest. 

Jandu froze at the intimate touch. His body tingled where 
Keshan’s hand brushed against him.

“Th is is not typical wedding attire,” Keshan pointed out.
Jandu shrugged. “I’m not a proponent of Triya fanfare 

when it comes to clothing.”
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“I agree,” Keshan said. “When I’m home alone I just walk 
around naked.”

Jandu cocked his head. “Really?”
“No.” Keshan grinned widely. “I just wanted to see your 

expression when I said that.” Keshan grabbed Jandu’s arm, 
and led him over to his table. “Come, sit down with me and 
Iyestar.”

Iyestar didn’t look anything like his younger brother Keshan. 
Where Keshan was svelte and elegant, Iyestar was thick-boned 
and muscular. He had an impressive neck and his facial features 
were broad and kind. Jandu wondered how they ever found dia-
dems to fi t the circumference of his skull.

Iyestar was distinguished for being a heavy drinker, and 
the wedding had not been an exception. With eyes half-closed 
in inebriation, he held an entire jug of wine carelessly, spilling 
aromatic purple liquid out the top with each dramatic hand 
gesture.

Jandu felt uncomfortable sitting there, beside one of 
Darvad’s best friends while Yudar and Baram were left  behind, 
laughing and celebrating with Suraya. It seemed almost treason-
ous. But then Iyestar reached out and pinched Jandu’s cheeks 
aff ectionately. “Hello there, little cousin.”

At six feet, Jandu rarely considered himself little. Acknowl-
edging Iyestar’s height, he let the comment slide.

“Are you enjoying the festivities?” Jandu asked.
Iyestar burped in response.
“You’ll have to excuse my brother, he’s an animal,” Keshan 

said. “I don’t believe he inherited any of our mother’s grace.”
“At least I’m not a witch like you,” Iyestar commented.
Keshan rolled his eyes. He put his arm around Jandu’s 

shoulders and pulled him closer to whisper. “My brother 
thinks that anyone who has any sort of education is enchanted 
and, therefore, a witch.”

“You do have magical powers though, Keshan.” Iyestar 
pointed ineff ectively at them both. “Don’t deny it.”
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“I’m not denying it,” Keshan stated. “But I’m no witch.”
Jandu had the distinct feeling that he was listening to some 

long-standing fraternal argument, and chose not to say any-
thing. Iyestar clumsily leaned over and refi lled Jandu’s wine 
cup, splashing wine onto Jandu’s hands in the process.

“Your performance today was amazing, cousin,” Iyestar 
said. “You are a fantastic archer.” 

Jandu nodded. “Yes, I am.”
Iyestar chuckled. “Oh, so that’s true, then.”
“What?”
“Th at you are also full of yourself.”
Jandu looked to Keshan for support, but Keshan simply 

grinned, leaning back in his chair. Jandu checked to make sure 
his brothers were doing okay without him. Th ey both stared 
at Suraya dotingly. 

Keshan followed Jandu’s gaze. “Do you want to join 
them?” he asked.

Jandu shrugged. “Four’s a crowd.” 
Keshan seemed to watch him closely. “Are you angry that 

your brothers took your bride?”
“I don’t mind,” Jandu said.
“Really?” Keshan raised an eyebrow. “Surprising.”
Iyestar fi lled up Keshan’s cup from his jug of wine. “So 

what comes next? A honeymoon in the mountains?”
Jandu snorted. “Yudar won’t leave the capital, especially 

not during the festival. Th ere is too much politicking for him 
to miss out on a moment of it.”

Iyestar nodded. “Darvad’s the same way.”
“And you?” Keshan asked. “What do you want to do, 

Jandu?”
“Honestly?” Jandu got the impression that Keshan was 

talking about something larger than his honeymoon. “Travel. 
Take on challenges worthy of my skills. Meet interesting new 
people. I’ve hardly gone anywhere. I can’t even imagine what 
some of the states of Marhavad look like.”
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“Trust me, Prasta is the best city in the entire kingdom. 
You haven’t missed anything,” Iyestar mumbled.

But Keshan disagreed. “Th ere are some beautiful places 
in this world, Jandu. Especially my capital, Tiwari. Perhaps 
I could take you there one day. We could walk the beaches 
together, and I could teach you how to fi sh.”

“Th at would be fantastic.” A warm, liquid happiness fi lled 
Jandu. He suspected the wine’s infl uence. 

“Let’s plan on it then.” Keshan leaned over and placed his 
warm palm on Jandu’s shoulder. Something about Keshan’s 
touches, about the way he looked at Jandu, subtly aff ected 
Jandu. Perhaps Keshan’s half-Yashva blood had some magical 
eff ect? Jandu drew closer to Keshan, despite the fact that the 
feeling seemed dangerous.

“You aren’t returning to Tiwari right away?” Jandu asked, 
suddenly panicked at the idea that Keshan would leave as soon 
as the festival ended.

“I’ll be staying in Prasta for a while,” Keshan replied. “We 
should spend some time together. I think we might fi nd we 
have some tastes in common.”

Again, Keshan seemed to be saying more than the sum of 
his words. Jandu tried but could not quite grasp the implication. 
Th en Baram was calling him back to the table of honor and he 
grudgingly excused himself. Iyestar gave him a wine jug salute. 
Keshan only smiled.

Even though it seemed politically dangerous and almost 
disloyal, Jandu decided he couldn’t wait to spend time with his 
scandalous cousin again.




