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			Chapter One

			— Vira —

			THE DEAD BOY’S face was as gray as a cloudy sky moments before a storm. His short black beard sculpted and whittled his cheeks down to a point. Thin lips glittered in the watery moonlight that managed to penetrate the canopy, brighter than the famed rubies of his home province.

			But Vira knew it was blood that made them shine so enticingly.

			She lifted the flameless lantern higher. The ball of yellow light within crackled with magic as it washed over his embroidered sleeve, illuminating the row of silver fish encircling his wrist. A wave of nausea hit her. The crest of Onaar.

			The scouts hadn’t been wrong. This was her betrothed—Lord Harish, son of the Viceroy of Onaar—now dead in the city of Dvar.

			Vira’s legs wobbled as she rose from her crouch. But she steadied herself. A maharani didn’t show weakness. She took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders before turning to face the warriors who had found the body.

			Three girls stood in a row, dressed in matching red kurtas and loose black pants, whispering to one another. One leaned against a neem tree, propped up by a shoulder, using the edge of a knife to file her fingernails. She straightened and nudged the others when she realized they’d garnered Vira’s attention.

			“Where’s his horse?” Vira’s voice rang out sharper than she intended. 

			The girl with the knife, who looked barely older than Vira herself, toyed with the end of her braid. “There wasn’t one around here, Maharani.”

			“And his convoy?”

			“He didn’t appear to be traveling with one.”

			Vira bit back a snarl. These warriors—ones her Council had claimed were the best in the country—were obviously missing something critical: common sense. “Lord Harish did not journey here on foot with no mount and no supplies. Find them.”

			For a moment Vira thought the warriors would refuse. But then they bowed in unison, palms pressed together in front of their chests, before scattering into the woods without another glance behind them.

			Wind raked through the Swapna Forest, and leaves from the mango and neem trees cascaded down, enveloping Vira in a cocoon of green and brown. Now that she was alone, an uncomfortable lurch tugged at her stomach.

			She looked down at Harish again. His kurta was light enough in color to reveal the three pools of blood that had killed him. An arrow pierced the center of each red stain, black feather fletchings quivering in the late-summer breeze.

			He was to have arrived at the palace days earlier, but there had been no letter, no news of a delay. And when he hadn’t shown up, she’d assumed that he was a reluctant noble plotting an escape from a marriage he wanted even less than she did. She hadn’t expected this.

			This wasn’t the plan. It wasn’t how any of this was meant to happen. She couldn’t face the Viceroy of Onaar. She couldn’t face her Council. She couldn’t—

			Breathe.

			Reason broke through her haze of panic as her mother’s voice sounded in her head.

			A maharani never runs away from a problem. She faces it head-on.

			She could picture her mother’s severe face as if she were standing right there, hissing the same lessons in Vira’s ear a thousand times, not expecting Vira to retain any of them.

			Face it head-on.

			Find out who killed Harish—quickly. Guards had already been dispatched through the forest and the surrounding neighborhoods of Dvar, searching for witnesses, for any clues that might lead them to a suspect. But it had been more than an hour since the scouts had reported the body. If the guards hadn’t yet found the killer, Vira had a sinking feeling that they never would.

			Find a way to appease the viceroy. It would be only a matter of days before he learned of his son’s fate—a precious few days in which Vira had to strike a new deal with him or find some other way to protect the country from Lyria, their northwestern neighbor. Lyria hadn’t made a move in months, but the threat of the war she’d inherited had been a constant shadow lingering over Vira’s rule from the moment she’d become the maharani eight months earlier.

			How do I do this, Amma?

			But her mother had never offered comfort even when she was alive.

			Vira’s hand drifted down to the iron hilt of the talwar strapped to her waist, as if it would give her strength. It had been pried from her dead mother’s stiff hands and thrust into hers. It was polished and sharp, the curved silver blade gleaming, as if it had never been covered in the blood of her ancestors. It hummed against her hand with latent magic, a demanding buzz that Vira was still unaccustomed to.

			In truth, everything about the talwar was unfamiliar—the weight, the balance, even the elaborate designs carved into the hilt. This is a maharani’s weapon was the only response she’d received when she fought to keep the one she’d trained with for years. That weapon was simple, elegant, comfortable. But because it hadn’t been forged with magic, it now hung on the wall opposite her bed, mounted there as a reminder of the life she’d left behind.

			At the sound of rustling, Vira turned to the shadows, her talwar drawn. Its magic grated against her palm, harsh and unforgiving, as her hand trembled. The blade glowed white, crackling with sparks of lightning as she braced herself for the return of Harish’s killer.

			But it was Amrit who stepped out of the trees. Vira’s grip relaxed, the magic waned, and blood rushed back into her fingers. She shoved the talwar into its sheath, trying to ignore the weight of her mother’s ever-present judgment.

			A maharani’s talwar is an extension of her rule.

			She couldn’t even hold a talwar. How could she expect to hold on to her country?

			“You should have waited for me.” Leaves crunched under Amrit’s feet as he crossed the length of the clearing, walking toward her. A dull shard of moonlight illuminated his angular face. He hadn’t changed out of his formal guard attire, and a thick silver bangle wrapped around the silk sleeve of his upper left arm. She couldn’t see it from where she stood, but she knew there was a medallion in the center that was stamped with a swan—a sign of his rank and service to the royal family.

			“Contrary to what the Council believes, I can protect myself against a few wild deer,” she said.

			Vira kept her voice light, but her mouth burned with the bitter aftertaste of the lie. She hadn’t been able to wield a blade with a steady hand since the battle at Ritsar eight months before. Not since she’d failed to command Ashoka’s armies to victory. Not since she’d lost Ashokan land for the first time in four hundred years. 

			Not since she’d erred so badly, the viceroys of two provinces had walked out of her Council, taking with them countless troops and resources she desperately needed.

			Amrit looked at her, and for the span of a heartbeat she was certain he could see right through her. She hadn’t told him—told anyone—about the nightmares, about the way her hand shook each time she had to draw her weapon. But Amrit sometimes seemed to know her better than she knew herself.

			“I should certainly hope so,” he said. “I did train you, after all.”

			And what a great student she had turned out to be, freezing in battle, letting innocent citizens die in her stead.

			“You were busy. And I wasn’t recognized.” Vira gestured to herself. With her plain red kurta and simple braid, she could have been twin to any one of those careless warriors. She’d even taken off all her jewelry except for the thin gold chain she always wore around her neck, the small pendant hidden beneath her collar.

			Amrit gave her an exasperated look. “That’s precisely what concerns me. You don’t have to do this alone, Vira.”

			Vira. Yet another thing her mother would have disapproved of. Amrit was the captain of her guard now, but he’d been her friend first. And she hadn’t been able to bear the thought of him calling her Maharani and bowing to her with deference. No, this one small thing was a reminder that not everything was different. That there were still some parts of her the title of maharani couldn’t strip away.

			Amrit crouched before the body. “This is bad.”

			“The Council won’t be happy.” That was an understatement. It would be a miracle if the Council was anything short of furious.

			“They’re your elders, Vira. They don’t want to take orders from an eighteen-year-old. You have to charm them.”

			“Pretty words woo councilors, not angry demands,” Vira recited. Another saying her mother had drilled into her head. But frustration laced her voice. She wasn’t her mother. She didn’t have the gift of pretty words.

			Even the alliance with the Viceroy of Onaar had been difficult to negotiate. The engagement to Harish had been a last-ditch strategy to convince the viceroy to return to serve on the Council, to lend his province’s troops and considerable wealth to secure the western border. But it had always been shortsighted, a temporary solution meant to delay the mounting problems. Because it wasn’t armies that Ashoka needed. It was magic.

			Vira reached up to grip her pendant, her thumb tracing the familiar, comforting grooves of the image carved into the gold coin: twin blades crossed over a lotus. Magic was how Ashoka had maintained its independence over the last five hundred years. Magic that was mined from the quarry beneath the palace—a source of raw power, inherently useless until the mayaka, those who worked with magic, processed and used it to forge items of immense power.

			Magic was woven into the very fabric of Ashokan society. It was threaded into the currency—into the skinny seyrs and square tolahs and gold jhaus, ensuring that they couldn’t be forged. It was laced into every brick that made up the border walls, shielding and protecting the country from intruders. It powered their carriages, their lamps, their messages. It was even Ashoka’s biggest export, traded to Lyria and other countries for painted pottery and plush rugs, for medicines and crops not found in Ashoka.

			Or it had been. Trade had stalled months ago, the bustling ports and endless caravans already a fading memory. The Emperor of Lyria was convinced that Ashoka was hoarding all the magic they had. But that wasn’t why Vira hadn’t renegotiated the trade agreements.

			It was because there was no magic left to trade.

			It was her biggest secret: the horrible truth of just how little was left in the quarry. Magic waned with use, and without regular replenishment, Ashoka’s magical borders were already wavering. And if Vira couldn’t protect Ashoka against invaders, there would be no Ashoka for her to defend.

			“Look,” Amrit said, tilting Harish’s chin. Purple veins spidered down the dead man’s neck and chest, disappearing into his kurta. “Poison, likely.”

			Amrit yanked out the arrow embedded in Harish’s stomach, turning it over in his hand before holding it out for Vira to see. The arrowhead wasn’t flat and notched, like the ones she’d used in her brief and catastrophic attempts at wielding a bow. This one was conical, the metal twisting in half a spiral. It was beautifully elegant, and unlike anything she’d ever seen. But judging from the look on Amrit’s face, he had.

			“You know who killed him,” Vira said.

			Amrit hesitated and then nodded once. “I can guess.”

			“Who?”

			He said nothing for a long moment. In the distance, a mynah bird trilled. Another one answered its song. “Later,” he promised. “We should move the body before—”

			“Amrit—”

			A twig snapped.

			“What was that?” Vira’s hand slid to her talwar as she turned. And froze.

			Three figures stood several feet away, arrows nocked and aimed. They had dupattas wrapped around their faces, covering their mouths and noses, masking their identities.

			Amrit stepped in front of her, talwar drawn.

			The boy in the middle spoke. “Put down your weapons, intruders. We have you surrounded.”

			As proof, an arrow whistled from behind, traveling over Vira’s head to lodge in a tree trunk in front of her. She whirled around, her heart racing as she scanned the dark tree line for invisible figures.

			“Who are you?” Amrit demanded, not lowering his weapon.

			“Who are we?” the boy mocked. “I’m surprised you don’t recognize us. We recognize you. Guard.” The word was spat out like a curse.

			There was only one group of people who were arrogant enough to expect their reputation to precede them, who would dare speak the word guard with such hatred.

			“Ravens,” Vira breathed. The boy’s eyes snapped to her. She stepped out from behind Amrit. “You’re thieves, not killers.”

			Stories of bandits who lived within the Swapna Forest and robbed merchants and travelers and anyone associated with the crown had been circulating for years. The Ravens, as they called themselves, had pledged to fight against the maharani long before Vira had ever taken the throne. Another war she’d inherited from her mother.

			The boy pointedly glanced at Harish’s crumpled body. “Clearly, the same cannot be said for you.”

			“We didn’t kill him.” Vira let go of her hold on the talwar, raising both her hands to showcase her empty palms.

			The boy was unmoved. “That may very well be. But your fate is a matter for our leader.”

			Desperation drove her forward. “You don’t und—”

			The figures drew their bowstrings back. Vira stopped.

			“Make no mistake—” The boy’s voice was sharper than a blade. “We don’t like to kill, but if you run, we will hunt you.” This wasn’t a warning. It was a guarantee.

			Vira blinked, licking her lips once. Twice. They were outnumbered. She glanced at Amrit, and she could see him coming to the same conclusion. He lowered his weapon.

			Her breaths came out in small, shallow pants as thick gray smoke suddenly swirled around them—curling around her knees, snaking around her waist and chest.

			Amrit coughed. “Vi—” He coughed harder as the fog enveloped him.

			Vira’s eyes watered. “Amrit?”

			The smoke burned down her throat, her lungs, her stomach. She gasped for breath. She coughed, too, reaching for Amrit. But there was only air. She couldn’t see anything. Or hear. Or . . . think.

			She had . . . she had to find . . . Amrit.

			Vira fell to her knees. Dirt coated her hands, lodging under her fingernails. Her arms could no longer hold her up. The faintest scent of neem clung to the air.

			And then there was only darkness.
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			Chapter Two

			— Riya —

		

					THERE WAS SOMETHING sacrilegious about breaking into a temple.

			Riya wasn’t exactly the praying type, yet discomfort prickled along the back of her neck as she peered through the grime-streaked window of the priestess’s room. Corrupt priestess, Riya reminded herself, who was stealing from people. That made the impiety a little better.

			Or at least she hoped it did.

			Riya leaned in, standing on her tiptoes. Her bare feet were already numb and aching from the cold stone slabs that made up the interior of the temple. Someone had washed the courtyard after the last visitors had gone, leaving wet patches to dry. Patches Riya hadn’t noticed until after she’d stepped in a puddle of icy water. She’d shrieked loud enough to rouse the goddesses themselves—or at least that’s what Kavita had snapped as she dragged Riya out of sight of the entrance.

			Somehow, Riya’s quip, “At least now we know the temple really is empty,” hadn’t appeased Kavita.

			Riya cupped her hands around her face to block the glare of the flickering torch behind her. The glass defiantly reflected her own dark eyes, and she pulled away, frustrated.

			“It’s no use, Kavs. I can’t see a thing.”

			Kavita tilted her head to one side, a hand on her hip and a crooked smile at her lips. It was the Kavita standard just before she said something she thought was especially clever. “Did you expect we’d find an open door and a thieves welcome here sign? Or maybe you’d like to scream again and see if the goddesses want to lend a hand.”

			“Can you be serious?”

			This was supposed to be a brief reconnaissance mission to find out whether the rumors were true—whether the priestess actually was stealing and selling the jewels and idols that the few pious citizens left in the city of Dvar were donating to the temple. But so far it had been neither short nor fruitful.

			Kavita looked the very picture of boredom, leaning against the wall, flipping and twirling a knife between her fingers with enviable deftness. “Come on, Riya. This is a waste of time. We should be with the others.”

			Kavita had a point. The Ravens were thieves, not vigilantes; this wasn’t what they did.

			Things had been shifting in Ashoka for a long while now. Jobs were declining. The ports were empty more often than not. And then the maharani had raised taxes inexplicably, taking even more from citizens who had far too little—chipping away at the remnants of their purses, scraping away the last of their hope.

			Many blamed Maharani Vira for the way their fortunes had turned, but Riya knew that the people of Ashoka had been struggling even before Vira ascended to the throne. Before Maharani Shanti had been killed. Before war had broken out in Ritsar and armies had been pulled from their training bases and sent to the Lyrian border.

			Those who could had fled the country in search of better opportunities. But there were many who couldn’t afford the journey—and many who didn’t want to leave their homeland, in good times or bad.

			That was who the Ravens helped, the ones the goddesses and maharanis had forsaken. They made sure the people had enough money in their pockets after the tax collectors came around—sometimes twice in the same month—even if it meant stealing it back from the maharani herself. That’s where the other Ravens were: breaking into the carriage that transported the collected taxes to the Dvar Fort.

			“Yash asked us to do this,” Riya reminded Kavita.

			That earned her an eye roll. “You volunteered,” Kavita said. “The only one to volunteer, might I add.”

			“We help people.”

			“We help the poor,” Kavita amended. “For all we know, the priestess is selling donations because that’s the only way for her to pay the collectors. In case you haven’t noticed, priestesses aren’t in high demand these days.”

			“No job is in high demand,” Riya said. “But she’s deceiving people. They think their donations are going to the goddesses. To help . . . I don’t know, ensure that their prayers are heard quicker.”

			Kavita snorted. “That’s not how prayer works.”

			“That’s not the point. Faith is all that some people have left. Shouldn’t we help them preserve it?”

			“Vaishali’s bones, Ri.”

			“Look, you didn’t hear that poor lady begging us to find out what happened to the lamps she donated.”

			“Oh, and you did?”

			“Well, no. But Yash—”

			Kavita smirked. “The rest of us aren’t so swayed by his beautiful eyes and chiseled jaw.”

			Riya flushed. “This isn’t about . . . that.”

			Kavita had been with the Ravens since she was a child, so she didn’t get it. For Riya, it was different when Yash asked. He’d been the one who’d found her stumbling through the forest—who’d taken her in and given her a home. A purpose.

			A familiar ache settled between her ribs at the thought of the Ravens. Kavita called it love, but Riya couldn’t imagine that love would be so terrifyingly painful, so overwhelmingly intoxicating. They were her family, her entire life, and some days it felt as if there was nothing she wouldn’t do, no line she wouldn’t cross to keep it that way.

			Some part of her still wanted to show Yash just how grateful she was. She was on his side no matter what. He could trust her—with his secrets, with his life. And maybe if she went above and beyond, he would finally see that she wasn’t the helpless girl he’d rescued.

			Riya huffed as she caught sight of Kavita’s grin. “Can you focus, please?” Riya asked, wanting to change the subject.

			Kavita’s amusement faded into exasperation. “There’s nothing to focus on. The door’s locked with magic. Unless you plan to burn your fingers picking it, we should leave before the priestess comes back.”

			She wasn’t wrong. Mayaka-forged locks burned to the touch if anything but the matching key was inserted. Trying to force their way in would be a painful waste of time. But maybe there was another way. If Riya recalled the layout of the temple correctly, the rooms on this side of the hall overlooked the courtyard. Which meant—

			“There’s a window on the other side.”

			Kavita groaned. “You’re being stubborn.”

			“You mean passionate.”

			Kavita’s head thudded against the wall.

			“Come on,” Riya urged. “We’ve come this far. If there’s no window, I swear we can leave.” Kavita didn’t move. “And I’ll buy you a full plate of khandvi.”

			It took a moment for Kavita to react to the mention of her favorite snack from her home province of Ravas. But then her fingers stopped moving, and she slid the dagger into the folds of the dupatta wrapped around her waist. She pushed away from the wall with an exaggerated sigh and gestured for Riya to lead the way. “I’ll get the khandvi myself, thanks. Your taste in Ravasi food is abysmal.”

			“My taste is fine. You just want an excuse to flirt with the girls who run the stalls.”

			Kavita’s dimples glinted in the dusty light. “Not all of us are lucky enough to be in love.”

			“I’m not—oh, Kausalya help me.”

			Riya made her way toward the small balcony opposite the stairwell. Below them was the back courtyard of the temple. Uneven stone slabs spread out across the square, weeds and grass sprouting from cracks left unattended through the years. In the center, behind a tulsi plant, was a neglected altar to a forgotten goddess. The iron gate they’d scaled to enter the temple was to the left, but the heavy chains coiled around the bars ensured that it wasn’t a functional door. The real temple entrance was somewhere to the right, beyond the building that housed the altars to the three goddesses. Though perhaps building was a loose interpretation. It was nothing more than a sea of carved stone pillars that held up the pyramid-shaped gopuram tower.

			The railing of the balcony pressed into Riya’s stomach as she leaned over the edge. “Window.” She pointed triumphantly.

			“You win,” Kavita said dryly.

			Riya sized up the wall. It was weatherworn, with enough crevices to provide plenty of finger- and footholds. It would be easy to climb, even without the stone eagle perched helpfully between the balcony and the ledge below the priestess’s window. She hoisted herself up onto the railing, a hand gripping the wall to steady herself.

			In the distance, the glimmering lights of the Dvar Fort rose above the city—a glittering beacon visible from every street. It was magic that made those lanterns burn unnaturally bright. Magic the maharani and her Council hoarded in their quarry while her people struggled to survive in the streets.

			Those lights were meant to be reassuring, a comforting reminder of the maharani’s power and protection. To Riya, it was a constant reminder of all the ways in which the maharanis had failed Ashoka.

			She took a deep breath, anticipation pooling in her stomach. And then she leapt.

			She landed lightly, her hands wrapping around the eagle’s head while her bare feet found purchase in the stone beneath the talons. She slid a leg onto the ledge, testing it before she swung herself onto it fully. Wind whipped strands of hair into her face as she ran a hand over the padlock that held the shutters together. No magic, thank the goddesses.

			Riya slid the mayaka-forged silver hoop earrings out of her earlobes and unwound the circles into long, thin lock picks. Within seconds, the lock clicked open. Riya landed on the floor of the priestess’s empty room with a soft thump. She whistled—two trills, like the chirp of a mynah bird. The Ravens’ all clear signal. Seconds later, Kavita swung in after her, as quiet as a cat, closing the window and sealing them into the room.

			Kavita withdrew a small rock from her pocket, bathing them in a soft orange glow. Riya surveyed the room. It was a bedroom and an office—and thoroughly impersonal on both counts. A single cot was flush against a wall, next to a wooden chest. On the other side, a rickety desk was covered in stacks of ledgers and books.

			As Kavita drifted toward the desk, Riya made her way to the bed. Nothing under the mattress or wedged into the space between the cot and the wall. The chest was full of innocuous saris, petticoats, and blouses. She dropped to her knees and looked under the bed, sliding her arm underneath, waving it back and forth to see if it caught on anything.

			“Nothing.” Riya sneezed twice. “Unless you count dust.”

			“I think I found something,” Kavita said.

			Riya picked herself up. “What is it?”

			Kavita was thumbing through the pages of a ledger. “What did that lady say she was missing again?”

			“Uh . . . gold lamps with peacock ornaments on top.” Riya peered over Kavita’s shoulder. “Is that a list of who’s donated to the temple?”

			Kavita trailed the glowing stone down the list. “Found it. Two peacock lamps for Vaishali’s altar.”

			“Is there a record of who she’s selling them to?”

			“Doesn’t look like it.” Kavita flipped through the rest of the pages. “Maybe there’s anoth—”

			The doorknob turned.

			Riya dropped to the ground, pulling Kavita—and the ledger—down with her. Kavita gasped in shock as Riya clamped a hand over Kavita’s mouth and another around the rock. Half a second later, the door swung open.

			Torchlight flitted in from the corridor, bright enough that even the slightest motion would lengthen their shadows and give them away. They were too far from the window to escape that way, and if the priestess came around to sit at her desk, she would trip over them before she ever reached for a quill.

			Dread coiled in Riya’s stomach as she met Kavita’s panicked eyes.

			The footsteps grew louder. Riya catalogued every twitch of shadow, every swish of cloth. Wind rattled the shutters, and Riya bit the inside of her cheek. The window was unlocked—all it would take was the right gust of wind, and it would blow open.

			Next to her, Kavita shifted imperceptibly, drawing her dagger. Riya pulled her hand away from Kavita’s mouth, her movements slow and smooth as she reached for her own weapon. Familiarity surged through her as her fingers curved around the patterned metal hilt, a faint trace of magic still clinging to it from when her mayaka father had forged it.

			The dagger was the only thing that remained of her old life. It had been her constant—and sometimes only—protector since she’d left home two years earlier. But even that did little to curb the fear surging through her frozen body.

			But acting on fear was for amateurs. No, Riya had surprise on her side. She would wait until the priestess approached the desk and . . . angle in through the stomach and then up. Piercing her heart. Or lungs. It was certain death.

			Or so she’d been told.

			There was always a price to pay for taking someone’s life—her father had told her that the day he’d given her the dagger. She’d thought about this so often over the years that she could recall his exact words, the precise inflections of his deep, somber voice.

			You may not see it now, my dear Riya, but every act of violence bears a cost. Some things leave a physical scar. A cut. A burn. Those can fade with time. But some acts, like taking a life—those leave a mark on your soul.

			And those never disappear.

			But those rules belonged to another life, to another girl she’d left behind. A dagger in her hand and secrets in her heart. That was how Riya had secured her place among the Ravens. And that was how she’d escape the priestess.

			The footsteps stopped. Riya held her breath, listening, waiting. Her heart thundered against her ribs, each beat seeming louder than the last.

			The sound of shuffling parchment right above her made her start. Her fingers tightened around the dagger.

			In through the stomach and then up.

			More shuffling. The scratch of a quill. The dripping of wax. The stamp of a seal. Silence.

			And then the distinct scraping of a box dragging against the coarse stone floor. Metal and stone clanged as the priestess rummaged through, slammed it shut, and then dragged it back.

			The footsteps receded. The door closed, and they were once again plunged into darkness.

			Relief flooded Riya. Her spine relaxed. Blood rushed back to her numb legs, tingling as she stood. She closed her eyes for just a second, her father’s words still echoing in her ears.

			Some acts, like taking a life—those leave a mark on your soul.

			Her soul would remain unmarred for another day.
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			Chapter Three

			— Ronak —

		

					OVER THE LAST eight months, Ronak had walked from the palace to the dungeons two hundred and thirty-four times. By now, memory guided his steps. Habit made him skip over the unfixed crack in the stone stairs and veer away from the scraggly thorns of the rosebush that leaned too far onto the path. He could probably close his eyes and still manage to make it there unscathed. But he didn’t want that. He wanted to see everything. Remember everything.

			Wind swirled around his shoulders, strong enough to carry away the stench that perpetually clung to the dungeons no matter how many jasmine vines the Council draped over the building. Two surly guards stood on either side of the metal gate that led down to the cells.

			“Rajkumaara,” they mumbled in unison, not bothering to mask the displeasure in their voices.

			In another life, Ronak might be offended by the tone. His twin sister, Vira, probably would be—but then again, she’d always cared more about being liked. Ronak understood why no one wanted him visiting every night. His presence was a reminder of a fact that everyone in the palace seemed desperately to want to forget: the dungeons held another rajkumaara.

			Ronak stood silently, letting the guards search him for any weapons before they allowed him to lift a flameless magic lantern from the wall to guide his way through the underground maze.

			When Ronak was ten years old, he’d developed an interest in prisons. He’d found a book that described rooms full of ancient weapons magically forged to leech blood or sear flesh off the bone. It had thrilled and terrified him so much that for weeks afterward he’d holed up in the library, going through book after book of bone-chilling contraptions and the ways they’d used them on prisoners.

			His fascination had been a short-lived phase—partly because the images were spawning nightmares and partly because Vira had discovered his interest and promptly informed their parents. But though the books had been relocated and the librarian fired, the pictures were burned into Ronak’s mind. And the first time he stood outside these gates eight months earlier, he’d been certain that he knew exactly what to expect.

			Ronak had torn through the stone halls, racing ahead of the guards, past rows and rows of cells built just as the books described—until he came up abruptly on Kaleb.

			Knees drawn to his chest, arms wrapped tightly around himself, head hanging down . . . it wasn’t the Kaleb that Ronak knew. And he’d learned in that moment that no number of books could have ever prepared him for the sight of his brother like this.

			And two hundred and thirty-four times later, it hadn’t gotten any easier.

			Ronak approached slowly, hanging the lantern on a hook opposite Kaleb’s cell. Kaleb was sitting on the floor, legs crossed, eyes closed. His black kurta seemed to swallow him whole. 

			There was no door or wall to separate Ronak from his brother—only dark metal shackles coiled around Kaleb’s wrists and ankles, magically forged to keep him confined in his cell. A single metal bar on the floor, also imbued with magic, delineated the invisible barrier. If any part of Kaleb crossed the barrier, his body would be racked with enough pain to subdue an elephant.

			Kaleb’s eyes opened as Ronak reached inside his right pocket and withdrew a cloth-wrapped package of chapati, piping hot from the kitchen tava.

			“You need to stop bringing me food,” Kaleb said reproachfully even as he rose. “If the Council finds out, we’ll both get in trouble.”

			“When was the last time any councilor bothered to step foot in here?” 

			They both knew full well that Ronak was the only one who ever visited. Ronak pushed the chapati over the metal barrier into Kaleb’s hand. Though the magic only worked one way to keep the prisoners confined, it was forbidden for visitors to enter cells. Ronak had ignored that rule from the day the guards stopped shadowing him.

			“Here, even the spies have spies. Remember?”

			Ronak almost smiled. It was a favorite saying of their father’s—one that Ronak more than anyone had internalized. He’d thought of it often in the two years since Papa had died.

			As Kaleb sat back down and tore into the chapati and spicy mango pickle, Ronak also dropped to the ground, mirroring his brother’s posture. 

			“Did you sleep well?” Ronak asked.

			“Did you?” Kaleb returned.

			“I’m not the one locked in here.”

			“No, you’re the one wandering the streets of Dvar in the middle of the night.”

			Ronak ran a hand over the back of his neck, slipping his fingers beneath the simple gold chain. Kaleb watched his movement, and Ronak self-consciously dropped his hand. It had been Kaleb’s first. Papa had given it to him many years ago, and it had passed to Ronak after his imprisonment.

			“I’m not alone,” Ronak said. “I have Jay.”

			“Right.”

			“What?” Ronak asked. 

			Once, Kaleb would have said nothing until he’d thought long and hard about the most diplomatic response. But now he held Ronak’s gaze and said, “I know you don’t want to hear it, Ro, but he’s impulsive and careless.”

			Ronak pursed his lips. Jay and Kaleb were in the middle of a ten-year-old war that Ronak wanted no part of. Kaleb thought Jay was reckless; Jay thought Kaleb had no sense of adventure. And after a childhood spent mediating peace between his brother and his best friend, Ronak was tired of the role.

			“He’s been a friend. Perhaps you’ve forgotten, but there aren’t many people lining up to befriend a rajkumaara.”

			Use him, sure. Everyone wanted to twist his supposed sway with Vira to their advantage. But Jay saw him as a person.

			Kaleb looked up sharply. “You think I don’t know how hard it is to make friends?”

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“It’s not friendship to insist that you follow him down whatever illegal path he’s chosen now.”

			Ronak said nothing.

			“Last I heard, it was chariot races. Before that, what was it? Ah yes, transporting raw magic? I was sure I’d lost my mind, because I know my brother would not be so foolish.”

			Ronak blinked in surprised. He purposely hadn’t told Kaleb about that.

			“So it’s true.” Kaleb shook his head. 

			Ronak looked away, but not before he saw the disappointment in Kaleb’s eyes.

			 “What were you thinking?” Kaleb asked.

			He hadn’t known what it was—not until it was too late—but that wouldn’t matter to Kaleb.

			“There’s a reason,” Kaleb continued quietly. “A reason mayaka go through all that training. Papa raised you better than that. Or have you forgotten, now that he’s gone?” Bitterness lined his words.

			Of course Ronak hadn’t forgotten. Kaleb had only ever had one dream: to follow in Papa’s footsteps. He’d study at a renowned university, apprentice under one of the top mayaka forgers, and take over for Papa as the palace’s mayaka. If Vira hadn’t locked him up—hadn’t sided with the Council despite knowing that Kaleb could never be involved with the death of the maharani—he would have completed his first year of university by now.

			“How’d you find out?” Ronak asked.

			Kaleb’s lips quirked in a poor imitation of a smile. “You think you’re the only one with spies, Ronak? I may not care for these court games, but perhaps you’ve forgotten that we were raised the same.”

			It took Ronak a moment to make sense of the words. Of course. The maidservant who’d found him throwing up in his chambers from raw magic poisoning.

			Mayaka spent half a decade learning to work with magic, the training carefully overseen by the Mayaka Association. Prolonged exposure led to worsening symptoms—headaches, nausea, memory loss, paralysis, until it eventually led to death. It was why miners at the quarry worked in shifts of no more than six hours at a time, with frequent days off to recuperate. And it was also why they were outfitted with special clothes and gloves that covered their whole bodies—items Ronak hadn’t known he’d need when he’d accepted the job.

			“I just don’t get it, Ronak. Why would you do it?”

			For you, Ronak wanted to say. But he couldn’t tell Kaleb—not until he had every part of his plan in place.

			The will to fight drained out of him. “I don’t want to argue, Kaleb.”

			Kaleb rose and made his way to a small clay pot of water in the corner. He washed his hands, then wiped them on the cloth Ronak had brought the chapati in.

			“I worry about you, Ro,” Kaleb said. “I worry you’re focusing on the wrong things. Fun and adventure are well and good, but you’re eighteen now.”

			Dread pooled in the pit of Ronak’s stomach. “I know, Kaleb. Trust me.”

			The Council didn’t approve of how often he visited his brother, and they disliked even more that he’d been digging into the past, trying to figure out who had framed Kaleb. It was only a matter of time before a councilor said the right words, offered the right incentive, and Vira would bend to their will. Then the Council would be free to send him to any province—any country—that could offer an alliance. What better way to be rid of Ronak than marrying him off to the highest bidder?

			He was no more free than Kaleb. His prison was larger, more lavish, but he still felt the chains tightening around his wrists and ankles.

			“Don’t you ever dream of leaving all this behind?” Ronak blurted before he could stop himself. He stood up. “We could travel the world, explore other countries.”

			“Ronak.”

			“We could find a new place to call home.” Ronak paced back and forth. “A secluded town somewhere in the mountains. Pristine lakes reflecting snow-covered peaks. I could paint all day. You could find a nice boy—”

			“Dreams are for the free,” Kaleb said flatly.

			“You won’t be locked here forever. Just think about—”

			“I don’t want to!” Kaleb’s words reverberated in the air around them. 

			Ronak stopped moving, taken aback. 

			“I don’t want to think about a life I’ll never get to have.”

			“I didn’t mean—” Ronak swallowed, staring hopelessly at the pain in Kaleb’s eyes. “Kaleb—”

			“I know.” Kaleb exhaled. “I know, Ronak. But no one can run forever. At some point you have to stop and face reality.”

			For a moment, the only noise was the wind whistling outside.

			“I should go,” Ronak said. He reached for the cloth and tugged it gently out of Kaleb’s grasp. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			Kaleb had been right about many things. But he’d also been wrong. Ronak wasn’t a bored rajkumaara testing the limits of his privilege. He was a boy trying to change his fate. There was escape from this life—for him and for Kaleb.

			And Ronak was going to find it.
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			Chapter Four

			— Riya —

		

					IT WAS A warm night, but Riya shivered as she looked up at the overcast sky.

			The forest was unforgiving under the best of circumstances. Old hunting traps from long-abandoned settlements littered the ground. Wild animals roamed free, eagerly awaiting any prey that wandered too close. The Ravens knew the surroundings better than anyone. Carved trees and fallen logs that looked identical to unpracticed eyes were signposts to them, as clear as if they had words and arrows etched on them. But there were some nights when even the Ravens didn’t dare stray too far from camp—nights when heavy downpours obscured their vision and turned dirt paths slippery with mud. Then the forest stopped being dangerous and became deadly.

			Kavita stopped. “Do you hear that?” 

			Riya hoisted the box they’d taken from the priestess’s room higher on her hip, tilting her head to one side. And then she heard it too. Voices.

			Kavita cupped her hands around her mouth and sounded another bird trill, this one mimicking the three-note song of the koyal. It was a question: Who’s there? A beat passed, and then another. There was no reply. Whoever was approaching wasn’t a Raven.

			As one, Riya and Kavita moved off the path and into the thicket just as three figures drew closer.

			“Guards.” Kavita pursed her lips as if she’d bit into a lemon. “What are they doing here?”

			Guards were always around, circling market stalls, trying to sniff out counterfeit or smuggled goods hidden among the trinkets. They never found anything, of course. The real smugglers operated on the other side of town, in parlors luxurious enough to rival rooms in the maharani’s palace. Still, the guards didn’t usually venture into the forest.

			Riya watched them through the space between two branches. The girl leading the way carried a flameless lantern flickering with magic. Another had her talwar drawn. But the third one looked to be entirely weaponless.

			“—she’d just leave us here,” the girl with the lantern was complaining. “Who cares if a few guards are maimed by beasts, right?”

			The girl with the talwar shushed her. “She’s the maharani. She can do whatever she wants.”

			The lantern girl scowled. “What about the dead body? You think she took it back to the fort?”

			An uncomfortable chill scuttled down Riya’s spine. The maharani had been in the forest?

			“Dead body?” Kavita echoed under her breath.

			The guards disappeared around a bend in the road, the wind snatching the rest of the conversation.

			Riya bit her lip. “Do you really think she was here?” She tried to ignore the way her stomach twisted into a knot. “The maharani?”

			“Who cares?”

			But Kavita looked unsettled too, her eyes lingering on the empty path. Deaths in the forest were never a good sign. And that this one had the attention of the maharani was even worse.

			The Ravens’ camp was nearly deserted. The only movement Riya could make out was Yash pushing a heavy tree trunk closer to the flickering fire pit. It always surprised her how strong he was, because looking at him, he was all bones and joints. He raised his hand in greeting.

			Up close, Riya could see dark circles under his weary eyes. Loose strands of his usually tidy hair hung across his forehead, dipping into his lashes. Yash was so quick to smile, to laugh, that it was easy to forget that he was responsible for all of them.

			Riya deposited the box of stolen goods at his feet. Kavita tossed the ledgers on top of it. Yash’s brows furrowed in confusion.

			“We found the stolen items,” Riya announced. “And who she’s selling them to.”

			He glanced back up at Riya. “Really?”

			The priestess had been clever, hiding items in a mayaka-forged chest. They’d been thorough in searching the room, yet they hadn’t found anything until they emerged from behind the desk and spotted a wooden edge peeking out from beneath the cot. It was a common hiding practice for those who could afford to hire a mayaka—making objects invisible except to those who already knew of their existence.

			Magic only worked on inanimate objects, and forging those objects was a difficult practice. Riya had learned at a young age that she had little aptitude for it. It involved a lot of sitting still, clearing her head, and focusing on just one thing. Her mind had always raced far too fast to be pinned down the way her father wanted. But the worst part was, it was never the same each time. The amount of magic, the amount of power, the exact way in which an object was meant to work all changed based on how focused or well trained the mayaka was.

			“That’s the beauty of it,” Papa always said. “Each item is unique. The magic is based on the individual forger.”

			Riya had never seen what was so great about that. As much as she’d hated her mathematics lessons, at least there was a correct answer. With forging, everything depended on the intention of the mayaka. You couldn’t be truly certain of what the object was meant to do without speaking to the mayaka who made it. The priestess likely thought the box would remain hidden to everyone except her. She hadn’t taken into account lurking Ravens who might unintentionally uncover its existence.

			“Good work, Riya.” Yash flashed her a smile, and Riya beamed, ignoring Kavita’s snort of laughter. “Leave it inside, will you?”

			Yash had sent her to find out if there was any truth to the rumors, but she’d done so much more than that. It would be only a matter of time until he recognized how indispensable she could be.

			The Ravens had two tents, made of thatched straw and old saris, propped up against a wall of trees. They were primarily for supplies: a small cabinet that housed their limited armory of stolen weapons, stacked wooden trunks full of spare clothes, and clay pots of carefully rationed food strung up along the roof between tree branches.

			Riya deposited the box in the back corner near the armory, tucking the ledger away behind it. Maybe Yash would let her join him when they returned the lamps. 

			“What are you doing?”

			Riya jerked up, nearly knocking her head against one of the pots. Varun—Yash’s brother—stood at the entrance, a bow in his left hand, a quiver of red-fletched arrows hanging askew off his shoulder. His gaze bored into her, and Riya fought the urge to turn away. There was something unsettling about the way he looked at her, as if he saw more than he should.

			“That’s none of your concern.” She walked past him, but he moved quickly, blocking her path.

			 “What do you want?” she asked, pulling herself up to her full height, refusing to let him intimidate her. But even then he towered over her. The air around him smelled faintly of tulsi which infuriated Riya. Thieves weren’t supposed to have a signature scent. But she couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t had an endless supply of tulsi leaves stuffed in his pockets.

			“You were supposed to investigate, Riya. Not rob the priestess.”

			“I don’t recall you issuing the orders.”

			He scowled. “What if the others find it? What if they sell those donations before they can be returned to the rightful owners?”

			“They wouldn’t if Yash told them not to.”

			“Right. Yash.” His jaw tightened. “Open your eyes, Riya. Not everyone puts my brother on the same pedestal you do. It’s getting pathetic how desperate you are for his attention.”

			Riya sucked in a breath, the words cutting deeper than she expected. She stepped closer to him. “What’s pathetic is how often you involve yourself in matters that don’t concern you. Are you so desperate to be relevant?” 

			She moved around him again, but Varun’s grip on her forearm held her back. He leaned in close, his warm breath fluttering against her cheek. “You can deflect all you want, but you know I’m right.”

			“Touch me again, and I’ll break your hand.”

			He let her go, but he didn’t step away. Her arm burned with the imprint of his hand.

			A throat cleared behind them, startling them both. Varun stepped back.

			“Well, if you two are quite done,” Kavita said dryly, “the others are back.”

			Varun walked away without another word. Kavita watched him leave, her expression unreadable.

			“Don’t,” Riya said before Kavita could open her mouth.

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			Riya scowled. “He started it.” She felt like a petulant child, especially when Kavita rolled her eyes.

			“He has a point, Ri. You do tend to see the world the way you want to.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Kavita sighed, then looped her arm through Riya’s, tugging her forward. “Nothing. Come on. We’re deciding what to do with the prisoners.”

			“What prisoners?” The Ravens didn’t usually take prisoners.

			Kavita’s gaze darkened. “The others found the dead body.”

			Riya froze for a moment. “What? The one—”

			“—the guards were talking about,” Kavita finished.

			The eerie cold returned to Riya. “And the prisoners?”

			“More guards.” Kavita’s frown deepened. “I don’t know why they bothered to bring them here. They should have just taken their weapons and cut them loose.” She shook her head, disgusted. “You should see their swords. So much magic it nearly knocked me back. Yash estimates that they’re worth at least several hundred tolahs. Maybe more.”

			“Really?” Those weren’t the kind of weapons guards were normally issued. And they were certainly not the kind of weapons one brought into a forest full of notorious thieves. A sudden, horrifying thought hit Riya. But no. It wasn’t possible. The maharani was gone. The guards had said—

			Riya stopped walking.

			The guards had assumed that the maharani had left with the dead body. But if the Ravens had the body . . .

			“Where are you going?” Kavita called after her, but Riya was already rushing back into the glades, past the Ravens clustered around the fire, toward the far side of the clearing. The shapes came into view even before she slowed.

			There were two of them.

			A guard. And . . . her.

			Riya’s chest hurt as if someone were sitting on it, squeezing all the air out of her lungs, all the blood out of her heart. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think.

			This was wrong. All wrong. Vira wasn’t supposed to be here. Vira wasn’t supposed to know. But there was no escaping the truth. Riya’s past had finally caught up with her.

			Vira looked nothing like the statue of the arrogant young maharani they’d erected in the center of Dvar. No. The girl sitting in front of her looked like just that—a girl. Her hair was parted in the center and pulled back in a practical braid. Her ears and neck and arms were unadorned, yet there was something undeniably regal in the way she sat, even as she was tied to a tree, unconscious.

			You don’t have to tell us what you’re running from.

			Those were the first words Yash had ever said to her. The Ravens had never cared about her past. They didn’t even care that she was reluctant to talk about it. After all, none of them had happy stories. The Ravens were made up of runaways and castaways, of survivors and scoundrels.

			But then she’d gotten to know them. People who’d become her best friends, her family. And suddenly, keeping her past from them no longer felt freeing. It felt like a burden. She’d meant to tell them—she really had. One more day, she’d told herself. I’ll tell them tomorrow. But countless tomorrows had come and gone.

			Now her secrets were literally sitting in the glades, and she’d run out of time.

			Vira had found her.

			And Riya had to get her sister out of the forest before her entire world crumbled around her.
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			Chapter Five

			— Vira —

		

					IT WAS THE headache that woke Vira—a dull throb, insistent in her temples. She couldn’t remember falling asleep with the window open, but cold air was blowing through her room. It smelled fresh, of dirt and rain.

			Vira groaned. The maidservants would be coming in any moment to usher her to the baths. But she couldn’t move her limbs. She couldn’t even open her eyes.

			“Vira?”

			I’ll be up in a minute, Vira tried to say, but her lips weren’t working.

			A second later there was another insistent hiss of her name. “Vira. Are you awake?”

			She groaned again and then cracked her eyes open a tiny sliver to brace against the bright morning light.

			There was only darkness. She forced her eyes open. Confusion muddled her thoughts. Dirt. Leaves. Trees. She wasn’t in her room. She wasn’t even in the palace.

			Slowly, like a layer of morning mist receding in sunlight, awareness returned to Vira’s body. Cold made her skin ripple with gooseflesh. Then fear tore through her veins. She jerked forward—and was immediately wrenched back. Ropes wound tight around her torso, pinning her arms at her side, cutting into her skin the more she struggled.

			“Amrit?” Her voice came out in a hoarse, painful rasp. The smoke. She remembered the way it had burned and made her cough.

			“Vira. Thank the goddesses,” Amrit said somewhere to her left. “Are you hurt?”

			She turned, wincing as her neck protested the sudden movement. “No. Are you?” Rough tree bark scratched against her cheek as she took him in. He was tied to a tree trunk, his posture mirroring hers, but he looked unharmed.

			“No.” Amrit strained against the ropes. They didn’t budge. From the look on his face, this wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get free. “I didn’t think it was possible for this night to get worse.”

			That wasn’t funny, but Vira laughed—and then immediately regretted it as sharp pain burst in her throat.

			“The Council is going to be furious,” she said.

			“We’ll find a way out of this together,” Amrit promised.

			She mentally sifted through the information her Council had gathered about the Ravens. She couldn’t recall any stories about them taking prisoners. She’d assumed they didn’t hold captives, but now she couldn’t help but wonder if there were no stories because no captive had survived. Panic rose within her again, but she suppressed it.

			Panic is the enemy of logic. Emotional thinking cannot coexist with rationality.

			And according to her mother, Vira was always thinking too emotionally.

			She surveyed the area. They were in a large clearing surrounded by dense forest. Cloth sheets were strung up between tree branches on the other side of the clearing, sectioning off areas to create privacy and provide limited shelter from the elements. In the center, orange embers glowed within a fire pit. A real fire. Vira hadn’t seen one of those in years.

			And next to the flames lay their weapons. She had often wished it was customary in Ashoka to bury the dead instead of cremating them. Maybe then the talwar would have been trapped somewhere beneath the earth with her mother’s bones instead of being another burden for Vira to bear.

			Yet she couldn’t tear her eyes away. The talwar was lying in the dirt like a cheap, abandoned trinket, and the sight twisted at something primal in her chest. A weapon in her hand and whispers in her head. That was all Vira had left of her mother.

			“Glad to see you’re awake.” A tall Raven approached them, a lantern in one hand that he set down beside Vira. He crouched to examine her bonds, and his wavy hair fell into his tired eyes. He was younger than Vira expected. And he was unarmed save for a small knife at his waist.

			“Are you hurt?” he asked.

			“What does that matter? We’re prisoners.”

			His eyes lifted to hers. “Prisoners, too, deserve kindness.”

			“Compassion doesn’t make you less of a criminal.”

			“Criminal, huh?” The boy’s mouth twitched as he rose to check on Amrit. “Judgmental words from a killer.”

			“We’re not killers,” Vira said.

			The Raven gestured to Amrit. “No one gets scars like that without being well acquainted with weapons. And don’t think I didn’t notice the magic in your weapons. Or the expensive clothes on the dead boy. I don’t know who you are, but I’d be a fool to believe you were just guards who stumbled onto a dead body.”

			“You’ll find out soon enough just how well acquainted I am with weapons,” Amrit snarled.

			The boy laughed. “I like you.” He glanced back at Vira. “Any chance you’d want to defect? We could always use a spy or two.”

			“Vigilante justice,” Vira bit out, unable to help herself, “isn’t true justice. Those who operate outside the law can never uphold it.”

			“Suit yourself,” the Raven said with a shrug. “But I’ll remind you that there would be no need for us if there wasn’t a gap in the protection provided by your maharani.”

			“Yash?” someone called from the distance.

			“Coming.”

			As the boy—Yash—left them alone once more, Vira replayed the exchange in her mind, lingering on the way he’d said your maharani. As if he didn’t consider himself included under the rule of the crown.

			She knew there were people who didn’t approve of her as the maharani. Half the members of her Council believed they’d be a better ruler than she was. But the thought that there were those who believed they didn’t need to answer to the maharani at all left an unsavory taste in her mouth.

			Sometimes she couldn’t help but wonder if her mother had meant for her to inherit a
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