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Chapter One

— Vira —

THE DOOR WAS marked with a silver elephant.

Vira held up the magical lantern she’d rented from the merchant at the mouth of the cave. “I think this is it.”

In addition to the absurd amount he’d charged for a lamp that barely illuminated five feet of space around her, the merchant’s instructions had been vague at best—a series of hand waves she’d interpreted to mean that the entrance to the tavern was somewhere within the network of caves.

“You’ll know it when you see it,” he’d said as he closed his grimy fingers over the eight seyrs she’d handed him against her sister Riya’s objections. But after nearly half an hour of wandering in the dark without proof that there was anything here besides skittering beetles and fluttering bats, she was beginning to think the man had lied.

“This better be it,” Riya said, annoyed. “We’ve wasted enough time already.”

This entire excursion to the Adhura province had proved to be a test in patience. It took them a whole day of questioning vendors at several different markets in the sweltering heat to get a single lead on the scholar they were trying to find. It was a miracle they’d gotten this far—and that they’d survived the day without murdering one another.

As Vira reached for the handle, her heartbeat quickened. Despite her best efforts to keep a hold on her emotions, hope bloomed in her chest. Or maybe it was desperation. She wasn’t sure she could tell the difference anymore.

“This could be another dead end,” Riya warned, as though she could read Vira’s every thought.

Vira felt herself flush—first with embarrassment at her own transparency and then with irritation that her sister was treating her like a child who didn’t know any better. “I’m well aware, thank you,” she said curtly. She was the one poring over Papa’s journals night after sleepless night, piecing together arcane clues and historical fragments.

There had been rumors for centuries that there were other quarries of magic scattered throughout Ashoka, purposefully hidden by the secretive and dangerous Kamala Society. In order to find them, one had to track down the Ivory Key—a legendary object said to unlock that lost magic. And Vira had found it. She’d become the first person in five hundred years to hold that secret—only to discover that the Ivory Key didn’t lead to the answers she’d searched for her entire life. It led to more questions. More codes to break. More mysteries to unravel.

Papa had taught them the basics of cryptography, but the Ivory Key had turned out to be more complex than they’d expected. They needed an expert—someone who specialized in ciphers, someone they could trust to help them, because they were running out of leads and, worse, time.

That’s why she was here, why she’d shirked her duties as a ruler and lied to her Council yet again, to track down a scholar she’d found mentioned in Papa’s old letters. Magic. If Vira could get more magic, she could fix everything. This was her last hope, or there wouldn’t even be an Ashoka left for her to worry about.

“I’m just trying to help,” Riya said, a small frown creasing her forehead.

Vira forced herself to take a deep breath, stuffing down her muddled feelings. “I’m sorry. You are helping. I’m just tired.”

It wasn’t a lie. Being the maharani of a dying country was exhausting. Every day her Council brought her some new problem—news of Lyrian troop movements, a part of the border wall running out of magic, protesters gathering outside the Dvar Fort.

Ashoka was a country built on magic, a resource mined from the single quarry beneath the Dvar Palace, carefully processed by mayaka—those who worked with magic—and put into objects. Magic was what powered carriages, transported messages, and lit the city. It was what protected Ashoka from invaders; it was woven into the weapons used by the military and the walls that made up the country’s borders.

Or at least it had been. As the maharani, Vira knew exactly how little was left in the quarry. Three weeks. That was all they had before the border would fully crumble, leaving Ashoka defenseless.

Finding the Ivory Key was supposed to solve Vira’s problems. Instead, it had led her to disappointment after disappointment, and she wasn’t sure she could handle another one, not when her heart was still too raw from what had happened during their trip to Ritsar.

What had happened after.

Her chest tightened painfully, but she pushed that aside too.

The door opened into a cramped cavern. Dim chandeliers cascaded from the high ceiling, illuminating stone walls that had been sanded down and carved with elaborate geometric designs. Low wooden tables dotted the room, each surrounded by a ring of embroidered cushions. Some were occupied by sole patrons sipping from a tankard of ale or wine. Others held groups clustered together, playing cards or talking in hushed voices. Lilting music emanated from one corner, where a sitar player seated on a rug-covered dais was strumming a lively tune.

Riya cast a furtive glance around as they approached the bar. “This doesn’t look like the kind of place that many scholars would frequent.”

Vira didn’t respond, but she secretly agreed. She and Riya were dressed simply in cotton kurtas, without any jewelry or fine silk that would attract attention or indicate that they were worthwhile targets for robbery, but Vira could still feel gazes lingering on her. It hadn’t escaped her notice that the clientele was heavily armed, talwars, aruvals, and daggers resting on the ground beside their tables. She had a talwar too—a plain curved sword that she’d brought along at Riya’s insistence—but she’d never intended to actually need it.

“What’ll you have?” The barkeep’s kaajal-lined eyes flickered up impatiently to Vira and then back to where she was wiping the sticky counter with a dirty rag. It didn’t look to be making much of a difference.

“We’re actually looking for someone,” Riya said. “Sharadha.”

That earned them the barkeep’s full attention. She dropped the rag and stared at them, one hand on her hip as her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Who’s asking?”

“Some old friends.” Vira put five shiny seyrs on the counter, ignoring Riya’s incredulous look.

“Sharadha doesn’t have friends,” the barkeep said. But a moment later she jerked her chin to the right, where a tunnel led deeper into the cavern. “Try through there.”

Vira heard the roar of a crowd. They emerged in a smaller cave, where people were clustered around a table. Riya elbowed her way in first, and Vira followed, standing on her toes to look over Riya’s shoulder.

It was a game of cards. On one end was a broad-shouldered young man, the heavy rings on his fingers twinkling as he rearranged his cards. On the other side was a woman who looked youthful despite streaks of gray in her long black braid. And in the middle—atop of what was surely hundreds of glinting seyrs and tolahs—was a carved wooden flute. It didn’t look to be worth much, but Vira could feel the faintest hint of magic wafting from it.

Another cheer rose up as the young man set his cards on the table. Vira was too far away to make out what they were, but judging by the response, it was a good hand. A hush fell over the crowd as the woman leaned forward, waiting until the last second to flip her cards over.

The room erupted into chaos.

Vira barely dodged out of the way of someone’s elbow as they punched the air above in celebration. She cast her eyes around, unsure about the result until the young man slammed his fists on the table in rage, knocking his cards onto the ground as he stormed out.

The woman rose, picked up the flute, and bowed dramatically to thunderous applause. She scraped a handful of the coins into a small cloth bag at her waist and then winked. “Remember to play nice.”

That was apparently the only thing holding the crowd back, because suddenly dozens of hands dove for the money. Vira backed away in alarm, realizing too late that she’d lost Riya. She was contemplating shoving her way through the horde when Riya emerged, clutching a handful of silver tolahs.

“You went after the money?” Vira gaped at her. “Are you serious?”

“I wouldn’t have if you didn’t keep wasting ours,” Riya said, pocketing the coins.

Vira pursed her lips. It wasn’t a waste if it was actually helping them, but Riya wouldn’t understand that, so she said nothing.

Riya put her hand out to stop a passing stranger. “Where can we find Sharadha?”

He gave her a baffled look. “That was the woman who won.”

“Her?” Vira’s brows rose in surprise. Given the letters she and Papa had exchanged, Vira expected a bookish scholar who spent her time in dusty university libraries. The woman they’d seen didn’t fit that description in any way.

Vira turned back the way they’d come. And that’s when she saw him. Amrit. His tall stature would have looked lanky on someone else but was filled out by his hard-earned muscles. His striking features—his jawline, his cheekbones, his long lashes. His brown eyes always full of . . .

Vira blinked, and the world around her almost seemed to change shape. It wasn’t Amrit. It was a stranger. Someone who bore a passing resemblance to the former captain of her guard, former . . . something else. But it was too late. The floodgates in her mind had opened, and Vira couldn’t stop herself from plunging headlong into the memories that haunted her.

I wish you knew that I’ll always protect you.

Those words seemed to burn her from the inside out, and Vira had to stop walking just for a second, a hand pressed against her chest, as if that would somehow stop the pain. It was a lie, she reminded herself. Every word, every admission had been carefully constructed to pry her open—to get her to trust him. There were no hidden messages to be found in her memories, no secret promises or explanations. He’d used her and manipulated her and left her. He’d betrayed her in every sense of the word—taken the Ivory Key, abandoned her in the middle of the Koranos Mountains, and left with the same mercenaries who were responsible for her mother’s death.

And still. After all that, she felt his absence like a bruised rib—always there, always aching. And she hated herself for it.

“Vira?” Riya turned back in alarm. “What’s wrong?”

Concern laced her voice, and Vira felt irrationally angry. She wasn’t a fragile vase on the verge of shattering. “Nothing.” She forced herself to keep walking.

Riya’s eyes lingered on Vira a moment too long, but she didn’t say anything else. The tavern was more crowded now, but it was easy to spot Sharadha sitting alone in one corner, her feet up on a table, ankles crossed, a tumbler of ale in one hand. She was dressed in a simple off-white kurta and tight-fitting pants—both covered with smudges of dirt. Her sleeves were pushed up to her shoulders, revealing sinewy muscles rippling across the bronzed skin of her upper arms. A bandage was wrapped around her right elbow, the cloth stained brown with dried blood.

“I don’t have what you’re looking for,” Sharadha said, making no effort to move as they approached.

Vira blinked in surprise at the abrupt dismissal. “We haven’t told you why we’re here.”

“I’m not in the treasure hunting business anymore.”

“It’s a good thing that we’re not looking for a treasure hunter then,” Riya said.

Sharadha took a swig of ale. “I’m still not interested.”

Vira felt panic clawing up her throat. In all the ways she’d pictured this meeting, she’d never considered that Sharadha would simply turn them away. “We have the Ivory Key,” Vira blurted, yanking a piece of paper out of her cloth bag and slamming it down next to Sharadha’s feet. Atop it she dropped a bag of coins that rattled as it landed heavily. “And we have money.”

“What are you doing?” Riya hissed.

Sharadha’s eyes went first to the bag of coins, then to the cipher, and then finally to the two of them, sizing them up like opponents in a sparring match. A crooked smile crept across her face and she dropped her feet to the ground. “Well now, you really should have led with that.”

“So you’ll help us?” Vira asked, ignoring Riya’s furious gaze. She didn’t want to hear whatever Riya had to say about not revealing their cards too early. They couldn’t afford to let Sharadha slip through their fingers.

“I’ll hear you out,” Sharadha corrected, disinterestedly pulling the paper toward her. The change in her posture was subtle but immediate. She set her drink on the table as she leaned closer to study the cipher. “Fascinating,” she murmured. “Where did you get this?”

Vira felt a surge of vindication. Sharadha—like everyone else—had underestimated her. “That’s unimportant,” she said, sitting opposite Sharadha. “Can you decipher it?”

Sharadha’s brows rose. “I would hardly call it unimportant. Do you know how many have sought the Ivory Key? Forgive me if I find it hard to believe that two children found pieces of a map no one has seen in centuries and unearthed the Kamala Society’s most guarded secret.”

Vira’s jaw tightened. She was liking this woman less and less, but she forced herself to bite her tongue before she said something she’d regret.

Riya, however, had no such qualms. “You have no idea how much it cost us children to get that,” she snapped, fury burning in her dark eyes, and Vira was struck by how much like Amma she looked just then. “Maybe we don’t need you after all,” Riya said, reaching to snatch the cipher up off the table.

But Sharadha was quicker. She slammed her palm down, holding it in place. “I didn’t say I couldn’t decipher it. You know, your father too had no sense of humor.” Their surprise must have shown, because Sharadha smirked. “You think I wouldn’t recognize Ravi’s children? Even if you do look just like her.”

Vira didn’t miss the way she emphasized her. It was the way that people sometimes spoke about Vira, as though they didn’t understand what was so special about her. She’d never heard that tone applied to her mother, the former maharani. “Papa regarded you highly,” Vira said. “He trusted you, and he said that we could trust you too.” It wasn’t exactly the truth. Papa had never so much as mentioned Sharadha’s name, but Vira needed her help.

Sharadha’s gaze softened. “I was sorry to hear about his passing. He’d be thrilled to know it was his daughters who found the key.”

Vira felt her heart squeeze just for a second. “So you’ll help?” she prompted again.

Any kindness in Sharadha’s eyes vanished. “For a price, of course.”

“More money?” Riya asked, an edge to her voice.

She folded the paper and stood up. “A favor.”

“Not interested,” Riya said at once.

“You should be,” Sharadha said. “Because I can’t help you otherwise.”

“Why’s that?” Vira asked, frowning.

“Several weeks ago, my office was raided and the thieves took all my books—books that include answers to this cipher. Now I know who took it, but I can’t get into their hideout alone.”

“You want us to be accomplices in a robbery,” Vira said.

“Come now, Vira,” Sharadha said, amused. Vira bristled at the familiar address. “You’re not that naive. Unearthing ancient mysteries—as much as Ravi wished it so—isn’t a scholarly pursuit, nor is it a noble one. You want to find buried treasure, you’re going to have to get your hands a little dirty.”

As much as Vira didn’t want to admit it, maybe Sharadha had a point. “Where exactly are these thieves?” she asked.

“A monastery,” Sharadha said. “Up in the hills.”

“I didn’t realize there were many in this region,” Vira said skeptically.

“I see Ravi didn’t bother to teach you about the history of his own province,” Sharadha said. “Long ago,” she began, sounding every bit like the scholar Vira had believed her to be, “caravans of traders used to cross the mountains on foot, traveling for weeks with their wares from the ports on the western coast to the inland markets. To offer them safe passage and protection, the Adhura province authorized the creation of dozens of monasteries in the mountains, each situated a day’s walk from the next one. They had altars dedicated to the goddesses, but they were basically glorified inns, offering merchants a night’s rest for grain or cloth or metal—whatever they happened to be transporting. But as the roads improved and mayaka-fortified carriages became affordable, traders could pass through the mountains in a matter of days. They didn’t need these monasteries anymore, so they fell to the peripheries of history, forgotten relics of a bygone era.”

“The perfect location for criminals to take over,” Riya added.

It was more or less what the Ravens—the bandits Riya had joined when she’d run away from the palace—had done in the Swapna Forest, setting up their camp near buildings constructed by long-abandoned settlements.

“Precisely.” Sharadha looked at them expectantly. “What do you say?”

“No,” Riya said. “Find someone el—”

“We’ll do it,” Vira cut in.

“What?” Riya glowered at her.

They’d come to Adhura because they’d exhausted all other options. Vira needed to know where the Ivory Key led, and Sharadha could tell them that.

Sharadha’s smile was bright. “All right then. We have a deal.”
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Chapter Two

— Riya —

“THIS IS A bad idea,” Riya said for the fifth time since they’d left the tavern. They were nearing the edge of the city, and the paved roads built for carriages were fading into dirt and gravel that crunched uncomfortably beneath their feet. Ahead of them Sharadha was walking directly toward the dark outline of the Maghgiri Mountains.

Vira—like she’d been doing all day—ignored her. “Walk faster,” she said instead.

It was a hot and muggy night, and Riya could feel her clothes sticking uncomfortably to her skin. She was exhausted and sweaty and desperately wanted to be back in her own bed. But she didn’t trust Sharadha, and since no amount of reason had changed Vira’s mind, Riya had no choice but to go along and make sure her sister didn’t end up dead in a ditch. She doubted that she’d even get a thank-you for her efforts.

Riya stuffed down her irritation and did as ordered, quickening her pace so they could catch up to where Sharadha was turning onto an empty side street lined with dilapidated buildings and thatched roof tents. The only sign of life that remained were the two stray dogs rifling through the garbage that was left behind by the old store owners.

Long ago, Riya and her brother Kaleb had passed through this region while traveling with Papa. She remembered the towns being packed with visitors, vibrantly lit and noisy through all hours of the night. It was impossible to reconcile that memory with the quiet, abandoned street before her.

But then again, a lot had changed since her childhood. Lyria, their closest neighbor to the northwest, had invaded the city of Ritsar. Without magic to protect Ashoka’s borders, Vira’s Council had increased taxes to fund the troops needed for defense. And with fewer coins in their purses, shoppers couldn’t afford to pay for much beyond necessities. Trade had stalled and once-bustling markets were reduced to hollow shells of themselves.

It was why, two years earlier when she’d fled from the palace, Riya had joined the Ravens. Vira dismissed them as rebels, but Riya had only ever seen them as saviors. They were the ones protecting innocent citizens, stealing money back from the tax collectors for those who needed it most.

Except she wasn’t a Raven anymore.

You told me you were a Raven, not a rajkumaari. So which is it?

Varun’s voice rang in her head, and Riya felt her chest tighten. She’d made her choice. She just hadn’t expected that doing the right thing would hurt so much.

“I hope you still think this is worth it when we both die of snakebites,” Riya muttered to Vira, swatting away the moths and mosquitoes flitting around her shoulders as the two of them stumbled after Sharadha through the foothills.

“Don’t be dramatic, Riya. There aren’t any snakes here.”

“Oh, and you’re an expert on Adhuran wildlife now?”

Vira gave her a scathing look, but she didn’t say anything else.

The Maghgiri Mountains paralleled Ashoka’s western coast, stretching from the country’s southernmost point all the way up to the capital city of Dvar. On the coastal side, the mountains were known for their beautiful port cities and picturesque villages, the cooler climate and abundant rainfall drawing Ashoka’s elite in the hot summer months. But unfortunately, she and Vira were on the eastern side of the range, where centuries of dry winds had kept the land rocky, dotted with thorny bushes and scraggly trees.

It wasn’t a steep climb, but the trail was faint, and even Sharadha had difficulty navigating. It felt like they’d been walking forever before she finally slowed in front of a stone archway carved into the side of the mountain. It wasn’t quite in ruins, but it was clear that it hadn’t been used in many years.

“In here,” Sharadha whispered.

Riya tried to quell the anxious feeling knotting her stomach as they walked into the dark cave. She didn’t like going into places she couldn’t case first. The cave narrowed into a tunnel that Sharadha had explained would take them into the heart of the monastery, where the thieves kept their stolen wares. It wasn’t a long walk, but the path curved and branched. Sharadha chose the left fork each time, something Riya committed to memory, until the passage sloped downward toward a balcony overlooking a cavern.

“Careful,” Vira whispered as they peered over the edge.

Three flickering torches illuminated the large rectangular room, shrouding half of it in shadow. It would have once been a prayer hall, but the altars to the goddesses had been converted into storage areas filled with wooden crates. Shelves full of books lined one of the walls, and in the center was a table covered with piles of weapons and jewelry that two men were sorting and carelessly tossing into one of several open crates.

Riya exhaled in relief. So far, Sharadha hadn’t lied to them about the layout or any details of what they could expect. She drew back. Sharadha’s eyebrows rose, as if to ask, Satisfied?

“Let’s get this over with,” Riya said.

Sharadha rifled through her pockets and withdrew the crude map she’d sketched out for them at the tavern. “Do you remember what to do?”

Riya took the scrap of paper from her. “Yes.” The plan wasn’t that sophisticated. All she and Vira had to do was follow the directions and sound an alarm that would get the thieves to leave their post, then lock them out so Sharadha could slip in and get her books.

“Good.” Sharadha looked between the two of them, as though she wanted to say something else, but she thought the better of it. “I’ll see you down there.” She didn’t wish them luck.

Riya pulled out a small glowing rock from her pocket to illuminate the map. They retraced their steps until they reached a fork, but instead of going back the way they’d come, they waded deeper into the mountain.

Riya couldn’t help speaking. “I think there’s something she’s not telling us.”

“Maybe,” Vira said. “But she’s our best shot at getting answers.”

“That’s something Amma would say,” Riya muttered under her breath. It didn’t matter what it cost or who it hurt, so long as Amma got what she wanted.

“Because she knew what it took to protect a country,” Vira snapped, a little too loud. It was the first real crack in the annoyingly calm demeanor she’d adopted since Ritsar, and Riya turned, surprised. But Vira’s mask of indifference was already sliding back into place. “Let’s talk about this later.”

They wouldn’t. She’d refused to engage with Riya in any meaningful way, repeatedly insisting that she was fine even though they both knew she wasn’t.

Within a few minutes they were approaching their destination: a large metal door that looked too modern to belong in this ancient cave. It was latched shut with a bar that required Vira to use two hands to push it aside.

Warm night air greeted Riya as she stepped outside onto the rocky terrain. The trip wire was easy to find and even easier to tug on. As soon as they triggered it, a large metal rod hidden by magic materialized above the door and swung down on an invisible hinge, crashing into the metal doorframe with a resounding clang. They both jumped as the sound echoed through the entire mountainside.

They hurried back, locked the door again, and hid in a side corridor, their backs pressed against the wall. A good thief didn’t trigger alarms, and purposefully setting one off had Riya on edge.

Moments later, they could hear footsteps echoing down the hall. Riya held her breath as the two men rushed past them. She waited until she heard the sound of the heavy bolt being pulled open before peering around the corner carefully. To her dismay, only one of them had ventured outside; the other was lingering at the doorway.

“Do you see anyone?” the one inside the tunnel called out. He had a hand wrapped around the hilt of a sword that hung at his hip, but he hadn’t drawn it yet. The other one called back a reply that Riya couldn’t make out.

She swore under her breath. They weren’t actually going to find any intruders. She had to do something, or this entire plan would have been a waste of time. She moved, but Vira’s hand grabbed her wrist.

What are you doing? Vira mouthed.

Riya tugged her hand free and silently snuck back down the hallway behind the thief. It was a risk, but she didn’t have a choice. She was nearly behind him when the man outside caught sight of her. His eyes widened as he drew his sword.

“Look—” he tried to warn his partner.

Riya shoved the thief. Surprised, he pitched forward into his friend, and Riya used the moment of distraction to slam the door shut. They pounded on the door, but she managed to throw the entirety of her weight behind it long enough for Vira to dart forward and slide the lock back into place.

They both stood there panting as the muffled cries outside faded into silence. According to Sharadha, they had less than thirty minutes before the thieves made their way around the exterior of the hill to the other entrance they’d come in through—just enough time for them to find Sharadha and get out.

When they returned to the cavern, Sharadha was nowhere near the bookshelves but rummaging through the weapons laid out on the table.

“What are you doing?” Riya demanded. “You’re supposed to be finding your books.”

“They’re right there,” Sharadha said, waving a hand toward the shelf.

“You used us,” Vira said, as though it had just occurred to her that Sharadha couldn’t be trusted.

Sharadha gave her a look that said she couldn’t believe Vira was so gullible. “If you help me, the sooner we’ll get out of here, and we’ll both have what we want.” She gestured toward the crates. “I’m looking for a sword. A powerful one. You’ll know it when you see it.”

Riya wanted to refuse or scream or maybe punch something, but they’d come this far and it would be foolish to leave empty-handed now, so she used her pent-up rage to rip open one of the crates while Sharadha disappeared into an adjoining room partially hidden behind one of the altars.

In the end it was Vira who found it. She discreetly waved Riya over to where she’d unwrapped an unassuming piece of cotton cloth. The silver hilt had a single large onyx, and the smooth metal of the blade was tapered on both sides. The magic hit Riya with full force, so strong it was almost painful to stand near it.

Vira was staring at the sword, an odd look on her face. “I think this was Chandrika’s.”

“That’s impossible.” But Riya had to admit it looked just like the one in the tapestry that hung in one of the palace’s parlors.

Black gemstones were rarely used on weapons, because they were thought to bring bad luck—something Maharani Chandrika had used to her advantage. Her rule was characterized by brutal wars, and she’d ordered the creation of thousands of magical weapons to be distributed among her generals and soldiers, weapons considered so dangerous that the Mayaka Association had destroyed or confiscated them after her death. Even the royal family—who had a private vault of items belonging to former maharanis—hadn’t been allowed to keep any.

“It was never found,” Vira pointed out. “And people have been searching for it for centuries.”

“Are you sure we should give this to her then?” Riya asked, sneaking a glance over her shoulder to make sure Sharadha hadn’t returned yet. “We know nothing about her.” Or what she planned to do with this.

“Yes,” Vira said at once, wrapping it back up and lifting it out of the crate. “We need her help.”

“Vira—”

“I’m trying to save our country, in case you’ve forgotten.”

“So you keep saying.” Riya didn’t know why she still bothered to offer Vira counsel when she was determined not to listen.

“You don’t think I’ve protected our country?” There was a sharpness to Vira’s voice, as if she were in the mood for a fight.

Riya had spent the last two weeks being the levelheaded one, letting Vira have her way without argument, but she was tired. “You want to do this now? Fine. I came to you, Vira. I trusted you. We were supposed to do this together.” The resentment that had been building within her for days burst out.

“We are doing this together.”

“Are we?” Riya demanded. “Because you never talk to me. You never listen. Sharadha’s a stranger and you’d rather put your faith in her than in me.”

“I’m doing the best I can, Riya,” Vira said, a defensive edge creeping into her voice. “You don’t know how hard it is—”

“Then let me help. Let someone help.”

“I have it under control.” Vira turned away, her lips set in a straight line.

“Do you?” Riya asked. “You think I don’t see the circles under your eyes? The way your clothes hang off your shoulders because you don’t eat? You can hardly take care of yourself, let alone—”

“Because someone has to keep searching for answers,” Vira interrupted.

“So then if I promised to spend all night combing through Papa’s journals, you’d sleep?” Riya challenged.

Vira didn’t respond. They both knew she wouldn’t.

“You don’t trust me,” Riya said, realization dawning all at once.

“Stop it, Riya.”

She couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it. This was exactly what Amma had done—kept Riya at a distance, coddled her but refused to talk about anything important. “That’s why you refuse to involve me in your planning,” Riya said bitterly. “Because you think . . . what? I’ll go back to the Ravens as soon as we decipher the key?”

The guilt in Vira’s eyes betrayed her. “Can you blame me?” Her voice was a whisper. “Considering why you returned to the palace?”

The silence between them was horrible.

Riya had never felt so foolish—so humiliated—as she did in that moment. She was the one who’d recognized the Ivory Key for what it was. She was the one who’d made a secret copy before Amrit had betrayed them and taken it for himself. She could have gone to the Ravens with it, she could have kept it to herself. But she hadn’t. She’d brought it to Vira, and this was how her sister had chosen to repay her.

“I’m not him,” Riya said, anger blazing in the pit of her stomach. Anger and . . . something else. “I’m not Amrit. So stop punishing me for his mistakes.”

Vira flinched. “That’s not—Riya . . . I—”

But Riya wasn’t listening anymore. She pressed her eyes closed, inhaling deeply to maintain her composure. She could feel something inside of her begin to shift, a spark in her veins waking after days of forced slumber. Shit.

This was the other reason she hadn’t argued with Vira—unleashing her temper unleashed the magic that lived inside her too. It wasn’t supposed to be possible. If there was one thing the world knew about magic, it was that it didn’t work on living things. But it turned out that the Kamala Society had hidden more than the quarries. They’d hidden the true nature of how magic could work, and now Riya was cursed with a volatile, unpredictable power that she had no desire or use for.

“Riya?” Vira’s voice was laced with alarm and fear.

“I need to sit down,” she said, trying to stifle her own panic. But she wasn’t quick enough. Blue light erupted around them as magic flew out of her. All Riya could do was throw her hands directly in front of her to avoid hitting Vira. And then Riya collapsed, the energy draining from her all at once. For a moment she just felt dizzy, the world spinning and blurring before her. She forced herself to take slow, deep breaths, and the room came back into focus.

Vira was beside her. “Riya? Are you—”

“I’m fine,” Riya said, hating how weak she sounded—how weak she felt. “I’m—” She stopped talking as she noticed the large split in the stone wall where her magic had hit it. “Oh no.” Dread filled Riya as she watched the crack spider upward.

“We have to get out of here,” Vira said, following her gaze. “Now.” She clambered to her feet and then helped Riya up.

“What was that noise?” Sharadha asked, rushing back into the room.

“We found the sword,” Vira said, holding up the cloth-wrapped parcel. “Let’s go.”

“The books,” Riya said, gesturing frantically toward the shelf. That was the whole reason they’d come here, and she wasn’t going to leave without them.

Sharadha patted the bag slung over one shoulder, which now looked considerably heavier than before. “I already got them.” She held her hand out to Vira. “Let me see the sword.”

Riya’s heart leapt into her throat as the crack continued to creep up toward the ceiling. “There’s no time,” Riya said, panic lining her voice. She grabbed Vira’s hand and tugged her toward the entrance. “Let’s go.”

“What are you—” Sharada’s eyes grew wide and horrified as stone began to break and dust rained down. “What did you do?” she demanded, sounding like a stern adult for the first time.

Riya turned before she could ask any more questions, shoving Vira and Sharadha in front of her as they fled the way they’d come. They didn’t bother to be quiet this time, moving as fast as they could to outrun the crumbling mountain. There was a loud snap as the exit came into view, and Riya dove out of the way just as a large rock crashed down right where she’d been. She gasped in pain as the coarse wall scraped the skin of her elbow.

“Riya!” Vira whirled around.

“Keep going!” Riya shouted back. Her lungs were burning and she needed to catch her breath, but there was no time. She summoned a burst of energy and flung herself out of the cave just as the rock crumbled with a thunderous roar. But they couldn’t stop, not when the thieves would be back at any moment. They ran down the side of the mountain, panting heavily, until they came to a stop on flat land.

Riya collapsed to the ground, hugging her knees as she waited for her breathing to even out. They’d made it out alive.

“How on earth did that happen?” Sharadha asked when she could speak again.

“It’s an old cave,” Riya said, not meeting her gaze. Her heart was still racing and her fingers were still trembling as she used the end of her dupatta to wipe the sweat off her forehead and neck.

“Right,” Sharadha said skeptically. She looked at the two of them with some amount of wariness for the first time. She’d believed them to be children she could control and manipulate, who’d perhaps stumbled onto the key through a combination of luck and privilege.

“The book?” Vira prompted. She was still holding the sword, and the implication was clear: she wasn’t going to give it up until Sharadha actually helped them.

Sharadha still looked hesitant, but either she’d decided their secrets weren’t worth the trouble or she just wanted the sword too much, because she rummaged through her bag and pulled out a skinny book.

“The Ivory Key is encoded using a Niveda Cipher,” she explained. “I’m not surprised you didn’t recognize it. It went out of favor centuries ago.”

Niveda. Riya glanced at her sister, but Vira was focused entirely on Sharadha.

“It’s a simple cipher where each letter corresponds to a number,” Sharadha continued. “The numbers are grouped in sets of three and refer to the epics of the great bard Rasika. The first will tell you which of her poems. The second will tell you a line. And the third a letter in that line.”

“So we’re turning letters into numbers and then back into . . . different letters?” Riya asked. “That seems ridiculously inefficient.”

“It’s why no one uses it anymore. It’s easy to crack and far too cumbersome.” She finally handed the book to Vira. “But the important thing is that you have to make sure you’re using the right book of Rasika’s poems.”

“An edition that would have been around when the Ivory Key was created,” Vira said.

“Exactly.”

“Why’s it called a Niveda Cipher?” Riya asked. It wasn’t the first time Niveda’s name had come up in relation to Kamala Society, and Riya knew by now that such things weren’t accidental.

There is no such thing as coincidence, only patterns you’re not clever enough to see. It was one of Amma’s sayings.

Sharadha shrugged. “Niveda was a saint or goddess or something. A lot of Rasika’s original songs were about her.” She jerked her chin toward Riya. “You’d know better than I do, considering you’re wearing that necklace.”

Riya’s hand jumped to the ruby pendant that had tumbled out from beneath the collar of her kurta. The gemstone was warm against her palm. “What do you mean?”

Sharadha had a strange look on her face. “It belongs to the Order of the Mayura.” When it was clear that those words didn’t mean anything to Riya, she elaborated. “They’re a group of magical fanatics. They worship Niveda as their goddess.”

Riya looked down in surprise. “I . . . I thought it was just a family heirloom,” she admitted. She’d found it in a vault that belonged to Savitri, the first maharani of Ashoka, so she’d assumed it had belonged to her. Riya didn’t even know why she’d taken it, but it felt almost like it had called to her.

“I see,” Sharadha said, but her eyes lingered on the pendant.

“Thank you for your help,” Vira said, finally handing over the sword.

Sharadha nodded. “A word of caution, if I may,” she said, sounding oddly serious. “Most people who go looking for the Ivory Key find only strife. Be sure that this is the path you want to walk.”

Neither Vira nor Riya responded. They were fully aware that this journey likely wouldn’t end well.

But they also knew that nothing would stop them from following it through.
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Chapter Three

— Ronak —

RONAK LAY IN his bed, staring up at the ceiling, where he could see a tiny black spider crawling over the smooth gray stone. He watched as it made its way across to the far wall and then disappeared into a tiny crack in the window frame—not because he particularly liked spiders, but because it was the most interesting thing that had happened all day.

Two weeks ago he’d had options. Plans. He’d even had freedom right at his fingertips. But apparently none of that mattered because somewhere along the way, everything had gone inexplicably, horribly wrong. He should have been on a ship to another country by now, starting a new life on his own terms. Instead, he was tracking the movements of insects in his room at three o’clock in the afternoon.

He sighed and pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes. There were certainly things that he could be doing. His mind unwittingly drifted to the note that had arrived two days earlier. He’d taken it from the messenger, dread setting in as he caught sight of Ekta’s seal. And then he’d tossed it onto his desk without reading it, letting it join the unopened missives he’d received from his sister’s Council and pleas from Jay asking if they could meet.

He knew he was only delaying the inevitable. He’d have to deal with the letters at some point. But he simply couldn’t bring himself to care about any of it.

You don’t have to protect me, Ronak. I’m not a broken boy.

Ronak dropped his hands and made himself sit up, willing himself to think about anything other than Kaleb’s parting words. It was all that he’d been able to obsess over for days, his brain fixating on the moment when his brother—the brother Ronak had given up months of his life to protect—had walked away from him without a second thought.

He’s gone, Ronak reminded himself. No matter how many times he replayed it in his head, no matter how many times he thought of some other argument he could have made that might have stopped Kaleb, it didn’t matter. He left you.

It hurt, but not as much as the realization that there were things Kaleb had deliberately kept hidden—the desire to know his Lyrian family, to see where Papa had lived for so long . . . And Ronak had no idea why his brother hadn’t confided in him.

Ronak had been angry at first—the one emotion that had broken through the cloud of nothingness in the days after they returned from Ritsar—and he’d latched on to it like a lifeline in the dark. All he’d ever tried to do was protect the people he cared about. Was that truly so terrible?

But the anger faded as quickly as it came, leaving a hollow feeling that was too raw, too bleak for Ronak to want to examine it very closely.

There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” Ronak said without moving. It was probably one of the servants, back to collect the plates they’d brought in with his afternoon meal.

“Ronak?” It wasn’t a servant. It was Jay.

His best friend. Former best friend. In the fifteen years they’d known one another, Jay had never knocked, and the oddly formal gesture felt like an insult somehow, even though he’d been the one to push Jay away.

“What are you doing here?” Ronak asked, suddenly self-conscious that he was still in bed, still in the clothes he’d fallen asleep in the night before. He clambered to his feet, but he didn’t know what to do after that, so he simply stood in place awkwardly.

They hadn’t spoken since the night of Ronak’s engagement party, when Jay had blurted out that he’d never planned to leave with Ronak. That he actually wanted to stay in the palace, build a life with Preethi—the girl Vira and her Council decided Ronak would marry. Another mess that Ronak wanted no part of.

“You haven’t responded to my notes,” Jay said, shutting the door behind him. He looked around the musty room, curtains still drawn shut. “Are you ill?”

“No. I’m perfectly fine. Are you satisfied?”

Jay had an unreadable look on his face. “Is this really how you want to do this?”

“Do what?” Ronak asked. “In case you’ve forgotten, you were the one who lied to me.”

This was yet another interaction he’d picked apart over and over, searching for some explanation he’d never found. Ronak had trusted Jay with everything, and realizing that it hadn’t been reciprocated had devastated Ronak more than he wanted to admit.

“I’m sorry.” Jay shoved his hands into the pockets of his kurta. “I should have told you from the start—”

“Why didn’t you?” Ronak cut in. He could hear the note of vulnerability in his voice, and he turned to walk to his desk, just to have something to do.

“I didn’t think you’d take it well,” Jay admitted.

“You thought I couldn’t handle it?” Ronak asked sharply.

“Clearly I was wrong,” Jay said dryly, “seeing as how well this is going.”

“This isn’t funny,” Ronak said. “I trusted you, Jay. You knew exactly who I was and what I wanted, and you let me believe that we wanted the same things.”

“I’m allowed to want my own life,” Jay said, his jaw tightening.

“Then go live it,” Ronak said.

“I’m genuinely sorry I didn’t tell you, Ro. But you’re still my closest friend, and why should that change even if our paths diverge?”

It shouldn’t, Ronak wanted to say. He missed Jay, and he was lonely and miserable. But the words caught in his throat, and his irritation and sheer stubbornness kept them there. He turned away from Jay, resting his palms on the table and forcing himself to take a deep breath.

“Fine,” Jay said finally. “You don’t have to talk to me. But there’s something you should know.” He withdrew something from his pocket and slammed it down beside Ronak’s hand. When he moved, Ronak could see that it was yet another letter with Ekta’s seal. It was already broken, so he lifted the top half of the folded page to read it.

Tell Ronak to come see me within twenty-four hours. If he doesn’t, he will not like what I do to his friends, and I will be starting with you.

Ronak swallowed.

“Why is she sending me threatening notes, Ronak?”

“I don’t know,” Ronak lied, feeling his shoulders tense.

“You told me you handled it,” Jay pressed.

“I did,” Ronak said. But he couldn’t stop his eyes from flicking to the letter she’d sent him, peeking out from beneath a stack of books he’d pulled off his shelves and not bothered to put away. It was a surreptitious look, but Ronak had forgotten that Jay knew him better than anyone, except maybe for Kaleb.

Ronak lunged for it, but Jay was quicker. “Is this from Ekta?” Jay ripped the letter open before Ronak could stop him. He froze, looking at Ronak with shock. “You made another deal with her?”

“I have it under control.” Ronak snatched the letter away, mentally cursing himself for leaving it out for anyone to find.

“Have what under control?” Jay demanded.

For a moment, Ronak wanted to confide in him. He wanted to tell him how Ekta had cornered him in this very room, how he’d lied to her and told her they hadn’t found the Ivory Key in Ritsar, how he’d offered her his seat on the Council instead—a seat that he’d discovered was more difficult to give up than he’d expected, involving complicated logistics and inane minutia. He wanted to admit that he was terrified of the future, of Ekta, of getting married, of losing Kaleb forever.

But he couldn’t bring himself to say any of that. “It doesn’t concern you, Jay. Just let it go.”

“But I can help,” Jay offered. “I can—”

“I don’t need your help,” Ronak snapped.

Something like hurt flickered in Jay’s eyes, and guilt pierced Ronak. “Fine,” Jay conceded after a moment, backing off. “But if you change your mind . . .”

Ronak didn’t say anything. They both knew he wouldn’t.

He expected Jay to leave, but he lingered, looking around the room again, allowing his gaze to skim over the bookshelves that lined the walls of the circular tower until he landed on the easel on the far side of the room.

“You’re painting again?” Jay looked surprised, raising his brows at Ronak for permission before approaching the canvas still drying on the stand.

Ronak shrugged, even though Jay couldn’t see him. He’d never been a consistent artist, preferring to follow the whims of his muse rather than a set schedule, much to the displeasure of the very expensive art teacher his parents had once hired. But painting calmed him down, gave him something to focus on when he couldn’t quiet his brain long enough to fall asleep.

Ronak noticed that Jay was looking at one of the paintings he’d left leaning against the wall. Jay stood still, his mouth slightly open as he took it in. Ronak fought the sudden impulse to snatch it away, to bury the canvas under his bed, out of sight. He’d never been precious about his art, but there were some pieces—the ones he painted to process his thoughts rather than escape them—that felt too personal, too vulnerable.

It was a rendering of a memory, a futile attempt to pin down the ephemeral before it vanished forever. It was riddled with inaccuracies, he knew, but he’d revisited that moment so often in his head that it had all blurred together. He had no idea what was real anymore, which details were drawn from his imagination rather than his recollection—the intricate designs on the crumbling temple walls, the moonlight slicing through the water, the exact shade of blue light that had erupted from Riya’s hand as she’d shattered the pillar into a million tiny pieces.

But the emotions . . . those were true. He’d taken his terror, his awe, his shock and confusion and tucked them within the brushstrokes—a keepsake that held a part of him now.

“It’s really good, Ro,” Jay said quietly. “You should consider putting this one up somewhere.”

Ronak only bit the inside of his cheek. A few of his paintings, the ones Papa had particularly liked, had been framed and hung in parlors throughout the palace. But even if he wanted to, he couldn’t show this to anyone. It was his memory, but it wasn’t his secret to share.

“I’m not going to marry her,” Ronak blurted out suddenly.

Jay turned around, surprised. “What?”

An awkward silence hung between them. Ronak didn’t really know why he’d spoken. Maybe it was because he didn’t want to talk about the painting. Or maybe he just needed to get this one thing off his chest and hope it would somehow fix things between them.

“I—” Ronak cleared his throat. “I’m going to tell Preethi the truth. That I don’t plan to stay.”

“What about the alliance?” Jay asked carefully. “Ashoka still needs her family.”

“Ashoka needs magic,” Ronak corrected.

Jay frowned. “That’s—”

“I’ll handle it,” Ronak said. “Ekta. Preethi. And then I’ll be gone, and your life can go back to the way it was.”

Emotions flickered over Jay’s face, but he turned away before Ronak could make out any of them. The quiet between them was once again full of tension and unspoken words.

For a moment it looked like Jay would say something else, but he just shook his head. “I should go,” he said.

Ronak didn’t stop him. When the door closed behind him, Ronak looked down at Ekta’s note, which he still held tight in his fist.

We need to discuss the terms of our new arrangement.

Below it was a date, a time, and the name of the tavern she frequented on Spit Street. The meeting was supposed to have been last night, and he’d missed it, which was why Ekta had sent a more insistent message.

Ronak crumpled the note in his palm. It seemed that he could no longer avoid his problems.

Ronak’s hands felt a little too idle as he walked through the palace, so he found himself fidgeting—tugging on the edge of his sleeves where they wrapped around his wrists, fiddling with the simple gold chain around his neck.

It was earlier in the evening than he usually dared sneak out. He was afraid of getting caught, but he liked even less the idea of wandering Spit Street alone after dark, so he’d decided it was worth the risk.

You could still ask Jay to come with you, a voice in the back of his head reminded him. He ignored it.

He was still in his formal clothes, and he needed to change into the plain kurta he’d stuffed into the bottom of his bag under the paints and brushes he’d brought along as a cover. He knew this part of the palace was rarely used except by visitors to the library at the end of the hallway, but he still kept glancing over his shoulder as he crossed the last corridor toward the stairs that led to the servant quarters on the lower level, where he could slip out.

He was pushing back his still-wet hair from his forehead when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He glanced toward the library expecting to see a scholar emerging with a stack of books. But to his dismay the figure walking toward him was Vira.

She hadn’t noticed him yet, but there was nowhere for him to hide. All he could do was hope she wouldn’t stop him.

Of course he wasn’t so lucky.

“Ronak?”

He froze at the top of the stairs, a hand on the banister. Vira was looking at him with confusion and suspicion, her eyes darting between him and the door at the bottom of the stairs as she closed the distance between them.

“What are you doing here?” Vira asked with no preamble. He hadn’t seen her in days, not since they’d returned from Ritsar, but of course she didn’t acknowledge that or ask how he’d been. Amma too had been this way.

“Painting.” Ronak lifted his shoulder to draw her attention to the paint-speckled bag.

Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t believe him. “What’s there to paint in this part of the palace?”

“Inspiration can be found everywhere, sister. Just because you don’t care to look for it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist or that others don’t see beauty in the mundane.” He knew he was provoking her, but he had never been good at holding his tongue. And it wasn’t as if she had any definitive proof that he was lying.

“I know you’re investigating the Council,” she announced, crossing her arms over her chest as she looked up at him.

Ronak’s fingers tightened on the bag. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said casually.

Ronak had reopened his secret investigation, taking out all the notes he’d frantically gathered months earlier, when he’d desperately searched for the culprit who framed Kaleb for murder. There had been a dull ache in Ronak’s chest when he opened the locked box under his bed, pulling out the scraps of evidence he’d gathered, the carefully constructed theories he’d never been able to prove. It hadn’t mattered back then; he’d found nothing useful to help Kaleb.

There are no such things as coincidences, only patterns you’re not clever enough to see. It was one of the few sayings Amma had bothered to impart to Ronak.

He didn’t know why it would be different this time. Any trail that existed back then would surely have gone cold by now. But he couldn’t just sit by and do nothing while Kaleb risked his life in Lyria. Kaleb had made it all too clear that he wanted a formal exoneration issued by Vira and the Council, so Ronak had gone through it all again, meticulously pinning up everything on a spare canvas, hoping that time and distance would lead him to the patterns he’d missed the first time.

“You’re not that clever,” Vira said plainly. “And the Council is not that inept. You’re digging into their lives, and they have every right to be upset.”

Of course she was on the Council’s side. “I’m trying to help Kaleb,” Ronak said, giving up all pretense that he wasn’t doing exactly what she’d accused him of. “Or have you completely forgotten our brother now that he’s not even in the dungeons?”

Vira pursed her lips. “You’re acting as though you’re the only one who cares about him.”

“I may as well be.”

“We’re under scrutiny, Ronak,” Vira continued as though he hadn’t spoken. “We’re all being watched closely.”

When they left to search for the Ivory Key in Ritsar, Vira had told the Council they were going to Gauri Mahal to honor their father. But when the three of them returned, the Council hadn’t fully bought the story that Kaleb had simply decided to stay behind for a while longer.

“Then perhaps you should have done something about it when you had the chance,” Ronak said. “At least I’m trying to find the real culprit.”

“It’s easy to act morally upright when you don’t have the weight of a country resting on your shoulders,” Vira snapped, her eyes flashing in anger. “I did what any good maharani would have done.”

“And what about a good sister?”

Vira turned away with a sharp inhale. She had nothing to say to that. Ronak expected that he’d feel vindicated, but he just felt empty. He was tired of having the same arguments with her. He was tired of being the only one who prioritized Kaleb’s freedom.

Ronak turned away and began to make his way down the stairs when Vira’s voice stopped him.

“The Council wants to move up the wedding. It’ll be next month.”

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t care less what the Council planned for his wedding. He didn’t intend to be there.
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Chapter Four

— Kaleb —

KALEB HAD ASSUMED that palaces everywhere would be the same: opulent, colorful, living archives of treasure and history. His own home in Ashoka had been elaborately furnished with carved wooden furniture, bright tapestries, and patterned rugs, all passed down through their family for generations.

The Lyrian palace, in comparison, was remarkably ordinary.

Ordinary wasn’t quite the word. There had been an immense amount of thought put into the decor, into arranging the marble statues in the courtyards just so, into carefully selecting the muted paintings that graced the walls in matching gilded frames. But it was all understated. Simple, even. And most notably, it was entirely devoid of magic.

He’d known that Lyrian culture had different attitudes toward magic. Here, it was seen as a luxury, a frivolity to showcase wealth and status rather than used in everyday objects to make life easier. But in the two weeks since he’d arrived in Lyria, he’d discovered that reading about something wasn’t enough to prepare him for the reality of experiencing it.

Magic was practically synonymous with air in Ashoka. A faint prickle was always around, a phantom lingering just out of reach. Magic was synonymous with life in Ashoka, emanating from utilitarian objects used by people of all economic backgrounds. Kaleb hadn’t realized just how much of it he’d been surrounded by until the familiar weight and comfort of magic had slipped away like a dupatta snatched by the wind. Walking through Lyria felt duller by comparison.

Walking through the palace felt especially dull. There was no visible sign of the skills the emperor’s mayaka were rumored to possess, and without much else to keep his interest, Kaleb’s mind kept wandering away from the guide leading the tour of the grounds.

Kaleb had learned from his father that the emperor of Lyria was frequently in search of scholars to work on special research projects, and to ensure that all talent was discovered and cultivated, there were stalls in all major cities where those interested could submit applications. What Papa hadn’t told him was that he’d have to pass a grueling written test in Lyrian before he’d be allowed anywhere near the palace.

Kaleb’s spoken Lyrian was mostly passable, but his writing skills were about as strong as a toddler’s. It had been a miracle that he was one of eleven people given the opportunity to interview—or so he’d believed, until he learned that there’d been only eleven applicants in total. Kaleb’s score had been the lowest by a wide margin, a mortifying fact that Hektor, the scholar who’d greeted them that afternoon, had taken great pleasure in announcing to the entire group.

His disinterest must have been obvious because Dayana, one of the other applicants—and, though she didn’t know it, Kaleb’s cousin—nudged him. “Pay attention,” she whispered. “This might be part of the interview.”

He tried to redirect his focus to where the guide had stopped in front of a cluster of statues in the center of a domed atrium. “And this, of course,” the guide was saying in a monotone voice, “is our esteemed leader, Emperor Kallias, and his family. Empress Selene. Prince Elias. And Prince Lukas.”

Kaleb stared up at the austere marble face of the man trying to invade his homeland. The man who was responsible for the death of his mother, the former maharani of Ashoka—a crime Kaleb had been framed for, that he’d been imprisoned for.

Sometimes Kaleb forgot that he wasn’t still locked in the dungeons in the Dvar Fort. Vira had released him against the Council’s wishes because she’d needed his help tracking down the Ivory Key. Sometimes Kaleb forgot that too, that he wasn’t truly free, that his exoneration was conditional upon his success infiltrating the emperor’s palace and learning about his experiments with magic.

The emperor was sculpted in full armor, but he still wore a crown, placed slightly askew on his close-cropped hair as though to lend him a touch of relatability. To his right, the empress was also in military garb, holding a short sword in her muscular arms and gazing off into the distance as her long hair flowed behind her. Behind them were the two princes, dressed in formal court attire rather than military uniforms. They had similar curly hair and sharp features, but the shorter of the two was depicted with an intensity in his gaze that caught Kaleb’s attention. There was something familiar about it that tugged at the edges of a hazy memory. Kaleb had met the emperor once, years earlier, when he was maybe eight or nine. Perhaps there was a similarity between father and son that he was subconsciously recalling.

“Of course Elias had his statue updated,” Dayana said, her voice low enough so only Kaleb could hear. “He’s as vain as he is spoiled.”

“Updated?” Kaleb turned his attention to the other prince.

“His rank as a general.” She pointed to a circular patch on the sleeve of his tunic with an inscription Kaleb couldn’t make out. “He was only promoted last month.”

Kaleb knew that Lyria placed a heavy emphasis on military service, but he hadn’t thought about what that meant exactly. Vira had been trained in combat—as had the rest of them—but that was the extent of it. Ashoka’s strategy had always been rooted in defense and in magic. It was almost laughable imagining any of his siblings actually serving in the Ashokan army.

“What’s he like?” Kaleb asked, trying to sound merely curious. He’d tried to learn more about the royal family beyond what was common knowledge or published in the newssheets, but he hadn’t wanted to draw unwanted attention by asking too many questions.

“Elias? An insufferable ass.”

“I’d keep your voice down if I were you,” said Alexander—one of the others vying for a position among the emperor’s scholars—with a bland smile on his face. His voice was a shade too loud, which of course drew curious stares from the rest of the group. “I doubt they’d want to hire a scholar who was bad-mouthing the royal family.”

The other applicants had decided rather quickly that they didn’t like either of them—Kaleb because his low score and lack of university degree made him unworthy as a candidate, and Dayana because she’d kindheartedly defended his right to be there and interview like everyone else.

Kaleb, who didn’t like confrontation, stepped back, intending to ignore the taunt.

But Dayana simply returned a vapid smile of her own. “I don’t need to rely on flattery to get what I want. My work speaks for itself. And besides, I’ve called Elias an insufferable ass to his face and I’m still here, aren’t I?”

Alexander looked shocked by her admission that she’d insulted the prince, but the flicker of emotion was gone as quickly as it appeared. “Suit yourself,” he said. “I was only trying to help.”

None of them had known that Dayana was actually the daughter of one of the noble families—though Kaleb supposed, given the furtive glances the others were shooting in her direction, that they could certainly guess now.

Dayana waited until Alexander was out of earshot to let out a small, frustrated groan. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

“He deserved it,” Kaleb said. He wasn’t often petty, but he couldn’t deny he’d enjoyed watching the smile slip off Alexander’s face.

“He did,” she admitted. “Not that it’ll make a difference. I’ve known many men like him.”

“The ones who talk over others, sure they know better than everyone around them despite having no real expertise in that area?” Kaleb asked. He knew plenty of people like that too.

“Exactly.” Dayana grinned and tucked her long brown hair behind her ears. “I’m glad to have run into you here, Kol,” she said, reaching out to squeeze his arm. “It’s nice to know at least one person. It makes the whole process feel less daunting.”

Kaleb felt a strange stab of guilt as he returned her smile. “Me too.”

It was pure chance that they’d ended up there together—just like it was a coincidence that they’d met a week earlier. Kaleb hadn’t planned to seek out his Lyrian family. He knew he’d have to lie to them, meet them under an assumed identity, but he’d wanted to visit Alena, his birth mother, who according to Papa had been laid to rest in her family tomb in the cemetery on the outskirts of the capital.

He’d only meant to pay his respects, but when he arrived, he found the rest of Alena’s family already there. He stood frozen
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