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Dedication

To our family, for all the support. And to all the brown girls who want to see themselves on the page.
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SNAKE MASTER

Magic of serpents and stories

Descendants: snakespeakers
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MEMORY MASTER

Magic of mind and visions

Descendants: mindwielders
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EARTH MASTER

Magic of stone and soil

Descendants: stonebringers

[image: image]

SKY MASTER

Magic of air and wind

Descendants: currentspinners
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FIRE MASTER

Magic of flames and light

Descendants: flametalkers
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TIDE MASTER

Magic of water and storms

Descendants: tidesweepers
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1

Ria

I despise the heat.

But it’s everywhere, choking my breath, wrapping its claws around me. I pull my scarf forward, hoping it will shield against the sun’s relentless rays. The humid air prickles my neck, my forehead, the hollow of my throat.

Keep going, I think, pressing a hand to my rumbling stomach. A girl’s got to eat. So I push forward, past alleys of beggars and vendors with today’s street foods: potato samosas with tamarind and mint chutneys. Fried pakoras, like jewels, glistening with oil. Fresh naan, like steaming pillows. Close. So close.

Passersby, young and old, hold out their hands. Some ask for money, others food. Some simply pray. I wonder if they’ve tried to sneak past the border, too. The smell of war practically stinks up the air.

I was once in their place, before I began to steal with Amir. Or as he called it, sleight of hand, as if we were playing card tricks instead of thieving rupees and jewels.

I shove toward the back of the stalls, nearly stepping on a stray cat’s tail in the process. Its ears twitch, once, twice, before it spins to hiss at me. I nearly hiss back. Its matted fur reminds me of Barfi, the cat in my old orphanage, whose own fur was the color of curdled milk. I haven’t seen her since I ran away twelve moons ago.

When I’m behind one of the stalls, I wipe my neck with my chunni, and the scarf becomes sticky with sweat. I tighten it around my waist like a sash. I don’t want it getting in my way when I run.

A new vendor is here today. I can tell because he keeps the hot naan behind him, slathered in garlic and butter, mine for the taking. The former vendor, Samar, would never be so foolish. He’s sold his wares enough times to notice thieving.

The vendor is accompanied by a lanky boy, probably a lookout, though he’s not doing much of a good job of it. The only thing between me and this new vendor is a thin veil, unzipped, meant to keep him cool while he cooks. I measure the distance between the naan and me, calculate the time it will take to slip one into my hand.

The vendor holds up one finger, then another, to a customer: One naan? Two? He spins around to pull out the batch of naan and hands them in exchange for a pile of rupees. After he refills the basket with more, I slip my arm through the curtain’s opening and tug. I’ll take two, please. One for Amir and one for me.

The hot flatbreads sting my fingers, and I blow on them to cool them down the way Mama Anita used to do at the orphanage.

Before I spiral into memories of her, the vendor turns, and his eyes lock on mine. He sees the naan in my hand, and I realize my face is stupidly uncovered.

“Get back here, girl!” The vendor shouts something at the lookout, probably to watch the naan, and then hobbles toward me, arms outstretched. I shake my head and grin. I can’t help it. The thrill of a steal, a chase, is like a firecracker inside me.

I take in the streets around me, stragglers and beggars and villagers all minding their business. I won’t make it out of the market on foot. Not like this.

A hut looms in the distance. Wait—that’s it! A plan forms in my head.

I bolt, ignoring the oncoming shouts, and head for the nearest hut with a low, sloping roof. I jump onto a stray rickshaw and, with one quick glance behind me, launch myself onto the top of the hut. I run recklessly, roof to roof, until I leap back to the ground, feetfirst. I press the naan to my chest and speed through the market, fast like an Amratstanian mountain cat. Left, right, left.

Despite having been here for only two weeks, I know this village better than I know myself. I know its worn alleyways, squat wooden buildings, streets that curve like question marks. I know the travelers on rickshaws, lugging miserable passengers who look like Death’s second self. They scream when I leap in front of them, just barely skimming the rickshaw and landing in a nearby alley. I roll and cough up dust before springing back onto my feet.

“Those’re mine!” The vendor’s voice is gruff, but I hear him slowing. He’s not quick like me. They never are.

I rush into the nearest alcove and watch him pass. I pray he won’t hear me holding my breath. I pray my grumbling stomach won’t betray me.

The vendor stumbles past, but I don’t allow myself a grin just yet. Never let your guard down. Amir’s lessons sink into me the way I want to sink my teeth into this naan.

A steal-and-run isn’t uncommon in the Dirt Village. If anything, I’ve given the villagers of Nabh a show. Amir showed me how to steal quietly, but I prefer a quick chase, even if it means cutting it close.

When I think I’ve lost the vendor, I make my way back through the alley, keeping myself tight against the brick wall. I pull my chunni low over my head and let it curl around my face, more for protection from those who might pin me as the thief than from the bright sun.

I turn the corner. All clear. But before I can leave, a pressure at the small of my back jolts me and I whirl.

“Amir!” I growl.

“Evenin’, Princess,” Amir jokes. I earned the nickname seven moons back, not long after we first met, after stealing petty jewelry from a merchant’s stall. He doesn’t say the nickname as much as he used to, but it grates on my nerves nonetheless.

“Prince,” I jab back. “You scared me. I thought you were a . . .” The word doesn’t slip off my tongue, but he knows. One of the king’s soldiers—a Chart. “Find any jewels?”

“Nothin’. And if I were a bloodcoat, don’t you think you’d’ve heard the thudding boots?” He lifts his legs up and down like a monkey, sandals slapping the sun-scorched footpath. To Amir, saying Chart aloud is like spilling a secret. He thinks speaking the very word will summon them. But if the soldiers heard him calling them bloodcoats, he’d be struck faster than a thief could run.

Amir keeps his hair shorn, and a scar across his brown face cuts perfectly between his eyes. He looks the exact same as when we first met in a dank alley eight moons ago. He had naan, and I was a starving girl who knew little more than how to pick a lock. I thought he was a sixteen-year-old looking to play a joke. Turned out he’s eighteen, with no one to call a parent and no place to call a home. Without him, I would probably be dead—or worse, half alive, easy bait for bandits.

“Charts can be sneaky, too, you know. And I don’t wanna hear another word about ’em.”

Only once have I gotten a close glimpse of a Chart. That day is imprinted in my memory, a stain that’ll never wash away. Bloodred coats. Fingers chaining Mama Anita’s wrists. All without giving my caretaker the mercy of saying goodbye before they dragged her to the palace.

The Palace of No Return, Amir calls it.

The Kingdom of No Escape, I say in return.

Three times we’ve tried escaping Abai. We were naive, thinking we could slip into a crowd and sneak onto the next carriage out of this kingdom. One time we nearly made it past the border that connects us to the northern kingdoms—and the waters beyond. For the first time in my life, I tasted freedom: sea salt laced with second chances, humid air filled with hope.

No—false hope. A guard discovered us hiding in the back of a carriage, alerted by a baby’s cry. A foolish attempt, and a mistake we won’t make again.

“What do you think the Ruthless Raja is up to today?” Amir tacks on the moniker with ease, but it makes me shudder. I have this eerie feeling that the royals are always watching us, spying from their lofty towers.

“Beats me,” I say, tossing a piece of naan at his chest. He catches it with deft hands, a grin lighting his face. Neither of us waits to tear into the food, the first we’ve had to fill our bellies all day. We devour the naan in seconds.

Amir dusts off his hands and cracks his knuckles when he’s done. “In that case, the royals might as well not exist.”

“Pfft. Yeah, like the laws are made from thin air, right?”

He crosses his arms over his chest defensively. “Might as well be.”

A metallic screech comes from behind us. We spin and find a trolley rattling its way across Nabh’s dirt-lined streets, holding all sorts of food: a basket of ripe mangoes and papayas; boxes of snacks, like golgappa; a barrel of sweet gulab jamun.

Amir spins to the alley’s entrance, a frown on his face as he watches the cart meander away with its precious cargo. That kind of food could only be headed for one place: the ice-cold palace. Outside, guarded by a ring of Charts. Inside, a merciless raja, calling for executions like one might order a meal. And in front of the palace, a supposedly magical fountain they say can predict your future.

Amir must know I’m thinking about the palace, because he says, “What kind of raja lives so far north? It’s as if he’s trying to get away from his own kingdom instead of rule it!”

I let out something like a laugh. But even the thought of the palace, whose spiraling towers are just specks in the muggy distance, makes me sick. Amir is right—it’s as if the royals would rather be quarantined than expose themselves to any of us. I would spit on the ground in disgust, but my mouth is too dry.

I can’t remember the last time a royal stepped out of that place. The Charts do the king’s dirty work, looking for traitors.

But I’m no traitor. I’d rather not draw attention at all. Invisibility is a cloak that separates me from them, us from the royals.

I move toward the lip of the alley, where a carpet of garbage and glass lies, left over from drunks drinking bitters in run-down taverns. The alcohol must be in abundance now that some tavern owners have disappeared, left, like so many others in this Masters-forsaken kingdom.

Have they fled across the border, or been taken in as prisoners?

A young newsboy rushes by, hollering about trade happenings in the North, followed by rumor of a sandtiger sighting. He continues, “Kaamans preparing for war with Abai! Just over a half-moon away! Cavalry is set—”

The bone-chilling sound of hooves breaks through the din. I step out of the alley. The only people with horses around here are the royals and, worse, the Charts.

That’s when the horses arrive, stirring up clouds of dust. One knocks over a cart of papayas, and they tumble and crack open against the ground.

The once-trickling villagers brew into a crowd. Running would be a fool’s errand right now—better to blend in—so Amir and I ghost toward the dense cluster. When we near the front and see them—the Charts—we stop dead in our tracks.

“Don’t. Say. A. Word,” Amir breathes. I can’t even nod. One Chart, a man sporting gold tassels and too many badges to count, dismounts his horse and strides past us. I catch a whiff of his scent, like death and skin and bones all wrapped up in one. Why are they here? What do they want with us?

A sickening thought comes to mind. What if they’re here for recruitment? Sure, the raja usually selects people from poor families and turns them into soldiers or army lackeys, but I’ve heard horror stories of people being tossed into wagons off the streets and dragged to the palace. There are more every day, with the upcoming war. Some say the Charts’ induction ceremony, when the soldiers are assigned their official numbers and given their bloodred coats, is painful to watch. I don’t really want to know why.

I train my gaze on the Chart closest to me. His face is stone, his uniform too clean to belong in Nabh. He barely looks at the rest of us; we’re all interchangeable to them anyway. One smirk at the rips in our clothes tells me that much. I want to dig into the wrappings around my waist and pull out my knife, but the Chart is quick to move on.

He pulls a length of burnt-looking parchment from his pocket and flips it to face us. Drawn on the page is a man’s face—and not just any.

It’s Samar’s—the naan vendor who wasn’t in the market today. That gap-toothed grin is a dead giveaway. I shudder when I read the words.

    
BY ORDER OF RAJA NATESH OF ABAI, THE GREAT SNAKESPEAKER, RULER OF THE OLDEST KNOWN MAGICAL KINGDOM

WANTED ALIVE: SAMAR BANGA, PREVIOUS TUTOR OF THE FUTURE RANI

CRIME: TREASON

    

The words, written in a too-polished scrawl, make my eyes go wide. Samar.

It’s no wonder he wasn’t selling naan today. He was hiding.

Even the other words surprise me. Samar once tutored the princess? Everyone thought he lived a simple life. After all, that’s the only life we know.

And that line—Ruler of the Oldest Known Magical Kingdom—nearly makes me vomit. I’m no believer in magic, but when Mama Anita was alive, it was all I thought about. Everything I know about the world outside of Abai came from her. She told me of the continent’s four kingdoms—five, if you count Pania, now nothing more than a desolate wasteland. Kingdoms like Kaama, rumored to bloom fresh fruit year-round. Retan, with sand dunes cresting like a golden sea. Amratstan, where mountains’ peaks graze the clouds.

My thoughts unwind as the Charts’ eyes cut through the crowd. Mama Anita’s voice disintegrates, the same way it had the day she was taken. The day she was killed.

“Anyone seen this man?” another Chart asks. Her black hair is tied into a tight bun, face shadowed by the black-and-red cap she wears.

Amir and I hold a collective breath. The Charts’ horses stay steady, trained like the raja’s lethal weapons.

“Speak up,” another Chart spits, the number 213 gleaming on the badge hooked to his collar. “This man is a traitor. First one to find him gets a prize.” Two Thirteen smirks and reveals his pristine, pointed teeth.

No one dares to speak, let alone breathe.

“All right, then.” The next few moments blur together: the Chart grabs the nearest woman by the arm, ripping her chunni from her neck. He brings his knife out and presses it to her throat, silencing her screams.

Another woman steps forward, but an identical Chart knocks her aside with an elbow to the jaw. I hold in a gasp. My feet begin to move forward instinctively. My veins ignite. My whole body is coiled, ready to fight, but before I can, Amir wraps a hand around my wrist. He pulls me back, eyes fear-flecked.

“Amir,” I whisper. He only shakes his head. The Chart digs the knife’s point deeper, drawing blood.

Noise sounds behind us, and we all turn. Someone is shoving their way through the crowd. Before Amir can say Raja’s beard, a man reaches the front.

My muscles melt when I recognize him. He’s missing more than one tooth now. His hair is tousled like he just got out of a fight.

“Stop!” Samar yells. “Get your hands off her.”

The Chart shoves away the woman, whose blood trickles down her neck in rivulets. “On your knees,” he orders.

Coolly, Samar does as the Chart says, and the other soldiers rope the man’s hands behind his back.

“What shall we do?” The Chart chuckles, curving the sword against Samar’s throat. “Your obedience is shocking, I must say. To think you were once one of us, in the palace. . . .”

Samar fiddles with a golden band on his ring finger. A wedding band. I think of his wife, hidden somewhere far away, clinging to her husband’s memory.

Samar’s lips twitch. “You won’t find Irfan.”

Wrong answer.

The Chart grips him even harder. Another Chart marches up and strikes Samar across the face with the back of her hand, leaving a quickly purpling bruise.

Rule number one: never talk back.

Amir and I swap glances. The only sign of emotion on the first Chart’s face is the slightest sneer of his lips.

Stale air and sweat curls around me. Silence—there’s only silence.

“Up,” says the Chart, removing his sword from Samar’s neck. A small mercy.

But Samar’s fate will be left in the raja’s hands. And that is no mercy at all.

As easily as they came, the Charts shove Samar into a rickety old carriage. Another takes a scroll of parchment and slams it against a lone sandstone hut, then pins it in place. The still-bleeding woman cries out when she glances at the writing on the scroll. “My son!” she wails. “Oh, my son . . .”

My heart flips in my chest. Could that scroll be . . . ?

I glance at the carriage and watch the Charts pile up on their steeds. The horses clop away, kicking up dirt and despair in their wake.

A few people immediately turn to the injured woman, calling for cotton and gauze. I rip my gaze away and whisper to Amir, “The scroll. D’you think that’s a . . . ?”

I don’t need to finish my sentence for Amir to understand. “Let’s find out.”

We approach the scroll with bated breath, pushing through the crowd to reach the front. Some people cry out when they see their names. Amir gasps, color draining from his cheeks. I follow his gaze, finding the scroll’s endless list of names and family identification markers. For the orphans, instead of last names, there are black strikes.

“It’s a conscription list!” the newsboy from earlier announces. “Raja’s callin’ for more help!”

“He doesn’t need our help!” a different woman cries.

At the same time, Amir murmurs to himself, “This can’t be.”

Skies be good. If Amir’s name is on here—

The villagers’ words blur together as I gaze at the scroll again. Please, I think, not Amir, not Amir—

More people squeeze in, blocking my view. Amir ushers me out of the crowd. Bile snakes up my throat, burning me from the inside out. Amir begins talking, telling me to remain calm. But I don’t hear him, not clearly anyway. I hear what he told me moons ago, the day we first met, about what happens to those who try to defy the raja’s orders.

His executions are more painful than a sword through the chest. The royals use snakes. They twist their fangs in your gut and don’t let go.

It’s not just snakes that send a jolt of fear spiking through me. It’s not even the raja, or the Charts. It’s that I finally understand the look of horror on my friend’s face.

It wasn’t Amir’s name on the list.

It was mine.
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2

Rani

Everything I say turns to gold—or dust. On a good day, it’s gold. It’s power, sung in my mother tongue and listened to by many. On a bad day, it’s dust. Derelict. Unheard.

Today is a bad day.

“Rani, come down,” Mother calls from the base of the double spiral staircase. I twist my body over the railing to spot her figure. Mother is short, as if she stopped growing when she was no older than ten summers. She twists her own body, mirroring mine, to look up at me. “Quickly. This is important,” she adds, the words a slap to my ears.

I pull at the threads that hang loose from my once-pretty sari and mutter a curse under my breath. I can wrap a sari with ease, but if I have to wear one more under Mother’s orders, I’ll lose every thread of the quickly waning patience I have.

I take my time strutting down the steps. Mother awaits, wearing a pink-and-orange fabric that mimics the sunset. She smiles, pale lips thinning. “Rani, beta. Come here.” She spreads her arms open as if to give me a hug, but I know better. She wants me to twirl. I’m her own personal doll, ready to play dress-up, to bend to her every whim.

I follow her command. Twirl, bow; twirl, bow. Suck in a breath; don’t loosen the stitching. For a moment, I wish for a thinner waistline but remove the thought. I won’t let Mother’s voice enter my head.

“Beautiful,” she says, clapping as if I’ve just put on a show. “Saeed, isn’t she beautiful?”

Saeed appears from the corner of my eye, sashaying down the hallway as if he’s the prince himself. Once he’s close by, he pops something into his mouth—a whole gulab jamun. He chews, swallows, and licks the saccharine syrup from his fingers.

“Beautiful,” he finally agrees, the sunshine that pours in from the lower-level windows giving him an ethereal glow. His curly hair bounces against his head. His lips, once perfectly kissable according to my fourteen-year-old self, spread into a smile.

“Want one?” Saeed says, pulling me from my reverie. He wiggles his sticky fingers. “They were just delivered. Mangoes, too.”

“Where are those manners Amara taught you, sweet boy?”

Saeed grins, and Mother pats his cheek as if he were her son. But she only has me, and so far, I’m more disappointment than daughter.

I clear my throat, bringing Saeed’s attention back to me. “Beautiful? Beautiful enough to bow for?” I ask, hiding an impish smirk. I’d like to see Saeed squirm under my gaze, but today he won’t have it. He bows, keeping his hazel eyes on me the entire time. Something in my stomach flares.

He purrs, “Always.”

The air charges with heat. A false spark. I’ve had enough. “I’m canceling all future lessons.”

“Rani!” Mother scolds, placing a hand to her chest. “That is no way to talk to your instructor.”

“Or your betrothed,” Saeed adds, his back now perfectly straight. That flare reaches my fingers, and for a moment I wish our lessons were comprised of sword-fighting and knife-wielding, rather than mathematics and chemistry. At least then I would have something to use against him.

“I will leave if it is your wish,” Saeed says. His words are quiet enough—innocent enough—to Mother, but I know better. What I told him last night, at midnight in my bedroom, was not what he wanted to hear.

Not after three years of this. Of us.

“Yes,” I reply regally, like the princess I’m supposed to be.

“Not without a kiss first, my boy,” Mother orders. “You two are to celebrate your engagement in less than a half-moon. It is time you started acting like it.”

With the faintest hesitancy, Saeed complies, striding toward me and placing a light kiss on my cheek. His lips caress my skin for a moment too long. As if I might fall into his arms like I had three years ago. Or just last moon.

I seethe against his haughty arrogance. Struggling to loose a steady breath, I stare at him with a venomous gaze. He is no prince. I, on the other hand, descend from a bloodline destined to rule. My role has forever been princess, to safeguard my people—and continue my line by marrying well. The last bit, however, is not quite working out as planned.

Before I can gather up the courage to tell her the truth of what happened last night, Mother begins to strut through the palace, past its bone-white walls and icy spires. “Hurry now, Rani. You are expected in the throne room,” she commands. “Your father is waiting.”

My gaze flits curiously to Mother’s, but she keeps her expression curtained. I have no choice but to suck in a breath, press my damp palms against my sari, and follow Mother’s shadow.

For eighteen years, I’ve walked these halls. Cool marble floors, paisley-patterned carpets, and a frosted-glass exterior. Ornate jalis, latticed screens that filter out the hot Abai air. Domed ceilings painted with sweet flower blossoms that belong nowhere near a raja like my father. The flowers are ornaments, distractions from what my family truly is. Royalty with nothing more on our minds than fatal justice—my father’s specialty—and what our next meals will be.

The palace towers into the very clouds of Abai’s capital, Anari. I know little of the world outside this home, this confinement. Its walls squeeze in on me as I walk, threatening to echo every horror of my existence. Stuck here, forever. No way out. Princess of a kingdom you barely know. A kingdom on the brink of war.

Every green-clad servant I pass bows, as if their spines are cemented in an arch. Mother’s heels burn staccato footsteps into the cool marble tiles. When we reach the throne room, another servant heaves open the wide, gilded double doors.

Three chairs are perched at the front: one each for Father, Mother, and me. They are covered in soft velvet cushions and crowned with jewels, the silken thrones so spotless they look allergic to dust.

The deafening chatter withers away in the crisp air. Nobles from Abai’s richest families, including elderly women—aunties—from the women’s room with nothing more than gossip on their tongues, fall deadly quiet at my entrance. No—the raja’s entrance through the door directly opposite this one. I wring my hands behind my back and face him.

Father is king in every sense of the word. In one hand, he carries his staff. A talisman, I’ve been taught, that’s been passed down from raja to raja, rani to rani, imbued with our snake magic. His clothes, adorned with endless badges, make him look like he’s been through battle, though he’s never experienced any form of combat in his life. A royal-purple turban is perched atop his head, and two golden chains wrap around his neck, with minuscule beads that look like they’ve been plucked straight from the sand of the continent’s lushest coastal beaches.

Samvir, Father’s snake familiar, slithers patiently at his side. Today the snake sports glimmering obsidian scales streaked with gray. The king of cobras for the king of Abai.

I clear my throat, snagging Father’s attention. His gaze cuts toward mine, tiger eyes flashing.

“Rani,” he greets. “Just in time.” Father heads for his throne just as Mother takes her seat. Queen and king, rani and raja.

I might be named Rani, but I am no queen. Not yet.

“Father,” I say, tilting my head forward. “What occasion is this?”

But Father pays no mind to my words. He spins to the center of the throne room, where Father’s Head Chart, Two Thirteen, hauls a man into the room. He dumps him onto the marble. There, I examine the figure crouched on both knees, clad in clothes dirtier than Nabh and covering his face with dirt-stained fingers. My heart thumps with understanding. This is a trial.

Removing his fists from his face, the man unveils nails both chipped and soiled. His eyes are a soft blue, the color of the rivers that shape and border our lands. He does not tear his gaze away from Father’s, even when my own jaw collapses to the floor at the sight of him.

Tutor.

Before Saeed became my teacher, I was taught by this man—science and stars, algebra and fortunes. But he taught me more still: to wish for a stronger world, a world rid of war and hate. A world that does not exist.

He once had a clean face and all of his teeth, too-large ears and an ever-present smile. When I was no more than fourteen, he defied Father’s iron-fisted rule and deserted the palace completely. Rumors flew—he left to join rebel groups or went off to live quietly with his wife. Father branded him Traitor instead of Tutor. He would forever be an enemy in the mind of the king.

I never learned his real name.

On the floor, weak-kneed and clothed in dirt and woe, he looks nothing like I remember. He is emptier, somehow. Perhaps that is what Father thinks will happen if I step outside—that I will change in some way. Or that I will become a traitor to the raja and everything he stands for.

“Your sentence is clear,” Father states. His voice bellows through the throne room, curling into every corner. “You have been found guilty of treason, keeping information about rebel intelligence while tutoring Abai’s future queen, fleeing the palace, and thus colluding with the enemy.”

Tutor’s facade does not give way, even at the sight of the snake slithering under Father’s throne. It’s Shima, my own snake familiar. Tutor never did like snakes. She is coiled like a spring and camouflaged so well I nearly mistook her for an intricately designed snakeskin rug. Her blue-green scales and vicious fangs echo the feelings of my own cold-blooded body, like a reptilian twin. It is our snake magic, my father’s and mine, thanks to the Snake Master, that gives us the ability to bond with serpents. I glance over at Shima and, with a mental tug, unlock the wall I’ve built between her and me. Tonight, I need her in my mind. I need her fierceness and her strength.

“Rani,” the raja calls, forcing my gaze back to his.

I clear my throat. “Yes, Father?”

“As princess, you know what must be done.”

He stares at me a beat too long. It is only then that I register what he is asking of me.

My skin turns to ice. I think of the Snake Pit, humming beneath my feet. Of Shima, diving after Tutor’s lifeless body. All at my simple command.

Just one word: kill.

To the spectators, tonight is a performance. A display of power. To me, it is a reminder of how I imagined this moment—Shima’s fangs showered in red, screams twisting in the air like an arced blade—but never had I thought Father would ask it of me so soon.

His gaze trails over to Shima, who now slithers across the tiles, examining the traitor with bared fangs. She’s hungry. I can smell it, taste it, feel it in our blood bond. She is ready for this. Tonight, Samvir is a bystander and Shima, the killer.

The Pit is alive beneath me—hundreds of snakes, waiting. They are ravenous. Starved, just like Shima.

I turn to the snake, but she is already moving. This is routine to her. A dance. Nothing more.

She circles around the traitor, making a complete loop. Her emerald-sapphire scales ruffle, pronouncing the hint of rose gold around her eyes. I approach him with caution and pause, my anklet surrendering its song. Tutor’s hands don’t need to be shackled for me to see he is a prisoner of fate.

But something niggles at my heart, chipping away at the icy cage I’ve drawn up around it. A memory. His gentle hands clapping out a song—one made to help me remember my lesson on one of the first queens of Abai.


They called her the Gem of Abai, the queen who passed so young

A ruler who commanded Abai to treat no one unjust

For Amrita was a woman of love, a woman of power as well

She gave so much for so little, and so we tell her tale



“Do not forget what I taught you, Rani,” he whispers now. “You can be more than what the stars wish for. You can be like Queen Amrita. You can do what I could not.”

My chest tightens. Time freezes as my eyes lock on his, as those words roll over in my mind.

“Find it,” he tells me in a low voice, his words ominous. He reaches out, pressing the inside of his hand into mine. Something sharp bites into my palm. His voice becomes a whisper. “The stone.”

I freeze. The stone? My eyes dart down to the object in my palm—a ring inscribed with a foreign yet familiar symbol—and I try not to glance back at Tutor with confusion.

“Rani,” Father warns. He slides off his throne with ease, glaring at me as he approaches, then pauses a few paces from Tutor.

A fiery tingle grips my chest. “Father,” I say. “Please. He was my—”

Before I can finish, or even utter a prayer to Amran, Father bangs his staff on the ground. That sound resonates through the room, sending spiderwebbed cracks along the marble floor.

One second passes. Another. The ground beneath Tutor crumbles to ash, unveiling a pool of snakes. I grip the folds of my sari and hold back the gasp in my throat.

“A ruler never hesitates,” Father’s voice booms. The next command slips from Father’s tongue.

“Kill.”

Shima dives into the Pit, followed by Samvir close behind. My eyes seal shut at the first crunch. I don’t have to look to know what is inside. Fang and flesh, blood and bone.

A hunger sated.

I blink my eyes open, peer over the Pit, and find the snakes writhing in contentedness. A coppery tang swells in my mouth—the taste of magic, blood, death. Over the years, I’ve learned to numb it. But now, as I hover over the Pit itself, the taste floods my mouth.

I twist away, covering my lips with my free hand. I could not speak Father’s command. But I didn’t stop Tutor’s fate from being sealed, either.

He is Tutor no longer. He is a memory.

My body numb, I march toward my throne. Mother watches me with her eyes narrowed. Whether in fury or simple irritation, I cannot tell.

This is why she wanted me dressed up. Not for her but for this game. To show that the princess is capable of more than just wrapping a sari. Which you are, Shima hisses, her voice slipping into my mind. She glides out of the Pit, and in a blink, the marble tiles are back, sleek as silk. As though they had never crumbled. As though nothing happened.

The Charts branch out, heading to their posts. Mother dusts her hands off and stands, sighing. This is the third execution in one month, but Mother seems more preoccupied by her manicured nails than the smell of death.

“I’m going to go talk to Amara. There’s much to be prepared for tomorrow,” she says, and leaves.

Tomorrow. Diwali. This year, the celebration is midway through autumn, and will be held outside the palace beneath a starry sky in the courtyards. It will be my first taste of fresh air—real Abai air—since last year’s celebrations.

I try not to think of all the guests who will be pouring into the palace, and focus instead on what Mother just said. She’s going to talk to Amara, Saeed’s mother. I shiver at the thought of my future mother-in-law, her bloodred lips, her mehendi-streaked hair—

“Daughter.”

I start at the sound of Father’s voice. Father’s back is straight, scepter in hand, his head only just tilted in my direction. “I did what was necessary. And one day you shall, too,” he says.

My body grows cold. I nod back, the ring searing my palm. “Of course,” I reply.

Because no one is allowed to say no to a king, least of all me.
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Ria

Curfew is for those who don’t wish to dream with their eyes open.

Mama Anita’s mantra refuses to let go of me tonight. She used to recite it every night before she tucked me into the Vadi Orphanage’s scratchy blankets. Once, the idea of wielding magic, being a princess, was all I really wanted. Dressing up, pretending the world around me was perfect. Falling in love.

Like any of that is possible in Abai.

I’m walking along Nabh’s dusty streets, numb and nauseated and unable to utter a single word to Amir. I push reality aside. I might’ve turned eighteen recently, but I’m not about to throw my life away for the raja or his throne.

Minutes pass before I spot the back of a woman sporting a purple chunni. For an instant, I see Mama Anita: graying hair, fine wrinkles, thin lips that told endless stories.

But then the woman turns around. Her face is square instead of round; gaunt instead of plump. Not Mama Anita. I should’ve known better than to fantasize. To muddle dreams and reality.

Still, Mama Anita’s stories cling to my memory. She’d recount how Abai hadn’t always been this way, cruel as a knife’s point, ruled by a snakespeaker’s fist. Whenever she told me a story, she’d lean in conspiratorially, like she was telling a secret. This one always began the same:

“Over a thousand years ago, at the beginning of time, our Creator, Amran, made life. He sprouted trees from barren ground, gave rain to the hottest deserts. Not long after came six special beings, the first people to walk our world. But they were no mere humans—they were like spirits visiting from the sky. Collectively, they are known as the Masters of Magic, because each was born with a special kind of power.”

Mama Anita taught me that all magic came from Amran and these special beings—the Masters. Amran’s magic came in the form of gifts bestowed upon the world: the blessed Var River, where promises are forged in blood; the Fountain of Fortunes, perfumed with sweet scents; among others. On the other hand, the Masters’ magics were tied to their blood. There was the Master of Fire, whose flames could grow hot enough to singe the soul and burn kingdoms to the ground; the Tide Master, who controlled disastrous monsoons and wicked floods; and even Masters of Earth and Sky. But there were others, two whose magics were considered the most unique and powerful of all: the Master of Memory, kind but persuadable—and the Master of Snakes, who possessed untold cunning.

The first time Mama Anita told this story to me, I interjected, looking at her wrinkled hands compared to mine. Her twine bracelet shook as she demonstrated a sweeping wave from the Tide Master’s floods, or bursting fires from the Fire Master’s fingertips.

“But Mama Anita, I don’t understand. Where is this magic? I don’t see it!”

Mama Anita chuckled. “The magic was passed on through the Masters’ direct descendants. The Snake Master’s bloodline—now Abai’s royals—became known as snakespeakers. The Tide Master’s children were tidesweepers; the Fire Master’s children flametalkers. Their blood was bound to their Master, and when the Master’s magic was gone, so was theirs.”

Mama Anita glanced past the curtains that shielded me from the humid evening air. “If our world was a quilt, then magic was the threads that bound it together. Magic was as much a part of our kingdoms as the air we breathe.”

I always loved that metaphor. It made me cozy inside, even during a brutal windstorm. But it was the next part of Mama Anita’s story, the part she refused to repeat, that made my blood curdle.

The way we lost magic to the royals.

It was the Snake Master, the Great Deceiver, who took magic away from us.

“Long before the lines of our world were drawn and borders patrolled by soldiers, many of the Masters lived in harmony, like brothers and sisters of sorts. But like most siblings, some did not get along. The Master of Snakes was a known trickster, and for much of his life he was never trusted by anyone.”

“Why not?” I questioned innocently.

Mama Anita pursed her lips. “It all began when the Snake Master asked the Master of Memory to search for a missing relic—something that could bring peace to the world forever. Something that could grant any wish—except bring back a loved one from the dead. It was called the Bloodstone. Made from the Creator’s own blood, it was the most powerful of Amran’s many gifts.” She leaned back so she could look me square in the face. “Of course, the Memory Master agreed, using her mindwielding abilities to access the memories of everyone who’d touched or seen the Bloodstone before. She searched for moons before she found the stone, hidden away in a cave deep in Retan.”

“Then what?” I bounced on the bed, begging Mama Anita to continue the story.

“Things fell apart,” Mama Anita said simply. “The Snake Master never truly wanted the stone for peace. At the time, there were no kingdoms, no rulers. Once the Snake Master took the stone from the Memory Master, intending to use it for selfish purposes, the other Masters retaliated. And so began the Great Masters’ Battle. The battle ended quickly, thanks to the Snake Master’s possession of the stone. He used its powers to banish his siblings one by one. As a result, the other Masters became trapped, their physical forms stripped away while their souls drifted to the skies. No one knows where the Snake Master went. Soon, his bloodline ascended to what became the Abaian throne, and the stone was passed down from king to king, queen to queen. Until five hundred years ago. The stone was lost—or perhaps hidden.”

I hung on to Mama Anita’s every word like a bee to honey.

“With their magic fading away,” Mama continued, “the Memory Master’s descendants created their own kingdom, Kaama, becoming their own royalty and nobility. And soon after, new countries were born. Retan, Pania, Amratstan . . .”

I shivered but held her arm tight. “It’s just a story, Mama. Right?”

She brushed my hair back. “This is no fable, dear Ria. After what happened to the other Masters, their descendants noticed their magic beginning to fade, until it all but disappeared. Those Masters have never returned from the heavens. There are rumors that they can appear in times of great need as spirits . . . just rumors, of course.” Mama Anita swept my hair into a single knot. “Because of the feud between the Snake and Memory Masters, Abai and Kaama were at war for a long time. The two kingdoms’ royalties haven’t forgotten—and they haven’t let the hate of the past go.”

The hate of the past. I didn’t understand what she meant back then.

“What happened during the war?” I asked.

“Many years of bloodshed and violence. A hundred years ago, the raja of Abai at the time, King Amrit, tried to find the Bloodstone. He thought he could use it to win the war and destroy Kaama, but wherever it was, it was untraceable. Then he noticed that his kingdom began to change. There were lightning storms, a drought across the country, signs of ire from the Creator. Eventually, King Amrit proposed a treaty to the Kaaman king, Rahul. Both kingdoms were running out of resources, spending everything on battles, and everyone could feel Amran’s anger. So the kings agreed on the Hundred-Year Truce. No war, no trade, for one hundred years. In just over a decade, the time will come for the truce to end, and the treaty with it.”

“And then what?” I asked, standing. I remember jumping on my toes in anticipation, waiting for Mama Anita to continue. All she did was close her eyes, shake her head just slightly.

“And then it will be time for another story.”

The hazy memory of Mama Anita’s stories should mean nothing to me now. But some stories are true. And too many don’t have happy endings.

Reality sets in. Mama’s voice is gone. I never found out why she was taken away, even spent months wondering before realizing the answer would never bring her back.

A biting wind makes me shiver. Until I realize there’s no wind. I’m shaking with such ferocity that Amir has to hold me up, but I fall to my knees and clutch my churning stomach. The world spins. I heave, trying to let something out. But there’s so little there. A sob lurches its way out of my mouth.

The war is coming.

My name on a conscription list.

My life, my future, gone.

Amir offers me water from his canteen and helps me stand. He tells me we need to move fast, forget what we saw. I don’t know how long it takes me to get moving. To stop thinking about what’ll happen if I become a solider.

What’ll happen if I don’t.

Imprisonment. Death.

We know better than to stay in Nabh any longer. Hours ago, we escaped the dense crowds and headed for the outskirts of the Dirt Village. By tonight, we should reach the Moga Jungle, if I don’t buckle to the ground first.

I tell myself the Charts won’t find me there. In the jungle, I’ll become a ghost. I’ll make a new life, change my name if I have to. Anything but join a pointless war.

Before we left, Amir and I packed up what little we had stashed away: a jar of tangy lemon achaar, a bottle of sweet lassi, and a handful of now-crumbled besan. We pocketed a pile of rupees Amir snagged last week, and I stuffed coins into my now-bulging pockets. They expose me for who I am: a thief, and nothing less.

Blisters bloom on our soles. A caravan rustles past, hordes of people huddled inside. I’ve seen enough caravans rushing southward these past few moons to know where they’re headed. These people must be rich enough to get through the border unharmed, passports in hand. A woman’s eyes lock on mine with suspicion. Maybe she sees my bulging pockets, or hears the chime of coins. Maybe she can sense that I would rob her if I had the chance. Take her passport and run for freedom.

Amir gently nudges me in the arm. “You think they have mangoes in Kaama? Wait—stupid question. Of course they do. What about pomegranates? I’ve dreamed about those, lemme tell you.”

“Never tasted one.” I think of what lies beyond Abai’s borders, where we’ll go. Kaama won’t work. I don’t want to be in Abai or Kaama when war erupts in just over half a moon’s cycle. Maybe Amir and I’ll find a way to the North, where snowbirds drift through the Amratstanian mountains. Or south to Retan’s desert dunes.

Everyone knows what happens to those conscripted from the lottery—they either follow the law and head for the palace’s official induction ceremony, or they are eventually found and dragged to the Pit. Which means I need to get out of here, out of Abai, one way or another.

It’s barely nightfall when Amir and I spot it: a rickety box-shaped cart on wheels. It’s attached to a horse, but there’s no owner to be seen. Painted on the side of the cart is Abai’s crest, a snake slithering toward a crown.

“Royals.” The word sticks to my throat, scrapes along my tongue. This cart is for King Natesh and Queen Maneet.

Amir takes a cautious step toward the cart, but I pull him back with a forceful hand. “What’re you doing?”

Amir only smiles his trademark smile, mischief swirled with a dollop of anticipation.

Before I can speak, he’s picked the lock with the tip of his blade. The back doors of the cart swing open from a gust of warm wind, revealing piles of fresh kharbooja.

My eyes bulge. The melons make my mouth pool with saliva.

Amir takes another step forward. “Must be for Diwali. You know, the party.” He eyes me and mock-gags.

“Some party.” I roll my eyes just thinking about it. Diwali is a time of celebration and good fortune. But only Abai’s richest will attend, even the ones who despise the raja. And not just for his politics either—it’s the tension that flares every time Kaama is brought up in a conversation, the hearts that pump at the thought of the princess ever showing her face.

She hasn’t in years. Not once has she left the grounds of that pristine palace. In turn, the royals have become little more than a myth. Nearly, because if there’s any proof of them, it’s Mama Anita’s stories. And the Charts.

Some say the princess doesn’t show her face because she’s half snake, half human. Some say instead of teeth, she bares fangs that drip scarlet blood, that she can rip hope from your soul with just one puncture.

If the rumors are true, I’d rather not know.

Amir strides toward the cart and reaches inside, pulling out a piece of fresh fruit. Its skin is clean, with no rot or dent marks to be found. As if the entire cart has been untouched by filthy villagers’ hands. Hands like mine.

I shake away the thought, survey the wide array of melons, and gather up a few in my palms. Amir joins me, takes a few into his hands, and gives me a look, complete with a dipped eyebrow and a single dimple on his cheek.

“What’s your plan? Steal a couple of melons and sell ’em? You know these are dirt cheap, right,” I say.

“Not dirt cheap, exactly,” Amir says. “After all, we are in Nabh. But . . .” He brings his gaze to the white mount. “Ever thought of stealing a horse?”

Stealing a horse? “Afraid not.”

Eyes gleaming, Amir leans back and rests a hand on the cart door’s wooden handle. “What about stealing this cart and riding the horse to the border? We’ll pretend we’re delivering the melons to Amratstan—”

I jab an elbow into his ribs, and he presses a hand against his torso, feigning hurt.

“Yeah, and when the Charts see Abai’s crest, we’ll be good as dead. Weren’t you the one who told me about the king’s snakes? Worse than a sword through the chest . . . gut-ripping . . .”

“Think about it,” he offers.

To my surprise, he’s as serious as I’ve ever seen him. “You’re not kidding.” I tap my foot and say, “Let’s say we did steal this horse. We don’t have identification markers. And we’d need fake passports.”

Amir laughs. “So we steal some jewels and use those to pay for fake passports before we reach the border! No big deal. Did you forget? You knew how to pick a lock better than me before I taught you the tricks of the trade. You’re the best damn thief in Abai, Ria. Small and nimble as a mouse. No one notices a mouse.”

“Unless you’re a cat,” I point out. “And where would we get the jewels from, anyway?”

Amir eyes the crest. “No place better for a heist than that raja-damned palace.”

Now I’m the one laughing. “Didn’t you see my name on the conscription list? If I go there, I’ll just fall into their hands. And what about that Diwali party tomorrow?”

Amir’s eyes sparkle. “It’s the perfect opportunity. The royals will be too distracted with the party and all the extra people there. They’ll never know you were one of the hundreds of names on that list! We get in, we get some jewels, we get out.”

“We? There is no we,” I retort. I think of all those pretty jewels locked up in the palace and nearly drool but snap out of it. “You’re not gonna risk your life—”

“I’d rather risk my life here than never escape,” he cuts in, gaze unflinching. “I’d rather fight weaponless than never try.”

I’m quiet after that. Nothing except the sounds of our ragged breathing, of the thought—or maybe even thrill—of a heist. The biggest we’ve ever pulled. Am I insane for thinking that way? For wanting to believe him, for just a moment?

Stealing naan is one thing. But jewels from the palace itself . . .

Who knows what I might be able to snag in there? A pocketful of rubies? With those, we could get a boat to Amratstan or a caravan to Retan. We could get those fake passports, pretend my name was never on that conscription list.

It’s no secret Abai’s border is closing the day the truce ends. Some say the treaty will be renewed, that we don’t have a thing to worry about, but I know different. I know war is on the way, can taste it like salt on a sea breeze.

My stomach growls as I think about the melons inside the cart. Just one bite . . .

“If we’re gonna do this, we’ve got to be smart about it,” I say. “We need to get there soon, before the Charts expect all their recruits to arrive in Anari. Now, I can run fast like nobody’s business. You, on the other hand, are noticeable. Good at distraction. If one of us can get in and out, it’s me.”

“Now we’re talkin’.” Amir jumps aboard, and the cart sways. I suck in a gasp, but the horse doesn’t move. “C’mon,” he urges.

I follow. Leaping onto the cart, I hunch down so I don’t hit the wooden ceiling with my head. My trousers ride up, revealing the scar on my left leg I got five months ago. I was on the run outside of Nabh and given a lashing for stealing a petty bowl of paneer. Instead of evading my captor, I’d turned around to taunt him and instantly tripped over a bucket full of bathwater. Now the feeling of the scar is a reminder: Don’t look back. Never stop running.

In seconds, I hear it: the huff of an old man, trudging his way across the dirt-laden grounds.

“Hide!” I whisper. Amir moves to close the cart doors. When the rickety doors are shut, we shift to the corners of the cart, where there are just enough slits for air.

The next thing we hear is a lock latching closed, wheels beneath us screeching forward.

“Raja’s b—” Amir begins, but I clamp a hand against his mouth before he can say more.

The melons skitter to one side as we round a sharp corner. Amir and I fall back, and my spine connects with the door. I peer through the slits between the slabs of wood.

After a good while, the roads change. They’re not the dark, gritty ones of Nabh. No—they’re clean. Lotus flowers and plants bloom along the streets. There are no weeds here except for Amir and me.

I shut my eyes, but all I see are those damned Charts, their coats red as blood. The raja’s snakes, hissing at his side. We’re in Anari, the capital of Abai.

I wipe my sweat-stamped palms on my legs and swallow down my thoughts, my heart thump thump thumping. My breath shudders in—and saws out. Steal the royal jewels. Get out of Abai once and for all.

This is it. We’re headed to the palace.
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Rani

My earliest memory of Tutor is also my fondest: a night wrapped in the stars, Tutor and I tucked in the courtyards beneath a gauzy mosquito net. The net made me feel safe, as though nothing and no one could touch us.

“Your kingdom belongs to its people,” he told me after a long lesson on historic Abaian rulers, closing the pocket-sized book in his hands, “as much as it belongs to you.”

“I thought everything belonged to Father,” I replied matter-of-factly. Eight-year-old me didn’t mind being so outspoken, especially when Father was away on one of his official trips to Amratstan like he had been that night. I toyed with the tiara Mother had given me a few days prior.

Tutor put down his book, the cover a luminous jade, then took the tiara from my hands and gently placed it on my head. “You are to be queen someday. That is a great responsibility.”

I scrunched up my eyebrows. “I don’t want responsibility.”

Tutor’s laugh was brash and melodic all the same. “Did I ever tell you of Queen Amrita?”

I shook my head.

“She ruled hundreds of years ago as one of Abai’s first ranis. Her first rule as queen was to provide education widely across her land—new schools and books made for the youth, and for young girls especially. She wanted to create change. You, dear Rani—you can make whatever change you desire. Always remember this: You can be more than what the stars wish for. More than you ever dreamed.”

Tutor’s mantra echoed in my ears. “More?”

He touched his ring, almost absently. He once told me his wife had a matching band. Though he did not know it, I thought him my true father, someone who wrapped me in warm hugs and wove stories from thin air until I fell asleep. Someone who believed in me and the queen I could become. The queen I fear I’ll never be.

A clang from the palace kitchens and the smell of simmering daal jolt me back to the present. I berate myself for daydreaming in the throne room.

The place where everything went wrong yesterday.

Kill.

One command to seal his fate. That word meant death. That word meant falling into the Snake Pit. That word meant Tutor shall never breathe again.

His last words to me echo like a clanging bell. Find it . . . the stone . . . Perhaps he was speaking of a simple gemstone in the treasury, but something tells me he meant something greater. His mentioning Queen Amrita must be important, too; or perhaps it was the panicked ramblings of a man about to die. Perhaps I’m reaching for something that is not there.

I swallow down my guilt and glance around the throne room. It’s early evening of Diwali now, and frilly decorations fill the air. Servants glide past, carrying trays of fruit and lavish foods for tonight’s meal. The palace has completely transformed, lit up for the Diwali celebrations.

More servants swarm around the throne room, and some decorate the double doors leading to the Western Courtyard. I catch sight of the grand map of our world along the eastern wall. In the northeast sits Kaama, above the strict line bordering its kingdom and mine.

Soon to be my kingdom; I do not want it to be mine anytime soon. I am no Queen Amrita, even if I’m meant to marry Saeed. He may have been a good teacher, but love was different altogether. Love, unlike history, is unteachable.

Is it?

Shima’s words slip into my mind as easily as Saeed had once slipped a promise ring onto my finger. I spin around to find her lying across the threshold.

“Eavesdropper,” I tell her.

She smiles a viper’s smile. Thought I couldn’t hear you?

I arch a brow. “I never said that.” Or thought it, for that matter. Shima always glides into my mind without warning. There are boundaries to our bond—communicating only when Shima’s near, for one. When I first chose her as my familiar and began my training, I lost control of her, thinking of ripping up the out-of-style lehengas in my closet. Not long after, Shima’s fangs had torn through the precious skirts. I learned my lesson that day, that keeping my mind shut off from Shima is just as important as keeping it open. Even now, controlling snakes is something only Father has mastered. There’s a reason people call him the Great Snakespeaker, one of the most gifted kings in centuries. I, on the other hand, have not earned such a title.

Shima exhales and finally uncoils herself. She slithers and slides toward me, her forked tongue flickering. Good, she replies.

The air chills around me, and an icy current sweeps through my blood. Shima twists her body to face the throne room entrance. Where Saeed stands, eyes drenched with memories of first love.

First love gone wrong.

I once ached to see Saeed every morning, holding towers of books for the day’s lesson. At twenty, two years my senior, his frame is tall, his curly hair bouncy, tempting my fingers to tangle within the curls. His thick eyebrows are two curtains that sweep over his hazel eyes, dip with concern, or—this one I liked the most—lift when I would give him surprise kisses in the palace’s hidden corridors.

My heartbeat rises to my ears and a flush grows over my cheeks.

Looks like you’re not as icy as you think, Princess. At my blush, Shima’s scales tint pink, and petal-sized patches of rose bloom along her scales.

Quiet, I snap as I stalk past her and toward Saeed. He leans against the doorway with an air of arrogance.

“I haven’t seen you all day,” he says once I’m within earshot. “The servants have been avoiding you too, it seems.”

“They’ve always been scared around me,” I snap, more a confession than a retort. “If they think me the Snake Princess, then cold-blooded I’ll be.”

Saeed narrows his gaze. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do. And I told you I don’t need any more lessons, didn’t I?” My words are bitter with hatred, burnt like the prospect of my freedom. My future is sealed, locked, the key thrown into an abyss of lies. “I turned eighteen just a moon ago.”

He fingers an unclosed button at his collar, feeling the seashell between his fingertips. I remember a time when I once held those fingers, when they’d run their way through my hair, when they’d grazed my lips with the gentlest touch.

“You don’t need lessons?” he asks. “Or you want a new tutor?”

“Both.”

“The two are mutually exclusive.”

“I’ll unmake them mutually exclusive.”

“Despite the number of lessons we’ve had in probability, I’m not sure you remember what that term means.”

I huff. Just because Saeed is right doesn’t mean I’m going to give him the satisfaction of it.

Saeed arrived at the palace at two summers of age, around the time I was born, with his mother, Amara. His father had just passed, and Mother allowed him a place to stay with Amara in the palace. It wasn’t long before the two of us were promised to each other. Neither one of us had any say in it.

My future mother-in-law has been Mother’s friend for longer than I have been alive, even longer than my parents have known each other. Although Saeed and I were bound for betrothal once we grew up, our lives were anything but similar.

At first, we were playmates, scrambling around the palace, climbing like monkeys together into the rafters.

Then, when we grew, Saeed was taken away. Homeschooled by his mother in candlelit corridors, while I had a private tutor and towers for classrooms. Saeed chatted among noblemen with ease, while I was told to hold my tongue at the aunties’ palace gossip. We lived in the same palace but might as well have resided in different kingdoms.

After Tutor left four years ago, Father instructed Saeed to become my new tutor. By then, we were strangers. I can hardly remember our first lesson; I was too distracted by how much he’d grown. After a few lessons, I asked Saeed to teach me outside. It wasn’t long before Father’s stipulations grew harsher than usual. Horseback riding and fencing became dangerous sports; the Abai sun would burn my skin; if I were seen, commoners would manipulate my image. Better to stay away from a world that ridicules us. A world filled with untold dangers.

At the time, Saeed’s hair was shorn, barely displaying the crown of curls he wears now. I remember the way he looked at me the night of my fifteenth birthday—like I was one of the world’s first Masters, a being above all others.

His superior.

“You know I’ve never had an affinity for arithmetic,” I tell him. I dare a glance into his eyes, and I remember exactly what I saw in him all those years ago. It took but a half-moon for his lessons to become spells, each one drawing me closer to him, until I thought about him daily.

He would be my adventure, I decided. A worthy one, with the way his hair shone in the light. The way his hazel eyes lingered on my own. And not long after, the way his skin felt against mine—the softness of his full, full lips.

Saeed clears his throat. “Then, may I ask, Princess . . . what—or whom—do you have an affinity for?” His cheeks rouge, mirroring Shima’s scales. My heart flips in my chest. I do not know what to tell him. When I was younger, his mother, Amara, began taking me to the women’s room to talk. She started with easy questions—my birthdate, my astrological sign. Then came the harder questions: How many boys have you kissed? Zero. What are your aspirations? I was unsure. Would you be a faithful spouse?

Saeed Gupta. He was always destined to be my husband and king consort. I would write his name in my notebooks when he wasn’t looking. I would draw frivolous hearts around his initials. I would write my own name in
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