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CHAPTER FIVE

When my heartbeat steadies, I leave the kitchen and find Adah tending to his white stallion, a gift from Meguh last year.

Time has weathered my father’s face, and wrinkles crease the area around his eyes. He stoops when he walks, and Lintang often threatens to tie a wooden rod to his spine so he’ll stand straight.

He needs no reminder today. Anyone can tell how eagerly he anticipates the rank and fortune his radiant daughter is about to bring him. He’s wearing his best tunic, and his beard’s been trimmed. Today, a brighter future awaits him.

Even though he’s in a good mood, sweat slicks my temples as I approach him, and it is not just from the humidity.

I try to temper the emotions I have for my father, but it’s hard. When we lived in our old house, he would make me go out into the fields to scare away the crows pecking at our banana tree. All I had to do was show my face, and the birds exploded into the sky in terror.

I’ve never forgotten how eerily their shrieks sounded like my own.

At least this new house has no banana trees. It faces east and does not have stilts, since there is little flooding on this side of our island. There is a courtyard, a rice barn, a freestanding hut that we use as the kitchen, and two separate buildings—one for sleeping, and one for entertaining. The move was very exciting for Vanna and Lintang, but I still miss our old place by the jungle, the hut we lived in before Adah cared more about money than his daughters.

Vanna is far from earshot, praying at the courtyard shrine with Lintang, but I keep my voice quiet anyway, almost a mumble: “Adah.”

Adah is stroking his stallion’s mane. I half expect him to pretend I’m not here, but he sets the brush aside and says, “I’ve told you never to go outside without your mask on.”

A flash of anger stabs my chest. I smother it and drag my mask out of my pocket. It is plain, unlike the skin I wear. The rough wood clings to the ridges on my scales, sticky with humidity, but what I hate most is how hard it is to breathe when I’m wearing it. There’s only a thin slit for my mouth, and nothing for my nose, which is flat against my skull anyway—like a snake’s.

Adah carved it for me soon after I was cursed. He spent days pounding the bark and sanding the wood down until it was smooth. Back then, it was too big, and I had to tie it around my head with a string. Still, though I despise it, it’s a reminder that he once cared.

It was so long ago it’s almost a dream, but I still remember the relief in his eyes when he first saw me the morning Mama died. “You’re alive,” he had breathed, rushing to embrace me. “Angma didn’t take you.”

I remember how that relief slowly curdled into horror, and how he washed my face again and again, growing rougher with each attempt. I remember how he struggled to look at me with tenderness, and how, eventually, he gave up. When the rest of the village came to shun me, it was easier for him to join them than it was to defend his own daughter. And now here we are.

My mask is on. I breathe in and try again. “Adah.”

“What is it?”

“I’d like to go to Vanna’s binding selection.”

Adah stiffens. It is perhaps the only trait my father and I share, how we both become agitated in the same way. His jaw locks, and his shoulders go straighter than the horizon.

When our eyes meet, the narrow slits of my pupils are reflected in his. I do not look away. Whatever power I can claim over Adah, I will take. And I will not be the first to look away.

He flinches and averts his gaze. “You are forbidden to enter the village.”

“But—”

“It’s for your own good.” He’s trying to contain his anger, unlike most days. “No one’s seen you in years. They’ve almost forgotten about you.”

“I’ll keep quiet,” I insist. “I’ll stand behind someone’s tent, out of sight.”

“No is no.”

“Vanna wants me there. No one will notice me.”

At that, Adah raises a square hand. Fury hardens his eyes, and I go still, waiting for him to strike. But Vanna is too close. She’d see.

The tassels on his sleeve sway as he lowers his arm.

“Do you really think no one would notice you?” he says harshly. “King Meguh nearly saw you just now. That face of yours could have cost your sister everything. Everything!”

Emotions cling to my throat. I can’t breathe. “Why is it always about my face?”

“It’s who the fates have made you. A monster.”

My tongue itches to tell him he’s the monster, not me. But I don’t argue. I fear that if I do, I will cry. And I promised myself long ago I would never weep in front of my father.

It’s because of Vanna that he tolerates me. I know that every time I disappear into the jungle he wishes that I would never come back. But I do, only to feel the pain again and again of a wound that will not close. To feel the hope that Adah will one day open his eyes and remember I am his daughter too.

Adah and I face off, locked in our second standstill of the day, when Vanna calls out from the shrine in the courtyard. “Look, look!” she squeals.

My sister’s voice knifes through the tension between us, and Adah goes to her. She’s twirling into the courtyard with moon orchids in her hair—her favorite flower, matching the embroidered ones on her skirt.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” she exclaims, touching her braids.

“Now you are a woman,” Lintang says, picking a stray leaf off Vanna’s shoulder before ushering her to the gate. “Careful down the steps. The mud from the rains last week still hasn’t dried. Don’t step on the carpet with your wet feet.”

Vanna glances back, noting the distance between Adah and me before I retreat to a shadowed corner. A crease furrows her smooth brow, and to Lintang’s dismay, my sister hurries toward me. She touches my shoulders. “Channi, why are you hiding like this? Come. Come.”

She tries to nudge me to the front, but Adah won’t allow it. “Get back inside, Channi.”

Vanna blocks me. “Why should she go back inside? I want her to come.”

“Hurry, Vanna. You’ll be late.” He lifts a confused Vanna onto the stallion. It nickers and kicks, spying me in my corner. Horses do not like snakes, and that includes me.

“Channi is coming,” says Vanna. She whirls on Adah. “Or I will—”

“You will what?” Adah is irritated at Vanna, but his eyes are on me. “You won’t go?”

My stepmother casts me a harrowed glance, as if it’s my fault that she’ll have to make peace and lie to Vanna. “Enough, Vanna,” she


























CHAPTER EIGHT

The prince’s announcement ripples across the marketplace. He stands there, holding out his gold chain as if to prove his title, and makes a slight bow to Adah. “I would marry your daughter,” he declares. “She will be queen.”

Adah’s jaw hangs agape, and my sister brightens, her glow seeping through the layers of her robes.

“A bit young to choose your queen, aren’t you?” King Meguh jeers. “The Lady Vanna deserves a king, not a prince. She deserves temples built in her honor. Are you sure your mother would agree to this, boy?”

“I am old enough to make my own decisions.”

Meguh persists, “What are you, fifteen years?”

“Sixteen.”

“Ah.” Meguh stretches his hand toward Adah and Dakuok. “Sixteen years old, without the blessing of his mother to make such a ludicrous offer—”

“I am the crown prince of Tai’yanan,” Rongyo says, shutting down Meguh’s taunts. He doesn’t sound like a mere boy anymore. “The only heir of the late beloved King Wan. In a year, I will be crowned. My word is good.”

Rongyo steals a glance at Vanna. He looks younger than his age, especially next to Meguh and Leidaya, who both sprout gray in their beards. A few pimples dot the prince’s boyish face, and his jaw has not finished squaring into manhood. Yet it is a pleasant face, and he seems like a pleasant young man.

If I were Vanna, I’d choose him . . . and on the way to his kingdom, I’d drug him with a dose of spindlebeard, steal his ship, and sail it to the far ends of Cipang or Agoria, where the lands are so vast that even destiny can be fooled.

It’s a fantasy, I know, but it feels good to hope.

Adah and Dakuok are murmuring to each other. I knot my hands together, hoping they will have the sense to accept Rongyo’s offer.

Finally, the shaman steps forward. “The crown prince of Tai’yanan offers marriage.” He turns to the first in the line of competitors. “King Tayeh, can you match the offer?”

“I would marry her, but . . .” Tayeh hesitates. “But, no, I cannot match Prince Rongyo’s offer.”

“King Leidaya?”

Again, no.

“King Hoa Tho?”

One by one, the suitors resign and step off the temple’s podium. All except Meguh.

“What about you, King Meguh?”

Meguh straightens. He is shorter than Rongyo but somehow seems to take up more room on the dais. Next to him, Rongyo looks like a reed. And Meguh is ready to break him.

Meguh’s voice booms, “I cannot offer marriage, but I can promise one hundred thousand golden riels.”

The buzzing in the marketplace shrivels into silence.

Dread prickles my gut. Prince Rongyo’s kingdom is rich, but not as rich as Meguh’s. Not half as rich as Meguh’s. And he is not yet the king.

“I will match King Meguh,” Rongyo says quietly. “In a year, when I am king, I will pay one hundred thousand golden riels.”

Meguh snorts. “Take my word, the boy prince doesn’t have that sort of coin. My offer is good, Khuan—you’ll have the gold in a week.”

Adah’s still hesitating, which is a good sign. I pray his love for Vanna is stronger than his greed.

“Don’t choose either of them!” a familiar voice shouts from the crowd. Even without looking, I know it’s Oshli.

Vanna flinches as everyone’s attention goes to the orange-scarfed shaman.

I hold my breath. This is her chance to say something. To use her light and close down the selection ceremony, if she wishes. She could do it; she has the power.

But she doesn’t.

“For the good of Sundau, I will be a queen,” she says firmly. Her voice rings across the entire courtyard, but her eyes are on Oshli. “The fates will make it so.”

Oshli turns abruptly, shouldering through the crowds for the road out of Puntalo Village. As he disappears around the bend, Vanna drags her attention back to the selection.

She touches Adah’s arm. Her lips are moving, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. I hope she’s telling him to accept Prince Rongyo’s offer—that the throne of a queen is worth more gold than Meguh and his servants can dig in a lifetime.

Adah whispers something to Dakuok, who shakes his head, clearly disagreeing. Before Adah can stop him, he raises his staff high up in the air to command everyone’s attention.

“We will settle this the way our ancestors did,” announces the shaman. “Resolution by conflict. A contest of warriors.”

Meguh’s mouth curves into a wide smile, and I nearly choke with fury. This isn’t fair. Dakuok knew that Meguh brought a warrior with him!

Prince Rongyo, unaware of his disadvantage, straightens. He carries no weapons, but he is young and lean—he must think he has a fair chance of winning the match.

“I accept,” he tells Meguh. “Swords or spears?”

Meguh erupts with laughter. “Not against me,” he booms. “Against my champion.”

Twelve of his servants emerge from behind the temple, and it takes all twelve to roll forth an enormous box covered by a blue sheet. Confused, the villagers draw back, making room for this new arrival.

I’m confused too. It must be a cage. But why would Meguh’s champion be confined?

Meguh descends the temple steps into the square. With a flourish, he removes the cloth. “Behold!”

The air goes still. Gasps pulse across the marketplace, little pops of horror and shock—and wonder. The villagers crowd around the box, murmuring excitedly.

Vanna’s gone pale. She turns to Adah, pleading with him, but he shakes her away. She turns to the crowds, silently beseeching. But no one pays her any heed, except me. Channi, I can almost hear her whisper. Channi, help me.

I can’t see what’s in the box. I crane my neck, to no avail, then rise to my knees for a better view. It is a cage, and there’s a beast inside, its back to all. It’s turning. Turning.

My hand jumps to my mouth, and I let out a belated gasp.

“A dragon,” I whisper.

The crowd backs away in fear, while I lean forward. It’s been a long time since I’ve been awestruck, but this dragon is magnificent. A natural fighter. A shock of tangled black hair obscures his face, but I can see that he has legs and arms like a human and that he stands upright like us. But unlike us, he’s got knife-sharp talons and iron-thick scales, gleaming blue-green or black depending on the light. And wings! The tales I’ve heard of the great sea dragons never mentioned wings.

Rongyo approaches the cage. He may know the princely arts of combat, but any fool can see he is no warrior.

Meguh’s beast will rip him into shreds.

My mind careens. If Rongyo loses this fight, then Vanna will become King Meguh’s concubine. I can’t let that happen.

With a loud crack, I snap off the tent pole I carved into a spear. The awning beneath me rips, and before I fall, I hear myself yelling, “I will fight for my sister!”





CHAPTER ELEVEN

The fight is over, but I cannot move. I am still shocked by the abruptness of my victory.

I glance at the dragon, taking in the intricate webbing of his wings, the sheen of his scales, the blood flowing from his knee.

Funny, I expected him to bleed red, as a human does. As I do. But his blood is as black as ink. A reminder that he’s anything but human. That, skilled as I may be, he is a hundred times the warrior I am. Yet he left that opening. . . . 

He let me win. Why?

The dragon’s eyes flick to mine. With a flip of my stomach I remember that, like Ukar, he can hear my thoughts.

Thank you, I say.

He doesn’t respond. A soldier emerges from the crowd. He is holding a blue-feathered dart, and he shoots it into the dragon’s neck.

The dragon sags to the ground, wings falling so fast that a few villagers scream and tear away.

As Meguh’s servants drag him back into his cage, pity blooms inside me. This is the first time I’ve recognized a little of myself in someone else besides Vanna.

The villagers are applauding. Minutes ago, they were shouting for my death. Now they part for Prince Rongyo, who approaches with an outstretched hand. On his palm is my wooden mask, cracked but still intact.

Wordlessly, I take it from him. His attendants surround me. I’m fanned and lifted onto a rattan chair, and the little gold bells sewn onto the attendants’ vests tinkle as they carry me to the temple dais.

My sister’s face fills my vision. She takes my hand, a flush high on her cheeks from running. “You did it, Channi.” Tears stream down her face, and she grabs my hand, drowning me in her light. “Thank you. Thank you.”

I’m too tired to speak, but I am content to see Vanna so happy. Slowly, the blood rushes back into my face. I slide my paring knife under my skirt, its weight heavy on my hip.

I am rank with sweat, and there is dirt all over me. Lintang nudges Vanna away, but my sister doesn’t let go of my hand.

“Well done for a demon girl,” Dakuok says, patting my shoulder. I shrug him off, but he is still smiling at me. “I am glad you won. Perhaps you can be of some use after all.”

In the near distance, Meguh is conceding victory to Prince Rongyo. I hear the words “snake” and “dragon” and a rumble of unpleasant laughter from Meguh’s belly, but the rest is lost. All I want is to drink a jugful of water and lie down for hours.

Prince Rongyo extends a hand to me. “I am in your debt, Channari. Please permit my servants to tend your wounds.”

I ignore him and dust off my tattered skirt, unused to such attention—from a prince, no less. “I’m fine.”

The prince is persistent. “At least allow one of my servants to carry you home.”

“We thank you most graciously for your concern, Your Highness,” Adah interrupts, “but Channari is capable of walking home alone.”

Adah starts pushing me along, but even in my exhaustion I won’t budge. I’m not going anywhere until the selection is over.

“Understand this, Prince,” I say to Rongyo. “I have not won her for you. I have won for her the right to choose.” I turn to my sister. “End this. Let’s go home.”

Vanna’s eyes go back and forth from me to Rongyo and back to me. She’s torn. She doesn’t know this prince, but he’s everything she hoped for—handsome and young and, so far, good-natured. It’s as if she wished him into being.

That’s when I realize I’ve won one battle only to lose another.

Rongyo, curse him, takes both Vanna’s hands. “Choose me,” he says softly. “You have my word, before the witnesses of the island of Sundau, that the day I am crowned king, so too will you become my queen.”

Vanna looks up at him. “I will choose you.” A firm pause. “If you will grant me one favor.”

“Anything.”

She raises her voice so all may hear: “Allow my sister to accompany us to Tai’yanan.”

My eyes fly up as Adah gasps in disapproval. Sweat trickles down my temples, and I watch the prince blink as he mentally formulates his reply. He’ll refuse in a nice way. Then the crowds will cheer, and Vanna will come home—

“I should be honored to welcome your sister to my palace.”

I choke on my own spittle. “What?”

Vanna releases Rongyo’s hands and takes mine. “You’re coming, Channi!” She beams giddily, as though we are children again. “We’ll be together, just as I promised.”

Her joy is overwhelming, and while she squeezes my fingers, I catch King Meguh whispering something into Dakuok’s ear. Apprehension coils inside me, but I push it away. The entire village has witnessed Vanna make her choice. There is nothing Meguh can do.

“Will you come now, Channari?” the prince asks kindly. “The servants on my ship can tend to your injuries.”

It seems I don’t have a choice. I start along, until Dakuok intercepts me. “May I assist?” he asks, bowing so low his wooden necklace touches the ground. “The Temple of Dawn is right here, and my priests and priestesses would be honored to tend to Channari’s wounds.”

“You?” Vanna turns on Dakuok. “You nearly killed her!”

“Forgive me, I did not recognize her. I did not realize she was the Golden One’s sister.”

“That’s a lie—”

“Vanna,” cautions Lintang. With a glance, our stepmother reminds her that we are still in the public eye. “The temple is more suitable for healing Channi than the prince’s ship. It is a generous offer. She will be in good hands.”

“She’ll be in the best hands,” Dakuok says smoothly. “Look how tired she is, how hurt. The ship will be too far for her. I will take her to the temple and then see her safely to the port. You have my word on it.”

I glare at Dakuok, not trusting him at all. But what can he do? Lock me up? No, Prince Rongyo is expecting me on his ship. Maybe the priest is simply feeling generous in his joy that Sundau will soon be one snake fewer.

Rongyo makes a hesitant nod. “My servants will fetch you an hour before dusk. Is there anything you’d like them to retrieve from your home?”

That’s when it finally hits me. I’m leaving Sundau. I’m leaving my jungle.

I need to tell Ukar.

Ignoring the prince, I urgently turn toward the trees. Most of the serpents I freed have fled the marketplace, but a few remain within reach.

Find Ukar, I entreat them. Tell him it’s over, and I’m leaving Sundau.

Adah touches my shoulder—an act that startles me back into my present surroundings. “She has some clothes, Your Highness,” he is answering. “Not much else. My wife and I will bring them.”

My father won’t look at me, but he is less angry than I expected. “It is settled,” he tells Dakuok. “Clean her up.”

Dakuok makes a grand gesture of placing his scarf over me.

“I’ll see you soon, Channi,” says Vanna. “This is the beginning for us.” Her light fans across the temple; I’ve never seen her so happy. I should be happy too.

As I said, Vanna has a way of getting what she wants. Soon she will be a princess of Tambu, and one day the queen. Poets will write about her for centuries, and musicians will compose songs about her long after she is dead.

It’s everything she’s ever wished for, and it will make a splendid tale for generations to come. A tale of dreams and love and hope that children will clamor to hear before they sleep.

But this is not Vanna’s tale.

It is mine.

 

It’s late, and Adah reeks of wine as he stumbles into the courtyard with Vanna and Lintang holding him upright by the shoulders. My sister’s selection is half a year away, and Adah and Dakuok spend many evenings feasting in anticipation of the riches she is soon to bring.

“Good night, Adah,” says Vanna. “Good night, Mother.” She goes to her room and blows out her candle. Her window goes dark; soon, Adah and Lintang’s does too.

But I know she isn’t asleep.

Before long, the kitchen doors creak open and my sister tiptoes inside, gracefully navigating by the light of my simmering soup pot. She slides next to me on my cot and quickly throws my quilt over herself. “I brought presents.”

By “presents,” she means “supper.” Out of her purse she takes two wings of beggar’s chicken, stuffed with claypot rice, still wrapped in a lotus leaf, still warm. I bask in the smell.

Vanna watches me eat. She looks tired, and I can’t blame her. During the day, while I’m supposedly doing my chores and keeping hidden, she has lessons in the temple. Singing, dancing, reading, writing, embroidery—everything a great lady supposedly needs to know.

Usually, she bubbles to life when we’re together. She’ll show me what she’s learned, even teach me from her lessons, even though I have little interest in how to say such and such in formal Tambun or make my writing look curly and elegant. We’ll share a midnight feast with whatever she’s managed to scrounge.

Tonight she’s different. Withdrawn.

I’m not training to become a great lady, so I can talk with my mouth full: “What happened?”

She combs her fingers through my hair and starts to braid a lock. “I was just thinking how lucky I am to have a sister.”

I tilt my head. “If you’re so lucky, why do you sound so sad?”

“I love our nights like this,” she says quietly. “Getting to talk to you without Adah around. Sharing what we’ve done with our day.”

I hear what she leaves unsaid: Pretending like we aren’t worlds apart because of how we look.

“Do you think,” she says, “that we’ll still have nights like this after I leave Sundau?”

“You don’t have to leave Sundau. You could stay.”

“Stay?” she echoes. “On this tiny speck of the earth, where you can walk from one end to the other in half a day? Where the jungle makes up most of the land, and we’ve only one real town and a few scattered huts on the beaches—”

“We used to live in one of those huts,” I remind her.

“I know. But the world is vast. I don’t want to stay here forever.” Her voice rises, filled with a passion I’ve rarely heard. “I want to sail the Emerald Seas and hear the yawnbirds of the Suma Desert. I want to climb the thousand steps to Gadda’s Temple on Jhor. You know I’ve never even left Sundau before?”

Yes, I know. More than once I’ve stolen boats and tried sailing us to the continent, where the gods are different and the lands so broad you could live a hundred lifetimes without seeing a demon. But every time, high seas and violent winds stopped us. Angma might have vanished, but I can feel the power of her curse thwarting me at every turn.

“You won’t miss it here?”

Vanna turns wistful. “Of course I’ll miss it. I’ll miss the reedy quay where we used to jump up and down, waving at ships and trying to get them to stop over. I’ll miss the peddlers with the stale coffee biscuits and those jars of salty dried mystery fruit, all cut up to look like mushroom slivers.”

“I still don’t know what the fruit was,” I say, chuckling. “But we were addicted for years.”

“I’ll miss the moon orchids you bring me on my birthday,” says Vanna softly. She’s finished braiding my hair. “Will you come with me, Channi?” she asks then. “Wherever I go, will you be there too?”

“You know that’s out of the question. Adah won’t—”

“Never mind Adah. Even if he says no, I’ll send for you.” She bites down on her lip. “Will you come if I do?”

I haven’t thought much about our lives past Vanna’s seventeenth birthday, but that isn’t the only reason I hesitate. As much as my sister yearns to leave Tambu, I’m the opposite. I yearn to stay, to retreat into the wilds and never come out.

But it is the hardest thing, saying no to Vanna. She is the root of all my suffering in that way, but she is also the bringer of my greatest joys. When she is happy, I am too.

I wrap my arms around her and we press our cheeks together, the way we used to do when we were little. Her cheek was always too warm, mine always too cold. Together, I’d say, we were just right.

“Whenever you need me,” I promise, “I will be there.”

Vanna hugs me. There’s relief in her eyes, as though she was afraid that I’d say no.

To this day, I wish I’d asked her why.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“I see you got the new mask,” he slurs. “Like it?”

The dragon has had too much to drink. I count five empty cups stacked by his wine jug and a thicket of metal goblets behind them.

“Not feeling sociable, are we?” he says. A trail of milky palm wine dribbles down his chin, staining his vest, which is ripped and too small. His black hair has been tamed and braided, but his claws remain sharp, untrimmed. It takes him two tries before he can pick up a cup. “Well, cheers.”

He thrusts it at me, and my reflection glares back from the goblet.

I quickly look away. My new mask makes me look like a theater dancer: round doll eyes with thickly drawn brows and lashes, a fixed red grin. I despise it.

I tuck my legs beneath the table. Hokzuh and I are seated in a corner, and his wings take up six seats instead of one. I’m glad for it, since it spaces us out from the glittering crush of courtiers. Meguh’s court. I can smell the lacquer on their fans, the oil in their slick hair. This is my Ninth Hell.

I clench the edge of my silk-covered chair, trying to keep my emotions from betraying my hand. Here, I’m not Channi of the jungle or Channi of Adah’s house anymore. I’m a different Channi—an imprisoned, hostage Channi, wearing a mask that isn’t hers. I feel clumsy and out of place, and stupid—oh so stupid—for sitting still and playing Meguh’s game.

What can I do?

“Drink,” mumbles Hokzuh, thumping a metal goblet in front of me. “The wine’s good. Strong.”

I don’t want to drink. I want to scream and hold a knife to Meguh’s jowls until he tells me where Ukar is. But I can’t even do that. The king isn’t here. His chair is empty, as is the queen’s beside it. So I’ll start with Hokzuh.

“Are you aiming to pass out before the night begins?” I remark. “It won’t be half as fun for me to slit your throat if you’re unconscious.”

Hokzuh wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “So violent, Channi. I can see we’re going to be good friends.”

“Do not call me Channi.”

There are no knives at our table, so I reach for the wooden spoon on my right. I wonder how much damage I can do with it before Hokzuh breaks my arm, like he broke the guard’s on the ship. He’s not wearing a collar. No chains, either.

He reaches for the jug of wine to pour himself yet a new cup, and I surreptitiously observe him make the slightest flinch when he extends his left shoulder. Maybe a strain from our fight, maybe from the guards.

“Hope you’re hungry,” says Hokzuh pleasantly. “Food’s almost here.”

“I’m not eating Meguh’s food.”

“Yes, you will. You’ll eat to get your strength.” He belches, and my glare turns deadly. “Snakes and dragons hate being hungry more than anything. And you smell hungry.”

“I don’t smell like anything.”

“You smell like poison,” Hokzuh says, which makes me go still. “Oh, you didn’t think I noticed? I might not have a long tongue like your friend to sense smells, but—”

I stab my spoon into the fleshy part of his forearm, digging into muscle, then bone. “Where is Ukar?” I growl.

Hokzuh makes a show of setting his cup down and, using his free hand, adjusting his sleeve so the spikes on his elbows don’t tear the cloth. You should’ve listened to me on the ship, he says silently. Now if you want your friend back, you’re going to have to play Meguh’s game.

Before I can ask what he means, a gong is struck. The air swims with its resonance, and under the veil of fading chatter, Hokzuh twists my hand off his arm. He catches the spoon before it falls, and places it squarely on his side of the table.

“This isn’t over,” I hiss at him. “If you ever get in my head aga—”

Look up.

King Meguh has arrived. His headdress, purple and gold and wide as a peacock’s tail, bobs across the room. I crane my neck for a better look, but Hokzuh grabs my chain, making me fall back onto my cushion.

Don’t do anything stupid, he says harshly.

I don’t have to. Meguh himself stops at my seat, and his guards pluck me up by my chain, raising their swords to my chin.

“For many years now,” declares Meguh, “I’ve gone to Sundau to visit a rare and beautiful creature, born of the sun. The Golden One.” He pauses poetically. “I’d hoped to bring that girl back to Shenlani, so her beauty might grace our kingdom. But I returned with something even better: her sister.” He leans close, dropping his voice to heighten the drama: “Behold the secret horror of Sundau—hidden for years behind the blazing light of the Golden One. A warrior as hideous as her sister is beautiful.” He pulls off my mask. “Channari, the Lady Serpent of Tambu!”

A hush falls over the court, and even the musicians go silent.

I raise my chin defiantly, though inside I’m burning with anger, with humiliation. No one can look away from me, and I know they’re all wondering the same thing. What is she?

I don’t care anymore about the swords at my chin. I lunge at Meguh.

To be fair, I didn’t have a chance. Two days without food has weakened me, and these guards are the king’s best. The captain I tried to strangle earlier is here, and in a blink, his whip is lashing out at me.

My body hits the floor. I do not scream, even as the lash bites into my skin again and again.

“Witness her ferocity,” King Meguh says, clapping slowly. “When I first encountered her, I thought to add her to the royal menagerie, but no—she’s a fighter. Tomorrow, my friends, we will see this serpent lady . . . in the arena!”

At that, the nobles burst into applause, drowning out what Meguh says next. It could be a death sentence, for all I care.

Strike me again, I think. One more lash and my skin will break, and it will be the guards who will scream.

“That is enough,” purrs a new voice.

The gong is struck a second time as a beautiful woman appears. The queen, flanked by two female guards. Servants wave giant feathered fans to cool the air for her, and a chill creeps down my nape.

The queen’s walk is like lilies floating across a pond—so fluid I can’t tell one step from the other. As she passes me, a cloud of perfume assails my nostrils. It’s floral, with hints of orange and musk, but there’s a note of something that doesn’t belong. Something acrid and gray. Something I’ve smelled before. Before I can place it, my eyelids grow heavy.

A sudden lethargy washes over me. My vision blurs, and I can barely make out this woman, supposedly with the heart and face of Su Dano.

“Did you rest well, my queen?” Meguh asks, his voice larded with affection.

“Well enough. Won’t you let our guest enjoy her dinner?”

That voice. Low and smooth like the blow of a conch shell. Something about it is familiar, etched deep into my memory.

I squint to see the queen, but she is a haze of candlelight and gold. Odd, everywhere else I look is clear. Meguh kicks me with a slippered foot. “Get up.”

The giant moonstone swings against his belly as he speaks. I imagine forcing it down his gullet and strangling him until he turns as purple as his scarf.

The music resumes. A dancer dressed as a tiger entertains the nobles on the other side of the table, her magnificent pelt glistening under the candlelight. Two other dancers surround her: a princess and a soldier; they must be reenacting a Shenlani tale that I don’t know. I try to catch scraps of the story, but dinner has arrived.

Tall pyramids of saffron rice, capped with folded banana leaves, appear on the table, followed by porcelain platters of skewered meats perfumed with coconut, and copper bowls of shrimp and fish curries so fragrant my nostrils tingle with pleasure.

Too bad I’ve lost my appetite.

My back and my ribs are still burning, making it hard to breathe. I can’t even sit up straight without wincing. In that small way—even though I’ll be fine in the morning—Meguh has won, and I hate it.

The nobles make a game out of throwing peanuts at me, not stopping even when Hokzuh glares at them. The dragon, curse him, pushes my plate toward me.

“Leave me alone,” I rasp. “You’re no friend of mine.”

“You need to eat. You’re fighting tomorrow.”

“Is that what you are to Meguh? One of his prize fighters?”

Hokzuh doesn’t reply. Maybe he isn’t as drunk as I thought.

“I saw the guards beat you on the ship,” I mutter. “Was that for show? Why bother letting me win in Puntalo if you were just going to hand me to Meguh?”

“I told you I’d help you. But you didn’t listen.” He reaches for my arm. “Listen to me now. We need to treat your back.”

I twist away. “I’m fine.”

“Don’t scream.” It’s all the warning he gives before he lifts his wing, using it as a screen so no one sees—and pours his cup of wine down my back. The pain is dazzling, and I jerk up, knees hitting the table.

He holds me down. “Best not to get an infection before the fight,” he explains belatedly. “Trust me, I’ve seen it.”

Next he blots my skin with a napkin. For someone who’s tried to kill me more than once, he’s surprisingly gentle. I’ve seen his claws; he’s taking great care not to hurt me, and I can barely feel his fingers brush against my skin.

“All done,” he says, lifting his wing. “You’ll thank me tomorrow.”

I’m breathing hard. My wounds are burning from the wine, but it’s the sort of heat that I know is good for me. I’d never admit it, though. “I’ll be out of here before tomorrow.”

“Famous last words.” Hokzuh raises an inked arm, nods at the neat rows of script that swathe his scaled hide. “Every line is the name of someone I’ve killed in the arena.”

There have to be well over a hundred names, but I betray neither fear nor awe. “Meguh carved them into your arm,” I state. It’s not a question. “What are the words in red?”

“The names of demons.”

My interest spikes. There are demons in the arena? “But demons can’t be killed—”

“Eat first.”

Hokzuh dives into the platter the servants left for us. I reach for a skewer, but I don’t bite.

“It’s not poisoned,” he says, amused by my hesitation. “You should be hungry.”

It’s not poison I’m worried about. I pick through the dishes in front of us and look at what the others are eating. Chicken, not snake. Spinach and cassava leaves, not snake.

Not Ukar.

Finally, I bite into a drumstick. The chicken is moist, still hot, so I suck in a puff of air. As I chew, the spices linger on my tongue, whetting my hunger. Slowly my appetite returns, but I refuse to look like I’m enjoying myself. I refuse to owe Meguh anything.

But to Hokzuh I mutter, so low I hope he doesn’t hear, “Thank you.”

His ear perks, and a corner of his mouth tugs upward. He heard.

I eat and eat, filling myself with strength. I am on my third bowl of rice when the nobles suddenly stop throwing peanuts, and the dancers fall into a deep bow.

Queen Ishirya has risen from her seat. Strange, how I’d forgotten about her until now. She moves like a shadow, gliding elegantly to where the dancers performed. Something about her eyes arrests me. I’ve never seen eyes like them on a human before: they are ancient like old gold, like the heart of a flame, like—

The queen swivels her head, catching me neatly in her snare. She smiles.

That same lethargy washes over me again. Quickly, before it’s too late, I splash wine over my face. And breathe.

I breathe again.

No one else seems to notice. Not the servants, not King Meguh, I’d wager not even Hokzuh.

I’m trembling all over, and I throw a glance at the dragon. Gold flecks shimmer in his pupils. They weren’t there a moment ago, but he’s not the only one. Everyone’s eyes shimmer, as if clouded over with a glittering haze.

Golden dust swirls across the chamber, but Meguh and his nobles eat as if nothing has happened. The musicians keep playing, and the horn makes the same peaceful drone as before. What do I do?

If Ukar were here, he’d tell me not to be so human and impulsive. He’d tell me to calm down and think through my next step. But Ukar is not here, which makes me angry as well as human and impulsive. And dead certain this is not a mistake.

I shoot up, charging at the queen.

I get close enough to see my reflection in the black pearls dangling at her earlobes, in the lariat of opals and rubies hanging from her neck, and in those blazingly familiar pupils.

Then I’m intercepted. One of her bodyguards grabs my wrist. Her skin is unnaturally cold. Damp, too, like a corpse. I’m thrown, and I hear my spine thud against stone. The bodyguard cocks her head at me when I grunt. She sounds disappointed that I didn’t break.

She’s about to throw me again, when Hokzuh arrives, his eyes still spangled with gold. Using his wings, he bats the bodyguard aside and plucks me up with one claw. He pins me against the wall, and I brace myself. My ribs are bruised, my back is swollen, I’ve had no time to heal. I’m not in any shape to fight.

To my surprise, he pulls his punch. He holds me against the wall, his wings blocking everyone’s view as his fist knocks into stone instead of my bones.

I look up at him, confused. Hokzuh, I say. What are you—

He leans forward, so close that our breaths mingle; I can see the silvery lines between his scales and the cuts on his pink-gray lips. I can smell the sweat on his brow. Never attack the queen, he says.

Then he lets me drop.

The nobles are on their feet, calling for me to be lashed again. Their mouths are half full, and food flies everywhere. It’s disgusting, but I can’t stop watching. Their eyes no longer glow. Neither do Queen Ishirya’s.

In my delirium, I almost wonder if I imagined it all. Almost.

Meguh rushes to the queen’s side. “Are you hurt, my dove?”

“No, no.” Ishirya bestows on her husband a winsome laugh. “I’m amused.”

“By the snake?” Meguh peers down at me, pinned to the wall.

“A fierce little thing, isn’t she?” Ishirya’s shoulders shake with mirth, and though I keep my eyes resolutely lowered, I feel her gaze on me. “You’ve done well to bring her here. But where is the sister?” A pause. “The pretty one.”

The pretty one. Three words that overturn my world. Only one person has ever described my sister as such. The words in my mind, over and over, drowning out the excuse that Meguh is making about Vanna.

My stomach pinches, and the color drains from my face, making me cold.

“You look unwell, Channari,” says the queen. When did she get so close? She rests her hand on mine. Her nails are sharp and press against my wristbone. “It must be difficult for you to be so far from your sister. I’ve heard you two are close.”

I don’t move. Am I the only one who can see through her? Everyone here adores her, even the servants. I imagine she is the one who pleads with Meguh not to beat them, who sees to it that they are bandaged and taken care of while she whispers sweet poison into the king’s ear.

Hokzuh was right. It is the queen who rules Shenlani.

She instructs the servants to bring me water. “Come, sit with me. Won’t you reconsider my generosity?”

No wonder Queen Ishirya is often compared to Su Dano. To everyone in the room, it sounds like an invitation to peacefully rejoin dinner. But I know better.

I’ll never betray Vanna. “Never.”

Her smile fades, and she clucks her tongue dramatically—as if my vehemence has stung her. I could laugh at the absurdity of it, but the way everyone moves to defend Ishirya is a sour taste of her power.

The guards circle me.

“Escort her to her room,” Ishirya says, pretending to sound troubled. “The poor thing has had too much to eat. She’ll need rest before the fight tomorrow.”

The smell of her sharpens in my nostrils, and I am brought back to that fateful day in the jungle. As I am led away, I become sure that Queen Ishirya is a demon, and not just any demon . . . 

She is Angma.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Kumala Sea sounds like thunder. Or maybe that’s just my heart. As we race away from the arena, the waters thrash against the cliffs, and I hardly breathe until we are bounding over land once more.

We make it to the menagerie, and the demon tosses me off its back. The red string around its claw and my hand dissolves into the air. Without so much as a goodbye, the demon bounds away, and it’s gone in two blinks.

I hurry past the cages, and I can’t help but wonder if one was meant for me.

I creep past three sentries guarding a leopard. It’s moaning with hunger, too weak to even flex its jaws. The guards laugh and poke it with a dry stalk of bamboo. There’s a piece of meat skewered in the middle of the stick, tauntingly out of reach.

I wish I had time to snap their necks. That’ll have to wait.

Hiding behind the large teak trees shading the menagerie, I sneak beyond the leopard, past the elephants languishing in their mud-baked trench, toward a pit framed by a fence of sago leaves. Inside, I’ll find allies.

I approach the pit of vipers. Over a hundred of them, brilliantly red and green and gold, knotted against each other, writhing.

Lady Green Snake! they greet in chorus. Snakes are legendary gossips, and they’ve heard what I did for their brothers and sisters in Sundau. You have to free us!

The pit is deep, the walls glazed with a slippery glass the snakes cannot climb. I snap a branch off the closest tree and lean it against the side so they can slither out. Each thanks me with a quick flick of the tongue.

“Which way to Ukar?” I ask.

The snakes tip their heads to the left of the leopards. Towering high above a line of banana trees is a pointed dome painted white as an eagle’s scalp.

The aviary, respond my friends. He’s in the aviary.

My nostrils flare. “Take care of the guards,” I tell them.

While the snakes scatter to obey, a lump hardens in my throat. Of course, the aviary. The one place my poor, fearsome Ukar will be prey.

I follow the sound of screeching birds.

The aviary walls are high, latticed with diamond-shaped holes. Sharp beaks pierce through the slats, and I hope I am not too late.

“Ukar!” I shout, racing around a marble pathway to find the entrance. As I turn the bend, the aviary’s two doors slide open with a snap. My breath, short and quick until now, hitches.

“So,” says a cruel voice, “you’re still alive.”

The doors slam shut, but the captain of Meguh’s guard doesn’t advance out into the menagerie. He dangles Ukar by the tail, holding him perilously close to a ravenous-looking hawk pecking through the latticed holes of the aviary walls.

My heart ices with fear, with fury.

“Meguh is dead,” I say through locked teeth. “You will be too, if you don’t let him go.”

The captain doesn’t flinch at my threat—or at the news about his king—but he does glance to the sky, at the dark outline of a dragon fast approaching. The sight makes him sneer. “My queen wouldn’t like that.”

“Let him go,” I hiss.

“Or what?” He dangles Ukar lower.

My friend is in no shape for a fight. The spots on his skin are dull, his eyes cloudy. He hisses at the hawk in a desperate attempt to stave off the predator. But his mouth is bound shut; he cannot bite.

Ukar, stay very still. I’m going to free you.

“Let him go,” I repeat. My voice goes low, delivering a solemn oath. “Or I’ll kill you.”

The captain makes that smirk I hate so much. Then he drops Ukar into the hawk’s waiting clutches.

“No!” I lunge, but the captain blocks me with his body, and the hawk pulls Ukar through a hole into the aviary.

I rush the captain, but he is faster than he looks. His sword comes out, blazing silver against the white walls, and flashes at my torso. I jump back, mind reeling. Pulse racing.

He gloats with his eyes. I swear, he is not going to best me—I will not be anyone’s trophy.

He kicks me against the aviary wall, and the starved birds within stab at my calves before they taste the poison and shrink back.

Another swing comes, but this time I lean into the strike, taking the captain by surprise. He didn’t expect a girl to take a hit on purpose. His mistake. The impact of the hit is reduced; it still hurts, but I’ll end up with barely a bruise. Meanwhile, the captain won’t be so lucky.

I grab his sword arm. His eyes bulge as I choke the blade out of his hand. It clatters against the stones under our feet.

He’s mine now. I claw at his face, my fingers digging into the hollows of his cheek.

He turns purple, a shade more violent than the rich mulberry of his vest. He grasps for the dagger on his hip, the long blue veins on his arm bulging as he tugs it off his belt. Poor captain, I butt him in the head and break his jaw just like I fantasized. He drops the dagger.

His eyes become defiant yet pleading. There’s something else too—something I’ve seen before, only not to such a ferocious degree.

Horror.

I turn his face away from mine, and my arm hooks around his neck. Part of me knows I’m making up for what I wanted to do to Meguh and that I should stop myself, but I can’t. I begin to choke him, squeezing my elbow around his thick, throbbing neck. The muscles in his neck contract and fight, his shoulders seize up, and blood drains from his head, paling his skin bone-white.

I squeeze harder.

Harder.

His lungs give up the fight, and one last wheeze escapes his body.

He falls, heavy with death, and I let myself sink with him. I’ve just killed a man with my bare hands. But I feel nothing, no tarnish on my soul or conscience—only regret that this is not how I killed King Meguh.

I toss the captain’s corpse aside and grab his sword from the marble path. Then I tear into the aviary.

Birds scatter from the trees when I enter, squawking loudly. I snarl at them.

They swipe their talons at my flesh and snap their beaks at my fingers. I cannot fight them all with one lone sword, so I let them come. The wild-eyed birds that taste my blood drop lifeless onto the ground. My path is clear, and I brandish my sword at those who still dare approach.

“Ukar!” I shout. “Ukar, where are you?” I know he’s still alive. “Ukar!”

Here . . . , rasps Ukar’s voice, as faint as gauze. Behind the nest.

I look up to one of the gnarled trees. The remains of a nest are lodged between two branches, and Ukar is wedged underneath. He’s coiled his body, wrapping himself tense and thick as a shell. It is his best defense, but it won’t last for long.

Gingerly, I ease him out of the tree and lower him into my arms. Then I jump down and race out of the aviary, smashing the doors shut behind me.

I collapse behind a fountain, cradling my friend.

“Ukar, Ukar . . .” I press a kiss to his forehead.

Ukar curves against me. His scales have turned gray; he is in his resting state. His tail is battered, marred with bites and talon marks, and when I remove the band that binds his mouth, his tongue hangs slack. He doesn’t even have the strength to greet me, and when I touch my mind to his, I feel only a cold, numbing pain.

“Rest,” I whisper, wrapping him gently around my neck to make sure he’s comfortable. “Heal.”

I’m on my feet again, but I’ve taken too long.

A shadow crosses the sun, plummeting toward me. Hokzuh is here.

I spring up, charging at him with my sword, but he bats me aside with his wing. He twists the sword from my grasp and throws it into the bushes.

I stagger back, bracing myself for another fight. But instead of killing me, as Angma commanded, Hokzuh blinks, and the gold swirling in his eyes fades. His red eye glitters bright.

He says, with a disarming smile, “Clever, using the demon to help you escape. You’ve earned my respect, Lady Green Snake.”

He doesn’t even give me a second to be confused. He slings Ukar and me over his shoulder, and we accelerate into the sky.
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