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I was not born a monster.


People forget that. The cruel ones sneer and tell me I’m demon spawn. They think the words will hurt me, but they are closer to the truth than they know.


It is the kind ones who lie. “You have a good heart, like your sister,” they say in their pitying tones. “Deep down, you are beautiful—like your sister.” 


I am nothing like my sister.


Across the islands, her birth is a legend. Many come from near and far for a glimpse of her beauty, and our neighbors have made good coin telling her tale—how on a moonbow night seventeen years ago, my father faced a terrible choice: to save his wife, who lay dying on a moth-ridden cot, or his newborn daughter, whose pink cheeks, silken curls, and divine glow had already enraptured everyone who saw her.


Adah chose his wife. He snatched my sister from the midwife’s arms and ran into the jungle to sacrifice her to Angma, the Demon Witch. There, on a flat rock beside a crooked tree, he left my sister to die.


Yet even as a baby, my sister gave off a golden light, which mesmerized the Demon Witch such that she could not devour her. And so, the next day, Adah found my sister where he had left her, laughing and singing among the birds and the frogs, and she was returned to us.


The story has a touch of fairy tale, which is why the villagers love recounting it. But it does not explain what happened to my face . . . because that is not how it really happened.


It is true that from the moment my sister was born, she was so radiant she outshone the stars, and her smile could soften even the hardest heart. It is also true that Adah faced that terrible, fateful choice. To save my mother, he did try to sacrifice a child. Only it was not my sister that he took into the jungle.


It was me.










CHAPTER ONE


There was no moon or moonbow when my sister was born. Contrary to the stories, she arrived late in the morning, close to noon. I remember, because the sun was in my eyes, and its glaring heat needled my skin until I bubbled with sweat.


I was very young and playing outside, poking the ants crawling up my ankles with a stick, when the sun suddenly receded—and I heard screams. Mama’s screams.


They were faint at first. Thunder had begun to rumble, swallowing the brunt of her cries. The loud cracks in the sky did not frighten me; I was already used to the island’s fickle winds and the low howls that rolled from the jungle at night. So I stayed, even as rain unfolded from the sky and the chickens ran for cover. The dirt under my toes became mud, and the warm, humid air chilled. The ants drowned as the water climbed up my ankles.


Adah had told me not to come inside until I was called, but the rain was getting harder. It came down in sheets, soaking my shirt and sandals and drumming against my skull. It hurt.


Kicking off my sandals, I clambered up the wooden stairs to our house and ran inside to the kitchen. I shook my hair free of rain and tried to warm myself by the fire, but only a few embers remained.


“Adah?” I called, shivering. “Mama?”


No answer.


My stomach growled. Up beside the cooking pot was a plate of cakes Mama had steamed for me yesterday. They’d made her hands smell like coconut and her nails shine, sticky with syrup.


“Channi’s cakes are ready!” she would always call when they were done. “Don’t eat too much at once, or the sugar flies will come sweeping into your belly for dinner.”


She didn’t call for me today.


I stood on my tiptoes and stretched my arms high, but I wasn’t tall enough to reach the plate.


“Mama!” I cried. “Can I have cake?”


Mama had stopped screaming, but I heard her breathing hard in the other room. Our house was very small then, with only a curtain separating the kitchen from Mama and Adah’s bedroom.


I stood on my side of the curtain. Its coarse muslin chafed my nose as I breathed against it, trying to see what was happening on the other side.


Three shadows. Mama, Adah, and an old woman—the midwife.


“You’ve another daughter,” the midwife was telling my parents. “Channi has a baby sister.”


A sister?


Forgetting Adah’s warning and my hunger, I ducked under the curtain and crawled toward my parents’ bed.


There Mama lay, propped up on a pillow. She looked like a fish, all translucent and pale, her lips parted but not moving. I barely recognized her.


Adah was hovering over her, and the restless look on his face soured quickly as Mama locked her fists around the edges of the bed—as if she were about to start screaming again.


Instead, she let out a gasp, and a gush of red swelled through the blankets.


“She’s bleeding!” Adah cried to the midwife. “Do something!”


The midwife lifted the blankets and went to work. I’d never seen so much blood before, and especially not at once. Not knowing it was my mother’s life flowing out of her, it almost looked beautiful. Vibrant and bright, like a field of ruby hibiscuses.


But Mama’s face, twisted in pain, kept me quiet.


Something was wrong.


I stood rooted to my corner, unseen. I wanted to hold Mama’s hands. To see if they still smelled like coconuts and if the sugar syrup had seeped into the lines of her palms like always—and tasted sweet when I kissed her skin. But all I smelled was salt and iron: blood.


“Mama,” I breathed, stepping forward.


Adah grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the bed. “Who let you in here? Get out.”


“It’s all right,” said Mama weakly. She turned her head to face me. “Come, Channi. Come meet your sister.”


I didn’t want to meet my sister. I wanted to talk to Mama. I reached to squeeze her fingers, wan and blue, but the midwife intercepted me and thrust my sister into my face.


Most newborns are ugly, but not my sister. Her black hair was long enough to touch her shoulders; it was smoother than glass, and softer than a young bird’s feathers. Her complexion was gold and bronze at the same time, with a kiss of pink on her plump, glowing cheeks and smiling lips.


Yet most enchanting of all was the light that emanated from her, brightest around her chest, as if a sliver of the sun were lodged inside her tiny heart.


“Isn’t she a beauty?” the midwife whispered. “Hundreds of babies I’ve delivered—you included, Channi. Out of them all, only your sister laughed when she came into this world. Look at her smile. I tell you, kings and queens will bow down to that smile one day.” She touched my sister’s chest, her palm covering that strange glow inside her. “And this heart! Never have I ever seen a heart like this. She’s been graced by the gods.”


“Vanna,” Mama whispered. Pride rippled in her voice. “We’ll call her Vanna.”


Golden.


I reached for my sister’s tiny hand. She was warm, and I could feel her little heart pitter-patter against my finger. For someone who’d been alive only a few minutes, she smelled sweet, like mung beans and honey. All I wanted to do was hold her close and press my nose against her soft cheeks.


“Enough,” said Adah sharply. “Channi, go back outside. Now.”


“But, Adah,” I said, feeling small, “the rain.”


“Get out.”


“Let her stay,” Mama said, biting back another scream. Clearly, the pain was returning. “Let her. I don’t have long.”


I didn’t understand what Mama meant then, or why Adah wiped his eyes with his arm. He folded onto his knees beside the bed and muttered prayer after prayer to the gods, promising to be a better husband if only Mama would live. The midwife tried to comfort him, but he jerked away.


Shadows fell over his face. “Give me the baby.”


His look frightened me more than Mama’s screams. I’d never felt much for my father; he was always working in the rice paddies while Mama took care of me. But he’d never been cruel. He loved my mother, and I thought he loved me too. This was the first time I’d heard him speak so sharply, with an edge that bit.


The midwife noticed too. “Khuan, let’s not be rash. I’ll take care of your wife. You go to the temple and pray.”


My father would not listen. He seized my sister, and alarm flared in Mama’s tired eyes.


“Khuan!” she rasped. “Stop.”


Against Adah’s wide, hulking frame, Vanna looked no bigger than a mouse. But my sister must have cast the same spell over my father that she had cast over me, for once he cradled her in his arms, she began to glow, brighter than before.


It was like magic, the way Adah softened. He stroked her hair, black as obsidian. He kissed her cheeks, pink like her lily-bud lips. He stared in awe at her skin, which shone gold like the sun.


Then his shoulders fell, and he gave her back to the midwife. “Feed her.”


Mama wheezed with relief. “Come, Channi. Mama will hold you.”


Before I could go to her, Adah snatched me up, hooking a strong arm around my waist. He threw me over his shoulder, so hard that I gasped instead of screamed.


In three long strides, we were out of the house, and quickly the midwife’s shouts faded behind us, consumed by the rain and thunder. He ran through the thick of the jungle.


I kicked and shouted, “Adah! Stop!”


Fear spiked in my heart. I did not know where he was taking me, and Mama wasn’t coming after us. The rain had grown stronger, and it battered my face with such force I thought I might drown from it. I beat at Adah’s back with my small fists, but this only irritated him. His grip tightened as he continued running.


In the jungle the rain weakened. All I could see were flashes of green and brown. I’d never been in the forests before, and for a moment I forgot to be afraid. Instead, I gazed in wonder at the trees with toothlike leaves, flowers large enough to swallow me whole, and vines that looked like snakes hanging from the sky. Gnats buzzed, mosquitoes bit Adah’s neck, and mud splashed under his sandals.


Suddenly, Adah fell back in surprise, almost crushing me. A magnificent red serpent hung from one of the trees, its long, forked tongue drawn out to hiss at us.


Adah propped himself up on his elbows, and I clung to his neck as the serpent bared its fangs.


“Let her go,” it said.


Adah did not seem to understand. He got up, grabbing me by the waist so tightly I let out a little gasp, and shuffled away from the creature.


The serpent followed. It did not speak again; instead, it wrapped its body around my father’s ankle.


Adah screamed and kicked his foot frantically, almost dropping me as he struggled. He grabbed a fallen branch and started beating the snake.


“Don’t hurt it!” I squealed. “Adah!”


Freed from the serpent, my father ran faster than before, pounding deeper into the jungle.


The rain had ended. Mist layered the trees, and faint gold sunlight streaked across the graying sky. I only noticed because Adah ran hard and had to stop often, his chest shaking as he breathed. His back was slippery, and my hair became drenched with his sweat and odor. At some point, I craned my neck up for fresh air.


“Where are we going?” I asked.


“Quiet.”


The chill in Adah’s voice startled me, and I fell silent.


At last we came to a valley with a great clove tree at its center, ringed by flat white rocks. Elsewhere in the jungle, trees wrestled for space, their branches snarling against one another for a mere brush of the sun’s nurturing light. But this crooked tree was alone. Not even gnats or dragonflies or mosquitoes dared to encroach here. As soon as we approached, they flittered away from Adah’s skin, done with him.


Adah set me down on the largest rock. Rain and sweat glistened in his beard.


“Stay here,” he said.


“Are you coming back?”


“I will come for you in the morning.”


He would not look at me as he said this.


“Adah. . . .” I began to cry. “Don’t go!”


“Stay, Channari.”


At the sound of my full name, I made a whimper and crouched obediently.


The rock’s face was cool and dry, shaded by the tree’s canopy. As Adah turned back the way we’d come, I gathered my knees to my chest. In the distance I saw a family of monkeys climbing a tree. One of them had a baby on her hip, and I thought of Mama on that bed, screaming. Mama had never allowed me to enter the jungle before. Why was I here now?


“Adah!”


He’d left. The bushes still rustled, betraying his proximity, but no matter how I howled “Adah! Adah!” he did not come back for me. I was alone.


Well, not completely alone.


Birds chirped unseen in the trees. Centipedes and other mites skittered across the dirt around the clearing. Then the serpent—the same one that had attacked Adah earlier—appeared.


I backed away from it fearfully as it slithered across the rock. Its eyes glittered like emeralds, and its bright red scales were stark against the watery sunlight.


“Come with me,” said the snake.


I flinched, but not because the idea of a talking snake surprised me. I’d heard enough about magic and demons not to be frightened by such creatures. What made me hesitate was that this snake had tried to bite Adah. I couldn’t trust him.


“Go away.”


“Follow me,” the snake said. “Angma is coming.”


Though I was very young, a chill swept down my spine when I heard that name. Mama had told me about Angma, always in the same cautionary tone she used to warn me when Adah was in a foul mood.


“Long ago,” she’d begin, “Angma was a human witch whose daughter was stolen from her. In her rage, she was transformed into a fearsome demon, wandering the earth in search of her daughter. She devoured babies to maintain her immortality and strength, and sometimes, when a child was offered freely, she would grant a favor in return.”


Such as saving my mother’s life—or so Adah must have hoped.


I was too young to understand what “sacrifice” meant. I didn’t know why I should be afraid of Angma. So I ignored the snake’s warning.


“Adah said for me to stay here,” I said stubbornly.


“Suit yourself,” hissed the snake. He paused. “Just don’t look into her eyes.”


He slid off the rock and disappeared.


It wasn’t long before a shadow cloaked the clove tree, and all the music of the jungle—the twittering birds, chirping insects, and rustling monkeys—was silenced.


I looked around me. A shadow darted from behind one of the bushes.


“Adah?” I called out again.


I climbed off the rock, digging my toes into the moist dirt. Tiny pebbles pricked my feet. If only I hadn’t kicked off my sandals at home!


“Adah?”


A beast purred behind me, and I whirled around. A tiger!


She moved languidly, knowing I was trapped. Even if I tried to run, she would catch up in fewer than five paces. Her powerful legs were longer than my entire body, and her fur was copper, like the statues at the Temple of Dawn, streaked with bolts of black.


There was something odd about this tiger. I had never seen one in real life before, but I had seen the sculptures in the village, the paintings and scrolls hanging in the temple. I had seen the pelts that hunters brought back to the village to sell, and they looked nothing like this tiger’s.


It wasn’t just that the tiger breathed smoke from her nostrils, or that she had sharp ivory tusks like an elephant and a sheath of ancient white hair that cascaded down her striped back. It was the glow of her fur, both dark and radiant at the same time, like shadows burning under moonlight. It made me feel cold.


“So,” rasped the tiger. Her voice was low and guttural. It reverberated against the dirt beneath me and nearly made me jump. “Your father has left you to me.”


Shadows swelled from wherever the tiger moved, enveloping me as she drew close. She smelled strong, though I could not recognize the scent. It was not of the trees or flowers or anything I had experienced before. A spice, maybe.


My eyelids grew heavy.


“You’re a bit old,” the tiger continued, sniffing me. “Your father was supposed to bring your sister. The baby.” Her shadow eclipsed me. “The pretty one.”


I rubbed my eyes, awash in sleepiness. My fear of the tiger gone, I glanced at the stone before me. Flat and smooth: perfect for taking a short nap.


The tiger roared. “Look at me, child! Where is your sister?”


I stared stubbornly at the ground. I hadn’t paid attention to the snake’s warning to run, but his warning not to look into the tiger’s eyes made sense. I disliked the way she was yelling. When Adah yelled this way, he would strike me as soon as I glanced up.


The tiger was so close now, the air quavered with her breath. She exhaled on me, a cloud of black curling smoke.


“Look at me,” she said again as I coughed. “Look at me, or I swear I will break your neck.”


Slowly, I lifted my gaze to meet hers. Her whiskers were taut and sleek, bone-white against her black-striped cheeks. Her eyes were the most vivid yellow I’d ever seen. Like the turmeric powder Mama made me eat when my stomach hurt but which only made it hurt more.


Blood trickled out of my nostrils, and I could not move. In the tiger’s eyes, my reflection showed a streak of my hair whitening at my temple. The blood from my nose turned black.


My knees buckled in fear, and behind me the snake darted out of his hiding place. He was a flicker of red, so quick I barely saw him glide toward me. He flashed his fangs, and for an instant I thought he was going to attack the tiger.


Instead, he bit me on the ankle.


His fangs sank into my flesh, into my muscle and bone. I let out a gruesome howl, one I barely recognized as coming from my lungs. All of me quaked, and hot bursts of searing pain ripped across my flesh as if I’d been lit afire.


The snake retracted his fangs, and the pain abated slightly. A wave of cold swept over me. Sweat still dribbled down my temples, but now I shivered.


I’d forgotten about the tiger. She leaned forward, laying one sharp claw on the rock, and growled at the snake. “What are you doing here?”


The snake slid forward, creating a barrier between the tiger and me. He flared his hood. “Leave her alone. She isn’t the child you’ve been waiting for.”


“What does it matter to you whether I eat her or not? Move aside.”


“Mother Angma,” the snake said respectfully, “I would advise you to let this child go. Her blood is worth nothing to you now.”


The snake gestured to my ankle with his tongue. Already a painful lump had formed, and strange green streaks limned my veins. Great Gadda, it hurt!


The tiger let out a furious growl. She whipped her tail at the snake, catching him and flinging him into the bushes. Then she whirled back to me, ready to unleash her fury. But as she watched me trying to limp out of the clearing, her anger vanished.


She blocked me from leaving. “Poor, poor girl. You think he has saved you, don’t you?”


No. I didn’t think anything other than how my leg hurt, how the world was spinning, and how I wanted to go home. How I missed Mama.


I tried to run past the tiger. A bad idea.


She pressed a paw to my chest, her yellow eyes swirling with lurid enchantment. “The Serpent King has poisoned your blood,” she said viciously, “and so I shall curse your face. You will never look at it without feeling pain.”


Strange, that in the moment that should come to define me, I felt so little. Only a tingle across my face, then a thick, suffocating pressure that rose to my neck, as if there were an invisible string cutting off my breath. Then nothing.


Nothing but a premonitory shiver that tracked down my spine as shadows spun beneath the tiger’s fur, and her eyes . . . changed. They were still yellow, still mesmerizing. But her pupils had gone from black to a bright and violent red. Like blood.


“Bring your sister to me before her seventeenth birthday,” she said in a quiet, lethal tone, “and I will undo my curse. If not, I will come for you both—and you will wish you had died.”


Then, with one great leap, she bounded into the jungle.


She was gone.


It felt a long time before the snake slithered back into view. Everything was blurry, but in the dense mess of green, I could easily make out his red scales and glittering eyes.


I didn’t care if the tiger had wounded him. Or what curse had befallen me. “You hurt me,” I accused.


“I had to bite you,” replied the snake. “Otherwise, Angma would have devoured you. But now my poison runs through your blood. If she tries again to eat you, it will harm her.”


I didn’t like his reasoning.


When I touched my ankle, the green streaks transferred onto my fingers. They wouldn’t rub off, either, no matter how hard I tried. “It hurts.”


“The pain will go away,” the snake said, sounding apologetic. He paused. His mouth stayed open, and though I did not know how snakes spoke, I got the sense he wanted to say more. Instead, he asked, “What’s your name, little one?”


“Channi,” I whispered. “Channari.”


If a snake could smile, this one did. His mouth curved as he flicked out his thin, forked tongue. “Moon-faced.”


Mama and Adah had named me Channari because I was born under a full moon, and when I arrived my eyes were wide and open, catching its silver light. But I wasn’t about to tell that to a stranger. A snake, no less.


“What’s your name?” I asked.


His smile faded. Only then did I see the claw marks on his scales, raw and pink in the jaundiced sunlight. Many years later I would learn that when a snake dies, he can see the future, for a brief instant. And that this snake, who had sacrificed his life to protect me, was the king among his kind.


“My name doesn’t matter,” he said. “For you, you need Hokzuh. Say his name.”


“Hok . . . Hok . . . zuh.”


“Remember it. He’ll come looking for you one day, when you are older.” 


Before my eyes, the snake’s skin turned white, his scales becoming like tiny sea pearls studded along his body. His head was still lifted, while the rest of his body curled, slowly shriveling and going limp. “You’ll need him.”


“Why?”


“One sister must fall for the other to rise,” he replied, so softly that I almost didn’t hear. He folded his head into the center of his coiled body, eyes closing. “Sleep now.”


I didn’t want to, but the poison in my blood gave me no choice. Already my head felt leaden, and as the ground spun faster and faster, I had to cover my face. My leg tingled until I could no longer feel it, and the numbness swept up from my ankle to my brow.


“Sleep,” the Serpent King whispered one last time. Then he too slept. Except unlike me, he would not wake up.


 


When I awoke, I was home, nestled in my little bed by the cooking pot. I lifted my head. The throbbing pain in my arms and legs was gone, replaced by a numbing sensation behind my cheeks, but even that was fading.


I crawled up to Mama’s bedside. In her arms, little Vanna was asleep.


The pretty one, I remembered.


Mama stirred. When she saw me, she let out a small gasp. Fear leapt into her eyes and made her voice shake. “Ch-Ch-Channi, what happened to your face?”


I blinked, confused. “Is it dirty, Mama?”


“No. No.” Mama swallowed. I tried to see my face in her pupils, but it was dark. The sun had fallen, and we were too poor to burn candles at night.


When she spoke again, she was calmer. “Never mind your face. Come.”


She cupped my cheek in her cold, sallow hand. I held it close, feeling how weak she was, how brittle her fingers were against my skin.


I snuggled beside her. Her pulse was so faint I had to press my ear to her chest to hear it. I glanced over at Vanna, still sleeping peacefully. Still glowing, though the light was softer than it had been earlier, when she’d just been born. A tinge of envy washed over me, imagining that I’d have to share Mama in the future.


But then Vanna opened her eyes. She smiled at me, reaching out her tiny fingers to touch my cheeks.


“Look there,” Mama whispered. “Vanna opened her eyes. For you.”


I was the first person or thing she ever saw.


Vanna laughed then, an adorable little giggle that made my heart flutter. That was the moment I fell in love with my sister, the moment I swore I wouldn’t let the Demon Witch take her. Not ever.


“Will you promise to watch over her, Channi?” Mama asked. “To protect her always?”


I almost jumped. Had Mama read my mind?


“Yes, I promise.” I reached out and held Vanna’s tiny hand, squeezing as hard as I dared. I’ll protect you.


The light in Vanna’s chest flashed, and a shot of warmth emanated from her fingertips, so unexpected and powerful that it sent a jolt through my entire body.


“You see? Even the gods know now that you two are bound.” Mama leaned back with a feeble smile. “A promise is not a kiss in the wind, to be thrown about without care. It is a piece of yourself that is given away and will not return until your pledge is fulfilled. Understand?”


This was a saying from her village that she’d taught me long ago. “I understand,” I said, even though I didn’t really.


“Good.” Mama inhaled. “Now, let the baby sleep.”


Obediently, I let go of Vanna and climbed up the bed to Mama’s side. Even though Mama was tired and worn, to me she was still the prettiest woman in the world. She had the warmest, brownest eyes. They weren’t large or wide, and her eyelashes weren’t long or thick, but they were honest eyes. Honest eyes to match her proud, honest nose and lips.


I glowed whenever anyone said I looked like her.


Bringing me close, Mama caressed my hair and began to sing:


Sitting among the stars is my beautiful moon-faced girl.


Channi, my beautiful moon-faced girl.


Her music calmed me, and I forgot about the fear in her eyes when she’d seen my face. I forgot about Angma’s promise to kill my sister and me. My thoughts drifted far away, and my muscles softened.


For the last time, I fell asleep to the sound of Mama’s voice.


In the morning, she was dead. And no one called me beautiful again. Not for a long, long time.










CHAPTER TWO


Seventeen years later


It is the perfect morning to hunt a tiger.


Last night’s rain still shimmers over the earth, and all around, bouquets of jasmine and moon orchids have blossomed. I’m counting on their perfume to mask my scent—or at the very least to bury it until I attack.


While the dawn light fans across the jungle, I steal under a veil of mist and hold my breath. The tiger is emerging from her den.


She is thin. Likely hungry. But that doesn’t mean she’s weak. Her striped fur is burnished with the luster of youth, and her muscles bulge as she stalks silently through the grass. She’ll head to the nearest pond for a drink, then hunt for breakfast.


But not if I get to her first.


Lanky, wet grass prickles my feet as I close the distance between us. I roll the end of my fighting stick in my palm. A few more steps and I’ll be within range.


Not every tiger is one of Angma’s demons, interrupts a voice in my head. You really think she doesn’t see you hiding in the mist?


There’s only one being on the entire island that would dare disturb me while I’m hunting, and I don’t have to look down to know there is a freckled green snake circling my feet.


Don’t you remember the last time you wrestled a tiger? he says. You’re lucky you got out without any scars. Imagine adding a scratch or two to your face—


I greet my friend with a venomous glare.


Just some advice, he says. 


Which I don’t need. I stride forward, eyes on the tiger. I won’t hurt her if she isn’t a demon. But I need this, Ukar. It’s good practice.


Is it “good practice” if you end up as breakfast?


You’re more likely to end up as breakfast than I am, I scoff. I am not game, not when poison sings in my blood.


Every creature that breathes knows that. Even mosquitoes do not prick my skin for blood. One sniff, and they understand that I am not prey. That a taste of me will kill.


Only the snakes are immune to my poison, as I am to theirs. The Serpent King’s bite linked me to them, allowing me to understand their tongue and even exchange thoughts. “Lady Green Snake,” they call me affectionately. They practically raised me and have taught me their wisdom, their lore, their ways. They are my brothers and sisters. My friends.


Ukar, in spite of his constant hectoring, is my best friend.


I thought you said you weren’t coming into the jungle today, he remarks.


Leave me alone. I’m trying to concentrate.


Keeping to the bushes, I crouch low and creep closer to my target. I’ve been waiting all summer to find a tiger, and I am not about to let her get away.


Ukar follows me, making an annoying crackling sound as he slithers over some wet ferns. I glare at him again.


The snake glares back, tail shaking. Give it up. If that tiger were Angma, she wouldn’t be rambling around the pool, passing wind every few paces to make her mark. You’ve searched every leaf in this jungle for the Demon Witch. She isn’t here.


Ignoring Ukar, I quicken my pace, taking a series of calculated steps forward. Not a twig snaps, and the leaves whistle like they’re being played by the wind. I’ve grown into a spry and bony thing, with wide-set eyes and sloped shoulders far stronger than they look. I’m reedy enough to disappear behind the trunk of a teak tree and limber enough to climb it without rope. If not for my face, I’d look as plain as any girl of nineteen. But there is always my face.


My face, with its green-brown scales, which Adah forces me to cover with a mask whenever I am home. My face, which makes grown men shriek in terror and has robbed me of any human friendship other than my sister Vanna’s. My face, which has trapped me somewhere between beast and woman.


Right now, my face has its advantages: it blends perfectly with the green ferns and vines, allowing me to move unseen—until I am two leaps behind the tiger.


She has reached the watering hole, a crystalline pond in which I can see spotted frogs swimming. She bends, majestically tucking her legs behind her, and lowers her head for a drink. She is a magnificent creature.


No horns, no white hair, no reek of cold wickedness about her.


But the way of demons is to deceive, and the most formidable ones can take on the shape of nearly any beast. So no matter how sure I am, I will not know for certain if she is Angma . . . 


. . . until I see her eyes.


I ready the stick in my hand. Keep your gaze up, Channi. Always up.


The reminder has nothing to do with the possibility that the tiger might have Angma’s demon eyes. It’s to avoid the water.


I advance toward the pond. It’s ironic that the villagers forbid children from entering the jungle to protect them from tigers, so they play by the sea, splashing and swimming with the colorful fish and tortoises. But I would rather face a thousand tigers than the monster that is my reflection.


To see that instead of the girl I should have been: one with black braids, brown eyes, a soft nose, and full lips. . . . I thought the pain would ease over the years, but it hasn’t. It’s only become more deeply entrenched, stitched into my very soul.


I suck in a breath. Luckily, I’ve gotten good at not looking down.


Enough of this, Channi, chides Ukar. You’re going to get yourself killed—


I scoop him up with my stick and toss him far from imminent danger. Without wasting a second, I leap out of the ferns and onto the tiger’s back.


She snarls with surprise. She’s not used to being ambushed. I have only seconds before her shock turns into anger, and then into brutal, tremendous strength.


I cling to her torso, squeezing as hard as I can. Even though she isn’t fully grown, she is easily twice my size. I feel her muscles ripple under her shoulders, her blood rushing under the heat of my cheek. She rises onto her hind legs and roars, making my ears ring.


If I want to know the truth, I’ve no choice but to look down. Honey-yellow eyes, dilated now from our fight, glare at me in the pool’s reflection. They’re flat and angry and dull. And their pupils are black.


Guess she’s not a demon after all, I realize as she flings me into the pool.


My world shrinks, and water beats against my eardrums. I flail for the surface. Gasping for air, I pull myself out with my stick—and clamber for the bank.


I don’t get far. Sharp teeth snap at my neck. I duck, and the tiger’s jaws clamp down around my fighting stick instead. Its pieces blow past my shoulder while I dart left, narrowly evading the next strike.


The tiger’s fast, but I know how to move, thanks to years of chasing monkeys trying to filch cakes from my pockets, years of rooting rat and spider demons out of their caves, years of evading the hard thwacks of Adah’s cane.


Before she can pounce on me again, I let out my fiercest cry. She throws her head back and snorts.


“I’m not done yet,” I say through my teeth.


Then, retrieving my knife, I slash my palm and hold it before her.


Her claws retract. She snarls but ceases her taunting. As the blood pools around the gash, the scent of its poison is magnified a thousandfold. The tiger knows it is more lethal than any sword.


Our fight fizzles into a stare-down. The tiger circles me, but my eyes never leave hers. I don’t even dare blink. I hold my hand up, letting the blood trickle down my forearm onto the dirt. 


Finally, she roars. A deafening, wrathful roar that I surely deserve. Then she runs off into the jungle, disappearing into the mist.


Once she’s gone, I practically collapse. My heart thunders in my ears, which are still ringing from the tiger’s roar. My chest hurts so much it feels like my heart and my lungs are at war. I want to throw up, but instead, a laugh bubbles out of my throat.


I melt onto the earth, all but cackling as the sun dries my hair and clothes.


Ukar finds me. His scales blend with the dirt, and I almost don’t see him. Only descendants of the Serpent King can change their colors, and Ukar loves flexing this ability to catch me off guard.


Using your blood was a cheat, he chides. You said you wouldn’t do that anymore.


I roll my eyes. “I won, didn’t I?”


Recklessly, and without honor.


“Demons don’t have honor.”


Not all demons are the same.


I shrug. “I’m alive. I needed the practice.”


The whole forest will be nattering about this. There’s a code, you know. Already some of us don’t like that you’ve been given free rein of the island. You shouldn’t be picking fights. Especially not with tigers.


“I don’t like tigers,” I say, brushing dirt off my arm. “You know that better than anyone.”


And I don’t like man. My kin are the oldest in the jungle, descended from the great dragons themselves—until man hunted them all into hiding. But you don’t see me attacking your kind every chance I get.


I chuckle, but inside a tight pressure rises to my chest. “It’s three days until Vanna’s birthday. When the Demon Witch comes for her, I need to be ready.”


No tigress can prepare you for a match against Angma. Ukar frowns, looking as displeased as a snake can look. I could have told you that before you ruined yet another tunic and fouled the earth with your blood. I’ll have to ask my kin to clean it up.


My laugh dries up in my throat. “I’m sorry.”


No, you’re not.


I’m not, it’s true. I meant what I said about needing the practice. Reminded of the blood on my palm, I rip my sleeve with my teeth and wrap the strip of cloth around my cut. I don’t bother with a knot; the wound’s already closing.


You might be strong enough to wrestle a tiger, Channi, but you’ll need more than brawn to defeat Angma.


I know. I need Hokzuh, whoever—or whatever—he is. All these years I’ve searched, I’ve never found a trace of him.


“Was that the last tiger in the jungle?” I ask, shaking away my thoughts.


You mean, the only one left you haven’t assaulted? Ukar pauses dramatically. Yes.


I twist my lips. “That’s unfortunate.”


Ukar lets out a hiss. It’s soft and sibilant, the equivalent of a snake’s sigh. Prudence and vigilance—that’s what I’d hoped the jungle would teach you. Not a thirst for vengeance—


“It’s defense, not vengeance.”


—besides, isn’t it bad luck to hunt on your sister’s selection day?


“It’d be worse bad luck for a tiger to kill the entire village on my sister’s selection day,” I retort.


Unlikely. The tiger fed yesterday.


“How do you know that? She looked hungry.”


Tigers always look hungry. She won’t hunt for at least three days. By that time, your sister will be long gone. You wouldn’t care if the tiger ate your village then.


Always a killjoy, my best friend. I glower at him, mostly because I know he’s right. Also because I don’t need a reminder that Vanna is leaving. I don’t want one.


Heed the lesson and go home. Your father will be wondering where you are. Especially today.


“This is my home.”


You know what I mean.


I grit my teeth. Adah’s house is not my home. The jungle is.


It’s here—where I can fling off my mask and let the sun touch my cheeks, where I am surrounded by so much green that I can barely see the sky. Only here do I feel truly awake, truly alive, and truly free. Only here do I forget that I am a monster.


Ukar does not heed my impassioned thoughts. The sky is already an hour stained with light. You’ll be in trouble if he finds that you’re gone.


“I’ll get back in time to finish my chores. Besides, I’ll be the last thing on Adah’s mind this morning, what with Vanna being married off.” I grimace. Auctioned off, though no one seems to want to call it that.


I sweep tree branches aside angrily. I don’t know which sickens me more: that a dozen kings are coming for the chance to make Vanna their concubine, or that Adah’s been tinkering at his abacus all month, calculating how much he’ll make by selling her off.


Shouldn’t you be with her, then? says Ukar. Instead of stirring up trouble in the jungle?


The lump in my throat hardens. “I’m more worried about Angma than some pompous, overdressed, over-feathered king.”


You mean, you’re not invited.


Curse Ukar for knowing me so well.


That’s never stopped you before. I tell you a thousand times not to hunt tigers, and you do it anyway.


Yes, but it’s different when I’m in the jungle. Ukar often forgets that. I never do.


“You think Angma will be early?” I ask quietly. “You think she’ll show up at the auction?”


No. The winds of Sundau have been free of her magic ever since my king passed. If she remembers to kill you, it will not be today.


“Oh, she’ll remember,” I mutter. I touch my cheek, recalling Angma’s promise to spare me and to lift the curse from my face if I give her my sister.


I’d rather gut myself with my own nails than betray Vanna, but I can’t help the deep yearning that knots itself in my chest.


Before Ukar senses it, I drop a small kiss on his head. “You’re still not coming?”


I’ll be there for you when you need me to fight Angma. But to watch your sister be paraded about like some prize to be won? I have no desire to witness such a spectacle.


Fair enough.


I start for Adah’s house, picking up my knees and running as fast as I can up the low, rolling hills, past the rice fields and cassava farms. The rush of blood to my head helps distract me from the apprehension that rises to my throat. No matter what Ukar says, I’m certain that the tiger was a warning sent by Angma. That the Demon Witch is back.


And she is waiting for me.










CHAPTER THREE


The Channi of the jungle and the Channi who lives in her adah’s house are two very different girls. One races barefoot in the jungle, a queen of the wild, content and free. The other sits on a broken stool, peeling taro root all day.


I sit on that broken stool now, surrounded by four walls. I’ve never liked walls, and I dislike the walls of Adah’s house most of all. They prevent me from seeing the sun. They bake the air and keep out the freshness after a rainstorm. They cage me in and hide me, like a mask on top of my mask, holding me in place so I cannot run away.


“Walls protect us from rain and heat and tigers,” Vanna said once, trying to comfort me. “Sometimes even from each other.”


I didn’t agree, but to keep her from worrying about me and Adah, I nodded.


Deep down I know that if not for Vanna, I’d have left Adah’s house long ago. Maybe I’d have sought out the dragons in the sea and gone to live in a palace of coral. Maybe I’d have found the Nine-Eyed Witch of Yappang and discovered some way to lift this curse from my face. Most likely I’d have gone to live with the snakes and become a true queen of the jungle.


Because of Vanna, I stayed. I haven’t forgotten my promise to Mama that I would protect her—from Angma or anyone who wishes her harm.


Even if she doesn’t want my protection.


Crows squawk across the sky, and koels make desperate mating calls from the trees. I peel off my tattered pants and wipe the jungle’s musk off my face.


My stepmother doesn’t come to find me, as she normally does when she wakes. Vanna doesn’t come to find me, either.


I crack eight eggs into a pan and fry them. Heat shoots up in my face, and I add a dash of cumin and ginger before sliding the eggs onto four separate plates.


Sticking my head out of the window, I shout, “Breakfast!”


No one pays me any heed, for a golden light is flashing from Vanna’s open window, and my sister’s delighted squeal rings across the compound.


“Lintang!” I hear her cry. “Thank you, thank you! It’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen. I love it.”


Frothy pink dresses and bracelets and hairpins—that’s what makes my sister’s light shine. We are so different that sometimes I cannot believe we are related.


There’s a rush of footsteps and the sliding of doors, then Vanna appears in the courtyard.


The sight of her never fails to stun me. Her black hair, soft as waterbird feathers, cascades down her back in a silken sheet, and her eyes, framed by thick dark lashes, are bright with excitement. The mysterious light in her chest, which has grown more brilliant since she was a baby, emanates through the layers of her robes.


Our stepmother embraces her, and Adah is there too. He’s smiling with his mouth open. He’s in a good mood. They all are.


A sparrow demon sits on my windowsill, its wings fraying with smoke. I feed it a chili pepper for breakfast. Then, as it flies away, satiated, I cut a pepper of my own and scrape its seeds onto my eggs. My belly growls, hungry from my morning hunt. Even if no one else eats, I will.


I wolf down my breakfast, letting the spice warm my tongue as I listen to Vanna laugh. The sound is music, sweeter than the songbirds at dawn—and worlds away from the Demon Witch’s vengeful promise.


Vanna’s laugh swirls round and round as she dances in her new dress. Lintang spent weeks embroidering moon orchids and butterflies onto the skirt, for once able to convince my stingy adah to buy the finest dyed threads for her to work with. As Vanna spins and twirls, a rainbow arches across the low hills behind us. Even the gods know better than to let it rain today.


I suspect that they’ve fallen under her power too. For when Vanna is happy—when that strange light inside her glows brightest—I swear she outshines the sun. Her radiance touches every living creature around her, from Adah and Lintang to the butterflies and the lizards, the flowers and the trees. I myself am beaming.


Vanna blows me a kiss when Lintang isn’t looking. I smile, tapping my feet to the beat of her dance until she suddenly stops.


“Enough dancing! You’ll tire yourself.”


It’s Adah. He’s rounding the orchard toward the kitchen, and I quickly shut the curtain before he glimpses me. I’m to stay hidden, in case one of Vanna’s suitors visits our house before the binding selection this morning. Any sight of me, and Adah has promised to whip me so hard my backside will be the same texture as my face. A difficult thing to do, but Adah is strong for a man. Not as strong as I am, but he doesn’t know that.


I’ve already swept all the floors and dusted every corner. The only task left is to make cakes—Vanna’s request. I scoop the cassava I grated last night into a bowl and test its consistency with my fingers. Not enough moisture, so I sprinkle in a spoonful of water, then set about gathering the other ingredients.


I’ve made this recipe so many times that my hands move without thinking and the batter becomes alive to me, like clay in a potter’s hands. Mama’s cake is the only thing I have left of her. The sound of her voice, the soft outline of her face—they’re all scraps of memories that I’m desperate not to lose.


Sometimes I wish Vanna looked more like her. But my sister looks nothing like any woman who walks this earth.


And neither do I.


“I’m going to get my veil, Adah,” I hear Vanna say. “I’ll be right back.”


Her voice is high with excitement. She’s a good actress, and I’m sure she’s convinced the entire village that she’s thrilled to be the center of something as demeaning and ridiculous as a binding selection. But she can’t convince me.


I’m contriving ways I can get out of the kitchen to talk sense into her and warn her about Angma when I hear someone behind me. The footsteps are light and rhythmic with a bounce. I’d know them in my sleep.


I don’t turn around, even when I see the shadow of two outstretched arms reaching for my ribs. Instead, I speak: “I thought you said you were going to look for your veil.”


Vanna groans. “You have the hearing of a bat.”


“And you have the cunning of a mule. I’m not falling for that trick again.”


“I wasn’t going to frighten you this time. Just tickle you.” My sister wiggles her fingers menacingly and reaches for my side.


I evade her easily. “I’m trying to work.”


“How can you think about chores today of all days?”


“Not everyone gets the morning off for your selection,” I reply. “Though I am shocked that you’re awake. Usually you’re snoring in your bed until noon.”


Vanna crosses her arms indignantly. “I do not snore.”


“Tell that to the crows on the roof.” I turn to her, hiding a smile. “They’d disagree.”


“Not funny.” Vanna pretends to be upset, but she can’t help smiling too. “Must you always be such a grouch?”


“Yes.”


Vanna sticks out her tongue, and I let slip a tender smile. Specks of sugar dot her nose, and her black hair is tangled about her shoulders from spinning. I would not change anything about her but the light flaring from her heart.


We still don’t know what it is. Our shaman says she’s blessed with the Light of Gadda, but he’d say anything to attract more coin to his temple. Part of me wonders whether it’s the light that Angma covets. Why Vanna is special.


“You should come outside,” says Vanna, unaware of my thoughts. “You’re always hiding in here.”


“I have chores to do, unlike you. You requested cakes, remember?”


“Can I have a taste?” She tries to dip her finger into the batter, but I give her hand a light smack with my spoon.


“Not so fast. I still have to add pandan and coconut milk and—”


“White sesame,” we say at the same time.


Mama’s mystery ingredient. It took me years to figure out what it was, and it’s a secret only Vanna and I share.


“Will the cakes be finished soon?” Vanna asks. “Mother’s waiting to braid my hair, and you know how she doesn’t like me eating too many sweets.”


My smile vanishes, and I set down the mixing bowl with a thud. “You’re old enough to eat whatever you want. And Lintang’s not our mother. She’s our stepmother.”


“She’s the only mother I know.” Vanna’s arms fall with a tinkle, gold and silver bangles pinging on her wrists. “I wish you didn’t hate her so much.”


“I don’t hate Lintang. She just . . . isn’t our mother.” I raise the bowl of batter. “This is our mother.”


Vanna arches both eyebrows. “The cakes?”


“The smell.” I inhale deeply. “Mama’s hands smelled like coconut.”


Vanna leans forward, greedy for any morsel of information about our mother, and I wish I had more to share with her than a few cakes. I wish I had more than a Demon Witch and her curse. But alas.


“Vanna,” I begin, “do you remember the story I used to tell you when we were little?”


My sister knows exactly where this is going. She lets out a sigh and crumples onto a stool. “About Angma and the snake that cursed your face?”


“Angma cursed my face,” I say, correcting her. “Listen to me: your birthday is three days away. Angma promised to come and—”


“She isn’t going to kill me,” Vanna interrupts. “You were two years old.”


“Closer to three.”


“Don’t you think it’s possible you imagined all this? I know you believe you can talk to snakes, and you think your face is some horrible curse, but—”


“But what?” I say, deathly quiet.


I can hear the words she was about to say: but maybe you were born this way.


I wasn’t born this way.


My sister realizes she’s gone too far. She bites down on her lip, then says, “I want you to be happy.”


My jaw tightens. I turn my back to her, sprinkling too much pandan juice into the batter. “I am happy.”


“You can’t be happy while you nurture this obsession with Angma. I thought you’d forgotten about it in all the preparation for the selection ceremony, but then I saw you go out this morning. You were in the jungle hunting tigers again, weren’t you?”


I reach for the paring knife that’s behind the coconuts. How did she make this conversation be about me? I’m supposed to be warning her about Angma.


“Look outside, Channi. There isn’t a cloud in the sky. Don’t you think, with my birthday so near, there would be some sign of the Demon Witch? A swarm of termites or bats? A storm, at least. When was the last time anyone saw her? She’s only a legend—even Adah says so.”


I hide a grimace. Adah will say anything to set his conscience at ease.


But it’s true. Angma hasn’t appeared in years. Maybe she isn’t a threat anymore and I’ve become obsessed with hunting a ghost. Maybe. But I’m not willing to take the chance.


With my back to Vanna, I slip the knife into my pocket.


“I know you’ve been unhappy,” she is saying. “Things will get better after today. You’ll see. The selection is a boon for both of us. Adah thinks I’ll marry a king—perhaps even an emperor.” She greets a butterfly that’s landed on her shoulder. “We’ll start a new life together. In a palace.”


In the past, whenever we’ve talked about her binding selection, it always ends in an argument. But today I’m silent. I want to understand how she justifies it to herself.


“Imagine it,” Vanna goes on. “We’ll be fancy ladies taking strolls in the garden in our silk gowns, and musicians will have to sing whenever we return to our villas. We’ll gossip about who’s romancing whom, we’ll host poetry contests and decorate cakes with fresh lilies and orchids—”


Honestly, I’d rather gouge out my scales one by one than spend my life cloistered in some castle, idly gossiping and decorating cakes with flowers. Yet seeing Vanna so hopeful makes me want such things, if only to please her. Such is my sister’s power. Such is my love for her.


But I am, as she said earlier, a grouch.


“I am imagining it,” I say, “and you forget one important factor, sister. My face.”


Vanna comes close, and she tucks my stripe of white hair behind my ear. “I never forget about your face, Channi,” she says tenderly. “I’ve learned to see past it. Just as I know everyone else will.”


There’s a firm press to her words, like she’s determined to make this so. Normally, I wouldn’t doubt her. Her radiance is powerful. When she learns to master its power, she might hold an entire army in her thrall.


But she’ll not be able to change a single mind about me. I know this because I am as monstrous as she is beautiful. Our power is equal in that way.


The butterfly on her shoulder grows jittery, alarmed by my nearness. Vanna tries to console it with a few soft words. I should take a step back, but I don’t. The butterfly flutters out the window, and my sister and I are alone once more.
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