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He fell into despair,


and lost all hope.


For who could ever learn


to love a beast?


—Beauty and the Beast







CHAPTER 1


Just outside Aspen, Colorado, nestled between the sentinel mountains and an inkblot lake, lies St. Rosetta’s International Academy. Its sweeping spires, creeping ivy, and timeworn brick turrets often lead visitors to remark that it looks like a venerable castle from an old European city. The Academy would be Princess Jaya Rao’s home for the next year.


While she was there, Jaya had one mission: break an English nobleman’s heart.


But first she had to fall in love with him.




CHAPTER 2


Jaya


Being a princess wasn’t as glamorous as the media might have you believe. If the courtiers introduced her, say, in this fashion: “Her Royal Highness, Princess Jaya Rao of the Imperial House of Mysuru,” most people would immediately picture Jaya cooing to birds and shaking hands with friendly mice, tiara glimmering in the summer sun. The entire Disney enterprise had a lot to answer for, in her opinion.


Jaya’s reality was actually quite different. It was always, “Jaya, the townspeople want you to feed their lucky elephant so it’ll win in the races tomorrow. Oh, and by the way, the elephant is in musth, so watch your dress” or “Jaya, the Prime Minister of Oppenheim is morally opposed to butter, so you cannot have any at breakfast either.”


But it was all right. She was the heiress to the “throne” of Mysuru. (Technically, India was a democracy now, not a monarchy, but Jaya’s family used to be the monarchy in this region and still carried the title.) Jaya understood that she would, at some point, have to grasp the reins. She’d have to take care of the city she lived in, just as her father had for years and her grandfather did before him. India wasn’t supposed to have royal families—except the open secret was that they were still there, and people still looked to them to be benevolent, firm, and fair. Non-royals depended on them for jobs, for charity, and for a million other reasons Jaya was still learning. Maybe because of this, the Raos were placed upon a pedestal. They were, fairly or unfairly, expected to be perfect in every way; the common citizens needed them to be. The Raos family name and the royal traditions that bound them were everything.


And that was precisely why she had to do what she was about to do. She might be a princess, her parents’ firstborn child and the heiress ascendant to the throne, but that wasn’t all of her story.


They stood in the grand marble entrance with their small bags. Jaya tipped her head back to look at the enormous crystal chandelier suspended like a dewdrop above her head. The rose pendant hung heavy from her neck, eighteen rubies glinting like watchful eyes, reminding her why she was there.


Isha whistled, low and long, and Jaya glared at her. She cut off mid-whistle, looking only slightly abashed. “Nice setup,” she whispered, but her words echoed anyway. “Nicer than our last boarding school in Benenden, even. And the English really know boarding schools.”


The wall before them was adorned with flags of more than three dozen countries. A gold-plated sign above them boasted “Our students come from around the world!” Jaya’s gaze was drawn automatically toward the flags she knew very well—India, of course, along with the US, UK, UAE, China, Japan, Mauritius, and Switzerland. She’d spent summer holidays in all these places and lived in most of them, reading in cafés and parks while Isha foraged through thrift stores, searching for gears or batteries for whatever contraption she was working on.


The floor was drenched in sea-green tiles inlaid with gold, a splash of oceanic beauty here in the mountains. Jaya had heard it rumored that these were a gift from the Moroccan king half a century ago, when his son had been exiled here after an embarrassment of some kind. She hadn’t ever unearthed what that scandal was—St. Rosetta’s was very good at burying what they didn’t want found—though she felt a kinship with the king. He wasn’t the only one who’d shouldered the responsibility of protecting a wayward family member. Jaya’s eyes fluttered to Isha unwittingly, and she forced them away.


Isha gripped her arm, pointing to the wall on their right. “Look!” she whispered. “Is that …?”


They ogled a cluster of colorful paintings, large and small, that contrasted with the Moroccan tiles, depicting smooth desert landscapes that lifted off the page and caressed the eye. “I think so,” Jaya whispered back, thrilled. She wasn’t sure exactly why they were whispering. Maybe because they were in the presence of greatness? It was probably why people felt compelled to whisper in libraries, too. “Georgia O’Keeffe spent a semester here as a teen, and later donated paintings to the school as a thank-you.”


Before Isha could respond, thunderous footfalls came rushing down the opulent marble stairs that faced away from them. Without even turning to look, Jaya could guess from the boisterous, deep laughter that it was a couple of boys, though the sheer amount of noise could also indicate a herd of buffalo.


“Come on,” her sister said, tugging her forward.


Jaya grasped her wrist and shook her head. “Isha.”


“What?” Isha said, her brown eyes wide. “I just want to get to know our schoolmates. We have to spend the next year or two here with them anyway.”


As if Jaya trusted those innocent doe eyes. Isha thought she was much more naive than she really was. Lowering her voice, Jaya said, “And boys have gotten you in trouble in the past.”


“That is so typical,” Isha hissed. “You treat me like such a baby sometimes. It wasn’t boys that got me in trouble. It was the stupid rules.”


Jaya opened her mouth to respond—something scathing about the virtues of rules; she hadn’t worked out the details yet—but a jovial voice interrupted.


“Bonjour! Are you beautiful ladies new?”


Jaya turned toward the rich French-accented voice. Two boys had rounded the corner and now stood before them. The tall, broad one who had just spoken smiled warmly, like he was greeting old friends. His skin was a golden brown and his straight dark hair hung to his shoulders. Jaya was fairly good at guessing ethnicities, and she thought he was likely a blend of Southeast Asian and Western European.


Isha set her bag down and stepped forward before Jaya could stop her, proffering a hand. “Isha Rao. This is my sister, Jaya. I’m a sophomore, and she’s a senior.” They shook, and Jaya managed not to wince at Isha’s firm handshake, a reminder of her sister’s … indomitable spirit.


Jaya pushed her annoyance away. It wasn’t entirely Isha’s fault. No one would’ve known what Isha was up to if the loathsome Emersons hadn’t set her up. Why blame Isha for the Emersons being a bunch of grunting troglodytes wrapped in aristocratic finery? Just thinking of it made Jaya want to strike something. (Not that she ever would. That behavior wouldn’t be befitting the heiress to the Rao dynasty.)


The Emersons and Raos had been at it for a long time. In fact, Jaya and Isha’s father, or Appa as they called him, said he couldn’t remember a time when the clans weren’t fighting. In the mid-1800s, during the British colonization of India, the Emerson family had infamously stolen a beloved and sacred ruby from one of Mysuru’s temples. Even after India had achieved independence, the Emersons refused to return the ruby, claiming it had belonged to them all along.


But Jaya’s great-great-grandmother got the last laugh. She cursed the ruby, something about it bringing misfortune to the Emersons and eventually resulting in a termination of the bloodline. She also made sure to circulate the news about the curse far and wide—far enough and wide enough to reach the Emersons. To make them sweat and rue the day they’d cheated the Raos, ostensibly.


Obviously, Jaya didn’t believe in the legitimacy of the curse. She was a child of the twenty-first century. Still, her great-great-grandmother’s generation had believed in it, and for many years Jaya hadn’t understood why her relative would curse an entire lineage to end. Yes, they’d stolen a ruby, but that had been in the 1800s. Why, in the mid-twentieth century, would her great-great-grandmother have done something so cruel?


Then Appa had explained to Jaya how much pain and suffering there had been during the British Raj. By stealing the ruby and then refusing to return it, the Emersons hadn’t just taken a jewel. They’d seized a piece of vital Indian history they had no claim to. Then, even when the British finally gave India back to her people, the Emersons had kept the ruby as a token of their superiority, of their arrogance, of their ultimate victory. It was this final insult that Jaya’s great-great-grandmother had been unable to abide. Remorselessness was absolutely cause for execration.


Now Jaya finally understood her great-great-grandmother’s rage. It was nearly impossible to look the other way when someone hurt something you cared for so deeply and refused to atone.


She set her bag down like Isha had and forced herself to smile. “How do you do? We’re new this year.”


“Oui, I thought so!” The boy slung an easy arm around Isha, and Jaya struggled not to tear it off. Isha hated her overprotectiveness, and Jaya was trying to be better about it. “It is no problem at all. I shall get you very comfortable. I’m Leo Nguyen, a senior as well. And this”—he gestured at a scrawny, short Indian boy who was intensely focused on his phone and refused to look any of them in the eye—“is my good ami Rahul Chopra.”


Jaya studied Rahul’s snub nose, the fringe of his eyelashes, the hint of stubble at his chin. Leo seemed friendly and outgoing, properly socially groomed by his parents. Rahul, on the other hand … His shirt was baggy, his pants were too short, and the colors clashed, as if he’d just picked clothes at random.


Something about him seemed familiar to Jaya; she was sure she’d met him before. Thanks to Amma’s gentle but insistent coaching on royal etiquette, she’d made up a visual cue to remember him. “Rahul Chopra,” she said slowly as it finally came to her: a shy boy in front of the winglike building of the Delhi Secretariat. “Is your mother Mukhyamantri Arti Chopra? The chief minister of Delhi?”


Rahul nodded and sneaked a glance at her before looking down at his phone again, his fingers tapping rapidly at the screen. With a slight prickle of sympathy, Jaya remembered his awkward fidgeting from their previous meeting. It wasn’t easy to forget someone who drew as much attention for being different as Rahul did.


“You’re Rajkumari Jaya Rao,” he said. “My mother knows your father. We met six years ago, at the wedding reception for Nehika and Pritam Gupta. You were wearing a beaded red lehenga, and your sister, Isha, was in a matching yellow one. I would say more, but I’m very invested in the outcome of this chess game.”


Jaya gawked at him, though every well-mannered bone in her body told her not to. “You’re playing chess? That fast?” His hands were practically blurry with the speed of his moves. “Surely no one could make moves that quickly?” Jaya looked at Leo, sure Rahul was pulling her leg.


Leo laughed. “Please. Do not get him started on how chess is just a formalized logic system.”


Rahul said immediately, “Chess is just a formalized logic system. If you look at the discreet graph, for instance—”


“Wait. How did you remember what we were wearing when we met? That was so long ago!” Isha said. Oh yes. Jaya had been so distracted by his swift chess fingers, she’d failed to see the more alarming part of what he’d said.


They all stood there in awkward silence until Rahul coughed.


“I … I have a knack for remembering details,” Rahul said, still not meeting their eyes. “I’m not being creepy. That’s what some people say, but my brain just works differently from most others’. I suspect those people don’t understand the neuroscience of memory—”


Leo interjected with a sudden laugh and clapped Rahul on the back. “D’accord,” he said jovially, though his smile looked like Appa’s when a teacher told him Isha excelled at physics but had the lowest grade in home economics. “Let us not distress the new girls on their first day. There will be plenty of time for them to hear the rumors on their own.”


Isha and Jaya glanced at each other, and then Jaya forced a laugh of her own. “You haven’t distressed us at all. I’m glad we made such an impression on Rahul.” It was coming back to her now, the reason Rahul’s parents had sent him away from the public eye in India. He was too different, too strange, to be a politician’s son. She’d known that some of the villagers in rural Delhi thought his mother had been cursed before he was born, due to her “mannish” (read: ambitious) nature.


“Wait just a moment. Did you say ‘Rajkumari’?” Leo said to Rahul, turning to look at them with renewed interest. “As in, princess?”


Here it was, the inevitable question Jaya was prepared for. Even at St. Rosetta’s. She shook her head. “Rahul’s too generous. India doesn’t have an authoritative monarchy anymore, but yes, we do come from the Rao family that used to rule Mysuru in South India.”


Leo grinned. “Chouette! We have a member of the British aristocracy here—Grey Emerson. Or Lord Northcliffe, to use his official title. Do you know him? Perhaps there is some kind of royal family network?” He laughed jovially.


A dozen responses flew into Jaya’s head. Know him? Not personally, but I’m no stranger to the tears and heartache his family caused mine. Or No, but my fist would love to make acquaintance with his jaw. Could you point me in the right direction? But, of course, she kept her thoughts to herself.


The thing was, refusing to return the ruby wasn’t the last of the Emersons’ transgressions. Far from it, actually. Perhaps as payback for the “curse” (British aristocrats tended to be as superstitious as Indian royal families, Jaya knew)—or perhaps because they were just cruel—the Emersons regularly released vitriol into the Indian tabloids about the Rao family. Not that the Raos just sat there and took it. Jaya remembered more than an occasion or two when they’d struck back at the Emersons in various business dealings and political connections—all warranted, of course. It was a seesawing, back-and-forth enmity that was second nature to both clans.


This time, though, the Emersons hadn’t gone after the adult Raos like they usually did. This time they’d gone after Isha. And, unfortunately, this time everything the tabloids had printed, everything the Emersons had leaked to them, was true.


Jaya remembered asking Kiran Hegde, fellow trusted royal from a different clan in the Indian state of Karnataka, why the Emersons had changed their modus operandi. “It doesn’t make sense,” she’d said to him on the phone. “Something feels off. Why now? Why Isha?”


“I don’t know,” Kiran had said. “Why don’t you call and speak with the journalist on staff? The man who wrote the article? He probably won’t reveal his source, but he might give you a hint about what the Emersons are up to.”


So Jaya had done just that. She’d called the tabloid, spoken to the reporter, and asked him who was behind the leaked picture of Isha. She remembered distinctly how that smug, greasy little man had paused before saying: “Would it come as a great surprise if I said it was the male heir of a family that finds you Raos particularly deplorable?”


“You mean a male Emerson heir,” Jaya had said, fuming, her hand clenched around her cell. “I suppose I knew that all along. Which one of them was it? And why did they come after my sister?”


“That I cannot say,” the reporter had said, practically cackling with glee. Jaya imagined him in his stuffy, crammed office, his feet jauntily up on the desk. “But can I get a quote about how you’re dealing with the story? Do you feel a lot of rage, Jaya? And what about Isha? Is she still ‘drowning in a bottomless well of mortification’?”


She’d pressed “end” without saying another word.


Kiran had been right to instruct her to go to the source. Recently, Amma and Appa had been hinting that Jaya marrying Kiran might be a good political move for the Raos. It made sense. He was the firstborn son of the well-placed Hegde royal family. An alliance would only strengthen both estates. When the time came, Jaya would be happy to do it.


Now, at St. Rosetta’s, Jaya felt Isha’s sharp gaze on her, and took her time answering. She inhaled slowly and deliberately, trying to calm her rubbed-raw nerves. Then, pushing her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, she said slowly, “I’ve … heard of Grey Emerson. Is he here?”


“Yes, and he has disappeared again as he does,” Leo said, exchanging a glance with Rahul that Jaya didn’t understand. “But we can introduce you on Thursday, the first day of classes. Please come sit with us in the senior dining hall during breakfast.”


“We have the table all the way to the back and right,” Rahul added helpfully.


“That’s nice of you to include Jaya!” Isha chirped.


In spite of her cheerful tone, Jaya could see the worry in Isha’s eyes. All summer long, Isha had seen the embers of anger burning in Jaya’s heart. She was no stranger to the way any mention of the Emersons had flushed Jaya’s cheeks, fevered her eyes. Now she was worried how Jaya would react to the knowledge that an Emerson went to this school.


But that wasn’t all Jaya saw in her sister’s eyes. Jaya recognized Isha’s anxiety, too. As was her nature, Isha had been quick to forgive and forget the Emersons’ deception; she’d just wanted to move on with her life. But Jaya had seen how the scandal had left her usually effervescent sister flat, dull, empty. She’d worried during Isha’s blackest period that she wouldn’t come back to her whole. Now, in Isha’s eyes that were just a bit too wide, in her smile that was just a bit too stiff, Jaya saw Isha’s memories of that time resurface.


But Jaya would be her shield now. No Emerson would ever hurt her sister like that again.


Jaya smiled her most convincing smile at the boys. “Yes, thank you,” she said. “I’d really like that.” And she’d worried finding a way to get close to Grey might be difficult.


“Heyyyooo, what up?”


A pale-skinned girl with cropped, flame-red hair bounded up to the boys, her smile ebullient. Even dressed in distressed denim shorts and a cropped white T-shirt, she carried herself with the effortless grace and easy nonchalance of someone who was used to being popular and well liked. At nearly the same height as Leo, who Jaya guessed was about six feet tall, she towered over both sisters. Her green eyes wandered over them slowly. “New meat?” she asked, glancing at her friends.


Rahul pushed his glasses back, his mouth twitching with what looked like eager energy. “This is Rajkumari aka Princess Jaya and her sister, Princess Isha,” he replied. Jaya got the feeling he liked things “just so;” one of those people who believed rules and norms existed for a reason. They’d get along just fine. “Princesses, this is Daphne Elizabeth McKinley.”


“More blue bloods?” Daphne Elizabeth said, cocking her head. Her accent was American, Jaya noticed. Isha and Jaya shared a mostly British accent that came with having attended schools all over the world that emphasized the virtues of the Queen’s English accent. The irony was that they’d been back in India for less than a year before disaster struck. Perhaps they should’ve stayed away.


“Don’t we have enough of those?” Daphne Elizabeth continued. But her voice was gently teasing, inviting them to join in.


Taking her cue, Jaya laughed. “Apparently not.”


Daphne Elizabeth grinned. Her gaze falling to Jaya’s pendant, she whistled and leaned in. “I like your pendant.”


Jaya smiled. “Thank you. My father got it for me.”


“And look who is talking about blue blood,” Leo said, rolling his hazel eyes. To Jaya and Isha, he added, “Daphne Elizabeth is the heiress of the McKinley dynasty.”


Jaya saw the revelation on Isha’s face mirror hers. “McKinley Hotels!” Jaya said, smiling fondly. “Love your heated towels. Wrapping up in one after a long day is the best feeling.”


A group of boys, other seniors from the look of them, walked past them and toward the French doors to their left. Daphne Elizabeth’s eyes followed them. “Glad to hear it,” she said, forcing her gaze back to Jaya. A tinkling sound permeated the air. “Oh, that’s my cell. I’ll catch you guys later. Ta!” And off she went, pulling her cell phone from her pocket.


Leo looked after her, shaking his head. “Elle est toujours presée. Rushing, rushing, rushing.” Turning to Jaya and Isha, he said, “All right, we were going to help one of our friends unpack. You ladies are welcome to go with us …?” He tossed a questioning look at Rahul, who nodded.


“Oh, well, thank you,” Jaya said. “But I think we need some time to unpack too, and rest after our flight.”


“Okay,” Rahul said, already turning away.


“Dr. Waverly! New people!” Leo called out. Jaya turned to see a middle-aged woman with pale, fragile-looking skin turn to survey them from across the entrance hall. When she caught sight of the sisters, recognition flashed across her face and she began to hurry over. Leo waved and followed Rahul to the doors. “See you tomorrow in the dining hall!”


Isha turned to Jaya. “What was that about Grey Emerson going here?” she said, speaking quickly, before the headmistress was close enough to overhear. “Jaya … did you know about that? Because I’m pretty sure Appa and Amma don’t.” Isha was supposed to call her “Akka,” the honorific title bestowed upon elder sisters. But Jaya didn’t have time to argue that point.


She arranged her face into the most nonchalant expression she could. “Of course I didn’t know. And we probably shouldn’t tell Appa and Amma. I mean, what’s the point of worrying them? We’ll just keep out of his way and he’ll keep out of ours, okay? Remember, we’re supposed to lie low.” She was a rather good liar when she wanted to be, but still, her heart pounded. If Isha told their parents, she’d be utterly—


Never mind. The word that came to mind was too improper to mention.


Isha bit her lip, studying Jaya carefully. Finally, she nodded. Jaya breathed out a silent sigh of relief, thankful for Isha’s younger-sister-level trust in her.


“Okay,” Jaya said, putting an arm around Isha and squeezing her. “Besides, I won’t let it be a problem. I promise.”


Dr. Waverly’s heels echoed across the lavish Moroccan tiles as she made her way to them. “Princess Jaya and Princess Isha,” she said deferentially in a mid-Atlantic accent, bowing slightly. “I’m Dr. Christina Waverly, the headmistress here at St. Rosetta’s International Academy. We are honored to have you join us. I am so sorry we had no one waiting for you. I was informed that you wouldn’t be arriving until much later tonight.” She paused, her gaze lingering on the rose pendant, as most people’s did. “Oh my. What a beautiful piece of jewelry.”


Jaya smiled in her most gracious manner, channeling Amma. “Thank you so much. My father acquired it at a gold souk in Dubai.”


“He has exquisite taste.” Jaya could tell Dr. Waverly was trying her hardest not to stare at the rubies. The necklace’s strangely mesmerizing effect was what had enchanted Appa in the first place.


“Thank you,” Jaya said again. “Oh, and please call me Jaya and my sister Isha. We decided to take an earlier flight from Munich. You couldn’t have known.”


Dr. Waverly nodded, the double strand of pearls around her neck clattering together. She was clearly a jewelry aficionado herself. Folding her hands neatly against her navy skirt, she asked, “I trust your travels were uneventful?”


“They really were,” Jaya answered quickly, nearly forgetting her manners and asking if Dr. Waverly could show them to their rooms already. She had so much to plan. If this were a fairy tale, she might be cackling while bent over a bubbling cauldron. Except, obviously, she was the heroine in this one.


“Excellent,” Dr. Waverly said, gesturing toward an open, wood-paneled archway. “Then I can take you both up to your dorms. Of course, with Isha being a sophomore and you being a senior, you will be in different wings.” She smiled apologetically. “I did speak to the Maharaja about it.”


“Yes, he told us,” Jaya said as they wound around the large hall. Across from them, a fireplace soared to the ceiling. She could’ve easily walked in with her arms spread wide and had room to spare on either side.


“That is so cool,” Isha said, following her gaze. “How much snow do you get here?”


“It’s not uncommon for us to get close to thirty inches in December and then again in the spring,” Dr. Waverly said, smiling a little. “We encourage students to take advantage of the shopping trip in late October to go into Aspen and buy winter gear. It gives you a chance to get to know your cohorts better off campus as well.”


Jaya had no interest in shopping or getting to know her cohorts, though of course Dr. Waverly couldn’t have known that. No one did. Jaya’s only interest was Grey Emerson.


One thing she’d come to realize—sabotage wasn’t always cloak-and-dagger. It wasn’t always dead-of-night escapades, or masked people swathed in midnight and stars. Sometimes it looked like this: ageless mountains that kept watch and saw all. An elite boarding school 8,800 miles away from home. And somewhere deep inside, an unsuspecting aristocrat.


Grey


Grey sat back against the rough granite on Mount Sama and looked down at the tiny town of St. Rosetta, shops and small buildings dotting it like thorny burrs. In the distance, he could make out the bigger neighboring town of Aspen. In a couple of months, everything would be covered in a heavy coat of snow. Grey liked the snow; he felt perfectly hidden in its thick, cold folds.


The wind whipped around him, nine thousand feet in the air, and Grey closed his eyes, reveling in the chill. Thursday was the beginning of a new school year—his last. Summer was already melting into fall, and soon he’d turn eighteen. He swallowed, trying to distract himself from the thought. Eighteen meant … complications. Complications he didn’t want to think about right then.


This summer had passed him by somehow. The other students and teachers had all flown home. Leo, whose parents were surgeons who traveled the world fixing up people who couldn’t otherwise be fixed, flew out and met them wherever they happened to be. Daphne Elizabeth, whose parents ignored her the entire summer and then lavished her with gifts right before she left, which she’d grudgingly admitted made being ignored almost worth it, still went home whenever she could. And if her parents didn’t want her, she’d go visit some other family member. Even Rahul, whose parents rented a tiny chalet in France every summer because he was too “odd” to live with them at their home in Delhi, took the summer to be with family.


When Leo had left, he’d frowned at Grey. “When are you going home?”


“Tomorrow,” Grey had said, looking away.


“Ouais, mais … If you don’t have any place to be, you can come to Thailand with me. We could go snorkeling.”


Grey had shaken his head. “No. But thanks.”


Leo, like Daphne Elizabeth—or DE as almost everyone called her—and Rahul, was clueless about the curse, the reason Grey was never invited home. They knew Grey didn’t like talking about his family or his home, so they never brought them up.


But never bringing them up didn’t change the truth: that something dark stalked him, had stalked him since birth. That the Rao curse might have already claimed someone he cared about, and he was terrified it would claim him next. Maybe other people would find it odd that Grey, a well-educated, not-quite-eighteen-year-old, would believe in such a thing. But what choice did he have? When other kids were learning their ABCs and “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” Grey was learning the words to a familial curse. Ever since he could remember, he’d been told nothing, nothing, was as important as the curse was. So the least he could do to atone for his mother’s death—for which he took full responsibility—was to keep away from the manor, to keep his father cushioned from the reminder. He didn’t blame his father at all.


The only real place Grey felt safe, like he couldn’t hurt anyone, was in the mountains. The great towering stone, jutting out from the earth like vengeful gods, felt indestructible. They’d been there millennia before Grey, and they’d be here long after he was gone.


His cell phone beeped in his pocket. Grey frowned; he’d forgotten to silence it.


Where are you?


It was Leo. The other students, even those who, for some unknown reason, considered themselves his “friends,” were all back for the semester, but he’d purposefully made himself scarce. Being alone over the summer always did something to him—the longer he spent alone, the more alone he wanted to be. Sometimes he imagined the world without him. Would anyone really miss him when he was gone? By all accounts, his existence was a cosmic mistake anyway.


Out, he typed back.


Oh, oui, out, the response came back immediately. That makes everything clearer.


Grey waited.


We met someone interesting, Leo, used to Grey’s cryptic silences, added. Princess Jaya Rao and her sister, Isha. You know them? They seemed to know of you.


Grey felt a jolt of shock travel up his spine. The Rao sisters were here? But why?


He took a breath. He’d lived under the shadow of the Rao curse his entire life. He distinctly remembered being dropped off at St. Rosetta’s when he was almost six years old, about to begin kindergarten. In Dr. Waverly’s leather-and-brass office, his father had looked him in the eye. Dr. Waverly was waiting outside, giving them some privacy to say their goodbyes.


“Listen to me, Grey,” Father had said solemnly, and Grey had known whatever he was about to say was important. He’d listened very closely. “You’ll never be like the other children here, even though many of them are outcasts themselves. You’re … different. You’ll always be different.” Father’s face had contorted ever so slightly. “The Raos have seen to that. This is your burden to bear.”


Grey still remembered his confusion. “But I want to make friends,” he’d said.


Father had grasped him by the upper arm, hard. His water-colored eyes bored into Grey’s. “You must keep to yourself,” he’d said, each word slow and deliberate. “You hurt Mother because of what you are.”


Grey had stared, aghast. Of course Mother was dead, but had he killed Mother somehow? Why had no one told him before now?


“The curse,” Father had said, still looking at him in that unsettling way. “Do you remember what I’ve told you about your curse?”


Grey nodded, his mind still reeling with what he’d just learned, about his hand in Mother’s death. But the poem was ingrained in him. Father had taught it to him when he was very young. He remembered the curse.


“The curse has tainted your blood. It’s like a virus.” Seeing Grey’s incomprehension, he’d grunted impatiently. “And because of that, you won’t ever have any friends. People will sense there’s something wrong with you; they’ll hurt you. Best to keep your distance and save yourself the pain. Do you understand?”


Grey had nodded again, trying to grasp what was being said. The curse … the curse had caused Mother to die. Already, he could feel a tiny hardening in his heart, like it was growing a protective shell. He wouldn’t cry. He didn’t need to cry.


Letting go of Grey, Father had gotten up abruptly and walked to the door. His hand on the knob, he’d said without turning around, “You can come home at the holidays.” And then he’d left. Grey was never invited home for the holidays.


And now the Rao sisters were here. But … so what? St. R’s was a popular school with international students of checkered backgrounds. If anything, their sudden appearance should be a reason for curiosity and interest, not alarm. The universe didn’t revolve around Grey.


Vaguely, he responded.


Well, you can meet them at breakfast Thursday, Leo typed. But do you want to meet for dinner tonight? Just us guys and DE?


No, Grey typed, and put away his phone. Leo would no doubt be hurt, but no doubt he’d forgive Grey. Why, Grey wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like he gave him or Rahul or DE anything to hang on to. Maybe they thought of him as charity. Grey ground his teeth, his jaw set. Let them think of him whatever they wanted to. They were immaterial. They had to be.


He sat back against the boulder behind him and closed his eyes. The time had almost come for him to step out from his hideaway, as it did every year.




CHAPTER 3


Jaya


Dr. Waverly, Isha, and Jaya approached another set of stairs at the north end of the building. These were wide, with carved mahogany balustrades, and covered in a rich red-and-tan carpeting. A large skylight overhead let in sunlight that fell in dappled squares on each step. Jaya trod on the patches of light, feeling the warmth beaming through her shirt and seeping through her shoes.


Two very young-looking students passed them, going down. They smiled politely at Dr. Waverly, darting curious glances Isha and Jaya’s way.


“Hello, girls,” Dr. Waverly said. To the sisters, she continued, “This environment can take some getting used to, but I want you to know the faculty and staff at St. Rosetta’s are committed to your success. We’re always here to meet any of your needs. The front office is staffed twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, during the school year to cater to our international students and families. We have students from a hundred countries around the world, you’ll be interested to know.” Jaya bit her lip to keep from smiling; Dr. Waverly sounded exactly like the official school brochure. “We’re very flattered to have people of your caliber choose us, Prin—Jaya.”


“Of course,” Jaya said, reciting the response she’d practiced with Amma a dozen times before they left. “It’s essential that we attend an Ivy League university in the US, and our parents feel St. Rosetta’s will best prepare us to do so.”


“And after we graduate, we can sit on the same charity boards as our mother and drink chai with the same boring ladies every afternoon,” Isha muttered under her breath. When Jaya darted a warning glance at her, her face was smooth and impassive. She even batted her eyes for good measure. It was exactly this kind of attitude that had gotten them into the situation they were in in the first place.


“I’d say your parents chose wisely, but I am, of course, quite biased.” Dr. Waverly laughed quietly and led them to what a gold-lettered sign proclaimed to be the sophomore wing.


“Thank you,” Jaya said as Isha poked around. “I think Isha and I will be okay from here.”


“I could show you your room in the senior wing, if you wish …”


“No, that’s all right.” Jaya smiled. “I can find it myself. It’ll help me get a feel for things, if you don’t mind.”


Dr. Waverly studied her for a moment before smiling back. “Independence. I do respect that.” She handed Jaya two keys. “Those are printed with your suite numbers. Classes begin at eight a.m. Thursday, which gives you a day and a half to settle in. The office has notified me that your uniforms are ready for pickup and they’re finalizing your schedules now. That should be everything you need for your first days. Please let me know if I can be of service.”


Once Dr. Waverly disappeared down the stairs, Jaya turned to survey the sophomore wing. Isha was already perusing a bookcase to their left. The wall nearest Jaya was lined with photographs in gilt frames. A sign informed her that these were just a few of the notable people who’d graduated from St. Rosetta’s International Academy. There were kings and queens, prime ministers, presidents, famous novelists, musicians, artists, and a few A-list Hollywood actors and actresses.


Jaya wandered into the common area where a couple of students lounged, talking or texting on their phones. More than a century of students’ feet had worn silk-smooth grooves into the wood. The floor-to-ceiling windows along one wall overlooked the rolling greens of the campus with the purple-black mountains beyond. Green velvet sofas and gold armchairs were arranged strategically in front of a fireplace.


Isha was pawing through the books when a girl with curly dark hair looked up at her from a plush maroon settee and said, “Hey.”


Isha turned, her smile instantaneous and warm. “Hi.”


“I’m Raina. Are you new here?”


As Isha began to forge a new friendship—a skill that had always come easily to her but seemed like magic to Jaya; her best friends were made from words—Jaya walked up and pressed the room key into her hand. Isha barely glanced at her as she said, “Thank you.”


“I’ll be up in my room,” Jaya murmured as the round-cheeked, pale-skinned girl prattled on about which teachers were the best and which meals Isha should be wary of in the dining hall. Jaya got the feeling her jaw muscles were well exercised. “Text me when you’re ready to eat.”


Isha nodded absently and then launched into a battery of questions.


Jaya walked up two more flights of stairs, feeling slight misgivings at leaving Isha, even though she knew she’d be perfectly safe. She couldn’t help it; the need to protect Isha had been ingrained in her since she was young and they’d wander the palace grounds together as children.


Homes didn’t get much safer than palaces—with bodyguards and grounds guards and shifty-looking men who tailed Appa and never took off their sunglasses … They were told to call them “uncles,” but someone had once told Jaya they were highly trained bodyguards. And when she was younger, they’d even had chained tigers along the borders of their land. (The tigers ate ninety pounds of raw meat at each meal. It hadn’t escaped Jaya that she’d weighed exactly that much at that age. She didn’t go anywhere in the vicinity of the tigers again after that realization.)


So, yes, palaces were safe. But even so, Jaya was constantly alert so Isha wouldn’t fall in one of their many ponds or wander off into the forest beyond their property. When Isha leaned too far out a high palace window, eager to study a parrot perched in the mango tree outside, it was Jaya who grabbed the back of her tunic and pulled her back in, refusing to let go until her sister’s feet touched safe ground once again. While Isha flew down the marble stair banisters when Amma wasn’t looking, Jaya would run behind her, one hand out just in case Isha needed her.


Isha was as unburdened by fear as Jaya was cautious. Even though they were only two years and two months apart, Isha seemed so much younger, so much more naive. As the eldest, it was Jaya’s responsibility to make sure Isha was always safe. And earlier this year, she’d failed completely in that duty. Bodyguards and tigers didn’t guarantee safety against every danger facing a royal family. Not even close.


When Jaya emerged onto the senior wing, she saw Dr. Waverly was right about the floors being identical. Even the common area was the same as the one on Isha’s floor, except for a popcorn machine in one corner. A few students sat talking on the sofa, but none of them glanced up as she walked past. Jaya followed the hallway to room 301, and used the key Dr. Waverly had given her to let herself in.


Her room looked comfortable enough. A bed made neatly with soft green linens was tucked into the corner. An ornate-but-functional desk, ready with the newest Mac laptop and a lamp, stood across from it. Jaya walked to the picture window and gazed down into the gardens, her hands shaking just the slightest bit as it finally hit her.


She was here. She’d crossed a big hurdle already, without even trying: she’d met people who knew Grey Emerson and had been invited to sit with them. As far as Appa and Amma knew, they’d gone to St. Rosetta’s to get away from the constant media attention, to give Isha a break from the relentless circus her life had become, thanks to Grey’s family. Jaya felt only slightly guilty at having withheld some very important information from her parents. And just a touch proud. She could have been a spy if she wanted to. (But naturally she didn’t. That wasn’t a fitting profession for a royal.)


The scandal had broken right before summer vacation, and the public outcry showed no signs of remitting. Appa’s face had been drawn and sallow. “I really do think the wisest course of action is for you to go with Isha to St. Rosetta’s International Academy. They’re used to this kind of thing there. It’s the best place for her now, Jaya. At least until everyone forgets. The astrologer says you’ll be safe there.”


“I agree with you, Appa,” Jaya had replied, though hearing the once-proud Maharaja Adip Rao concede defeat made her stomach curdle like sour milk. The blood of so many great Rao rulers ran through Appa’s veins, and hers. They were cut from the same cloth; surrender didn’t even usually occur to them.


That was when Jaya had realized that the Emersons hadn’t just sullied her sister’s reputation; they’d stolen something sacred. They’d tainted the essence of her family, the very pride and honor and strength that made them who they were.


When the school year start date was a week away, their St. Rosetta’s welcome packet had come in the mail. In it were log-in details to a private online group for students at the Academy. Jaya had logged in, wanting to see who else she might recognize—the world of elites was smaller than you’d expect, really—when she’d seen it, in the E section. Her eyes went right to his name, like a soldier spying the glint of an enemy rifle.




Name: Grey Emerson


Formal Title: Lord Northcliffe of Westborough


Added: 5 years ago


Status: Inactive, never logged in





Unlike everyone else’s profile, his didn’t have a picture. It was annoying; Jaya had been unable to find a single recent picture of Grey Emerson online, even with extensive googling. She couldn’t remember hearing much about him at any of the many events she’d attended over the years, except perhaps that his father, the duke, was an awful man. And that his mother had died in childbirth when Grey was born.


But that was information about his parents, not really about him. It was like he wanted to stay hidden. Still, this much was true: an Emerson went to the very school Appa had picked, that their astrologer had picked. And not just any Emerson … the male heir of a family that found the Raos particularly deplorable. Just like the journalist had told her. The very person who’d brought so much pain to her family. The coincidence was remarkable. So much so that she began to wonder … was it a coincidence at all? Perhaps this was fate, finally smiling on the Raos. Perhaps it was an opportunity, perfectly laid out in Jaya’s path.


Right then, staring at the screen, Jaya had known his presence at St. Rosetta’s meant something. Something big. There was no question; she would take the opportunity, as anyone would. A dark little sapling of a plan began to form in her mind.


But if this was an opportunity, what was it an opportunity for, exactly? In the week following her discovery, Jaya had racked her brain. What could she do to Grey Emerson to exact her revenge? She’d thought of and discarded: poisoned tea, a carefully placed arrow to the heart, and laxative cake. All too obvious.


And then, one day while she was in her room getting dressed, it had come to her.


Jaya’d spun in a slow circle, until she was facing the mirror on her dresser. Looking at her reflection, she’d said, “What weapons do I have at my disposal?” Her bare hands, and nothing else. She blinked and watched her reflection blink back. You have gorgeous hair, she heard one of her governesses saying. And an aunt had once said to her mother, when she thought Jaya wasn’t listening, “You’ll have to keep an eye on this one, Parvati. Boys are going to be chasing her from the time she turns fourteen.”


Hmm. Jaya had walked closer to her reflection. She did have a rather symmetrical face, and wherever she went, plenty of suitors. Who was it that said, “Beauty is a weapon; a smile is its sword”? Could she use that against Grey Emerson somehow?


And then it came to her almost immediately.


“You could break his heart,” she whispered to her reflection. “You could make him fall in love with you and wreak havoc on his life, just like he wreaked havoc on yours. You could teach him to never come after the Raos again.” Yes, she could certainly do that. The Emersons had shown her that emotional pain was infinitely worse than physical agony.


Now, as Jaya explored her new quarters, she thought about the decision she’d made. She felt a faint stirring of guilt, like leaves in a light breeze, at the thought of the extreme deception she’d be carrying out. But in the next instant, she pushed it away. An eye for an eye, that had always been her motto. She could let Grey Emerson believe she was the only one for him. She could pose as his perfect “other half.” She could be toxic and cancerous on the inside, but beautiful and serene on the outside. She could slowly infiltrate his life until he had no choice but to love her. And then she’d break his heart completely. Let Grey Emerson feel the torment of a shattered soul. Let him take it back to his father, to the entire Emerson clan—the Raos weren’t as meek or helpless as they seemed to think.


But … could she really pull this off?


Jaya walked to the dresser and ran a finger along its polished stone top, considering the enormous task before her, feeling the thrill of purpose, a twinge of anxiety at the unknown. Grey Emerson had to have a lot of poison in his heart for what he’d done to the Raos. But Jaya was certain that if she pretended she had no doubts about him, if she pretended to be suitably submissive and sweet and smitten, his giant male ego would have no hope but to fall for her.


But in order to get him to that place, Jaya would have to work extremely hard. And what did she know about love, really? Or how to make a boy fall? She was completely out of her depth, a gladiator hoping to disguise herself at a debutante’s ball.


Well, at the very least, this whole thing with Grey—pretending to be in love—could be practice for the real thing. Jaya had known from a very young age that she was meant to marry another Indian royal. Someone like Kiran Hegde. He knew what Jaya’s life was like, what was expected of her. The Raos and Hegdes had a good relationship, likely because the Rao dynasty was slightly bigger than the Hegde dynasty and they shared little competitive interest, being historical allies. There was no need to be unfriendly when you already had the better piece of pie.


And, of course, Kiran had proved himself to be a valued ally when he’d connected Jaya with the journalist to get to the bottom of who was behind the scandal. They had a lot in common. Tradition and decorum were important to the both of them, for instance. Kiran wanted to go to an engineering college, which was somewhat interesting. And they both … well …


Jaya bit her lip and regarded herself in the mirror. The truth was, she wasn’t exactly attracted to Kiran, not in the strictest sense of the word. Physically, he was gorgeous—tall enough, dark, and princely. But there was no emotional spark between them at all. According to Amma, that’d come later. What was important was that they had a solid foundation to build on.


Kiran had the same expectations for himself as she did for herself. To him, there was nothing more important than the Hegde line. He could wax on for hours about the strength and virility (that he’d want to talk about the latter Jaya found… baffling, but she let it slide) of the Hegdes and how they were meant for even bigger things. Kiran might even be more passionate than Jaya about his position, which she found rather pleasing. There was something that could bind the two of them together. After Isha’s scandal, things had gotten a little … quiet with Kiran. A little cooler, probably because he was worried how being scandal-adjacent might affect the Hegdes. But Jaya was confident she could bring things back on track.


Perhaps when she was done with Grey Emerson, Jaya would even be a master flirter (but still a subtle one, so as to not be gauche). She was okay at it, but she knew she had room to improve. If only that had been one of the courses she’d studied at any of the private schools she’d attended over the years.


Jaya sighed and turned away from the mirror, pacing restlessly back toward the window. She would’ve never guessed the first time she fell in love, it would be a lie. There would be no fairy-tale Prince Charming for Jaya. But that was exactly what had to happen. In order to weaken Grey Emerson, Jaya had to get him to be vulnerable with her. And what made boys more vulnerable than love?


But there was something missing. How could Jaya get close enough to Grey to make this work? She grasped her ruby pendant, remembering a perfect spring fragmenting into a vicious summer.


Appa had bought the necklace in Dubai in March. Before he’d left, he’d asked her what she wanted, and Jaya had said a red rose. Of course, Appa, being the generous, lavish man he was, had bought her a 24-karat gold-and-ruby rose pendant on a slender gold chain instead. It was stunning; eighteen rubies as big as her pinkie nail coiled in a tight spiral to the center, each ruby a cleverly stylized petal. Jaya had never seen anything like it. When Appa had handed it to her, nestled in its pale cream velvet box, she’d gasped. He’d smiled fondly. “Yes,” he’d said. “That was my precise reaction when I first saw it. A beautiful jewel for my beautiful gem of a daughter.” It had been an idyllic time, mild and slow and happy.


But then … then the earth shook. Grey Emerson had come after Isha for no reason at all. The maliciousness of the photos and rumors he’d fed to the press had taken them all by surprise. Never in recent memory had things been this ugly. What had he been doing in Mysuru that summer anyway? Had he gone there specifically to see how he could hurt the Raos? But why now, and why Isha?


Jaya took a deep breath, steadying herself. These were questions she’d get answers to one day soon. But for now, how was she going to make sure she had enough time to work on Grey Emerson? Yes, she was eating breakfast at his table on Thursday, but what after that? How could she ensure she was in his orbit enough to make him fall?


Something Dr. Waverly said flashed through her brain, a sudden firework of inspiration. The office has notified me that your uniforms are ready for pickup and they’re finalizing your schedules now.


Smiling, Jaya slipped her cell phone from her pocket and began to dial.


Outside her window, the grasses swayed gently in the summer mountain breeze. In the distance, a stone fountain gurgled happily, its water sparkling in the late-afternoon sunlight. It was peaceful and calm here. A haven.


Grey


For fuck’s sake. Couldn’t a guy just sit and read in peace?


Grey glanced over his shoulder. At the other end of the long room, the repellant Alaric Konig and his minions, Lachlan McCoy and that redheaded douchebag Martin Stromberg, rounded on a sophomore. Grey couldn’t remember the sophomore’s name, but then again, Grey didn’t want to remember his name.


“Nice uniform,” Alaric said, his blond hair carefully styled in a strange wave on his head. “I’m pretty sure that’s the one I donated to Goodwill last year.”


Martin snickered. “Yeah. And those shoes are the ones I donated.”


Nice one, Martin. Real original.


“Leave me alone,” the sophomore boy said. “I’m just trying to study.”


“Right, because otherwise they’ll take your scholarship away.” Alaric walked closer to the sophomore’s table and flipped his book shut. “Uh-oh. How’re you going to study now?”


Grey groaned softly. He didn’t have to get involved; he knew that. But letting those assholes get away with this would really annoy him. He sighed and rose from the table, walking over just as the sophomore got up from his chair, puffing up his chest, strutting with a wannabe alpha-male swagger.


Grey rolled his eyes. Yeah, kid. Like your skinny ass could take on those two. Still, you had to admire that kind of spirit.


He felt the tone of the room shift as he walked closer and the four students noticed his presence. Grey had that kind of effect—because he was 6'4" and 220 pounds of muscle, most dudes didn’t want to mess with him. They could tell he could handle himself. And if you found him on your side, well, you tended to feel a whole lot better about your situation.


“What do you want?” Alaric asked, but Grey saw his eyes touch on Lachlan and Martin, reassuring himself that there were three of them.


“See that book over there?” Grey said, pointing back to his table. “I really want to get back to it. So if you could leave this kid alone and just mosey on out of here, I’d really appreciate it. Don’t you have some hair product or other to buy?”


“Think you’re funny?” Alaric asked, tossing his head so his gelled hair bounced a tad. “This doesn’t concern you, okay? I’m talking to Scholarship Boy here.”


Wide-eyed, the sophomore was watching them like they were on TV.


“See, now that’s the kind of thing I need you to stop,” Grey said, stepping closer. He smiled a little, but his eyes were cold, remote.
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