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			Chapter 1

			

Johanna

			Johanna could feel it. The fear, the haste, the pebbles sliding under her feet, the hiss of arrows as they sliced through the air. 

			She could see the dark clouds kissing the gray stone of the Citadel, hear the clash of steel and the cries of the dying. Blood and desperation hung thick in the air.

			Every word her father murmured—his voice pitched low to match the intensity of the tale—rang with images, sounds, and pictures. Some people told stories, but her father played every audience on taut strings, strumming their senses and plucking at their emotions. People would travel for days to hear one of his specially created works of art, to be entranced by his voice and the not-quite-magical powders he employed to illustrate each tale. 

			The story of “The Thief and the Great Tree” was his personal specialty, but he didn’t tell it often. 

			Johanna leaned forward, memorizing every pitch and cadence, waiting for the moment when he’d reach into one of the hidden pockets of his cloak for the handful of powder stored there. Even knowing it was coming, even watching carefully, she missed the trick.

			A cloud of fine brown dust filled the air between them, seeming to appear out of nowhere. His hands danced in the smoke, shaping the ephemeral mist into a great tree. 

			“Fool,” a voice like a rockslide thundered from above. Twigs cracked as they spread wide, weaving and twining to form a cage that trapped the Thief  from neck to knees. “Who are you to break the pact?”

			Her father’s hands twirled across the dust. A gnarled face materialized in the tree’s trunk. 

			Its eyes reflected and magnified the scattered starlight, glaring pure malevolence at its captive, he said, and Johanna mouthed along. 

			The Tree’s breath, icy as the last days of autumn, brushed the Thief’s skin and made him tremble. 

			“P-please,” the Thief stuttered. “I only ventured onto the sacred mount to save the—”

			Footfalls sliding on the shale and loose gravel drew the Tree’s attention. “More oathbreakers!”

			“Let me go!” begged the Thief as he struggled against the Tree’s wooden embrace. “I only crossed onto the mountain to save King Wilhelm’s greatest treasure.” 

			There was a moment of stillness, of awful silence, when the Thief knew the Tree weighed the truth of the words. The Thief held his breath, waiting to be crushed in the Tree’s grip. He heard nothing save the clank of armor as his pursuers drew nearer. 

			Then the Great Tree’s topmost branches bent parallel to the ground, as if a sudden gale had forced them forward. The Thief realized it was a nod. 

			“Take the treasure and run.” The cage disappeared, re-forming into a second hand, which lifted the Thief to his feet. “Run!” the Tree shouted. 

			The Thief sprinted away, only looking back to see if the mountain was tumbling down behind him. It wasn’t. The Tree drew its roots out of the ground, pulverizing stone as it yanked tentacles out of the rock. They wound together, becoming giant legs that straddled the path. The Tree snatched the nearest soldier, and with a wet twist, the man became two halves. 

			The Tree roared—

			“Arlo!” The tent snapped open as Johanna’s mother stepped into the enclosed space, the train of her emerald gown dragging behind her. “You have to be on the high wire in less than ten minutes.” 

			Johanna rocked back on her heels, her heart still pounding from the power of her father’s tale. 

			“Marin, my love.” He offered his wife the grin that endeared him to every audience. “I was just giving our daughter a few tips that will improve her Storyspinning.” 

			“Not now, Arlo!” She hurried to her husband’s side, whisking the Storyspinner’s cloak from his shoulders to reveal the tight-fitting acrobat’s costume beneath. “Stories can wait for tomorrow. Paying crowds wait for nothing!” 

			Marin’s words sounded sharp, but Johanna knew they were said with love. Her parents hissed at each other like mad cats before every show, but it was all preperformance anxiety. 

			A good audience had the heady effect of strong champagne, making the Performers drunk on applause and accord. Once their routines were over and they received their ovation, her parents couldn’t remember what they had argued over.

			“She needed a refresher on some of the finer details—”

			“Oh please!” Johanna rolled her eyes. “I’d steal your listeners now if you’d let me take the stage.”

			Marin couldn’t restrain a grin in her daughter’s direction. They always stood together as a team to tease Arlo or cajole him to their way of thinking. 

			“I’m afraid she’s right, my dear,” Marin said with a click of her tongue. “Johanna’s learned every bit of your trade and has a much prettier face.” 

			Arlo spluttered with mock affront, and was ignored as his wife stripped off the outer layer of her gown and turned it inside out. 

			A voice bellowed from outside their red-and-white dressing tent, calling Marin to her next position—a vocal performance on one of the smaller stages. She pulled a clip out of her hair. Her ash-blond curls fell free and completed the transformation for her next act.

			“Don’t let him be late!” she cautioned Johanna with a quick hug. “And check on your brothers. They were watching the acrobats warm up.” 

			“Of course, Mama.” Johanna pecked her mother’s powdered cheek. “Sing the birds out of the trees.” 

			“Always.” Marin disappeared through the tent flaps and didn’t look back.

			Johanna turned, expecting some witty remark or quick joke at her mother’s expense, but a troubled look marred her father’s face. 

			“Papa,” she asked, instantly concerned. “What’s wrong? Is your back bothering you? I can get the jar of liniment. . . .” Her voice trailed off when she realized that he couldn’t hear her. He’d disappeared into a memory; and, from the slump of his shoulders, it wasn’t a pleasant one. 

			“Papa?”

			Arlo shook himself out of his daze and straightened his spine, but the ghostly thoughts traced hard lines about his mouth. 

			“Johanna, you remember the rest of the story, don’t you?” His voice was deep and husky, his eyes intense. 

			“Of course. The Thief travels along the mountains till finally crossing back into Santarem, carrying King Wilhelm’s treasure the entire way. He promises to guard it for the rest of his life, never using it for his own gain.”

			Her father nodded along, his face still serious. “Good. It’s an important story. One you should take to heart.” 

			“I know, I know. It teaches bravery and honor—”

			“It’s more than that, cara.” He called her by her pet name. “It’s a true story.” 

			Johanna put her hands on her hips and adopted the glare her mother wore when her father was being ridiculous. With brown hair instead of blond and gray eyes instead of blue, Johanna didn’t resemble her mother, but she could imitate Marin perfectly. “You believe someone survived the massacre? That’s impossible. The troops killed everyone and burned everything.” 

			Their travels from Performers’ Camp took them past the ruins of Roraima several times every year. She remembered the tumbledown walls of the former capital. The charred skeletons of homes and businesses reached through the ground, bones rising from the graveyard Roraima had become. Above it all was the Citadel, the once-proud castle of their deceased king, cowering like some terrified animal at the foot of the Keepers’ Mountains. 

			Few people ventured into the ruins, claiming that evil things lurked in the shadow of the Citadel’s walls, and that the stench of death lingered—even fifteen years after the city’s destruction. 

			“And yet, someone did survive,” her father insisted. “How else would we have the story?” 

			Johanna opened her mouth to counter, but a Performer shouted for Arlo to get to his position. The grim seriousness dropped away from her father’s countenance in less time than it took his cloak to hit the floor. 

			“We’ll talk about it more later.” He brushed her cheek with a quick kiss and bounded out of the tent with his typical grace. “Don’t go into the crowd alone and don’t let the boys get into mischief!” 

			“Then you should wish me luck!” she yelled as the flap fell, and heard her father laugh in response. 

			Her younger brothers, Joshua and Michael, weren’t typically naughty, but a Performers’ tent city was rife with opportunities for pranks and practical jokes—swapping the lids of the makeup containers or switching the pennants that flew over the performing area with several pairs of bloomers. 

			As she left the tent, she scanned the sky for purple under­things flapping in the wind. Her younger siblings hadn’t replaced the flags. Yet. 

			Performers costumed in a riot of colors, bangles, and patterns hurried through the temporary canvas town. Others warmed up soon-to-be-used voices, stretched well-trained muscles, or painted their lips red and outlined their eyes with dramatic black lines. 

			Johanna smiled at the familiarity of it all. These people, seemingly crazy and loud, were her family. Not all of them were blood relatives, though she had a handful of cousins and an uncle in the troupe, but they cared for each other like kin. 

			The acrobats were stacked three high, balancing on hands and shoulders. As she approached, her eldest brother, Thomas, climbed to the top of the teetering tower. 

			“Have you seen the boys?” she yelled as he placed his palms on another acrobat’s head. Thomas shifted his weight and pushed himself into a handstand. 

			“They were near the wagons,” he responded, pointing his toes to the sky. 

			The man on the bottom row shifted his feet. “When you coming back, Jo?” 

			Johanna ached to be back in the show, to hear the applause and her name shouted with adoration. An unfortunate incident with a flaming firesword had left her with a hideously short haircut and a nasty wound on her forearm. The injury didn’t bother her anymore, though the skin was tight and puckered.

			“I’d come back today, if the Council would let me.” She threw a series of back handsprings to demonstrate how well she’d recovered. 

			“Good,” grunted the base of the tower. “You don’t fidget as much as Thomas!” 

			“Hey! I’m doing my best,” her brother muttered. 

			“Still . . .”

			Their bickering and laughter was drowned out by a small explosion. Red sparks shot into the air, cartwheeling over the camp. 

			“Joshua! Michael!” the troupe’s Skylighter growled. The man was protective—and rightly so—of the volatile powders he used to paint the night sky with colorful bursts of flame. “When I catch you two, I swear I’ll . . .” 

			Before he finished his curse, Johanna was running toward the multihued wagons that divided the tent camp from the performing area. Performers were a secretive people by nature, keeping the tricks of their trade private, sharing only with family members and apprentices. They didn’t appreciate crowd members wandering through their camp and stealing the secrets that made their entertainment so valuable. 

			Johanna reached the boundary in time to see two blond heads disappear into the mass of people. She hesitated, remembering her father’s warning not to go into the crowd alone, before plunging into the throng. 

			The entire township of Belem had turned out for the performances. Their duke, also known as Belem, hired a performing troupe to entertain his people at least twice each year. The peasants, dressed in their finery and drunk from a day of festival revelry, pressed close to the three raised stages trying to get a clearer view of the acrobats, Fireswords, and actors who entertained simultaneously. 

			I’ll never find them in this mess, she thought as she shoved her way through the onlookers. 

			Where would they have run to? Where would she have gone if she was still eleven or eight?

			To watch Father perform, of  course. 

			Some long-deceased Performer had built small platforms in the highest branches of the araucaria pines. Unlike their tri­angular relatives, the araucaria’s bristles grew in clumps at the top of the tree, giving an unobstructed view of the Performers high above the duke’s fine home. It was one of the few places where a fall from the high wire was truly dangerous.

			She searched the crowd for her father’s crimson costume, hoping her brothers would be nearby. He stood at the base of the tree, deep in discussion with a person she couldn’t see around the fat trunk. 

			If it hadn’t been moments prior to his show, she wouldn’t have been surprised. Her father was always in negotiation with someone—nobles and peasants, merchants and fisherfolk, blacksmiths and bartenders—to schedule another show. And yet he usually spent the few moments before every show doing a mental rehearsal of his routine. 

			It must be an excellent fee for him to do business now, she thought with a grin. 

			The cannon boomed, signaling the beginning of the main attraction, and her father ascended the tree.

			Johanna turned, scanning the crowd. She still had no idea where her brothers had disappeared to. Perhaps they had continued beyond the performing area toward the rocky beach that bordered Duke Belem’s property? Her stomach swirled with nerves as she imagined the boys splashing around in the choppy water. Both were strong swimmers, but even so . . .

			The crowd bunched close, filling Johanna’s nose with the stench of perspiring bodies and the sickly-sweet scent of pink guava rum. A hand pinched her bottom, but she ignored it, moving along with the press and drawing nearer to the ocean with each step. 

			Then, like fish caught in a giant net, the entire audience stopped. Every head tilted skyward, focusing on the man standing on a web-thin thread strung across the horizon. He waved bravely before edging his way across the rope, seemingly nervous and tentative. 

			It was all a ploy. In a moment his arms would windmill; the audience would gasp both terrified and thrilled that they’d see this Performer fall to his death. 

			Ten steps and her father did exactly as she expected. 

			The man beside her muttered an oath under his breath, and Johanna bit her lip to keep a satisfied smirk from appearing on her face. 

			The audience was locked in the moment; no eye blinked; no one shuffled forward. Then the arm actions propelled her father into a series of somersaults.

			An enormous cheer rose to the sky, completely blocking out the waves crashing on the beach nearby. The crowd didn’t mind that they’d been fooled. They loved the spectacle too much. 

			Her father finished his routine with a standing backflip and flourish. She couldn’t see his smile but could tell by the confidence in his wave that he was proud—as always—of his performance. 

			The audience applauded, then laughed when Arlo’s arms whipped through the air again, one shoulder dipping toward the rope. 

			Johanna didn’t laugh. 

			Her father rocked forward onto his toes, then back on his heels, throwing his hips out for balance. This wasn’t part of the act, and he never, ever deviated from his routine. 

			Something was wrong. 

			One foot lifted high off the rope, extending far to the side.

			“No!” The scream wrenched from her throat. She tried to force her way forward, but the crowd was too tight, the bodies too close. 

			His other foot left the rope and he pinwheeled through the air, disappearing from view. The shrieks of delight turned to shrill cries of terror, all muffling the thud of his body as it smashed into the ground between groups of onlookers.

			Weeks later when Johanna woke from sweat-soaked nightmares, she was very grateful her brothers had disobeyed that night and gone to play on the beach. 

			No child should ever have to watch their father die.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			

Jacaré

			The doors to the Council Hall hadn’t opened once in the three hours Jacaré had been waiting. Other petitioners had already filtered out of the antechamber, knowing their concerns weren’t going to be heard that day. 

			But Jacaré stayed, sometimes pacing, his Guard-issued boots clicking on the stone floor, and other times staring at the source of his worries. 

			The few remaining supplicants probably thought it odd that a trained soldier, who wore weapons on his back and frustration on his face, would bring a piece of stained glass with him to the Hall. But it was this sharp-edged object, smaller than his two palms, that forced him to seek out the Mage Council’s guidance in the first place. 

			The glass’s honey-glossed surface didn’t reflect the features of  Jacaré’s young face, his golden hair shaved close to the scalp, or the eyes that so many people called dangerous. Instead it acted as a window, showing glimpses of the land on the other side of the rugged mountain range that divided the continent into two unequal pieces. 

			The pictures changed irregularly, sometimes showing faces and people, sometimes vistas and cities. 

			Well, it was supposed to. The window had frozen on one image eight weeks earlier and never shifted again. 

			Jacaré held the square of glass so tightly that it bit into his palms, leaving angry red ridges in his skin. He prayed for the surface to move, begged it to re-form into a different scene, a different face, a different anything. 

			The security of  Jacaré’s people depended on a piece of glass he could shatter with his bare hands, and now the shoddy tool wasn’t even working. 

			He’d faced the Mage Council when the glass had been frozen for two weeks, and his worries had been ignored. 

			It’s probably just a hiccup in the magic, they’d said, rolling their eyes at his concern. Some members of the Council made it clear that the Elite Guard—the police force that kept the less-magically gifted in order—was obsolete and treated the High Captain with little respect. 

			It’s not a perfect science, you know, they chided, as if he was unfamiliar with magic and magical objects. 

			Jacaré did know; he’d been responsible for the Keepers’ protection for nearly three centuries. In that time, images had frozen for a week or so, but never longer. 

			This was no hiccup. Something had happened; the situation had changed. And there was more than the dysfunctional glass that gave Jacaré the constant feeling of unease.

			“When will they see me?” he asked the uniformed attendant standing guard outside the ornate oak door. The carvings were supposed to remind everyone who passed through that the Mage Council was guided by the goddess, Mother Lua. 

			Jacaré didn’t have much faith in that. 

			“I told you, sir,” the servant said patiently. “These meetings take time. Many issues need to be discussed and—”

			Jacaré didn’t wait to hear the rest, pushing past the attendant and throwing both doors open wide. 

			The Council sat behind a crescent-shaped table on a raised dais. One member argued his opinion at the center of the floor, where the large windows cast pools of light. 

			The man’s words cut off abruptly at Jacaré’s intrusion. “What are you doing here?” He turned to the flustered servant who hurried along at Jacaré’s heels. “Silva, how did he get in?” 

			“I’m sorry, so sorry, Mage Cristoval,” the servant said, rubbing his hands along the front of his green tunic. “He pushed me out of the way, sir.” 

			Jacaré ignored the exchange and walked straight to the head of the Mage Council. He’d known Amelia for a long time and recognized the look on her weathered face. She wasn’t happy to see him—though really, she never was. 

			“This is preposterous,” Cristoval continued, taking in Jacaré’s military uniform and the thin leather band he wore around his forehead that marked his station. “We’re in the middle of an important debate. He can’t be here. Our words are only for those sworn to the Council.” 

			“Peace, Cristoval.” Amelia stood, holding the wide sleeves of her robe away from the desk. “High Captain Jacaré must have a good reason to interrupt us. A very good reason.” 

			Jacaré slid the glass across the scroll Amelia had been writing on. It smeared the fresh ink and clinked against a jar of sand before coming to a stop. 

			“Explain this,” he commanded.

			Amelia raised one white eyebrow at his insubordinate tone before picking up the glass. “How long has it been frozen?” 

			“Two months. I need to know exactly what it means.” 

			She lowered herself slowly into her chair, the lines on her face showing every one of her five hundred years. Her arthritic hands traced the image, a bright blue glow emanating from her fingertips. 

			“The guardian is dead,” she said in a near whisper, yet her words sent a ripple of murmurs through the Council room. 

			“You’re sure?” Jacaré asked, his heart fluttering like a startled quail. “He could have taken off the divining pendant and put it in a box or—”

			“No.” Her mahogany eyes were solemn. “The man who received the pendant from the king died before passing it along to the rightful heir.” 

			For centuries the pendant had been worn by the royal family of Santarem, the nation south of Donovan’s Wall. It relayed images to the glass, offering the Keepers the wearer’s view of the court and country. Before the last king had been murdered, he passed the pendant on to someone not of his direct line. It continued to function, but the magical link between the glass and pendant had grown weaker, the pictures coming less frequently. 

			Jacaré had wanted to climb through the mountains and cross the wall then, but his request had been denied. Because he’d always been a good soldier, he had obeyed. 

			“What will happen at the wall?” Cristoval asked, moving to stand at Jacaré’s elbow. “Should we prepare Olinda to be invaded?” 

			“Of course not. Just because the guardian is dead doesn’t mean the heir followed him into the grave.” She covered the shining surface with her palm, hiding the image from sight. “The chave is still safe, as is the magic that keeps the wall protected.” 

			Jacaré heard the nuance in her words. For now. 

			Arguments ensued. The youngest members of the Council fought with their elders; some suggested preemptive strikes. Others contended for preparing the city for war. 

			“Enough.” Amelia brought her hands together and a clap of thunder reverberated around the room. All conversation ceased. “There hasn’t been a single threat from Santarem since we crossed the mountains, and there is no reason to assume an attack will come now or anytime soon. We will discuss this as we discuss all other things: calmly and with consideration to all points of view.” 

			“If there was ever a time for action, it’s now,” Jacaré said, ignoring her glare. “I’ll take twenty men across the border, identify any threats, and seek out the pendant and the heir.” 

			“You will do nothing without permission from this Council.” 

			“My duty is to assure the safety of the wall, which is inexorably tied to the safety of the heir. You’re not asking me to ignore my duty, are you?” 

			Amelia leaned across the desk, closing the distance between their faces. Her essência—the raw energy she possessed and used to manipulate the elements—crackled around her like heat lightning. “I decide what your duty is. You will wait until this Council tells you what steps to take, or you will face the same fate as your predecessor.” 

			He knew better than to engage Amelia; such a battle would be short and ugly for Jacaré. She was the head of the Mage Council because she was the most powerful magic wielder among the Keepers, capable of calling on any of the elements to do her will with devastating results. 

			“Yes, ma’am.” Without being dismissed, Jacaré turned and left the Council room. 

			For weeks he’d been preparing to cross the wall, preferably with permission, but now it was time to defy them all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			

Johanna

			Three Months Later

			Johanna hopped over the creek, her boots slipping in the mud. She corrected her balance without a thought and dropped to a crouch. 

			And there it is, she thought proudly, a smile dimpling her pale cheeks. 

			One drop of blood, bright as a ruby against a glistening film of dew, was all the evidence she needed. Her aim had been true, the stag clearly wounded when it bolted through the mango orchard and into the forest of untamed walnut trees beyond.

			The rabbits weighing down her game bag would help feed her brothers for the next few days. But the deer—a buck no less!—could be smoked and salted to keep all their stomachs satisfied through the slender fall and wicked winter creeping closer. 

			Johanna ignored the shivery sensation along her spine, too pleased with her success to recognize that no birds sang, no rabbits hopped, no bugs burrowed. All the smart animals had found a place to hide. 

			Her mind wrapped itself in an imagined conversation. I know you wanted me to stay out of  the woods by myself, she’d say as she passed a steaming bowl of venison soup to her older brother. But, Thomas, I’d rather go hungry than eat mango again. It doesn’t matter how I cook it—boiled, baked, stewed—it still tastes like mango. 

			She immediately felt guilty, knowing her words would hurt his feelings. He’d worked so hard since their father’s death and their subsequent expulsion from Performers’ Camp. The accounting apprenticeship didn’t suit Thomas in any way, but his miserly pay bought enough flour and salt to keep them from starving. He certainly didn’t need his sister reminding him of his ink-stained fingers and threadbare clothes.

			But her brother’s warnings chafed like a pair of ill-fitting shoes. She cast them aside and sought out a new adventure: the tightropes, the trapeze, the fireswords (although her hair was still recovering from that endeavor), and even the lion cage. 

			If Thomas knew her at all, he’d know that cautioning her away from the forest was practically the same as marching her to its borders. Especially when there was food to be found and plenty of mouths to feed. 

			She followed the blood trail. The drops got larger and closer together, finally collecting in pools where the deer had stopped to rest. 

			Not much farther. 

			Something crashed in the bushes to her left, and she veered toward the sound. Her fingers tingled with anticipation as she slipped her hunting knife from its sheath. Johanna hated putting deer down, watching their liquid eyes turn opaque. It filled her with an awful sense of finality, but still, she couldn’t let the animal suffer or her family go hungry. 

			The dense underbrush crackled, fallen leaves crunching as she eased toward her prey. The buck lay on its side, each breath leaving the animal’s throat with a harsh gurgle. 

			Her shot had been too high, catching the buck in the neck. The arrow’s shaft protruded from above the deer’s breastbone, the fletching torn away during its mad dash through the densely packed forest. 

			Johanna refused to look at the deer’s eyes, knowing she’d see its fear and be overwhelmed by guilt. 

			Thomas, Michael, Joshua, and even Mama need this, she convinced herself, and raised her knife.

			Over her pounding heart and the animal’s pained gasps, she heard another noise—a shuffle, a crack, the quiet tread of another predator. Johanna whirled, ready to slash and stab, to turn her tool of mercy into a weapon of destruction.

			Too slow. 

			A heavy shoulder slammed into her ribs, knocking her to the ground. She grunted as a knee dropped onto her chest, forcing the air from her lungs and the knife from her hand. 

			Years of acrobatics prepared her for that moment. Ignoring the fear and breathlessness, Johanna kicked out with her right leg and looped it around the assailant’s neck, forcing his hood askew. 

			The stranglehold would have knocked him out eventually, but strong fingers found the sensitive tissue alongside her calf. They dug in mercilessly, scoring her flesh and tearing skin. 

			Gritting her teeth against the agony, she relaxed her grip on the attacker, and he released her leg. She drew her knee to her chest and hammered the man in the jaw with her heel. 

			He cried out, and she scrambled to her feet. One step and she was flat on her stomach with the man’s weight across her hips. Johanna threw her elbow, hoping to catch his nose, but received an explosive punch to the kidney. 

			Stars swirled across her vision, and she blinked to clear them, but another blow blasted across her ribs. 

			“Rafi?” a voice called from a few feet away. “Raf—holy mercy!” 

			From the corner of her eye Johanna saw boots.

			“Help,” she mouthed, unable to find the breath to project her voice. “Help.”

			Then . . . darkness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			

Rafi

			Lord Rafael Santiago DeSilva pressed a hand to his bleeding mouth. He’d bitten his tongue when the poacher kicked him in the face. 

			His younger brother, Dominic, handed him a linen square to wipe away the blood. “I’ve never seen a boy fight with legs and limbs flying like that.” Dom dug a leather cord out of one of his many pockets and began wrapping it around the boy’s wrist. “A tiny thing too. Look at these knobby bones. It’s pitiful enough to move me to charity.” 

			Rafi grunted. “The only charity he’ll get from me is a short rope and a long drop.”

			The summer had been cruel to the villagers and farm folk, with an unprecedented drought razing their crops, but the amount of poaching would leave the DeSilvas’ land barren of all edible wildlife if left unchecked. Rafael would let his people hunt the animals to oblivion if he wasn’t worried about the long-lasting effects. There was no guarantee that next year’s harvest would be more abundant than this year’s. 

			“Trial first. I’ll take the evidence; you take the thief?” Rafi nodded toward the now-still deer. 

			“Giving me the heavy end of the deal, as usual,” Dom joked as he hauled the poacher upright and slung him over his shoulder. He adjusted the load and froze.

			“Our horses aren’t that far. Surely you can carry that sack of bones a half mile.” Rafi’s forehead wrinkled in confusion as he watched Dom gently—much more gently than a poacher deserved—return the boy to the ground. “If you’d prefer the deer, then have at it. I thought to save you some bloodstained clothes, but if you insist.” 

			Rafi stepped toward the poacher’s prone form, but his brother stopped him, placing a hand at the center of Rafi’s chest. 

			“Don’t.” Dom’s face had gone pale, his lips compressed in a tight line. 

			“Why?” Rafi asked, concern beginning to churn in his belly. “That blow to the ribs couldn’t possibly have killed him.” 

			“Her.” 

			“What?” 

			Dom edged closer, as if nearing a poisonous snake. Trembling fingers turned the thief’s face to a shaft of sunlight that filtered through the branches overhead. Rafi looked past the short cap of hair and dirt-smeared cheeks. Dark eyelashes fluttered against porcelain fair skin. Pink lips parted slightly in sleep. Loose laces exposed a long slender neck, the hard slant of a collarbone and a soft mound of . . .

			“May the Keepers steal my soul,” Rafi cursed. “It’s a girl.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			

Jacaré

			Jacaré went straight from the Council chambers to the Elite Guard’s barracks. Oil, sweat, and freshly molten metal flavored the air, all the comfortable scents of his home away from home. 

			The dark stone barracks were tucked behind Olinda’s capitol building, where the Mage Council met, and were used by the soldiers who devoted their lives to peace and safety. 

			A stone balustrade separated the practice field from the stables, blacksmith shops, and armory. Jacaré rested his elbows on the edge, watching the fight that had most of the Guard forgetting their duties. One blindfolded fighter moved with smooth precision, whipping her metal-tipped staff to block the blows of three attackers. 

			A swordsman swung his weapon low, hacking at the back of her knees. It should have hit her and ended the practice, but she sensed the blow before it landed and dove forward, swinging her staff to catch the man in the throat. 

			Jacaré cringed when he heard the crunch, knowing it would leave an awful bruise later. The other two fighters redoubled their efforts, trying and failing to take the girl down. When she struck one in the sternum, the other shook his head and backed away. 

			Pira raised her blindfold, helped her opponents to their feet, and checked on the bruises she’d inflicted. Onlookers whispered about her uncanny ability to sense the location of any weapon. 

			Every Keeper had an affinity to at least one element, Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit. Those with one strong talent—like Pira’s gift for Earth—were called Saudade and made up the bulk of the Keepers’ society. 

			A rare few—called Mages—were blessed with the ability to manipulate all five elements with their essência. The Mages on the Council were the strongest of their people, capable of turning a breath of air into a wind tunnel and a spark into a blaze. 

			Jacaré should have been impressed both with Pira’s skill and her sportsmanship, but as usual, watching her fight made him want to teach her a lesson. 

			He hopped over the railing and picked up two wooden practice swords from the bin of beginner weapons. Soldiers jumped out of his way as he crossed the field, pressing their fists over their hearts in salute to their commanding officer. 

			“Fight me,” he said, tossing her the slab of wood. 

			She caught it out of the air and weighed the sword in her palm. “Aren’t I a little old for practice swords, Jacaré?” 

			She never used his official title, no matter how many times he’d corrected her. The men she’d just defeated shifted nervously and took a few steps away to give the pair enough room to spar. 

			“You’re never too old to do as you’re told. Now raise your weapon.” 

			Pira wiped the sweat off her shaved head with her blindfold, an unhappy frown tugging down her full lips. 

			“Throw that thing away.” He waved to the strip of material. “If I’m going to beat you, I want you to see it coming.” 

			A few gasps escaped the soldiers near enough to hear—but no one dared to say a word. 

			“Fine.” She dropped the blindfold to the ground and sank into a fighter’s stance. “Go to.” 

			The fight ended in exactly ten seconds. 

			Pira lay flat on her back with the point of  Jacaré’s sword pressed against the hollow of her throat. 

			A slow applause started with the soldiers nearest and spread to everyone watching from around the practice field. 

			“You can’t always use your affinity to save you, Pira.” He threw the sword to the side, and offered her a hand up. “You never know when your gift will fail or when your opponent will come after you with something besides a metal weapon. You have to be ready to fight anyone, in any condition.” 

			She bowed her head and looked at Jacaré through her lashes. The onlookers probably thought it was a sign of submission, but Jacaré knew better. He’d faced that blue-eyed glare a million times in the two decades he’d acted as her guardian. 

			“Thank you for the reminder, brother. I won’t forget.” 

			He hesitated for a moment, debating. He knew he could trust Pira, but if he involved her in his plans it could ruin her career for the rest of her life. And at only twenty years old, she had a very long life ahead of her. 

			“Was there something else?” she asked, her voice edged with anger. 

			Even after she’d been soundly beaten, she still couldn’t manage to call him “sir.” With that kind of an attitude Pira’s future with the Elite Guard would be short lived, whether she helped him or not. 

			“Meet me at the house after first watch.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			

Pira

			The eighth chime of the watch bell was still ringing as Pira slipped out of the barracks. She didn’t have to sneak away, plenty of people heard the High Captain command her to meet with him that night. But the fewer people who saw her leave her room the better. 

			She’d only been a commissioned officer with the Elite Guard for a few months, and there were still plenty of people who assumed she’d been promoted because of her brother rather than her own hard work. 

			The spectacle on the practice field hadn’t helped matters. 

			She clenched her fists as she walked, feeling the layers of calluses that textured her palms. If they weren’t a sure sign of her hard work, then the ink that stained the space between her thumb and first finger certainly should have been. 

			Pira didn’t want to be a typical line soldier or even an officer. She wanted to command, and she spent every spare moment poring over tactical manuals, rewriting the very best concepts and rules in the tiny book she kept in her belt pouch. Nothing else mattered—not sleep, not family, not love. She’d given all those things up to pursue her career. And she was happy with the decision. 

			Until her brother found some way to humiliate her in front of her peers. 

			She wound through the hilly streets, skirting Olinda’s entertainment district, to get to the two-story cottage tucked into the woods at the edge of town—the home where Jacaré had raised her after their father died. 

			They were half siblings—she was the only child of their father’s very, very young second wife—but people couldn’t get over the resemblance. They were both tall and long limbed with olive skin and pale blue eyes, but it was more than coloring and features. Pira spent her early years mimicking Jacaré’s walk and fighting style. 

			Apparently she still didn’t have it quite right. 

			A group of four men approached on the other side of the street, each of them stumbling drunkenly and laughing too loudly. They weren’t breaking any laws, so she couldn’t haul them off to jail, but she could sense weapons under their cloaks. 

			Three daggers, a belt knife, and a short sword to be exact. The steel sent a vibration through the air that pressed against Pira’s skin like unseen fingers. 

			She wished one of them would stop, do something stupid, or even catcall her from across the street. She’d ached all day for a chance to break someone’s face—a face she could mentally replace with Jacaré’s—but the men moved on their way peaceably. 

			Mother Lua damn their souls to darkness, she thought with frustration. 

			Despite the strain in their relationship, Pira knew her brother. And she knew he wouldn’t share his reason for the invitation if he could sense her temper. Jacaré never asked her to come to the house, and the request had piqued her interest. She’d barely been able to focus on her studies or drilling her unit that evening. Her mind tumbled with possibilities, rumors, and conjecture. 

			Lights spilled from the cottage windows, dressing the silver-barked aspen with dancing shadows. The leaves, already turning a late-summer golden, were gilded where the lamp’s glow shined on them. 

			Pira took a few deep breaths, focusing on all the good memories of the tiny house, before turning onto the gravel path. She walked lightly, but the crunch alerted Jacaré, and he pulled open the front door before she reached for the handle. 

			“You’re late.” 

			“You said after first watch. You didn’t specify when.” 

			His broad shoulders were stiff, his body blocking the entrance so she couldn’t see anything besides flames in the hearth beyond. 

			“Are you going to let me in?” She folded her arms tightly across her chest, wondering what in the world had her brother so on edge. 

			“If I do, will you swear that everything you see and hear tonight will remain a secret?” 

			Some part of her, the childish part that still sought his approval, leaped at the thought of being accepted into his inner circle. She smashed down that desire and forced herself to think critically. “Are you involved in something dangerous?” 

			“Probably.” 

			That wasn’t a surprise. She shifted her weight and saw a man-size shadow move closer to the fire. Whatever he was involved in, he wasn’t doing it alone. 

			“Is it illegal?” 

			“Yes or no, Pira.” 

			She drummed her fingers on her upper arm, thinking. There was only one question she needed answered, and she could already guess what her brother would say. “Is it for the good of the Keepers?” 

			“Would I do anything that wasn’t?” 

			Pira paused before answering. Not because she doubted her brother’s devotion to their people, but because she knew her hesitation would irritate him. “I suppose . . .”

			He reached for the doorknob. 

			“Of course I’ll swear!” she said before he could shut the door in her face. 

			Pira wanted to take the words back the instant she realized who else occupied the cottage’s kitchen.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			

Johanna

			“I swear on my honor, and Dom’s and your own, Mother. I did not know he was a girl.” 

			“That doesn’t matter,” a woman’s voice responded. “You know the law. We don’t hand out justice with our fists.”

			“Look at the way he’s dressed. It’s completely inappropriate. And he was poach—”

			“Referring to the girl as a ‘he’ won’t change the facts, Rafael.” The tone was a velvet-wrapped dagger. Johanna kept her eyes closed, hoping to avoid the woman who could wield it so potently. 

			Her location was foreign, the sounds of horses and scent of lilacs on the air proved that certainty. And good glory, the satin coverlet felt delicious against her palms. 

			“You beat someone into unconsciousness. You bloodied her leg and likely broke her ribs.”

			“I wouldn’t have hurt her if I’d known—”

			“So you’d annihilate a boy you outweigh by double?” 

			“He tried to strangle me.” 

			“She defended herself. ” 

			The silence was damning, neither of them spoke, but the room filled with tension. 

			“Rafi.” The woman’s voice gentled. “What would you have me do? Shall I pretend it never happened?”

			Fabric rustled, and Johanna opened her eyes a narrow slit. A woman and a man stood silhouetted against a large stained glass window. They were both tall and fine featured, but the man—boy, really—had dark hair that curled on the verge of wild. 

			“I would never ask you to ignore the law, Your Grace,” he said with unusual formality. “I let my temper get the best of me. I’ll take the punishment you deem worthy.” 

			“Your Grace”? Where am I?

			The woman raised her hand to her son’s cheek. “We won’t make it public knowledge. A few witnesses, perhaps the new weaponsmaster and the Captain of the Guard. Just enough people to satisfy questions, if there are any.” 

			“And the girl, of course.”

			“It is her right.” 

			Another hesitation, a heavy exhale. “Will she still be tried for poaching?” 

			Johanna, a consummate actress, could have feigned sleep for days to come, especially in a bed more comfortable than any she’d ever enjoyed. But she also knew the importance of dramatic timing. She’d been coached for years on perfect delivery, and this was her moment to make an entrance into the conversation.

			She tried to push herself upright, but her head spun like a loose wagon wheel. The groan of pain was legitimate. 

			“Our fair thief wakes,” the boy mumbled, stepping away from the window and nearer her bed. She saw then what the window’s light had disguised: dark eyes framed with thick lashes and straight brows, a fine nose, and a strong chin. He was perhaps two years her senior, nearing naming age. 

			The face wasn’t unfamiliar. It had been a few years since her troupe had performed for Duke and Lady DeSilva’s estate, but she remembered their son as a smiling boy who applauded and cheered and begged for so many songs that her mother’s infallible voice grew weary. 

			“I am many things, sir, but poacher is not a title I bear.” 

			He coughed, a cold approximation of a laugh and likely the best this stern—but unfortunately handsome—young man could manage. “The stag hanging in the smokehouse begs to differ.” 

			Johanna hated the way he loomed over her. She’d already spent too much time at his mercy and struggled to rise. 

			“Let me help, dear.” The woman, an older version of the Lady DeSilva Johanna remembered, sat beside her on the bed and placed a supporting hand behind her shoulder. 

			Johanna nodded her thanks to the duchess. “I shot the stag in the public forest, not far from Farmer Milner’s mango orchard.” 

			“Liar,” Rafi snapped. “You were well beyond the stream when I stumbled upon you.” 

			Sow-kissing mud sucker. Johanna’s eyes traced his perfectly tailored hunting gear, high-quality leather jerkin and breeches. “Send one of your retainers to follow the blood trail, my lord. I’m certain you employ someone who could track it to where I made my shot.”

			“You took it on my land.” Fire burned in his dark eyes and blazed red spots on his cheeks. 

			“Should I have let it suffer?” Johanna raised a hand, grimacing at the bolt of pain in her side. “Never mind. It’s apparent you enjoy punishing the helpless.” 

			“Why you venomous—”

			“Rafi.” The lady called her son to heel. “Go. Send Snout to find the trail and follow it to its origin.” 

			The anger Johanna felt at being termed a poacher sputtered. What if the grass had been trampled? What if the blood had washed away? Johanna licked her lips nervously, her tongue finding a tender split. 

			“Your Grace.” She turned her gray eyes on the lady, offering a look that managed to be both humble and innocent. “I swear on my honor, on my family’s, on my dear father’s grave, that the deer was in the public forest when I took the shot. Please believe me.” 

			Rafael gave another irritated cough-laugh. “How long were you awake and listening to our conversation?” 

			“Long enough to make sure I hadn’t been tossed into the bed of a scoundrel.” She touched her forehead where a fresh bruise hummed. It must have been the last shot of their brawl because she didn’t remember receiving it. 

			“I’d never touch an ill-bred—”

			“Enough!” The lady’s voice cut through the argument. “I gave you a command, my son, and I expect you to follow it with haste. We wouldn’t want a sudden storm to obliterate her claims.”

			“Yes, Mother.” He gave her a half bow and glared vitriol at Johanna. “I’ll be back in less than two hours with confirmation of one of our stories.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			

Rafi

			Rafi didn’t like being proved wrong, but Snout pointed out the blood spatter from the initial hit and even tracked back to the place the girl had stood when she took the ill-fated shot. Both were on the public side of the river. 

			“It was a right fine shot, if I may say so,” the tracker said as he scratched his perfectly average nose. His nickname hailed from his ability to sniff out any trail. 

			“It wasn’t a kill, Snout.” Rafi looked across the orchard but silently agreed with the tracker. With the low-hanging branches and shadows, it would have been a difficult mark for any man in his guard. “If she’d only waited for it to turn broadside.” 

			Then she wouldn’t be hurt, and I wouldn’t feel such a fool. 

			“Dom, send riders to town. Have them spread word that we found a girl lost in the woods. Say she was injured and is under our care,” Rafi said as he snapped a fallen twig in half. “I don’t expect anyone to claim the figureless urchin, but I’ve already been wrong once today.” 

			Dom snorted. “I’ll mark it in my journal, for I’m certain it will never happen again.” 

			Rafi punched his brother in the shoulder hard enough to knock the younger boy back a step. 

			“Careful with those fists, brother.” Dom rubbed the spot theatrically. “They tend to get you in trouble. Right, Snout?” 

			The tracker held back a smile, but only barely. “Is there anything else, Lord Rafael?” 

			“If anyone does claim the girl, please escort them back to the manor.”

			“Yessir.” 

			“Well . . .” Dom slapped his riding gloves against his palm as he watched Snout return to his mount. “I’d be happy to serve as your Punisher. I could pull my punches a bit, and perhaps save you some pain.” 

			Typical Dom, always searching for the easiest way out of any problem. Rafi knew he could agree, that his mother would let him choose the Punisher. But it was a point of pride to select someone to dole out the blows—four times as many as he’d unjustly given—who could actually hurt him. Dom was strong for a sixteen-year-old, but he wasn’t the Punisher Rafi had in mind. 

			There was a lesson in this, and Rafi wanted his stupidity to teach his younger brother the cost of mistakes. “If we don’t uphold the law, then no one will.” 

			“It’s archaic. Can’t we pay her off?” 

			“It’s honorable,” Rafi corrected. “No man should be able to take advantage of the weak. I’m going to ask Captain Alouette to serve as my Punisher.” 

			Dom cringed. “I didn’t expect to take your title, but if you’re offering it up . . .” 

			“I’ll survive.” 

			“I’ll pray for you.” 

			I’ll need it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			

Jacaré

			“What is he doing here?” Pira pointed to the old man, who rocked his chair back on its hind legs and rested his boots on the hearth. “He’s been exiled. ” 

			“Good to see you, too, Pira. Thanks for the warm welcome,” Texugo said as he tossed another piece of kindling onto the blaze. 

			The light cast an orange glow onto the old man’s pure white hair, as if it had caught fire. Jacaré almost laughed at the thought. Texugo had always been a hothead. 

			Adding Pira to the mix would be like throwing dry grass on a wildfire. Jacaré rubbed a hand over his shorn scalp, already doubting his plans and the inclusion of his sister. While great in a fight, an excellent hunter and scout, and generally trustworthy, she was a difficult person to manage. With both Pira and Tex aboard . . . 

			Pira gasped when the other person at the small table pulled back his hood. Whirling, she stepped in front of  Jacaré.

			“What is going on? Are these two even allowed in the same room together? If you’re in trouble, then Tex is someone who might be able to help.” She thumbed over her shoulder. “But he is practically on the Mage Council. Don’t you think he’ll run back to his grandmother and report exactly what’s going on here?” 

			“Leão can be trusted.” 

			“Leão is what . . . twelve years old?” 

			The boy cleared his throat, drawing their attention. “I’m almost eighteen. I make my own decisions, even if they’re contrary to the Council’s opinions.”

			“You can make decisions all by yourself without Grandma Amelia holding your hand?” Pira scoffed. “My, what a grown-up boy you are.”

			Jacaré grabbed his sister’s upper arm, squeezing hard enough that she couldn’t ignore it. “It’s still early enough for you to leave, Pira.” He yanked her toward the door. “We can do this without a fourth.” 

			“Do what without a fourth?” Pira pulled her arm free. 

			“If you’re in, no more commentary. I’m High Captain and you will follow orders.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Agreed?” 

			Pira shot a dark look at the two other men in the kitchen. “Mother Lua knows you’re going to need my help.” 

			Such a typical response, always needing to score the last point. Jacaré held his tongue and let her sit down at the table between the two men. 

			“The magical barrier that separates our land from Santarem is in danger of falling,” Jacaré said. His sister’s eyes grew wide as the words sank in. “For the magic to remain stable, it has to have an anchor on either side of the wall. On this side, it’s magically tied to Amelia and the Mage Council. On the Santarem side, it is tied to the line of kings. Sixteen years ago the king was murdered and the bond was passed to his closest living relative—an infant daughter who was smuggled out of the Citadel before it fell. We’ve been able to watch her and Santarem through a divining pendant that was given to her caretaker.” 

			He set the glass down on the middle of the table. Tex didn’t look at the image; he’d already seen it and understood what it meant probably better even than Jacaré. It had been in Tex’s charge long before it became Jacaré’s, and he had watched it pass from heir to heir during the two-hundred and seventy-five years he’d guarded it. 

			Leão leaned forward, trying to get a clear glimpse, but lurched back when Pira pulled it closer to her. 

			Jacaré explained his interaction with the Mage Council and their inability to make a decision about what should be done to protect their people. 

			“The heir—this princess—is the key to keeping the barrier stable. She’s been away from the wall for too long.” Jacaré pulled out the last chair from the table and sat on it backward. “Think of the magic like a piece of leather that’s been stretched for a long time. Eventually it will develop a weak spot and snap. Our job is to relieve that tension.” 

			“So we need to hop over the wall and find this girl and bring her closer to it.” Pira shoved the glass toward Leão. “What’s the Council’s problem with that?” 

			Jacaré and Tex exchanged a look. The old man shook his head and turned back to the fire. 

			“They’re scared. We crossed Donovan’s Wall and erected the magical barrier to protect ourselves from the influences of the people on the other side.” Jacaré ignored Tex’s grunt and pressed on. “The people of Santarem have short life spans, but they outnumber us by more than a thousand to one. Even without magic, they could overwhelm us. During the Mage Wars, our people were divided. We killed each other and the people of Santarem.”

			“It was an ugly, bloody mess,” Tex interjected. “No one wants to see it happen again.” 

			“Are they great fighters and strategists?” Leão asked, fingering the glass much like his grandmother had. The same blue glow emanated from his fingertips as he searched for a flaw in the magic. 

			Leão was a full Mage, gifted with the strength and ability to command all five elements, rather than just one or two like Pira and Tex. He’d chosen to become a soldier over the softer life of a diplomat. For that he had Jacaré’s respect. And because of Leão’s willingness to defy the Council, he also had Jacaré’s trust. 

			“Some are violent. They harm each other much more frequently than our people do.” 

			“I still don’t see the issue,” Pira said, stealing the glass back from Leão. 

			“There are several problems. Half the Council thinks that if the barrier collapses, the people of Santarem will attack us,” Jacaré explained. “The other half thinks that Santarem has forgotten us, and we’d be better off forgetting them. The Council won’t take action until they can come to a unanimous decision.

			“It’s been two months already, and I fear the princess may be in danger.” He made eye contact with each person around the table. “If she dies without passing on the bond, the barrier will fall, and then it won’t matter what decision the Council makes.”

			“What makes you think she’s in danger?” Pira asked, always looking for the fault in his logic. 

			“I believe her guardian was murdered, and whatever trouble found him will go after the princess next.”
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