

[image: Images]









Thank you for downloading this eBook.


Find out about free book giveaways, exclusive content, and amazing sweepstakes! Plus get updates on your favorite books, authors, and more when you join the Simon & Schuster Teen mailing list.







CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE







or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/teen










[image: Images]




    For my grandma, Edie Winkelman, with love and gratitude







[image: Images]




Chapter 1





Pira


Millions of tiny feet stampeded over Pira’s skin, under her shirt, through her hair, into her nose. Leather strips bound her wrists and ankles together, making it impossible for her to dislodge the nasty little creatures. She thrashed, rolling across the gravel-strewn campsite, trying to crush the paraponeras under her weight, but nothing deterred them from reaching her flesh.


As if responding to a silent command, the ants sank their needle-sharp pincers into her body, injecting a venom that burned and throbbed. She bit her tongue to keep from crying out, and letting the ants crawl in.


“You will answer my questions,” a voice whispered from somewhere both near and far. Coming from both within her mind and without.


Pira couldn’t see the speaker, couldn’t see anything with her eyes shut tight against the agony. Sweat dripped from her forehead as her body shuddered and rocks dug into older wounds. Those injuries gave a different sort of hurt, dull and achy, the bruises from an earlier battle.


She clutched that ache like a lifeline to reality. It’s magic, she realized. These ants aren’t eating me alive. It’s all in my head. Knowing didn’t stop the phantom pain, but it gave her the strength to hold on a little longer.


“Tell me about your companions. Tell me their affinities. Tell me about Jacaré, and I will make this all go away.” The voice had a sibilant quality, stretching out the words with a hiss.


Vibora. The viper.


Pira tried not to think about the events that led to her capture, afraid the collar around her neck would somehow relay the information, but the sensations flooded her mind unbidden. She saw the ambush and Tex burning in a column of flame; she felt the marsh, stagnant and thick against her ankles as she led Johanna toward Santiago; she heard the hail of pebbles thunk against Vibora’s flesh and the sound of the horse galloping away with Johanna tucked close to Rafi’s back; she tasted the acrid words she’d shouted at Leão the last time they spoke—words she’d never be able to recant while living as another Keeper’s slave.


Rolling to her side, Pira tucked her knees tight to her stomach, as if she were protecting herself from the magical barrage. The position also hid her efforts to remove the collar. She could feel metal pressing somewhere between her chin and her collarbones, but she couldn’t feel it.


Metal was Pira’s specialized affinity, but her gift failed her.


Jacaré had warned that someday she’d have to fight against a weapon she couldn’t sense. She never imagined the battlefield would be inside her own head.


“Your essência is draining away,” Vibora said with a laugh, a sound like scales slithering over dry leaves. “The collar will suck away every drop, and when you recover, I’ll drain you again. I will use your own power to torture you until you tell me Jacaré’s location and his plan.”


Pira’s muscles began to spasm, a late reaction to the paraponeras’ bites. Her body believed the magic, even if her mind recognized the truth.


“Tell me.”


The ants bit again.


“Tell. Me.”


Pira opened her mouth.


And screamed.




Chapter 2





Johanna


Dawn, pale as fresh butter, melted through the tangle of branches above Johanna’s and Rafi’s heads. The light nibbled away the mist that hung over the marsh and revealed a strange sort of beauty in the twisted limbs of their temporary haven.


The light did not, however, expose a safe route to escape from the caimans that had chased them into the tree. At some point during the night the lizards had stopped hissing and snapping their teeth. Disappearing into the black water, they were content to wait for their prey under the knotted roots of the mangrove trees. She couldn’t see them but knew they were out there lurking. Hidden. Hungry.


And they weren’t the only cold-blooded monsters stalking her.


Keepers, the heroes of so many of Johanna’s stories, were real and nothing like she’d been trained to believe. She’d sold so many lies as a Storyspinner, unwittingly building up the Keepers as magical saviors. As soon as she had the chance, she’d correct those misconceptions, recounting her own adventure as their captive.


Would people still idolize the Keepers who had kidnapped Johanna as she was weeping over her brother’s dead body?


Probably, she realized with annoyance. Jacaré and his group did have a noble purpose; an audience might approve of any tactics that would save Santarem, especially given the real villains they’d been pitted against.


Vibora. Thoughts of that magic-wielding witch and her mindless slaves made Johanna shiver. She’d spent only a few moments in that woman’s clutches, but it had been a few moments too many.


If Vibora had her way, the story would conclude with all the people of Santarem serving as her slaves. It was the only fate worse than having Duke Inimigo, the failed usurper and the tyrant of the Ten Years’ War, on the throne.


Unfortunately for Johanna—and everyone else, really—the country’s future rested on her very unprepared shoulders. She’d been raised as a Performer, instead of as a princess, and was unsuited to rule anything greater than a few wagonloads of acrobats and Fireswords. But a princess she was, albeit a reluctant one. And Santarem’s tale would come to a very unpleasant end if she failed to reach Donovan’s Wall and secure the magical barrier that kept her country protected from the Keepers’ land beyond.


Thinking about it all—the deaths of her family members, the truth of her heritage, and her duty to the people—made her light-headed with anxiety. A dangerous thing to be, considering her precarious perch.


We have to reach Donovan’s Wall.


She took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing heart, and Rafi’s arms tightened around her waist in response. His touch sent her pulse sprinting for a different reason.


Even though they’d spent several hours nested together, her back to his chest and his back against the tree, the closeness between them was a new thing. It made her feel timid and green; it was a new high-wire routine she hadn’t quite mastered, and there was real danger if she fell.


“Are you awake?” Rafi asked in a hoarse whisper.


“Of course I’m awake. I couldn’t possibly sleep with you snoring in my ear.”


“At least I don’t drool.”


Rafi’s tone was dry, but she felt his chest bounce with a barely restrained laugh.


Johanna frowned, feigning offense she didn’t feel. They had spent weeks circling each other like snarling animals, taking every opportunity to nip at the other’s confidence and pounce on the other’s flaws. It was easier for her to slip into the familiar role of prickly Performer than to think of the night they had spent together.


It was the wrong turn of phrase, and her whole body blushed with the implied meaning. They had kissed—More like you threw yourself at him—and it had been perfect and delicious, and then horrifically interrupted by Vibora, intent on Johanna’s capture.


Rafi laced his fingers around Johanna’s middle, as if sensing she needed comfort. During the night, when she’d mourned for her family, she’d sobbed brokenly in his arms, but now she shrugged out of his embrace. Instead of soothing away her pain, his touch made her keenly aware of every loss.


Johanna maneuvered around on the branch to face him. “Pira should have been here by now. I hope she escaped. I hope . . .”


There was so much sympathy in Rafi’s expression that Jo had to look away. Instead she studied the water below and added Pira’s name to the tally of casualties. The list had gotten very long, very quickly. Joshua, Thomas, Mama, Captain Alouette, Snout, two of Rafi’s guardsmen, and now Pira.


The loss of life made Johanna sick to her already empty stomach.


“The caimans probably moved to the banks to sun themselves at daybreak.” Rafi snapped a handful of twigs off the branch over his head and threw them into the water. Nothing rose to the bait. “This is the best time for us to make a run for it.”


The safest, maybe, but there was no guarantee that either of them would make it out of the swamp alive. They had no food or water and only one weapon, and Rafi had lost a boot and his sword in their frantic flight from the caimans.


“It’ll be easier to find our way out with the daylight,” Johanna agreed, trying to reassure both of them that they weren’t about to face death at the jaws of a hungry beast.


“I’ll go first,” he said, sliding his dagger free of its sheath. “If anything happens, then you can still escape and continue on.”


“You couldn’t get into the tree without my help. And if the caimans do attack, then it will be much easier for you to pull me back up.” Johanna didn’t give him the chance to argue. She smacked his elbow with the top of her fist, and the knife popped out of his grasp.


“Jo—” He reached for the weapon, but she clenched the blade between her teeth and scurried away. “What are you doing?”


She smiled around the dagger and fell backward, hooking her knees around the branch.


It wasn’t much different from swinging on a trapeze. She flipped, catching the lowest limb. It bowed under her weight, dislodging a spray of leaves. They floated on the water’s black surface, flecks of green on a tar pit.


“Stop, Johanna.” His voice broke on her name. “Please.”


Nothing stirred. Nothing lunged out of the water. It didn’t mean the animals were gone, but it did give her a bit of hope. She looked up once more, catching Rafi’s wide eyes. Her heart gave a painful thump at the distress on his face, but sitting in the tree was certain death—from starvation or when the evil Keepers found them.


Praying her instinct was correct, she dropped onto the clump of roots that arched out of the murk.




Chapter 3





Rafi


Dread made Rafi’s palms slick with sweat. He gripped the trunk tightly and shimmied down behind Johanna, keeping one eye on his path and one on her. Any moment a caiman would lurch out of the water and snatch her away. She would disappear forever in a flash of blood and screams.


But as he worked his way out of the branches—his stocking foot snagging on twigs—nothing happened. The swamp’s mirrored surface remained perfectly flat, not even a jumping fish or large bug created ripples in the water.


“I think they’re gone.” She leaned forward a bit, peering beyond the tree’s roots, as if she could see the creatures through the blackness.


“Stay back. They’re faster than you can imagine.” His arm still ached from the vicious attacks he’d fended off with his sword. Caimans had thrown themselves against the blade, nearly knocking it from his grip a half dozen times. Even if he hadn’t dropped the weapon while climbing into the tree, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to heft it now.


He had no way to defend Johanna, besides throwing himself into the teeth of the beasts.


“Get behind me, please.” He slid in front of her, boxing her between his torso and the tree trunk. “And give me back my knife.”


She frowned at him but slapped the blade against his palm.


“Let’s agree on one thing,” he said as he returned the knife to his belt. “You are more important than I am.”


“Rafi—”


“No,” he said sharply. “Last night you said you wanted to go to Donovan’s Wall. You said you wanted to save Santarem from people like Vibora.”


“Of course I do,” she said, raising her chin defiantly. “But you can’t put yourself in danger to protect me.”


“That’s where you’re wrong, Johanna. Protecting you is exactly what I must do.” He ignored the hard set of her jaw and continued, “I know how it wounds your pride to feel indebted to anyone. But please, just this once, will you allow me to go first?”


With a flourish she held her arm out to the side. “Be my guest.”


“Thank you ever so much,” he said with equal acerbity.


“Certainly, my lord.”


Her tone made his hackles rise, but he forced himself to ignore the irritation.


There were two islands of weeds within leaping distance. He studied the water around both, in case he missed, and decided that the one on the north side looked like it was more likely to support his weight. From there it would be a quick hop to a dead mangrove tree that lay on its side, half out of the water.


“Rafi?” Johanna’s fingers touched his forearm gently, and he found real worry pinching her features. “Be careful, won’t you?”


Her concern matched his growing trepidation, but he hid it with a smile he hoped looked confident. “Of course.”


Trying not to think about the caimans and their vicious teeth, Rafi swung his arms and landed squarely on the center of the island. His feet punched through the bracken, and the tangle of weeds sucked him under. He gasped, spluttering as water closed over his head, cutting off Johanna’s frantic screams.




Chapter 4





Johanna


Johanna didn’t think. She leaped, landing on the island’s closest edge. It held her much lighter weight, and she immediately dropped to her belly and slithered close to the Rafi-size hole. Broken stalks of weeds bent downward, pointing into a warren of roots. She could see nothing in the black water except bubbles breaking at the surface.


“Rafi!” she screamed, and reached into the opening, never considering what else could be lurking below. Flailing for anything that felt human, her hand encountered the feathery texture of weeds and the sharp bite of twisted roots and raking thorns. Something bumped into her arm, then snatched it, yanking her toward the hole.


A terrified shriek escaped her lips as she dug in her toes and tried to scuttle backward, but the weight was too heavy, dragging her toward the water.


She grabbed at the weeds with her free hand, a weak anchor, and dug her toes into the mud, certain her shoulder would tear out of the socket.


Something flashed above the water level, slimy and muck covered, but identifiable as a hand. The top of a head followed, fronds tangled into black curls.


Jo gave one more violent tug, feeling her joint pop in protest, and Rafi’s face appeared. He sucked in a huge lungful of air and heaved himself out of the water, mimicking her pose, dispersing his weight over the island.


“The roots,” he said between wheezing breaths. “I couldn’t get free—couldn’t tell which way to the surface.”


She gulped, breathing as if she, too, had been underwater for too long. “Well then, you should probably thank me.”


“I don’t know if I should thank you . . . or strangle you.”


“What?” She lifted her head. “I saved your life.”


“You stuck your arm into a hole where a caiman could have been waiting to eat you.” He wiped the dirty water away from his eyes and gave Jo a hard stare. “Next time will you please think before you act impulsively?”


It was so ridiculous that she laughed. She laughed loud enough to startle the birds out of the trees, and after a few moments Rafi joined in.


Hours later when they finally emerged from the swamp, neither of them was laughing. They were too tired, too hungry, too tense to talk. Crossing the swamp had been grueling. The trees had trapped the heat and humidity close to the water, sapping their energy and creating a breeding ground for swarms of biting bugs.


They were grateful to be on a solid road, but miserable and itchy. And Rafi was in far worse shape than Johanna. His fall had resulted in a dozen deep scrapes on his side, and his stocking foot was bruised and bleeding. While they both had been wet, his clothes had dried stiff and stinking.


The only good news was that Rafi had a general idea of where they were, and was certain a fishing village was only a few miles north. There they could barter for fresh clothing and shelter.


At sunset they caught sight of a few small homes and a tiny inn, all built on raised platforms. The thatch roofs mingled with the lowest branches of the ironwood trees, making the houses seem as if they were built right into the trunks. Clumps of hydrangea, blooming in bright greens and blues, hugged the stilts below the inn and climbed up the staircase to the covered porch.


It would have been picturesque without the dried monkey heads dangling from the eaves.


Johanna arched away as a light breeze stirred the gruesome garland. The animals’ eyes had been stitched shut, but their gaping mouths revealed shriveled black tongues between sharp yellow teeth.


“They’re for protection,” Rafi said as he held open the door for her to pass through. “It’s a local custom.”


Johanna pulled a disgusted face. “Not one you practice in Santiago.”


“Well . . .” He offered her the grin that she always thought was just a smidgen arrogant. “You haven’t seen the inside of my closet.”


“Ah. That explains your odor.”


He barked a short laugh and followed her into the common room.


•  •  •


Johanna’s hair was clean, and her stomach ached with fullness. It was her first real meal since the Keepers had captured her and dragged her away from Santiago, leaving the wreckage of her family in their wake.


Her brothers would have loved the food. She could imagine Thomas devouring bowl after bowl of feijoada, and Michael eating so fast he’d dribble some on his shirt. And Joshua . . .


Pressing her hand to her mouth, she forced down the sob that threatened to rise with thoughts of her brothers. She could still feel Joshua’s blood on her skin and hear his rasping final words. Safe, he’d said, using his last breath to reassure her that Michael was alive and hidden.


In four months’ time she’d lost her father, mother, and two of her brothers, and watched a handful of other people die trying to protect her. Her career and identity had been snatched away and replaced with something ephemeral.


And all for what? Because I’m apparently the heir to the throne of a broken kingdom and responsible for a barrier I don’t know how to fix?


Jacaré had sworn that as the magical barrier weakened, it created an elemental vacuum, siphoning power from Santarem and throwing the environment out of balance. Panthers crept out of the mountains to harass farmers, snakes infested the ruins of the capital city, and a vicious drought stretched on, killing crops and leaving many of Rafi’s people without enough food for the winter. And that was only the beginning of the danger. The Nata, as Jacaré had called them, were Keepers motivated by greed and power. They would flood Santarem and control its people if the wall fell.


Tears burned in Jo’s tired eyes, but she refused to let them drop. Rafi had gone down to bathe and bandage the gashes he’d gotten when he fell, but he would be back soon. Johanna would not fall apart in front of him. Not again.


A voice broke through her dark thoughts, its tone soothing and familiar.


Think of Beta, her father would have said, retelling one of Santarem’s oldest stories. She lost her hand to the dragão, but did she give up the fight? Did she let that monster raze the countryside and destroy Santarem? No! She walked into its lair and fired the killing bolt with one hand and her teeth!


Get up, Johanna. Get up and fight.


After a few deep breaths she did. She and Rafi had worked out a plan as they made their slow progress through the swamp. The magical barrier had to be repaired. But without Jacaré’s help, Johanna had no idea how to make that happen. There was only one place that might have the answers she sought: the Great Maringa Library.


It housed the greatest collection of Keeper lore, some of which was rumored to have been looted from the Citadel after it had fallen and Johanna’s birth parents, King Wilhelm and Queen Christiana, had been slaughtered by Duke Inimigo’s troops.


“We cannot go to Maringa. Inimigo will have our heads,” Rafi had said when she initially made the suggestion. “It isn’t worth the risk, no matter what those books can tell us.”


“Can you think of another way?” Johanna had challenged.


Neither of them would consider going to Duke Belem for help. The fat menace had attacked Johanna and stolen her necklace, King Wilhelm’s sigil. He had been untrustworthy before he had the necklace, but now he was a dangerous foe with the means to consolidate power and make a play for Santarem’s throne. They couldn’t afford to let him get close to Johanna again.


All other arguments had dissolved, and Rafi and Jo had agreed to continue traveling north to Cruzamento before turning west to Maringa. They hoped that any pursuers would expect Rafi to return to the DeSilva estate, and be thrown off their trail.


At least that’s what they wanted to happen. They had no idea how many Keepers had sided with Vibora or how many subjugates might be helping her.


If they could get to Maringa. If they could find the information. If they could figure out how to stabilize the wall. If they could stand against power-hungry dukes and powerful Keepers . . .


If. If. If. No guarantees. No assurances.


She swiped away the doubts and determined to hold on to whatever shreds of hope she could grasp, knowing too well the consequences of succumbing to despair. After her father’s death, Johanna’s mother had fallen into an awful, crippling depression, and the rest of her family had been casualties.


For now, Johanna would have to find some pocket in the back of her mind to stuff her own hurts and woes into. Someday, when this whole tangle was unraveled, she’d allow herself the time to grieve for her family properly.


Footsteps approached from the common room, and she forced a smile onto her face. It trembled, but held.


Rafi knocked lightly before pushing the door open. “Johanna?” He edged into their shared room, as if he were invading her private space. He’d purchased a new shirt, a garish woven thing with a wide V at the neck, a large pocket across his belly, and a hood that hung to his waist. It wasn’t quite long enough, looking like something that might have shrunk in too-hot wash water.


Johanna wanted to laugh, but she couldn’t look away from the lines of muscle the shirt exposed. She’d always been attracted to Rafi, even when she refused to admit it. She had spent weeks ignoring his good looks, branding him a conceited noble, and taking every opportunity to wound his pride. But now heat crept up her cheeks when she realized that neither of them had spoken, that they both waited, frozen, staring at each other.


“That shirt is absolutely hideous,” she said, finally breaking the silence.


“Wait till you see the dress I got you.” He flung a package in her direction. “I thought it was a good disguise.”


She unrolled the bundle and fingered the purple, brown, and yellow material. “Are we blind beggars?”


“No, we’re wool merchants.”


“Who specialize in selling the ugliest fabric possible?” She held the dress up to her neck and saw that it was meant for a much larger woman. She’d have to hack off the bottom and find a way to cinch the neckline, but it was far better than the shirt she’d rinsed out in the bathtub. “What is this pattern? Clouds with legs? Trees with too many trunks?”


“I believe they’re sheep.” Though from the look on his face, it seemed he, too, was struggling to decipher the picture. “Wool merchants dye their cloth in the brightest colors possible as showpieces when they travel to larger towns.”


“This one has five legs.”


“I think that’s a tail.” He reached across the small space to touch the animal in question, his hand lingering on her arm.


The contact sparked a fuse, lines of heat raced across her skin, spiraling inward, making her stomach clench.


Breathe, Johanna. No need to get ninny-headed every time he walks into a room.


She wanted to turn away, to pretend she felt nothing, but his fingers slid past the bend of her elbow and landed on the dip of her waist.


Rafi pressed her closer. The ugly dress was crushed between them, her hands fisted against his ribs, his heart pounding against her knuckles.


There was a moment of hesitation, when he gave her the chance to back away.


She didn’t.




Chapter 5





Rafi


Their first kiss had been a gift; sweet and innocent, new and hesitant. This kiss was stolen; bold, daring, and a little wicked. Johanna’s hands relaxed, slipping down his body, fingers splaying over his abdomen. The dress forgotten.


Rafi’s lips slid to Johanna’s jaw, then her neck, as his hands quested up her back, tracing over the small bones of her spine. She twined one hand into his hair and held him tighter.


He wasn’t quite sure when he’d moved, but his forearm was pressed against the room’s rear wall, his weight pinning Johanna to the rough wooden planks. Her fingertips had crept under the hem of his too-short shirt, and he was painfully aware of her skin against his.


That was the moment when a chaperone, or an angry father, or his irritating younger brother, Dom, would have burst through the door—at least, that’s how the stories went. Kissing was always interrupted when it was still just kissing, before lines were crossed, before one of them had to be brave enough to stop.


Before rules were broken.


Where’s your honor now, Rafael DeSilva?


He ignored the thought for a moment longer, before pulling away with a groan. Even if Performers’ rules were different, his behavior wasn’t in line with his own sense of right and wrong.


He pressed his forehead against hers, neither of them speaking until their breathing had calmed a bit.


“I’m sorry. I should have . . . I shouldn’t have . . .” He pinched his eyes shut. “Do Performers have betrothal contracts like nobles do? I mean, I thought that since you’d been raised a Performer, maybe those would be the standards you would want to follow, but since you’re not actually a Performer—”


“Betrothal contract?” she asked, with a wide grin and a laugh in her voice. “Rafi, what in Mother Lua’s name are you talking about?”


“I just . . .” He stepped away, needing the space, needing to breathe air that wasn’t scented with the sweet smell of Johanna. It would have been so easy to pick up where he left off. “If there’s a right way to do things, I want to know. I want our betrothal to be a success. I want you to feel comfortable and happy and—”


She held up a hand, stopping him, and for that he was grateful. He was babbling like an idiot.


“Last night you said that this would be a story to tell our grandchildren about,” she said slowly, the happiness fading from her face. “You meant our grandchildren.”


A tickle of trepidation, like an unseen spider, raced across Rafi’s shoulders. “Well . . . of course. You know our fathers arranged our betrothal after you were born.”


“Your father and King Wilhelm arranged it. My father was Arlo Von Arlo.”


“Your real father was the king. You are Princess Adriana.”


Jo turned slightly to the side, not facing him directly, almost as if she was avoiding the truth. “I don’t have to be.”


“Of course you do. You’re the heir to this kingdom.” They’d discussed her identity; he’d shared the letter his father had written. Even if she was afraid or didn’t understand her duties, there was no reason to deny them completely. Unless . . .


He ignored the bite of rejection and pressed on. “With my help and with my uncle Fernando’s, you could put Belem and Inimigo in their rightful places.” He stepped closer to her and softened his tone. “After the barrier is repaired, we could do so much good.”


“Oh, we should definitely get married for the sake of Santarem.” Her words nipped, sharp with teeth of sarcasm. “Or, here’s another idea, once I repair this magical barrier, I could remain an anonymous Performer and live my life without constant threats from people who want to kill me and everyone I love.”


The words he was going to say dried up on his tongue, and he swallowed a few times, forcing away the hurt. This wasn’t about him. At least, not entirely. “You’re scared. I understand that—”


“This isn’t only about being afraid, Rafi. Marriage? Thrones? This isn’t something two dead men should decide for us.”


“Those two dead men were our fathers,” he said, his temper flaring. “They’d want us to put our selfish concerns aside and think about our people.”


That was the wrong thing to say. He knew it as soon as the words left his mouth, and he watched the instant effect they had on Johanna’s posture.


She faced him squarely, spine straight as a sword. He’d seen her do this before, making herself seem bigger and more threatening, like a hunted beast facing down a predator.


“Selfish concerns,” she said, her words clipped. “Michael, my little brother, is a selfish concern?”


“You know that’s not what I meant—”


“You’re asking me to put Santarem over what’s left of my family—and I’m already doing that by going to the wall. He is the only thing I have left. What else is this country going to ask from me?”


Everything. Rafi had been raised to serve the people, and while it was a burden, he also felt honored to bear it. Maybe it was unfair to ask Johanna to carry the same weight, but he’d harbored a humble hope that she’d be willing to share it as his partner. His wife. Working together toward the same goal.


He never anticipated how much that commonality would mean to him, and he had to look away, afraid she’d see something vulnerable and disappointed in his expression. There was a blanket on the bedside table, and he made a bed on the floor while Johanna turned her back and slipped the ugly dress over her head.


The silence between them stretched cold and uncomfortable, neither of them warming the small room with words. Eventually Johanna cleared her throat. “Were there any horses to buy?”


“No,” he said as he stepped out of his boots and lay down fully dressed. “We can ride out with the peddler who is staying downstairs. His cart is crowded, but I can spend most of the time jogging alongside.”


“We can take turns.”


“Jo—” He cut himself off before he started another argument. “Fine. We’ll take turns.”




Chapter 6





Dom


A shaft of sunlight shone through the open hatch that led to the manor’s roof. Dom jogged up the narrow stairway and shouldered through the opening.


“Michael?” he shouted as he stepped onto the flat space. “Are you up here?”


The roof was cluttered with chimneys, stacks of terra-cotta repair tiles, and the roost that housed the DeSilvas’ messenger pigeons. Plenty of places for a child to hide.


“If you’re up here, please come out.”


The little boy tried to keep his emotions hidden, but when he was too sad, he hid himself instead. The maids found him under tables, beneath the stairs, and once, sound asleep in a pile of clean laundry. This time he’d been missing for hours, and Brynn, the head maid, was pulling her hair out with worry. She’d enlisted every household member, the off-duty guardsmen, and even the few remaining visitors to help search for the boy.


“Michael!”


Only the pigeons responded to Dom’s call. He checked the cage for any new arrivals, any message from his brother or the other group who’d gone in search of Johanna.


But there was nothing. Not a message. Not a sad, lonely little boy.


Dom crossed to the half wall that wrapped around the landing, and leaned his elbows against the railing, feeling tired and frustrated. The past week had been hellish, even without worrying about his young charge. People kept coming to him with questions he didn’t know how to answer.


Lord Dom, a representative from the Farmers’ Guild is here. Would you like to speak to him?


Lord Dom, would you prefer to have the guest situated in the east wing or the west?


Lord Dom, where should I put the cartload of pickled beets? In the cellar or the pantry?


At first he redirected everyone to his mother, but when he realized how overwhelmed she was in Rafi’s absence, Dom tried to handle the requests himself. And was certain he’d done everything wrong.


Come back soon, Rafi. I’m not capable of taking care of anyone but myself. He looked toward the Milners’ mango orchard, where a bare patch marked the spot where the Von Arlos’ wagons once stood. At this distance he couldn’t see anything besides a black smudge in the green canopy, but he knew the bones of the wagons were still there.


Perhaps Michael had tried to go home?


Dom turned toward the stairs and saw a hint of purple fabric sticking out from behind one of the chimneys. He wasn’t particularly observant, but that precise shade had been stretched over a body that was difficult to ignore.


“You may as well come out, Lady Maribelle.” Dom stepped between the chimney and the roof’s exit, blocking off any escape attempt. “I know you’re hiding.”


“I’m not hiding.” She straightened from a crouch, shaking out her silky black hair. “You seemed to be having a private moment, and I didn’t want to interrupt.”


“Hmm.” Dom folded his arms across his chest and spread his feet wide. “For some reason I’m hesitant to believe you.”


“Like you, I enjoy the view of Santiago,” she said as she stepped out of the narrow space, dragging several feet of skirt behind her. Her fashion selections were a topic of much conversation among the staff and nobles. Today her dress was decidedly bottom heavy, baring her clavicles and arms despite the slight chill in the air.


Maribelle moved with a sway, shifting her hips from side to side as she circled toward the hatch.


Dom wasn’t distracted by her curves or her ploy to slip past him, and kept himself between the lady and her escape. “I could take you to a few places that have excellent scenery.”


“That would be lovely, my lord,” she said with a coy shrug.


Neither of them moved, each waiting for the other to make an excuse to leave or to stay on the roof.


I can play this game all day. Dom grinned at Maribelle without showing his teeth. “Since you were up here enjoying the view, you didn’t by chance notice Michael out on the grounds anywhere?”


“I didn’t.” She moved one hand to her waist. “I’ve always found that haylofts are a perfect place to hide. Perhaps we should check there?”


Brazen. I like that. “Sounds like an excellent plan.”


“I’ll follow you down.”


Dom held out his arm. “Let me escort you.”


Maribelle’s smile faded. “Perhaps after lunch? I promised my ladies I’d join them.”


Dom withheld one of a dozen caustic remarks about Maribelle and her two attendants. The women spent all their time strutting around the estate or fluttering to the township to gossip with every highborn and—if the rumors were true—some significantly less savory fellows.


“Shall I call a maid and have the kitchen bring something up?”


“I’m fine on my own.” She softened the edge to her words with a quick, “Thank you.”


Dom knew he’d won. “How about you give me the message you’re so desperately trying to send to your father?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about, my lord.” She looked away, but her left hand twitched on her skirt. “Please excuse me.”


He stepped to one side, nodding toward the stairway. Maribelle hesitated for a moment, her eyes flicking to the roost and back, then hurried toward the exit.


As she passed, Dom snatched her wrist. She twisted away, hunching as if expecting a blow.


“Please . . .” She raised her free arm to protect her head.


Guilt nipped, and Dom loosened his grip. “I’m not going to hit you, Lady Maribelle,” he said in the gentlest voice he could muster.


The girl had certainly faced her father’s anger a time or two, most recently as Inimigo had rushed to depart Santiago a few days earlier. It had been an ugly scene, starting at the dinner table, where the duke received an urgent message from one of his underlings that described problems rising in Maringa, and then continuing into the courtyard.


Inimigo dragged Maribelle by the arm out to his waiting carriage, whispering fiercely. Dom wasn’t able to hear the words they exchanged, but their body language was clear. She kept her head down, waiting for a blow to fall. The audience of DeSilvas and staff on the stairs might have been the only thing that saved her from a beating.


“Is everything well, Maribelle?” Lady DeSilva asked as Inimigo’s carriage bumped down the road.


“Yes, my lady,” Maribelle said, folding her arms to cover the red marks her father had left behind. “My father cannot abide disobedience, and one of his closest advisors has gone against his word. With that and the peasants’ rebellion, he’s quite discomfited.”


“Is that what he was reminding you of?” Lady DeSilva’s tone was kind, concerned, but the question was worded so as not to pry.


“As always,” Maribelle said with a dramatic sigh. It would have been a believable act, but Dom caught the quick grin she exchanged with one of her attendants—a bit too pleased, considering the circumstances.


Now, standing on the manor roof, and knowing the stories of Inimigo and his gift for treachery, Dom was certain something nefarious was afoot. Leaving Maribelle behind had supposedly been an effort to foster a good relationship between families and to allow her to seek Rafi as a suitor. But with Rafi on the hunt to find Johanna and her kidnappers, Maribelle had every opportunity to gather information about the DeSilvas and stir up trouble in the household.


Dom was determined to stand in her way at every turn.


“What’ve you got?” He took her hand.


“Nothing.” She kept her face down and wouldn’t open her fist.


“This doesn’t look like nothing.” The edges of a crumpled paper stuck out from between her fingers.


Gently he pried it free. The paper was rolled into a tight scroll, ready to be attached to a pigeon’s foot. He released her so he could slide off the twine that held it shut.


She snatched the roll and lunged toward the nearby chimney, where a hint of smoke was rising.


Dom reacted instantly, grabbing the girl around the waist, tripping on her skirts, and landing them both in a heap on the rooftop. He scrambled up her body and knelt over her, snatching the paper before she could shred it to oblivion.


“What is this?” He picked up the scattered pieces of paper and tried to fit them together.


She answered him with a glare sharp enough to gut a rabbit. “It’s not what you think it is.”


Lindo,


Remember the night in Cruzamento? I think of it often. You must be more careful when approaching me in public. . . .


He read the words once, twice, a third time, before turning over the scraps and studying the back. “Is this . . . a love letter?” It could have been written in code—and probably was—but to the casual eye it appeared innocuous. “Who’s Lindo? Is that a real name or a code name?”


Maribelle pushed him away and rolled to a sitting position. “I’m not answering any of your questions. My personal correspondence is none of your affair.”


“You’re a guest on my family’s estate. Any secret message that will bring trouble—”


“It won’t!” Tears glistened in her dark eyes, and her cheeks had gone splotchy. “It’s a love letter, just as you deduced.”


He didn’t believe her. Ladies like Maribelle used tears as tools, shedding a few salty droplets when they needed a little leverage. They’d cry and sniffle, and expect a man to bend to their will. But Dom wasn’t falling for it.


“You’re in Santiago to gain my brother’s affections, and you’re sending a message to a lover on the sly?” Dom held the paper up to the sunlight. It didn’t reveal anything new. “I don’t think you’re that stupid.”


“Just a fool for love,” she said with a little hiccup.


Dom grimaced at the continued dramatics. “I’ll take this down to my mother. She’ll know what to do with you.”


“Wait!” Maribelle lurched to her feet. “Please, if she sees that . . .”


“She’ll figure out the code and stop whatever your father has planned?”


“No.” Her voice cracked and she covered her mouth with her hand. “If she knows I’m in love with someone else, she’ll never let Rafi consider me for a bride.”


Rafi and Duke Inimigo had discussed uniting their states through marriage, but the conversation had been another play in a very long game of intrigue. The consolidation of houses meant one less opponent for Inimigo if he tried to take the throne—something the DeSilvas would never consider.


“I know your brother is in love with that Performer girl,” Maribelle said, putting both her hands on Dom’s arm. “But I need my father to think I have a chance at marrying a DeSilva. As long as he remains convinced I have a future in Santiago, then I can stay here.” She leaned close. “Please, Dominic. Please don’t send me back to my father.”


Dom refused to be swayed by her big, glistening eyes and the desperation in her voice. This was the daughter of Inimigo, a man notorious for his machinations. Surely Maribelle was part of his scheme.


But the way she flinched away from me was real, and so are the fading bruises on her arm.


“Fine,” he said with a groan, and stuffed the letter into one of his pockets. “If you need to send a message, for any reason, bring it to me. If I catch you up here again, you’ll be on the first carriage back to Maringa, no questions asked.”


“On your honor?”


“For all it’s worth, yes.” Dom rolled his eyes skyward. “I’ll swear on my honor.”


She flung her arms around his waist, murmuring her thanks into his shoulder. Dom accepted the embrace. She was beautiful, after all.


Feet pounded up the stairs, and Brynn stepped onto the roof. “Michael . . . oh. Lord Dom.” She blinked a few times rapidly, realization dawning on her face. “Excuse me. I didn’t mean to . . . I thought Michael might come up here to hide.”


With an unexpected twinge of guilt, Dom extracted himself from Maribelle’s still-lingering touch. “You haven’t found him yet?”


“No. I . . .” She backed up slowly, cheeks growing pinker with every step. “I was hoping, maybe . . .”


Maribelle shot Brynn a dark look, then wiped at the tears streaking her face.


Brynn rushed back to the stairs. “I’ll find someone else to help me look. Please excuse me, my lord.”


“Lady Maribelle and I were going to check the barns,” he said, following Brynn to the hatch.


She whirled on the last step, her face as red as the curls escaping her bun. “You may as well check that shady little nook in the garden while you’re at it. I know that’s where you go when you have something, or someone, to hide.”


Dom’s mouth worked as he tried to come up with a response. “Brynn . . .”


But she’d already disappeared down the hall.




Chapter 7





Jacaré


A sense of wrongness pulsed along Jacaré’s skin, setting all senses on high alert. The swamp was a dangerous place, that was certain, but something else made his fingers twitch for the blade over his shoulder.


He scanned the clearing where they had discovered the bodies of Rafi’s men—Johanna’s would-be rescuers. Besides the rustling of a hungry tamandua as it snuffled for ants on the forest floor, nothing stirred. And yet Jacaré couldn’t ignore the feeling of being watched.


“Leão?” The young Keeper moved with sharp, jerky actions as he used his Earth affinity to dig graves for four corpses. Three wore the DeSilva insignia above their heart, and the last wore a silvery collar around his neck. “Do you sense anything out there?”


“No. That’s your conscience, Jacaré,” he said without looking up from his task. “It’s trying to tell you that leaving Pira in the hands of our enemies is wrong.”


Leão had been able to follow Johanna’s and Pira’s tracks from the site of their ambush to the edge of the marsh. He had made an attempt to lead Jacaré through the dark water, but then their remaining horse was attacked and eventually eaten by caimans. Without Tex, their tracker and Jacaré’s mentor, to guide them through the swamp, they could only guess which direction the women had gone.


Forced to rest their tired, injured bodies, and even more exhausted spirits, they had camped on the roadside till daybreak. Neither had spent much time sleeping, too preoccupied mourning their dead comrade, fearing for their missing companions, and half-certain they’d failed their mission.


Once the sky started to lighten, they had made slow progress around the swamp till they crossed another set of tracks that entered the marsh at a different location. They followed the marks to an abandoned campsite where another magically aided battle had occurred. Broken trees, upturned stones, and pebble shrapnel littered the area. Blood smeared the ground, both around the bodies and where another had been dragged to a waiting horse.


It was a sight far too familiar to Jacaré.


“We know Johanna and one other person rode north. And that Pira has been captured or killed.” The words tasted vile as Jacaré’s tongue slipped over them. “We need to focus on finding Jo—”


“How can you say that?” The mound of dirt Leão had been moving with his Earth affinity shot skyward, filling the small clearing with dust. He didn’t seem to notice that he’d lost control of his magic along with his temper. “How can you brush this off like it means nothing? Pira’s not just another soldier, Jacaré. She’s your sister.”


“She’s not our mission. We always knew there could be casualties.”


“Pira is not a casualty,” Leão said through gritted teeth. Dirt streaked his face from brow to jawline, striping him like some sort of feral creature.


“Neither is Johanna, and unless you enjoy burying dead bodies, then we need to find her before anyone else does.” Jacaré grasped a fistful of the younger man’s shirt. “Don’t forget, Pira is trained. She’ll give her captors hell. Johanna is a young girl, lost in the woods, aided by one other person whose skills we know nothing about.”


He followed his words with a little shove, making Leão stumble back a few steps. “I didn’t ask you to join this crew so I could be your nursemaid.” He pushed Leão again, punctuating his words. “Step up. Do your duty. That’s what Pira would expect you to do.”


Leão deflated before Jacaré’s eyes, his emotions shifting from livid to exhausted. “How do you do it? How can you act like Tex and Pira mean—meant—nothing to you? You’re moving forward like they didn’t matter.”


The question was honest; it wasn’t insinuating anything. Poor Leão wanted to understand.


Pacing away, Jacaré surveyed the wreckage of the clearing, the bugs humming above the bodies and the half-dug grave. “I want you to imagine carnage like this stretching for miles around you. Men, women, and children torn apart, their blood filling every depression in the ground, and their screams echoing in your ears.” He pointed into the distance. “And right there, out of your power’s reach, is someone you love. You watch them suffer, but you can do nothing to save them because it will cost hundreds of other lives. Can you imagine that, Leão?”


With sagging shoulders, Leão turned back to the pit. “I already have.”




Chapter 8





Pira


Pira couldn’t say for sure what woke her. Maybe a log had fallen in the fire. Maybe a creature had stirred in the woods. Maybe it was her own horrible nightmares shocking her awake.


She rolled to her side, racked with a deep ache, and swallowed a whimper. Between the punishing ride and intermittent rounds of torture, Pira was certain she’d never been more miserable in her entire life.


“Oh good. You’ll live,” said a voice from the far side of the fire. “I thought perhaps I’d taken things too far. You were breathing when I stopped, but I wasn’t sure you would regain consciousness. That would be a terrible waste of essência.”


Vibora sat cross-legged on her bedroll, her fingers plaiting a braid around her head. It was difficult to imagine someone so calm and composed had spent the better part of two days making Pira scream.


“You’re welcome to try again.” The words were out of Pira’s mouth before she could stop them—her most common failing. She didn’t really want to have ants and then a jaguar eating her alive. Her abdomen was still tender where the hallucinated cat had raked her open.


The woman tilted her head to the side, studying Pira’s prone form with intense interest. “You’re so much like him,” she said in a whisper. “The way you talk, the color of your eyes, even the curve of your mouth when you taunt me. I could almost imagine . . .”


Standing suddenly, Vibora walked around the fire. Pira’s body went rigid, preparing for another round of punishment. Her limbs were pinned to the ground with bands of air, and what little essência she’d recovered drained out of her and disappeared.


Vibora’s hand touched Pira’s cheek and turned her face toward the firelight. “I used to love to watch him sleep. It was the only time he wasn’t dangerous.” She stroked the top of Pira’s head with cold fingers, dragging them down to the base of her neck. “Close your eyes.”


“You are insane.”


A blast of wind carrying bits of sand blew across Pira’s face. She instinctively blinked to protect her sight from the stinging grains.


“What did your mother look like? What was her name?”


Pira didn’t answer, cringing when the collar around her throat seemed to tighten. It pressed against the gouges she’d inflicted in her effort to break free, sending new waves of pain.


“Was it Pavao? She always wanted him.”


“What are you talking about?” Pira mumbled.


“Jacaré!” The collar constricted with Vibora’s anger, digging into Pira’s voice box. “Who did he marry—” Her words cut off abruptly and she whirled to the north. She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Barrata! I know you’re out there. You may as well come out.”


The pressure on Pira’s throat disappeared. Over the sound of her own gasps she heard a strange noise, a scratching of tiny feet on a rocky surface. She turned her head toward the sound and saw a fleck of red in the forest, then dozens of them, all rushing toward her.


Rats.


She whipped her head to Vibora, wondering if this was some new type of torture, but the woman’s interest was focused into the woods.


“Send them away, Barrata!” Vibora’s command was answered with a high-pitched cackle.


A wave of rodents broke into the camp. Their paws trod over Pira’s body, careless of her squeals and efforts to wriggle away. One fat little monster stopped on the middle of her chest, regarding her with a verminous glare, before nuzzling its pink nose into the top of her shirt.


Then it bit.


Its horrible yellow teeth broke the skin below her collarbone, and Pira shrieked. She screamed louder than she had during the worst of her torture, her voice breaking as more of the creature’s friends followed suit. Blood welled across her body. Abrasive tongues lapped against her skin. The ant bites had been awful, the jaguar horrific, but she had withstood the anguish because her mind recognized it wasn’t quite real. There was always something a little off—the number of ants, the precision of their movement, the too-green shade of the jaguar’s eyes—but her imagination couldn’t have conjured up rats with such perfection. Their fur was coarse and slightly damp as it brushed against her flesh. An odor of rot clung to their twitching whiskers.


They were eating her alive.


“Barrata! I need her.” Vibora’s shout went ignored. She seized a rat by its tail and flung it into the woods, but two more clambered into its place.


Knives, irons, pliers, were all things Pira was prepared to face, but having hunks of her flesh torn away and consumed was the worst torture she could imagine. “Please,” she moaned. “Make them stop.”


A sharp-tipped paw clung stubbornly to her cheek as she whipped her head from side to side, trying to dislodge its owner.


A tongue clicked. “No, no, no,” said a male voice. The animal was plucked from Pira’s face. “She has to be able to see. All of you, off.”


One by one the rats slid off her body and disappeared into the trees, leaving a trail of bloody prints.


Pira tried to still her shuddering, to take deep breaths, but her flesh burned with a hundred open wounds, then Vibora crouched over her.


“Damn it, Barrata.” She pressed a hand against Pira’s chest, and the bleeding began to slow. “I don’t want to waste essência healing her.”


“You weren’t getting anywhere. All this ‘Tell me about Jacaré’ nonsense,” the man said, imitating Vibora’s pitch. “Good Goddess, no one cares if he waited five minutes or fifty years before he moved on. He’s here. He’s powerful. And he’s keeping us from capturing the heir and taking down the wall.”


A face appeared in Pira’s line of sight. He wasn’t particularly handsome, but like Vibora, there was something striking in his uneven features. Dark hair, darker than most Keepers’, was held down by a braided cadarço. He had a long nose that hooked to one side. His eyes were narrow, but even in the half-light she could tell they were a light color.


Under one arm he held an enormous rat and stroked its blood-mottled fur like it was a beloved tabby. A flash of silver ringed its tiny ankle. “Though I can see why you were asking.” He leaned closer to Pira and studied her. “She does bear a remarkable resemblance. Prettier, certainly.”


Vibora finished the healing and leaned back. “Why are you here?” She sounded weary, though the power she used had been stolen. “We were supposed to meet in Cruzamento.”


“You were supposed to trap the heir in Santiago. I was supposed to make sure she couldn’t escape. There weren’t supposed to be other Keepers in Santarem.” He dusted off a log before he sat down, spreading his tunic wide and crossing his ankles. “There are many, many things that were supposed to happen, and we failed on every count.”


“We’ve been searching for sixteen years. There was no guarantee we were going to find her now. Or ever.”


Barrata sighed, his whole body slumping dramatically. “Sapo will know we got close, and that’s just going to make him angry, and then I’m going to lose fingers and maybe some toes—”


“Enough,” Vibora snapped. “Sapo’s not going to injure either of us. He can’t do everything on his own.”


Pira’s head rang with blood loss, but she tried to hang on to consciousness and focus on their conversation.


Who’s Sapo? Why are they so afraid of him?


“He gets a little closer every day.”


“He loves me too much to hurt me.” Vibora raised a trembling hand to her throat, belying her claim.


Barrata laughed at her words. The laugh rolled, continuing on and on until tears dripped from the man’s chin. “He doesn’t love anything like he loves his ideas. What’s worse is that you’re continually making yourself inconsequential. Every time you give him a collar, every time you bring him a new slave, you are bringing yourself one step closer to your grave.” Barrata wiped away his tears with a flick.


“He’s had years to figure it out,” Vibora said, her posture small. “He hasn’t done it yet.”


“Why would he?” Barrata whistled and a horse trotted into the camp, its reins dangling on the ground. Four more riders followed it, with collars around their throats. They got to work setting up a tent and cooking a meal without a command. “You’ve always done all the hard work, and if you continue to help him, then he’ll have no need to keep you around. He will rule Santarem unimpeded, and once he has everyone here collared, he’ll move beyond the wall.”




Chapter 9





Dom


Dom smacked away the advancing sword with a quick flick of his wrist. The owner grunted, threw his weapon down, and followed it to the ground.


“Michael,” Dom said with barely contained exasperation. “We’ve talked about this. You can’t quit every time I score a point. You’ll never learn anything if you keep giving up.”


The child’s behavior was understandable. With the days stretching on, and no sign of Johanna and no word from Rafi or the other search party, the eight-year-old’s bright personality had become overshadowed with despair. Dom had hoped that teaching Michael swordplay would serve as a distraction and give him something to do besides stew, pout, and watch for riders to come in—all things Dom would have done if the choice had been his.


“Do you want to quit?” Dom flicked Michael’s sword into the air and offered the wooden blade to the child. “Or do you want to show me that you’re not a big baby?”


“I am not a baby.” Michael lunged for the weapon, but Dom raised it above his head.


“You’re sure?”


“Give it to me,” the little boy said, his blue eyes narrowing. “And I’ll show you.”


The victory was small, but Dom warmed with the success.


After a few moments of sparring, sweat beaded Dom’s brow, but it wasn’t from fending off Michael’s wild attacks. Dom had retreated into a dark corner of his brain where he kept his own worries. The rumors coming out of Belem and Maringa were disturbing. Threats that Lord Belem was going to close his borders to Santiago, forbidding any trade, if Johanna wasn’t delivered to him. And then the continued civil upheaval in Inimigo’s home state.
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