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      Maria was welcomed home by the distant boom of cannon, a twenty-one-gun salute to vanity and stupidity.

      It wasn’t for her—thank god. Since Prince João and the entire Portuguese court had fled from Napoleon to Rio de Janeiro a year earlier, twenty-one guns saluted every ship that entered port. It had been a noisy year. Maria was thankful to have spent most of it trekking through the mountains.

      She rode to a break in the trees, ignoring for the moment raised voices behind her. The lush, emerald forest flowed down the mountain right up to the white walls and rippling roofs of Rio. The bay was dotted with ships. A whale carcass stretched along the sand, and Maria thought she smelled a hint of sun-rotting blubber on the breeze. Parrots flew by squawking in complaint, probably about the cannon.

      Home filled her senses, and a knot tightened in her gut with every cannon blast. She couldn’t say if it was longing or dread.

      “Oi, Maria!” Isabel, her sister, rode up. “You could survey from under the canopy. It’s not quite as hot as hell there.”

      “Harder to spot an ambush under the trees.” She pulled a spyglass from her bag and scanned the trail ahead.

      “We could relax in the shade then see what lies ahead. Washed out trail. Thieves lying in wait. Nossa Senhora, I’d welcome some excitement.”

      “Even if an ambush costs us a few crates of gold?”

      “Small price to pay for a good fight,” Isabel said. “The story I’d tell would earn back our losses in drinks. And who doesn’t love surprises?”

      Maria grinned from behind the glass. “Me.”

      “Then you might want to know that Zé is about to shoot Berto.”

      She snapped the spyglass shut and shoved it in the saddlebag. After weeks in the forest, everyone’s supply of patience was low, but she wouldn’t tolerate murder this close to home no matter how damn hot it was. Plus, as captain of the mule train, shooting people was her prerogative.

      Maria spurred past the tethered mules with their faces buried in foliage to where her team surrounded Zé and Berto. Mateus, her partner and second-in-command, stood between the men trying to calm them, but the men’s shining faces and the shirts plastered to their backs told her they were beyond the reach of reason.

      “I’m not apologizing to that thief!” Berto, the newest man, spat at Zé’s feet.

      “You calling me a thief, boy?” Zé bellowed.

      “A thief and a goddamn cheat. Maybe I’ll see if your wife cheats as much.”

      Zé yanked his pistol free.

      Crack!

      Her whip sliced open the back of Zé’s hand before he leveled the gun. The pistol dropped. Maria landed a second blow at Zé’s feet. He leapt back, and Mateus snatched up the pistol.

      Maria rode to the edge of the circle, the men parting in front of her. “Berto, if you play cards with a man wearing his sleeves down in this heat, you deserve the loss. I wonder if you’d notice a jaguar gnawing on one of your mules.” She hung the whip over her shoulder but kept a grip on the handle. “Zé, you’ve been with the train eight years. Can you tell Berto who pays for the shot and powder loaded in your pistol?”

      Zé dropped his eyes to the ground. “Dom Joaquim.”

      “And who buys the supplies in his name?”

      “You do, captain.”

      “And the powder is to shoot thieves after gold and animals after you. Not members of this team. All pistols, rifles, shot, and powder will be coming down the mountain with me, along with the men who want their pay. If you two want to kill each other, fine, but you’ll do it alone with your bare hands.”

      Maria caught Mateus’s gaze and without a word he held out his hand for Berto’s rifle. The recruit hesitated. His grip on the rifle tightened. Her back went rigid at the small defiance, and the last of her patience evaporated.

      She spurred her horse forward until it was nose to nose with Berto, then turned so the gaping tooth-filled snout of the caiman shot that morning stared him in the face. She rested her whip against the black scales of the carcass draped across her saddle and glared down. “Fall in line or hand over the rifle.”

      Berto’s eyes widened and flicked between the reptile’s tooth-filled snout and his rifle. Mateus clapped him on the shoulder, grinning.

      “Don’t worry about the caimans, Berto,” he said. “The trail doesn’t pass any rivers from here on. Worry about jaguars, pumas—”

      “Mateus, you’re going to get him killed,” Isabel called from her horse. “Jaguars and pumas hunt at dusk. The jaguarundi attacks during the day.”

      “Nothing more than a big house cat. Berto could handle a jaguarundi.”

      “Small can be deadly. I’d rather meet a grown boa constrictor than a baby viper. You get a fighting chance with the constrictor.”

      Mateus draped his arm across Berto’s shoulders and leaned close. “My advice is be careful what tree you nap under.”

      “And where you step,” Isabel chimed in.

      “And where you stop to drink.”

      “Might be easier to let Zé kill you right here.”

      “He’d be faster than a constrictor,” Mateus muttered in the new recruit’s ear.

      While Isabel and Mateus listed increasingly gruesome ways to be eaten or poisoned on the trail, Maria assessed Berto’s reaction. It had been an unusually quiet trek with only clouds of mosquitos to fight off, and the new recruit hadn’t been tested. When men joined a mule team, many often assumed they knew the forest simply by growing up next to it. As if watching a house burn and escaping it were equally instructive.

      Berto was stubborn and willing to stand up for himself. She could use that. Stubborn in the face of fear would keep a man and his teammates alive. But stubborn and arrogant were a liability. Stubborn, arrogant, and inexperienced—she might as well shoot him and drape him over her saddle with the caiman.

      She needed to know if Berto was smart enough to fear the trail.

      “Enough,” she interrupted. “Berto, I’d rather have a full team handling the mules, but if you need revenge, I won’t stop you. Only hand over my rifle first.” She reached down for the gun and locked eyes with Berto. “We’re in sight of Rio. With luck, you might make it back.”

      There was no hesitation this time. “I’ll stay with the team, Captain.”

      “Good,” she nodded, then arched an eyebrow at Zé.

      “Sorry for the delay, Captain. Won’t happen again.”

      “Let Isabel bandage your hand. Now load up,” Maria barked. The men immediately scattered. As Zé walked past her, she leaned down and caught his shoulder. In a low voice she said, “Even up with Berto, and never draw on a member of this team again.”

      Zé nodded and headed for his mules. Maria coiled the whip on her hip. She fanned her shirt. Almost home.

      Mateus walked up, lifting a hand for her filly to nuzzle. “Next time I get to decorate my saddle with the body of a giant man-eater and terrify men into submission.”

      “Here I thought my leadership commanded respect.”

      “The caiman helps. That would have gone differently with a string of armadillos across your saddle.”

      Maria laughed and gave the reptile a pat. “I might make her part of the team.”

      “How about a live one to eat men who try to shoot their teammates?” Isabel rode up in a huff. “For the love of Santa Helena, Maria, can’t we toss Zé in a river? Lying, cheating, trying to shoot people. He’s more trouble than a troop of starving monkeys.”

      Her chest clenched, protective of one of her oldest trail companions. “He’s also loyal. He rode three years with Papa and didn’t hesitate when I asked him to ride for me.” Maria shook her head. “He’s probably trying to pick up a little extra with the card games. His wife’s expecting. I’ll talk to him.”

      “Does any man on this team have a secret from you?” Mateus asked.

      Maria shrugged, pretending not to notice the hint of worry on his brow. She’d gotten good at feigning ignorance in front of her second over the last few months. It felt like lying, which wasn’t something Maria wanted to do to her oldest friend, but she was the captain. The captain protected her men from any threat on the trail. Apparently, that now included their own misguided romantic intentions. “I’m sure there are a few secrets I’ve missed.”

      “I doubt that. My sister knows everything.” Isabel winked at Mateus.

      He cleared his throat, and his smile dimmed for an instant. “Then I should get to the front before she uncovers something about me even I don’t know.” He tipped his hat before heading to ready his horse.

      “Poor boy.” Isabel clucked her tongue. “Does he really think it’s a secret?”

      “Don’t you have a wound to tend?”

      “Ugh. We need a doctor or nurse or anyone else who can do this. I’m the cook. I rip skin off, not stitch it back together,” Isabel grumbled, trotting off to find Zé.

      Maria smiled at her sister’s muttering. For all the complaining, she knew with absolute certainty that Isabel would bandage Zé’s hand to the best of her ability. Not because her sister cared about Zé but because Maria had asked her, and Isabel’s loyalty was one of the few things in life she never questioned. It was a relief and a responsibility that she worked constantly to be worthy of.

      When everyone was in position she whistled, and with a crack of her whip, thirty-five mules, seven men on foot, a sister, a second-in-command, and two dozen crates of gold began snaking down the mountain through the forest toward the gleaming white city below.

      After years of traveling between the mines in Minas Gerais and the ships in Rio de Janeiro, the first sight of her city nestled between mountain and ocean still thrilled her. The mining towns in Minas had their gilded churches adorned with sculpted saints, but Rio was a work of art by God himself. Any mark man made on it only took away from the perfection.

      That included his Royal Highness the Prince Regent and his court.

      Maria hated to admit that her home of mountains and ocean could succumb to the whims of foreigners, but the Portuguese had changed Rio. Since the court’s arrival, she frequently found herself caught off guard in her own city. She walked the streets anxious and pensive, as though retracing a trail from childhood that had overgrown. She recognized the trees but could no longer be sure where to step.

      Rio de Janeiro had always been a city that demanded a glance over the shoulder, but now the danger marched right up to you, often with a uniform and rank, and walking away wasn’t an option. Neither was the butt of her whip against a nose. She didn’t know the rules anymore, and for a free black woman responsible for her sister, her team, and her business, being able to anticipate problems kept everyone fed and out of the stocks.

      The road flattened out as they cleared the trees and rode into the farmland on the outskirts of Rio. Mateus smiled and tipped his hat to the slaves and their owners scattered amongst the coffee. The slaves returned the greeting. The owners and foremen did not. They never did. The owners preferred to act as though free blacks didn’t exist. Maria was content to be ignored and ignore in return, but Mateus greeted every person like an ambassador of the Almighty. It looked exhausting.

      They dismounted at the customs outpost on the edge of the city, and Mateus greeted the customs officer and walked him through their cargo. The official made meticulous notes, counted, weighed, and counted again. Soldiers stood guard around the outpost ready to haul away anyone caught smuggling.

      As far as customs knew, the train was run by Mateus. It was why he rode in the front on the last stretch into the city. No one would trust a woman, a young unmarried woman at that, to carry gold over the mountains, but Maria had been determined to carry on her father’s legacy. Every merchant had trusted him as the best muleteer in Rio and wanted him to captain their train, and she’d ridden at his side for a decade. She could track, shoot, fight, and hold the profit from each trek for the last four years in her head, but she couldn’t negotiate her way out of being young and female.

      Mateus had been the solution. He’d known her family for years through the capoeira circles, a skinny boy learning the fluid martial art set to drum and song and was one of the few men willing to play capoeira against her. She offered him the chance to escape apprenticeship to a shoemaker in exchange for being her second and public face of the train.

      He’d agreed, with the addition of a five percent partnership. Maria felt only a twinge of resentment at losing the entirety of profits. Self-delusion was not a luxury she could afford and openly running the train herself would result in no contracts and thus no income for her or her father’s team. She’d rather eat than be called captain at her funeral. As long as her team knew whose orders to follow when on the trail, she was satisfied.

      Mateus always followed her orders. Never questioned her in front of the team. He was an ideal partner. Until he fell in love with her.

      She knew what she was giving up. Who she was giving up. There wasn’t a line of men willing to marry a woman who tromped though the forest in pants. Mateus was honest, loyal, and would be a wonderful catch for someone, but she wasn’t fishing. Maria had enough responsibilities without a husband.

      She remembered the distracted silence her father succumbed to after her mother died. At eleven, with a single trek to her name, she could see that her father’s grief put himself, his daughters, and the entire team in danger, and falling in love always led, one way or another, to grieving a love. Grief was a luxury Maria couldn’t afford.

      There was always some threat to assess be it a washed-out trail, jaguar tracks, or two Bats rummaging through her team’s cargo. The sight of the two men with their black coats flapping about their knees sent her hand to her whip and her eyes accounting for every member of her team.

      They were members of the Royal Guard, the most brutal of the city’s new security measures. They weren’t soldiers, and there was nothing royal about them. These men answered to the superintendent of Rio and patrolled the city with the purpose of ridding it of vice and disorder. From what Maria had observed, they had a very long list of behaviors that qualified as vice, ranging from prostitution to whistling. The members of the Royal Guard slipped through the shadows in their long, dark coats and waited to swoop down on anyone with the bad luck to disrupt order within their earshot. The practice had earned them an appropriate nickname.

      A customs post near midday was neither the time nor place for Bats. They would only mean trouble for her team. Maria needed to get her men rounded up and back on the road.

      As if in reply to her thoughts, one of the Bats drew a knife and proceeded to jab the caiman, not caring that it was still draped over her horse.

      She appeared at their side in two strides, fists clenched. “Can I help you, senhores?”

      The men looked up startled. The younger Bat glanced away embarrassed, clearly a new recruit if still capable of shame, but the older man puffed out his chest. “We’re looking for any illegal goods. This animal wasn’t declared.”

      “Because game shot on the trail belongs to the man who killed it, senhor.”

      The man turned the color of boiled lobster. “You think you can argue with a member of the Royal Guard?”

      Maria winced and gritted her teeth. She’d played it wrong. She should have been more deferential. They were due at the bank, and her team always delivered on time. Although it would fetch a nice price, the caiman could be sacrificed to preserve her team’s record.

      “We have the right to search any cargo,” the older Bat continued. “There might be contraband.”

      Maria drew a knife from her boot, slashed the rope holding the caiman, and let it plunge to the ground at the soldiers’ feet. The younger Bat yelped. Maria hauled the animal to eye level. She strained under the weight but forced her back straight and shoulders square.

      “Where do you want it cut? Down the belly? You can rummage around the intestines for any diamonds. Would you like me to cut open the stomach, too, in case someone shoved gold down its throat?”

      Maria raised the blade but stopped with the point pressed against the animal’s throat. She glanced at the new recruit. “You might want to step back, senhor. You’ll never get the blood out of your pants.”

      “It’s also going to stink worse than a piss pot in the noon sun,” Isabel added, strolling up with a cheerful smile.

      The young Bat blanched and backed away. He must have been recently arrived from Portugal to have such delicate sensitivities. In his hasty retreat, he stepped on his partner who shoved him away directly into the army captain coming to investigate the commotion. The Bats snapped to attention as the officer proceeded to curse them both for incompetence. The entire outpost stopped to listen, and Maria stood with a knife in one hand and a six-foot caiman in the other, its head flopped over her arm. She bit back a smile.

      Mateus appeared and interrupted, speaking to the captain, “Senhor, we were hoping to sell the carcass to a collector but will of course open the body if you wish to inspect it. We’re loyal subjects of the Prince Regent and are happy to comply with any order from his esteemed representatives.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Mateus. You and your team have an excellent reputation. There is no need to spill crocodile innards all over my outpost.”

      The senior Bat began to protest, but the officer cut him off with a glare. “This outpost is under my command, and my orders are enforced by Her Majesty’s soldiers. You men have no authority and no place here. Go back to patrolling the streets and catching pickpockets. Leave the gold under the army’s protection.” The officer dismissed Mateus with a wave. “Mateus, you and your team may proceed to the bank.”

      The officer shot a final withering glare at the old Bat, who passed it on to Maria. She dropped the caiman to the ground at his feet and smiled as he flinched. He stomped away with the younger Bat scurrying behind, and Maria hid her triumphant grin by tucking the knife back in her boot. Two cowed Bats were worth a slight delay. She couldn’t remember ever leaving a customs inspection in a better mood than when she arrived.

      The same wasn’t true for her team.

      They left the outpost with an escort of armed soldiers. One sergeant slapped a mosquito hard enough to leave his handprint across his neck. He cursed Brazil and drew a glare from Isabel, who spat at his back. With protesting mules and the ever-rising temperature, they rode into the bustle of Rio a collection of lit tempers with short fuses.

      From the rear, she kept the train tight with an occasional crack of her whip. Fish vendors pushing wheelbarrows, quitandeiras balancing baskets of mangos atop their turbans, slaves carrying their mistresses in sweltering boxes, and soldiers suffering in their wool uniforms all jostled for space in the teeming street.

      “Olá, Rio, I’ve missed you,” Isabel announced, throwing her arms wide as if to embrace the street and all the people and animals using it. She inhaled. “Pineapples are in season.”

      “I didn’t notice with all the manure,” Maria commented drily.

      “You have no romance in your soul, dear sister. Look around and take in the city.”

      “Romance doesn’t keep thirty-five mules in a straight line.”

      “Santa Matilde!” Isabel jerked her horse to a stop and gaped in horror.

      “What?” Maria drew her pistol and scanned the crowd for the threat she’d missed.

      “The windows!” her sister cried. “What’s happened to all the windows?”

      White homes with clay tiled roofs butted up against one another lining the thoroughfare. The first story doors were open to the bustle of the street. Slaves hurried in and out with barrels of wine or sacks of flour on their backs. In the second-floor windows, ladies melted into settees while fanned by still more slaves.

      “The trellises are gone,” Maria murmured, holstering the pistol.

      The green or red wooden trellises that had stood out against the white walls and given the street a perpetually festive air were gone. Half the homes in front of her had removed the trellises and were in the process of replacing them with glass panes.

      “Why would they take them down? They were so beautiful.” Isabel wrung her hands.

      “They’ll suffocate without the breeze.”

      “You, girl! Why have you stopped?” The older Bat from the outpost rode up to Isabel, and Maria’s stomach clenched. Her good mood gone. They hadn’t been back in the city ten minutes, and she’d made a new enemy.

      “Apologies, senhor,” Maria started.

      “I didn’t ask you,” he barked.

      “The trellises are gone!” Isabel looked as though she’d lost a friend.

      “It’s by order of Superintendent Viana. All trellises in the city are to be removed and replaced with windowpanes.”

      “But why? They were so pretty.”

      “They’re being taken down because His Highness wants to make this city fit for a European court,” the Bat snapped. “Proper homes have glass windows. They were also a security risk. Anyone could be hiding behind them, plotting an attack against the royal family.”

      “Maybe if the court didn’t show up at the dock, throw half the city out of their homes, use up all the food and water then expect a kiss on the hand for it, people wouldn’t want to shoot them,” Isabel shouted.

      The man’s face changed from red to beet purple. “What’s your name little Indian? I want to know the mongrel who thinks she can criticize the Prince Regent.”

      Maria drew a sharp breath as her hope of getting to the bank without incident evaporated. She dropped her hand below the saddle, letting her whip unfurl but keeping her anger coiled tight inside. Her new goal was to get to the bank without anyone getting arrested.

      Isabel edged her horse forward and said in a low voice, “My mother was Guarani, and they were here long before the royal family.”

      Maria caught Isabel’s wrist in an iron grip before it reached for any number of weapons stashed beneath her skirt. Her gaze bore into Isabel’s, and Maria shook her head once. They could not afford to have their cargo confiscated. A more thorough search would make insulting a Royal Guardsman a mundane offense.

      “With respect, senhor, she’s my sister,” Maria said. The man scoffed, and she felt Isabel tense. “My adopted sister. My parents took her in after her own mother died, and I can vouch for her. She’s a loyal subject of Her Majesty and the Prince Regent. We’ll deliver the cargo directly to the bank without attracting any more attention.”

      “Oi, Maria! What’s the delay? If we don’t get this gold out of the sun, we’ll be delivering soup instead of bars,” Mateus joked loudly, pushing his horse between Isabel and the Bat. His smile flashed in the sun, but Maria heard the tension in his voice.

      Maria wasn’t sure who would swing first, the Bat or Isabel, but she was certain they were one insult away from ending up in the stocks and losing their entire earnings for the trek. She’d put on a dress and go to mass before she let this small man grasping at power rob her team of their rightful earnings.

      “Captain, apologies,” she said to Mateus. “The Guardsman was kind enough to explain the superintendent’s latest improvements, and I’m afraid we’ve let a crowd gather. It’s going to be hard to deliver the crates before noon and collect the bonus Dom Joaquim promised for delivering early.”

      Mateus and Isabel glanced sharply at her, but Maria locked eyes with the Bat. “I’m sure the captain’d be grateful for any help you could give in getting the crowd to disperse. He’d probably split the bonus Dom Joaquim promised us. Seems only fair a man so loyal to His Highness get what he deserves.”

      Isabel relaxed instantly, and Maria let go of her sister’s wrist. They understood each other. She raised her eyebrows at Mateus.

      “I don’t need to tell you, senhor, that Dom Joaquim rewards handsomely when a job’s done well.” Mateus played along with only the slightest furrow between his brows. “I’d be happy to split down the middle.”

      The Bat leaned across his saddle to Mateus. “All of it. And this one,” he growled, pointing at Isabel, “doesn’t say another word until I’ve been paid.”

      Mateus cut his eyes to Maria, and she gave the slightest nod. “Agreed,” he said.

      “Then move out,” the officer snapped, galloping to the front of the train and ordering the crowd to disperse.

      Mateus edged up next to her. “Well, I suppose I’m going to be stabling the horses and mules on my own. Again.”

      “Sorry,” Maria said.

      “It’s fine. Someone needs to avoid arrest and be ready to break you out.”

      Isabel tossed her hair over a shoulder. “I’m insulted you think there’s a chance we’d get arrested.” She looked at Maria. “And what exactly are we not going to be caught doing?”

      “Mateus, at the bank, pay him all my share.”

      “Your whole share?” he gasped.

      Maria leaned back in her saddle enjoying his shock. She had a plan brewing, and her share was a small price to pay. “All of it. Isabel and I’ll meet you at Dom Antonio’s house at ten.”

      He let out a low whistle. “You’re the captain. If I don’t see you at Antonio’s, I’ll swing by the stocks.” Mateus tipped his hat and rode to the front.

      Isabel raised her eyebrows. “Santa Ana, you’re really going to give your share to that overcooked beet?”

      “Didn’t you listen to Papa? Cheap solves a problem for a day. A permanent solution always requires an investment. I’m investing in the Bats.”
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      Isabel paused to toss back a shot of cachaça and give her audience a chance to lean forward in anticipation, their attention more potent than any spirit behind the bar. Her face flushed. “So, the caiman lay there, mouth gaping open, flesh-tearing teeth glistening, enjoying the shade while I perched in the tree above wondering where to put my knife. I drew my dagger without a sound. Then I dropped!” She slammed her hand on the table and her onlookers jumped, one spilling a tumbler in surprise. “I plunged my blade through its brain before it felt me on its back. Dinner was served for the rest of the trail.”

      Her audience reacted with a mix of cheers, guffaws, and laughter, mixing with the din of conversation and marimba music filling the courtyard. Isabel basked in the appreciation. She stepped up on the bench and bowed repeatedly until she felt a tug on her skirt. The owner of the inn frowned up at her.

      “Boa noite, Dona Antonia! You just missed the end of my story. Want me to tell it again?”

      The crossed arms and furrowed brow told Isabel that Antonia was not interested in hearing her story. The woman pointed a finger to the dirt. “We need to talk, senhorita.”

      Isabel shrugged an apology to her audience, gave a final bow, and hopped to the ground. “How are you, Dona? How’s Tio Miguel and Dito? Nossa Senhora, it’s more crowded than I’ve seen in a while. Business must be good.”

      “It would be better if you weren’t distracting the customers from drinking,” Antonia said.

      “I can’t help it if I have a gift.”

      “And telling stories is more important than me? You’re back in town and the first thing you do is put on a show for strangers without even a hello for me? I should throw your ungrateful backside out of my inn.”

      Isabel threw her arms around Antonia’s waist. “I’m sorry, Dona. Very, very sorry. Please, forgive me.”

      She was sorry but not worried. Antonia’s anger disappeared faster than a bottle of cachaça among freshly docked sailors. The woman couldn’t stay mad. Otherwise, she’d have barred Isabel permanently after that incident with the port bottle, oil lamp, and handsy coffee farmer’s coat. The table in the corner still had the scorch marks.

      “Let me start over.” Isabel planted a kiss on Antonia’s cheeks. “Boa noite, Dona Antonia. I missed you. Did you miss me?”

      “You know I did. Mending is tedious work without your stories. Are you paying me a visit soon?”

      “I’ll come this Sunday. I promise.”

      “We can practice your Guarani,” Antonia said in Guarani.

      Isabel cringed. She was curious about Guarani, but Antonia made learning it seem like a moral obligation. The priests gave out enough of those. Isabel didn’t care for more. “My first mother didn’t speak Guarani. Her parents didn’t even speak Guarani. Mama told me my grandparents were both born in Rio.”

      “I was born in Rio, and I speak Guarani.”

      “Because your parents came from a mission down south. Things are different there.”

      “My parents said things were different, but now I suspect they’re the same.”

      A flicker of sorrow passed over Antonia’s face, a shadow amongst the laughter and music, and Isabel felt a stab of guilt. Antonia’s parents ended up in Rio after fleeing a war between Guarani and Portuguese in the south. Isabel never asked. She assumed the Portuguese won. They always won.

      She needed to stop letting words fly out of her mouth. The habit left a trail of problems, one of which she and Maria were in the process of cleaning up.

      “Sunday afternoon. I’ll bring a basket of clothes in desperate need of repair and adventures from the trail.” Isabel linked arms with Antonia. The lamplight caught the white streaks in Antonia’s black hair, turning them silver, and Isabel thought she looked like a queen. She hoped Antonia wouldn’t be too upset with Maria’s plan. “I promise to tell all my stories in Guarani.”

      “You can tell them however you want to, querida.”

      “Do I have permission to stay and tell more of them to your esteemed patrons?”

      “Because the person you’re spying on is still upstairs.”

      Isabel pursed her lips, widening her eyes and blinking in confusion. “Spying? I’m here for the food and the company and to tell you how much I missed your fried sardines.”

      “That’s why you’re watching the stairs like a wolf.” The woman clucked her tongue. “Does the poor man know what’s in store for him when he’s done?”

      “Do you hear the wolf coming?”

      “He better have paid before you drag him off.”

      “We’d never cheat anyone out of what she’s owed. We’ll cover everything.”

      Antonia arched a thick black eyebrow. “We?” Before Isabel could answer, she was waved off. “Fine. But if you girls put holes in my port barrels again, you owe me double with interest.”

      Isabel nodded and murmured a promise even though her attention had jumped to the tavern entrance. As she didn’t know precisely what interest was, her undivided attention would have made little difference to her response. Maria handled the money. She’d never had the patience to focus and hold all those figures in her head. What need was there to count beyond the coins necessary to buy food, drink, and the occasional new pair of boots? There was so much in the world far more deserving of her attention.

      Like the tall figure who’d entered, in a broad straw hat, that was almost out of place in the late summer sun. Without a word to anyone, Maria took up a position in the corner opposite the bar.

      Isabel smiled in anticipation and slipped through the crowd toward the bar. While squeezing between tables, she lifted a brilliant yellow shawl off the shoulders of a woman, laying a coin on the table in front of her.

      “This is lovely. Is it for sale? Should be. Yellow isn’t really your color.”

      She didn’t wait for an answer and swept past the now speechless and well-compensated woman with the newly acquired shawl draped over her head. She plucked a red carnation from the lapel of a young man and tucked it behind her ear. This she paid for with a wink.

      “Oi, amigo!” Isabel called to the barkeeper’s rear end, the front end being busy with a wine barrel on the floor. She reached out over the bar, a small stone resting in her hand. In a thick Bahian accent, she said, “The fancy Bat upstairs sent this down and said to buy drinks for the house. But I think he must be mad. I don’t know what he expects to get with a rock.”

      The barkeeper spun around and snatched the stone out of her palm. His eyes grew wide and darted around the courtyard. He shoved the rock in his apron’s pocket and bellowed, “Next drink is on a very satisfied customer.”

      Isabel backed away into the grateful and apparently very thirsty crowd surging toward the bar. She dropped the shawl on the back of a random girl and the carnation on the ground as she found a spot in the corner of the courtyard, where Maria leaned against the wall. She accepted a red and black skirt from Maria and slipped it over her brown one, a small frown on her lips.

      “Santa Regina, you’ve picked the worst spot in the room. We’ll have a terrible view from here.”

      “Don’t worry. You won’t miss anything.” Maria nodded toward the front door. “Here they come.”

      A regiment of soldiers burst into the courtyard. All movement and noise stopped as the soldiers leveled their rifles at the patrons. An officer stepped forward. The number of baubles decorating his coat announced his authority.

      “Senhores e senhoras,” the officer announced. He tipped his head to a group of younger women. “Senhoritas. I’m here on behalf of his Royal Highness the Prince Regent. If you all cooperate and demonstrate your loyalty to His Highness, there will be no cause for distress or any unpleasantness. We have reason to believe a smuggler is doing business out of this establishment. Turn him over and there will be no further repercussions. Make any attempt to conceal him and we will arrest you.”

      Antonia stepped forward. “We don’t want any trouble. We’re all loyal subjects of His Highness here.” She cut her eyes toward the corner, and Isabel felt the force of her gaze from across the room. “Smugglers know they’re not welcome. I haven’t seen any here. Bernardo?”

      The woman turned to the barkeeper and fixed him with a pointed look. The man could not have looked more distraught if he’d been asked to hand over his own child. He pulled out the stone Isabel gave him.

      “The Royal Guardsman in the second bedroom upstairs. He paid for his drinks with this.”

      “A Guardsman?” The officer accepted the stone and raised his eyebrows as he held the raw diamond up to the lamp light. He looked to the soldiers nearest the stairs. “Bring him down.”

      Four men charged up the stairs. A murmur ran through the crowd that was quickly silenced by the sound of a door being kicked in. Men shouted. A woman shrieked. One man cursed loud enough to be heard above the cannon fire in the bay. Isabel recognized the voice, delight pricking her skin at the protests.

      A smile crept across her face as the soldiers dragged the beet-faced Bat down the stairs and into the courtyard. He was still sweating despite the evening breeze and still angry despite the amount of pleasure he’d purchased in the last hour. Some people just didn’t want to be happy.

      Isabel was not one of them and delighted in the spectacle of the growling and spitting Bat tossed at the feet of his superior. She looked around for a plate of fried sardines or casava to nibble. A show was always better with dinner.

      “Senhor, you will conduct yourself as befitting a representative of the crown of Portugal.”

      “What the hell is this?”

      The officer’s face hardened. “Search him. Check his coat and boots.”

      The struggle that erupted reminded Isabel of a fat capybara taking a drink near a nest of caiman. The Bat bellowed and flailed as four soldiers peeled his coat off and attempted to search his pockets. In the flailing, a leather sack fell to the ground. The commanding officer picked it up.

      “This feels like an excellent payday, senhor. Where did a Guardsman come by such wealth?”

      “That’s mine. I earned it. Get your goddamn hands off me.”

      Maria raised her eyebrows in surprise. “He didn’t strike me as brave enough to curse a lieutenant.”

      “He’s not.” Isabel pulled a nearly empty canteen from the leather pouch on her hip. Her eyes twinkled. “But the cachaça is. I thought he deserved a little extra after such a trying afternoon. I was topping off his drinks all night.”

      “He’d thank you if he wasn’t busy.”

      “No thanks necessary. I was happy to do it.”

      The officer emptied the contents of the bag. Maria’s share of the payment for their delivery spilled onto the table, but the officer didn’t glance at the coins. He fondled the sack in his hand frowning. With a flick of his wrist, the officer turned the sack inside out. He drew a knife and sliced the seam at the bottom of the bag.

      Raw diamonds tumbled into the lamplight. The crowd gasped. The officer jerked away as if a pit viper had dropped out of the bag. The Bat gaped in horror at the incriminating evidence rolling across the table, and Isabel suppressed a laugh.

      The Bat spluttered and spat finally choking out, “That slut! She set me up. It’s not mine.”

      “Did you not claim this as your earnings a mere moment ago?” The lieutenant looked at the Bat in disgust. “Now you’re blaming some woman for the stolen diamonds in your coin purse?”

      “She gave me the sack. I didn’t know the diamonds were there. That bitch set me up!”

      Antonia marched up, chest puffed out and arms waving. “How dare you try to blame some poor girl! What kind of a man sacrifices a girl to hide his own crime? Get him out! Get that lying bastard out of my inn!”

      The crowd took up Antonia’s cry, and curses rained down upon the Bat’s head. Many were quite creative, and Isabel made a point of remembering them. The Bat screamed back at the rising tide of anger against him. He seemed unaware of the fact he’d been stripped of authority, and the crowd he insulted was no longer obliged to tolerate it. Isabel couldn’t decide if the old Bat was willfully stubborn or delusional. He was certainly entertaining.

      “There’s no mercy for smugglers. You will forfeit all your property and be imprisoned for life.” The Portuguese lieutenant assessed the mostly Brazilian and angry crowd. Based on his clenched jaw, he’d made the smart decision to worry. “Take this man to the jail. A wagon leaves for Tijuco prison at sunrise. He’ll be on it. Let’s go.”

      The soldiers dragged the Bat from the inn to the crowd’s cheers. The marimba players resumed playing, and the plunk of their mallets on the wooden bars followed the last soldier out the door. Antonia walked over to the sisters and tossed Maria the empty leather bag. “I’d have gotten your diamonds back, but the good officer confiscated them. Coins, too. That’s a high price to pay for revenge, girls.”

      “He was rude,” Maria said.

      “That looked like more than ten carats!”

      “He was very rude,” Isabel added.

      “Nossa Senhora, you two are going to wind up in the stocks,” Antonia laughed, shaking her head.

      “Will you come visit us, Dona?” Isabel asked.

      “Absolutely not. I can’t risk my reputation by taking up with criminals. I have a business to run. You’re on your own, girl.”

      “Speaking of business,” Maria interrupted. She held out a small pouch. “For the door.”

      “Maria Azevedo, you can’t afford all this.”

      “I told you we’d cover everything.” Isabel reached for the pouch, linked arms with Antonia, and dropped it in her apron pocket. “Sister, we should give Dona Antonia something for the girl upstairs. I’m sure the boiled lobster didn’t bother to pay before getting arrested. Don’t worry about the money, Dona. We have all we need, and we’ll get more. There’s always another job.”

      “Not if we’re late,” Maria said. “We need to go. Mateus is waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Through an open window, a clock chimed quarter to ten. Isabel quickened her pace as they crossed Largo do Paço. Mateus was probably waiting for them at Dom Antonio’s home.

      On the opposite side of the square, newly installed whale-oil lamps lit up the walls of the Royal Palace. The royal family commandeered the building from the Viceroy upon their arrival. Prince João was renovating a manor in the hills, but for now the entire royal family lived in, worked in, and greatly disrupted the heart of Rio de Janeiro.

      Still Rio’s elite seemed to support the court. In fact, most people adored the Prince Regent. After being nothing more than a name on every official decree, Prince João now strolled through the streets of Rio. Isabel supposed for some people the court’s presence in Rio was just shy of having God show up for dinner. If God then asked to borrow your house indefinitely and ate all the chicken.

      They were at the east edge of the square that ran along the beach and even with the front doors of the palace. Light eased out of the open second floor windows and carriages were lined up along the front doors. The hand-kissing ceremony was still going on. The drivers and horses were ready to race away the second their lord or lady’s rear hit the seat, exhausted from a long evening of standing in line waiting to kiss the Prince Regent.

      “Isabel, are you listening? I want to talk about the farm,” Maria said.

      “Not the farm!” she groaned. “Santa Angela, I thought that was momentary madness from the heat. You will never convince me to move to a farm in Bahia. I will enlist in the Portuguese army before that happens.” She wasn’t bluffing. How could Maria consider giving up what they had? For beans? For quiet? She shuddered.

      “Isn’t a farm what we’ve been saving for?”

      “No, we’ve been saving for when the mines dry up, and we don’t have any other choice. Which will be years from now.”

      “But we’re having problems with soldiers and Bats today.” Maria stopped and locked eyes with Isabel. “There’ll be a time we won’t be able to save ourselves with a trick. We were close to being in real trouble today.”

      Isabel clapped her hands together, rubbing them back and forth. “I can’t wait for real trouble. Where is the real trouble? I want to meet it.”

      Maria ignored her. “Isabel, I’m tired. Rio’s my home, but I don’t want to be on guard every second waiting for the worst that can happen. I’ve been running the train for five years and I. . . I don’t think I love it as much as Papa did.”

      The confession stopped Isabel in her tracks. She’d never heard Maria even hint at being unhappy with their lives. How long had she been feeling this way? Why hadn’t she said something?

      Maria didn’t acknowledge Isabel’s surprise and barreled on ahead. “A farm. Outside a city. We still work for ourselves. We hire men. Give them jobs—”

      A high-pitched cry rose over rolling waves.

      “Shh!” Isabel ran up and grabbed Maria’s arm, jerking her to stop.

      “What is it?”

      “Did you hear that?”

      She went to the edge of the stone wall separating the square from the beach, the sand a five-foot drop down. Isabel held her breath and listened. The warm night air carried the sound of Guanabara Bay lapping at the sand. The shrill chirp of a bat. A cry for help.

      She leapt onto the sand and glanced back at Maria. “What are you waiting for?”

      Her sister hesitated. Isabel knew what Maria was thinking. They were supposed to meet Mateus. The voice cried out again, higher pitched and more desperate.

      “He’ll live,” Isabel shouted over her shoulder already racing up the beach. A second later Maria ran alongside her. They stopped in front of five hulking shadows looming over a girl in a pale dress.

      Isabel drew her daggers. It was good to be home.
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      As the ninety-seventh petitioner brought his lips to the Prince Regent’s sweaty hand, Victoria wondered if she wouldn’t have been better off staying in Lisbon and taking her chances against Napoleon’s army. It was a horrible and treasonous thought, which she shook from her head. It was the most she’d moved in two hours.

      In front of her, Prince João VI and his wife, Princess Carlota Joaquina sat flanked by their four oldest children standing at attention. Victoria had a view of the most important backsides residing in South America, but her gaze never left the white-haired woman slumped in a seat at the far left. Her mistress stayed awake long enough to be announced as Queen Maria I of Portugal then promptly began snoring. It was not the dramatic display the court gossips hoped for from Mad Queen Maria, but the line of petitioners still stretched to the street.

      The queen would wake at any moment. It was a miracle she’d remained asleep this long, and imagining Her Majesty’s reaction to a sweltering room filled with strange faces gawking at her left Victoria feeling queasy. She clenched her jaw as a Viscount denounced his neighbor to Prince João for stealing his guinea fowl.

      Victoria tried not to be critical of others, but she didn’t believe the Viscount’s missing guinea fowl required the crown’s intervention and Her Majesty’s presence. Neither did the colonel’s dispute with his tailor nor the coffee farmer’s plea for more rain. She considered weather to rest firmly in the hands of the Almighty, but the dozen plantation owners who’d knelt before the Prince Regent during that evening’s hand-kissing ceremony clearly felt His Highness had some sway.

      Victoria did not, otherwise her mistress would have been asleep in her own bed.

      She’d been fortunate enough to avoid the hand-kissing ceremony since entering the queen’s service seven years earlier. Due to her condition, Her Majesty had never been called upon to attend back in Lisbon and had been essentially forgotten in her convent rooms during the past year in Rio.

      Until this evening.

      When the Prince Regent’s valet delivered the summons to the queen’s chamber, Victoria had begged him to inform His Highness that his mother was ill. She tried to explain the queen’s need for routine and familiar faces. She reminded him of the crossing from Lisbon and the weeks Her Majesty spent screaming for help thinking she was being kidnapped.

      The valet’s visit ended with the maids drawing straws to see who would attend the queen during the ceremony.

      The ninety-eighth petitioner asked to be excused from military service on account of a limp. Her Majesty coughed, and Victoria clenched the front of her skirt. The ninety-ninth asked for his son’s prison sentence to be reduced. Her Majesty rolled her head to the other shoulder, and Victoria’s leg began to jiggle.

      A rotund sugarcane farmer was announced. As he bowed deeply to the Prince Regent, the queen smacked her lips and swallowed. Dread flooded through her veins. Victoria looked around, at a loss for whose permission she needed to escort the queen from the room. The farmer made a second sweeping bow to Princess Carlota Joaquina, and Victoria stifled a whimper. She didn’t dare interrupt the obviously wealthy petitioner and address the royal family directly. The soldiers weren’t close enough to hear her whisper. There wasn’t a regiment of ladies-in-waiting nearby waiting for a signal to assist their mistress. Since being removed from daily court life, the queen was attended by a handful of untitled servant girls.

      Her Majesty sat up and surveyed the room blinking. Victoria slipped along the back wall toward the nearest soldier. As the sugarcane farmer made to leave, he noticed the queen was awake and diverted toward Her Majesty. Victoria froze against the wall.

      The farmer bowed at the waist and grasped Her Majesty’s hand bringing it to his puckered lips. He didn’t see the blow coming. Queen Maria of Portugal slammed her fan down on the farmer’s head.

      “Help!” the queen shrieked. “Save me! A demon boar is trying to drag me to hell. God, save me. I’m damned, and the devil has come for me.”

      Victoria rushed toward her mistress, her only concern getting the queen back to her chambers with no permanent damage to anyone. Unable to raise a hand against his sovereign, the farmer remained bowed, shielding his face from the blows raining down on his head, and trapped without protocol for taking leave of royalty during delusion.

      In a low voice, Victoria pleaded, “Your Majesty, please allow me to escort you back to your room.”

      “The demon will not take me. I will not surrender to the devil.”

      “Your Majesty, it’s Victoria. I can—” She caught the queen’s fan in her eye on the backswing. Tears blinded her. She tried to blink them away and see to dodge the next swing.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” a booming voice filled the room, startling the raving queen and whimpering farmer into silence. Princess Carlota Joaquina addressed the shocked petitioners. “Her Majesty is clearly exhausted from an evening with her devoted subjects. It is a great tragedy that the French dogs have forced Her Majesty to flee her beloved home and suffer the effects of a tropical climate to which she is unaccustomed.”

      “We’re all damned!” Queen Maria shrieked, pointing at the princess. “The devil is here!”

      The room stilled. No one dared exhale. Even the ocean seemed to hesitate.

      Her Highness turned away from the petitioners and stepped toward the queen and Victoria. “Help Her Majesty to her chambers.” Two soldiers moved in response to the princess’ order. “And please inform Her Majesty once she has rested, that we are all honored she would risk her health in order to be with her subjects on this momentous evening.”

      The soldiers each gripped an elbow, easily lifting the queen off her feet and propelling her from the room. At the door, Victoria risked one glance back. The young princes and princesses all stared grim-faced in any direction but their grandmother’s. The Prince Regent pulled a chicken breast out of his pocket and began nibbling nervously. Only Princess Carlota Joaquina watched their retreat with a rage that chilled Rio’s summer air and sent a shiver through Victoria. She knew what the look meant. The evening’s public outburst would not be forgotten or forgiven, and she would be held responsible.

      As they cut through the palace, Her Majesty branded the soldiers servants of the devil and screamed for help. Victoria raced ahead and threw open the door to the queen’s chambers. At the sight of familiar surroundings, the queen bolted from the soldiers straight into her bedroom. Victoria followed ignoring the two maids gaping from the sitting area.

      The queen paced the length of her bed and clawed at the neck of her dress. She scratched her scalp. The fits had gotten worse since arriving in Rio. A three-month Atlantic crossing had undone what little was left of Her Majesty’s sanity.

      The screaming now occurred with the same frequency and intensity as when her father was brought on as Her Majesty’s surgeon. He’d supported the new medical philosophies coming out of Austria and believed the insane should be treated humanely. Even
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