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Dedication

In loving memory of

Priscy, my best friend

Celia, my grandmother

Gonthrán, my dear uncle,

who always asked, “How’s the book going?” 

It’s going pretty well.



 
Epigraph

They tried to bury us. 
They didn’t know we were seeds.

Mexican proverb
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A Note on History, Terminology, and Pronunciation

Beginning around 900 A.D., seven tribal groups migrated to Central Mexico from the Seven Caves of Aztlan. In order of arrival, they were the Xochimilca, followed by the Chalca, Tepanec, Acolhua, Tlahuica, and Tlaxcalan. The seventh and final tribe to arrive in the Valley of Mexico were the Mexica, who are referred to as the Aztecs. This term was introduced by modern scholars to refer to the people of the “Aztec Empire” and is not used in this book. 

These seven tribes collectively embody the Nahuas or Nahua people, all sharing a common cultural and historical background, including the Nahuatl language. These different groups used names related to their cities or tribes. For example, the Mexica who resided in Mexico-Tenochtitlan called themselves Tenochca or Mexica-Tenochca. The Acolhua people inhabiting Tetzcoco called themselves Tetzcoca, and the Tepaneca of Tlacopan called themselves Tlacopaneca. These three city-states made up the Aztec Empire, describing the Triple Alliance, which Tenochtitlan dominated and later was largely destroyed in 1521 by the Tlaxcatlecah, the main rivals of the Mexica, and their Spanish allies under the command of Hernán Cortés. Much of what we know about the Aztecs was written by conquerors and the claims that their conquest was an astounding achievement and that the destruction of Tenochtitlan was total has persisted across five centuries. 

However, there is plenty of evidence to the contrary. After the conquest, the island where the Aztecs settled and built their capital was still mostly Indigenous; the Spaniards were still outnumbered; Aztec nobility still retained power in colonial Mexico. While this book is fictional and set in an alternate Mexico, it attempts to shatter the myth of Spanish hegemony. Arguing that Tenochtitlan did not, in fact, die is not a new narrative, but it bears repeating, as Mexico City continued to be an Indigenous metropolis well into the seventeenth century.

Despite its offensive nature, I’ve used the inaccurate term “Indian” or “indio” in Spanish throughout this book to reflect the language and concepts of the time. The error lies with Christopher Columbus who, as the story goes, upon arriving in the New World thought he was in India. “Indigenous,” “Indigenous peoples,” and “native peoples” are broadly accepted terms, though clumping together a variety of different groups is not ideal, as they each have their own unique histories, languages, and cultures. The best course is to always call people by the name they take for themselves. 

Besides Nahuatl, over a hundred languages were spoken in New Spain (present-day Mexico). Many words have variant spellings depending on their English, Spanish or Nahuatl origin, such as Mexico, México, and Mēxihco, respectively. Variant spellings occur in this book to indicate the language being spoken. For ease of reading, I have chosen not to use macrons (ā, ē, ī, ō) on any Nahuatl word.

Examples of variant spellings:



	
English

	
Spanish

	
Classical Nahuatl




	
Mexica

	
Mexíca

	
Mēxihcah 




	
Tenochtitlan

	
Tenochtitlán

	
Tenōchtitlan




	
Montezuma

	
Moctezuma 

	
Motēuczōma




	
Chichimec

	
Chichimeca

	
Chīchīmēcah






   


CHAPTER 1

La Leyenda

The jump between the two buildings is too wide, maybe ten feet. There’s only one way I can make it. I gather my vital force, my tonalli, in my legs, and soar from one rooftop to another, my cloak of darkness flying out behind me like a banner. 

I rush through the afternoon, fully aware of the lookouts below searching for any sign of trouble. Any trace of me. 

I’m all but invisible, and an invisible hunter is a successful one. 

Seen from this high up, Santiago Tlatelolco looks grand. The daylight is several shades brighter as it reflects off the limestone buildings, and the streets glisten as if each stone were dipped in precious metal. From up here, I can see the capital and its central square, with Viceroyal Palace to its east surrounded by fountains and lush gardens. The rest of the square is bordered by the cabildo, the cathedral, and the residences of the encomenderos. Beauty fashioned from the remnants of war.

The faintest sounds buzz in my ears. The claws of scurrying rats on tile. Gurgling bellies. Dry lips parting. The vestiges of a conversation from around the corner—“I’m depending on you to make good bargains today, José.” 

Tuning out the noise of the town, I land on a house made of earthen bricks shaded by avocado trees, with a small plot of crops planted on a raft platform above the water. These floating gardens are abundant along the fresh southern lakes, closer to Xochimilco and Chalco, but chinampas are not unknown in the vicinity of the north. There aren’t any inside la traza, the Spanish part of the island, but they can be found here. This is where farmers sow wheat, in accordance with the policies of the viceroy of New Spain, for if the Spaniard is to eat, he must have bread, and if the Mexica are to keep their governments and privileges, they must pay tribute to the viceroyalty and adhere to all Spanish laws. 

This particular house, however, raises maize.

It is Nahua belief that once the people ate only roots and meat, until the god of dawn Quetzalcoatl brought forth corn from the Mountain of Sustenance, and from that day forward, they have planted and harvested it. 

A soft feathering from the roof’s smoke hole curls above the house. Planks of wood form a trapdoor. I tug and it springs open. Inside, the bony Señor Alonso is hunched over a table, frantically unrolling slips of bark paper, reading glyphs and symbols from manuscripts older than him, with ragged edges and stains. 

Señor Alonso’s curved back proves his life has been one of hardship, like a stalk of corn persevering after a bad growing season. Browned and withered. Not dead but blighted. His tonalli wanes. That’s what healers say when the body is not in harmony: tonalli is weak, tonalli is too sluggish, tonalli is flowing too much or too little, tonalli is pooling in the wrong places.

I enter quietly and slow the descent of the trapdoor. One end of my mask escapes my hood, and I tighten the strap back into my bun. My feet touch the floor softly. Señor Alonso knows I’m here, but he doesn’t bother to look at me. 

“The viceroy’s men are coming for you,” I say, fighting to keep my voice steady. “We have to get you out of here. Now.” 

Señor Alonso holds a parchment up to the light from the window as he strains to see better. A fly lands on his cheek, but he’s too focused to wave it away. “The Nemontemi days are upon us,” he murmurs, in slightly accented Spanish that reveals his native Nahuatl. 

The last five days of the year. Unfortunate dead days. 

Señor Alonso remembers the tales of his father, and his father before him. Many years ago, no prudent Nahua left their home during the Dead Days, not for food, not for anything. Those who did looked over their shoulders as much as ahead of them. A twig did not crack in the forest or lake water splash without a heart skipping a beat. In the stories Señor Alonso shares, there is sorrow, for he speaks of a world that has all but vanished. He was just a boy then.

“I’m aware,” I say, “but you can’t stay here, Señor Alonso. They’re coming, I tell you.” 

“Are you aware it’s been fifty-two years since the last New Fire ceremony?” Señor Alonso says, gently rolling the scrolls. 

I frown beneath my mask. Few still living remember a New Fire ceremony. It only happens once every cycle. The last time the Holy Fire burned, there was great fear of destruction. The Spaniards hadn’t arrived, Mexico-Tenochtitlan was the capital city of the Mexica-Tenochca, and Emperor Moctezuma reigned. 

If, every fifty-two years, on the last day of the Nemontemi, a blaze isn’t ignited atop the Sacred Hill as night descends, the sun will not rise, earthquakes will rattle the ground, and terrible star demons will come from their abyss of twilight to devour the flesh of men. Or so the ancient prophecy goes. 

But no one believes in the old ways anymore. Or at least, no one openly admits it. The Spaniards made sure of that. 

I jerk my head as the approaching clip-clop of hooves echoes outside. My heart pounds thunderously. “We’re out of time. We have to go!”

Señor Alonso looks at me, his gaze soft and steady. “I’m not coming with you.”

I press my lips together to stop my cry of outrage. “What?”

“I’m not coming with you.”

“If the Fifth Sun is in peril,” I say, “we can only pray that the gods have not abandoned us and they will allow the world to continue until the Dead Days pass. There’s nothing else we can do, Señor Alonso.”

I know they’re here when a frigid air chills my skin, wrapping around me like a rebozo woven from the snow itself. Their presence feels cold, harsh, and sinister. 

A fist pounds on the door. My hand is already on the hilt of my sword.

Señor Alonso seizes my arm. “Don’t.” 

“I won’t let them take you,” I say, shaking my head. Certainly not without a fight.

“It doesn’t matter,” he says faintly. “If the Fifth Sun should fall, so, too, will everything else.” 

The knock comes again, louder this time, more insistent.

“Go,” Señor Alonso urges, forcing a smile. 

“Please.” I shake my head, terrified. “Please don’t do this. What about Miguel?”

“My son will make his own choices, and I already know that I will not like them. Tell him …” He pauses to steady his voice. His fear for his loved ones doesn’t rule him. “Tell him that my last thoughts will be of him.”

The sheer cotton cloth behind the two slits in my mask hides my tears. “Señor Alonso.”

“You will tell him that.” It isn’t a question.

I nod. He nods. With a terrible ache in my chest, I push up the trapdoor to the roof just as soldiers kick the wooden door open. They bind Señor Alonso’s wrists behind him and shove him out of the house. 

I direct tonalli to the center of my palm, flooding it with my life force, my vigor, my essence. I hold up my hand, warm with power. Do it. End all this.

Soldiers tie Señor Alonso’s ankle to a horse and drag him along the dirt road, his snowy head in the dust. It hurts to look, but it hurts more to ignore. If I look away, I abandon him.

Regathering my tonalli, I take a flying leap and land on the next rooftop with a soft thud. No time to catch my breath. I launch myself back up into a run, tears rolling from beneath my mask. 

At the edge of the rooftop that overlooks the town square, I crouch like a vulture. Below me, the tianguis hums with the usual racket of merchants hawking their wares and demanding cacao beans in payment. Every fifth day is market day, just as it was before the Fall, almost thirty years ago. But the once-great market of Tlatelolco is not what it used to be. 

The crowd stirs as soldiers enter the square. 

Thirteen. Thirteen faces wearing perfectly rehearsed expressions of arrogance. Thirteen rotten pairs of eyes that have seen more death than life. They ride steadily, in an orderly fashion, red capes spread over their horses’ rumps, blades hanging beside their dangling boots, one long, one short. Their commander-in-chief rides at the front, the most highly regarded captain general of the viceroyalty of New Spain.

At this distance, he’s no bigger than a roach. I hold up my forefinger and thumb to measure him, then I squeeze the tips tight, squashing him.

Shouts of outrage fill the square as the guards push Señor Alonso up the stairs of a raised platform and place his head on a wooden block. 

I clench my fists so tightly that if it wasn’t for my leather gauntlets, my nails would draw blood. 

In spite of the preparations around him, Señor Alonso is calm. His robe is dirty. His face is swollen, bruised, and he’s bleeding from his mouth and nose. I can’t watch this unfold.

Guards stand in a line at the bottom of the platform as a barricade. They push people back, jabbing with their spears. “Keep your distance!”

With a stony expression, Captain Nabarres dismounts his reddish-brown steed and approaches the guards. Strikingly tall, broad-shouldered, with a bearded mouth perpetually downturned, the man always looks as though he’s smelled something foul. He sweeps his red cloak over his shoulder, revealing the glinting breastplate beneath. His hand rests on the hilt of his rapier, waiting for a reason to draw. A valuable sword indeed, finely forged in Toledo. Kings from other parts of the world have wielded arms of Toledan provenance. No blade rivals the superior craftsmanship.

Except for mine.

Don Diego de Mendoza, the governor of Santiago Tlatelolco, moves through the crowd with his Mexica lords. Their bodies are richly clothed in fine mantles, though it’s their heads that draw attention. Their headdresses are beauties made of quetzal feathers, ornamented with turquoise and gold. 

Captain Nabarres nods. “My lords.” 

“What is the meaning of this, capitán?” asks Don Diego.

“This brujo,” Nabarres replies, gesturing to Señor Alonso, “is accused of healing by incantation and resorting to the use of herbs for witchcraft.”

The viceroyalty is highly suspicious of the magical powers of curanderos. Witchcraft, the Spaniards call it, but they don’t understand the complex cosmos. What they don’t understand, they destroy.

Captain Nabarres’s second-in-command, General Valdés, comes forward with a bill of law and reads from it. Witchcraft is punishable by death, with the support of the Holy Church. It’s heretical and evil so execution is the correct end. 

“Curandería is not witchcraft,” Don Diego adds quickly. “We wear the Cross; we are followers of Christ; Señor Alonso’s patients are cured through the grace of God. Surely, using medicinal herbs for treatment doesn’t merit any type of condemnation.” 

“This is the work of the Devil, Don Diego.” Captain Nabarres holds up Señor Alonso’s calendar scrolls as evidence. He raises his jaw and casts his fierce gaze on the crowd. “People of Santiago.” His voice cuts easily across the market, trained to carry over a battlefield. “I can’t have you all consorting with el diablo, now can I? What sort of chaos would follow?” He says Santiago, of course, because Tlatelolco is too difficult for his European tongue. 

“Capitán, let us handle this matter in the cabildo,” Don Diego says evenly, although the crowd is in a tumult, and his tone has taken a sharp edge. “We will interrogate the accused and determine his punishment if found guilty.”

Captain Nabarres takes a few steps closer to where Señor Alonso is held down by two guards and surrounded by others. “It is well for you that I am a merciful captain general,” he says. “Give me the witch, the one who calls herself Pantera, and you will be spared.”

Señor Alonso slowly lifts his white head and stares back at him defiantly. “You fool,” he says in Nahuatl, “your feeble little mind can’t begin to imagine what’s coming for you.” He spits at the captain general’s boots.

Captain Nabarres doesn’t speak the Nahua language, but no interpreter is needed.

Yells and curses are drowned out by three long bursts of a horn. I’m being summoned. A dark-haired boy steals through the crowd, leaping out of the way as he races past the guards. There is a wildness to Miguel, like a colt ready to bolt. Jaw clenched, he lurches forward to defend his father. Señor Alonso meets his son’s brave gaze before his face hardens and he looks away. Guards close in on Miguel.

I pull the chain underneath my cloak and clench the obsidian medallion in my palm. It’s all I have of my father. If he were here now, he’d gather his honorable character and convictions, and justice would somehow prevail today. He was a man of reason, not violence.

But he’s not here. I am.

I tuck my medallion back inside my cloak and vault from the roof, my robe rustling like the unfurling of wings. To soften my landing, I push my tonalli downward, sending up a blinding cloud of dust. When it settles, I come into view. My back is to Miguel to shield him.

All around me, people shout, “Pantera! Pantera!”

“I knew you would come.” Miguel holds a rusty blade with a reach half as long as his arm, ready to do his part. “They’re too many. What’s the plan?”

I look over my shoulder. “The plan is for you to get back.”

Miguel protests, but I ignore him as soldiers come at me with arms and anger, one after the other. My fingertips curl as I focus my tonalli into my hand, then I turn to the nearest soldier and release it at his chest. He falls back as if caught by a wind. I strike one in the stomach, another in the face, anyone who stands in the way. A bullet goes right through my robe, shooting down a soldier instead.

Sometimes the gods are kind.

The points of two swords hang in the air, just inches from the nape of my neck. I raise my hands, deluding the men into a false sense of their own power. Then I drop to the ground, spin, and stretch my leg out to sweep the men backward.

“The legendary Pantera,” Captain Nabarres says. “Not bad, for a witch.” His mouth barely moves as he speaks, as if he’s bored by it all.

Sorceress. I scowl, begging my mind to let it go, but it doesn’t. Drive your sword right through him, it screams at me from the shadows. Show him how powerful you are.

I stare into the face of a murderer, but my mind shifts to my most primal self. A wild animal. I circle my foe, all flashing eyes and fury beneath my mask, forcing him to turn constantly to keep me in sight. Captain Nabarres is dangerously close. If I wasn’t wearing a disguise, he would recognize me immediately. The thought sends a shudder of fear through me, but I tip my chin up, refusing to cower.

“What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?” His lips twist in a grin under his mustache. “Is that why you’re known as the Panther?”

“I do not fight with my tongue, capitán,” I say from deeper in my throat to change the pitch of my voice. “It’s me you want. Release Señor Alonso.”

“You fight with La Justicia?” he asks.

“I fight with all who oppose tyranny.” The great Indigenous uprising—I have yet to meet them, but he doesn’t know that.

I slowly advance. Nabarres fixes his gaze on my hand, enthralled by the Sword of Integrity, the mysterious composition of the blade glowing with green light. Damascan steel? I can almost hear him wondering. Swedish? French? What? A Spanish blade will bear the mark and name of the smith who forged it, but Nabarres knows, if he knows anything, he will find no engraving on mine. 

I toss my sword, and he catches it.

“The sword doesn’t lie,” I say as the blade’s glowing green fades away. “Integrity eludes you, but you can feel its power, can’t you? Vamos, capitán. Before the day is over.”

I let him come. In a furious flurry of movement, he thrusts the Sword of Integrity with a move that would’ve decapitated me had I not bent backward. He swings with brute force. I dart from left to right. Enchanted swords have a way of causing problems if placed in the wrong hands. After all, what is sorcery if not a double-edged blade?

When Captain Nabarres raises the Sword of Integrity over his head, it dips behind his back, throwing him slightly off balance. I take the opening and shoot a burst of tonalli. As he staggers to the ground, the sword flies out of his grasp and into mine. In my hand, the Sword of Integrity hums through the air in a blur. Nabarres twists at the last moment. He loses a few hairs from his beard. The sword’s tip rakes across his breastplate, which falls to the ground with a clatter, but I don’t draw blood.

Captain Nabarres scoffs and rolls to his feet. “The great hero of the people,” he says, brushing dirt from his sleeves. “You have so many appearances to keep up, don’t you, Pantera? So many masks. You can only hide for so long. You are foolish, girl, and now you prove an unworthy opponent. That is all I need to know to defeat you.”

On the outside I remain calm, but my stomach is a seething knot of fury.

“Do it,” he orders the executioner.

My head jerks to the side. I’m fast, but not fast enough. The blade falls. I flinch at the sound of it slicing through flesh and bone. The head makes a loud thud as it falls into a basket. Señor Alonso’s body twitches and goes limp. A waterfall of blood spurts from his open neck, spilling across the platform.

No, gods, no. My throat burns with a silent scream. I stare at the gruesome sight in shock. If I could move at this instant, I would shift into my nagual. Show Nabarres why they call me Pantera. It would be so much easier to let the Panther settle this, claw him apart. But I can’t do anything, not shift, not growl, so I just stand there, wondering if air will ever enter my body again.

Miguel lets out a strangled cry, shoving through the crowd. It seems to come from deep inside him, a chilling wail wrung from a tortured soul, a sound I’ve never heard a human make. It brings me back to myself. 

Captain Nabarres smiles, satisfied with his demonstration. “Hang up the body for all to see what becomes of those who support the witch. As for you, Pantera, I appreciate your appearance. Now I have another criminal to arrest. Get her!”




CHAPTER 2

La Cueva

“Don’t let her get away!” General Valdés bellows.

Soldiers quickly mount their horses and give chase. I send tonalli to the soles of my feet, allowing me to jump from the ground and alight on a building.

Why am I running? Predators don’t run. They aren’t hunted. They are the hunters. But no matter how much I yearn to fight, there’s more at stake here than my pride.

I blaze across rooftops. My legs fly as if I’m gliding through the air. Riders race below with their firearms drawn. In their crazed flight, they trample the marketplace. Chickens flutter in fright while wooden carts splinter on to the street. A volley of bullets flies after me. A moment later, I become aware of a stabbing pain in my leg, like a nail hammered through. Every step I take intensifies it. Warm liquid runs down my thigh.

I’ve been hit.

Grimacing, I adjust my mask and push ahead. 

I’m on the path leading to the mountains. Without looking back, I find a place in the woods to hide. A cave, which allows me to observe its mouth without being seen. Caves are sacred passageways to the Land of the Dead. Before Christianity, Indigenous priests made appeals to deities here. They visited caves as part of their duties. I don’t imagine anyone else ventured inside, especially not during the first of the Dead Days, unless they had a death wish or, as in my case, were on the run. Good judgment be damned. 

“Halt!” General Valdés commands. There’s a faint mumbling coming from his men. I pick up: “La Malinche … fantasmas … not going in.”

I untie my mask and pull it off. The rear of the cave is pitch black, and if I could shift, I would be able see in total darkness. However, I don’t dare risk draining my tonalli when I’m already injured. What good would that do? I can practically feel my life force leaking out with every drop of blood. I press my hand against my wound, taking in shallow gasps of air, my fingertips touching the nasty scar right below it. A reminder of one of my earliest lessons with Master Toto. It’s a long time since I studied under him, but his teachings remain.

I was eight, and I didn’t really believe that the stumpy old man could be a sorcerer, much less a real Nagual Master. Compared to him—it turned out—none of the other Naguals could even begin to be called masters. Barely lifting his hand, he delivered a slash across my knee. A cut that could easily have severed my leg had that been his intention.

“You won’t always have full use of your body. Learn to fight at a disadvantage.” 

I blinked away sweat and tears from my eyes. “But, Master … I don’t know how to fight.”

“Good,” he said. “Now the learning can begin.” 

He followed up with a wave of tonalli that sent me flying backward. My stomach clenches at the memory. 

I crawl to get a better look at my pursuers. A bellowing shout escapes my lips as my wounded leg brushes a boulder. It echoes loudly around the cave.

A shriek rises from outside. “La Malinche!”

Superstition is a funny thing. If the stories are true, these caves are haunted by the spirit of Hernán Cortés’s interpreter, La Malinche. The Nahua girl Malintzin was sold as a slave, given the Christian name Marina, and bore Cortés children. After winning Mexico for the Crown, he arranged for La Malinche to marry one of his captains. I don’t know how she died, but her wails are said to haunt the woods ever since. 

“We have to follow Pantera,” General Valdés says, “quickly, or she will escape and Nabarres will have our hides. And I’m not ready to die. Ortega, you go first.”

“Me?” Ortega squawks. “What about La Malinche?”

I peer over the edge of the cave mouth. Valdés pulls out his long blade and cuts Ortega down. He collapses in a pool of red.

“Jimenez, you’re up. Or are you afraid of a ghost too?”

Jimenez rides a few steps ahead. Warily, the general and the rest of the soldiers follow. I cup my hands around my mouth and cry my shrillest, most piercing yowl.

In a panic, horses neigh and rear up, pawing at the air. At least two men are thrown. Others grab fistfuls of mane, trying valiantly to keep their seats. Hooves hit the ground again, and Valdés and his men bolt. Not my finest act of deception, but what can you do, when you can do nothing? Another of Master Toto’s sayings. The man always spoke in riddles.

“Ever heard of speaking plainly?” I asked him.

“It’s not a lesson if you already know the answer,” he replied, balancing a handstand with two fingers.

My eyelids begin to droop. I slide down against a wall, resting my head on the rock behind me. With a whimper, I pull out one of my knives from my belt and cut off part of my robe, then wrap it around my thigh and press the wound firmly to stop the blood from flowing. Although the bullet only grazed me, my leg feels like it’s being pulled apart. I think of my master’s lessons, remembering what I know about injuries and how to replenish tonalli. I could build a fire, but that would only delay me, and I’m expected elsewhere. 

I’m surrounded by darkness, until a ray of daylight finds its way through the mouth of the cave.

That’s it.

I need Tonatiuh. I need the sun god.




CHAPTER 3 

La Sirvienta

“How can I draw tonalli from the sun?”

I sat with Master Toto on a bamboo raft on one of the many glittering lakes in Tamoanchan. A paradise where buildings grow right out of the ground like glaciers, sparkling like diamonds. Maize never runs out. People don’t grow infirm with age. Every day is balmy and filled with the green of the sacred Flowering Tree that stretches endlessly up into the sky, its cleft trunk like the stilts of the gods. 

That is what I saw in the ten years I was with my master, not heads being separated from necks. In the few months since coming back to the capital, I’ve seen nothing but ruin, terror, disease, executions, raids, famine.

“Trees draw tonalli from the sun in the same way they draw water from the soil.” 

Master Toto always had something to say about trees.

On the eastern side of la traza, hundreds of canoes loaded with goods for the market glide up and down the Acequia Real. It’s the largest waterway in and out of the city, and the one supply route over which the Mexica lords maintain some control, though the viceroyalty owns and operates the embarcaderos, the docks in Chalco and Xochimilco. After the Fall, the Spaniards destroyed the dams and most of the canals to build their churches and residences, which has made freshwater less accessible. The whole island appears as if the gods swooped upon it in vengeance.

I bargain with a boatman for passage on a canoe bound for the southern shores of Lake Texcoco, handing over a small bag filled with three hundred cacao beans. After counting the beans, he raises an eyebrow at me. I could buy the canoe for such a sum. Alas, I’m in no condition to row.

“They’re real.” My assurance is worthless. Like any currency, cacao beans can be faked. Some thieves remove the outer skin from the bean and fill the husk with sand.

The boatman bites one of the beans in half, then nods.

I curl up between two cisterns filled with the sap of the maguey plant. The canoe bobs unsteadily in the water as the boatman plies the oar. I lie there, feeling the sky and myself one with the sky, feeling the sun and myself one with the sun, abandoning myself to Tonatiuh’s warmth. As he rises, so does my tonalli, and as he sets, my tonalli does as well. That is what I know.

I also know that Señor Alonso is dead. Miguel is without a father because of me. Señor Alonso wouldn’t have wanted me to dwell on his death, for life is a dream, and only in death does one become truly awake. But then a lone tear traces down my cheek, and almost at once, sobs begin to shake my body.

It was Señor Alonso who, on my return to the city, found me in the main square, dazed and horrified. In ten years, the capital had changed almost beyond recognition, perhaps as much as I had. The palace had undergone substantial renovations. A new, larger church had been erected. The air was thick with an overpowering stench; the ditches coiling through la traza were filled not with water but with sheet-covered corpses.

I stood before one of the ditches and knelt before the dead to offer a few words of prayer.

“I wouldn’t get too close if I were you,” warned the hunched man who had taken my side.

“What happened to them?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

“Cocoliztli,” the man replied.

I stood. “What sort of pestilence?” 

“A fever comes first, followed by aches. Then,” he explained, “the totomonaliztli—the pustules—start forming. All over, on the chest, head, face, and legs, they appear. People can no longer walk, sit, or even lie on their backs. Eating or speaking causes them to scream in pain, for some have sores on the tongue. The sickness has taken a great many of my people; it’s easily caught, so they die alone, with no one to care for them. From morning to sunset, all you see are bodies thrown into the ditches.”

“Can it be treated?” I asked, dismayed. 

“I apply several remedies to my patients,” the man said, wiping his sweating brow, and I wondered if he, too, was succumbing to the plague, “but more die than recover.”

Hooves rattled along the cobblestones as a brace of soldiers galloped past us, sending a few passers-by into frightened disarray, including the hunched man. He quickly grasped my wrist, jerking me behind a cart. “If they see you, they’ll think you’re sick.”

“But I’m not sick,” I said, puzzled.

The man’s expression hardened. “Do you wish to get yourself killed? It doesn’t matter if you aren’t,” he whispered. “Dead or alive. It’s all the same to them.”

Cautiously, I watched the soldiers. One of the riders halted his horse at a distance from the ditches. “Burn the heathens,” he ordered through the cloth pressed against his nose. 

I stared at the soldier, my jaw tense. “Who is he?”

“You must be a stranger to the city if you have to ask.”

“I’ve been away for a long time.”

“He is Captain Nabarres, and you’d best learn to stay out of trouble if you want to survive. Do you have family? Somewhere to go? What is your name?”

I opened my mouth, but the words lodged in my throat. For a moment, I felt compelled to tell him everything, who I was, where I’d been, all of it. But I didn’t dare. He wouldn’t have believed me, or worse, he would’ve. Then he’d have asked more questions that I couldn’t answer. I knew then I had to lie. To hide not only my own secrets but those of others who’d put their trust in me. 

“You can call me Pantera.”

The memory leaves me, but the misery doesn’t. The pain in my leg is nothing. A mere prick. Whatever it was inside Señor Alonso’s core that made him unbreakable, it never diminished—not when he was beaten, not when he drew his last breath.

At the town of Chalco, I hitch a ride on a mule-drawn wagon. The terrain is so painfully pitted, I think my teeth will jar loose. I reel with nausea the entire time, but at least I don’t have to walk.

By the time I make it to Puerto Marqués in the bay of Acapulco, one of the main ports of New Spain reserved for the Spanish treasure fleet, Tonatiuh is almost down from the top of the sky. I am drenched in sweat from head to toe, everything hurts, and each step feels like a negotiation rather than an order.

I crouch behind a crate of fishing equipment and peek over the rim. Men are moving barrels of fish along the pier under a cloud of noisy gulls. Guards patrol the dock, idly watching the action. Eleven galleons, large and small, sit at anchor. After wintering in Acapulco, they return to Spain in spring filled to the brim with riches stolen from the New World. But with Spain at war against more than a dozen European powers, attempts to sail back have become dangerous. It’s been years since the fleets have brought treasure to the motherland.

At the end of the pier, I see it: La Capitana.

If anyone has realized I’m not on board, I’m finished.

I duck my head at the crunch of boots. Two guards stroll by, swords clinking at their sides, laughing at some shared joke. I couldn’t fight them if I wanted to. The sun sinks lower, and I’m losing more tonalli with every drop of blood. When my path is clear, I half-run, half-limp to the pier’s edge and dive deep. Frigid water steals heat from my body and salt penetrates my open wound. I choke down a scream. The fog of pain begins to clear, and awareness seeps back. Blood in the ocean draws all kinds of hungry predators. But I can’t board the ship disguised as Pantera. I’m not that mad. Yet.

The warm, gentle air hums against my skin when I surface. I’m comforted by the turquoise panorama of the Pacific. The salty air. The twilight. Waves raise and lower me, break at the shore, and then return to the sea. I stroke toward the ship and latch on to the underside of the starboard. Drawing from what little tonalli is left inside me, I soar on to the upper deck as though I’m bewinged and cling to one of the porthole ledges. My leg protests. The Sword of Integrity is heavy on my back, but I’ve always loved the weight of it. The power it possesses. 

I wiggle through the round window. My situation would be a lot easier if this was a wider opening, if I wasn’t injured and soaking wet, and if my robe didn’t keep getting caught on splinters of wood. Knocking over a carafe and a candlestand on my bedside table makes a gods-awful clamor as I tumble inside.

“Leonora?” A frantic voice calls from behind the closed door. “Is that you?”

I slip off my mask, panting. The door swings open.

Inés, my handmaid, stumbles into the cabin and inspects the damage.

“Where have you been?” she demands. Her voice is shrill, stabbing my ears, not her usual sweet tones. “We said before sundown. Didn’t we say before sundown? My shadow is almost out of sight. I thought all kinds of things. I was about to send out a search party. Speaking of parties—Leonora!” She hurries over as my legs give out and helps me to the bed, noticing the bloody tear in my outer thigh. “What happened?” She sighs and shakes her head, muttering a stream of obscenities in Purépecha during the process.

“Ay, Leonora,” she says reprovingly. “You always take too many risks! What if you had been recognized? By Captain Nabarres, worst of all.”

“Well, that is the point of wearing a disguise—ow!” She pinches my wound together. Blood flows out of the open sore. 

“It’s bad. You could lose your leg.”

“Inés … you always say the most delightful things.”

“And it’s deep,” she says, upon further study of my thigh. “The flesh is inflamed. I need to clean the wound.” She looks up at me with brown uncertain eyes, throwing me a questioning look.

I nod. “Do what you can.”

She stands, tossing her long dark hair over her shoulder. She lifts the front of her huipil and rushes behind a partition for bathing privacy. At first, I think she’s fetching me a cool drink, but then she returns with a gourd and empties it over my wound. Freshly passed urine. I clamp my teeth together and desperately suck in air.

Then I lift a brow. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“I know a thing or two about surviving.”

When I first met Inés, she was getting by on her wits, picking pockets, robbing shops, conning fools in and around the slums of Mexico City. At the time, I had just returned to the capital after ten years of being thought dead, and I needed a handmaid. An ally, too, with a degree of shrewdness, whom I could trust with my story. And Inés needed not to be hanged for stealing from the viceroyalty. Father’s wife would not permit the bastard daughter of her husband and a Mexica woman to have a maid. But Father, believing I needed a friend, allowed me a servant of my choosing, however unusual.

“I’m sorry about Señor Alonso,” she says when I tell her what happened, sewing my wound shut. The stitching is rushed and it’s going to leave another scar, but at least I’ll live. “He’s in a better place. He died a warrior’s death.”

I am angry, so I take no comfort in her words. Why didn’t he fight? Why did he surrender himself? 

From the bed, I have a perfect view of Tonatiuh dipping behind the ocean. Gliding from east to west, he brings life and light, to this our sun. Unlike the gods before him, he isn’t the first, nor the second or third. He is the fifth, and one day, the old people say, he too will meet his death. 

My eyes are steady on the horizon, Tonatiuh’s last rays reflect on to the water. I watch a flock of gulls fly by, going wherever they want, racing the wind, seeing the world from a different angle, living their lives in freedom. How I envy them.

Inés retrieves something from one of the drawers and offers it to me. “Happy birthday.”

I take the small wooden box and shake my head.

“I know. I know. We said no presents. But when have you ever known me to do as I’m told?”

“You’re a terrible servant.”

She grins. “I know. You just keep me around because I’m pretty.”

I open the box to reveal a silver coin. A Spanish dollar that bears the head of Joaquín de las Casas y Lara, with the inscription BY THE GRACE OF GOD. I run my thumb over its surface. I miss seeing his face in person.

When I think of my father, I think of a very sad man. As the first viceroy of New Spain, the king’s envoy in the New World, keeping the peace was next to impossible. On his arrival, he found a territory rife with Indigenous and Spanish conflict. Hernán Cortés held the military rank of captain general, but his ambition was to be made viceroy. He had, after all, singlehandedly destroyed and razed Mexico-Tenochtitlan, or so he boasted in his letters to King Carlos. But even with the power-drunk Cortés as an enemy, Father solidified society by establishing Indigenous councils and appointing the Mexica royals to govern the barrios in the north and south.

I run my fingers over the obsidian medallion I always keep around my neck, tugging at the long chain, feeling its weight, its glassy surface which is cool to the touch. Sometimes, when I want to see my father again, all I have to do is look closely at the medallion, and there he is in my mind’s eye. But there, too, is misery and rage. I remember my cause, the reason I donned a disguise. Father’s efforts to counter the harm wrought by his own people made him powerful enemies in court, influenced by Cortés. He opposed them, but in his final sickly days, the tyrannical Spaniards became bolder in their abuses. And so my work began. 

We used to play hide-and-seek, my father and I. I wasn’t a skillful hider; I would flatten myself under beds or slip behind thin curtains with my feet poking out. But I was a good seeker. I never told him, but I could somehow hear his heartbeat from another room, smell the heady scent of the cempasúchil blossom used to rinse his shirts. He would walk around, opening and closing doors with a dramatic swish, tossing aside pillows, peering inside my toy chest. “Leonora,” he sang. I can still remember the rush of exhilaration as he searched for me. I would come out laughing from wherever I was, and he would wrap his arms around me. In those memories, my father is strong and true, like this coin, not the way he looked when the plague took his life. Little did either of us know I would continue to play hide-and-seek, long after my childhood days were over. Even after all those years, I’m still hiding in plain sight. Only now, it’s not a game, and I’m never found.

I squeeze the coin. “Where did you get this?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“I don’t want you stealing, Inés. The risk is too great.”

“And how exactly is what you do so safe and morally acceptable? I don’t see why it’s fine for you to go around killing people if I can’t swindle them once in a while.”

“I don’t kill people,” I say, even though my hands aren’t clean. “You don’t need to steal. I can get you anything you want.”

“Are you an advocate for the law now, Leonora? This is an unlikely turn for you.”

“I’m an advocate for preserving the integrity of your neck.”

Inés finishes nursing and dressing my wound, then moves to my head. She jabs a hairpin into my scalp, fastening my new headdress. I would never let anyone else touch my hair, rich as it is in tonalli. Although I can’t see what she’s doing, I feel her weaving loops and thin braids with hairpins. I didn’t say I wanted an intricately braided coiffure, but the style shows wealth, grandeur, and importance. 

Tonight, I will see the man I am to marry for the first time. On my return to the capital, my father’s wife wasted no time. She saw opportunity in the recently widowed Prince Felipe, the king’s son—a chance to be rid of me and increase her own standing. She arranged our betrothal, forging an advantageous alliance. I can almost hear her telling me that if I am to be the future Queen of Spain, I can’t look like the king’s scullery maid. Dull as a rusted spoon.

“What do you think he looks like?” Inés asks.

“Who?”

“The prince.”

“He must be repulsive.” The taste in my mouth is as bitter as my answer. “Why else would he have declined to send his portrait?”

“At least we know he’s not a wrinkly old man.” She is quiet for a moment, then she somberly says, “If you leave to join him as his wife in Spain, who will defend the people here?”

“La Justicia.”

“When have the rebels come down from the mountains? They fight for their own survival and nobody else’s. Pantera is needed in the capital.”

“If I don’t wed His Hideous Highness, there won’t be a capital to defend.” I push my headdress back. The thing is chafing my forehead. “This is duty, not desire. I can’t kill my way out of this one. There is nothing Pantera can do.”

“There is something Leonora can do. Pray. It can’t hurt. And it might bring you the peace you seek.”

“Where are the teteoh, Inés? Look around. Do you see Quetzalcoatl here? Tezcatlipoca? Are they in the statues? In the temples?”

She sighs. “Why do you hate your gods so much, Leonora?”

I don’t hate the gods. The teteoh form, shape, and are all things. I just won’t be ruled by them. 

“I think the better question is, why don’t you hate yours? What has Kurikaweri ever done for you? Did Xaratenga give you power? Immortality? Did they save your mother from death? Did they prevent your brother from falling to the dreadful pox?” I shake my head. “The Spaniards have taken everything from you, and you still wish to appease your gods who let them?”

Inés closes her eyes against my tirade. “My gods, like yours, have their limits … my lady.” She words it delicately, trying to avoid provoking me further. But she means, don’t mock the gods. Or you’ll unleash their wrath.

When Inés has finished making me presentable, I’m in a crimson silk gown embroidered with flowers. Red. The color of Spain, Andalusian dancing, Rioja wine, the spilled blood of toros. I’m dripping with precious gems. My hair cascades down either side of my face and falls just short of my waist like molten obsidian. 

Inés brings me my lace gloves. “Ready?”

I slip them on, pulling until they cover the blue patterns inked on the backs of my hands. 

To the Spaniards, today is a day of celebration, of triumph and high hope for the future, heralding the beginning of what could be a union of two worlds, the Old and New Spain.

A beginning approaches, too, for the Nahua, for believers like Señor Alonso, for at the close of the Dead Days, the sacred tonalpohualli and solar xiuhpohualli calendars will commence on the same day. Every fifty-two years, this cycle starts again. It’s either the beginning of a new cycle, or the beginning of the end. 

Here I stand at the threshold of a new year, and all I can think of is the past. I think of home. I think of family. The people who took me in and raised me. How I wish I could return to Master Toto, to my friends, to that place where beautiful life-giving flowers bloom. Memories come and go, and they’re all I have, memories of the place that shaped me.

“How do I look?” I ask.

“Like a Spaniard,” Inés replies.

That’s who I must be now. The other half of me. The enemy. 

I knew, when I decided to don the mask of Pantera, that this wasn’t going to be easy. To pretend to have an interest in this life, in these Christians and their god, in the dull chat of courtiers who don’t know the world outside their walls. The games they play. For position. For power. For influence. 

Certainly, it would be a difficult and tiresome game to play, to smile and act the demure maiden. But over the past few months, I’ve perfected the art of keeping up appearances and protecting my identity. 

I nod to Inés to throw open the door, then lift my head like a queen at her coronation and walk out with dignity. 

My charade is tragically good.




CHAPTER 4 

El Príncipe

Vicereine Carlota decides I shall have the most glorious birthday the New World has ever seen. This woman, my father’s wife, has never liked me; not when father brought home another woman’s babe, not when I returned to the capital, no longer a child. At best, she is distant, at worse she is cruel. She is no family of mine. 

At the stern of the ship, a lively band plays music for Spanish courtiers, dons and doñas and their kin. Dancers twirl to the rhythm of guitars, clutching the folds of their long skirts. There’s enough food to feed a battalion. Wine is flowing like water. Such extravagance, but it’s not for me. Not really. What a show Vicereine Carlota has put on. She’ll go to great lengths to present an opulent picture so that no one, especially my betrothed, might doubt our wealth and power. 

A few days ago, a letter with the Spanish royal seal arrived on behalf of His Royal Highness, Prince Felipe, saying a storm had washed him on to the shores of Acapulco Bay and his ship required repairs. The vicereine was radiant. Thrilled.

Rather than inviting the castaway Prince Felipe to the palace to meet in person privately, she insisted we go to him and welcome the prince to the New World aboard a ship of the Crown. 

The meeting couldn’t wait, for the surest way for a Spanish prince to get lost is to allow him to travel freely over strange ground. The alliance is of great importance, and hallelujah, God our Savior has sent us a blessing, and when God gives us favor, we must answer immediately to His goodness. Or so she said.

The pain in my leg makes me quiver, but I right myself, moving slowly across the main deck. Half-hearted birthday wishes and murmured compliments follow in my wake. Everyone from the palace is here, dressed in their finest to honor Prince Felipe.

Captain Nabarres stands by the dancefloor, stern as he watches the dancers. He smiles when he sees me. To sense another’s tonalli, I need proximity, and as I approach him, it settles on me like a blanket of cold that turns dew to frost. “My lady,” he says, lowering his head. “Feliz cumpleaños. May fortune and health be with you.” 

I nod courteously. But I don’t forget who murdered Señor Alonso. I can still smell his blood clotting under my nose, and the image of Miguel crouched over his father’s corpse enters my mind.

“Is your leg bothering you, señorita?” he asks. “I noticed your ladyship limping.”

“I bumped my knee, is all.”

“You’re shaking, señorita. Should I send for the doctor?”

It’s possible Captain Nabarres isn’t aware that Pantera was struck with a bullet. But if he finds out.

I paste on a smile. “Nonsense, capitán. It’s nothing.” I give a twirl, my skirt swishing about my legs. “See?” I don’t flinch, but I bite down on my back teeth to keep from grimacing. If Master Toto can remain straight-faced when kicked in the groin, I can hold my smile.

“Leonora, there you are,” Vicereine Carlota says. I thank the Thirteen Heavens for small mercies as Nabarres focuses on her. She looks resplendent in her golden gown. The top half of her hair is knotted in a high bun, while the bottom half hangs in curls. Most strikingly, her hair is as dark as possible. Her handmaids have been dabbling it in tea seeds. Any gossamer hint of white, and she’ll have them whipped like disobedient children. Everyone has reason to please her.

She folds her hands, rosary beads interwoven through jeweled fingers, at her waist. “Must His Highness grow old waiting to meet you? A lady is never tardy.” 

“A lady is never too eager,” I say with a haughty toss of my head.

The clarion notes of a trumpet sound, and a herald appears in the thick of the crowd. I grit my teeth involuntarily at the blast. Guests crane their necks to see. “Her Excellency Vicereine Carlota de Sepúlveda y Olivares and Lady Leonora de las Casas Tlazohtzin.”

Guests lower their heads until Vicereine Carlota has settled in her chair on a dais with the viceroy, who says nothing but hears everything. Even though Viceroy Jerónimo is the sovereign leader in New Spain, ruling in the name of King Carlos, and wields absolute power, my half-brother is only fourteen. Vicereine Carlota acts as regent. Everything, large and small, is decided by the vicereine, along with her numero dos, Captain Nabarres.

A path is opened by men at arms coming down the stairway from the upper deck. 

Once again, the herald sounds a ringing call on his trumpet. Resting his instrument on his hip, he shouts, “His Highness Prince Felipe of Asturias and Girona, Duke of Milan, son of His Royal Majesty King Carlos and Queen Isabela of Portugal, God rest her soul.”

I sit on a stool next to the viceroy and watch as all eyes turn to the young royal approaching us, with half a dozen guards trailing behind him. His face is nothing special, but what he lacks in defining features he more than makes up for in continental charm. Of all the aspects of his appearance, only his attire is truly arresting. His velvet stockings match his black doublet, edged in gold cording. A black cape hangs in broad folds from his shoulders, and the feathers in his bonnet flutter among gold pins in the sea breeze. Sensing his tonalli confirms my impression. Under all that glitter, his tonalli feels ordinary, not too warm, not too cold.

This is the man who is to be king of Spain. With the death of his first wife, he has to remarry to secure the succession, an infanta from Spain or a princesse from France, and I am neither, but this is no impediment to Vicereine Carlota, who is unstoppable in her plotting. She claims his arrival was a generous gift from God. It seems that by some miraculous power, Prince Felipe survived a storm at sea and washed ashore stripped of all but his life. Miracles are for Christians. I don’t believe in them. So how exactly is he here?

Prince Felipe stops before the dais and gives a small greeting in Latin. I don’t speak the language. From the vicereine’s smile and my brother’s polite nod, I can only assume the prince is expressing his delight at arriving in the New World.

Pleasantries out of the way, he turns to me and speaks in Spanish, a romantic language more appropriate for courting.

“Lady Leonora, an unfortunate storm has brought me to you, but it gives me great joy to congratulate you in person on such a felicitous day.” He takes my hand in his and kisses it. His pale skin stands out against the dull cream of my gloves, as if he’s never seen the sun. 

“Your Highness is most kind,” I say loudly enough for everyone to hear my greeting. My appearance is gracious and entirely ladylike. I’m like a painting from the palace gallery. I fix my social smile in place and welcome His Highness to New Spain. “Bienvenido a la Nueva España, alteza.”

He grins, looking at me from beneath his pale lashes. His blue eyes glow under the torches shining above his head. “Forgive my candor in admitting that I thought your portrait a deception, Lady Leonora. I did not think it possible for a person to have one brown eye and one green—surely, a fanciful painter’s most daring leap of imagination. But now, it is plain to see you are the masterpiece. Your beauty is quite enough to embolden a man.”

Masterpiece? He’s barely arrived, and his words are already sticky sweet, like agave nectar. Well, I suppose that’s why he came.

His voice is overly loud and precise, as if he’s reciting a sonnet. He entertains magnificently. If he wants a show, I’ll give it.

I smile coquettishly. “Goodness, alteza, you flatter me.” If only I had a fan to flutter over my face, the theatrics would be complete. “It saddened me to hear His Highness declined to send his own portrait. I feared, perhaps, my appearance was not pleasing.”

“My lady, you please me immensely. It is a delight for me to look at you. My portraits don’t quite emulate my likeness. But now that I am here, I shall have my portrait painted by the first skillful artist who arises in my domains. But it could never compare to so miraculous a beauty.” He inclines his head gracefully.

“The night is a celebration,” he continues, “but also a beginning. As you know, the king’s health has worsened, and he is considering abdicating the throne. In the interest of ensuring a smooth transition of power when the Lord calls my father to resign Spain, my first order of business is to settle the succession of the Crown. As I am his heir apparent, the king has given me his consent to wed Lady Leonora.”

“Praise Him.” Vicereine Carlota beams. “The three most important moments in a woman’s life are the moment of proposal, the moment of marriage, and the moment when she provides her husband a son.”

What a tedious life.

The prince shifts his eyes to my brother. “Excelencia, do I have your blessing to marry Lady Leonora?”

Viceroy Jerónimo’s mouth opens and closes, as if at war with himself over what to say. “If my sister does not wish to marry you, then I see it unbecoming to give my blessing.”

For a moment, I see Jerónimo for the child he is, under the carapace of the viceroy that he has to be. My dear brother. It’s not his wish that I leave for Spain, not after believing me dead for so long. This boy’s first word was ‘no,’ despite everything else they taught him to say. He couldn’t have been coached into a response now either.

I have to bite the inside of my cheek to hide a smile.

Vicereine Carlota does not smile. She pins Jerónimo to his chair with a venomous look. Then she banks down her seething emotions, squares her shoulders, and turns to the prince. “Alteza, I apologize that my son dares behave as a common child, forgetting he is the viceroy of New Spain.”

Prince Felipe gives a polite smile. “That’s quite all right. It is the way of children.”

I may be two years shy of twenty, but he’s not much older than I am. I let boldness overtake me. “Wasn’t His Highness merely thirteen when he became Duke of Milan?” 

“Ah, yes,” Prince Felipe says, “but age is just a number. I’ve always been aware of the world around me. How seeing must become observing, because the smallest details give way to new discoveries … leading to a new world.”

“What an ambitious agenda,” I say offhandedly.

The silence is broken almost immediately by the vicereine’s laugh. She does that a lot. “My Leonora has humor and a tongue, alteza.”

“No os preocupéis, mi señora. I’ve always said: never has the world made a queen of a girl who does what she is told and says nothing of her own. I like Lady Leonora. She is strong-willed, for all her beauty.”

Strong-willed? What exactly does His Highness think he knows about me?

Prince Felipe shifts his gaze to me, and his grin broadens. It’s not the eager smile of a man to his wife-to-be or the secret smile of a lover. No, his increased heartbeat tells me it’s something else. But what? 

Courtesies over, Prince Felipe motions an attendant forward. He hands the vicereine what I assume is the obligatory betrothal letter presenting the bride price. As Vicereine Carlota reads the letter, I glimpse its contents. Clothing. Money. Exotic meats. Jewelry. Various fine silks. I manage to avoid rolling my eyes. Just barely.

“Why, alteza,” she says, the joy in her voice unmistakable, “you honor us.”

“If it pleases Her Excellency, I am willing to take your daughter without a dowry. I have met Lady Leonora and that is enough.” 

No dowry? Preposterous. Even poor families manage some kind of dowry for a daughter. Does Prince Felipe think our house so low that I would marry undowried? Does he wish to marry me out of pity?

“You shall have my Leonora, alteza,” the vicereine swiftly declares.

I hold my tongue, but it’s not easy. Vicereine Carlota controls the coffers. It’s too sweet an offer for her to refuse.

The look of relief crossing Prince Felipe’s face confirms my suspicion. There is definitely something off about my betrothed.

Soft music begins in the background, and Prince Felipe asks for a dance. I’m waging an internal battle. Every movement, every shift of weight nearly steals my breath, and with this dressing wrapped around my leg, there is no way. “I’m a terrible dancer … alteza.”

“A pity. I’m an excellent dancer.” He holds out his hand.

“I have every confidence that you are.”

I’m almost grateful to be saved when Vicereine Carlota distracts Prince
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