
    
    [image: title page]
    
Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Map of the Kingdom of St. John Del Mar

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Sample Chapter from SONG OF THE ABYSS

Buy the Book

Sample Chapter from A DEATH-STRUCK YEAR

Buy the Book

More Books from HMH Teen

About the Author

Connect with HMH on Social Media


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2018 by Makiia Lucier

Map illustrations copyright © 2018 by Leo Hartas

All rights reserved.

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York 10016.


  hmhbooks.com


Cover illustration © 2018 by Matt Griffin

Cover design by Sharismar Rodriguez

The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:

Names: Lucier, Makiia, author.

Title: Isle of blood and stone / Makiia Lucier.

Description: Boston ; New York : Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, [2018]

Summary: When two maps surface, each bearing the same hidden riddle, nineteen-year-old Elias, a royal mapmaker, sets sail with King Ulises to uncover long-held secrets behind the mysterious disappearance of the king’s two young brothers eighteen years earlier.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017015656

Subjects: | CYAC: Kings, queens, rulers, etc.—Fiction. | Missing children—Fiction. | Secrets—Fiction. | Maps—Fiction. | Fantasy.

Classification: LCC PZ7.L9715 Is 2018 | DDC [Fic]—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017015656

ISBN 978-0-544-96857-8 hardcover

ISBN 978-1-328-60429-3 paperback

eISBN 978-0-544-96860-8

v3.0719



For Mia





It is not down in any map; true places never are.

 

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick





  [image: A map of the kingdom of St. John del Mar. Places of note are the sea of Magdalen to the east, the city of Cortes to the southeast, the marinus road that runs from Alfonse in the south to Esperanca and the Royal Shipyard in the north, Javelin forest and Montserrat to the southwest, several islands to the south and an arrow pointing to Ostro, and an arrow pointing to Tramontana in the north. There is a close up map of the city of Cortes, noting the Guild of Mariners, House of Trade, Court of Sea Affairs, School of Navigation, Master Mori's, and Geographer's Booth.]



Prologue

The outing had been planned on a whim; an afternoon lesson up in the hills, away from the smoke and stink of the city. Antoni hauled himself over the ledge and caught his breath—Saint Mary, he had grown soft—then reached down and instructed the child below to hold fast. When Bartolome’s small hand grasped his, Antoni swung him up onto the rocks by his side.

Prince Bartolome landed on his knees with an Oof before scrambling to his feet. He was seven, tall for his age, dark hair pulled back in a queue. The boy looked around with an expectant air, but as he surveyed the area—a flat hilltop covered entirely in black rock, barren of even a single bush or shrub—his anticipation quickly turned to bewilderment.

“But, my lord Antoni . . . there’s nothing here.”

“No?” Antoni rose, wincing as the muscles in his back twitched in protest. “What is that on your feet?”

Bartolome wore a loose white shirt and trousers that fell just past his knees. Attire far less formal than his nurse, the lady Esma, would have liked, but Antoni had insisted on comfort for this outing. Strapped to the prince’s dusty feet were open leather sandals, the kind the fishermen wore. And around their outer edges, black pebbles had stuck fast.

Frowning, Bartolome attempted to shake off the stones, lifting one foot, then the other. They did not budge. More loose pebbles rose from the ground, as if coaxed by a sorcerer’s magic, and flew toward the sandals. The child stumbled backward with rising panic, shaking his feet wildly, and soon after fell onto his backside with a yelp.

“Stop.” Antoni crouched before the boy. Careful not to laugh. Mindful of a young prince’s dignity. “They’re only magnets. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“Magnets?” Bartolome bent one leg for closer inspection, bringing his foot an inch from his face.

Antoni could not remember a time when he’d been that limber. “Look.” He scooped the pebbles away from one sandal, holding the stones in a closed fist. When he opened his palm, the rocks flung themselves once again at the prince’s foot. Bartolome laughed, then glanced in puzzlement at Antoni’s boots, which the stones had left alone.

“Your shoes were cobbled with nails,” Antoni explained, tapping the bottom of the sandal, where the iron nail heads could be seen. He held up a rock the size of a pea. “This is called a leading stone. It’s an explorer’s greatest treasure. We use them to build—”

“Compasses! Is that why we’re here? To build compasses? But that’s grand!”

Antoni smiled, with amusement and some regret. Such enthusiasm. Such a curious mind. Bartolome would make a fine king someday, but for him, St. John del Mar’s Royal Navigator, it was a pity and a shame. A good apprentice was hard to come by.

The thought came to him unbidden, unwelcome: Jonas would have turned thirteen this year.

Carefully, Antoni pushed the memories back toward the far recesses of his heart. Every day came easier. Today, he would think of only the living.

He said to Bartolome, “We’ll build one when we join the others. But first”—he handed the boy an empty sack pulled from his belt—“let’s gather some stones. The small ones only, as many as you can carry.”

 


A picnic had been arranged on a meadow at the bottom of the hill. Spread across the grass was a colorful assortment of blankets—reds, golds, oranges—giving the space a festive air. A lemon grove bordered the meadow on three sides, a far more welcoming sight than Javelin Forest, which loomed just beyond the bright green leaves and fragrant fruit. Smoke floated high over a pig turning on a spit while nearby, soldiers in pale green and silver congregated around a game table. The air was filled with laughter and cursing and the tumble of dice across wood. Summer had come to del Mar at last, after a long and stormy spring.

Antoni and Bartolome made their way down the hill with a sackful of stones. Neither was surprised to find five-year-old Teodor being scolded by his nurse. Lady Esma wore a dress as blue as the afternoon sky. She was young, her black hair hidden beneath a butterfly wimple, hands planted firmly on her hips. “I won’t have your lady mother see you in an intoxicated state,” she was saying. “There will be no wine for you.”

Teodor slunk toward his elder brother and Antoni. Esma rolled her eyes heavenward.

Amused, Antoni tossed the sack onto a blanket. “Troubles?” he asked.

“Never.” Esma inspected Bartolome with a critical eye. “And how was your adventure? You’ve brought the dirt with you, I see.” She reached out with a handkerchief to wipe a smudge from his nose.

Bartolome dodged the cloth, exclaiming, “We found magnets, Lady! Look.” He held out a handful for her scrutiny. Rough and unpolished, glinting dully in the sun. Teodor poked his head close before drawing away, unimpressed, but Esma was suitably admiring. “And Lord Antoni is going to show me how to make a compass!”

“Is that why we’re here?” She glanced over at Antoni, holding his waterskin high over his mouth only to discover there was not a drop left to drink. She laughed. “Stop, Antoni. That is pitiful. I’ll find a cup for you, too. Cider for everyone.”

“Thank you, Esma.”

With one last warning look aimed at Teodor, she strolled off, calling for a servant.

Teodor made sure his nurse was well out of earshot before he kicked at the grass. “I hate cider,” he grumbled. “Why shouldn’t I drink the wine? It’s only grapes, after all.”

“Because it will stop your growth.” Antoni repeated the lie told to del Marian children for a thousand years. “And we can’t have a prince who is only three feet tall.”

Offended, Teodor glared up at Antoni. “I’m already taller than three feet.”

“Oh, yes?” Affectionately, Antoni tousled the boy’s hair. “Never mind, then. Plenty of time for wine when you’re older.”


  “When?”



  Always so impatient, this one. “Later.”


Bartolome eyed his brother with disfavor. He pointed toward the edge of the meadow. “Master Ruy is tending the horses. Go and be useful.”

One injustice after another. It was too much for the king’s second son. “I will not!” Teodor cried. “You can’t order me about. You’re not king yet.” He ran off in the direction opposite the one Lady Esma had taken, sidling around the wine barrels and disappearing from sight.

Bartolome watched him go. “He is my burden,” he said with such weary resignation that Antoni had to laugh. His own boy was a year old, only a day younger than the king and queen’s third son, Ulises. What manner of child would Elias be at Bartolome’s age?

After Bartolome followed his brother across the meadow, Antoni considered the supplies he had set out earlier on the blanket. A small wooden bowl, squares of sheepskin the size of his thumbnail, a tinful of needles. And now the leading stones. All he needed to show Bartolome how to make a compass was water.

A serving girl appeared and offered a drink. Her eyes were red, and the cups on her tray performed a precarious dance, the result of a trembling hand. She could not be more than fifteen or sixteen. A decade younger than he. Antoni thought he knew all the servants in the castle, at least by sight, but she was un­familiar.

He steadied the tray. “What is the matter?”

Her gaze was fixed firmly on his boots. “A speck of dust in the eye only, my lord Antoni. May I bring anything else?”

A blood-red vintage filled his cup. Not cider. She had brought wine. “Some water, please.”

The girl curtsied. Before he could think to ask anything more, she was gone.

Troubled, he kept watch as she dispersed drinks among the soldiers. Had one of the men been too free with his hands? Too coarse with his compliments? But no, they barely acknowledged her, grabbing at mugs without looking up from their game, and within moments her tray was empty.

Well, there were a thousand reasons for a woman’s tears. He would not try to untangle that riddle today. He caught a glimpse of blue skirts disappearing into the lemon grove. Esma, presumably gone to answer nature’s call, for the trees offered the only measure of privacy in these parts. He had just raised the mug to his lips when he heard the first scream.

Seconds passed. A servant was on his knees, clutching his middle as he vomited onto a blanket. Horse Master Ruy convulsed on the ground. The soldiers at their dice game spun in their seats. One broke from the group and ran toward the horse master before stopping dead in his tracks. His eyes bulged; he clutched at his throat, then collapsed facefirst onto the grass and was still. Soldiers and servants fell, one by one, and as the cup tumbled from Antoni’s limp fingers, he saw Bartolome at the far side of the meadow. The prince knelt with his brother in his arms. He was looking directly at Antoni and crying for help.

Antoni raced across the meadow. Shock sped his feet, along with a terrible, hideous fear. God blind me. The wine. Teodor was not moving. The screams engulfed him, along with the sad, piercing cry of a warbler. He had nearly reached the boys when he heard the horses in the distance.

A mad thundering of hooves.

Coming closer.



Eighteen Years Later


One

IN THE SQUARE, just off the harbor, Mercedes heard the cockfight long before she saw it. A crowd of men gathered in a circle. Thirty deep, they occupied nearly the whole of the small plaza, their shouts reverberating off gray stone buildings. All around them was seawater: salty, pungent, and a little bit rotten, mixed with the smell of fish frying and bodies gone too long without a wash. And rising above the din was the distinct, high-pitched crowing of a rooster.

Dubious, she turned to the man standing beside her with his arms crossed, his expression darkening as he surveyed the scene before him.

“You’re certain we’re in the right place, Commander?” she asked. “He cannot be here.” But even she heard the lack of conviction in her voice. This square, so near to the harbor, was a favorite haunt for pickpockets, charlatans, and travelers lured by cheap lodging and strong drink. They were in an ill-favored part of her cousin’s kingdom, surrounded now by the lowest form of men. Mercedes had known Elias all her life. It was likely they were in exactly the right place.

Apparently, Commander Aimon agreed. “Oh?” was his reply. He pulled her aside as a man stumbled out of the throng, cheeks flushed, reeking of spirits. After the inebriate tripped past them, he released her arm. “You are all diplomacy, my lady Mercedes. But let’s not fool ourselves.” With his face the picture of resignation, he added, “Stay close. Follow me.”

Commander Aimon forced his way through the crowd. He was a big man wearing the king’s colors and a ferocious scowl; the mass yielded easily. Mercedes kept her head down and her elbows out, absently noting that the oaths and insults thrown their way were in many different languages. These men were Hellespontians and Lunesians and Coronads. A smattering of Caffeesh so far from home. Very few Mondragans, however. They had long since learned the dangers of lingering where they were not welcome.

Someone grabbed her arm. A man with very few teeth grinned and sniffed her hair. His breath stank of garlic and rot. She heard “What a pretty piece! Let me—” before her fist came up, sharp with rings, and connected with the underside of his chin. A pained grunt emerged. Her admirer fell back into the throng and was lost. Onlookers laughed and hooted, but no one else tried to touch her. She continued after the commander and, after much shoving, found herself before a small, dusty clearing.

Her suspicions were confirmed. It was a cockfight. To the right, a bald man with a stained leather apron held up a rooster, turning it this way and that while a second rough-looking character pointed out scratches and gaps in the feathers. She paid them only a cursory glance, her attention captured entirely by the young man to the left.

Elias.

Or, formally, Lord Elias. Only child of Lady Antoni and Lord Antoni, the long-departed Royal Navigator for the island kingdom of St. John del Mar. The last surviving son of a powerful noble family knelt in the dirt, a rooster cradled in his arms like a newborn babe. He wore a loose-fitting shirt and dark trousers, both now encrusted with muck and what she suspected was bird blood. His hair, a rich brown lightened by the summer sun, had grown overlong, so that it settled about his shoulders in thick waves, like a woman’s. A battered leather map carrier lay against his back, cylindrical in shape, three feet long. Of his sword, there was no sign. As was usual.

Her breath caught. He’d been hurt. A bruise spread across one cheekbone, mottled and yellow. What else? Her inspection was swift: He had all his fingers, his limbs. He moved easily; no obvious injury, then, hidden beneath his clothing. One never knew with Elias, who collected wounds the way she collected secrets and enemies. It was his least endearing quality, this skill he had in making her worry.

Who was that man with him? He hovered over Elias with an anxious expression and deep smudges beneath his eyes. Similar in age and vaguely familiar; his identity poked at the very edge of her memory. Whoever he was, he was out of place: well-groomed and dressed in the dark tailored clothing of an upper tradesman.

The bird was motionless. A lock of hair fell forward as Elias placed his open mouth over its beak and blew gently. Miraculously, the rooster’s chest expanded. Wings fluttered, then flapped. Cheers and curses erupted from the crowd. As she watched with appalled fascination, Elias lifted his head and spat out several feathers before sharing a grin with his neatly dressed companion.

She slid a glance toward Commander Aimon. The poor man rubbed his temple with his fingertips as he always did when trying to ease head pains. She could not help but smile, though it felt wrong, knowing what lay ahead. This morning was not going to end pleasantly.

Elias’s bald opponent did not look pleased by the bird’s quick recovery. “Chart maker!” he shouted, his guttural tones and dull features marking him for a Coronad. “You bird swiver! That rooster is dead. I have won!”

Elias laughed. “It’s not dead yet, my friend!” he yelled back. He set the bird on the ground, his hands preventing it from taking flight. “Do you forfeit?”

The Coronad sneered. “We come here; we see del Marian men, even prettier than their women. With soft hands and flower oil in their hair. What do you know of cockfights, pretty del Marian?”

Elias’s grin widened. His answer was to blow the man a kiss. Amid the laughter, the other man scowled even more. “Bah!” he said before snatching his own bird from his companion and setting it down in the dust.

A girl ran to the center of the clearing, barefoot, the tattered red kerchief covering her hair a perfect match to her skirts. The child raised an arm high, counted to three, then brought her hand down with dramatic flourish. Elias and his opponent released their holds on their roosters. The girl jumped aside as the birds flew at each other, feathers thrashing.

Commander Aimon’s voice was an irritated rumble. “That boy sounds like a lord and looks like a vagabond.”

Mercedes leaned close so that she could be heard above the shouting. “He’s at ease in any setting. Have you noticed? He blends in without effort. I wonder why Ulises doesn’t make use of it.”

The commander made a skeptical noise. “Lord Elias isn’t like you, Lady. He isn’t made for intrigue.”

“No?”

“Look at him.” They watched Elias cheer on his bird. One arm was hooked around his friend’s neck, and they were both jumping up and down and hollering like small boys at the bullfights.

“Hmm,” she said.

“You see? Everything he thinks and feels is written on his face for the world to see. A dangerous trait for a king’s . . . emissary.”

She supposed that was true. Elias in a temper was a rare thing, but it was always memorable, and when he learned of the maps, outrage and insult would be within his rights. Not for the first time, she wished Reyna had not gone to the harbor that day and stumbled upon the map. She wished she herself had not traveled to Lunes and found the other. But what use, wishes? They would do her no good today.

Commander Aimon made to signal Elias. She placed a hand on his arm, stopping him. “We might as well wait until he’s finished.”

“Must we?”

Another quick smile emerged at his aggrieved tone. “He’ll learn why we’re here soon enough,” she said. “And I’ve never seen an actual cockfight, have you?”

The commander answered her question with one of his own. “Do you think he can solve it?”

She knew Elias was capable. She wondered only if he would be willing. “It concerns him as much as the king.”

The commander studied her with dark, kohl-rimmed eyes, a common trait among the men and women of del Mar’s native population in the east. His hair was long and straight, black shot through with gray, and pulled back into a queue. He looked more like a pirate than the commander of the king’s armies. “True,” he acknowledged. “But that was not my question, Lady.”

She didn’t answer straightaway, but watched as Elias smoothed the rooster’s feathers and whispered what looked like soothing, encouraging words to it. His hands were beautifully shaped. His fingertips, as always, bore the faintest trace of blue paint. Elias cared little for gloves or for the cleansing potions used by most mapmakers. And why was she standing here admiring his hands? She found herself frowning.

“You underestimate him,” she said finally. “He’s smarter than he looks.”

The commander turned away and went back to his mutterings, this time something about being damned by faint praise. She let his words wash over her. Someone prodded her in the back so hard she fell forward a step. Slowly, she turned her head and gave the man behind her a gimlet-eyed stare. Fair hair, blue eyes, skin peeling from the sun: almost certainly a Mondragan.

“Apologies, miss . . .” His smile turned to puzzlement as he took in her own unusual appearance: black hair, golden skin, but with the green eyes and dreadful freckles that no full-blooded del Marian would ever proudly bear. The man glanced at Commander Aimon and then back at her, and she knew from the stranger’s reaction that she had been recognized. His eyes widened. Prudently, he inched away until he was gone from view.

She watched him go. Stupid to feel this way, this terrible, skin-crawling shame, when there was not a thing to be done about it. She could not change the blood flowing through her veins. Half Mondragan, half del Marian.

A curse.

Turning back to watch the fight, she held herself apart from the crowd, as she always did, and waited.

 


The opposing bird lay dead on the ground, his master mourning above it. There was laughter and groaning as wagers were paid. As the crowd loosened, the stink of men dispersed into something that was, while not exactly pleasant, at least far more breathable.

Elias brushed the feathers from a shirt that had once been white. A futile effort; they merely fluttered about in the air before settling onto a different part of his person. Beside him, Olivier danced a small victorious jig, his rooster clutched under one arm.

It was a ridiculous sight, and Elias laughed. He heard “Chart maker!” and looked up in time to see a pouch sailing through the air toward him. He caught it with one hand and held it out to Olivier. “Your winnings.”

Olivier took the pouch, unable to hide his relief as he felt the reassuring weight of copper sand dollars and silver double-shells. “You’ll take half? It’s only fair.”

Elias refused. “It’s your bird. Give it to your wife, with my compliments.”

Elias had just disembarked from the Amaris when he’d caught a glimpse of Olivier, a parchment seller by trade, standing at the back of the crowd with a birdcage in his hand. Elias knew desperation when he saw it. He suspected its reason. Olivier’s daughter suffered from a prolonged illness. Keeping his workshop profitable and paying off the leeches could not be a simple thing. Everyone knew these fights were a quick way to make money. Or lose it.

“You’re certain?” Olivier asked.

“Yes, take it. I can’t afford to lose your services. I don’t care for the way Master Hernan prepares his sheepskin.”

Olivier tucked the pouch away, then knelt to place the bird in its cage. “I’m grateful that you happened by, Lord Elias, and that you know so much about gamecocks.” He eyed Elias curiously. “How do you know so much? It’s an odd talent for a geographer.”

“Most of my talents are considered odd. Or worse.”

Olivier laughed. He shut the cage with a snap and, with final thanks, hurried off, the rooster swinging in the cage by his side.

Elias hitched his map carrier higher on his shoulder and glanced up, still smiling. Cortes was the capital city of St. John del Mar. An ancient settlement built on a hill with a round, walled castle at the very top and the parishes, or neighborhoods, spilling downward on slanted streets. The castle was his home. He had not seen it in months.

In his mind, he ticked off all he would do as soon as he reached the tower. First he would bathe, then eat. He would find out if Mercedes was on island, report to Lord Silva, deliver his maps to Madame Vega. Ulises would be in some council meeting or another at this hour of day, but he could visit his mother and the rest of—

He felt her before he saw her, absently touching the back of his neck, then turning fully when he glimpsed pale green silk at the edge of his vision.

Mercedes.

She stood among dust and abandoned feathers, watching him. Dark hair coiled over her ears like ram horns. A belt made of pearls, looped around a slender waist. A silver circlet above her brow. Her eyes, the green of the sea before a storm.

Unfortunately, he also saw Commander Aimon, who hovered behind her like some enormous dour shadow.

With dark humor, Elias looked down at the feathers stuck to his shirt. He saw the caged rooster disappear around a corner. Well. They had seen him do worse.

“Your ship is a month late, Elias,” Mercedes said when he walked up to them. She pronounced his name the del Marian way, EE-lee-us, and she was soft-spoken. Frequently, it lulled strangers into thinking she possessed a sweet nature. “What happened to your face?”

“Mercedes.” He kissed her on one cheek and the next, a ritual practiced on both women and men after a long absence. Most men, he amended after another glance at Aimon. There would be no kisses exchanged with the commander, today or any day. “It couldn’t be helped. Did you worry for me?”

“I prayed for you, if that is what you’re asking.”

He laughed. “It’s not.” He had missed this, this type of conversation, or whatever it was they shared. He had missed her. Looking over her shoulder, he said, “Commander, I’ve just come off the ship. I haven’t had time yet to cause you grief.”

“Don’t disregard your talents so quickly.” Commander Aimon reached out and plucked a feather from Elias’s shirt. He held it up, unsmiling. “And so. You’ve taken up cockfighting for charity?”

They had heard his exchange with Olivier. Elias shrugged. “It’s true. What are you both doing here? Are you lost?”

The commander’s answer was to bring his fingers to his lips in a sharp, piercing whistle. Elias nearly jumped from his skin. From a side street, three soldiers on horseback appeared and cantered toward them, scattering what was left of the crowd. Like Mercedes and the commander, they wore royal green and silver. Each led a riderless horse. One of them was Pythagoras.

Not a coincidence, then. They had come looking for him, if his horse was here. Elias had been away for months with little news of home. Sharply, he asked, “What’s happened? My family—?”

“Is well, everyone is well.” Mercedes’s hand on his chest was fleeting, but enough to assure him the worst hadn’t occurred in his absence. “Ulises would like a word.”

Relief turned into puzzlement. That was all? The king would like a word? He was distracted for a short time by Pythagoras, who nudged his ear in greeting. “Fine. I’ll get out of these rags and—”

“No time for that.” Commander Aimon was already on his horse. “The Amaris was spotted on the horizon hours ago. The king has waited long enough.”

Elias looked from the commander to Mercedes. They had been watching for him. Why? There was nothing unusual about a ship arriving late. A month’s delay was later than he would have liked, but it should not have caused too much concern. He thought about that as he helped Mercedes onto her horse. Light green skirts spread about a white mare. Keeping one hand wrapped around her ankle, he asked quietly, “Since when is a watch put out on my ship?”

“There wasn’t.”

“No? Since when am I met at the docks with personal escort? What aren’t you telling me, Mercedes?”

Once, they had been close. When they were children, it had been simple to know how she’d felt and what she’d thought. She’d worn her heart on her sleeve for friend and foe to see. Mostly foe. But that was then. In the years since, Mercedes had become very good at hiding her thoughts, even from him.

She looked at him. Beautiful green eyes. Giving away nothing. “I’m not trying to be mysterious,” she said. “It’s simpler just to show you. Will you come? And let go.”

He stepped away before she could kick him. She rode off with Commander Aimon and his men, and Elias was left with no choice but to follow—up toward the castle, up toward his king—at a complete loss, and with a very bad feeling.


Two

IT WAS NOT the first time someone had spat at Mercedes, or even the fifth, but it had been some years since Elias had witnessed the insult.

Just before they reached the raised portcullis, Commander Aimon broke off with a salute and rode toward the arena with his men. Elias followed Mercedes into the castle’s courtyard, a large circular space open to the sky. The sea air was faint here, high on the hill, overpowered by bougainvillea and the blood oranges growing in the nearby orchard. An ancient olive tree dominated the center: two hundred feet tall and growing, its thick, gnarled roots bursting from the ground and creeping along the surface.

The ladies of the court strolled about, weaving their way among soldiers and servants and robed scholars deep in conversation. Many called out greetings to Elias, welcoming him home. A few clucked at his appearance. And they swept low in deference to Mercedes, second in line to the throne.

All of them bowed, that is, except one.

The courtyard was surrounded by an arcade three stories high. An old woman stood just inside the ground level, partially concealed by the crimson bougainvillea cascading off an upper balcony. As Mercedes rode past, the woman spat, missing the horse’s rear hooves by a hand’s width.

Anger tightened his stomach. A quick glance at Mercedes dashed any hope that she had not seen what happened. She stared straight ahead, her face composed. But her shoulders had stiffened, and her chin had lifted up, up, in that way he recognized.

This he had not missed. He nudged Pythagoras forward until he had placed himself between Mercedes and the old woman. He did not know her. She was dressed as a tradeswoman. Old enough to have remembered that day eighteen years ago. Bitter enough to blame Mercedes for it, though she had still been in her mother’s womb. He said nothing, only watched and waited and wished it were a man standing there by the bougainvillea. One did not have to be so polite with a man.

Mercedes was King Ulises’s cousin, his only living relative. Her father, Augustin, long dead, had been the old king’s younger brother. Her mother, Alyss, a beautiful noblewoman from Mondrago. Her parents had fallen in love and married long ago, when it was still acceptable for a del Marian to marry a Mondragan. Before the kidnappings and the murders. Before the two kingdoms had gone to war.

Conversation trailed away as others turned to see who it was Elias watched, stonefaced. The old woman must have gained some sense, seeing his expression, because she curtsied, quickly but correctly, and scurried off toward the gates.

Mercedes would not look at him. There was the familiar crush of white pebbles and seashells beneath his boots as he dismounted. He handed his reins over to a groom.

“Who was that, Marco?” Elias asked.

The boy glared after the old woman. “I’ve never seen her before, Lord Elias. Should I find out? I’ll follow her.”

“No, you won’t.” Mercedes handed her reins to the boy and said firmly, “Thank you, Marco.”

The boy looked from Mercedes to Elias and sighed. “Yes, Lady.” He took himself off, leading the horses behind him.

Once the boy was out of earshot, Elias frowned at her. “I didn’t know this still happened. How often, Mercedes?”

“It’s nothing to do with you.” She turned on her heel and marched off toward the door that led to the king’s chambers.

He caught up with her easily. “Does Ulises know?”

“Why would I tell him? So he can punish an old woman?”

“Yes.”

Mercedes threw a dark glance in his direction. “Leave her alone. She’s entitled to her rage.”

She didn’t truly believe that? “No, she isn’t. Not toward you.”

Mercedes stopped directly beneath the archway, ignoring the curious stares turned in their direction. “I don’t need a champion, Elias. And I won’t have you running to the king and telling tales. I can fight my own wars.”

He would have argued his point forever had she not lifted her eyes to meet his. There was the anger he expected, but just beneath, nearly hidden, a bone-deep mortification.

All at once, the fight left him. He said only, “Mercedes. You should not have to.” He motioned for her to precede him, and they made their way through the castle in silence.

 


The king’s chamber was a vast room dominated by a long table. At the far end, conversation broke off and three pairs of eyes turned in their direction: those of Lord Silva, Royal Navigator; his young granddaughter, Lady Reyna; and Ulises, del Mar’s king of one year.

Ulises was nineteen—only a day older than Elias—and, though the official mourning period for his father had passed months ago, still dressed entirely in black. Black trousers, black boots. Even his crown was black, a thin band of onyx with an emerald at its center. Taller than Elias, but only slightly, with black hair cropped close to his head and a face that could be thought of as melancholy but that Elias had heard more than one lady describe as “poetic.”

Ulises did not look melancholy just now as he shoved his chair back and rose, smiling. “You found him, Mercedes. Good.” His smile faded somewhat as he studied Elias’s shirt front. “Whose blood is that? Not yours?”

“It’s better not to ask, cousin.” Mercedes took a seat. Behind her, a series of doors had been flung open, offering a staggering view of the harbor and, beyond that, the Sea of Magdalen.

“It isn’t mine,” Elias said after a quick bow. “Forgive me for coming in my dirt. I was told to hurry.”

He did not miss the raised eyebrows exchanged between Ulises and Lord Silva. Mercedes and Elias had dragged their tension into the chamber, dampening the air around them like fog.

Ulises said only, “We were starting to worry.” He clasped Elias’s forearms in greeting. A kiss on each cheek, a grin, then, “Old friend, it’s good to see your face, battered though it is.”

“And yours.” Still it gave him an odd feeling to see Ulises as king. To bow and address formally, at least sometimes, the boy he had grown up beside. Ulises returned to his seat as Elias greeted Lord Silva.

His former teacher was nearing seventy, a neatly kept man of middling height with a gray triangle of a beard and pleasant features. He looked like someone’s gentle grandfather. Which he was. But no other grandfather Elias knew could speak a dozen languages. Or sail past the Strait of Cain’s turbulent whirlpools without ever once losing his supper. Or outrun an entire tribe of cannibals with a terrified seven-year-old Elias clinging to his back. Lord Silva was thinner than Elias remembered, but his grip was still strong, his eyes still bright and sure.

“Elias. Welcome home.” Lord Silva reached up and patted Elias’s unmarked cheek. As usual, the pats felt more like a couple of brisk slaps. “What happened to your face?”

“A miscalculation.” Elias didn’t like to think about it: the Amaris and the jutting rocks that had sprung from nowhere.

“That sounds ominous. Is everyone alive, at least?”

Elias smiled. He could always count on Lord Silva to ask the important questions and disregard the rest. “Mostly.”

“Good.” Lord Silva stepped back and examined him. “I don’t want to know about the blood. Or the . . . are those feathers?”

“Ah . . .” Elias saw Mercedes smile despite herself. “You don’t want to know about those, either.”

“Hmph.” Lord Silva returned to his chair.

And Elias turned to Reyna. How old was she now? Nine? Ten? As small as Mercedes was at that age. Why would she be here, at this urgent, mysterious summons?

He asked, “Have you taken up fighting, Lady Reyna? You’ve lost a few more teeth since I last saw you.”

Reyna smiled shyly at his teasing, displaying two late missing incisors. Her black hair fell in two braids that disappeared below the table’s edge. “Welcome home, Lord Elias.”

“It’s good to be home.” He set his map carrier on the table and threw himself into a chair. Curious, he eyed the two scrolls that lay in the center of the table, both about four feet in length, rolled, and tied with black ribbon. Too large to be the king’s typical correspondence. They looked like maps.

“The king spoke for all of us,” Lord Silva said. “We were starting to worry. What took you so long?”

Months ago, Elias had been dispatched to Hellespont, an island along del Mar’s trade route, to survey its coastlines after a series of earthquakes had altered its topography. But at this moment, he didn’t care the least bit about Hellespont, though it had occupied his every waking thought for many weeks. Now all he wanted to know was why he’d been summoned here before he’d even had a glimpse of his chambers and an opportunity to bathe. He glanced at Ulises, whose expression gave away nothing, and checked his impatience.

“Parts of the island are unrecognizable,” Elias answered Lord Silva’s question. He uncapped his carrier and removed the contents. Sheets of parchment were spread across the table. They varied in size, each a specific rendering of Hellespont. A few sketches showed the entire island, others primarily the northern half. Others magnified an even smaller portion: a harbor, a peninsula, a stretch of coastline. Everyone leaned forward for a closer look.

“The earthquakes transformed the northern edge,” Elias continued, “and there are islets on the west side that have sprung right out of the sea. I’ve redrawn the area.” He addressed Lord Silva. “I wouldn’t have our captains attempt that route without these maps. There are new shoals in place, and rocks that will take the bottom right out of our ships.”

Shoals and sandbars were a danger to every seagoing vessel. There was the risk of grounding or capsizing. Unlike Elias, most of the men aboard a ship could not swim.

Mercedes pulled a chart closer with a fingertip. “These whirlpools are new?”

“Yes,” Elias said.

“Was the Amaris damaged?” Ulises asked.

“Yes,” Elias said. “We hit some rocks. A few of us were thrown. One shipman broke his leg, and we were delayed for weeks with repairs.”

“Thrown?” Mercedes eyed Elias’s bruise with a frown. “What about the serpents?”

“There were none. We were lucky.”

“You’ve a gift for understatement, Elias,” Ulises said. To be thrown from a ship usually meant one was the next meal for the water monsters that lurked beneath the surface, waiting for just such an opportunity. “Were there any signs of surveyors from Lunes?”

Elias smiled. “None.”

Ulises looked satisfied. “Then we have the advantage.” To Lord Silva, he said, “We’ll need copies made.”

“Quickly,” Lord Silva acknowledged. “Several ships are sailing within the week. I’ll see to it.”

“I’ll help,” Elias offered.

In a far-off corner of the castle, mapmakers, painters, and calligraphers copied the charts sketched out by the kingdom’s explorers, men like Elias. They also drew maps using the information brought home by captains, shipmen, and other travelers who were met at the ports. But when time permitted, Elias preferred to draw his own maps. It was the only way to ensure that the copies looked exactly the way he wanted them.

Lord Silva studied one of the charts with a distracted air. “No, you won’t have time, I suspect.”

And Elias could be only so patient. “Won’t I?” he asked politely. “Why not?”

Silence fell. Lord Silva set the map down. Glances were exchanged all around. It grated on Elias, the feeling that everyone in the chamber knew something that he did not.

Mercedes stood. “If I may, Lord Silva?”

“Certainly, my dear.”

Mercedes reached for one of the scrolls, tossed the ribbon aside, and unrolled it. Also on the table was a shallow bowl filled with conch shells. Without a word being exchanged, Elias and Reyna used the shells to secure the four corners. Elias glanced down at the scroll, and then looked again, startled.

It was one of his father’s maps. A rendering of del Mar in its entirety, from the village of Esperanca in the north to the southernmost city of Alfonse. Five compass roses dotted the surface, and a maze of rhumb lines crisscrossed the sheepskin. He saw the harbor, the mountain ranges, the rivers, and waterfalls. Even the sea serpents, slithery monsters painted just beyond the harbor, were given their due in brilliant blues and greens and purples. But most splendid of all was a large inset of Cortes, showing the hilltop castle and the individual streets and storefronts. There were people, even animals. Pigs caged in pens and stray dogs roaming the streets. The detail was remarkable.

The only thing missing was a cartouche with the mapmaker’s name and kingdom of origin. But this was his father’s, Lord Antoni’s, work; Elias knew it without question. And it was in fine condition: the parchment untorn, the paint vivid. He had never seen this particular chart before, but that was of no significance. His father had painted thousands of maps. Why was this one here now?

“Several months ago,” Ulises said, “just after you left, in fact, a merchant tried to sell this map at the harbor. He claimed to have won it in a tavern game of chance on Oslaw. He knew nothing of its provenance, and could only say that the man he won it from was a Coronad shipman with arms like tree trunks.”

“Helpful,” Elias commented. Show him a Coronad shipman who did not fit that description. They were few and far between.

Ulises half smiled. “Quite,” he agreed. “The map is unsigned, but Reyna is familiar with Lord Antoni’s work. And there were other . . . elements she thought curious. She bought the map.”

Elias’s attention shifted to Reyna. “You’ve graduated to the mappers’ booth?”

The child looked uneasy to have all eyes on her. “It was only that once. I help with the ledgers, usually. Madame Vega says I’m too young to barter.”

Lord Silva said, “The child, correctly, thought discretion might be in order. She purchased the map using her own funds so that it would not appear in the official records. And she brought it directly to the king.”

“Mercedes was there as well,” Ulises said. “It was just before she sailed to Lunes.”

Discretion? Curious elements? And what did Mercedes have to do with anything? Utterly lost, Elias turned to her as she spoke.

“While I was on Lunes,” she said, “I came across a chart hanging in the king’s map chambers.” She unrolled the second map beside the first and secured it with more shells. “One chart among a hundred others. I would not have given it a second glance if I had not seen Reyna’s copy first. It’s also missing a cartouche. You’ll see that they are nearly identical.”

“Nearly?” Elias leaned close, comparing the two. Some time passed before he saw that yes, there was a telling difference. Unlike the first map, the second featured the beacon on the cliffs of Alfonse, at the very southern tip of the island. These maps were clearly painted by the same artist, but it could not have been his father. Lord Antoni had died eighteen years ago. The beacon was only ten years old.

Elias sat back, disappointed. He had been so sure. “Fine copies, then,” he conceded. “It’s not uncommon to learn from the masters. What of it?” He glanced at the first map.

And saw it.

In the top left corner, hidden along a thick border made up of olive trees and lemon groves. He brought his face down to the map, so close that his nose nearly touched the parchment. He glanced quickly at Lord Silva, who said, “The child saw it at the harbor.”

“Her eyesight is sharp,” Mercedes said.

Elias’s was less so. To him, the words were like the footprints of ants, barely recognizable as lettering. A small glass dish had been placed halfway down the table. He shoved his chair back and retrieved the bowl. It was filled with dried orange blossoms and lavender. He returned to his seat and without ceremony upended the contents beside the maps. Immediately, Mercedes sneezed.

“Apologies,” he said absently. He cleaned the dish with the end of his shirt. Mercedes and Ulises were frowning, at a loss, but Reyna was already on her feet and reaching for a water pitcher. When Elias held out the bowl, she filled it with small, steady hands. Carefully, he placed the bowl on the map, over the border. He peered into the glass and read the tiny print that had been drawn there, now magnified by glass and water.

 


Adventurer, two princes lost but not gone.

Follow the path of the ancient mariners, Tramontana to Ostro.

Look not to what is there but to what is not.



 

He felt a sharp prickling along his scalp. No one made a sound. He moved the bowl over the second map. The wording was identical to that on the first. He straightened, anger simmering. “Someone is having their fun with us.”

He expected Lord Silva to agree with him, right then and there, without the slightest hesitation. And so he was stunned when the silence inched along even further before Lord Silva said, “Elias, I taught your father how to hold a brush. How to mix his paints. I have seen him cast a thousand rhumb lines across the page. I know his work, child. As well as yours, as well as my own.”

And from Ulises, “What if these are his?”

“The beacon—” Elias began.

“I know what it means.” Ulises regarded him, unsmiling. “Whoever painted the maps was alive ten years ago.”

“What are you saying?” Elias rose slowly, not taking his eyes off his king. He sounded to himself unnaturally calm and detached. “And how dare you say it?”

“Elias . . .” Mercedes said. His eyes flashed to hers; she looked away first. He began to understand now what she would not tell him in the square.

The king’s voice remained even. “I’m saying nothing. Only that there is a riddle. I’m asking you to solve it.”

“I see.” Elias’s temper unraveled faster than he was proud of. “You want me to solve this riddle. And prove what? That my father is alive somewhere, painting maps”—he sent a scornful glance toward the charts—“and choosing not to come home?”

Ulises opened his mouth, then shut it. Elias stared at his friend, infuriated, then swung around to glare at Mercedes. “You found this on Lunes, you said?”

Her hands were folded on the table. She was pale and set, but she met his eyes squarely. “Yes.”

“What did Lamech say when you asked for the map?”

“I did not ask for it,” Mercedes said.

“The king offered it to you?” Elias asked with a skeptical air. The king of Lunes was a stingy old miser. He would not hand over anything valuable without expecting something in return.

“I’m certain he would have, had I asked.”

Her meaning became clear. Incredulous, Elias said, “You stole this map? From the royal map chambers on Lunes?”

Mercedes glanced at Reyna. The child’s eyes were as large as twin moons. Likely this was the first time she was hearing of Mercedes’s more colorful diplomatic responsibilities. “What would you have had me do?” Mercedes countered. “I couldn’t have anyone wondering at my interest. The last thing I wanted was for someone else to take a closer look.”

“How did you—?” Elias stopped. He didn’t want to know how she had stolen the map. Turning back to Ulises, he said, “This is ridiculous. How can you give this credence?”

“How can I not?” Ulises snapped. “Two princes lost but not gone? These are not strangers in a fairy story, Elias. They are my brothers!” Ulises rose, facing him across the table. A pulse beat at his temple. “Lord Antoni’s skill is not something that can be copied, as simple as that. Look at them. This is the work of a master. Are they not worthy of a look, at least?”

“No.” Elias grabbed his carrier. Better that he go before he really said something he shouldn’t. The Hellespontian sketches were left scattered about the table.

“These were painted years apart,” Ulises continued, urgent. “And they’ve turned up on opposite sides of an entire sea.”

“A coincidence.”

“Two coincidences?” Ulises shot back, gesturing toward the maps. “There may be more. Why would someone go to this much trouble?”

“Because he is mad!” Elias’s voice rose. “Because he is cruel. Or bored. There are a thousand, thousand reasons why. Have you not considered them?” Bitterly, he added, “Was this ambush simpler? Old friend?”

A slow flush crawled up Ulises’s neck. Good.

“Sit down, Elias. Listen to me. I am your friend—”

“My king,” Lord Silva broke in. He, too, was on his feet. “Elias. Please . . .”

Elias paid him no attention. “And this is how you show it?” he demanded of Ulises. “By besmirching my father’s name? By bringing fresh grief to his widow—” Another shock coursed through him as he thought of his mother.

Mercedes spoke quickly, “She won’t learn of it. No one knows of the maps except us.”

He glared at her. Hurt unfurled in him. He let her see it. She had known of this all along, at the harbor. She could have given him some warning. He asked, “What about the man who sold Reyna the map?”

“He’s gone,” Mercedes said, frowning. “Sailed off. What of him?”

“That doesn’t mean he won’t return, or speak of it,” Elias said. “What about Commander Aimon?”

Her hands were no longer folded before her. They were fists. “That is unworthy of you. You know he can be trusted.”

Elias’s laugh held little humor. “A secret is safe, Mercedes, when one person knows it. Not seven, or more. You of all people should know that.” He turned his anger back to Ulises. “Did you spare a thought to what this will do to my family?” He jabbed at one of the maps. “Even a whisper of it?”

“Listen to me,” Ulises said. “I mean no insult—”

“I am insulted!” Elias slapped both palms flat against the table, hard enough to rattle the seashells.

Their raised voices had not gone unnoticed. The doors swung open, and two guards stuck their heads in.

“Out.” The order came from Ulises. That, and the cold look he shot their way, had the men stumbling over themselves as they backed away. The doors slammed shut.

It was only then that Elias became aware of Reyna huddled in her chair and Lord Silva’s lips pressed thin. A child. His teacher. A spark of shame ignited within him. He forced his breath to slow, and tried to pull his anger back inside of him.

“My father,” he said quietly, “was a lord of del Mar. A man who served his king and kingdom and died for it. I am insulted.” He slung the carrier over his head and stalked out of the chamber, leaving behind a thick and muffling silence.


Three

ELIAS HAD BEEN only an infant when it happened, but he knew the tale as well as any, and better than most. Eighteen years ago, on the island of St. John del Mar, two princes vanished, never to be seen again.

Prince Bartolome and Prince Teodor, ages seven and five, had traveled outside the city in the company of Lord Antoni. As Royal Navigator, Antoni oversaw del Mar’s School of Navigation, along with its considerable network of explorers, mapmakers, instrument makers, and pilots. Bartolome had developed a fascination with the navigator’s arts, and anyone looking for the prince knew to look for Antoni, for he had become the man’s shadow. The outing was meant to show the princes the magnetic compass rocks that could be found on a hill near Javelin Forest. Accompanying them were their nurse, Lady Esma; servants; and two dozen of the king’s finest guards. In the end, their strength and numbers mattered not.

When the party did not return by nightfall as planned, King Andrés and more soldiers rode out to find them. They came upon an unspeakable sight. Beneath a full moon, lying scattered across the meadow like broken dolls, were two dozen dead soldiers. Servants, too. There was no sign of the princes or Lord Antoni. The nurse, also, was missing.

The king launched a frantic search. Spies and emissaries, one and the same, were sent to kingdoms near and far to ferret out the truth. After many months, a Mondragan soldier was questioned. And slowly a crime was uncovered, layer by layer, exposing a rotted core at its center.

Five island kingdoms dotted the Sea of Magdalen like steppingstones. Each with its own language and customs. Each with its fortune tied in some way to the sea. The largest and most powerful stone was St. John del Mar, followed by Lunes, Mondrago, Hellespont, and Coronado.

Mondrago lay to the east of del Mar, at that time ruled by the newly crowned King Marius. Marius lived far more extravagantly than he ought to have, supplementing his treasury by imposing crippling taxes on his people. When that was not enough, he hatched a plan.

Bartolome and Teodor were to be snatched and held for ransom. The kidnapping of royals or noblemen was not unprecedented. They were on occasion waylaid, though returned unharmed once payment was made. The boys were to have been smuggled to an undisclosed location while terms were being negotiated between del Mar and an anonymous envoy representing Mondrago. Only something went wrong. The ship carrying the princes was lost in a storm.

Retribution was brutal. The grief-stricken King Andrés gathered his forces and sailed to Mondrago. King Marius denied having anything to do with the boys’ disappearance and, when that did not work, begged for mercy for himself and his family. His pleas fell on deaf ears. After an endless siege, Marius and his family were put to death, scores of nobility slaughtered, citizens scattered to
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