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        Summer, 1459

        Rhodes Town

      

      

      

      Anica Foscolo hurried through a crowd gathering in the marketplace under the blazing sun, trailed by her slave, Maria. All around them, traders unloaded their goods from donkey carts. The sugar sellers up the hill had already attracted a swarm of customers.

      “Let’s stop at the sugar stalls on the way back,” she told Maria over her shoulder. “I want to make a lemon tonic for Mamá.”

      Maria nodded, stone-faced. She had not wanted to come on this errand, and she was never one to put on a false smile.

      Two spice merchants leading heavily-laden donkeys ambled into their path, sending whiffs of cinnamon, ginger, and cloves into the air. Slowing her pace, Anica caught sight of a ceramics trader setting out bowls on a nearby table.

      “Good day,” she greeted him, moving closer.

      Placing a hand over his heart, the man smiled in recognition. “When will your family return to Archangelos, signorina? It’s been too long.”

      “Perhaps this autumn we’ll be back.” Anica traced the outline of a dolphin on a bowl with her fingertip, unwilling to explain the reason for their absence. “You’re using blue paint for your designs now, like the Italians?”

      His smile fading, he bent to rummage in a pannier filled with crockery. “Latins don’t care for the Greek style. They want what they can get in Genoa or Florence, and they pay well for it.”

      At the mention of Florence, she tightened her grip on the canvas-wrapped parcel tucked under one arm and turned away.

      There was no avoiding the Kastellania, where onlookers congregated at the whipping post as two guards hauled a chained inmate from the building’s interior. Anica swallowed hard and sped her step, the prisoner’s cries echoing in her ears. For the first time all morning, Maria matched her pace. The girl had always been terrified by the sight of a public flogging.

      When they reached the Florentine banker’s home, Maria hung back again, scowling.

      “A slave is safer in the streets than in that man’s house,” she said in a voice dripping with venom.

      “He’s not your master,” Anica retorted. “Come inside with me. All will be well.”

      Maria shook her head and stood her ground, refusing to meet Anica’s eyes.

      “If you prefer to broil in the sun, so be it.” Anica regarded the polished cypress wood doors, wishing for her father’s comforting presence. Then she drew in a breath, steeled herself, and lifted the heavy iron door knocker.
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        * * *

      

      Signor Salviati kept her waiting in the high-ceilinged parlor for what seemed like an hour before he emerged from an adjoining chamber.

      He approached, his silk tunic rustling. “Signorina,” he said in a clipped voice, his expression cool. “I am eager to see your father’s work.”

      Anica unwrapped the painting and presented it to him. It was exactly what he had asked for: a portrait of the Madonna and her child. The Virgin’s shimmering blue robe, made of lapis lazuli pigment, had cost a small fortune. The banker held the panel at arm’s length, pursing his lips. A long moment of silence passed. Anica’s left knee began to tremble.

      Finally, he spoke. “Exquisite.” When he smiled, his graying teeth showed evidence of too many years’ enjoyment of red wine. “Signor Foscolo is indeed a talented man. He shows much discipline, working to this standard even while he mourns his son. Although it has been some time since your brother’s death, I suppose⁠—”

      “Six months today,” Anica said shortly.

      Since Benedetto’s death, Anica had fought back her own sorrow and finished her father’s commissions one by one. She’d sourced the pigments, prepared the panels, and layered on the tempera paints herself. From the backgrounds to the most intricate details of a shining eye or a silken sleeve, she was responsible for it all. But Signor Salviati would never know that.

      A young, clean-shaven man also clothed in silk entered the parlor and came to stand at Signor Salviati’s side.

      “Ah! Troilo, look at the painting.” The banker tilted the panel in the newcomer’s direction. “Lovely, isn’t it?”

      The young man gave the painting a cursory inspection. Then his deep-set brown eyes fixed on Anica. “Not as lovely as you, signorina.”

      Signor Salviati lifted an eyebrow, his smile deepening. “Do you remember Troilo, my eldest son, signorina?”

      She eyed the young man, who was a stocky, fleshy-faced version of his father. The Salviati family attended Santa Maria, where she often worshipped with Papa. But if she’d ever interacted with Troilo as a child, she had no recollection of it. “Yes, of course I do,” she lied smoothly.

      “We’ve both grown up since I was last in Rhodes,” Troilo said. “You speak Italian as beautifully as if you’d been born and raised in Venice instead of Rhodes Town.”

      “My father did not overlook my education,” she replied.

      “He’s a true citizen of Venice, then?” The banker’s son narrowed his eyes. “Or a white Venetian?”

      Anica stood taller. “He comes by his citizenship naturally—he did not buy it, I assure you.”

      “You’re fortunate to possess some Latin blood, signorina,” he said with a thin smile. “Though some might mistake you for Greek.” He flapped a dismissive hand at her long cotton headpiece.

      She felt the sting of shame, followed by a wave of anger. With effort, she kept her face impassive.

      “Her mother is a Georgillas,” Signor Salviati put in. “One of the first families.”

      When the Knights Hospitaller took ownership of Rhodes generations ago, a handful of Greeks had forged lucrative alliances with them. Mamá’s family was descended from one of those men.

      “Indeed?” his son said in a slightly more respectful tone.

      Anica repressed an impatient sigh, eager to receive her payment and flee. Her gaze fell to the coin purse on Signor Salviati’s belt. “My father expects me back straightaway.”

      He gave a start, one hand going to his waist. “Oh, he did not tell you? We’ve made other arrangements for payment. I shall not be giving you any coin today.”

      Anica studied the Florentine’s face with suspicion. Her father had said nothing of this, but in his current state Papa could not be counted on to communicate anything of importance. She thought of the ducats she’d spent on pigments and other supplies to create this painting, of the expenses her family had faced for Benedetto’s funeral. Words of protest rose up in her throat, but she gritted her teeth and pushed them back down again.

      Speak with Papa first, she counseled herself. Keep this encounter pleasant, for his sake.

      So rather than protest, she gave a quick curtsy. “Thank you, signor.”

      The younger Salviati put up a hand. “Wait.” He plucked the wooden panel from his father’s grasp. “I’ve spent the last five years in Florence, signorina. I saw dozens of portraits hanging in the finest homes there. Portraits of the men who’ve made their fortunes in wool and wine, done in a new style, with paints of oil.”

      “Oil?” repeated Signor Salviati.

      His son nodded. “It’s a style that started in the north. Flanders, I believe.” He stepped closer to Anica. “Surely, you’ve heard of this?”

      Anica resisted the urge to edge away. There was a wide space between his two front teeth. His pink tongue protruded slightly through the gap, and his breath smelled of fish and garlic.

      “No,” she said. “Artists use egg to thin the pigments. That is how it’s always been done.”

      He shook his head. There was a hint of triumph in his expression. “Things are changing,” he told her. “Oils are the new fashion. Your father had better learn this new style, or he shall soon find himself out of work.”

      Signor Salviati turned a sour expression on the panel that he had complimented a few moments before.

      “If that is the case, then we shall have portraits made in oil, too. One of me, one of you, and one of your mother.” The two men exchanged a satisfied look. Then the banker turned back to Anica. “Tell your father of my wish, Signorina Foscolo. He’ll welcome the commission, I have no doubt.”

      Something in his tone sent a stab of worry into Anica’s chest. “I will tell him, signor.”

      When a manservant let her out the front doors, she found Maria standing still as a statue where she’d left her, face covered with a sheen of sweat.

      They pressed against the wall as a donkey cart piled with fruit rolled by. Anica looked back at the banker’s home, her eyes aching from the glare of the sun against the white marble façade.

      She should have been glad for another commission from the man. But instead, she felt certain no good would come of it.
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      When they returned home, Anica stood in the center of the courtyard a moment. The sun spilled over the roof and drenched her mother’s garden with gold, warming the air and filling it with the scents of citrus fruits and herbs. She watched a ruby-red dragonfly soar skyward from a potted rose, its wings glinting in the light.

      Crossing to the niche in the wall where a small bronze statue of a boy stood, she swiped at a spiderweb in the crook of his arm, searching for its maker. But the silk clinging to her fingers was the only evidence she could find of the spider’s existence.

      Straightening, she headed to the studio. She loved stepping into the airy workspace each morning—or had loved it until grief turned every room in the house into a painful reminder of the little boy who lay entombed in a crypt, fading to dust.

      Last night, sleepless, Anica had decided to prepare a half-dozen icons of Greek saints. With the help of her Aunt Rhea, it would not be difficult to find buyers in their network of wealthy Greeks, both here in Rhodes and on neighboring islands. She had painted so many of these portraits it had become as easy as breathing, but there was no challenge to it—and, unfortunately, little reward. The small works brought in a pittance compared to larger portraits and frescoes.

      She eyed the rectangular pine panels stacked on her battered supply table, whitened with a thick layer of gesso. There were four. Soon she’d have to buy more wood and cajole her father into making more panels, but this was enough to get her started. Setting out pots of ground pigment and a row of ceramic dishes for mixing the paints, she calculated in her mind how much egg she would need for today’s work. She had no goldleaf for the backgrounds, but there was a goldbeater in the Jewish quarter near their old neighborhood, a friend of Papa’s. He often let them purchase goldleaf on credit.

      The door opened and her father shuffled in.

      “Papa?” A thread of hope rose in her chest. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Will you be working today?”

      Her father looked at the easel standing ready by the window. “You don’t need me at all anymore, do you?”

      His voice was rough with lost sleep, with too many hours spent weeping. Benedetto had been the second boy born to their family, and the second to die. The pain of it was nearly unbearable—once again, Papa’s dreams of a son and heir had been shattered.

      She came to his side, slipped an arm around his waist, felt the hard edge of a rib.

      “The painting I delivered this morning was the last of them,” she said quietly. “I’m starting a series of icons, though we have no buyers for them yet.”

      “We’ll take up such matters soon, my dear.”

      “When? We’ll never stop mourning Beno, but you can’t ignore the world much longer.” Swallowing, she softened her tone. “We may have another commission from the Salviatis. Securing it will be up to you. I wish it weren’t so, but there is only so much I can do.” She hesitated. “Signor Salviati told me you’d made other arrangements for payment, so he gave me nothing.”

      Papa’s gaze dropped and a muscle worked in his jaw for a moment. Then he cupped her cheek with a hand, the deep hollows beneath his eyes making her heart twist. “Our work, your betrothal—everything has been pushed aside. We’ll take it up again tomorrow, I promise you. But today is your brother’s day.”

      He turned away, vanishing as silently as a wraith.

      Anica closed her eyes, steadied her breath. Every month on the date when her small brother Benedetto had died, her parents marked his death in the chamber off the entry hall where a row of icons hung on the wall. Mamá was likely already there, kneeling before Santa Maria. Any moment now, Papa would take his position at her side.

      Her throat aching with an insistent urge to sob, Anica got back to work.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, she did several household errands with Maria, then ate a quick meal of flatbread, cheese, and grapes in the kitchen before heading to the studio. She worked in silence, the afternoon punctuated by the tolling of church bells that marked the hours. As she was sanding a panel, the door swung open.

      “My dear, I did not ask you yet—was Signor Salviati pleased with the painting?” Papa asked, stepping inside.

      He looked better today, she thought as he closed the space between them. More alert.

      “Yes. How much had he agreed to pay you?” she asked. “Can you show me the contract? I want to make sure it’s enough to cover our expenses.”

      Papa avoided her gaze. “That’s better left to me, my dear.”

      Anica watched him with narrowed eyes. Papa had never hesitated to share information about their commissions before. What was her father concealing from her?

      Let it go. The last thing he needs today is an argument with me.

      “His son was there, too,” she told him.

      “Ah, yes. Young Troilo. I thought they’d shipped him off to Florence for good.” Papa cocked his head to one side. “Did you say they wanted another commission?”

      She nodded. “Three more portraits. They want them in oil paints.”

      “Oil paints?” her father repeated dubiously.

      “It requires oil to thin the pigments rather than egg,” she explained. “Troilo claimed the finest homes in Florence have works in oil hanging on their walls.”

      “I’ve heard a few merchants bragging about portraits made in oil they’ve had sent over the sea from Flanders and Holland,” he said. “But there’s no one schooled in the technique on this island.”

      “Perhaps you could be the first,” she suggested.

      He gave her a rueful smile. “My dear, I’m having enough trouble as it is. The last thing I need is another complication.”

      “Is it getting worse?” She examined his brown eyes with concern.

      “The world is blurry, as if a veil of mist conceals everything I look at,” he confessed.

      “Do they hurt?”

      “No, no. Other than a headache now and then, especially when I work by candlelight, my eyes don’t hurt at all. And I’m still quite capable of wielding a brush. You’ve done more than your share of the work ever since”—his voice faded for an instant—“these past few months. You won’t toil alone much longer. This week I shall write to a cousin in Venice and have an apprentice sent on the next ship to Rhodes.”

      “But you’ve tried that before.” Anica’s heart sank. Three Venetian apprentices, all relatives from her father’s family, had come and gone in the same number of years. None of them had shown any talent nor any motivation to work.

      “My Foscolo relations have proven disappointing on that count. I think they save all the best apprentices for their own studio in Venice, and I suppose I can’t blame them. No, this time I’m turning to my mother’s family—the Loredans.”

      “We have artists on that side of the family, too?”

      She knew little about her grandmother’s family other than the story of her father’s arrival on Rhodes. He had come here by way of the island of Antiparos, where his mother’s cousin Giovanni Loredan had built a grand home and married a Greek woman. At Cousin Giovanni’s invitation, Papa had journeyed from Venice to Antiparos and painted frescoes on the walls of his new house. From there, it was a quick voyage to Rhodes. Once Papa set foot on this island, he’d been in no hurry to return to Venice.

      He shook his head. “No. But the Loredans have connections everywhere. I can cast a wide net through them, and who knows how big a fish I’ll land?”

      Anica smiled a little, glad her father was making an attempt at lightness.

      His expression sobered. “Your betrothal hasn’t been forgotten either. Mamá and I are ready to begin the search again. Aunt Rhea is eager to help us find a match.”

      She put her arms around him. “Thank you.”

      The shroud of gloom was finally lifting from her father’s shoulders. And perhaps the weight of responsibility would now lift from hers.

      A door slammed. The quick slap of sandals on stone echoed in the corridor.

      The servants and slaves walked so silently they often appeared in a room without warning, like puffs of smoke. As for her parents, they both moved through the world with calm, measured steps.

      But not her sister.

      “Anica!”

      Heleni flung open the door, Maria close on her heels. The two of them were about the same age, but Maria looked much older than Heleni. In her sixteen or so years on the earth, she had experienced enough heartbreak for a lifetime—and the furrow of worry between her brows was already deep. Heleni, in contrast, was coming into the bloom of womanhood like a flagrantly scented scarlet rose. Her full lips and enormous brown eyes turned heads whenever she left the house, and to their parents’ dismay, she loved the attention.

      “A merchant fleet is approaching Rhodes,” Heleni reported breathlessly. “Along with Hospitaller ships from France.”

      Anica turned to the slave with a questioning look.

      “It’s true.” Maria drew two eggs from a pouch and laid them on the table. “I heard the news in the lane from the soap man.”

      Anica nodded her thanks for the eggs. “And you had to tell my sister because . . . ?”

      Maria shrugged. “She asks so many questions. I can’t lie to the girl, can I?”

      “Everyone’s going to the harbor in the morning to watch the crews unload their cargo.” Heleni turned to Papa with a pleading look. “Can’t we go, too?”

      “Your mother—” he began, then trailed off, looking thoughtful.

      “It would be good for her to get out of the house,” Anica said. “A distraction could raise her spirits.”

      He nodded slowly. “You’re right. Perhaps I can talk her into it.”

      “Help me sand some panels while Papa speaks with Mamá,” Anica said to Heleni.

      Heleni stayed where she was. “I hate such work.”

      Her sullen tone was nothing new, but for some reason it grated on Anica more than usual.

      “Do you like this house, Heleni?” Papa asked, his voice flaring with irritation. “Do you like to eat? Do you want fine silks, pearls, and silver plate in your dowry chest?”

      She glowered at him in silence.

      He gestured at the easel, the pots of pigment, the brushes lined up on a rectangle of canvas. “The gold earned in this studio makes your comfortable life possible. It’s your duty to help. In fact, we won’t go to the harbor unless you sand the panels Anica prepared.”

      Without another word, Papa stalked from the room.

      Anica went to the table where the pine panels lay. In silence, she handed one to her sister.

      Snatching up a square of parchment coated with a fine layer of crushed seashells, Heleni set to work with a heavy hand, making deep slashes in the gesso.

      “Gentle!” Anica warned. “You’ll go all the way down to the grain.”

      “Who cares?” Heleni flung a dark glance at her.

      “I do. Papa does. Mamá does. Your attention to the smallest details is important.”

      Heleni rolled her eyes. Anica tried to steady her breath. Later, she would have to go over Heleni’s work and correct any mistakes.

      Her father’s reputation—indeed, their entire family’s—depended on it.
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      The rising sun warmed Drummond Fordun’s back and cast a golden glow on the familiar curves of Rhodes. Shifting waters spread out before him, blue-black as a raven’s wing. He stared mesmerized at the waves for a moment, savoring the dance of light and color. Scotland’s sea had never inspired awe in him as the Aegean did. Then again, all this beauty came with a price.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the distant shores of Turkey. No swift Turkish fuste were in pursuit, he saw with relief, but that meant nothing. Infidels could be gathering in coastal villages or quiet coves along those shores even now, preparing their sleek vessels to launch an assault on Rhodes tonight.

      Overhead, the sails billowed and snapped in the shifting breeze. The wind had been their ally on the voyage south to Alexandria. The return journey was a different story. A sudden gale had scattered their convoy like errant twigs, cracking one galley’s mainsail mast. The craft trailed the convoy now, a lame sheep struggling to keep up with the flock. Drummond prayed no further harm would come to the damaged ship or its crew.

      He strode to the steps leading to the hold. “I see Rhodes!” he bellowed. “Your wives and families await!”

      A cheer went up from the rowers on their benches below decks, soon followed by the lilting refrain of a Greek folk song. As usual, his Rhodian oarsmen brightened at the thought of home—and the extra pay Drummond would portion out as soon as they docked. He knew how to keep his men loyal.

      Drummond signaled to his Genoese first mate, a mercenary who’d seen years of action on these seas and was as handy with a crossbow as he was with a compass.

      “More power from the starboard oarsmen when the harbor walls come into view,” he ordered. “This wind has half a mind to blow us to the Black Sea.”

      “As you command, Captain,” the Genoese said in his best approximation of Scots-accented English.

      “Och,” Drummond said. “You’ve been practicing. I’m impressed.”

      The man put a hand to his chest and bowed slightly. “Grazie.”

      Two gulls appeared over the galley and glided on a current of air near the mainsail mast, studying the men with cold yellow eyes.

      “We’ve got nothing for you,” the Genoese informed the birds. “If it’s fish you’re after, or biscuit, you’d best look elsewhere.”

      It was true. Their hold was nearly empty. Besides ballast, the last soggy rations, and the ever-present barrels of wine and ale, they’d little to show for the journey. But that was as planned. A small wooden box, a letter for the Order’s grand master from the Mamluk Sultanate of Egypt, and several passengers were the only items of value they’d brought back from Africa.

      “The lighter the load, the swifter the journey,” Drummond said. “Once we dock, see that the galley is tied up and put to rights. I’ve got to escort the knights to the palace—if we can get through the crowds. With this merchant fleet coming in, the harbor will be jammed.”

      “What about our special guest?” the Genoese asked, jerking his head at the figure shrouded in a dun-colored silk cloak who sat under a canvas shade at the stern of the galley. “Is he a man or a statue, I wonder? Every time I glance his way, he’s sitting like a lump of stone.”

      Drummond kept his eyes on the island ahead. “He moves. And talks.”

      “You speak to him?” The Genoese looked astonished.

      “He’s an interesting fellow.”

      “Careful what you say to the man. You know these infidels. Can’t be trusted, no matter how charming they seem.”

      Drummond raised an eyebrow. “Who made you the expert on Syrians?”

      His crewman shrugged. “Syrians, Turks, Egyptians. They’d slit our throats to a man if given half a chance.”

      “In this case, you’re mistaken. He’s saved more lives than you or I can imagine. And Christian ones at that.”

      “How so?” The Genoese seemed genuinely mystified.

      A gust of wind flapped the sails, died down, then rose again.

      “This wind’s no help, and we’re close enough,” Drummond said, ignoring the question. “Have the crew trim the yards and sails.”

      The stone towers standing sentinel over Rhodes harbor came into view as the Genoese turned away, dispensing orders to the crew. A fleet of merchant ships was clustered at the entrance to the commercial harbor, which was already crowded with vessels. Small rowboats ferrying goods from the ships to the quays wove in and out of the bobbing crafts. Two light galleys rowed past the chaos, heading toward the Mandraki, the Order’s military harbor.

      Drummond drew in a breath and bellowed, “Let’s skim around this tangle of ships and follow those galleys to the Mandraki.”

      The familiar sounds of the harbor descended upon them. Men shouting, the clang of iron on rock from the weapons arsenal under construction nearby, the harsh screams of seabirds circling overhead. Citizens of the city streamed through gates in the massive stone walls, attracted by the arriving fleet.

      As they entered the calm waters of the inner harbor, the tension Drummond had carried in his chest ever since they’d left Alexandria began to ease. For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine the night ahead. Dice, cards, a big meal, a visit to the bathhouse, perhaps a few hours in the city’s finest brothel—or a visit to the lovely Genoese courtesan who kept a private apartment near the marketplace. Then a long, peaceful night of rest in his rented chambers near the Inn of the English. The possibilities swam in his mind, tantalizing him.

      Reluctantly, he pushed them aside. The first orders of business were tying up the galley, paying his rowers, transferring three of his passengers to the palace, and delivering a letter to the grand master. Only after all of that would he have an opportunity to relax.

      “Prepare to dock!” he called as the galley slipped through the water toward the quay. “Let’s show the Order how a landing should be done!”

      The port-side rowers pulled in their oars while the starboard oarsmen put the last bit of their strength into maneuvering the craft alongside the quay. As ropes flew and sailors swarmed over the galley, Drummond touched the amulet hanging from his neck, murmuring a prayer of thanks to Santa Maria for seeing them safely back to Rhodes.

      A slight man with a closely trimmed beard and a fur-edged cloak hurried forward from the crowd of knights, servants-at-arms, and bureaucrats who stood assembled along the quay watching the boat tie up. He was followed by two guards leading a mule and cart.

      “Did you secure it, Captain?” the man asked in French, stopping short in front of Drummond.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “All of it?” The man widened his eyes meaningfully.

      “Yes,” he repeated, louder. Did the fellow think he was daft?

      At Drummond’s signal, two sailors lugged a compact wooden chest forward, staggering with the effort, and deposited it at the Frenchman’s feet.

      “To think such a small thing weighs so much,” the man observed with a satisfied little smirk.

      Drummond shrugged, making no response.

      “Any plunder of note on the return journey?”

      Drummond’s hackles rose. He had retrieved the captives and gold he’d set out for; he had safely returned with none dead. And yet the Order still wanted more.

      “I chose to hurry back rather than waste time and put more lives at risk by chasing random vessels at sea.”

      “And the knights you transported?”

      “They don’t have a scratch on them. The infidels treated their captives well, it seems.”

      “As they should. We did the same for theirs. What message for the grand master?”

      Drummond regarded the man steadily. “Lord de Milly asked me to personally deliver my report along with the captives. I’ll be up to the palace as soon as your guards load the chest into that cart. I’m sure the treasurer is expecting you.”

      The man’s expression darkened. Without another word to Drummond, he signaled for the guards to come forward.

      Watching the guards load the wooden box into the waiting mule cart, Drummond didn’t notice his silk-clad passenger appear at his elbow, a servant at his side.

      “My gratitude for a safe journey, Captain Fordun,” the man said, inclining his head in thanks.

      Drummond turned to face him. “Any time you need transport, sayyid, I’d gladly be of service. I’m often tasked with voyaging to Cyprus, and I’ve no doubt I’ll be called to journey to Alexandria again.”

      The physician had traveled from Damascus, the city of his birth, to Alexandria, where he’d boarded Drummond’s vessel for the return journey to Rhodes. During snatches of conversation under the canvas shelter in calm weather, he’d told Drummond tales about the medical techniques of doctors in Damascus—stories that were almost too incredible to believe. He’d described observing and even participating in surgeries in which patients’ skulls were opened or their internal organs were repaired. The thought of a man undergoing such procedures and not only surviving but being cured seemed fantastical.

      “I won’t forget the offer,” he replied. “And if you have an injury that needs attention, come to me.”

      Drummond looked at him in surprise. “I’m just a privateer, sayyid.”

      The doctor’s bearded face broke into a smile. “You have better manners than most of the high-ranking members of the Order, though. I can’t recall the last time a knight called me ‘sir’ in my own language. Here, I’m known as Signor Syriano or, more often, ‘the Syrian.’”

      “I understand. Most people call me ‘the Scot,’” Drummond returned with a wry smile. “Thank you, but I hope I’ll never need to take you up on your offer.”

      The Syrian’s expression grew contemplative. “You take great risks for the knights. You’re lucky to be alive, from what I hear.”

      Drummond’s fingers flew to his amulet again. “Santa Maria has been generous.”

      “May she ever be so.” The doctor fumbled in his purse and withdrew a length of black silk embroidered in white with the eight-pointed cross of the Knights Hospitaller. He slipped it around his neck. “You’ve your amulet to keep you safe; I’ve my mantle.”

      “These streets aren’t always friendly to your kind,” Drummond acknowledged. “For my part, I sometimes wear robes in the Arab style when I’m in Alexandria and Damascus. Why court trouble if you can avoid it?”

      “Trouble will find us no matter how well we prepare,” the doctor said softly. “Good day.”

      A familiar figure strode into view as the doctor departed. The English knight’s slightly bowed legs made his gait a bit awkward, but his broad shoulders and powerful chest hinted at the warrior within.

      Drummond’s smile was so wide it hurt. “Glad to see a friendly face, Sir Peter.”

      “Good to see you alive, Scotsman.” His friend clapped him on the arm. “Praise God, you made it back in one piece. You look a sight.”

      Drummond glanced down at his salt-stained leather armor and boots. He stank, too. Worse than usual.

      “There were a few moments I thought we were in real trouble,” he admitted. “A gale blew up and separated the fleet.”

      “Did you lose anyone?” the knight asked, looking beyond Drummond at the galley.

      “Not a soul, praise Santa Maria,” Drummond replied. “Though we’re still awaiting the arrival of a ship that was crippled in the gale.”

      One of his sailors appeared from the bowels of the galley leading three young Frenchmen with bushy beards, dressed in threadbare cotton tunics. To a man, they wore triumphant grins. Drummond shook his head. If he were in their shoes, he’d be slinking along like an alley cat, hoping no one would recognize him.

      “Those knights look as Christian as Arab spice merchants,” Sir Peter observed. “How did they fall into the hands of the infidels, anyway?”

      “The wee bairns were captured in Cyprus,” Drummond said with a dismissive grunt. “Caught up in some brawl started by Catalans near the Famagusta harbor. They say they were defending a Genoese merchant family that was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Their story’s not so far-fetched, really,” Sir Peter mused. “You can’t walk three steps in the Famagusta harbor without tripping over a Catalan pirate.”

      “True. But their swords are meant to defend Christendom, not the honor of merchants.”

      Sir Peter snorted. “I’d wager they were defending the honor of the merchant’s daughters, if I were a betting man.”

      “If?” Drummond chuckled. “You’ve never met a pair of dice you didn’t like.”

      One of the young knights pointed at a vessel in the commercial harbor. “See that ship’s banner? It’s from Narbonne. I want to speak to the captain. If he’s heading back to Provence soon, I’ll send a message with him to my family, tell them I’m safe.”

      “I’m in no hurry,” said one of the others, stretching his arms over his head. “We could spend the afternoon at the marketplace, and no one at the palace will be the wiser.”

      “I’ve got my orders,” Drummond said curtly, “and leisure time for the three of you scunners is not on the list. We can make inquiries of that ship captain, but then we’re heading straightaway to the palace.”

      “What’s a scunner?” asked one of them, regarding him with interest.

      A nuisance, he replied silently. Aloud, he said, “A young person of note.”

      He glanced at Sir Peter, who was having trouble repressing a laugh. “Want to come along?”

      His friend’s eyes lit up. “It would be my pleasure, Captain.”
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      Anica followed her family out the front door, Maria and a manservant close behind. Outside, the sun blazed overhead and life pulsed in the streets as if their family’s private tragedy meant nothing. Trumpeters at the grand master’s palace up the hill bugled a serenade to mark the fleet’s arrival. It was clear, though, that news of the arriving ships had already spread. Merchants and their wives, artisans, traders, notaries—it seemed all of Rhodes Town was streaming downhill toward the harbor.

      Hurrying to match Heleni’s stride, Anica adjusted her violet headpiece embroidered with silver thread, a recent gift from Aunt Rhea. It was the first time she’d worn any color other than black for six months, and she’d felt a twinge of guilt when she put the garment on. Heleni’s headpiece was bright fuchsia, the color of the deadly but beautiful oleander flowers blooming in gardens all over Rhodes Town, and it glittered with gold thread. Glancing at her sister sideways, Anica realized Heleni had rimmed her eyes with black kohl and stained her lips with pink-tinted beeswax.

      “Too slow.” Heleni pulled at Anica’s arm. “We’re missing everything!”

      Anica shook her off. “The boats aren’t going anywhere. It takes ages to unload them.” She raised her voice, directing her next words to Papa. “I hope there’s a vessel from the Black Sea carrying oak for panels and another from Alexandria full of minerals for pigments.”

      Heleni let out an exasperated sigh. “You would. I hope there are silks in every color of the rainbow and a Hospitaller ship full of strong, handsome knights.”

      Papa glanced at them over his shoulder. “Heleni, have you painted your face again?” he asked.

      When she didn’t answer, he looked at the sky as if to implore God for patience. Next to him, Mamá clutched his arm, her face concealed by a gauzy black veil. Before Beno’s death, Mamá would have wiped Heleni’s face clean at the door, scolding her all the while. Now she was listless and unseeing, her mind preoccupied with the one person who wasn’t there.

      Santa Maria, Anica prayed. Give my mother a reason to smile today.

      As they passed the Salviati home, the banker and his family, along with an entourage of slaves and servants, were filing out the door.

      “Buon giorno, Signor Salviati,” Papa said. He nodded at the banker’s wife. “Buon giorno, signora.”

      The woman inclined her head at Papa but studiously ignored Mamá. Anica’s heart pounded a little faster at the slight. Her mother had once taken in one of this family’s house slaves, a woman who had been beaten half to death by Signora Salviati and flung out on the streets. That was nearly five years ago, and Signora Salviati had shunned Mamá ever since. Luckily, Signor Salviati himself had overlooked the matter.

      “Troilo has just arrived from Florence,” Signor Salviati said, sweeping a ring-laden hand at his son. “He’ll be joining me at the treasury this week. Your gold could not be in better hands.”

      Anica dropped her chin, studying the cobblestones underfoot.

      “What good fortune,” Papa said politely, turning to the young man. “How do you find Rhodes after so many years away?”

      “Florence has its advantages. But Rhodes suits me. The climate, the sea air, the beauty.” The young man’s gaze returned to Anica. “Yes, there is much to recommend it.”

      After another moment of polite conversation, Papa bade the Florentines farewell. He turned down a narrow side lane rather than following the main street past the Kastellania.

      “But the other way is faster!” Heleni protested.

      Papa ignored her. Anica knew his detour was for her mother’s benefit.

      When Mamá and the aunts had wailed during the funeral procession for her brother, spectators had warned they could be flogged for defying the knights’ rules.

      Anica herself had not wailed. She’d distanced herself from her shrieking Greek relatives, clinging to her father’s arm during the entire procession, his quiet strength keeping her upright as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      She clenched her teeth, forcing the memories away. Here in these bright streets, she could escape the worries marching through her mind. At the very least, she had to try.

      They passed through the Sea Gate with the jostling crowd and descended toward the harbor. Azure waters shimmered within the embrace of the honey-colored stone seawalls. The canvas sails of windmills along the eastern wall turned in the wind.

      The heavy iron chain that separated the harbor from the sea had been released. Sleek galleys, ponderous merchant ships, and battered fishing vessels entered the harbor one by one. Sailors fanned out over the decks and riggings, their commanders shouting orders. A fisherman’s wife screamed a curse at the gulls circling her husband’s small craft.

      Anica eyed the place where Colossus had once straddled the entrance to the harbor. She wondered for the hundredth time how the great bronze statue had been constructed and assembled—or if it had even existed. Perhaps it was just a figment of some ancient storyteller’s imagination.

      Once on the quays, they drew near an enormous merchant ship. A short distance away stood a group of knights in black tunics emblazoned with the white eight-pointed cross of the Order. Seabirds soared overhead, their plaintive cries mingling with the voices of the sailors, fishermen, merchants, and others who milled about.

      Papa bent down to murmur in Anica’s ear. “How many today?”

      She looked at him with delight. “You wish to play?”

      He nodded, smiling. It was a game they played, honed to perfection over the years. They each got one point for Catalan or French, two for Arabic or Hebrew, three for Armenian, Russian, or any Balkan language, four for English or German, and five for any language completely unintelligible to either of them. They had not played the game since her brother’s death.

      “One point for French,” Papa said, cupping a hand to his ear, pointing in the direction of the knights. “And another for Catalan.”

      Before Anica could respond, the knights began moving in their direction.

      Heleni pushed her headpiece back so her luxuriant black hair gleamed in the sun and her face was naked to the world. At this, Mamá came to life. She took hold of the trailing edges of her daughter’s headpiece and tugged it forward.

      “Mamá, it’s so hot!” Heleni protested, batting away her mother’s hands.

      “Cover your hair, or we leave at once,” Papa warned her, his expression darkening.

      Heleni pouted, crossing her arms over her chest as Mamá arranged the folds of cloth around her face.

      The knights paused in front of them, watching Heleni’s antics with amusement. Anica’s face burned with shame. Why did her sister have to draw attention to their family in this way? She moved forward, partially blocking their view of Heleni, and raised her chin.

      “I notice many families standing along the quay,” one of the knights said in French, his tone silky and polite. “What brings the townsfolk to the harbor?”

      Anica stared at him in astonishment, her protective instincts derailed. He had a finely wrought face, with heavy brows over startling blue eyes, and a clean-shaven jaw. And he looked very young—like her, he had likely not yet seen twenty winters.

      She felt her sister take a breath to speak and squeezed Heleni’s hand in warning.

      “The whole town turns out when a merchant fleet arrives,” Papa responded, also in French. “There is much to see and hear. And goods on display.”

      “What kinds of goods are you in search of today?” the knight asked, his eyes sliding from Papa to Anica and back again.

      “When the vessels unload their cargo, we’ll see what’s on offer and make our choices, sir,” Papa said coolly.

      “My father is an artist, seigneur,” Anica interjected, giving Papa a pointed look. These knights were all nobles. A mere “sir” would not do. “Sometimes merchants bring materials he needs for his work.”

      “An artist, you say,” the knight mused. “I shall need ornament in my quarters. Perhaps I shall visit your atelier and see your work, then. I’ve heard there are few here who speak French the way it ought to be spoken, but you and your daughter prove otherwise.”

      Papa looked taken aback. “I bring examples of my work to patrons, seigneur. It’s easier that way.”

      A flicker of disappointment arose in the man’s eyes. “I am Émile de Chambonac,” he said. “From the langue of Auvergne. I shall lodge at the Inn of the French until my home is ready—ask for me there.”

      The knights were divided up into langues—or tongues—depending on their kingdom of origin, each one responsible for different duties within the Order. Anica could never keep straight what each tongue actually did, nor did she care to. The less time spent thinking about the knights, the better. Their presence was a continual reminder of war, of preparations for the siege that everyone believed would come one day soon from the shores of Turkey.

      “I will look forward to it,” Papa said.

      “Good day to you all,” the knight replied, his gaze lingering on Heleni. His lips quirked as if he were holding back a smile. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      Anica glanced sideways at her sister. Heleni’s mouth was slightly open. She was studying the knight under half-lowered lids, an expression of abject admiration on her face.

      Papa gave the knight a curt nod. “Thank you, seigneur. Good day.”

      With obvious reluctance, the knight bowed and moved away.
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      With their three wards in tow, Drummond and Sir Peter navigated the busy waterfront. Servants of the Order were everywhere, scurrying from the quays to the warehouses by the dockyard.

      Peering at the sea, Drummond caught sight of a vessel heading toward the Mandraki, the top third of its mainsail mast leaning drunkenly to one side. “Praise the Virgin. They made it.”

      Sir Peter patted him on the back. “You can rest easy now, my friend.”

      Several knights of the Order approached from the direction of the Provencal merchant ship, followed by servants hauling carts full of luggage. They all fell silent at the approach of Drummond and his small group.

      “What’s this?” one of them called out to Sir Peter. “Keeping company with Arabs now, are you?”

      Sir Peter shook his head. “Long story. These are Christian fellows.” Under his breath, he added to their young companions, “If tongues start wagging about your return before he claps eyes on you, the grand master will be displeased. Keep your adventures to yourselves.”

      A young man whose black velvet doublet bore the eight-pointed cross of the Order stepped forward. “Is this how Christians dress in Rhodes, then?” he asked in French. “I’m woefully unprepared, it seems. Where did you procure those interesting robes?”

      One of Drummond’s charges waved a hand dismissively. “We’re not at liberty to say. We’ve been muzzled by our guides. And you are . . . ?”

      “Émile de Chambonac, knight of Auvergne.” The young man bowed, one hand on the tooled leather hilt of his sword. His boots glowed with a sheen of oil. “And cousin to Jacques de Milly.”

      Drummond barely suppressed an eye-roll. This young fop was the worst type of knight—not only rich and spoiled, but related to the grand master himself. No wonder the Order relied so heavily on mercenaries. These days, they were often the only soldiers guaranteed to have seen action in battle.

      “Were you aboard that merchant vessel, sir?” asked one of Drummond’s wards, eyeing the wealthy newcomer eagerly.

      “I was.”

      “Is it returning to Narbonne soon or heading farther east?”

      “How am I to know? Such details bore me.” The man signaled to his valet, who stood near a mule cart loaded with a teetering mountain of wooden crates. “Let’s away to the palace so I can give my family’s greetings to the grand master.”

      Another man spoke up. “Cyprus after Rhodes, that’s the usual itinerary for merchant vessels. The captain said he’s continuing east, at any rate.”

      Drummond glanced at the crestfallen face of the young knight at his side. “Don’t worry,” he said quietly. “There’ll be a Hospitaller ship heading to Narbonne soon enough. Your message will get home quicker than you think. Come, follow me.”

      But the way was blocked now. The knight from Auvergne and his entourage had stopped, engaged in conversation with a group of townsfolk just ahead. Drummond sighed in impatience. It seemed all of Rhodes Town had turned out to watch the merchants unload their wares.

      His annoyance vanished when he clapped eyes on a woman in the cluster of townspeople. Her hair was hidden by a colorful headpiece of the style favored by Greek women. He studied her large dark eyes and slanting cheekbones, admiring the fullness of her lips. By God, she was lovely. As the thought lodged in his brain, the woman lifted her eyes to his, returning his stare with unabashed curiosity. For a long moment, he forgot to breathe.

      “So what else have you got in your hold?” Sir Peter said in Drummond’s ear as they edged around the group. “It’s rare you enter this harbor without some treasure or a hold full of captives.”

      “It’s not all raids,” he replied. They were passing within an arm’s length of the woman. “All I wanted was to get my cargo back here safely. Whenever I transport valuable passengers, plunder is the farthest thing from my mind, believe me. In addition to those knights, I had a Syrian doctor on board whose knowledge is worth a dozen chests of gold.”

      Sir Peter gave him a sidelong glance. “Truly?”

      In the next instant, the woman smiled. Drummond filled his lungs and expelled the air with a whoosh, barely registering his friend’s question.

      Good Lord in heaven.

      He wanted more than anything in the world to stop and bask in the light of her smile. It was as if he’d just drunk a cup of strong wine. A burning sensation forged a path down his throat, through his chest, settling just under his belly. When she looked away, it felt like a blow to the gut.

      “Aye,” Drummond said, forcing his attention back to Sir Peter. As they hastened toward the city walls, he fought a powerful urge to glance over his shoulder, catch one more glimpse of that smile. “The Order gave him safe passage and a home here not long ago, and he’s been back and forth to Damascus and Alexandria a few times since then.”

      “I shall have to keep the fellow in mind next time I come down with a fever,” Sir Peter remarked.

      Drummond burst out laughing. “The day the grand master lets his prized physician tend to an English knight is the day I sprout wings and fly.”
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      “Émile de Chambonac,” Heleni said, drawing out the words with dreamy pleasure. “A name befitting a knight. Did you see the tooled leather of his boots, the silver tracery on his belt? He must be from one of Auvergne’s richest families.”

      Anica kept silent, her eyes fixed on two men following in the knight’s wake: a bow-legged English knight alongside a tall, bareheaded fellow with a face in need of shaving, his skin burned reddish brown from the sun.

      She watched the tall man curiously. He wore a rough linen blouse with an iron-studded leather vest over it. A dagger and short sword were sheathed at his waist. His gait was more a lope than a walk, and yet it was graceful. He glanced at the sky as if to chart the sun’s position, one hand shading his eyes, then he dropped his chin and responded to some query of the knight’s.

      She had caught fragments of their conversation when they’d passed by, though the tall man’s English was oddly accented. But she was certain the English knight had spoken of captives, and she’d distinctly heard his companion say “Syrian doctor.”

      Anica’s heart had hammered against her ribs when she realized the stranger was looking at her. She’d stared back, fascinated by his gray-green eyes. His mouth curved up a bit at the corners, countering the slightly melancholy look lent him by his downturned brows. When Papa had reprimanded her for staring, she’d given her father a guilty smile.

      “Four points for that one,” Anica said now, gathering her composure. “I’m certain of it.”

      “Why’s that?” Papa’s mouth twitched, as if he were hiding something from her.

      “Because he’s a Scotsman,” she asserted. “Not English.”

      “Your ears did not deceive you,” Papa said. “I’ve seen him before. He’s a privateer in the employ of the knights. Has a sleek galley of his own. I heard he’s been rewarded handsomely for his part in raids for the Order in recent years.”

      “Don’t you mean he’s a pirate?” Anica asked, recoiling in distaste. “Raiding is what pirates do.”

      “Pirate or privateer—they play by the same rules at sea, whether they’re working for the Order or for themselves . . .” Papa paused, distracted by a vessel entering the harbor. An unfamiliar banner flapped on its mainsail mast. “What have we here?”

      “If there is any quality silk on that ship, I want some before it all gets snapped up at the marketplace,” Mamá said.

      The animation in her mother’s voice made Anica draw in a quick breath. An outing had been the perfect distraction indeed—Mamá’s sorrow had receded like a swiftly moving tide.

      Over Papa’s shoulder, she could still see the Scotsman’s retreating figure moving quickly through the crowds.

      Why would a Scotsman venture all the way to Rhodes? What rewards has he received for his service to the Order? And what exactly did he do to earn them?

      Then a woman’s shout made her forget all about the Scot.

      “Did someone say silk?” a voice rang out, brassy and familiar.

      Anica caught sight of her Aunt Rhea’s rotund form pushing through the crowd. Two armed manservants and a female slave followed at her heels.

      Reaching them, Aunt Rhea embraced Mamá. “Cali, my dearest sister. It warms my heart to see you out and about. I’ve so much to tell you.”

      She bent her head to Mamá’s. They began talking in low tones, occasionally glancing at Anica and Heleni. Anica hoped her aunt would keep the conversation to pleasant, diverting topics. Anything but the horror of Benedetto’s illness and death.

      As the vessel anchored and its crew readied it for unloading, Anica caught snatches of the foreign sailors’ conversations.

      “Papa.” She leaned toward her father. “What language is that?”

      He smiled, and for a moment the mask of mourning he’d worn these past few months fell away. “I’ll claim four points for Basque.”

      A group of Catalan sailors moved closer when the Basque sailors disembarked. Insults were lobbed in Catalan, then the Basques fired off a volley of obscenities in their own language.

      “Saints above,” Papa said in alarm. “The company grows rough on these quays.”

      Two of the men rushed each other. Scuffling and grappling rippled along the harbor like a wave as more sailors joined the fray. Panic took hold of the townsfolk gathered along the water’s edge, and the crowd began surging back toward the city walls.

      Papa herded the women behind him and ordered the manservants to guard them at the rear.

      One sailor took a hard blow and staggered into Mamá’s path. Heleni screamed. Before Papa could react, Anica darted in front of her mother and pushed the man away with all her might.

      “Get back!” she shouted.

      He regarded her in astonishment, then slunk away into the crowd with his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

      “To the Sea Gate,” Papa cried. “Quickly!”
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      They joined the restless mass of citizens waiting to file through the immense doors of the Sea Gate. Anica watched the Catalan and Basque sailors being rounded up by their officers while several guards of the Order dispersed along the harbor to keep the peace.

      Aunt Rhea turned to Anica, her eyes gleaming. “You’ve always been a brave one.”

      “Only when I have to be.” Anica tried to steady her breath.

      Papa gave her a stern look. “Brave? Or foolish? You’ve no weapon, for one thing⁠—”

      “Oh, go easy on the girl,” Aunt Rhea broke in. “She was only protecting the ones she loves.” She shaded her eyes with a hand, studying the quays. “That was no brawl—just a scuffle, easily mended. See there?” She pointed. “The knights have sent guards to straighten things out, and the sailors are all back to work. I’ve a mind to return, see what I can get from those merchants now that all my competition has scattered like leaves in the wind.”

      Aunt Rhea was one of the few women in Rhodes Town who moved through the world like a man. She had taken the helm of her husband’s many businesses after his illness struck and grown them into a small empire. Papa called her bossy, a henpecking busybody—but even he admitted she had a good heart.

      “Rhea!” Mamá said sharply. “You’re not serious.”

      “Where there’s danger, there’s opportunity,” Aunt Rhea retorted. “Believe me, I’ve been knocked around plenty in my life. A little flap in the harbor doesn’t scare me. Besides, I don’t travel with armed manservants for show. They’re trained to use their weapons.”

      “Paolo, go with her,” said Mamá after a moment’s hesitation. Then she took Anica’s hands in hers. “You go, too,” she said softly. “Keep your aunt and father company.”

      A bit bewildered by her mother’s words, Anica watched their manservant clear a path toward the Sea Gate, Maria and Heleni following close on Mamá’s heels. Then she reached for her father’s arm.

      “The Basques will take ages to unload all their cargo.” A sheen of sweat glimmered on Aunt Rhea’s upper lip. “I’ve a long list of items to buy, starting with wine from that merchant over there.” She indicated a hulking ship that was a frequent visitor to the harbor. It trundled back and forth between Cyprus and Rhodes, its hold stocked with the finest Cypriot wines. “He’s one of my best suppliers. Let’s see what he’s got today.”

      She took firm hold of Papa’s other arm, clearly pleased to have an escort for her outing. Anica fought a smile at the resigned look on Papa’s face. Aunt Rhea’s husband was trapped at home, crippled by a strange illness that years ago had robbed him of his speech and sapped the strength from his legs. It had been years since he’d squired his wife around the harbor, and he likely never would again.

      “As you wish, Auntie,” Anica said.

      “The sun shines upon us, the breeze is pleasant, the harbor is full of merchants carrying fine goods. And I’m with you. Family is my greatest joy, you know.”

      “And ours as well,” Anica said, her heart warming at the tenderness in her aunt’s voice.

      “How are plans for Valossi’s wedding?” Papa asked absently.

      Anica’s uncle, a notary in Lindos, had lost his wife and three of his five children to the sweating sickness last year, but he was now betrothed to wed again.

      “His new wife will be a balm for his soul,” Aunt Rhea replied. “She is a sweet little thing, eager to wed, and her dowry is generous. He’ll have a fresh start.”

      “I’m happy for him,” Anica said, sure that Aunt Rhea had engineered the match.

      “I promised Valossi I’d buy only the finest Cypriot wine for the wedding,” Aunt Rhea continued. “If I can get it at the right price today, I will. Why wait? Who knows if this merchant will be back again before spring. All the pirates in these seas, plus the Turks and the Mamluks. You never know if a ship will disappear forever, whether a storm takes it or a raid.” She clucked her tongue.

      Papa made a vague sound of agreement.

      “Speaking of weddings,” she went on, glancing at Anica sideways, “we are all eager for a joyous occasion to look forward to in the Foscolo household.”

      Anica’s face grew hot. This was one of her father’s main gripes about Aunt Rhea: she barged into personal matters without being invited.

      “We’ve been in mourning, Auntie,” she pointed out, trying not to sound rude. “My marriage plans have to wait.”

      Aunt Rhea made a sympathetic noise in the back of her throat. “Our dear Cali is in no state to make betrothal arrangements, but I am.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your mother’s asked me to help, and I’ve given her my promise to assist in any way I can.”

      The sun was now directly overhead. Sweat coursed down Anica’s back, tickling the knobs of her spine. Before she could speak again, a turbaned spice trader displaying samples of his wares on an olive-wood tray bustled up.

      “Good day, kyria,” he said to Aunt Rhea, then turned to Papa. “Kyrie, surely you are in need of the best spices available on this island.”

      Papa studied the tray. “Offering a bit more variety would bolster your claim. So many peppercorns. They’re as common as figs and grapes here.”

      The man gave him an odd look. “Peppercorns and cloves! See? The finest, rarest cloves.”

      “Ah! So they are.” Papa straightened, shrugging. “My wife buys the spices, not me.”

      The man returned his gaze to Aunt Rhea, his lips curling in a smile. “Ah, kyria, forgive me. What a
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