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        Summer 1457

        Off the Coast of Cyprus

      

      

      

      The merchant galley teetered on a cresting wave and pitched forward with a sickening lurch. Estelle’s heart battered her ribs like a leashed falcon desperate to take flight. She drew in a breath, then regretted it. The air in this cramped cabin smelled of sweat and seawater, and her chest felt weighted by stones.

      Each time she opened her eyes, there was nothing but blackness, thick and cloying as syrup. Signora Rosso snored lightly beside her, oblivious to Estelle’s suffering. Surely, a night had never passed so slowly. When would dawn come? When could she wake her chaperone and escape the galley’s hold?

      The anxious thoughts came faster and faster, goading her pulse into a wild rhythm. She pressed her hands over her heart, willing it to slow.

      Calm yourself. Find the thread of a memory and pull.

      She hurtled back in time a dozen years, imagining the oak-studded hills of Auvergne, land of her birth. In her mind’s eye, she saw a young girl picking daisies in a lush meadow.

      There I am. But where’s Étienne?

      She conjured up her brother’s figure emerging from the shadow of an oak tree, racing through the waist-high grasses.

      “Come! The mare’s had her foal!”

      Estelle smiled in the dark, remembering the joyous exuberance of his shout. She made a circle of her hands, weaving together imaginary daisies. On that long-ago day, had she placed the crown of flowers upon Étienne’s head? Kept it for herself? Abandoned it in her excitement to see the newborn foal? Sleepiness crept into her mind like mist, stealthy and silent, ready to claim her.

      Then the wavering blare of a horn tore the memory into shreds. She dragged her eyelids open, anticipating the second trumpet blast, the signal that dawn had arrived.

      When it came, she said a silent prayer.

      A day’s voyage left to Cyprus, the captain said last night. Santa Maria, I beg you, protect us on these seas today.

      “Signora Rosso,” she said. “It’s dawn. The trumpeter gave the signal. We can go above decks.”

      The widow groaned. “Do you ever sleep, child?”

      “Not trapped in a ship’s cabin, as I’ve told you each day since we left Rhodes.”

      Estelle stood, smoothed her wrinkled skirts, straightened her cloak. She longed for a bath.

      “Please, signora. You say yourself it’s better up there. You can breathe. You can think. The saints hear your prayers⁠—”

      “Give me a moment.” Signora Rosso’s voice was roughened by sleep. “You may be able to spring out of bed light as a feather, girl, but not all of us are seventeen anymore.”

      Estelle bounced on her toes while the widow hauled herself out of bed, checked the placement of the rosary beads around her neck, and adjusted the folds of her long black cloak.

      “I think I’ve finally got my sea legs. My head’s stopped spinning for the first time since we boarded this galley, God be praised.” Signora Rosso shuffled to the door and unlatched it. “Carry my cushion, will you?”

      “It’s already under my arm.” Estelle fought an urge to push past her chaperone and take the steps two at a time.

      Above decks, the wind had died down to a soft breeze. The ship rolled gently in barely perceptible swells. Crewmen gathered in the bow, receiving orders from their commander for the morning’s tasks. The oil lamps lashed to the masts still burned, for fog blurred the horizon in every direction. Soon, though, the sun’s rays would warm Estelle’s skin, chase away the last tight bands of dread constricting her chest.

      She offered her free arm to Signora Rosso. They made their way to the stern, to their usual spot under a waxed canvas shelter. Estelle plopped the cushion on the low box that served as Signora Rosso’s seat. Then she sank down on the well-scrubbed oak planks between a neatly coiled flax rope and an unarmed crossbow mounted to the gunwale.

      While Signora Rosso closed her eyes and said her prayers, Estelle tipped her head back and took greedy gulps of salt air. A sensation of calm seeped through her body, banishing the agitation she’d been plagued by all night.

      The stifling cabin below decks was nothing more than a prison cell. The terror that descended upon her there consumed every fiber of her being—set her heart racing, her limbs trembling, her mind on fire.

      “Did you pray to Santa Maria yet?” the widow asked abruptly, her eyes fixed upon Estelle in an accusing stare.

      “I was likely the first person aboard to pray to her. Before the crew was up, even.”

      Signora Rosso snorted. “I doubt that. The holy lady is never far from a sailor’s mind.”

      “Anyone on the sea is at her mercy,” Estelle pointed out.

      “Especially those who suffer from seasickness, like you and me.”

      Estelle did not respond. Though she’d never admitted it to Signora Rosso, her problem was not seasickness. But the truth was complicated, and she was a private person.

      “What sign were you born under?” Signora Rosso rubbed one of her rosary beads between her forefinger and thumb. It was carved in the shape of a human skull.

      “Virgo, with Leo rising.”

      “Virgos are reasonable people. They tend to be honorable. I don’t know you well enough to say for sure, but you’re quiet like a Virgo. Leos always seek a battle, yet I see no spark of fire in you.” The widow tapped a finger against her lips. “The problem is Virgo’s not a water sign, nor is Leo. Once you’re off this despicable sea, your health will be restored.”

      “I hope so,” Estelle said.

      The widow had not let Estelle out of her sight since they’d left Rhodes last week. Until today, she’d spoken mostly to herself, moaning about her poor health, her hatred of sea voyages, and her husband’s relatives in Venice who had never shown kindness until she returned there to oversee the dispensations of his will. This was the first time she’d seemed interested in conversation. But as the morning progressed, Estelle became convinced the woman simply required a pair of ears to absorb her superstitious prattle.

      An officer shouted a command in Genoese from the bow deck, and a cabin boy scurried up the mainsail mast. In a moment, his response floated down to the stern.

      “They’ve lost sight of the other ships in our fleet because of the mist,” Estelle reported. “They’re going to. . .” She cocked her head, straining to hear his message. “Signal the vessels with trumpet blasts and keep the sails lashed until visibility improves,” she finished.

      The widow gave her an approving nod. “Well done. I still don’t understand how a French girl knows Italian so well, especially if you only learned it these past few years.”

      “My tutor in Rhodes was quite skilled.”

      The galley shuddered, buffeted by a wave. Estelle grasped the long arm of the crossbow’s wooden tiller to steady herself. It shifted under her touch, swinging to point toward the bow deck.

      “But you told me a girl taught you.” Signora Rosso’s eyes narrowed. “Not a tutor.”

      “I had a girl tutor. Her father is Venetian, and her mother is Greek.”

      “Telling lies is a grave sin, you know.”

      Estelle bit back a saucy retort, as she had so many times growing up with a sharp-tongued mother. After a long, steadying breath, it was safe to open her mouth again.

      “Girl tutors exist. That’s why I’m joining King Jean’s court in Cyprus, after all. To be a French tutor.”

      “So your parents told you.” The widow snorted. “But the truth is you’re going to Cyprus to find a husband. Why else would a girl your age be sent to a foreign court? Your mother spoke of nothing else when we met.”

      A flicker of anger ignited in Estelle’s belly. She tamped it down, her thoughts straying to those last weeks in Rhodes Town. When the invitation had come for her from King Jean to join the Cypriot court as tutor to his daughter, Princess Charlotte, Maman had been enthusiastic—but she’d never said a word about marriage. Neither had Papa. Both her parents had seen the king’s invitation as a great honor. For her part, Estelle had agreed to the plan with both trepidation and excitement. Though she dreaded leaving her family, the thought of being companion to a princess and earning a salary from the royal court of Cyprus made her pride swell.

      The trumpets blared a complicated pattern, signaling their location to the rest of the fleet. An answering blast of sounds echoed thinly across the water. Were there three other ships in the fleet? Four? Estelle could not recall.

      “Perhaps you’ll play at tutoring,” Signora Rosso went on, “but in the end you’re there to make a match. Is your father a nobleman?”

      “Yes, but what does that⁠—”

      “King Jean wants French-born nobles in his court,” the widow asserted. “That’s why you’ve been summoned. That’s your value to the king. You’ll see when you get to Nicosia. The capital is full of folk with French names who can’t speak their own language.”

      Wind snaked over the gunwales, carrying a cool tendril of mist that penetrated Estelle’s cloak. The lashed sails and riggings thumped and rattled in response to the wind’s caress. From the corner of her eye, she saw the ship’s cat, an orange tabby with a nicked left ear, trot toward the hold.

      “Your best chance of marrying a man who’s both noble and rich is in Cyprus, not Rhodes.” The widow’s voice was softer now, cajoling. “If you marry well, your whole family benefits. You seem intelligent enough. Think it over. In time, you’ll agree with me.”

      Estelle’s mind flew to Papa’s strange farewell on the dock in Rhodes Town. He’d been oddly nervous in those last moments, tongue-tied, unwilling to meet her gaze. But that had been due to his sorrow at their impending separation, not because he was hiding something from her.

      Hadn’t it?

      Her shoulders stiffened. Could Signora Rosso be right?

      “You’ve got quite a pretty face.” The widow leaned closer. “I imagine you’ll have a bevy of suitors. If you’re lucky, the king will give you to one of his favorites.”

      Estelle scrambled to her feet and moved away. The unsettling thought struck her that the woman could be mad. She spouted her strange words with conviction, as if they were carved in stone.

      Ignore her. Signora Rosso makes as much sense as a crow jabbering in a tree.

      Gripping the gunwale with both hands, Estelle expelled the air in her lungs with a great whoosh. She leaned on her elbows, distracted by a movement in the waves. Then a sudden coldness gripped her chest. Directly below her, a man scrambled up  a rope dangling from an iron hook embedded in the ship’s hull. Two other figures emerged from the mist, swimming with quiet, powerful strokes toward the galley.

      She took a step back, a scream stuck in her throat. In the next instant, the man launched himself over the gunwale.

      “God protect us!” Signora Rosso shrieked. “Pirates!”

      The man advanced on Estelle, a blade flashing in his hand. In a panic, she grabbed the crossbow’s tiller and swung it hard against him. He staggered back, his bare feet tangling in the coiled rope. The dagger clattered to the deck.

      “Holy Virgin!” Signora Rosso wailed. “Merciful God! Santa Maria, have pity!”

      Estelle snatched up the blade while the man struggled to regain his footing. He steadied himself, then sprang at her.

      The terror that had muted her a moment ago was eclipsed by a sudden swell of fury.

      “No!”

      Thrusting downward with the blade as she shouted the word, she sliced his arm. With a roar of outrage, he lunged for her again.

      Footsteps pounded the decks. The air filled with male voices raised in alarm. Two men pounced on the intruder and pinned him facedown, an arm’s length from Signora Rosso. The widow scrabbled her feet away, almost falling off her little box.

      Estelle leaped aside as the sailors dragged their captive toward the bow of the ship and other crewmen dispatched his advancing comrades with swords and pikes. The trumpeters issued a series of frantic horn blasts. From afar, other ships in the fleet returned the trumpet calls.

      The mist began to lift, revealing a sleek single-masted vessel bobbing nearby. Men swarmed its deck, wielding bows, curved swords, and iron hooks attached to lengths of rope. The dagger trembled in Estelle’s clammy palm as a sailor dumped a box of arrows near the crossbow. Had her heart ever pounded this ferociously? She struggled to breathe.

      “Pirates!” the sailor bellowed. “Infidels!” He turned to her, snatching the blade from her hand. “Go below, in the name of God!”

      Signora Rosso seized Estelle’s shoulder. “Move, girl! They’ll take us captive otherwise!”

      Linking arms with the widow, Estelle pushed through the crush of seamen to the hold. In the cabin, Signora Rosso sank to her knees, babbling a prayer that rose and fell like an endless wave.

      Estelle fumbled with the door latch. She pushed her trunk against the door, then flung open the lid. Under her clothes were two items her father had entrusted to her on the dock at Rhodes harbor. One, a book, she cast aside. Then her fingers struck the hard leather of a dagger’s sheath.

      She drew out the blade.

      “What is that?” Signora Rosso asked between sobs, wiping her eyes with the edge of her cloak.

      Estelle gripped the polished bone handle. “A gift from my father. I pray I won’t have to use it.”

      When the widow spoke again, her voice was tinged with wonder. “There is fire in you after all, child. I should have known. The stars are never wrong.”
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        Summer 1457

        Nicosia, Cyprus

      

      

      

      The galley entered the calm waters of Famagusta’s harbor, passing a tall stone tower on one side and a massive seawall on the other. Estelle stood on deck in the glaring sun with Signora Rosso and the widow’s two servants.

      Shading her eyes, she watched each vessel of the convoy glide into the harbor. The pirate ship was among them, now captained by officers of the merchant fleet. Its surviving crewmen were locked in the hold. Their muffled groans sent shivers over her skin.

      An anchor splashed into the water nearby from one of the vessels. The Scottish captain of the galley appeared on the deck, shouting orders to his crew. Impulsively, Estelle stuck an arm in the air and waved at him. He raised his hand in return. A stab of homesickness struck her. Master Fordun was a friend of her father’s and the last connection she had to her family in this foreign place.

      She looked away before tears started to fall, studying her surroundings. Many of the structures crowding the waterfront were sinking into ruin. The docks were strewn with refuse. This harbor was larger than the one at Rhodes, with more buildings along its perimeter. But the polished veneer of order and prosperity at Rhodes harbor was missing here.

      Once on land, Estelle followed Signora Rosso and her servants along the crowded dock, struggling to find her balance. It seemed as if she were still afloat, untethered to the earth, at risk of vanishing into the cloudless blue sky.

      When the luggage had been loaded into a handcart by Signora Rosso’s servants, they all made their way to a small structure whose door was flanked by a pair of Genoese guards in red leather armor.

      Signora Rosso took Estelle by the elbow and pulled her inside, where a man sat behind a table, his quill poised over a leather-bound book.

      “What brings you to Famagusta, signora?” he asked, squinting against the sunlight streaming through the open door.

      “That’s my business,” Signora Rosso snapped. “Let’s get this tariff paid, signor. I can’t bear the stench of rotting fish much longer.”

      Estelle glanced at her chaperone sidelong. The widow had traveled from Cyprus to Venice, where her husband’s funeral mass had been held. During her return voyage, on a stopover in Rhodes, Estelle’s parents had hired Signora Rosso as chaperone for the journey to the Cypriot court in Nicosia. Why this had to be concealed was a mystery.

      The man made a whiffling noise with his mouth. “You’re Venetian; it’s obvious from your accent. The only place you Venetians care about in Cyprus is Nicosia.”

      The widow glared at him. “Now that you’ve ferreted out our destination, are there any other travelers in the harbor on their way to the capital? I’d like to get on the road today.”

      “Two royal servants were on the fleet that just arrived from Alexandria. They hired a mule cart. You may be able to ride with them.” He peered over their shoulders, studying the luggage in the cart outside the door. “What goods to declare, signora?”

      “None.”

      He studied her for a moment, expressionless. “We’ll have to inspect your things to be sure. Or you can double the normal tariff and we can avoid any inconvenience.”

      She scowled and rummaged for two golden coins, then thrust them at him with a curt nod.

      “Excellent. Sign here.” He handed her the quill and pointed at the open book. “And sign for the rest of your party, too.”

      “I can sign my own name.” Estelle straightened her shoulders. “Please.”

      Signora Rosso did not respond, but when she’d finished writing, she passed Estelle the quill.

      Estelle scratched out her signature with a steady hand.

      The man raised an eyebrow. “Where did you learn to write like a scribe?”

      “That’s my business, signor.”

      When she turned away, she saw Signora Rosso holding back a smile.

      “Typical,” the widow muttered as they threaded their way toward a large covered mule cart. “One ducat for Famagusta, one for him. Put the Genoese in charge of anything and corruption flourishes.”

      Estelle’s body slowly adjusted to the solid ground beneath her feet. Two women passed them lugging a basket of silvery fish between them, arguing in a language that sounded like Greek, Italian, Arabic,  and French all tangled together. Estelle listened hard, trying to unspool the blend of familiar and strange sounds.

      When they reached the cart, one of the interior benches was occupied by two bearded men garbed in silk tunics and soft leather shoes.

      Signora Rosso gave a start of recognition. “Signor Derian, is that you?”

      “It is indeed, Signora Rosso.” The man extended a hand to help her. “Please, join us. My condolences on the loss of your husband. He was a respectable citizen and a fine merchant. Nicosia will not be the same without him.”

      The widow clambered into the cart and settled herself. “Your words are a solace, signor.” She glanced at his companion. “Your friend is a notary as well, I take it?”

      The man’s tongue flicked out to wet his thin lips. “No. I’m a scribe.”

      Signora Rosso tapped Estelle’s arm. “Like you, mademoiselle.” Without waiting for a response, she turned back to the men. “Any trouble with pirates on the journey from Alexandria?”

      “Not this time, praise God,” said Signor Derian. “I heard the Genoese fleet from Rhodes was not so fortunate.”

      “It was horrible. Their scout nearly slit my throat.” Signora Rosso’s gaze slid to Estelle. “This brave girl saved me from certain death.”

      Estelle blinked, taken aback by the praise.

      Signor Derian studied her with curiosity. “That’s a story I’d like to hear.”

      His companion smirked. “It should be quite entertaining.”

      There was something in the second man’s gaze that made Estelle’s muscles tense.

      She averted her eyes and fidgeted on the hard bench as the servants crammed into a separate seating area concealed by a wooden panel. The driver cracked his whip, and the wheels creaked into motion. Soon the heavy clop of hooves against the dusty road drowned out the bustle of the harbor.

      “So is this brave girl a relative of yours, signora?” Signor Derian asked once they’d passed through the city gates.

      The widow shook her head. “Newcomer to the court of King Jean.”

      “I’m to serve as French tutor in the household of Princess Charlotte and her husband, Prince João,” Estelle said, annoyed at being discussed as if she weren’t there.

      Signor Derian cleared his throat, exchanging a glance with his companion. “You’ve not heard, then. Prince João, God rest his soul, is dead. Such a sad business. He’d not even been in Cyprus a year. His family in Portugal will be devastated to hear the news.”

      “The poor princess, only fifteen and already a widow!” Signora Rosso’s fingers flew to her rosary beads. She raised her gaze to the heavens, her mouth moving in silent prayer.

      Estelle struggled to find her voice. “But how could that be?”

      “An illness that came on like lightning. We heard the news in the harbor. His funeral was held at Santa Sophia cathedral in Nicosia yesterday.” Signor Derian dropped his voice. “More than one source told me he was murdered by the queen’s chamberlain.”

      Estelle recoiled. “Waterfront gossips can’t be trusted,” she managed to say after a moment. “That’s a terrible accusation to make.”

      “The queen hated that young man,” Signora Rosso announced, as if she had consulted an oracle. “It’s common knowledge.”

      Estelle tried to swallow. A lump as big as a quail egg had formed in her throat. She had not given the queen much thought until that moment. Now she could think of nothing else.

      The princess will still need me, she reminded herself. Perhaps now more than ever.

      “I’m going to the palace myself,” Signor Derian said. “I have a delivery that must get to the king before I rest.”

      He smiled, his teeth glowing white against his beard, and she was slightly reassured. His warm, low voice reminded her of Papa’s.

      Signora Rosso stuffed a cushion between her head and the cart wall. “That makes two of us.”
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly dark when the cart entered the gates of the royal palace in Nicosia. In the courtyard, two footmen removed their luggage. Signor Derian and Signora Rosso climbed down from the cart, and Estelle followed in their wake. Torches illuminated the ironwork of the portcullis, casting sinuous shadows on the cobblestones.

      Once inside, Signora Rosso demanded to see the steward, who greeted them in Greek and confirmed the court was expecting Estelle.

      “I’ve a few letters from Alexandria for His Majesty,” Signor Derian said to the steward. “The king’s chamberlain expects me.”

      “I’ll accompany you to the chamberlain’s study in a moment,” the steward replied, signaling to a young servant woman. “A bedchamber is ready for you, mademoiselle,” he added to Estelle. “Antonia will show you the way.”

      Signora Rosso clutched Estelle’s arm, her bony fingers like iron pinchers.

      “I have one piece of advice, mademoiselle. Trust no one. Pay me a call in the Venetian quarter when you get settled. Mine’s the house with the dolphin door knocker.”

      “Thank you, signora.”

      I’d rather pay a call to a pirate’s den, Estelle thought tartly as the widow retreated.

      “There are some kind people in this court, mademoiselle,” Signor Derian said. “You’ll see. Signora Rosso’s grief has turned her mind to dark thoughts, I’m afraid. For my part, I always find keeping busy the antidote to loneliness. If you’re truly talented with a quill, there are always manuscripts and records to copy in the palace library.”

      “Thank you, Signor Derian, but tutoring will occupy much of my time.”

      “As you say.” He leaned closer, his voice soft in Estelle’s ear. “When you meet the queen, speak Greek. It will make your life here easier.”

      Antonia led her through hushed corridors, two manservants trailing them with Estelle’s trunk. Candles burned on circular iron candelabras suspended from the high ceilings. Heavy wooden chests and tables gleamed in the soft light.

      Estelle stepped gingerly on the polished marble floors, wishing her shoes weren’t so stained by seawater. She’d been wearing the same clothes for more than a week. Surely, she looked and smelled as disreputable as she felt.

      There was no sign of grief anywhere. No banners of black crêpe, no wreaths or garlands. No one they encountered wore mourning clothes.

      Finally, they arrived at an open doorway. Antonia waved her through. The two men deposited the trunk by the far wall.

      “It’s a small chamber, but you’re lucky to be just off the courtyard garden.” Antonia smiled. “Your sleep will be scented by flowers.”

      Estelle glanced around, grateful for the bed in its carved wooden frame, the window facing the courtyard. She stifled a yawn.

      “All you can think of is bed, I’ll warrant.” Antonia flapped a hand toward a copper tub half-hidden behind a screen. “First, your bath. Cool, to give you a respite from the heat, and scented with rose water.” She turned down the bedcovers and used a candle to light an oil lamp. “You’ll be presented to the royal family tomorrow, so you’ll need a good night’s rest.”

      Estelle’s chest tightened.

      Come now, she chided herself. You survived a pirate attack at sea. You can manage an audience with the King and Queen of Cyprus.

      “Why is there no sign of mourning?” she asked the maid. “The palace gates, the doors, the windows—no black banners anywhere.”

      “Banners went up the day the prince died on the king’s orders, but the queen’s guards tore them down.”

      Estelle stared at her in disbelief, sure she had somehow misunderstood Antonia’s Cypriot accent.

      “Poor thing.” Antonia patted her arm. “Let me help you undress and bathe, then you’ll have a good rest.”

      “No, thank you.” All Estelle wanted was solitude. “You may leave me now.”

      Breathe.

      Estelle barred the door behind Antonia, then unlocked her trunk and found the book. She rocked back on her heels, turning the pages in the golden lamplight. This book, with its recipes and secrets of falconry, had been conjured up by Papa, but every word was in Estelle’s hand. She studied the inscription on the first page.

      For my friend Michel Pelestrine, with gratitude. May God protect you.

      Tomorrow, she would find Monsieur Pelestrine, master falconer to the king, and deliver the gift to him.

      In a haze of exhaustion, she undressed, bathed, and stumbled into bed. The dagger in its leather sheath sat on the table beside her.

      She fell asleep staring at the weapon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Summer 1457

        Nicosia, Cyprus

      

      

      

      Estelle flung open the shutters at dawn. Sunlight flooded her chamber from the courtyard. A breeze carried the buzz of insects and the scent of jasmine inside. She smiled at the sight of two parakeets in a pomegranate tree outside her window, chittering to one another.

      “Telling secrets, are you?” she asked softly.

      She watched them until the clanging of bells drowned out their song. From the sound of it, Nicosia had as many churches as Rhodes Town.

      Soon Antonia rapped at the door, calling a cheery “Kalimera.” When Estelle admitted her, she bustled in carrying a pitcher of water and several towels. “Did you rest well?”

      Estelle shrugged. Her few hours of sleep had been punctuated by dreams of stormy seas and pirates. “Well enough.”

      Antonia plucked a small sack from her belt and withdrew two fresh figs from it. “Here. These will satisfy you until it’s time for a proper meal.”

      Estelle nodded her thanks, then set about getting ready.

      “I have no mourning clothes,” she said after washing her face and hands. “Will that displease the king?”

      “It’s not him you should worry about displeasing.” Antonia eyed the wine-red skirt, matching square-necked bodice, and black-and-white satin sleeves Estelle had laid out on the bed. “Is this all you have to wear? The queen doesn’t care for French styles. She wants her court to be Greek.”

      Estelle took that in, perplexed. “But the king is French. All the kings of Cyprus have been French, haven’t they?”

      Instead of answering, Antonia picked up a white silk runner from a table near the window and draped it around Estelle’s shoulders. “We’ll make do with what we’ve got. My mother used to say, ‘In a drought, even hail is useful.’”
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        * * *

      

      Estelle followed Antonia to the reception hall. A group of courtiers milled about outside the doors, waiting to be announced. Antonia left her standing near several bejeweled women who wore high-necked gowns and long headpieces that flowed nearly to the floor. As at the harbor, these women spoke oddly accented Greek peppered with words and phrases from other languages.

      Estelle tried to ignore their curious glances as courtiers disappeared through the doors to the reception hall, each entrance heralded by a gong. She was relieved to note many of the names announced by the steward were French.

      When the steward announced her, the murmurs and stares of the others in the antechamber faded away. The doors shut behind her with a soft thump.

      On a dais, the black-clad King Jean lolled in a massive gilt-encrusted throne, his slippered feet resting on a leopard-skin rug. Queen Eleni reclined on a fur-draped settee, clad in a gown of brilliant violet silk. Her nose protruded sharply from her thin face, and her full-lipped mouth was unsmiling.

      On the other side of the king sat a young, delicately built woman dressed in black. Enormous kohl-rimmed eyes dominated her features.

      Princess Charlotte, Estelle realized. How sad she looks.

      Ranged along the wall were the courtiers who had already been announced, talking amongst themselves.

      Two men dressed in black velvet doublets approached the king, whispering in his ear. One of them gestured at Estelle.

      “Approach!” he ordered. “The king wishes to speak with you.”

      “Our new French jewel has arrived.” The king’s voice was so thin and languid Estelle had a hard time hearing it, and his French was oddly accented. “Welcome to our court.”

      His face was puffy and red-cheeked, his eyes hooded by heavy brows.

      Estelle sank so low into her curtsy that she struggled to rise again. “Your Grace.” She turned to the queen and curtsied again, more smoothly this time. “Your Grace,” she repeated. Then she did it one more time in the princess’s direction.

      After another whispered consultation with his advisors, the king sat up a little straighter.

      “Soon you shall teach my daughter proper French,” he said. “Our court has strayed far from its roots in recent years, I’m sorry to say. But we must never forget the Lusignan dynasty has flourished thanks to our French blood.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” She still did not understand why, with a French king for a father, the princess would need instruction in the language.

      Be patient. You’ll learn the answer soon enough.

      “Greet the princess in your pretty French,” he commanded. “Show her how it’s meant to be spoken.”

      “I am happy to meet you, Princess Charlotte.”

      The young woman’s gaze settled on Estelle. She did not respond.

      “Princess Charlotta has neither the desire nor inclination to speak that language,” the queen said in rapid Greek, training a sharp look at Estelle. “We shall have to find another use for you, though if you can’t speak Greek, you’ll be of little value here.”

      “Perhaps I do want to learn French, Mamá.” The princess’s voice was high and childlike. But then, she was barely fifteen.

      Before the queen could reply, one of the king’s advisors addressed Estelle in stilted, nearly incomprehensible French.

      “How was your voyage from Rhodes, mademoiselle?”

      “Aside from a pirate attack, it was uneventful, my lord,” Estelle said in Greek, remembering Signor Derian’s counsel to use the language during her audience with the queen. Sweat trickled down her back.

      The queen laughed, studying Estelle with new interest.

      “Your Greek is quite good for a Latin girl. If you can learn our Cypriot dialect, too, you might prove yourself useful here after all.”

      The king clucked his tongue, doggedly reverting to French. “There’s not much to recommend the common tongue. It’s a strange soup of languages.”

      “The fact that all Cypriots speak it is reason enough to recommend it,” his wife retorted.

      The next courtier was announced, diverting the royal family’s attention. Estelle backed away from the dais, finding a place along the wall next to a young woman dressed in the Cypriot style. Her thudding heart slowed.

      “You did well.” The woman spoke in Greek, fiddling with her gown’s high neckline. Estelle spied the bulge of a jewel under the thin fabric.

      “It’s kind of you to say, but I could not be sure, myself.”

      The woman’s smile seemed genuine. “I was new here once, too. It will get easier, I promise you. I’m Louise de Cappelle. One of the princess’s ladies-in-waiting.”

      Estelle returned the smile, the tension in her muscles easing.

      Courtiers continued to enter. Several knights wearing the familiar black tunics of the Order of St. John were waved forward for questioning about their sugar plantation on Cyprus. A group of men dressed in the Muslim style, with ornate turbans and sashes at their waists, were ushered to the dais to meet the royal couple. Only a few of the women wore Latin-style clothing, like Estelle. When Signor Derian entered, she could not help smiling, relieved to see a familiar face.

      “You know that notary?” Louise asked.

      “I met him yesterday,” Estelle admitted. “On the journey from Famagusta.” A thought struck her. “Will the king’s falconers be presented today?”

      Louise stared at her in bafflement for a moment, then burst out laughing. “Oh, my dear, how amusing you are. Most of the falconers are in the mountains, at St. Hilarion castle.”

      Heat flared in Estelle’s cheeks. How would she be able to give Monsieur Pelestrine his book? She’d assumed he would be nearby, always in the vicinity of the king.

      Half listening to her companion’s observations, Estelle studied the royal family. The king looked dangerously close to nodding off, while the queen raked her gaze over the crowd. Princess Charlotte—Charlotta, Estelle reminded herself—sat stiffly in her chair, seemingly oblivious to the crush of people.

      A reed-thin man hovered at the edge of the dais near the queen, occasionally creeping to her side and consulting with her in whispered tones.

      “Who is that man?” Estelle couldn’t help asking.

      “The queen’s chamberlain,” her companion replied. “They were raised together by his mother. The queen calls him her foster-brother.”

      Estelle observed him carefully. On the wagon ride from Famagusta, Signor Derian had said the queen’s chamberlain was responsible for Prince João’s death. Was this man truly a murderer?

      A male voice boomed from the corridor. The queen flinched, a pained expression on her face. Princess Charlotta leaned forward, her eyes alight.

      The doors flew open, and a tall, bearded young man strode in. He was dressed in long white robes edged in gold thread. Rings glittered on his fingers, and a golden cross studded with rubies hung from his neck. His handsome face was split wide in a grin.

      “Papa!” He ascended the dais with outstretched arms.

      “The king’s son,” Louise said. “His father made him an archbishop three years ago, when he was just thirteen. He has a palace of his own, and gold—so much gold.”

      “I didn’t know the princess had a brother.” Estelle’s brow furrowed. “How can he be an archbishop at his age?”

      Louise’s voice softened to a whisper. “His mother is the king’s mistress.”

      King Jean’s eyes lit up. “Jacques, my boy!”

      The young man grasped his hand, kissing it with affection before enfolding his father in a long embrace.

      “That is unseemly behavior, boy,” the queen hissed. “You’ll damage the king’s throne.”

      The young man casually disentangled himself from his father.

      “Your Majesty.” He bowed with exaggerated deference to the queen, then glanced at the princess. “Sister, I’ve a gift for you, something that’s sure to lift your mood—a falcon. I shall bring it to the courtyard one day soon and have my falconer demonstrate its skills.”

      Estelle’s heart leaped. Could the falconer be Michel Pelestrine, her father’s friend?

      Princess Charlotta smiled.

      The queen hardened her gaze. “She won’t accept it.”

      At her words, the animation drained from the princess’s face.

      The young man’s back was to Estelle, but the tense set of his shoulders made clear his displeasure.

      “Those ridiculous robes.” The queen flung an angry look at her husband. “Tell him to give back his cross of gold, his rings, the revenues from the Latin churches he supposedly oversees. Give the archbishop’s palace to a true man of the cloth.”

      A ripple of murmurs coursed around the room.

      Estelle waited for a fierce reaction from the king. But instead, he shrank back in his throne, wide-eyed.

      Does the king fear his wife?

      She dismissed the idea as soon as it surfaced in her mind. He must be controlling his temper; he would wait to vent his fury in private.

      “Jacco is charming, you’ll see.” Louise’s voice was calm and assured in her ear. “He can’t help who his mother is.”

      “Jacco? I thought his name was Jacques,” said Estelle, confused.

      Louise shook her head. “Only the king calls him that. His mother calls him Jacco, and so does everyone else.”

      “Who is his mother?”

      “She’s called Cropnose, for the queen bit off her nose when she found the woman in bed with her husband.”

      All the air escaped from Estelle’s lungs.

      Dear God, what is this place? Am I safe within these walls?

      “There are others more deserving of punishment in this chamber than my brother, Mamá.” The princess’s voice, hard with rage, interrupted Estelle’s thoughts. “My dear husband would be sitting next to me if the court of Cyprus weren’t a nest of treacherous vipers.”

      A curious thing happened to the queen’s face then. The anger visible there a moment ago vanished, and in its place appeared a look of barely concealed satisfaction. A tiny smile played around her lips.

      “I tire of this,” the king complained, standing. “Bring my wife her chair so she can return to her apartments.”

      He trundled from the chamber, his courtiers dropping into low bows and curtsies as he passed.

      A half-dozen male servants trotted in carrying a litter with a seat upholstered in cloth of gold. Several ladies-in-waiting helped the queen from her settee into the litter. Her chamberlain took up a position at the front of the entourage, admonishing the crowd to make way.

      “Is the queen injured?” Estelle asked.

      “She is poorly,” Louise replied. “I’ve never seen her walk.”

      After the queen’s retinue filed out, Jacco climbed the dais again and held out an arm to the princess. She rose and laid her fingertips on his sleeve. Together, they descended the steps.

      His gaze roved across the crowd as they moved toward the doors. When his eyes met Estelle’s, he raised one brow, his full lips twisting in an intimate smile.

      Estelle regarded him uneasily.

      He’s smiling as if he knows me—as if we share a secret.

      Should she return his smile? Would it anger the princess? Oh, what should she⁠—

      Louise gripped her by the elbow.

      “Curtsy,” she hissed.
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      Gabriel Bayoumi ran the mare as hard as he dared until the black pines grew so dense he feared she would collide with a tree. Slowing her to a trot, he studied the terrain ahead. Though dusk was falling, the deer’s tracks were visible in the soft layers of pine needles carpeting the forest floor. The leopard had been hard on her trail, and he could just pick out the imprints of the cat’s paws. He grimaced. The ravine was a stone’s throw away. Had both animals plunged to their deaths?

      The mare nickered, uneasy.

      “You’re safe with me, aggeloc.”

      The Coptic word for angel had been his mother’s favorite term of endearment when he was a boy. It was a comfort to him still.

      He stroked the mare’s neck. “By all the saints, nothing good can come of this.”

      Her ears flicked back each time she heard his voice. Somewhere in the forest canopy, a bird let out a long, piercing whistle.

      There was not much light left. It would have to be enough.

      A path descended into the ravine a short distance to the north, if he recalled correctly. Giving his mount an encouraging pat, he pointed her nose in that direction.

      If it weren’t for the leopard, he’d turn and make for the castle. But he had no choice. None of them did.

      The hunting and hawking party had been in the mountains for nearly a fortnight, training peregrine falcons from the North Sea and leopards from Africa. The expedition had gone well until this afternoon. The falcons had performed admirably. All those hours spent taming them, calming them, feeding them, curing their maladies—as the master falconer, Michel Pelestrine, often told him, it was work that required much patience.

      For several years now, Gabriel had managed to pass himself off as a patient man. Perhaps he was becoming so. Upon accepting the position of royal under-falconer, he’d quickly learned the raptors sensed his emotions. Harboring anger or frustration never paid off. The birds beat the air with their wings, lunging against their leashes when they were disturbed. The less time wasted calming them, the better. So he had learned to calm himself.

      A trumpet sounded. When the mishap occurred this afternoon, the men had fanned out in search of the leopard and her quarry. Hunters to the west, hawkers to the east. Gabriel was a good tracker. Finding the animals’ trail had been an easy task for him. Now, though, he would have to carry the job through to its end.

      No matter what awaited him at the bottom of the ravine.

      When his horse picked her way down the steep, crumbling path, foreboding tingled at the back of his neck. He felt trapped down here. If the leopard was still alive, she likely did, too. The air was still, the light muted. A branch snapped, and he stiffened in the saddle, twisting around to glance behind him. Nothing was there.

      A few moments later, he found the leopard. She lay on her side in the shadow of a boulder, her ribs rising and falling rapidly, blood leaking from a wound over one eye. When he dismounted and moved toward her, speaking softly, she did not flinch. Making a quick examination of her body, he shook his head. One of her back legs was bent at an unnatural angle. Who knew how many other bones were broken beneath that silky pelt?

      The deer lay dead not far away. It was curled in on itself, its spindly legs tangled together.

      “Holy Virgin.” Gabriel passed a hand over his face. “What a mess.”

      He glanced at his horse. She was used to carrying extra burdens. But she could not tolerate the weight of both a deer and a leopard, in addition to him. He’d have to walk through the night, leading her—if he could even get both creatures loaded on her flanks.

      No. The deer would stay. It would become supper for other forest dwellers. The king was obsessed with his leopards, and when they died, he had their pelts turned into rugs and throws. This was a young animal, intended as a gift for the king’s spoiled son, Jacco. Behind King Jean’s back, everyone called the young man the Bastard. Not Gabriel, though. He knew only too well how it felt to be the target of that insult.

      Gabriel wiped sweat from his brow with a sleeve, thanking God the leopard had not yet been gifted to Jacco. When the fellow was displeased, anything could happen. And none of it good.

      He studied the leopard in the murky light. Her eyes were glassy. He could see the pain in them.

      Sliding his dagger from its sheath, he crouched at her side. “Forgive me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Gabriel!” Michel ushered him into the castle’s stables, relief  in his voice. “Praise the saints. I was beginning to wonder⁠—”

      “She’s dead,” Gabriel interrupted the older man, sliding down from the saddle. He turned to untie the ropes holding the leopard on the horse’s flanks. “She sprang on a deer’s back just as it reached the ravine’s edge. The fall did most of the work. I finished it.”

      “The king will be sad to lose her, but he’ll be happy for the pelt.”

      Michel helped him lay the dead animal on the ground. The horse dropped her head, blowing hard from the climb up the hill to the castle.

      Gabriel scratched the mare’s nose. “She deserves some extra hay. And all the water she wants.”

      Michel signaled to a stable boy, who led the horse away.

      “I’ll see that the pelt is removed and cured properly.” Gabriel swayed a little on his feet, suddenly aware he hadn’t eaten since morning.

      “One of the others can do it. You’re due a meal, a bath, and some rest, for you’ve a journey ahead of you tomorrow. We got word that a shipment of falcons has arrived in Famagusta from Rhodes. My friend Cédric de Montavon arranged them as a gift from the Grand Master of the Knights Hospitaller for the king. The galley that transported them belongs to a Scottish privateer. It’ll be anchored in the harbor there all week. While you’re there, you’ll have to inquire about fetching another leopard from Alexandria for the king.” Michel fumbled in the purse at his waist. “And—I almost forgot—a letter came for you.”

      He thrust it at Gabriel.

      Nodding his thanks, Gabriel pushed the folded square of linen paper into his own purse and headed for the kitchens.

      Famagusta. His worst memories—and his best—were rooted in that city. The thought of returning to his birthplace always inspired a nauseating blend of anticipation and dread in his gut. But this time, he’d ignore the past and take advantage of the diversions near the harbor. Meals in his favorite tavern, cards at a gaming table, and perhaps a visit to a courtesan.

      In the kitchens, he sat near the hearth, shoveling in a bowl of roasted goat and a hunk of dry bread, washed down by ale. When he was sated, he broke the letter’s seal and read it by candlelight. As he studied the words, the exhaustion that shrouded him like a heavy cloak lifted, replaced by a flood of anger.

      It had been more than a year since he last got word from his father. And with each passing day of silence, his relief had deepened. Now his father’s words swam before his eyes. As usual, the letter was short.

      I will soon conclude my business in Barcelona and return to Famagusta. I am eager to see you, Gabriel. We have much to discuss. I will send you a message when I arrive.

      No words of farewell. Just the letters of his name inked heavily at the bottom of the page.

      I am eager to see you.

      Written by another man, that could mean I will soon throw my arms around you, give you a loving embrace. I want to hear of your adventures, of your thoughts, of your hopes. I promise to reassure you, to give you thoughtful advice, to steer you toward a safer path through this life.

      But the words were written by Gabriel’s father. A man who moved through the world with as much stealth as a sea eagle—intelligent, cunning, and always ready to strike.

      Gabriel stared at the fire a moment, taking comfort in the knowledge that the letter had been sent from Catalonia. His father’s journey to Cyprus could take months, depending on the weather and the time spent in various ports along the way.

      With any luck, Gabriel would be on a hunting and hawking expedition high in the Troodos mountains during his father’s visit to the island and their paths would never cross.

      Scraping back his chair, he strode to the hearth and tossed the letter into the flames.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Summer 1457

        Famagusta, Cyprus

      

      

      

      Gabriel stood on the deck of the galley, awaiting the appearance of the captain. Sailors scurried around him, most of them speaking Genoese. Finally, a tall, ruddy-skinned man with green eyes emerged from the hold.

      “Kalimera. I’m Captain Drummond Fordun,” he greeted Gabriel. “You’ve been sent by the court to pick up the falcons?”

      Gabriel nodded. “A dozen of them, I was told to expect.”

      “That’s right. They made the journey from Rhodes in good health. I’ll be glad to unload them, truth be told, for keeping hawks and falcons alive is a gamble in the best of circumstances.”

      A vessel whose banners bore a Basque motif glided into the harbor from the glittering sea. One of the crew raised an arm and shouted a greeting to Gabriel.

      He squinted, shading his brow, then grinned and returned the wave.

      “Tavern of the Bee-Eater tonight?” the man called, raising his hands in a questioning manner.

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” Gabriel glanced at the Scotsman. “I’ll make the return trip to Nicosia tomorrow. I’ll tend to the birds and feed them myself this evening to save you the trouble. And in thanks for your good care of the creatures, I’ll buy you supper at Famagusta’s finest tavern.”

      “The Bee-Eater’s one of my favorites, too,” Captain Fordun remarked. “It seems every agent of the knights prefers that tavern to all the rest.”

      Gabriel nodded. “That’s how I learned of the place, when I worked for the Order as a guard at their sugar plantation.”

      “The falconer’s life suits you better, I take it?” the Scotsman asked, smiling.

      “I’m handy with a blade, and I have the knights to thank for that. But yes, I’d rather train a falcon than oversee slaves at Kolossi.”

      Captain Fordun’s smile disappeared. “I’m with you there.” He signaled to a crewman. “Take the falconer below and give him everything he needs to tend to his birds. They’ll remain in the hold for one more night.”
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        * * *

      

      When the church bells of Famagusta rang the hour of vespers, Gabriel disembarked from the Scotsman’s vessel and hurried though the gathering dusk.

      His mother’s small home in Famagusta was lost to him now. He would stay the night in a dwelling owned by his father that sat empty near the harbor. He’d passed it on the way here, and its shutters had been closed as always. A key lay hidden under a loose cobblestone in the courtyard, its location known only to him.

      He had one more matter to attend to before he could relax with a cup of wine and a meal.

      Hastening through the twisting lanes to the neighborhood where his mother’s former home stood, he paused outside it for a moment. Though the house had a new owner, it stood empty. He stood motionless, lost in memories of his mother’s soft voice, her reassuring embrace.

      A voice startled him. “Gabriel?”

      His hand fell to his sword. A figure shrouded in a dark blue hooded cloak stepped out from the shadows. Gabriel smiled, recognizing the monk immediately.

      “Brother Pavli!”

      They embraced. “I’ve not seen you since. . .” Gabriel faltered.

      “Since your mother’s funeral,” the older man finished, squeezing Gabriel’s shoulder. His grip was as firm as ever, even if his eyes were more sunken in his face, the lines in his brown skin deeper. “When will you move back into her house, give it life again?”

      Gabriel could not meet his eyes. “It’s not my house any longer.”

      “What?” The old man relinquished his grasp on Gabriel’s shoulder. “How can that be?”

      “Another man owns it now.” Gabriel could not bring himself to admit he was to blame for that. Instead, he changed the subject. “How does the monastery fare?”

      After Mamá’s death, Brother Pavli had arranged her funeral at the Coptic monastery.  As a slave, she’d been forbidden to worship in the church of her choice, but she had often sent Gabriel to the monastery to purchase eggs, cheese, and other goods for his father’s household. Then, after his father freed her, she’d visited the monastery daily until she died.

      “Things have been better.” The monk’s tone was guarded. “The Genoese take most of what we earn. But we manage.” He straightened. “Are you still working for the king?”

      Gabriel nodded. “Falconry suits me. We lost a leopard on a hunt recently, and now we’ve got to replace her. I’m on my way to the home of an Egyptian merchant who helped me with such matters in the past. From what I hear, it’s a good time to be seeking favors in Alexandria. The sultan is a friend to King Jean, or at least he pretends to be.”

      The monk rubbed his bearded chin. “As long as the king’s tribute payments continue to roll in, the sultan will leave us alone. But there’s so much piracy in these waters now that trade from Egypt has dropped off. I hope the fellow you seek still keeps a home here. There are more and more cold hearths in this city. The life bleeds from it, and I don’t see how it will ever revive.”

      Gabriel embraced the old man again. “It was good to see you, Brother Pavli. I must be on my way.”

      “Wait,” the monk cautioned him. “Remember⁠—”

      “Slowly, slowly,” Gabriel finished for him, grinning. “You’ve been saying that to me since I was six years old.”

      It was well after midnight when Gabriel stumbled back from the tavern to his lodging, one hand wrapped around the hilt of his sword. His purse was considerably lighter than it had been that morning. He’d spent far too long immersed in a game of cards that had not gone his way.

      Fumbling with the key in the dark courtyard, he finally let himself in and made his way to a small bedchamber off the kitchen where servants customarily slept. He never lodged in the large bedroom overlooking the street, with its carved wooden bed frame and matching wooden chest. It was his father’s space, and he rarely crossed the threshold.

      Flinging himself facedown on the straw pallet that served as a mattress, he kicked off his boots and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Gabriel.”

      The voice repeated the words twice, three times, finally penetrating Gabriel’s consciousness as if through a heavy fog.

      He scrambled out of bed and reached for his sword.

      As his eyes adjusted to the weak dawn light, he made out a familiar figure. “Father?” he whispered in disbelief.

      A long, low chuckle pierced the air. “You can dispense with that sword, boy. I’ll not harm you.”

      Gabriel shook his head to loosen the cobwebs blurring his thoughts.  “But I just got your letter.”

      “The winds were favorable. I’ve never made such good time from Barcelona before.” His father crossed to the window and flung open the shutters, revealing the fine stitching on his green velvet doublet and the precise angle of his carefully trimmed beard.

      For the love of Santa Maria, why does fortune favor men like him?

      Gabriel washed his face and hands in the basin on a table by the bed, then dried off with a flax towel. “Why have you come here?” His voice was as dull as his wine-soaked brain.

      His father ran a fingertip along the top of a cabinet next to the wall. “This place could use a good scrubbing. Your mother’s home was much nicer than this.” He sighed. “Her last desire was to see you take possession of it. How you could let it slip through your fingers is beyond me.”

      With each word, Gabriel’s mood darkened. “Surely, you didn’t come all the way to Cyprus just to chastise me?”

      “I’ve been invited to Nicosia to assist in a matter of royal succession, in truth.”

      Gabriel cocked his head, confused. “Succession? Princess Charlotta will take the throne when her parents die. There’s nothing to dispute about that.”

      His father emitted a dry, mirthless sound. “Oh, but there is. Her half-brother wishes to be king.”

      “Jacco?” Gabriel considered his father’s words in surprise. “But he’s⁠—”

      “A bastard.”

      The unspoken words like you hung in the air, making Gabriel’s chest prick with anger.

      “There are many who think he has the making of a fine king,” his father went on.

      “Do you share the sentiment?”

      “It’s too soon to tell, but my gut tells me to bet on young Jacco. You’d be wise to do the same when the time comes.”

      “With what? I’ve no money.” Gabriel rubbed his face with the towel again, trying to clear away the last remnants of sleep.

      His father shrugged. “It’s not my fault you gambled away your inheritance. I only offer you advice thinking of your future.”

      “My future?” Gabriel repeated, incredulous. “I’m a bastard. Not worthy of your name. The world will never see me as anything else.”

      “Your mother’s name isn’t good enough for you?”

      A memory of his mother momentarily silenced Gabriel. Her face swollen from a beating by his father’s wife, Mamá had held him tightly in the circle of her arms on the day he’d left home to work as a page for the knights.

      Never forget, she’d murmured in his ear. “Bayoumi” means “a man of respect.” Honor your ancestors. Earn the respect of the knights, and they will give you the respect you deserve.

      “I cherish my mother’s name,” he ground out. “And as for your advice, I care nothing for it. All the guidance I needed as a child came from Mamá, not you. Nothing has changed.”

      “I will not tolerate such insolence from you in my own home.” His father’s voice was tight with anger. “Every advantage you’ve been given came from me.”

      Gabriel’s hands curled into fists. He fought an urge to lash out with a tremendous blow.

      No.

      Violence would not bring his mother back. And it would not change his father’s infuriating self-importance, his pride.

      His father had never exhibited humility, at least not in front of Gabriel. And the man likely never would.

      Swallowing hard, he imagined himself in the presence of falcons.

      Patience.

      “Forgive me. I misspoke, and I regret it.” The formality in his voice made him sound like a stranger to his own ears. “And now I must return to court myself. I have valuable cargo for the king. You may ride along if you’re in need of transport to Nicosia.”

      His father’s expression relaxed. “I have other business to attend to here before I go to the capital. Perhaps I’ll see you there.”

      As his father’s footsteps faded, Gabriel resolved to ignore Brother Pavli’s advice on the return journey. He would depart Famagusta as fast as humanly possible.

      The more distance he could put between himself and his father, the better.
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      A few days after Estelle’s arrival in Nicosia, Louise appeared at the bedchamber door and invited her to visit the palace gardens. They took a meandering  route through the palace, with Louise patiently answering all of Estelle’s questions about the people they encountered and the various sights along the way.

      At one point they stopped to accommodate a small crowd of men emerging from a door near the reception hall.

      “The prince’s death is a hard blow,” one of them was saying. “But the Latins will rise again. We shall see to it⁠—”

      The men drew up short, eyeing Estelle and Louise.

      “The king’s council,” Louise murmured.

      “Mademoiselle.” A sober-faced man with dark brows and a full beard dipped his head at Louise.

      “Sir Hector.” She curtsied.

      His gaze slipped to Estelle, and he gave her a nod as well. The others studied Estelle with curiosity but said nothing.

      Continuing down the corridor, Louise said, “The worries of the kingdom preoccupy those men. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen any of them smile.”

      “What does it mean that the Latins will rise again?” Estelle asked.

      Louise lowered her voice. “The queen’s supporters are many in number. Prince João was aligned with the Latins in this court, and he was a strong, persuasive man. Because of him, the Greek influence here was fading. His death changed that. The king’s council feels his loss deeply.”

      They passed through an alcove decorated with blue and gold tiles. Estelle had never seen such exquisite stonework. The archways and columns looked as if they were made of delicate lace.

      “But King Jean is a Latin, and the most powerful person at court,” she said. “Can’t he attend to this himself?”

      Louise shrugged. “Let us talk of other things, my dear.”

      When they entered the courtyard, the heat was  oppressive. Gravel paths wound past flowering shrubs, marble statues carved by ancient stoneworkers, and fountains shimmering with water. The mournful cry of a peacock rang out. Estelle shaded her eyes with a hand, admiring the brilliant plumage of the bird’s tail.

      “You like this place?” Louise asked.

      Estelle breathed in the scent of roses, too overcome by the beauty to speak.

      They passed through a grove of pomegranate and citrus trees. Songbirds fluttered from branch to branch, calling to each other. A moment later, Princess Charlotta and her half brother, Jacco, appeared from behind a fig tree, immersed in conversation. Both Louise and Estelle swept into curtsies.

      “Ladies!” Jacco cried in a delighted voice.

      “Rise.” The princess’s voice was dull, and her eyes were swollen from crying. Dark smudges beneath them spoke of sleepless nights. Her black silk gown and matching headpiece, embroidered with intricate patterns of gold thread, enveloped her like a shroud.

      “My father is enchanted by the idea of a French-born girl in my retinue,” Princess Charlotta’s rapid Greek held a trace of hostility. “I do not share the sentiment.”

      In the throne room, Princess Charlotta had declared she wanted to learn French. Had she said that simply to defy her mother? Estelle herself had often done so—but mostly in her head, not aloud. The consequences of angering Maman affected everyone in the family. She had learned at a young age to keep quiet even when she was churning with frustration inside.

      She studied the princess’s wan face.

      Of course she’s in dark spirits. She’s drowning in grief.

      “Please accept my sympathy for the loss of Prince João,” Estelle murmured.

      “Loss?” Princess Charlotta’s eyes filled with tears. “My husband was murdered. And his killer still roams free . . .”

      Estelle averted her gaze as the young woman struggled to regain her composure.

      “So you are truly French?” Jacco slung an arm around his sister’s shoulders, his gaze on Estelle. “Or are you one of these pretenders whose ancestors last walked on French soil three hundred years ago?”

      “I was born in Auvergne, my lord.”

      “Who are your parents?” he asked.

      “My mother’s people are merchants. My father’s family are noblemen. Viscounts.”

      “Louise’s father was a French viscount, was he not?” The princess’s voice was steadier now.

      “Yes,” Louise replied. “My parents came to Cyprus after their pilgrimage to the Holy Land. They never intended to stay, but the king welcomed them to his court, and I was born within these walls. After they died, I was raised by
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