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			“The past does not exist. There are only infinite renderings of it.”
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			Summer, 2015

			Pyrenees Mountains, France

			Zari

			Silver threads of rain twisted down from the dark sky. A chaotic wind swirled around Zari, shifting and billowing from all directions, tugging at her backpack with invisible fingers. She stabbed at the slick trail with her trekking poles. It took all her concentration to stay upright.

			At the edge of a broad meadow, she watched massive gray storm clouds curl in on themselves, gather speed, silently collide. A blaze of light ignited the sky above the mountains. Counting the seconds until the rumble of thunder began, she eyed a nearby pine forest. The lightning was still miles away. If it got close, she would take cover in the sheltering edge where the trees met the meadow.

			A spike of adrenalin took hold of her. She was no mere observer. She was part of this great spectacle, a bit player in a dazzling show of power. Wading through the tall grasses, she let their waterlogged heads tickle her palms. A dark trail in her wake charted her progress. She would mark off the entire meadow this way, stride by stride, searching for a story written in stone.

			On her third traverse of the meadow, she stumbled and fell. Heaving herself up, she untangled a kink in the chain around her neck and tucked the shell back in place at the base of her throat. Another flash of lightning. For an instant, the sky turned a bleached bone-white. The boom of thunder that followed reverberated in Zari’s chest long enough to scare her.

			She had not taken five more steps when she saw them.

			Rows of half-sunken stone slabs jutted out before her like shards from a giant’s pottery collection. Sinking slowly into the earth, corroded by wind and rain and ice, they offered themselves up to her. Foundation stones. Evidence.

			“I knew it was here!” she shouted, waving her poles in the air.

			She turned a slow circle, imagining the buildings that once spread across this land, protected by a high stone wall, by the sharp spires of iron gates. She saw a church with a soaring bell tower, a bustling kitchen, a garden filled with vegetables and herbs. In the murmuring wind, she heard the voices of long-dead women and children.

			Then a dark shape materialized across the meadow. A tall figure moved toward her through the grass. A man. She stood mesmerized, vaguely aware of the crackling sky, the growl of thunder. She could almost see waves of sound rippling through the heavy wet air.

			He walked quickly, cutting through the raindrops with long decisive strides, narrowing the gap between them.

			Zari swallowed.

			She took one step backward and tightened her grip on the poles.

		


		
			Book 1

			Ab initio. From the beginning.
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			Autumn, 1484

			Castle Oto, Aragón

			Elena

			Like the breath of an angry god, the wind streamed over the mountains from the north and slammed into the castle. The balcony shutters bucked and heaved, straining against the iron latches that held them in place. To Elena’s ears, the sound was the hollow clacking of bones.

			Wind goes where it wants, she thought, finding the source of a draft with her fingertips. She closed her eyes and imagined herself in the forest, where brittle leaves swirled in unruly flocks and golden-eyed owls blinked in the high branches of oaks.

			A faint moan rose from across the room. Elena straightened up, squared her shoulders. The sooner they got on with it, the sooner she could escape these walls. She rolled up a small woolen rug and wedged it against the base of the shutters, muffling the rattle. Then she padded across the thick Moorish rugs to the great bed and pulled aside the drapes.

			The young woman lay curled on her side. In the candlelight, it was difficult to pick out details, but Elena had dressed and undressed this body so many times that she did not need the aid of the sun to understand the predicament. The woman—still a girl, really—was built like a snow finch. Her belly was far too large for her bony frame. For months, Elena had traced its bulbous arc with her fingertips, measuring the swell of it, prodding the taut skin. The likely explanation was not a giant, but twins, and for a first birth that often meant catastrophe.

			She dipped a cloth into a copper pot of water that sat on the floor by the bed. With practiced movements she bathed the woman’s pale limbs, smoothed back her tangled hair, massaged lavender oil into her skin.

			“My lady, the baby can’t wait any longer.”

			Silence.

			She raised her voice. “Lady Marguerite! There’s more yet to do. Rouse yourself!”

			“Why do you shout at me so? Will you not let me sleep?” Marguerite turned her head toward Elena, her eyelids half open.

			Elena felt uneasy, looking into those eyes. They were silvery green, like the hide of a tree frog, and the black lashes that framed them were spindly as spiders’ legs. Perhaps it was this contrast of light and dark that made them so unsettling. Or the long, slanting sweep of them. Or their size, for they seemed much too large for the woman’s angular face. Whatever it was, there was something more feline than human about them, and Elena had never been fond of cats. She looked away and put a hand on the distended belly.

			“If you wish your baby to die, by all means sleep.” Something hard—a knee? A foot?—pressed against her palm with urgent, fluttery movements. “If you wish your baby to live, then push. Now make your choice.”

			The glowing eyes found hers. A pale slender hand slipped into her strong brown one. The young woman on the bed took a deep breath, set her jaw, and bore down.

			 

			The night was half gone when the baby was born. She squirmed and flailed her limbs, gulping air into her lungs and pumping it out again with wild shrieks. Elena cleaned her, swaddled her, and thrust her into her mother’s arms.

			Marguerite bent her head over the baby. “A girl. God help me.”

			The newborn quieted and stared unblinking at her mother. After a few moments of utter stillness, she opened her tiny red mouth and began rooting for a breast.

			“She will be called Miramonde,” Marguerite said softly. “One who sees the world.”

			“How much can a girl see from behind a wall?” Elena asked.

			Marguerite shook her head. “She will not be caged. When she is old enough, she will learn the ways of the mountain people.”

			Elena stared. “Who will teach her?”

			“You.”

			Words of protest rose up in Elena’s throat. But before she could speak Marguerite convulsed in pain again.

			“Ah—I thought as much,” Elena said, careful to keep a neutral voice. “Twins.”

			“No,” Marguerite moaned. “That cannot be. What if it is another girl?”

			“Then we’ll be doubly grateful to have a plan in place.”

			When the second baby slid out of his mother’s womb, Elena held him aloft so Marguerite could see what she had birthed. He was a tiny, red, crumpled thing, smaller than his sister. Elena rubbed him briskly with a piece of clean linen and blew on his drowsing eyelids until he opened his mouth and emitted a faint wail.

			“An heir. My husband will be pleased.”

			Marguerite’s voice was low and rough, but whether that was due to emotion or exhaustion, Elena could not tell.

			“If he survives the war,” Elena said.

			“Talk like that can get you whipped. Have a care.”

			“Who is going to hear? Your father-in-law is bedded down with his favorite wench, and the steward’s lame back has made a thief of him.”

			“What do you mean?” Marguerite’s bloodshot eyes flickered to the door and back.

			“Poppy milk. He’s got your mother-in-law’s bedtime habit now. Head lolling on the cushions, drooling. ’Tis not a pretty sight.”

			Another gust of wind barreled down from the high peaks, and the shutters struggled against the rolled-up rug. Thump. Thump. Thump. Elena hurled an irritated look in the direction of the balcony and got back to the business of cleaning and swaddling the boy. She tucked him under his mother’s arm and led his pursed red lips to her other breast. For a time, they listened to the babies nursing and the soft thumping of the shutters.

			“In the space of a moment, you have slandered my husband’s parents and their steward. I have seen serfs lose their heads for less damning words,” Marguerite said finally. “I placed all my trust in Brother Arros, bringing you here. I wonder now why he places his trust in you.”

			Elena shrugged. “I’m a creature of the mountains. Never learned to talk like a lady.”

			“You can start by biting your tongue. There are no secrets in this place.”

			“Tell me, my lady, if there are no secrets in the house of Oto, why am I here? We’ll fail before we even begin.”

			“I order you to cease your prattling and your impertinence grows.”

			“I’ve simply asked a question, my lady,” Elena shot back. “A fair one.”

			“Our plan will succeed. It must. And now you’ll do your part to keep her safe.”

			A tense silence settled over them until the baby girl fell asleep. Elena plucked her out of her mother’s grasp and wrapped her in a length of soft wool.

			“When all is said and done, you’ve two healthy babies,” she said. “And one of them a son. The luck of that.”

			Marguerite closed her eyes, one hand on the necklace at her throat. “Yes. The luck.”

			 

			There was a stable boy Elena trusted, whose mother she had healed from illness on two occasions. She drew her cloak shut to conceal the sleeping baby swaddled against her chest. Bending over the boy’s nest in the straw, she gently woke him and asked him to fetch a certain horse that she knew to be steady and calm. He readied the mare and helped Elena into the saddle. She squeezed his hand in the dark.

			The horse clopped down the stone alley to the castle gates. The guards were not surprised to see her; she often came and went at odd hours.

			“Good evening, my lady!” called one. “Look at you on that fine horse.”

			“I’m not one to put on airs, you know that well enough,” she said in as light a voice as she could muster. “Even poor mountain folk like me are given a favor now and then.”

			The men unlatched the heavy iron crossbars and the great oak doors swung open.

			“Are you not afraid of wolves and bears?” the other guard asked.

			“Those creatures fear the moonlight. Puts them under a spell, it does.”

			He snorted. “The beasts outside these gates fear nothing but fire and iron.”

			She forced out a laugh and prodded the horse forward. Behind her, the crossbars clanged shut. She turned her head and spat. An urge rose up in her to yank the horse’s nose due west and gallop hard all the way to Basque country, to the edge of the world where the rivers flowed into the sea. Instead, she dug her heels into the horse’s belly, guiding it deep into the mountains. There was no point wasting her thoughts on idle fantasies. She would not betray a promise.

			 

			The horse followed the moonlit trail across streams and through stretches of forest until it shambled to a stop at a fork. The baby took a shuddering breath and started to wail.

			The swiftest way into Béarn was the road to the right, which snaked down into a narrow valley where the yellow glow of a campfire was visible. This time of year, mule trains plied the road constantly, taking wares from Aragón to the market towns in the north. She did not like the idea of encountering the makers of that fire, especially with a shrieking baby and whatever Lady Marguerite had placed in the leather pouch she carried.

			To the left, the steep path led to the valley of Ronzal with its cluster of stone cottages. Elena squinted into the night. The moon was playing tricks on her, dappling the grass and trees with smears of silver light that moved and twisted in the wind. The baby’s cries hammered into her skull. Every wolf and bear for miles must be aware of them by now.

			She made her choice.

			The rhythm of the horse’s steps soon put the baby back to sleep. Overhead, the moon slid to the top of the sky. Her muscles were stiff with cold when they arrived in Ronzal, on the south-facing edge of a valley in the shadow of the mountains. In the moonlight she spied a thin column of smoke rising from the chimney hole of the de Luz family’s home. Before she even dismounted, Jorge opened the door.

			“What brings you here at this hour, my friend?” he called softly.

			“Come in, come in,” his wife Thérèse said quickly from behind him. “You’re always welcome here.”

			Jorge helped Elena off the horse and clapped a hand on her shoulder. For the first time in months, she felt the knot of worry in her chest ease. By the fire, she hastily untied her cloak and pulled the baby free.

			“Would you share your milk?” she asked Thérèse.

			Thérèse laid her infant son on the bed and took the baby girl in her arms. She fingered the soft wool wrappings and glanced up at Elena.

			“No peasant child is garbed in wool this fine.”

			Elena felt her throat tighten. She kept silent and rubbed her hands together before the fire while Thérèse settled in a chair with the girl at her breast.

			Jorge returned and latched the door. “The horse wears the brand of the Otos.” He crouched by the fire and threw a log on the smoldering embers, poking it with his dagger. “First you go live on the doorstep of your great enemy and now you steal his horse. You court death, Elena.”

			“I hate that I’ve drawn you into this. After all the kindness you’ve shown me.”

			Jorge’s eyes were on the infant at his wife’s breast. “Where will you take that one?”

			Elena deliberated a moment before answering. “Belarac.”

			“What will a child do there? The place crumbles into dust. I should know—we’re bound to them and they to us, and little good has come of it in my lifetime.”

			“The new abbess has stars in her eyes, that’s what.” Elena’s voice was bitter. “Stars and gold. When your men take the flocks down the mountain come autumn, go with them and see for yourself the changes that are afoot. Could be Ronzal’s fortunes will rise with Belarac, if you’re cunning about it.”

			“But what—”

			Thérèse stopped him with a look. “Let her rest.”

			 

			At dawn, Elena said her goodbyes and guided the horse along the rough, winding path to the pass. Overhead the sky was a dull gray. Fog swirled through the notch that was the passage to Béarn, obscuring the ridges and deep valleys that lay to the north. The horse stumbled down slopes of shale, its hooves scraping and clattering over the rock. Elena gripped the saddle with her thighs, one arm encircling the baby, her muscles aching with the effort to stay upright.

			Finally they slipped below the tree line into a pine forest, the silence pressing down on them like an invisible cloak. A lone crow followed them through the pines to a beech grove, scolding them with harsh, accusing cries. Elena vowed to herself that if its rasping woke the baby she would decapitate it with a well-aimed rock. But the girl slept through the journey, oblivious.

			The light of day had been nearly snuffed out when she saw the dark outlines of the abbey jutting into the purple sky. The baby began to wail. Elena dug her heels into the horse’s belly and it cantered through the narrow valley, kicking up dirt clods in the fields that radiated outward from the abbey’s high stone walls. At the gates, she pulled the frayed rope that hung from the battered iron bell.

			In a moment two shrouded figures appeared. One led the horse to the stables, the other motioned to Elena to follow her through a vast courtyard laid with dark cobblestones. The bell tower topped with its iron cross loomed overhead. She quelled a desire to run for the gates by biting her lip hard enough to taste blood.

			Inside the battered oak doors, two nuns waited. One of them reached for the baby. Elena stiffened.

			“What do you mean to do with her?”

			“The wet-nurse awaits,” the woman said. “Poor thing, she’s so hungry.”

			Elena worked the infant free from her wrappings. Her hands trembled. She gave her head a quick shake, attempting to clear the worry from it. Shouldn’t she be pleased to be done with this fool’s errand? Yet something within her hesitated. For some reason she couldn’t fathom, she hated the idea of handing the girl over.

			“Take the child then,” she said gruffly, “before she kills herself with all that screaming.”

			 

			The chapel bell awoke Elena at dawn. A young nun led her through the dank corridors to the abbess’s residence. She padded past tapestries on the walls and heavy oak furniture that glistened with beeswax. Wasn’t this the way of things, she thought, rolling her eyes. The rest of the abbey reeked of poverty and ruin, but the abbess had made sure her private quarters were comfortable.

			Béatrice sat unsmiling behind her wide oak desk, her thin frame nearly swallowed up by her black habit. Her finger, when she pointed at a chair, put Elena in mind of a bird’s claw.

			“Your journey must have been difficult,” she said. “Sit.”

			“On the contrary, crossing those mountains is no trouble to me. I’ve known the way far too long.” Elena remained upright, though every muscle in her body was knotted with pain from the journey. She retrieved the pouch from her pocket and handed it over.

			“God protected you and the child from the dangers in those woods,” Béatrice said, weighing the pouch in her hand. “Our prayers were answered.”

			Elena wanted to say that God and prayers had nothing to do with it, but she held herself in check.

			“And Lady de Oto?” Béatrice asked. “The birth of her child was not too difficult?”

			“She suffered, but not more than any woman bearing twins.”

			Béatrice drew her eyebrows together in a frown.

			“The girl was born first,” Elena said. “Her mother calls her Miramonde. Second came a son. His father will name the boy when he returns from the southern wars.”

			“A son. How fortuitous.”

			“If you say so.”

			“Ramón de Oto has an heir. Surely you see the value in that.”

			Elena shrugged. “’Tis none of it my concern.”

			Béatrice’s lips compressed into a thin line. “Belarac once gave you sanctuary when you had nowhere else to go. And as for that family—you now live within their gates. Your every move is at their mercy. I would say that makes them very much your concern.”

			Elena said nothing, just pulled up her sleeve and held out her scarred arm.

			“Oh, God save you. I’ve told you before, Belarac is not to blame for that.”

			“No—Ramón de Oto is.”

			“You were both children,” Béatrice said, standing. “He is grown now, a warrior. One day he will be a baron. A spat with a kitchen waif does not warrant remembering for a man such as he. So put aside your fears.”

			“You misjudge me, Abbess. I don’t fear the man. I despise him. And his father before him. The lot of ’em, in truth. I hate the house of Oto.”

			“Ah. Thank you for that point of clarification. And now I have things to attend to.”

			Elena did not turn away. “The girl must never learn who her people are.”

			“Of course. She will simply be known as an orphan who boards here.”

			“Another thing. She won’t be shut up in here whispering prayers all the year long.”

			Béatrice stiffened. “That is enough impertinent talk from a mountain woman. For now, all the girl needs is a wet-nurse. I believe we can agree on that count, at least? In any event, I will decide how she spends her days.”

			Elena shook her head. “No. Her mother decides. She wouldn’t have named her Miramonde if she wanted her locked inside these walls rotting away.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Miramonde—one who sees the world.”

			“How interesting that her mother would ascribe such power to the name of a girl. Is there a letter from the lady to this effect, or have you become her mouthpiece?”

			“What I am is a messenger, and if you wish me to deliver more gold into your hands, you’ll do well to heed my words.”

			Elena wheeled on the abbess and stalked out the door.
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			Autumn, 1485

			Abbey of Belarac, Béarn

			Béatrice

			Béatrice stood just outside the gates and watched the shepherds and flocks make their descent down the steep slope into Belarac’s sheltered valley. The discordant rattle of iron bells reverberated in her ears. She squinted against the sun’s glare, tracking the movements of a sinewy man who separated from the group and made his way through the orchard to the abbey.

			“I am Jorge de Luz,” he said to her, bowing. “I speak for the shepherds of Ronzal.” He had thick black hair and a short beard, and his Béarnaise was flawless.

			“You are not Aragónese?”

			“My wife comes from Béarn. She taught me the local tongue.”

			“Ah.” Béatrice looked past him at the milling flocks, the heavily laden pack mules, the golden dogs with their spiked collars. Her eyes lingered on the shepherds. In their flax blouses, wool vests, and black felt hats, they looked like prosperous peasants, a far cry from the filthy pagans she had expected.

			“Welcome,” she said. “There is much to discuss. Will you return this evening to the abbey after your work is done? You and all of your men? For supper.”

			He looked startled. “Aye, if that pleases you, Abbess.” He tipped his hat at her and turned away.

			 

			A table was set in the warming house next to the gates. When the men filed in, their hair and faces were dripping with water from the stream. The servants spooned a thin gruel into bowls and poured beer into ceramic cups.

			“The crops here are not what they used to be,” apologized Béatrice. “We do not get much meat or fish either.”

			“There’s a bit more time before winter is upon us,” Jorge said. “We’d be happy to hunt and fish for you these next few weeks.”

			“I did not realize that shepherds are also hunters.”

			“We do what we must,” Jorge said. “All of us are handy with a bow and a knife. We’re no strangers to axes either.”

			One of the shepherds, a bony man with a jutting nose and eyes fixed in a dark scowl, began to talk rapidly in Aragónese.

			“What does he say?” Béatrice waited for a translation.

			Jorge silenced the man with a fierce look. “We’re grateful to you, Abbess, for honoring the ancient agreements,” he began tactfully. “Our animals can’t survive the snows in Ronzal, and we’re lucky to have this valley for refuge. The problem is, in winter there is so little fodder for our sheep here that we’re forced to butcher them and sell the meat.”

			“You still earn income that way,” she pointed out.

			“A thirst for our wool grows in the north—and merino wool fetches a much higher price than meat. That’s hard to take for the men.”

			“The plague very nearly drained all life from this place, and it still suffers,” she said. “You’ve seen how many cold hearths there are in the village. With so few peasants to work the fields, we are limited in what we can grow.” Her eyes flicked back to the scowling man. “Does your friend offer any ideas to solve this problem?”

			“His ideas sound more like insults,” said Jorge, smiling wryly. “But I’ve an idea. In our valley, younger brothers and sisters must leave and find their own way. Why not point them to Belarac? The empty cottages in this valley could fill up with families again, with the brothers and sisters of these men. Then you’ll have strong hands to work the fields and plow and harvest, and we’ll have more fodder for the flocks come winter.”

			“But they would lose their freedom. Mountain shepherds are free men, are they not?”

			Jorge nodded. “There is no lord who rules over us. We are governed by the peace accords, the fueros. The house of Oto can’t touch us, nor can any other noble.”

			Béatrice stiffened in her chair. Her mind darted to the copper-haired baby asleep in the nursery.

			“What about the kings?” she asked.

			“The kings of Aragón honor the ancient agreements. Everyone honors the agreements—except for the sheep ranchers of Jaca and Zaragoza.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Come summer they send their flocks to the high meadows. Sheep pour into our valleys like a flood. They want us out, want all the grass for themselves. We’ve been willing to share, but their numbers keep swelling. The conflicts grow uglier with each passing year.”

			She barely heard him. The word ‘Oto’ rumbled through her mind like a thunderhead, drowning out all sensible thoughts. With great effort she willed her mind away from the girl Miramonde, forcing herself back to the conversation at hand, to the dark-haired men across the table.

			“It is interesting that you say the demand for your wool grows. Meanwhile, the abbey’s own flocks bear coarse wool that no merchant worth his salt will buy. I have a proposal of my own for you. We are better served slaughtering the animals we own and replacing them with your merinos. How much does a merino sheep fetch at the livestock market in Jaca? I will pay for the flock in gold.”

			She thought of the sack of coins Elena had brought from Marguerite de Oto. It was still half full.

			Before Jorge even finished translating her words, the men exploded in high-volume Aragónese, shouting over one another in an effort to be heard.

			Jorge stood, his arms outstretched, and let out a single, ominous “Ah!” Silence fell over the group. The tall, sharp-nosed shepherd who had spoken up in the beginning folded his arms over his chest and stuck his chin out at a defiant angle.

			“The men disagree about that idea,” Jorge said. “They’ve heard that in Castilla, if any man sells merino sheep out of the kingdom, his life is forfeit.”

			“This is not Castilla,” Béatrice said. “Your sheep have overwintered on these lands for generations. Merinos journey back and forth from Aragón to Béarn each year unharmed, and so do their shepherds. You just finished telling me the peace agreements are honored by the kings.”

			“Still, some of the men are uneasy about the idea of selling sheep. Even if we agreed to it, I’d not want to write a note of sale on parchment.”

			Béatrice stared at him, speechless.

			“Yes, I can write.” There was a trace of impatience in his voice. “The council of families in each valley keeps records about livestock, grazing agreements, disputes. Those who sit on the council must read and write and work figures.”

			“Do you keep records of the number of fleeces you sell, the price you are paid for them?”

			“Of course.”

			“In your record book, then, the merinos that grow fat on my crops will be listed as your possessions. But half of them will be the property of the abbey, and proceeds from the sale of their wool will be split between us. Privately. If you agree, your plan to populate our village with the spare brothers and sisters of Ronzal shall be done. What do you say?”

			Jorge regarded her for a long while. He pointedly refrained from translating her last words, one hand held aloft to ward away the glares and disgruntled sighs of his men. Finally he spoke.

			“We are in agreement.”

			Béatrice looked around the table in wonder. She had been expecting a pack of heathens clothed in filthy animal skins. She was wrong on at least one count—the clothes they wore were not what she had expected. And if they were heathens—well, God save them. As long as these men proved valuable to Belarac, how they worshipped was of no importance.

			 

			The following day she spent hours in the library poring over the abbey’s record books. Her eyes scanned rows of numbers until she was caught up by an entry that looked nothing like the others: “Manuscripts, books, and sundries. Sold to Carlo Sacazar, merchant of Nay.” She squinted. How many ducats were these items sold for? The numerals were blurred by a stain.

			She brought the record book to the cellaress, Sister Mathilde, who was counting ceramic jugs of grain by torchlight in the stone cellars.

			“Sister, what is this?” Béatrice hoisted the book into the shifting circle of light cast by the torch. “Here. This reference to books and sundries, and Carlo Sacazar.”

			Mathilde peered at the text. “Ah. Yes, the wool merchant of Nay. Always smiling, I remember. He came here with his sister. Though she wasn’t much for smiling. Looked as though she’d drunk sour milk, to my mind.” She turned her head, distracted by a scuttling sound emanating from a dark corner. “The rats are at it again. What happened to that blessed cat?”

			“Never mind the cat or the rats,” Béatrice said. “What do you remember?”

			“They came here—oh, it was long ago. The mother abbess was near the end, I remember. Begging your pardon, but some of us thought she was not right in the head in her last years.”

			“And?”

			“And—” Mathilde hesitated, clearing her throat. “She—well, it pains me to say it. She sold most of the books in the library to them. For quite a tidy sum, if I recall. Two bags of coin, they gave her.”

			“Two bags of coin for the contents of our library? And it has all gone to the home of a wool merchant, you say?” Béatrice was incredulous.

			“He bought them for his sister, for she’s an abbess as well. Built her a fancy convent in Nay, is the story. The abbess before you didn’t care for books. But I suppose that’s obvious, given that she sold them all away.”

			Mathilde lobbed a piece of cork at the shadows. Whatever skulked there fell silent.

			“Ah! That’s better.” She smiled in satisfaction.

			Béatrice shut the book and turned away without another word.

			 

			The next morning, she composed a letter to the merchant Carlo Sacazar. She assumed a pleading tone, offering to travel to Nay and meet with him to discuss the return of the volumes to their spiritual home at the abbey. She carried on at length about the books’ importance to the future survival of the institution, to its identity, to its moral strength. Her confessor, a bishop in Pau, would be much aggrieved to learn of the sale of Belarac’s spiritual property, she added. Of course, she hoped she would not have to take the matter up with him.

			She knew, no matter what kind of man Carlo Sacazar was, the implication that a bishop might intervene would force him to at least acknowledge her request. In truth, her goal was twofold. Yes, she desired the return of the books. But more than that, she wanted to learn how the wool trade in Nay functioned.

			Béatrice dipped her quill in ink, thinking of the path that had brought her here to the edge of the wilderness.

			If her father had his way, she would have been married off at twelve to a squire or a knight-for-hire like himself. He spent most of her childhood fighting for foreign nobles in distant lands. When she was seven, he sailed away from Béarn on a ship to Castilla. He was gone for three years. When he returned, scars puckered the skin on his face and he walked with a limp. He no longer held his arms out to Béatrice and her two sisters so they could run to his embrace; instead he obsessed over their futures. Within a few years both of Béatrice’s older sisters were wed, one at fourteen and the next at twelve.

			Her mother, blessed woman, had talked him into allowing her to enter the convent of Aldefount in the north of Béarn. Instead of paying a dowry to a husband’s family, the silver went to the convent. And when her father died, with no son to carry on the family name, their modest manor house surrounded by wheat fields was turned over to a male cousin. Béatrice’s mother died an unwelcome guest in her own home.

			Béatrice, with her calm, practical nature, had proven herself worthy of the religious life. She rose quickly through the ranks of well-born sisters at Aldefount and was elected treasurer—the youngest woman ever to hold the rank, the abbess claimed—because of her intelligence and her immunity to the caprices of others. She had no use for mysticism and was unmoved when other sisters claimed to have heard the voice of God during trances or in their dreams. Béatrice found peace in the long hours of silent prayers, the measured pace of life counted out by the chiming of bells, the arc of the sun, the waxing and waning of the moon.

			But now, that existence was over. Though her family’s fortune had run dry, somehow a thread of value had attached itself to her bedraggled name again. It seemed her family was last of a line that traced back to the founders of a convent in the wild Pyrenees called Belarac, a place that had survived plague and poverty and famine. A place whose charter decreed that the abbess be a descendant of the convent’s founding family.

			Béatrice signed her name on the letter and sat back, waiting for the ink to dry. Twisting the gold ring off her finger, she stared at its face, at the simple sheaf of wheat that was her family herald. She would stamp the wax seal with her ring and send the letter out into the world, but the truly audacious thing was that she would follow it out of these gates, would ride back down the mountain road to Nay with no authority from anyone but herself.

			Her father would roll in his grave to learn this, she was sure. He had paid good silver for his youngest daughter to live out her days safe behind a wall. And here she was, about to pass through the gates and travel in search of wealth just as he had. The difference was she wore no armor, nor did she wield a weapon. She was only a nun, after all—a nun who dared to enter the world of men.

			Fate was not always kind to such women.
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			Spring, 1486

			Nay, Béarn

			Béatrice

			Béatrice’s eyes flitted back and forth, taking in the luxurious details of the convent’s entry hall. The pink marble floor gleamed underfoot. On a side table, beeswax candles burned in fat silver candlesticks. She spied the stone likenesses of a man and a woman carved above a doorway. They both had round faces and docile expressions, their lips curling up in faint smiles.

			Amadina Sacazar descended the polished marble steps, following Béatrice’s gaze with her heavy-lidded dark eyes.

			“That is my brother you admire, Abbess,” she said in thickly accented Béarnaise. “Our benevolent patron Lord Carlo Sacazar and his wife, Lady Flora.”

			She ordered a servant to take Béatrice’s cloak and satchel to her room, then waved her through one of the doors leading off the hallway. Inside, torches burned in iron sconces along both walls, and a large fire blazed in the fireplace. Twelve identical oak cabinets lined the walls, each one filled with books. The center of the room was dominated by four long oak tables surrounded by high-backed chairs. A leather-bound record book lay open on the polished surface of one of the tables.

			“That record book lists what my brother purchased from your abbey,” Amadina said. “Once you have found the books in my cabinets, I will mark them off.”

			Béatrice looked at the silver candlesticks on the tables, the portraits of saints that hung in gold frames above each cabinet. There was more wealth visible in this room, she realized, than existed in the entire abbey of Belarac. When she turned back to the door, Amadina was gone.

			Crossing to the first large cabinet, she pulled out a book. On the spine was the seal of Belarac—an ornate ‘B’ superimposed over a cross. She felt a leap of excitement and gently laid it on the table.

			By the time supper was ready, she had found nearly one hundred books. A servant led her to a private dining room where Amadina and her brother, Carlo, waited. At the sight of Béatrice, Carlo strode across the room and bowed to her, his two forefingers joined as if in prayer. She bowed her head in return.

			Béatrice had never seen such fine clothes on a man. He wore black wool breeches with blue silk stockings, a velvet vest over a linen blouse, and sleeves that were set with an alternating diagonal pattern of blue and black silk. The pointed toes of his black leather boots gleamed with oil. Several of his fingers were adorned with gold rings.

			“Please, join us.” He nodded in the direction of the dining table.

			Béatrice was slightly unnerved by the seating arrangements, which had Amadina and Carlo seated at either end of the long table, with her directly in the middle. The siblings’ patter commenced at breakneck speed, helped along by copious servings of wine. Their conversation ranged from gossip about people back home in Zaragoza to complaints about the weather in Nay and the dismal lack of choices in the weekly food market.

			Two servants kept their cups full and deposited platter after platter of food on the table. The bread was white and fine. There was a type of dry, thinly sliced ham Béatrice had never seen before, as well as hard cheeses unlike any she had ever tasted. There was salted fish marinated in oil, and olives, and plates of tiny fried peppers sprinkled with great flecks of sea salt.

			She realized the Sacazars, who had gone silent, were staring at her.

			“This is a welcome change from our diet at Belarac,” she said, feeling foolish. “I am most grateful.”

			“Good, good!” Carlo’s smile reappeared. “We are happy to host you. How do you find our convent? Is it to your liking?”

			“I find much to admire in it.”

			“What you will not find here are vulgar goings-on,” Amadina said. “In my house, piety and propriety reign.”

			Carlo nodded. “My sister is a fine abbess. She follows the wishes of her majesty Queen Isabella to the letter. Our queen, quite rightly, desires all religious houses to once again be places of quiet contemplation, prayer, and reverence rather than boarding houses for the wealthy.”

			“This is Béarn, not Aragón,” Béatrice said. “I respect your desire to carry out Queen Isabella’s wishes, but the fact remains that many religious houses would cease to exist without boarders.” She sipped her wine.

			Amadina’s face grew red. “What you will not find here are women with private parlors entertaining visitors at all hours of the day or night,” she said hotly. “We observe strict rules of silence, obedience, and prayer. My brother is an abbot, too, you know. He presides over not one, but two monasteries. He has imposed Queen Isabella’s philosophy at those places as well.”

			“It is my duty to help her majesty bring back the proper decorum to these places,” Carlo said. “Do you know, before I took over the monastery of St. Christine, there were women living in the dormitories with the monks?”

			“That is not the first such instance of impropriety in a monastery,” Béatrice said.

			“Impropriety is one thing,” Carlo said. “Violence is quite another. Some years ago, a monk was murdered in the chapel at St. Christine’s. And the murderer was never brought to justice. The brute may still walk among us today.” He placed a spoonful of salted fish on a slice of ham and deftly rolled it up.

			“A horrible travesty, is it not?” Amadina asked, stuffing a pepper in her mouth. A spray of juices dribbled down her chin. She snapped her fingers at a servant, who rushed over and blotted her mistress’s chest with a towel.

			Suppressing an urge to laugh, Béatrice feigned intense interest in a platter of cheese tarts.

			“With the moral decay all around us, your strict regimen of prayer and reflection is all the more impressive,” she said once she had regained her composure.

			“There is ample time for work as well. Every sister in the place is spinning and weaving from dawn to dusk, save for prayer time and meals, of course. I oversee the work to ensure the nuns are as industrious as God intends.” Amadina’s dark eyes glittered.

			Béatrice imagined her patrolling rows of silent nuns as their fingers flashed, working their distaffs and threading their looms.

			“They must produce a large quantity of cloth,” she said.

			“I would better call it a torrent of cloth,” Carlo said. “Or perhaps an avalanche.” He glanced at his sister, who preened at the compliment.

			Dessert was served, a cream tart layered with caramelized almonds and apricots, set upon a crust of ground pistachios.

			“I remember the first time I ate this.” Carlo shoveled in a great mouthful. “I was with our grandfather, meeting the Moor who transported our wool to the coast. Grandfather told me it was time I made myself useful.” He laughed. “I was no more than eighteen. We went into the office of Ebrahim Mosequin, and a servant brought us slices of this very tart. It was a specialty of his family.”

			“Why did you transport your wool to the coast?” Béatrice asked.

			“The Italians wanted nothing to do with our wool until the wars between England and France strangled the English wool trade. Suddenly, our wool became fashionable in Florence. My father made a fortune sailing his fleeces across the sea. He struck up a great friendship with a Florentine wool merchant—so great, in fact, that I was named for the man.”

			“Do you still travel to Florence?”

			“Oh, no. The plague, you see. Not to mention delays at the harbor, fires on board, storms, shipwreck, pirates, wars, spoilage of the wool.” He waved a hand in the air. “Too many headaches. Now I bring my wool from Aragón across the Pyrenees and finish it here.” He drained the last of his wine and gestured to a servant to refill his cup. “My fabrics are in high demand in Paris, and that market never stops growing.”

			“Your success is impressive, sir.”

			“Do you forget my brother is an abbot twice over, and titled?” Amadina cut in.

			“My apologies, Lord Sacazar.” Béatrice imagined the pile of gold he had exchanged for his titles.

			“Think nothing of it. Yes, my business grows by the year. But there are limits, there are frustrations, which I never foresaw when I established myself here.”

			“Such as?”

			“There is little riverfront property in Nay. But a waterway is necessary for both washing and dyeing. If I could eliminate the wool washing stations on the banks, I would build more dye houses along the river, and our production of finished fabrics would soar.” He signaled to the servant for another slice of tart.

			“So if you had another source of washed wool—”

			He nodded, beaming. “Ah! Your mind works like that of a merchant. We are not so different, you and I.”

			Béatrice stared at him, a plan forming in her mind.

			 

			On the road back from Nay in the rattling oxcart, her eyes fixed on the long train of mules roped nose-to-tail before her, she sifted through possibilities.

			There was a derelict building, perhaps an ancient chapel, that stood on the banks of the stream in the valley of Belarac. Perfect, she now saw, for a wool-washing station. The fact that she knew nothing about washing wool did not perturb her. She would tap the experience of the monks at the monastery of San Juan de la Peña who bragged of their wool washing station every time they passed through Belarac to points north. There would be expenses, of course. But come springtime, God willing, she would receive another installment of gold from Aragón in payment for raising the unwanted daughter of the Oto family.

			The unfortunate truth was this: Miramonde de Oto—a girl not yet two—held the fortunes of Belarac in her tiny hand.

			The mule train rambled slowly south into the mountains past rushing streams and cool forests, its progress marked by the creak and clatter of hooves and equipment, the grunting of animals, the shouted instructions of men.

			Béatrice gazed ahead, stiff-backed on the oxcart’s hard bench, oblivious to everything but the words that throbbed in her mind.

			Please, God. Keep Miramonde alive.
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			Autumn, 1486

			Castle Oto, Aragón

			Marguerite

			The balcony shutters flapped against their latches as if a great bellows blew on them, startling the boy awake. Marguerite dropped her embroidery and reached for him.

			“Pelegrín,” she whispered. “Do not fret, my son.”

			He was old enough to walk, but she could not bear the thought of him toddling away from her. So she kept him tightly swaddled and ignored his squirming protests. When her husband was away, which was often, she insisted on Pelegrín spending his days and nights at her side. The idea of him sleeping in some cold dark chamber with only a wet-nurse for company was unbearable.

			She pulled a sachet of dried lavender from the small oak box she kept on a table next to the bed and tucked it into Pelegrín’s wrappings. The scent of lavender always calmed her, and it seemed to have the same effect on her son. Memories of her mother always crowded her mind when she inhaled the herb’s sharp, pleasing scent. She leaned back with her eyes closed, remembering.

			 

			In the gathering warmth of a late summer morning in her ninth year, she had waited in her brocade dress and velvet sleeves, watching the stable boys hitch mules to a cart and saddle the horses. Four knights milled about in the courtyard. The dull clatter of hooves on cobblestones echoed off the high slate roof of the house. A rooster crowed.

			Leather trunks containing her dowry clothing, jewels, and linens were lifted one by one into the cart. Marguerite’s father picked her up and placed her in the saddle of the little black horse that belonged to her sister. Her own horse had a sore on its back that would not heal. Settled into the saddle, she glanced up. Two small, ghostly faces peered out from a window. Her brother waved. Her sister, who was more peeved that her horse was leaving than sad at Marguerite’s departure, stuck out her tongue.

			Her father stepped back and her mother approached. Marguerite bent down to hear the whispered words: “Be brave. Make the Béarnais proud.” For the last time, she breathed in the scent of the lavender oil her mother always dabbed on her neck.

			 

			Marguerite’s memories were interrupted by the sound of sandstone roof tiles tearing loose and careening off the tower onto the balustrade below. She flinched, opening her eyes. Her father-in-law the baron, urged on by the steward, had chosen a bad day to ride out from the castle. He was always stirring the pot, the steward, striding the halls barking orders, his iron keyring jangling at his hip. She had gleaned from eavesdropping that all the servants despised him. They complained that he never bothered to question the veracity of incriminating rumors and frequently invented them himself. This time, he had reported an incident of theft by serfs who worked the land a morning’s ride away. So he, her father-in-law, and several other horsemen had gone to investigate the matter.

			A banging commenced that was nothing like the random smashing of roof tiles. She thrust Pelegrín into the arms of a maidservant and threw a cloak over her shoulders. In the corridor, the commotion was loud. Someone was thumping on the doors to the great hall.

			She descended the stairs and ordered a servant to unbar the doors. Two of the gate guards stood at the doorway. One of them shouted something at her and hoisted a bulging sack in his outstretched hand. A roof tile smashed on the cobblestones behind him.

			“Come in out of the wind.” She waved them inside.

			“The baron and the steward and their men, my lady,” he panted. “The serfs rose up against them. Murdered their masters, the lot of them! They left this at the gate.”

			“Murdered their masters,” she repeated, her eyes on the sack. A few dark drops leaked from it and spattered on the stone floor.

			The men stared at her, waiting. She dragged her gaze from the blood on the floor and took a deep breath. Whatever happened, the horror she felt must not show on her face.

			“There is no time to lose,” she said. “Go to the armory and tell the knight on duty to come here at once. Then light the beacon to alert our allies to this danger. We will send out a party at once to deal with this uprising. And tomorrow we shall send another party to carry the news of these murders to my husband in the south.”

			“But my lady—” began one of the guards.

			“Do not question me,” she interrupted, her voice like a whip. “Go at once!” She pointed in the direction of the armory, willing her hand not to tremble.

			Marguerite hauled a copper urn from the foot of the staircase to the entryway and heaved the sack into it. She called for a servant to fetch linen and water and wash away the dark smear of blood on the floor. When she turned, she spied her mother-in-law at the top of the staircase. In silence, the baroness tottered unsteadily back into the shadows.

			“Wait,” Marguerite called up to her.

			But before she could climb the staircase, a knight from the armory pounded into the great hall.

			 

			The moment the castle gates slammed shut behind the horsemen, Marguerite hurried up the stairs to the baroness’s chamber. The door was locked. She slipped into the room through the adjoining servants’ quarters, a candle in one hand.

			Her mother-in-law lay on the bed, her clothing in disarray. The glass bottle of poppy milk was clutched in one hand; in the other was a dagger. Marguerite pressed her ear to the woman’s chest. There was no heartbeat. She snatched up the dagger, but the blade was clean. Whether the baroness had meant to stab herself or not, the poppy milk had finally stopped her heart. Marguerite stuffed the dagger and the empty bottle in her sleeve. She would do what she could to protect her mother-in-law from the gossips who lurked in every corner. For a moment, she stood with her head bowed, listening to the rattle of the shutters.

			The thought occurred to her that she was the baroness now.

			She strode to the door and jerked aside the heavy iron bar. A wide-eyed servant boy stood in the corridor.

			“Go check the beacon and keep it fed with fresh wood,” she ordered him. The boy turned, but not fast enough. “Run.”

			 

			Marguerite and a priest laid to rest what remained of her father-in-law in the chapel. She washed her mother-in-law’s body with lavender water and covered her with a drape of silk. Only then did she return to her chamber, wrench open the shutters and charge her lungs with gasps of frigid air. Standing on the balcony, braced against the wild onslaught of the wind, she reached for the gold chain at her throat, for the small ivory shell that dangled from it. The scent of lavender still clung to her hands. The scent of her childhood.

			 

			The necklace had been a gift from the only person who showed her a measure of kindness on that long-ago journey from Béarn to Aragón in the summer of her ninth year. After her entourage climbed through the mountains to a wind-scoured pass and descended into Aragón, they stopped for a night at the monastery of San Juan de la Peña.

			The kind smile of Brother Johan Arros, who alone among the monks spoke fluent Béarnaise, was the only thing that kept her from dissolving in tears. In the monastery’s royal pantheon, he had showed her statues of Aragón’s dead kings.

			“Go ahead,” he said. “You can touch them if you want.”

			Marguerite traced the outline of a king’s nose with a fingertip. It was cool and smooth under her touch. “Who is this?”

			“King Ramiro. He was the first king of Aragón.”

			“Who is the king now?”

			“King Juan.”

			“Is he a good king?”

			“Of course, dear girl, of course.”

			“Brother Arros, are the barons of Oto buried here?”

			“No, my dear, they are buried in the chapel of their own castle, where you will soon be living.”

			“Are they good people?” She waited for his broad smile, his words of affirmation.

			Brother Arros hesitated a moment.

			“As much as all God-fearing people are good people,” he said soberly.

			He knelt. His blue eyes had lost their lively twinkle. He fished in a pocket and pulled out a scallop shell fashioned from ivory, strung on a fine gold chain.

			“When you wear this necklace, know the saints are looking after you.” He pressed it into her palm. “Lady Marguerite, you are always welcome here. If I may ever be of aid to you, it would be my honor.”

			Marguerite slipped the necklace over her head and the scallop shell settled against the bones of her chest. A pit of dread took root in her belly at that moment.

			It lay coiled within her still.

			 

			She had rubbed the ivory shell between her thumb and forefinger so often since that day, it now shone with the brilliance of a precious jewel. Brother Arros had been true to his word. He had not forgotten his promise.

			A hawk circled overhead, rising higher and higher until it was a dark speck against a dull gray sky. If only she possessed the hollow bones of a bird, if only she had a secret pair of wings—she would leap off this balcony and skim over the mountaintops to Béarn, to her sweet girl. But she belonged here, with Pelegrín. She had entrusted Miramonde to the abbey across the mountains, and she would cling to the hope that the girl thrived there.

			Be brave. Make the Béarnais proud. The refrain had given her strength when she first stared into the unreadable dark eyes of Ramón de Oto, the man who would become her husband. It thrummed in her head the day she bled for the first time and knew she would soon wed him. It rose unbidden in her whenever she felt a pang of loneliness, of homesickness, of fear, of pain, and most of all, resolve. And today, on this day of horrors, it flowed through her mind like the pounding waters of a glacier-fed stream, once again her only comfort.

			“Baroness?” a maidservant called from inside. “Baroness?”

			The word descended on her like a stone.
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			Spring, 1487

			Zaragoza, Aragón

			Ramón

			Baron Ramón de Oto looked through the pile of letters that sat waiting for him in the front hall. The Zaragoza house had been shuttered for a year and the air had the stale smell that he always associated with the place. It was his least favorite of the Oto family’s holdings. The home had come into their possession generations ago, after the previous owners, wealthy wool merchants, were entirely extinguished in the course of one week by the plague. Their faces were carved in stone over the front door. The round face of the wife was placid and gentle, while her husband had a hawkish nose and a stern expression. Ramón had forgotten how much the man’s proprietary air annoyed him.

			It had been a long time since he set foot here. He had spent most of the last several years fighting the Moors in the south and launching raids into the French-occupied north. But now that his father was dead, Ramón had to assume the position of representative at the interminable council meetings of the sheep ranchers. For the sake of his family, for his young son Pelegrín, he was determined to plumb the inner workings of the wool trade and profit from it.

			Frowning, he pulled the red wax seal off a letter on the top of the pile. Carlo Sacazar had invited him to dine. The merchant family was an old one, whose rise to prominence as a sheep-raising, wool-trading force in Zaragoza was unmatched. The Sacazars had always been suspicious of the Otos for taking possession of their neighbor’s home all those years ago. But since there was no will and no heirs to dispute it, the Sacazars knew better than to stick their noses in the business of a powerful noble family.

			He called a servant to his side. Despite his aversion to the merchant class, he would accept the invitation. Studying the enemy seemed a prudent first step in his effort to understand the world of wool.

			 

			Sitting at Carlo’s gleaming oak table, Ramón arranged his face into a blank mask. His eyes slid around the room. The stonework surrounding the hearth rivaled anything he had seen in the finest Moorish palace. The silver on the table was as fine as his own, and the smooth, rose-colored stone floor, laid with hand-hooked Moorish rugs, was more splendid than any surface in Castle Oto.

			“Pink marble,” Carlo announced, grinning at Ramón in an entirely too familiar way. “Imported from Italy.”

			Ramón did not return the smile. “Your family has done well.”

			When a servant approached from the left with a pitcher of wine, he made a hissing noise and struck at the boy with his hand. The boy jumped back, terrified.

			“Servants approach me from the other side. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, my lord,” the boy said.

			Carlo’s brow furrowed. “Forgive us, my lord.”

			“It is forgotten.” Ramón raised his cup in salute.

			Carlo followed suit. “It is my pleasure and privilege to have a representative of another great family at my table this night. It is about time we shared a meal, in my opinion. May I express the deep sorrow of my family at the passing of your parents, God rest their souls. And may I wish your son and heir a long and happy life, with many brothers and sisters to follow.”

			Ramón acknowledged Carlo’s niceties with a solemn nod, and they both sipped. The wine was excellent. A servant laid a platter of trout between them. Ramón examined it and made a slashing gesture with one hand.

			“I do not eat trout. Remove it at once.”

			The servant rushed forward and took up the platter.

			“How unfortunate that our cook chose to serve trout tonight,” Carlo said. He made a tut-tut noise, clicking his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “Yes, yes, remove it all. I will not eat what my guest will not eat.”

			In fact, Ramón loved trout. But he knew that Alfonso, King of Castilla for a brief moment in time a few years ago, had his royal career cut short by a meal of poisoned trout. In all likelihood, Carlo Sacazar did not plan to poison him. Still, it never hurt to be cautious.

			The next platter that emerged from the kitchens contained steaks fried in onions and garlic. Both men dug into their slabs of meat enthusiastically.

			“Is this one of yours?” Ramón asked, brandishing a chunk of steak on the tip of his knife.

			“Yes, we are proud of our beef.” Carlo chewed so vigorously that pink juices leaked from the corners of his mouth.

			The two men discussed wool prices, weather, the Moorish wars in the south, and the problem of predation on livestock by bears and wolves. When the meal was finished, Carlo’s intent became clear.

			“Your father likely informed you that both our houses share the services of a Moorish family who transported our wool to Tortosa for generations.”

			“Yes, the Mosequins?”

			“They have been ruined. They were caught out as heretics. Someone saw the old man Ebrahim praying the way they do. On his knees, on a rug. That is the rumor, anyway. And you know the punishment.”

			“Burned at the stake, I assume?”

			“The old man, yes. The rest have fled to Granada. They have family there. It’s where they all go now. They have nowhere left, I suppose.”

			“They knew the consequences,” Ramón said, shrugging.

			“My father considered them friends.” Carlo signaled to a servant to pour more wine. He pushed a plate of honey-soaked almonds across the table to Ramón.

			“That was a different time. No point dwelling on the past.” Ramón ignored the sweets.

			“Without them, we’ve lost our wool transport to the sea. They were the best in Zaragoza, and trustworthy. Our families both
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