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			“My illustrious lordship, I’ll show you what a woman can do.”

			—Artemisia Gentileschi,

			Italian Baroque painter (1593-1652)
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			Book I

			Respice post te, mortalem te esse memento.

			Look around you, remember that you are mortal.

			—Tertullianus
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			September, 2015

			Amsterdam, Holland

			Zari

			Zari found an empty seat in a half-filled row near the front of the conference room. The latte she’d downed at the Amsterdam airport was still buzzing through her veins. It wasn’t just caffeine making her jittery, she admitted to herself. It was nerves.

			All around her, chairs were filling with people who mostly seemed to know one another. Art conservators, art historians, art dealers, journalists. Listening to the flare and ebb of voices swirling through the room, Zari imagined a day when she would walk into a conference and see dozens of familiar faces. A day when she would stop feeling like an outsider.

			An elegantly-dressed man she recognized as a Swiss art dealer whose image appeared regularly in Art News Weekly sat down next to her. With him was a younger man, probably his assistant, carrying a laptop in one hand and the conference schedule in the other. Both of them nodded politely to Zari as they settled back in their chairs. The faint scent of a citrusy cologne wafted her way.

			The lights dimmed. An expectant hush settled over the room.

			John Drake strode onto the stage, clad in a slim-cut gray suit and a pair of truly spectacular black leather brogue shoes with tone-on-tone stitching. Zari smiled a little at the sight of him. In his laboratory at Oxford, John wore an all-black uniform of shapeless sweater, work boots, and jeans. But in public speaking situations, he showed a different side entirely.

			Just before John launched into his talk, Zari caught a movement to her right. A reedy man with thinning sand-colored hair slid into a chair one row ahead. Her stomach lurched. It was Dotie Butterfield-Swinton. He crossed one leg over the other, eyes fixed on the stage, ignoring everyone around him. Zari exhaled. With a little luck, she could evade him for the entire day.

			An image of two paintings appeared on the screen behind John. One was a portrait of a noblewoman standing against a plain black background; the other was a portrait of a merchant family, also against a dark background.

			“These are early sixteenth-century portraits, oil on panel, unsigned,” John said, gesturing at the images with his laser pointer. “Both were attributed to Cornelia van der Zee by experts in Netherlandish Renaissance art.”

			“I spent the better part of a few months analyzing the portrait of a noblewoman you see behind me,” he went on. “It’s the property of Fontbroke College at Oxford. The other portrait, the merchant family, is in France undergoing a similar analysis. The owner was kind enough to share the results thus far with me. And what we’ve discovered is extraordinary.”

			He clicked to the next slide. This time, the portraits’ dark backgrounds had been replaced by elaborately detailed landscapes.

			“The story these portraits tell is much more complicated than meets the eye. For instance, our work revealed these highly complex original backgrounds. This is remarkable because—as far as anyone knows—Cornelia van der Zee only used plain dark backgrounds.”

			Another click.

			“We also found charcoal underdrawings—and words—beneath the layers of paint on the two portraits,” John said.

			Now the screen showed two charcoal drawings of the name ‘Mira’ with a whimsical image of a young nun forming the tail of the letter ‘a’. Alongside one of the images were inscribed the words ‘Pray for my mother’; a single word, ‘Bermejo,’ floated above the other image.

			The next slide showed the back of each painting. A stamp bearing the initials ‘ADL’ was burned into the wood on both panels.

			“Our analysis showed that these portraits are both painted on Pyreneen oak panels. In contrast, every verified Cornelia van der Zee painting is made of Baltic oak. And this stamp?” John’s red laser pointer circled the initials ‘ADL’ on the screen. “It doesn’t fit the pattern either. All of Van der Zee’s known works bear a different mark entirely: the stamp of the city of Flanders.”

			A few people began murmuring to one another. Was it Zari’s imagination, or did Dotie sit up a little straighter in his chair? Her pulse quickened.

			John waited a beat, his eyes searching the audience. For an instant, his gaze settled on Zari.

			“So,” he continued. “Connoisseurship led these paintings to be attributed to Cornelia van der Zee. But then research and science intervened and called those attributions into question. Clearly the expert eye is not always reliable. But can it work in tandem with science? Absolutely. This should be a partnership, not a rivalry.”

			He paused to take a sip of water from the glass on the podium before him.

			A woman in the front row raised her hand. “Who is Mira?”

			“That’s a question for Zari Durrell, not me.” He pointed in Zari’s direction. “Find her at the drinks reception tonight.”

			Zari felt the weight of Dotie’s gaze upon her. Then his arm shot up.

			“Perhaps we might be equally curious about Bermejo,” he said crisply. “His name on one of the panels, plus similarities to his style in the paintings themselves, give us reason to hope that Bartolomé Bermejo himself may be responsible for these works.”

			Zari half-rose from her seat. “The prongs of the ‘M’ in one of the underdrawings we just saw contain the hidden script ‘Mira, painter and servant of God,’” she asserted. “Mira was a painter, too—and her name is on both of the panels under discussion.”

			Dotie opened his mouth, about to launch a rebuttal.

			“Please save comments about theories for the reception,” John said coolly. “Let’s get back to the subject at hand.”

			Zari clenched her jaw, heart thudding, and settled back into her chair. Beside her, the art dealer leaned over to whisper something in his assistant’s ear.

			Dotie folded his arms across his chest, turned his head, and stared in Zari’s direction.

			Studiously ignoring him, she concentrated on the man behind the podium. Using all the mindfulness tips burned into her brain after a lifetime listening to her mother spout New Age wisdom, she tuned back into the words John had spent weeks crafting—words he built around discoveries that had taken them both months to unearth.

			The energy in the room shifted as John unspooled a tale of secrets long buried under layers of paint—of voices silenced by history that were only now being brought to light. Zari glanced sideways at the art dealer and saw a gleam of interest in his eyes. Even he was falling under the spell of John’s storytelling.

			She smiled. The adrenalin-fueled worry that had dogged her all morning was gone.

			Somehow, she felt as if she had reached back through five hundred years of time and grasped Mira by the hand.

			 

			Zari stood in a little alcove in the reception room, fielding questions and showing photographs of her research findings to anyone who exhibited even the slightest interest. After an hour of nonstop conversation, she went to the bar for a glass of wine and stood alone for a moment, regrouping.

			She scanned the faces in the room, searching for John. Could you technically buy someone a drink from a free bar? At the very least, she could thank him and offer to fetch him something.

			Then Dotie stepped into her line of sight, clutching a tall glass filled with clear liquid, ice, and a slice of lime.

			“Zari Durrell.” He pronounced her last name the British way, with the emphasis on the first syllable.

			“Hello, Dotie.”

			True to form, he made a quick head-to-toe examination of her body before returning his gaze to her own.

			“You’ve changed your hair, haven’t you? It looks longer since we last met. A cascade of pre-Raphaelite curls.”

			“Mmm. Yours looks different, too,” Zari said thoughtfully, peering at the crown of his head. “I’m not sure why.”

			“That’s quite a dress.” Dotie’s eyes roved south again. “One feels a bit dizzy looking at it.”

			Zari’s indigo-and-black batik silk dress had been a find in a second-hand shop in San Francisco. Wearing it was like being embraced by an old friend.

			“Then look away,” she suggested, smiling brightly.

			Dotie’s jaw tensed. He took a pull from his drink. “I’d assumed you left Europe after your post-doc was over.”

			Zari shook her head. “Europe is still stuck with me. I’ll be in France through the spring.”

			“Still hammering away at that theory of yours, it seems.”

			She nodded. “With as much enthusiasm as I imagine you devote to your own theory.”

			He gave a short, dismissive laugh. “Our theories have nothing in common. Bartolomé Bermejo was a living, breathing person. You, on the other hand, are conjuring up an artist out of thin air.”

			“Mira de Oto existed, too. I’ve seen the proof. She was an artist of great talent.”

			“Unfortunately, the historical record shows that women artists were rarer than golden eggs in those days.”

			Zari smiled. “The historical record is full of holes.”

			“It takes a connoisseur’s eye and decades of experience to see an artist’s hand in a painting.” Dotie swirled the ice in his glass. “And you’re no expert on Renaissance-era portraiture, if I’m not mistaken.”

			“I would never claim to have an expert eye.” Zari felt the color rising on her neck. “I’m digging into history. That’s where I’ll find Mira. On the page, not on a panel.”

			“Ah, youth. There’s so much more to this than you know.” He leaned in conspiratorially, exuding an aroma of gin and sour lime. “Finding a paper trail from the Renaissance era takes expertise that one spends a career building.”

			“I may be inexperienced,” Zari said, bristling. “But I managed to snag a Mendenhall Trust grant to do this work. I’m surprised you hadn’t heard. With all your connections at Oxford.”

			The smile vanished from Dotie’s face. “During my summer holiday I don’t bother with institutional news unless it’s of vital importance.” His tone was clipped now. “And grants for junior academics don’t fall into the category of vitally important, I’m afraid.”

			He muttered something about refreshing his drink and turned away.

			Zari took a long breath and let it out slowly, watching him drift toward the bar.

			Mira de Oto lived. The words pounded in her head, keeping rhythm with Dotie’s footsteps.

			Her story will be told.

			And I will tell it.
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			Summer, 1504

			Pyrenees Mountains, Aragón

			Mira

			Mira emerged from the cabin into the cool dawn air, filling her lungs with the scents of earth and oak. The night had slipped away with dizzying speed. If she slept at all, she had no memory of it. She smiled, her heart pounding a little faster at the thought.

			Tilting her head back, she saw the pale glint of a star in the brightening sky. A hawk vaulted from the highest branches of a pine at the edge of the meadow and glided silently in her direction. The pulsating crown of the sun appeared over a ridge to the east, setting the grass ablaze with silvery light.

			Mira stood spellbound for a few moments, watching the hawk chase its own shadow over the sun-dappled grass, waiting to hear the rush of its wings overhead. Then, slowly, she turned back to the cabin, already anticipating the warmth of Arnaud’s arms around her.

			A bank of lead-colored clouds advancing from the north made her hesitate.

			“Do not bother to light a fire,” she called out. “If we leave now, perhaps we can avoid the worst of whatever comes this way.”

			Arnaud appeared in the doorway, rubbing his eyes. “What comes this way is sunshine.”

			“From the east, yes. Come stand by me and look to the north.”

			He stayed where he was, leaning against the doorframe. “The people say this cabin’s blessed by the gods. After last night, I’ve no quarrel with that claim.”

			“As much as I loved spending the winter with your family,” she admitted, “I had been longing for a night alone with you since our wedding day.”

			“Let’s linger here a while.” He took a few steps forward, held out a hand.

			She pointed at the approaching clouds. “It is never wise to tarry in the mountains—were those not your father’s parting words when we left Ronzal?”

			A gust of wind set the meadow grasses rippling, carrying with it the rumble of distant thunder.

			Arnaud sighed, peering up at the sky. “I’ll saddle the mules.”

			 

			“By rights, we should have a long, mild summer after the winter we just endured.” Mira swiveled in her saddle, checking the straps on the parcel secured behind her. “Instead it feels as if summer is already over before it has truly begun.”

			“That’s the mountains for you.” Arnaud swung up into place on his mule.

			“Do you have all the pieces of your chair?” she asked.

			“Every last one.” He jerked his head toward the cabin. “Did you leave something for whoever comes next?”

			Mira nodded.

			The mountain people had an unspoken rule: shared spaces were always left tidy and stocked with necessities for the next visitors. It had been that way in the cave last fall. When she and Arnaud left, they had scrubbed it clean, erased all signs of violence, piled a neat stack of firewood by the blackened pit that served as a hearth. She shuddered, remembering the blood of her attacker pooling at her feet on the pitted limestone floor. Reflexively her hand went to the sheath at her waist. Arnaud had insisted she wear her dagger for the journey and she had pulled it from the bottom of her satchel with some reluctance. All winter in Ronzal, she’d had no need of the thing.

			But only a fool would cross these mountains unarmed.

			The mules ambled along the rocky trails through a fine mist, stopping at every opportunity for mouthfuls of tender grass. As they passed through a bowl-shaped meadow frothing with blue wildflowers, the sky darkened. In the space of a moment, the clouds unleashed a hailstorm.

			“Let’s stop under those beeches,” Arnaud shouted, gesturing at a grove of tall trees crowned with pale green leaves. “We’ll wait it out.”

			Mira urged her mule forward, her face stinging from the lash of the hail.

			Just as they dismounted, the sound of men’s voices and the discordant jangle of iron bells drifted across the meadow. A flock of sheep appeared through the hail, accompanied by several shepherds and large golden dogs. Arnaud cupped his hands around his mouth and whistled. At the sound, one of the men peeled away from the flock and approached them, carrying a long staff tipped with an iron spike. He was young, with heavy-lidded brown eyes and a thatch of curly black hair.

			“The summer grazing season is upon us, even if the gods don’t agree.” He scraped hail from his beard and flung it on the ground. “The journey from Belarac to Ronzal is slow in the best weather. But this?” He eyed the skies, shaking his head.

			“How do things at Belarac fare?” Arnaud asked. “The flock looks sound.”

			“Sound, yes, but smaller than it was. We had to slaughter some of our merinos for meat.”

			“Why?”

			“One disaster after the next. The barn sprang a leak and the fodder got moldy, so there wasn’t enough to last the flock all winter. Then two of the weaving looms broke—and no one knows how to fix ’em. To top it off, the dye came out strange this year. The cloth we brought to the Nay market wasn’t black at all, more a grayish-brown. If it weren’t for Carlo Sacazar, we wouldn’t have sold a single length of the stuff.”

			Mira swallowed hard. “What do you mean?”

			The shepherd looked at her for the first time. “He bought it all. For half the usual price.”

			She tried to put Carlo Sacazar out of her mind. “Surely the new abbess will address these problems.”

			“The new abbess?” His expression tightened. “She never sets foot in the washing station or the weaving room. Too busy praying, or whatever it is she does inside those gates.”

			“But none of the problems you speak of are beyond remedy.” Mira glanced at Arnaud. “We can help right things there, Arnaud and me. He built some of those looms, and I know the proper way to dye wool.”

			Arnaud nodded. “We’ve got to pass by Belarac on our way to Bayonne. We’d be foolish not to step in and do what we can, for it benefits us all in the end.”

			“Bayonne?” the shepherd asked. “What’s there?”

			“Work, we hope,” Arnaud replied. “And maybe a way to help Ronzal. Some of the villages in valleys to the west are hauling oak downriver from Pau to Bayonne, then shipping it north.”

			“I’ve a cousin who does it,” the man said, nodding. “For great profit I’m told.”

			“It won’t be easy,” Arnaud allowed. “But the rewards will be worth the trouble.”

			“I’ll pray to the gods that you succeed. I for one would much rather fell oaks than watch our flocks dwindle to nothing.”

			The shepherd embraced Arnaud, then hurried across the meadow. The hail had subsided, replaced by a driving rain.

			“We should join them and help get the flock safely back.” Mira watched the sheep plodding away, the men with their staffs, the dogs with their spiked iron collars.

			Arnaud shook his head. “We stayed too long in Ronzal as it is. The safest thing for you is to be as far from Oto as possible when your father and brother return from war.”

			“Perhaps the order to kill me did not come from my father.” She turned to face him. “Perhaps the steward was just possessed of an addled mind. He was a violent man prone to rages, by all accounts.”

			Arnaud put his arms around her. “Mira, as long as your father lives, I’ll do whatever I can to keep you away from him. He wanted you dead. And for that matter, your brother may, too.”

			She stared at him bleakly. “The only thing I could not bear is you getting entangled in my family’s troubles. If something were to happen—”

			“I can handle myself in these forests. I’ve faced wolves, bears, lynx. But I’m no warrior,” he said flatly. “I’m not schooled in swordplay, I’ve never held a pike. So the wise course for us is to leave these mountains before anyone from the house of Oto comes looking for you.”

			In her heart, she knew he was right.

			Arnaud helped her back up into the saddle. She reached back and rested a hand on the canvas-wrapped oak panel behind her, imagining its layers of oil and pigment, its finely-etched underdrawings, its hidden words scrawled in charcoal—words no one would ever see.

			All winter she had been fixated on the idea of a future in Bayonne. She and Arnaud would work side by side, artist and artisan, nestled in some respectable lodging near the harbor. She would collect wealthy patrons like so many shining pearls on a string. And he would craft furniture of such exquisite quality that foreign merchants would clamor for it, load it on their vessels, sail it north. But at this moment, shivering under a dripping beech tree high in the mountains, countless leagues from the sea, Mira felt a tendril of doubt unfurl in her belly.

			The journey to Bayonne would be long and full of dangers. Once they arrived, they would have to cobble together a future piece by piece. They had no family there, no friends. If some crisis befell them, no one would come to their aid.

			She squeezed her hands together until her knuckles ached. The flock and the shepherds had disappeared from sight, the jangle of iron bells had faded into silence.

			For the first time, Mira wondered uneasily if the future she dreamed of would even come to pass.
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			Summer, 1504

			Pyrenees Mountains, Aragón

			Mira

			The sun was beginning its descent in the west when Mira and Arnaud arrived at the King’s Road and the passage to Béarn.

			A group of monks and a long mule train were assembled at the pass of Somport near a stone cabin occupied by a guard and a tariff collector. Behind them massed a group of muleteers, their animals weighed down by goods. Mira and Arnaud dismounted and led their mules to the back of the queue.

			When it was their turn, the tariff collector searched the contents of the mules’ panniers. His red leather armor was emblazoned with the herald of Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand. Meanwhile, the guard busied himself attempting to create order out of the shifting crowd of people and animals. He rattled his sword, shushing two muleteers who were arguing loudly in the mountain dialect.

			“What’s in there?” The tariff collector pointed at the canvas-wrapped parcel strapped behind Mira’s saddle.

			“A painting,” Mira said.

			“Let’s see it.”

			“It’s not worth your trouble,” Arnaud said, stepping between them. “It’s damaged. Has no value.”

			“I’ll decide for myself what its value is,” the man snapped.

			Arnaud carefully detached the parcel from its tethers and unwrapped it.

			The tariff collector eyed the portrait, let out a low whistle. “A fine enough likeness of you, but what a mess.”

			“Of me?” Mira said. “No, I—”

			Arnaud flicked her a warning look.

			“Why haul something over the mountains when it’s been destroyed?” The man examined the raw gouge in the center of the painting, shaking his head. “Someone dropped it on a pike, from the looks of it.”

			Mira draped the canvas over the painting again, annoyed to see a tremor in her hand. She wanted to tell him exactly how she planned to repair her mother’s portrait: a plug of wool for the hole, layers of gesso and glue, then careful application of linseed oil mixed with pigment. In the end, the damage would be nearly invisible.

			But she kept silent, her head bowed.

			The man gestured at the bundle of parcels on the flanks of Arnaud’s mule. “What about those? More ruined paintings?”

			“Wood,” Arnaud replied. “I like to whittle.”

			 The tariff collector rapped on the parcels with his knuckles and seemed satisfied with the result.

			“What business do you have in Béarn?” he asked, hand outstretched.

			“Same as any other couple.” Arnaud dropped several coins into the man’s palm. “We go where the work is.”

			“Are you an artisan, then?”

			“I work with wood, like I said. Cabinetmaker.”

			His response seemed to satisfy the tariff collector, who waved them on with a warning.

			“Mind you be wary on your way down. The road north crawls with bandits and Cagots.” He pointed to the necklace around Mira’s throat. “If I was you, I’d hide that.”

			 

			They proceeded down the wide, rutted road, keeping the monks’ mule train in sight.

			The pine trees here on the exposed ridge were spindly, their branches sparsely clothed with silver-green needles. The hillsides were covered in rocks and loose shale. A cold wind snaked down from the snow-covered peaks above them.

			Mira glanced back over her shoulder at the gates, watched the tariff collector wave the next group of travelers forward. She put a hand to her throat.

			“There are no rubies or pearls in my necklace. Just a bit of ivory on a thin chain.”

			“Anything shiny is attractive to a bandit,” Arnaud said. “And the chain may be thin, but it’s gold. Better to do as he says.”

			Mira sighed, fumbled with the clasp of her necklace and slipped it off. She held it in her hand a moment, pressed the carved ivory scallop shell into her palm. Then she pulled out her dagger and deposited the necklace in the bottom of the sheath. Anyone who wanted her mother’s necklace would see the sharp end of her blade first. As an additional precaution she pulled up her skirts and strapped the sheath around her thigh. If they were ambushed, at least she would have a hidden weapon.

			“What did he mean, ‘Cagot’?” She folded her arms underneath her cloak, shivering. The air smelled of winter.

			“They’re a strange race of people. There are many in Béarn. You never encountered them, truly?” He sounded skeptical.

			“When would I? My entire life was spent behind the gates of Belarac.”

			“You lived in Nay a time,” he reminded her.

			“In Nay, my world was the home of Carlo Sacazar, the convent of his sister Amadina, and the marketplace. I suppose I might have seen a Cagot there, though I did not know it.”

			“No. They wouldn’t have mingled with the townsfolk. They keep to themselves, and others think of them as little more than beasts.”

			“Why?”

			He shrugged. “Fate hasn’t been kind to them, that’s all I know.”

			The mules shambled along at their usual pace, searching in vain for tufts of grass to nibble. These hills were barren of life, Mira thought, save for those pines—and even they looked half-dead. Just ahead, the rocks on the slopes that bordered the road were stained the color of blood. As they got closer, she saw the rocks were covered with creeping red moss. Somehow it survived up here where no other plant would.

			Wings churned the air overhead and a crow settled into a stunted pine, fixing its bright black eyes upon her. She thought of Elena and her hatred of the creatures. Mira closed her eyes a moment and whispered a prayer, overcome with a sudden wave of longing.

			Please, God. Keep my Elena safe, wherever she is.
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			Summer, 1504

			Basque Country

			Elena

			Elena had never been this far west before. They had traveled on foot through the mountains for nearly a fortnight, following the shepherds’ trails through meadows and forests that grew wetter and denser the closer they got to the sea. Each day beginning at dawn, she strode a short distance behind Xabi, breathing in the earthy, rich scents of the forest, half-listening to the trills and whistles of songbirds high in the canopy above them, charting the progress of the sun across the wide blue sky. If it were up to her, they would continue on this way until they reached the ends of the earth, where the rivers poured into the sea. But they were nearing their destination now. The quiet companionship of these days with Xabi was drawing to an end.

			Afternoon was turning into evening when they came to the crest of a low hill that overlooked a grassy meadow. On the opposite end of the clearing, a broad-shouldered, bearded figure emerged from the woods and tramped across the grass. Two large white dogs wearing spiked iron collars padded alongside him.

			He hurried toward them, waving both arms enthusiastically. Xabi and Elena descended into the meadow to meet him. The dogs settled back on their haunches, regarding their master with solemn eyes as he greeted Xabi and Elena in the mountain dialect. Elena realized this was for her benefit, since she could not understand a word of Basque.

			As soon as the niceties were dispensed with the man placed his hands on Xabi’s shoulders and said solemnly, “Your sister’s dead, cousin. It happened last night, just after sunset.”

			Xabi lowered his gaze. “At least she’s not suffering anymore.”

			Elena slid her hand into Xabi’s, feeling a rush of sympathy for him. His mother had died when Xabi was a boy and his elder sister had been thrust into the role of motherhood long before she was ready. She never married, claiming the rewards of marriage were already hers: a brood of children and a whitewashed home with a peaked red-tiled roof that was every inch her domain.

			But now it would all be Xabi’s.

			 

			Xabi’s cousin led them along the trail. A bear had been sighted near here not too long ago, he told them. That was why he had brought the dogs. It was odd, he said, a bear in summer. Usually bears stayed higher in the mountains until autumn, when they grew cranky and voracious, desperate to fill their bellies before winter silenced the land with its deep crust of snow.

			“I suppose you’ll be happy to live in one place,” Xabi’s cousin said over his shoulder. “The shepherd’s life is no good when you have a woman.”

			Elena pressed her lips together and lengthened her stride, put out at the assumption that she belonged to Xabi. He turned, saw her expression, smiled. She felt her heart soften. The fact was, she did belong to Xabi—and he to her. They had wintered together too many times to count in their secret valley with its steaming pools, ensconced in a snug stone cabin.

			Last autumn she started her journey to their secret valley too late. She’d had no choice but to stay at Castle Oto as long as Mira remained there, to watch over the girl. On the day when the steward Beltrán had unspooled Ramón de Oto’s murderous plan and the arrow he launched at Elena hit wood instead of flesh, she fled to Ronzal. When Mira and Arnaud returned safely from the cave, she saw her opportunity to leave. But when they surprised everyone by announcing their intent to wed, she delayed her plans.

			Mira and Arnaud were married on an autumn day that felt like midsummer. The Ronzal villagers slept under the stars around a bonfire that night, marveling at the sultry air. The next day began sunny and ended with snow flurries. Though Elena departed in haste, snow chased her west through the mountains all the way to the valley.

			By the time she got there, Xabi had already resigned himself to a winter without Elena by his side. She smiled at the memory of their reunion, the quiet joy in his dark eyes at the sight of her.

			Mira and Arnaud, for their part, must have been snowed in at Ronzal for the winter. If the gods were willing, they would soon make their way over the mountains. Before long they would be in Bayonne, settled into a new life by the sea.

			Elena could never think of Mira now without thinking of her mother, Marguerite. From the beginning, Elena was convinced she could never love a noblewoman, especially not a member of the house of Oto. But she had grown to respect Marguerite. More than that, she had become fiercely protective of her. Despite the enormous gulf between them—a mountain woman and a high-born lady—they understood one another in the end. And the knowledge that Marguerite had sacrificed her own life so that Mira could live elevated the noblewoman even higher in Elena’s estimation.

			Walking along the quiet forest trail with Xabi’s warm hand in hers, Elena wished for one more chance to talk to Marguerite, to tell her that Mira was safe, married to a good man, with a future full of promise. Just as she’d always hoped.

			They rounded a curve and the whitewashed house came into view. Nestled in the crook of two sloping hills, the house was surrounded by fruit trees, a summer garden, and close-cropped grass. A flock of goats stood in a pen just outside the barn a short distance from the house. One of them began rasping excitedly at the sight of the dogs.

			The broad, battered wooden door opened as they approached.

			“Xabi,” a woman cried. She ran to him and threw her arms around him, sobbing and talking a wild streak of Basque.

			 

			Soon Elena was longing for the quiet of their hidden valley. Xabi’s family was loud and argumentative. They spent every evening picking apart discrepancies in stories, trundling out the same bits of family lore again and again, unravelling it all before the fire along with copious helpings of wine until everyone began to nod off under the weight of so many words.

			Elena often found Xabi’s eyes in the midst of these smoky, ear-splitting soirées, and he would shrug slightly, or raise and lower one eyebrow so fast that she wondered if that was really what she saw, or draw down half his mouth in a lopsided smile. She would take a deep breath and let it out, feeling herself grow calm under his gaze.

			They were together, that was the important thing. These people roaring and screeching in their mysterious language—she would grow to accept their ways. Perhaps she would one day understand them, although there was a small comfort in her foreignness. It gave her the freedom to lose herself in her own thoughts while the rest of them were caught up in their stories.

			 

			“We’ll have to marry,” Xabi told Elena one night in bed.

			She ran a finger up and down his forearm, tracing the slight furrow between two lines of muscle.

			“What if I don’t want to?”

			He didn’t answer.

			“I’ll be forced to wed with a dagger at my neck, is that it?” She rolled away from him.

			He snorted, folding his arms under his head.

			“I’d never force you to do anything.”

			She couldn’t argue with that, but she felt like arguing anyway. The prickly side of her was outraged that his family would assume they could ram their traditions down her throat. The practical side of her knew that for all intents and purposes, she and Xabi were married. Formalizing things would not change their feelings for each other. But the idea that outsiders would press a union upon them—it didn’t sit right with her.

			“Do you truly want to live trapped in this house for the rest of your life? After all of your wanderings?”

			“I won’t be trapped here. There are plenty of others only too eager to take on the work. I could leave tomorrow, come back a year from now.”

			Now it was her turn to snort.

			“Your days of following the flocks are over. You see how they look to you every time a decision must be made. Your sister led this family, but not one sibling other than you is capable of following in her footsteps. It’s not hard to see.”

			“There are a few who can learn,” he protested. “They just need the right training.”

			“But if you leave for a year, who will train them?”

			He sighed. “Maybe a year is too much, but a season’s reasonable. Next year I want to go to the coast again and help my cousin with the whale harvest. There’s money to be had in that. We need it.”

			Her ears pricked up. “I’ve always wanted to visit the sea.”

			He slid his arm around her again, and she settled into the warmth of his neck.

			“Marry me, and the sea with all its treasures’ll be yours.”

			His hand slipped under her shift, his fingertips lazily following the curve of her hip.

			 “How can I say no to such a gift?” she whispered, relaxing under his touch.

			A gentle rain began to patter on the roof.
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			September, 2015

			Amsterdam, Holland

			Zari

			Wil and Zari wandered through the narrow streets of Amsterdam, the late afternoon sun warm on their faces. Zari cast covert glances at Wil from time to time, taking in the disheveled dark-blond curls that sprang from his head in all directions, his lanky limbs and tall frame, the confident grace of his movements. Being in his presence charged her entire body with delicious anticipation. She reached out, caught his hand in hers, and raised it to her lips.

			On the arch of a bridge, they paused to watch a flotilla of swans glide through a canal’s dark waters.

			The swans floated to the open window of a small yellow houseboat, where a young girl leaned out with a piece of bread. The first swan snatched it from her hand with the speed of a striking snake. Screams ensued. A woman shooed the bird away with an umbrella and shut the window. Undeterred, it pecked at the glass with demented intensity.

			“It’s an attack swan,” Zari whispered. “The most dangerous kind.”

			Wil looked at her, his eyes gleaming with amusement, and draped an arm around her shoulders. She leaned into him, breathing the scent of eucalyptus.

			“You still smell the same. Thank God.”

			He grinned.

			Zari’s mobile buzzed with an incoming text. She pulled it from her pocket and scanned the words. “My presence is not required again at the conference until tomorrow,” she announced. “I’m all yours. We can keep watching crazy swans, or...”

			Wil pulled her in for a kiss. “I think ‘or’ sounds a lot more interesting.”

			 

			At Wil’s apartment building, they climbed the narrow, dimly lit staircase, the sounds of the streets and canal fading away with each step. Zari trailed her fingertips over the wooden bannister. It was so old and worn that it resembled polished stone.

			Wil unlocked his apartment door and stepped aside so she could enter. Sunlight streamed in through the skylights, illuminating the centuries-old wooden floor. The white walls were crisp in contrast, and massive dark beams were exposed in the peaked ceiling. A simple kitchen outfitted with white appliances and matte gray wall tiles ran along the opposite wall. A table of rich honey-colored wood that Wil had made himself stood adjacent to the kitchen area.

			Zari crossed to the table and ran her hands over the smooth, perfectly planed surface. She shook her head, smiling.

			“What’s funny?” Wil asked.

			“Your apartment is exactly where I imagined my artist alter ego would live. The attic of a classic brick Amsterdam house, overlooking a canal. All it needs is some giant canvases and panels, maybe a standing desk filled with paints and brushes and charcoal.”

			“Your alter ego, whatever that is, is welcome to visit,” he said, padding up next to her. “But even better would be the real you. Here. All the time.”

			He slipped his arms around her. Zari luxuriated in the caress of his fingers moving across her collarbone, sliding down each knob of her spine, exploring each indentation of her ribs. Then she took his hand and led him across the room to a door that stood ajar.

			“I’m guessing this would be the bedroom.”

			He nodded.

			“Why don’t I start making myself at home right here in your bed?” She pulled him gently through the doorway.

			With a wicked smile, he set about undressing her.

			 

			The next morning Zari found herself on a bicycle whizzing along a path behind Wil, feeling extraordinarily Dutch. The sunlight held a trace of summer’s heat, but the wind on her face was cool. A gaggle of tourists clogged the sidewalk ahead, a few of them spilling into the bike lane. Wil rang his bike bell with vigor as they wheeled by the group. Zari kept his pace, coming within a hair’s breadth of a woman wearing a bright red jacket, the familiar blue-and-gold cover of an American guidebook tucked under one arm.

			“I could pass for one of you!” she called out to Wil. “No helmet, no light on my bike. Blatant disregard for pedestrians.”

			His rich laughter tumbled back at her.

			“Why is your laugh so intoxicating?” she demanded.

			“It’s a Dutch thing,” he said over his shoulder. “We have addictive laughs.”

			They dodged another group of tourists.

			Part of her dreaded the meal tonight with Wil’s best friend, Filip. Wil and Filip had once been “adventurists,” working half the year to save money for huge expeditions all over the world. Their lifestyle came to an abrupt end during a disastrous skiing trip in the Arctic, when Filip had fallen into a crevasse and lost the use of his legs. Filip’s sister Hana had been Wil’s girlfriend for nearly a decade; their relationship was a casualty of the accident. Zari couldn’t shake the worry that Wil’s family and friends had written her off as a rebound girlfriend, a temporary distraction on the road back to normalcy and a nice Dutch woman. Maybe even back to Hana again.

			Just be yourself, Zari. Her mother’s voice floated into her head. Because everyone else is already taken.

			She smiled.

			It was as good a mantra as any for the evening to come.

			 

			Their meal was nearly finished. The small Indonesian restaurant was emptying. A few last spoonfuls of rice in peanut sauce sat on a plate in front of Wil, and he periodically shoveled a bite into his mouth.

			Filip wasn’t much of an eater. His plate was still half-full. He was on his third beer, though. He constantly made small adjustments to his position in the wheelchair, clearly uncomfortable. His dark hair was cut close to his skull and streaked with silver. His fine-boned face was pale and gaunt, with deep-set brown eyes that regarded her with wan detachment.

			“How long do you plan to live in Europe, Zari?” he asked.

			“I was only supposed to be here a year, but I got a new opportunity.”

			“She’s looking for an artist from Renaissance times,” Wil said. “A woman who painted in the Flemish style.”

			Filip looked doubtful. “A woman? From that era?”

			“Women painted then,” Zari replied, “but most of them were never recognized. They weren’t offered opportunities or were forced to work anonymously.”

			A defensive note had crept into her voice. She got emotional too quickly when she talked about this topic. It was a weakness, the kind of character flaw that a person like Dotie Butterfield-Swinton would pounce on and use to his advantage. 

			“If we can fill the holes in the historical record,” she went on in a more measured tone, “if we can uncover those silenced stories, the question of whether women could and can produce truly great art will lose relevance.”

			Under the table Wil leaned his thigh into Zari’s. A slow shiver of pleasure rippled through her.

			The server approached and cleared the remaining plates, and talk turned to stories of Wil and Filip in childhood, of antics with siblings and cousins.

			Hana came up often in the course of their reminiscing. Apparently she was even more of a thrill-seeker than her brother had once been. She was currently trekking on horseback through the plains of Mongolia, on break from her job as a disaster-relief coordinator for an international humanitarian group.

			As the true measure of Wil’s ex-girlfriend took shape, a feeling of uneasiness drifted over Zari. Great, she thought glumly. I’m walking in the shadow of a badass do-gooder.

			Wil avoided the topic of the expeditions that had been the cornerstone of his relationship with Filip since their university days, that had defined both of them for a decade. Filip, for his part, was subdued. He occasionally sparred with Wil over a detail in a story, and twice he smiled with genuine delight, his eyes radiating joy. But each time the smile vanished so quickly Zari wondered if she had imagined it.

			Watching the men dance around the subject of the adventures that had been their greatest passion, she felt a sudden jolt of despair for Filip. To be a person who reveled in taking his body to the limits of human endurance, trapped in a wheelchair for life—it was devastating.

			“My brother Gus has a friend who was paralyzed in a skiing accident too,” she heard herself blurt out.

			Filip and Wil stared at her, astonished.

			“He still skis. And he sails. He’s going on a sailing trip in Croatia next spring, actually.”

			There was a long silence. Filip took a sip of his beer, his eyes unreadable across the table.

			“He could be a good resource for you.” Zari’s mouth was suddenly dry.

			Wil and Filip exchanged a glance. Filip shifted in his wheelchair again.

			She faltered a moment, then found her voice. “I could send an e-mail introduction to you both.”

			Zari searched Filip’s solemn face, fearing she had made an unforgivable blunder.

			After a moment, he shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “If you want.”

			Wil launched into a story about a decrepit houseboat the two men had purchased together and refurbished when they were in their early twenties.

			Listening to him, watching Filip’s face relax, Zari felt the tension slowly drain from her body.

		

	
		
			 

			6

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			September, 2015

			Amsterdam, Holland

			Zari

			The bedroom was nearly dark. Zari stared at the stars visible through the skylights, listening to the far-off thrum of engines and the occasional sound of voices in the street below. An emergency vehicle’s siren whined in the distance. She turned over restlessly, her body coursing with energy. Jet lag had her in its clutches once again.

			Wil slept on his side, facing away from her. His broad back rose and fell with each breath. She gently placed a hand between his shoulder blades, reveling in the warmth of his skin, the curve of muscle along his spine.

			For a moment she was overcome with a desire to wake him, to lose herself in the circle of his arms. It was unsettling to admit, but she was attached to Wil in a way she had never been to any other man.

			Instead she rolled out of bed, went into the kitchen, and filled the electric kettle with water. Rummaging through the tea options, she found a foil-wrapped packet of chamomile.

			Zari scrolled through the e-mails on her mobile, deleting all the junk. Then her eyes widened.

			“Scuba diving?” she whispered.

			She calculated the time difference between Amsterdam and California in her head and placed a video call to her mother.

			When Portia answered, Zari could tell her mother was in the backyard at Gus’s house, seated at the patio table. The setting sun had streaked the sky behind her with glorious brushstrokes of orange and pink.

			“Zari, my girl! How are you? Isn’t it the middle of the night there?”

			“It’s nearly morning, actually.” Zari filled a cup with boiling water. “Mom, what’s this about a scuba diving class?”

			“So exciting, I know. Obsidian and I are doing it together.”

			Portia had a knack for attracting younger men. Obsidian, a mid-forties photographer she had met at a silent meditation retreat last year, had quickly become a fixture in her life.

			“You don’t like swimming,” Zari pointed out.

			“Scuba diving isn’t swimming.” Portia aimed her mobile’s camera across the table at Gus and his children. “Look, guys,” she said. “It’s Zari!”

			A collective roar of “Auntie Z!” rose up.

			“Hello, my loves! Where’s Jenny?”

			“Mom’s in Tokyo,” Jasper informed her. “Again.”

			“But she’s bringing us back presents,” Eva said cheerfully. “She always brings presents.”

			“Except for that one time—” Jasper began.

			“Chop chop,” Gus interrupted, winking at Zari. “Time to clear the table, kids.”

			Jasper and Eva scraped back their chairs and immediately began bickering about the number of objects they each had to carry inside.

			“So, mom—the class?” Zari prodded.

			Portia turned the mobile’s camera on herself again.

			“It meets in San Francisco, but our first dives will be in Monterey Bay.”

			“Are the teachers responsible people?” Zari envisioned a self-medicated pothead sending her mother into the Pacific with a nod and a peace sign.

			“Of course! Honey, they do this for a living. They’re total pros.”

			“Is Obsidian a strong swimmer?”

			“He’s a fish.”

			“I feel better.” Zari dropped her tea bag into the cup. “How’s the beading world treating you?”

			“I don’t want to brag, but—actually, yes, I do. The goddess has spoken. I’m on the road to riches.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Who knows if this whole thing is a fluke. But my online jewelry sales doubled last month, thanks to your help with my website and social media. It’s nuts. It took me nearly sixty years to become an overnight sensation.”

			The pride in Portia’s voice made Zari’s eyes sting with tears. After her parents divorced and her father all but disappeared from their lives, her mother had cobbled together rent payments through pet-sitting and house-sitting gigs combined with part-time jobs in yoga studios and health food stores. She never had fewer than three jobs at a time, and sometimes six or more.

			“I’ve been hashtagging your stuff all over the internet, Mom. Anything to help your global empire.”

			Portia laughed. “What’s it like there? Idyllic?”

			“I don’t want to jinx anything, but...yes.”

			Her mother beamed. “Is it the Wil Bandstra effect?”

			“He’s pretty great. Amsterdam’s not bad, either.”

			“Well, enjoy, sweetie. I’m going to supervise dishwasher loading.” Portia blew Zari a kiss. “Talk to your brother. He has a case of the chats, I can just tell.”

			Gus’s grinning face filled the tiny screen of Zari’s mobile. “Sissy boo!”

			“How’s the world’s best dad?”

			“Can’t complain.”

			He began walking around the yard. Zari saw a terra-cotta pot of orchids behind him, its white blooms glowing in the twilight.

			“You really are the orchid whisperer,” she said admiringly.

			“I have nothing else to do. Being a stay-at-home dad and all. I just sit around, tend my orchids, make smoothies. Pick up stuff.”

			He demonstrated by retrieving various kid-related items and piling them on the patio table. She watched him add a hula hoop, a plastic dinosaur, a troll, a tattered pair of fairy wings, and a seemingly endless assortment of Legos to the heap.

			“Look at you tidying up. What a catch you are.”

			“What the kids don’t know is that this is a burn pile. Tomorrow, it’ll all be gone. Poof!” He snickered maniacally.

			Zari’s shoulders shook with laughter. Even on her darkest days, Gus never failed to make her laugh. It was one of the things she loved best about him.

			She collected herself again. “So, Gus? What’s going on with Mom and this scuba diving thing?”

			“Just another one of her interests. Hard to keep track of them all.”

			“Yeah, but this one is different. She could drown.”

			“That’s right, Miss Worst-Case-Scenario. Go straight to the potential disaster. You’re worried about sharks, too, aren’t you? Lots of great whites in Monterey Bay.”

			“Mom doesn’t like swimming! Can you imagine
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