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    “So, dear cousin, are you excited for tonight?”


    Juliet turned from her overstuffed wardrobe of glittering gowns and gave me an arch smile. “I dare not answer. You will mock me no matter what I say.”


    “Will I? I wasn’t aware I had such a reputation for mockery,” I said, my eyes comically wide with feigned innocence.


    “You know you do, Rosaline. If I say ‘yes’ you will laugh at me for being excited about something so silly, and if I say ‘no’—” She broke off and hastily held up a blood-red velvet dress that dazzled with gold brocade, tilting her head as if considering its merits, though I doubted she even perceived what color it was. Her eyes had a faraway look, and despite the lightness of her tone, there was a melancholy air about her.


    “If you say no? Would you?”


    She pretended (because I knew it was pretense) to fuss over the other items before her. There seemed an endless number of them, all of the finest quality and highest fashion—my aunt Capulet’s doing, no doubt. She could tell you down to the tiniest satin ribbon what the good ladies of Venice and Milan would be wearing even before they knew it themselves—and could afford to dress herself and her daughter accordingly, despite Juliet’s lack of enthusiasm for these crucial matters.


    Any other girl about to be presented at her first family banquet would have indulged in everything that her vanity craved. And hers was not just any ordinary family; these were the Capulets, one of the great families of Verona. Then again, Juliet was not just any ordinary girl.


    Nor was I, for that matter. This, after all, was not to be my first but rather my last appearance at this kind of event.


    “They want me to marry,” Juliet said abruptly.


    “Of course they do,” I replied, and waited a moment for her to continue.


    “They want me to marry Count Paris.”


    “And? How do you feel about the gallant young man? Yes, all right, I see what you mean; that sounded like mockery,” I added, softening. I could see she was brooding over something, and I had a feeling I knew what it was. “Do you object?”


    “No,” she said, but she stretched out the word like a wistful note in a sad song.


    “I will ask again, Cousin, with no mockery whatsoever: how do you feel about Count Paris?”


    “I don’t,” she blurted. The delicate silk sash she had been fingering was now flung away as if it were a serpent. “I don’t feel anything about him. I don’t know him.”


    “Ah, stop there,” I interrupted. “It’s not that you don’t know him. Don’t say that, for you know what the response will be: ‘You’ll have plenty of time to get to know him after you are married.’” My cousin’s weary sigh told me I was right and she’d heard this too many times already. “And what’s more, you won’t know the person you do fall in love with, not at all. That will be part of the reason you fall. Who doesn’t love a good mystery?”


    Her delicate brows knitted together. “I know nothing about Paris and I feel nothing for Paris! And I’m supposed to marry him—to entwine the rest of my life with his?”


    “It’s not just that you feel nothing for him, Juliet. You are being told what to feel about him, and that is impossible.”


    Now Juliet’s eyes flashed astonishment, like two newly made stars. “Yes! That is it exactly. How can one love on command?”


    “One does not. There is only one thing a person can do on command: obey. All else is irrelevant, at least to the one commanding.”


    She waited eagerly, as though for some additional bit of wisdom I could bestow upon her that would somehow give her the answer to all her problems. I tried not to laugh, as that most certainly would come across as disdain. Since my announcement that I would be going to the convent at La Fortezza by the end of June, people treated me in one of only two ways: as the object of pity or else as a great sage, wise beyond her years.


    “You’ll have to cut your lovely hair off, you know,” the first type always said. Then, “Ah, the poor hearts you’ll break if you do.” If. As though these stupid things they said would change my mind. As though the effect my decision had on others was the only thing that mattered, and not the effect it would have on me, on my life.


    The other type, the seeker of sage wisdom, was rarer, but also more difficult to deal with. There she was, my lovely cousin, looking at me with forlorn longing, face open like a flower, waiting for answers. Whatever made her think I had any? I wasn’t interested in anything so dull as simple answers anyway; I wanted more than that.


    I wanted… the world! And nothing less. Juliet was not the first person to accuse me of mockery, of being disdainful, even haughty—“You behave,” my mother had said on more than one occasion, “as though everyone around you is lacking in something that only you have. It is not a pleasing look, Rosaline.” Well, I could not help my demeanor when it truly reflected my feelings. Sometimes I looked around me at the all-too-familiar people and scenes—men itching for a fight, women anxious for their beauty to be noticed—and felt a volcanic rage building up. Didn’t anyone else want more than that? Didn’t they want to see the world through new eyes? I certainly did. There were so many amazing places beyond Verona, beyond even Italy. This fourteenth century of our Lord, people were saying proudly, was a golden age: magnificent works of art and architecture, great books full of ideas, glorious gardens to stroll through, enchanting music to hear, and so much more I had only heard about but wanted to experience for myself. And now I knew a way to get at least a little of it—and maybe a lot more—though I could not tell this to anyone else. I let them think I was giving up the world, instead of taking it on. That, they would accept; it allowed them to feel superior.


    It pained me to think of Juliet and so many other girls like her who were missing this golden age, having nothing but the slim chance of personal romantic love to hope for. And they were the lucky ones; they didn’t have to worry daily about how they would feed the ever-increasing brood that resulted from such love. Why should I be one of them, given the chance to do otherwise; why should I be relegated to being only a wife, and then a mother, and nothing else? I most certainly mocked that idea.


    But in the meantime, Juliet the open-faced flower awaited my decrees. “Jule, dear,” I sighed. “This is what your life will be from now on. A child does what it’s told unquestioningly, or it does not and is punished. You’re not a child anymore, and that makes things more complicated. If you do what you’re told against your own desires, you’ll be resentful and bitter. If you don’t do what you’re told, a simple punishment won’t be the only consequence.”


    We both gazed out the chamber’s window into the verdant gardens below—and then, unavoidably, at the imposing stone wall just beyond the charming flower beds and sparkling fountains. It was warm and sunny, as only a day in early summer can be in Verona, but the wall seemed to cast a chilly shadow over everything. I continued quietly, “You know that if you refuse Paris, your father will be disappointed, probably even angry. But beyond that, you are unable to perceive just yet. You do not know if you’ll regret your refusal. That is the worst of it.”


    Juliet moved slowly away from the window, eyes downcast, as if it didn’t really matter what was outside. In some way, I reflected sadly, it didn’t matter to her; the stone wall marked the limits of her existence. She would be protected against harm—and safe from having any new experiences. “Yes—well, perhaps,” she said, sighing. “Oh, Rosaline, laugh at me if you want but I want to love my husband.”


    A gloomy silence fell upon that normally light, airy room, and I knew we were both thinking of our own parents’ marriages. Neither my mother nor hers had any affection for her husband, the evidence of which we saw continuously. It was hard to decide which was worse: my parents had once been in love, for a wild heartbeat or two; hers never had been, their marriage arranged much as Juliet’s was now being orchestrated. My aunt, Lady Capulet, might have been the only person who seemed at times to envy me, if in a resentful way. After all, I was escaping her fate.


    The end result was the same for each married couple: they tolerated each other at best, with tolerance darkening frequently into loathing. Was it worse when something that started so splendidly ended up fading so quickly and completely—or to be entirely deprived of such splendor?


    That question was irrelevant to my cousin. Her fate had already been decided. “You want a love marriage,” I said quietly. “Why would I laugh at that? Do you not imagine every girl on the threshold of that life wouldn’t think the same?”


    “You don’t.”


    There was a flicker of uncertainty on her face, as if she wasn’t sure she should have said that, but she continued defiantly, “You have made it clear, Rosaline, that you care not for love. Many men, I am sure, would marry you if you would have them, but you love none of them—you have no love for love itself.”


    I turned away to hide my frown. It was not meant for her; my displeasure was entirely for another. Never mind that he was a Montague and my family aligned with the Capulets and the two families were sworn enemies. Never mind that I repeatedly, firmly, in ways that could not possibly be mistaken for coyness or flirtation or anything but honesty, refused him. For at least a fortnight, Romeo Montague had been swearing his undying love every chance he got. He said that love was for me, but I knew otherwise: Romeo was in love with love, and he could hardly have picked a worse person as the object of his amorousness. As Juliet said, I had no love for love, and definitely none for Romeo. Yet somehow this only fueled his feelings all the more.


    It began, as all things do in this town, because of a fight. Capulets and Montagues, battling for their honor in the streets near my family’s house, men young and old rushing into the fray, all except for one, I noticed from the safety of an upstairs room, one boy who hung back. Not out of cowardice, I surmised, for several of his friends had been shielding him such that he couldn’t have thrown himself into the battle if he tried. I knew immediately that this must be Lord Montague’s son. The look on his face—weariness mixed with restlessness, if that makes any sense—expressed exactly my own feelings at that moment. Fighting, again—what a complete waste of time, of energy, of life itself! I shook my head involuntarily, and the motion must have caught his attention, for we locked eyes and stared at each other. Then he bowed his head in acknowledgement, and I knew he understood. I nodded, and turned away from the window.


    It was a nice moment, and that should have been the end of it, but of course it wasn’t, not with Romeo. He might not have had any interest in the blood feud, to his credit, but he seemed to have substituted one kind of mad obsession with another. He pursued me, declared his undying love every chance he got to everyone he knew; I avoided him and told no one. Luckily our social circles did not overlap beyond perhaps our priest, Friar Lawrence, whose discretion was absolute.


    Thus Juliet did not know about Romeo’s affections for me—she did not know Romeo Montague at all beyond his name, never having met him—and most likely she would never know, since I strongly suspected the young man would eagerly give his heart to another (with any luck, more suitable) once I was gone and the whole thing would be forgotten. I turned back to my cousin, masking my vexation with a teasing smile. “‘You have no love for love.’ Such a proclamation! You don’t need my guidance, Cos. You know the ways of the world so well already.”


    “I do not know—I do not understand. How can you be so sure of what you want? You are scarcely twelve months my senior.”


    “I am well over a year your senior, and a lot can happen between the ages of thirteen and fifteen. And how can you be sure yourself? Love, you declare, but what does that even mean to you?”


    To my surprise, she spun around and waved her arms as if in an ecstatic dance. “It means everything. It means—magic.”


    She looked so full of life and longing, this time I laughed at her with delight. “Magic. Oh Juliet, there’s magic everywhere, not just in handsome young men.”


    My answer surprised her. She stopped her twirling and stared at me. “Everywhere? Even where you’re going?”


    I knew I shouldn’t have said it, but I did anyway: “Especially where I’m going.”


    Juliet looked quizzical but didn’t ask what I meant; I suspect she put my remark down as yet another peculiar utterance by her odd cousin.


    This was lucky, I reflected a few minutes later when I left her to prepare for the evening’s festivities in my guest’s room. As I watched the servants scampering up and down the grand staircase and across the long halls, I smiled to myself. I had a secret, one that I’d almost revealed to my cousin. How surprised she would have been—how surprised would they all be! I pictured everyone suddenly stopping in their tracks, dropping what they carried, staring at me. The thought made me giggle. A servant, struggling with a large bronze ewer as though it were a prize he regretted having won, glanced at me but hurried on. All this, and I cared nothing for any of it; I would leave it all behind tomorrow morning.


    “Why,” they all asked. “Why would you give up your home, your family, your lovely hair?” (What was so special about hair, anyway? People did realize it grew back, didn’t they?) “What if you change your mind?” (What if I don’t? People always believed they knew better than I did what I would want. How could that possibly be?)


    What was so special about La Fortezza?


    What was so special was this: magic. Real magic, not the kind that was all self-delusion. What was magical about love? If you loved a person who did not love you, no magic would ever change that; you simply turned your gaze to someone else, until you found someone who happened to be looking at you the same way.


    And that thought ended up giving me the worst idea I’ve ever had.


    f


    But getting to that terrible decision required a bit of a journey, one that began with an assignment from my Latin tutor, of all things and all people. This young man was possibly the least magical person I’d ever met. His presence in a room was like that one heavy cloud that insists on dimming the sun on an otherwise fine day. He was probably no more than five years older than I was, but he seemed ancient, not in the way of old people or things that are grand and stately but in his very lifelessness. His clothing was always drab, his voice never varied in pitch or tone; even his tight, thin smile, the very few times he displayed one, made you feel glum. He could make even the most interesting subjects seem deadly dull, which is precisely why, I believe, he was so frequently employed by wealthy families with daughters. There was no danger that they would form an undesirable attachment to him, and little chance they would enjoy their studies to the point of becoming unbecomingly scholarly. So twice a week he bored my younger sister and me with instruction in Greek and Latin, during which time my sister Livia found ways to nap discreetly behind a large book and I stared at the wall above the man’s head, daydreaming of all things magical—really, all things other than what was happening in the room at the moment.


    Magic as an area of study was not shocking by itself in these enlightened times—far from it. Our own friar’s use of various flowers, leaves, seeds, and roots for medicine was considered magic, after all, and it was accepted by everyone who knew him. It was different for women and girls, though. I was aware that there were women with expertise in this kind of medicine, but they kept it a secret known only to a very few, and their purview was entirely women’s matters: how to have a baby, how not to have a baby, and a few other things I’d heard whispered about but abruptly cut short once my presence was known. And for girls, even from good families, studying anything with zeal simply did not happen. To be appropriately accomplished, they might excel in one area such as music, but their excellence could only manifest itself in performance for others, not for their own gratification, and certainly not for their own glory.


    On the particular day that started it all, our tutor, Grigio, gave me something to translate which turned out to be an old recipe for a potion to be used for suppressing painful memories. It called for various common herbs which I knew Friar Lawrence grew in his garden, so I ran to him the first chance I got to ask for the ingredients. That, I found out later, was how the school at La Fortezza became interested in me. Friar Lawrence and, incredibly, my tutor both looked out for potential candidates to recruit for this secret school. Most of the tutor’s pupils, my cousin Juliet included, merely did the translation (perfectly, in her case). The very few with the curiosity to see if it would work, those were the ones that interested them.


    But I knew none of that at the time; I was only interested in making the potion work. Initially, it didn’t, and I figured out there had been an ingredient omitted—possibly deliberately, so Grigio’s students wouldn’t have the complete formula. That was laughable—and insulting. I immediately began experimenting on my own, trying to figure out the missing item. (This extra step, apparently, made La Fortezza very interested in me.) My creations, placed discretely in various rooms, made me sneeze (not magical), made the cook giggle (possibly magical, since she generally had a dour disposition), and made my parents look at each other in a way I hadn’t seen in years (which was uncomfortable to witness but also possibly magical). I noted these combinations of ingredients down and, not satisfied, kept trying.


    When I couldn’t quite come up with the perfect formula on my own, I sought the friar again. If Grigio was a young man who seemed like an old one, Friar Lawrence was, if not old, then middle-aged at least, but cheerful, jovial, and youthful in every aspect of his demeanor. To put it another way, he was possibly the only priest that people my age actually liked, someone who talked to you like a person and not just a sinner. In his little garden behind the church he welcomed me with delight, a dirt-crusted trowel in one hand and some mysterious wrinkled root in the other, immediately asking how my potion had gone.


    “Not well, thank you. It didn’t work, but I think I know how I can fix it—with your help, if you would.”


    “I would be most delighted to help,” he said, eager curiosity shining in his eyes. He put down the trowel and root, dusted his cassock off (though his hands were dirty too and he really only ended up shifting the soiling of the garment to different sections), and gestured me toward a bench where we both sat. “Now, how did you know it didn’t work?”


    “I tried. A lot. The closest I got was when I tried it on Bruno, but even then it still wasn’t right.”


    “Bruno?”


    “The old dog I found wandering around outside our gate. I named him Bruno. Poor thing. He had been treated very badly, we think by a man or several of them—he is afraid of men. I wanted to see if I could help him forget his suffering. He seemed to be calmer when I sprinkled one particular herbal powder mix around him, but he still growls and shrinks away when a man goes by, so he hasn’t completely forgotten.”


    The friar smiled. “That was kind of you to try, though a human subject might have been more able to communicate what they were experiencing.”


    I shrugged. I wanted to try it on the dog because I wanted to alleviate his suffering. His big brown eyes were deep with sorrow. How could I do otherwise? I went on impatiently, “I know why it didn’t work—there’s an ingredient missing, isn’t there?”


    Friar Lawrence tilted his head. “Yes and no. Well, yes and yes, I suppose. The recipe as you received it is in fact missing an ingredient, but that ingredient alone—stridolo petals, I believe—will not make this work. The real missing ingredient is you. Bruno calmed down because you were calm. Bruno cannot forget whatever suffering he went through, no matter what herbs you use, because you can’t forget it—because you never remembered it in the first place.”


    “Of course not. I wasn’t there.” Now I frowned. Did I, too, have to be beaten and starved by cruel men for both of us to forget? Wasn’t there an easier way to help my poor sad-eyed friend? There was a limit to what even I wished to experience. “How can I make these things work without, well, going through terrible things?”


    “It is a long and difficult journey to take, Rosaline. But I can try to show you the first steps.” He shifted a little on the bench so that he was facing me. “Think of a happy memory from your childhood, but don’t tell me about it.”


    His simple request startled me. Was he going to read my mind? If so, I figured I should pick something very obscure and detailed, something he couldn’t possibly guess, but the first thing that came to my mind was small and simple, and once there refused to leave. Seconds later, the friar exclaimed, “Ah, amaretti! I love those delicious little cookies. They say Venice has the best, but I think our Veronese version quite superior, don’t you?”


    I stared at him, alarmed, stammering stupidly, “How did you… that’s… you know my thoughts!”


    He shook his head vigorously. “Oh no, Rosaline, no. I recalled just that one memory, you and your sister eating almond cookies that your father had brought back from Venice.” He chuckled. “It seems you were especially pleased because he rarely brought back treats, and because there were an odd number and you, the elder, got the extra. But what I did just now is the absolute limit of my abilities in this area. I could never tell you everything you are thinking and feeling at any given moment; no one can do that. Magic doesn’t work like that.”


    I desperately wanted to know how it did work, but he was continuing to speak. “Now you try. You suggest something for me to think of.”


    “And then what?”


    “Hear yourself asking the question as though you were me. Smell the scent of these herbs.” I had not even noticed the small bouquet of dried leaves and twigs he had drawn from his pocket and placed on the bench beside us, but I must have been sensing their aroma all along. “Think of how we’ll both be experiencing the same thing at that moment in terms of our senses. Imagine that you’re me, breathing in the aroma. Live this moment as though you were me. Then see what comes to you.”


    I felt jittery with excitement but calmed myself with a deep breath. The herbs smelled of pine forests, damp earth, cool breezes, and, incongruously, smoke. I studied the friar’s genial expression and then, quietly, said, “Think of the last person who made you angry.”


    The friar closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them, keeping his expression the same. I could have sworn there was a glint in his eye, though, especially when I knew the answer.


    “That was too easy!” I laughed. “It’s the same person for me!”


    Friar Lawrence grinned. “The fact that we were both last angered by the same person—and likely for the same reason—does not take away from your success, though he is a trying youth these days. Still, you would never have guessed it was Romeo; you found him in my memories.”


    And found it shockingly easy to do so, I thought. My mind whirled with questions. “I’m no one special,” I forced myself to say, though privately I didn’t believe it. “And I could do this immediately. Can anyone do this kind of magic?”


    “Again, yes and no. Most people could do a little if they tried, but unless they are given guidance, they would never know to try it.” He found a small bowl of ripe berries on a work table hidden among gardening tools, books, cut branches, and piles of leaves and offered the fruit to me. “All children throw things. Toys, food, dirt. That motion comes naturally. But that doesn’t mean they will all grow up to be expert spear-throwers—unless they train specifically for it. Likewise, many people possess certain abilities that come naturally—that aren’t considered magic, but—”


    “But they could become that,” I said breathlessly. “Like how people sometimes know what another person is thinking, but it isn’t magic, just perceptiveness.”


    “Correct. And like anything else, gaining expertise in magic is greatly aided by expert instruction. To use a better analogy, it’s like learning a language—like Latin. Some people are a lot better at it than others, and no one at all is born knowing it, but nearly everyone has the potential to learn it and nearly everyone can benefit from outside guidance.”


    I did not want to hear about Latin anymore. “So, that magic we did. Can a person prevent you from seeing their memories? Even a person who doesn’t know magic?”


    “Of course. I think I may have made this look far too simple, my child. Remember, we know each other, we told each other what to think about, and we were both willing participants, plus we had the herbs I’d chosen, which aren’t necessary but definitely help. It’s a different matter entirely with a stranger who could be thinking anything at all—or hiding what they really think. That is where magic comes in—and a lot of practice.”


    “What about… can it work the other way?” I asked with trepidation. “Can you make someone remember something that never happened? Or experience something that isn’t happening? That would be extremely dangerous,” I added hastily, in case he thought this was something I planned on doing. It wasn’t; I had too many other ideas I wanted to try.


    “It can be done, but it almost never is done—not even by those who use magic for ill gain. The one perpetrating the spell is just as much in danger of believing the false memories or experiences as the victim, so nothing would be gained. But if you can see the present, the real present—put yourself in a person’s point of view, enter their mind at the current moment, and from there—”


    He broke off abruptly. “But this is not my area of expertise, Rosaline. I focus on remedies from plants—‘beneficial botany,’ I call it. For you to expand your understanding, you would need to go to the school at La Fortezza and study.”


    “How do I do that?” I demanded to know, before I had even the slightest idea what the school at La Fortezza might be.


    And that was how it began—how I ended up about to embark on the greatest adventure I could possibly imagine.


    La Fortezza was not far from Verona, but it might as well have been nestled among the stars, it seemed so strange and far away. It was ancient—Roman Empire-ancient, the friar told me. Its inhabitants studied what we would call magic, though they didn’t officially call it that
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