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“…it is much safer to be feared than loved…
fear preserves you by a dread of punishment which never fails.”

 


XVII, ‘The Prince’

Niccolò Machiavelli

 


 


Why may I not go down to the grave with
thee?

Would that my fire might warm this frigid
ice,

And turn with tears, this dust to living
flesh,

And give to thee anew the joy of life!

Then would I boldly, ardently confront

The man who snapped our dearest bond, and
cry

"O cruel monster! See what love can do!"

 


Barbara Bentivoglio Strozzi Torelli,

Italian Noblewoman and Poet
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CHAPTER 1

 


The Roman Carnival

February 1497

 


One hour before a
man was killed, his body run through with a sword, the city of Rome
gave no warning of the violence yet to come. Excited people bustled
in the twilight streets, their faces hidden behind painted masks,
their tunics or bodices now swapped for brilliant costumes of
white, red, or gold fabric.

I wandered through the crowds to enjoy the
final minutes of the celebration. Around me, candlelight gleamed in
every quarter of the city, shining among the shadows, burning away
the darkness. Tonight was a time of merriment and mayhem, a
festival that upturned the world and made anything possible.

“Without a light!” a voice shouted nearby.
“Without a light!”

Such chanting filled the air as my brother
Cesare and I weaved along the Via del Corso. The cobblestone avenue
was now engulfed in the most riotous event of all, the Night of
Candles. All hands carried a glowing candle, and everyone played at
extinguishing all other flames while guarding their own light.
Whenever revelers snuffed a flame, they chanted “without a
light, without a light!” in celebration of their victory. I
watched and marveled at the intensity of their games: the year was
already marred by plagues, famines, and bloodshed, and yet the
people could still banish their worries in the joy of the Carnival.
I envied them deeply.

Cesare kept pace at my side and raised his
torch high above any grasping hands. Firelight glistened off his
silver, unicorn mask. His shoulders lay broadly under a silver
satin doublet. In contrast, I wore the plain clothes of a peasant
girl – a brown leather bodice and green circle skirt. My mask was
small, concealing my eyes and cheeks, but it kept snagging in the
waves of my golden waist-length hair.

“Doesn’t it feel strange to be here without
a papal escort?” I said to Cesare, as we strolled through the
crowds. “It’s a shame we can’t normally walk the streets in safety
without a disguise. I like being in Rome without being noticed or
stared at, don’t you?”

“I don’t care,” he replied in his deep,
monotone voice. He looked down at my bodice and skirt. “Tell me
your costume again?”

“I’m a peasant girl. I wanted to be an
ordinary person, for a change.”

“Why?”

Before I could answer, a firecracker boomed
overhead and distracted us. I stopped and held my hands
protectively around the candle I carried. Suddenly, a carriage
laden with youths, confetti paper, and sugar plums jostled past,
nearly running us beneath its wheels. My brother grabbed my arm and
yanked me to the side of the road.

“Villains!” Cesare shouted at the carriage,
as it disappeared back into the mob. “They should be hung – all of
them!”

The roar of his voice cut through the chants
and conversations nearby and a few people turned their heads to
look at us.

“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” I said, rubbing my
arm where his fingers had pressed my skin. “But you can’t blame
them. Nobody knows who we are, remember. They can’t be expected to
treat us as the son and daughter of the pope. What would be the use
of disguises, otherwise?”

“They’re still scoundrels,” he replied,
allowing his temper to ease.

I looked toward the south of the city and
thought of a plan.

“Why don’t we return home now?” I said.
“We’ve seen enough of the night’s festivities. Carnival’s almost
over, anyway.”

“There’s no need to rush back to Città del
Vaticano,” he replied.

“Yes, but I thought we might take the longer
route to our quarters. We might even pass through the southern
roads and piazze?” A tiny sense of guilt tingled in my bones. I
felt certain he would know exactly where I wanted to go, and
precisely whom I hoped to see.

Instead, he gave only a shrug. “If you
insist.”

We moved away, still gaping at all the
sparkling costumes, the wild dancing, and the cunning tricks.
Nearby, two women dressed in white feathers huddled past us.
Remnants of red, green, and blue confetti speckled their hair. A
jester wearing crimson breeches danced in front, pelted them with
eggs, and knocked out both their flames. Behind him, youths leapt
from the street onto passing carriages to snuff the lanterns.
Oranges and sugar plums buzzed overhead and bombilated the walls of
homes, shops, and palazzi, infusing the air with tangs of citrus.
Above all the mayhem, ladies leaned over balconies and poured honey
down onto candles below.

Careful to avoid Sant’Angelo, the rione
controlled by our enemies, we left the Via del Corso and wandered
down quieter streets. The lights around us were gradually doused
and the city became darker and less chaotic. As we ambled along,
five-story homes and palazzi loomed overhead. Aromas of cooked
artichoke, rich meats, garlic and mint, wafted out from open arched
windows.

Cesare and I soon passed by the piazza of
Campo de’ Fiori, a small marketplace surrounded by ale-houses and
inns, many of them catering to pilgrims who came to visit the tomb
of St. Peter. From the distant doorways, laughter spilled into the
piazza, and a group of drunkards amused themselves with silly
antics. One man sat on a barrel while the others tried to roll him
across the marketplace.

Suddenly, a woman passed behind the window
of an inn. Her blonde hair flashed in the lantern light, but she
vanished again almost as quickly as she’d appeared. My heart
fluttered and I stopped. Her name was Vannozza dei Cattanei. Our
mother.

I nudged Cesare. “Over by the window. Didn’t
you see her?”

“No,” he replied flatly. “But we shouldn’t
stop here.”

I stood still. “She has three inns there
now, or so I’ve heard. She owns ‘The Cow’, ‘The
Lion’, and ‘The Eagle’. We could cross the piazza and
take a closer view?”

He peered into the gloom of the buildings.
“Father wouldn’t approve. You know that.”

“Aren’t you even a little interested to look
at her now?”

He turned to me quizzically. “Why? What is
she to us? How many times have you spoken with her recently?”

“Not once in ten years. Not since my seventh
birthday.”

“Exactly. She was just our father’s
mistress, nothing more. Why should that make her important?”

“Cesare! How can you speak so coldly? She
did more than simply give birth to us –she also raised us for years
in her house in the Ponte. Father would’ve married her, but he was
a cardinal. If he hadn’t climbed so high in the Curia, he wouldn’t
have ended his affair with her.”

“Is that what you think?”

“And he wouldn’t have taken us away, either.
I wonder what life would’ve been like if we’d stayed in her care,
and not gone to live at his palazzo instead?”

“It would’ve been a life without ambition.
Why should I desire that?” He shook his head. “We don’t know her
anymore, Lucrezia. When was the last time you even had a letter
from her?”

“She stopped writing after father was
elected Pope.”

“So you haven’t heard from her in at least
five years. Tell me, then, what kind of a mother is she?”

My cheeks flushed and I couldn’t answer.

He walked off a few paces and urged me to
follow. His voice became softer: “There’s no reason to stay here.
Let’s go.”

I desperately searched for a way to prolong
our visit. Even though my father hated the idea of us seeing
Vannozza again, I yearned to walk just a few steps more into the
piazza. I stared at Cesare, then let my eyes wander around the
nearby street, hoping for something to spike his interest and delay
our return to the palazzo.

“The Teatro di Pompeo is less than a hundred
yards down that road, isn’t it?” I said innocently. “That’s where
Emperor Julius Caesar was murdered. I don’t mind staying here for a
minute, if you want to go and look at the site.”

He narrowed his eyes and considered it, his
attitude slowly warming to the notion. From childhood, he’d always
been fascinated with the dramatic life and death of his ancient
namesake. My suggestion was irresistible.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “It’s not safe
for you to be alone.”

“But you’ll be able to see me the whole
time, the Teatro is so close to Campo de’ Fiori. As long as I stay
at the edge of the piazza, I’ll never be out of your sight.” I
wiped a tear from the corner of my eye. “Please, Cesare, allow me a
moment longer. I promise not to move.”

He wavered before giving a reluctant nod,
unwilling to upset me again. “Five minutes and no more.” He strode
off from the piazza and called back: “And shout for me if any one
approaches you, understood?”

I agreed and watched him saunter away down
the road, his broad shape slowly merging with the other
revelers.

As soon as he’d gone, I turned back to the
piazza and stared opposite at the blazing windows of the inn.
Vannozza was just a short, tantalizing distance away from me. I
hadn’t been so close to her in years, and it was unbearable not to
see her now. Without moving, I judged the length of the marketplace
and realized that I could make it across to the inn and back in
only a few minutes. Cesare would be so distracted that he’d never
be the wiser.

I stepped forward, then paused remorsefully.
My father had pleaded with me never to meet with Vannozza again,
for he always feared that she might turn my heart against him in
some manner. A good daughter would not defy her father over this
matter now, I knew that. After all, for the last decade, I had
lived solely in his care, enjoying a life of great privilege. He
didn’t deserve such ingratitude from me in return.

And yet, what if I only looked at her from a
distance? Was that really so awful? I didn’t have to speak with my
mother, I could just peek through the window or the doorway. My
father would never have to learn of my disobedience.

Before taking another step, I pondered the
dangers of leaving my brother’s sight. We had many enemies in the
city, including the powerful houses of the Colonna and Orsini. I
knew that it was safer to stay here and not wander off; that it was
easier to return to the palazzo and not see Vannozza for another
year. But I couldn’t do it. Not tonight. I glanced around at the
other people in their fantastical masks. The Carnival celebrated
risks and rule-breaking, not safety and obedience. If not now, when
would I ever find the strength to see her again?

At last, I summoned my courage, trained my
sights on my mother’s inn, and hurried into the piazza. My feet
tapped over the cobblestones, exhilarated and quick. My heart
drummed in my ears. I wondered if she would still appear as
beautiful as I remembered, still as graceful and gentle. What if
she caught me peeking through the doors at her? Would she recognize
my face? Had I changed so much since childhood? I longed to know
the answers, but I never had the chance to find out…

Halfway across the piazza, I passed by a
group of drunken men. One of them danced up to me with a menacing
leer. He wore a mask with a long curved nose, like a scythe.

“What’s that, my dear?” he said, gazing at
the candle I sheltered in my hands.

I didn’t reply and quickened my stride
towards the inn. Unhappily, he kept pace with me, dancing around in
circles, making me dizzy. His hand lashed out and snuffed my
candle.

“Without a light!” he chuckled. “Without a
light!”

I gave a thin-lipped smile and hoped he
might leave me. Instead, he leaned closer, his breath sour with
fumes of ale.

“Now, now, don’t be upset,” he said with a
teasing, drunken slur. “You can have my flame, if you like.” He
lowered his candle near his crotch and thrust his hips rudely. “I
got another wick. It’s in me breeches. Want to see?”

“No, I think I’d vomit,” I replied coldly,
trying to step around him. “Please leave me, good signore. I don’t
wish for trouble.”

“I’m no trouble, my dear. All the harlots
like me. I can pay, you know, I can pay.”

In horror, I realized that my disguise had
confused him: from my plain skirt and tight bodice, he thought I
was one of Rome’s many courtesans. Before I could explain, he
lunged forward, slung his arm around my waist, and dragged me
toward a nearby alleyway. I tried to scream. His hand closed over
my mouth. I waved frantically at the other drunkards in the
marketplace for help, but they only laughed and cheered the man
onwards.

He thrust me into the alley and shadows
enveloped us both, hiding us from the piazza. I tried to wiggle
under his arms and yelled:

“Cesare! Cesare! Help!”

The man gripped me tight. His sweaty hands
roamed over my bosom. A swarm of kisses landed on my neck and
cheeks. He pressed against my thighs and his fingers clawed at my
skirt, trying to lift it up.

“Off me, you lout!” I pushed back with all
my strength, and tried to batter him with my fists. Sobs rose into
my throat. “Stop it. Please, you don’t understand. I’m not a wench.
This is just a disguise. It’s Carnival. Now stop! I beg you! The
pope will know of this!”

He continued to grope me, but his mouth
contorted into a snarl. “Who cares for the pope, ay? Bloody
Borgias!” He pressed his kisses harder into my face. “I’m much
nicer, my dear. You’ll like me. You can’t like them. They’re
nothing but murderers. The whole lot!”

“They don’t murder! How can you say
that!”

He opened his mouth to answer, but was
interrupted by a distant noise. The Ave Maria bells chimed out
across the darkness from the tower of Basilica di San Pietro. It
was twelve o’clock and the sound marked the end of Carnival and the
onset of Lent. The man stood still and listened, as if the bells
struck some cord of reverence within him. His grasp on my hips
weakened slightly and I hoped his change in mood might work in my
favor. I tried frightening him into releasing me and took off my
mask, revealing my face.

“Do you recognize me, signore?” I said. “I
am Lucrezia Borgia, daughter of Pope Alexander VI. Perhaps my
costume has deceived you, but Carnival is now over. You shall free
me this moment or it won’t be forgotten.”

I waited for his response, praying that he
might bow down humbly and beg forgiveness. Instead, far from being
submissive, he responded by stripping off his own mask. I scanned
his pudgy cheeks, his dilated eyes, his thick nose and didn’t
recognize him.

“Free you?” he slurred in reply, grinning.
“Why would I do that, my dear? I’m a guard in the House of
Orsini.”

My heart sunk at the name. In revealing my
face, I had made the worst of all mistakes – the Orsini were the
greatest enemy of my family.

“See that tower?” He pointed across to the
nearby rooftops. The prow of a watchtower peeked over the
rooflines. “We’re not far from Sant’Angelo, the rione of the
Orsini. This may be your city, my dear, but that’s our district.”
With a chuckle, he yanked my arm and tried to drag me off toward
the watchtower.

I ran my heel down his shin and stamped on
his foot. He yelped and clutched at his leg instinctively,
releasing my hands.

I spun around, dashed out of the alley, and
ran back across Campo de’ Fiori.

His drunkenness didn’t slow his pursuit.
Within seconds, he caught up with me, grabbed my arm, twisted it
back, and pinned me against the wall. On the next street, a few
people gawked at the sight of our struggle.

“Let’s take you to Palazzo Orsini,” he said
loudly into my ear. “I’m sure the pontiff will pay handsomely for
your safe return.”

I struggled and screamed: “Cesare!
Cesare!”

The guard lifted his fist to hit me.

Luckily, my brother had been searching the
area since I first entered the piazza. At the sound of my voice, he
sprinted around the corner and into the marketplace. Without the
slightest hesitation, he tore off his mask, whipped his sword from
it’s sheath, and stalked directly toward us. The onlookers parted
the way.

The Orsini guard swore, threw me aside,
stepped back, and drew his sword fast. He struck out and made a
poor thrust at Cesare. My brother sidestepped it easily, slashed
down at the guard’s blade, and broke it in two. The severed piece
tinkled onto the ground. The guard held up his fractured sword
feebly and Cesare hovered over him, unsure whether to run him
through.

I recovered my breath and hurried to my
brother’s side. “No, don’t do it,” I pleaded. “He’s not worth it,
Cesare. He’s just a drunkard. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

Cesare glared. “It’s too late. He insulted
you. I can’t let it pass.”

The guard panicked and fumbled at his belt
to draw his dagger. Cesare reacted instantly, raised his sword, and
sliced downward.

It was done before I could shut my eyes.

A stream of blood coursed over the
cobblestones and shone blackly against the light. Just a few feet
away, the guard lay flat on the road, his body slashed, quivering,
and lifeless. I’d seen executions before, but never so dreadfully
close. The crowd ran off in shock.

By now, the sleepy watchman on the Orsini
tower was awake. A horn blasted the alarm.

Cesare returned to my side and searched the
nearby street for a quick escape. Panting heavily, he shouted:
“Follow me!”

He grabbed the reins of a passing horse,
knocked off the rider, and jumped up into the saddle.

“Hurry!” he yelled, hoisting me onto the
horse behind him.

My arms encircled his torso and I held on
tightly as he whipped the reins, kicked his heels, and spurred us
into a gallop.

With frightening speed, we rode from one
neighborhood to another, swerving around corners, desperately
evading any sign of the Orsini. After galloping to the edge of Rome
and crossing the Tiber river, we raced back to the protective walls
of Città del Vaticano.

At long last, we returned to the safety of
our home.



CHAPTER 2

 


A Dangerous Decision

 


Within the grounds
of Palazzo Apostolico, Cesare drew our horse to a halt at the
stable house. We dismounted, our feet thudding onto the
straw-matted ground, and I felt a sudden sense of relief weigh upon
my limbs. A groom hurried towards us, offered a formal greeting,
and led the horse away into a stall. As he did so, I spied
something interesting at the far end of the stables: my brother
Juan, accompanied by his personal valet.

I hadn’t seen Juan all evening, for he’d
chosen to spend the Carnival with his friends, rather than Cesare
or me. He was now dressed in the silk costume and white turban of a
Persian gentleman. Unlike us, he and his valet were not returning
home. Instead, they waited for their horses to be saddled and
intended to go into the city. I dashed up to them immediately.

“Juan, you can’t go out tonight! Something
terrible has happened!” I stopped and caught my breath. “There was
a fight at Campo de’ Fiori. An Orsini guard attacked me. Cesare
killed him with a sword!”

Juan arched his eyebrows, unimpressed. “Is
that right?” he replied in his sharp, nasal tone. “Well, it’s no
major loss to the world. The Orsini deserve it. Thanks for the
news, I’ll make sure to keep my wits about me.”

I tried not to feel hurt that he showed no
concern over my welfare. Although he was several years older than
me, I still felt the need to protect him. With growing frustration,
I grabbed his arm: “You don’t understand. The Orsini will take
revenge. Why put yourself at risk? Carnival’s already over–”

“It’s not over! I haven’t finished
celebrating yet, for heaven’s sake! There’s a whorehouse in the
ghetto that I’ve never been to before.” He pulled his arm away and
gestured for the groom to bring his horse out to the yard. “My
friends are waiting across the river. I’ll have a valet with me,
anyhow.”

Cesare swaggered up to us. “Don’t be such an
idiot. She’s right. It’s too dangerous to go out – any fool can see
that.”

“And who are you to question me?” Juan
replied, his angular face turning pink. “Did you forget your place
in this family? I don’t take orders from people like you.”

Cesare stared back, eyes glittering. He
towered over Juan.

“Get out of my way,” Juan said. “I’m
leaving.”

Cesare didn’t move. Juan waited, then
stepped closer, his cheeks burning a deeper shade of red: “Out of
my way. I won’t tell you again. By god, I’ll have you whipped!”

Before the argument could escalate, I jumped
between them: “Let him go, Cesare. There’s been enough fighting
tonight already. We can’t force him to stay.”

Cesare paused, sneered at him, and slowly
moved aside. In response, Juan narrowed his eyes triumphantly and
strode into the yard.

“Will you at least return before dawn?” I
called out.

There was no reply. I stood at the stable
house entrance and watched as Juan and the valet rode through the
palazzo gates and charged away to meet their friends…

Cesare and I soon returned within the
Vaticano and sat together in the Sala dei Misteri. This hall was
part of the larger Appartamento Borgia, the private living space of
my father, my two brothers, and me. With a damp cloth, I tended to
a small wound scored on Cesare’s left forearm, the only damage he
sustained from the fight. He didn’t wince as I ran the cloth over
his cut. Now without his mask, his face displayed a thin auburn
moustache and beard. Many women considered him the most handsome
man in Rome, and more than one artist had modeled a vision of Jesus
on his looks. Nevertheless, I always felt there was something
vaguely dangerous in his face and body that prevented him from
appearing Holy.

“There,” I said, wiping away the last of the
blood. “No real harm done. You’ll live a few years more.”

“Not many,” he replied seriously.

“What? Why do you always say such things?
You’re only twenty-two years old.”

“I won’t see my thirtieth year. I know
it.”

“Nonsense! You don’t know anything. I’ve
never seen anyone as strong as you. You’ll outlive us all.”

He seemed not to hear my answer. His gaze
remained pensive and he shifted awkwardly in his seat. “The Orsini
guard… he didn’t… did he?”

My eyes dropped to the floor with
embarrassment. I shook my head. He took a breath and relaxed
again.

“Cesare, I’m grateful for what you did
tonight. And I know it was unavoidable. Only, I wish you hadn’t
killed–”

He stood up and pulled his shirt down over
his wounded arm. I peered towards the window and immediately
changed the subject.

“Juan will be safe tonight, won’t he?”

He paced around the edge of the room. “Who
cares?”

“You’re not still angry about what he said
in the stables? He doesn’t mean to treat you so badly, you
know.”

“He’s a spoiled fool. He has no talents or
interests, except in the whores of Rome.”

“That’s not true. Why would father give him
a dukedom, then? Or the control of the papal army? I’m sure that
Juan has a few redeeming features. He must deserve at least some of
his titles.”

“And what about me? Do I deserve to be
nothing in this world? A mere cardinal?”

“I didn’t say that, but father knows what’s
best for the family. Perhaps he’ll give you more responsibilities
one day?”

Cesare glanced above at the semi-circular
vaults, each one adorned with murals painted by the artist
Pinturicchio. One of the scenes depicted the Resurrection and it
showed our father kneeling at Christ’s tomb. At last, he replied
firmly:

“Impossible. Father has chosen to honor
Juan, and he can’t change that now. We’d look weak to our enemies.”
He sighed loudly. “Juan will always have power, as long as he
lives.”

I frowned at his unsettling tone. “The city
isn’t too dangerous tonight, I hope? We’ve already lost our mother.
The family is small enough already, no?”

I waited for him to agree, but instead he
laughed grimly. My hands fidgeted in my lap.

“Your mood’s peculiar this evening. What’s
so amusing now?”

“Not you, sister.” His eyes again swept
across the murals in the room. With a quieter voice, he said: “It’s
just… there are things about this family you don’t know… things you
should never know.”

I waited for him to continue, yet he said no
more.

“What things?” I said, with growing concern.
“Cesare, what things?”

He refused to answer. I stood up urgently,
ready to press him further on the topic. Before I could speak, an
unwelcome noise interrupted us.

Footsteps pattered down the corridor outside
and echoed into the hall. Within a few moments, a small herd of
giggling courtesans filled the doorframe. They turned and parted
the way. Behind them, his pace slow and steady, appeared the most
powerful man in the world: my father, Pope Alexander VI.


 CHAPTER 3

 


The Troublesome Night

 


As he drifted into
the hall, a robe of crimson brocade covered my father’s body in
vast, shapeless folds, obscuring the lines of his rotund belly. A
white night cap concealed his bald crown. Despite his age,
Alexander still carried his weight firmly, and his mind had never
been sharper or more adroit. Indeed, he was now over sixty years of
age, the time when Aristotle says men are at their wisest.

He raised his hand deliberately to his
courtesans and they retreated from the room. Approaching Cesare and
me, he said in a rich melodious tone: “My dear children, why do you
speak with raised voices at this late hour? You know how such noise
disagrees with my nerves.”

“Forgive us, father,” I replied. In my
tiredness, I forgot to address him formally, the etiquette he
required even from his own children. “I mean ‘your
Holiness’.”

He glided over to a chair, settling himself
onto the plush velvet seat. “I didn’t expect to find you home so
early from the Carnival. Tell me, where is Juan this evening?”

I crept up to his chair. “Out in Rome. But
the city isn’t safe for him. There was a skirmish and Cesare’s
hurt. It happened as we passed by Campo de’ Fiori…” I stopped and
wished I’d not spoken the last few words.

“Campo de’ Fiori?” said Alexander, his face
darkening. “And why, of all the splendid places in our city, were
you at that specific piazza tonight?”

“I didn’t talk to her. You have nothing to
fear. I promised you I would never do that, and I haven’t.”

He tilted his head doubtfully and regarded
me with an unblinking stare. Above all else, his eyes were his most
impressive feature – dark, magnificent, and hypnotic.

“She didn’t speak with Vannozza,” Cesare
grumbled from the corner. “She was only trying to tell you there
was a fight. I killed an Orsini.”

“A disturbance with our rivals?” said
Alexander, his voice fluttering.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Yes, and
Juan’s still out there, your Sanctity. I warned him to stay home,
but he wouldn’t listen.”

Alexander leaned on the gilded arms of the
chair. He twisted his head toward Cesare and studied him closely. I
felt he looked at my brother with the slightest hint of fear. His
fleshy chin wobbled and he seemed a little older. For the briefest
of moments, some source of hostility seemed to pass between them.
Cesare’s jaw looked so taut it could snap.

“It’s late and I’m tired,” said Cesare.
“Goodnight.”

Alexander offered his hand formally. Cesare
stepped forward, kissed my father’s golden Pescatorio ring, then
stalked out of the room.

The hall fell silent and I remained at my
father’s side. Ever since I’d mentioned the Orsini guard, a
terrible question had pestered my thoughts. I didn’t want to voice
it now, but the issue wouldn’t leave me alone.

“Your Holiness,” I said. “I want to ask a
question, but you must promise not to be angry.”

“Very well,” he replied, stroking the ends
of my hair.

Before I began, my throat felt dry, and I
gave a tiny cough.

“Lucrezia!” he said with annoyance. “My
nerves, please! Not so loud.”

I waited a moment, then spoke quietly. “You
see, the Orsini guard that Cesare fought with earlier, he said
something unpleasant to me. He said our family was full of
murderers. That was a lie, wasn’t it?

“It’s always correct to defend the honor of
our name.”

“Yes, I know, but that wasn’t entirely my
meaning.”

“My child, are you asking if the charge is
true? If so, I must remind you that we are from Valencia; we are
not of Roman or Italian blood; we are outsiders to this state. In
consequence, there will always be villains who seek to destroy the
name of a foreign pontiff. I warn you, pay no attention to their
charges.”

“So, the answer is…”

“I’ve already given the answer.”

I held the breath in my lungs. I didn’t want
to ask again, since it wasn’t wise to keep pushing the issue. “But
we’re not murderers, are we?”

He stopped running his fingers across my
hair. “Surely, I didn’t hear that question come from my own
daughter?” He raised himself from his seat with enormous effort.
“I’m an old man, Lucrezia, but I carry a power of singular
importance. I am God’s Supreme Vicar on earth, ruler over all
spheres of Christendom, heir to the spiritual authority of St.
Peter, and successor to the temporal command of Emperor
Constantine. This burden is enough to break the back of any man,
but it soothes me to know that I’m supported by the strength, love,
and loyalty of all my family. My spirits would be crushed if this
were not true.”

I sighed. “I’m a loyal daughter, your
Sanctity.”

“I hope so,” he said slowly, turning away to
leave.

As he reached the door, I thought of
something to impress him. “I’ll wait to make sure Juan gets home
safely. I couldn’t sleep if I thought someone in our family might
be in danger.”

He paused, nodded his head without looking
at me, then continued out of the hall.

True to my word, I stayed in the Sala dei
Misteri for the rest of the night and waited for a sign that Juan
had returned from the city unharmed. The hall’s arched windows
overlooked a small courtyard commonly used to access the
Appartamento Borgia. If Juan returned that night, and I managed to
stay awake long enough, I should see him pass below the window on
his way to his bedchamber. I drew a chair over to the window and
settled in for a long wait.

Hour after hour passed, but there was no
sign of Juan. He often stayed out late, carousing across the city,
escaping the pressure of his daily duties with wine and women. I
was sure tonight would be no exception. Time dragged onwards and my
eyelids drooped. To keep alert, I resorted to playing at word
games, my usual source of amusement whenever I was bored and alone.
I sat back and thought of anagrams, discovering that ‘sword’
could be reshuffled into ‘words’; that ‘listen’ could
become ‘silent’; and that ‘stifle’ was a
transformation of ‘itself’. I yawned and my eyes grew small
and tiny beneath my lids and my chin touched my chest.
‘Please’ was an anagram of ‘asleep’…

Something screeched in the darkness.

I jolted awake in the chair. A metallic
screech sounded again, arising from outside.

At the window, I peered down into the
courtyard and expected to find Juan walking across to the
Appartamento. Instead, from a cellar door at the base of the Torre
Borgia – a tower adjoining our quarters – it was Cesare who stepped
out into the courtyard. He carried a small torch and it cast his
shadow on the wall. The hinges of the cellar door screeched again
as he shut it, turned a key in the lock, and attached the key to a
ring on his belt. I tipped my head closer to the glass. He still
walked about in full dress. His spurs tinkled on the flagstones as
he strode away swiftly and vanished into the darkness. I waited for
his return, but he didn’t reappear.

Why on earth was he still awake at this
hour? There was no reason for him to be fully dressed. And what
business did he have in the cellar? I’d seen the door a thousand
times: small, plain, and uninteresting. Presumably, it led to a
storage chamber below the tower, the type of place that only
servants would visit. I knew he was probably going out now. Yet
where would he go to, and who would he meet at such a time? He had
several favorite courtesans in the city whom he frequented, but
somehow I didn’t feel convinced. The haste of his movements, the
speed of his gait across the courtyard, the strange door and the
lateness of the hour, it all held something rather furtive. He
didn’t move like a man expecting a pleasurable encounter.

I remembered the curious way he spoke to me
earlier: “there are things about this family you don’t know…
things you should never know.” What was he talking about? What
things?

I pondered the matter further and felt that
I did know at least this much: something troublesome was
happening now, and I didn’t like it – I didn’t like it at all.



CHAPTER 4

 


The Search Party

 


Golden hues of
daylight filtered into the Sala dei Misteri as a pair of gentle
hands shook me awake. I’d spent the entire night curled up in the
chair waiting for Juan. The elderly shape of Panthasilea, my chief
handmaid, now stooped over me. She had small brown eyes, gaunt
cheeks, and grey hair in a tight bun. Like all of the palazzo
servants, she was a Catalan, for my father trusted only his fellow
countrymen rather than any Italians.

“It’s daylight, madonna,” she said, with her
gravelly voice. “Time to rise.”

I groaned and stretched my arms, trying to
regain the feeling in my hands. “Panthasilea, could you please
fetch me something to eat? Maybe some cheese, a slice of Pecorino
Romano?”

“Certainly, madonna.” Her mouth drew small.
“I must remind you, though, it’s Lent. Today is Ash Wednesday, and
before you do anything we must put you in a black dress. You can’t
wear this costume any longer.”

I glimpsed out of the window. “What time did
my brother return last night?”

“Cesare?”

“No, Juan.”

“Well, I don’t think he’s returned yet,
madonna.”

The news unsettled me. With Panthasilea at
my side, I hurried away to my bedchamber to change my clothes. She
helped me slip into a new chemise of white cambric, a black silk
underdress, and a raven overdress of thick taffeta that gathered
under my bust. Almost before she could finish tying my sleeves, I
left her behind and hustled off to Juan’s room.

Outside the door, I stopped and listened for
any sound inside the bedchamber. I turned the door handle quietly,
so I wouldn’t wake him, and peered inside. My face dropped. No one
slept in the canopy bed. The sheets lay clean and smooth. I knew
immediately what needed to be done and I rushed away to tell my
father.

On arriving at my father’s suite, I was
instructed to remain in the antechamber until Alexander was fully
dressed. The hour was still early and my father wouldn’t see anyone
without his formal attire. My hands worked impatiently on a
handkerchief, tying it in knots while I waited. Nearby, some of
Alexander’s courtesans were already clothed – as much as they ever
wore clothes – and they currently engaged themselves in draping
their bodies across a window seat. Fiammetta, the prettiest one,
combed her long hazelnut hair and batted her eyelashes at me.

“Any news, Lucrezia?” she said in a chirpy
tone. “You look weary today, your eyes have grey circles. Didn’t
you get any sleep?”

“Something worries me this morning, that’s
all.”

“Oh, no! I trust it’s nothing to do with the
girls or me?” She dipped her head closer and whispered as if
telling me a secret. “You’re not mad at us, are you – because of
what we do? You know that your father never touches us. We just
dance for him or sing, sometimes with our clothes on, sometimes
not. Of course, when he gets excited–”

“Yes, that’s quite enough!” I said, holding
up my hand. “Are there any scissors nearby?”

“Why?” she asked with a frown.

“I need to cut off my ears.”

Mercifully, before she could reply, the
doors of the papal bedchamber creaked back on their hinges. I shot
through into the room and left Fiammetta far behind.

Inside the bedchamber, Alexander stood by
the fireplace while two papal gentleman tended to his clothes,
brushing and flattening the velvet mozzetta cape around his
shoulders. A violet stole hung around his shoulders and drooped
loosely on his belly.

“Your visit’s somewhat earlier than usual,
my child,” he said evenly.

I marched straight across the room toward
him.

“Stop, stop!” He recoiled and gave a little
twitch of his head. “What in the name of all goodness is that
terrible scratching sound?” He stared down at my feet. “Are you
wearing those slippers with the hard soles again, Lucrezia?”

“I don’t know.”

“Time and time again I tell you they make an
appalling scratching noise on these floors. I’ll have to get you
some new lambskin ones, soft and soundless. In the future, you must
wear them any time you may be in my presence.”

“Yes,” I said, through clenched teeth.
“Anyway, I come on a more important issue than my slippers. Juan
didn’t return home last night and I’m worried. I think we should
send out a search party.”

“Do you?” he said slowly. “Do you, indeed?”
His eyes floated away from mine. “I don’t think we need to make
such a decision just yet. At this juncture, it’d be poor work to
harass the city of Rome with search parties, simply because Juan
hasn’t slept in his own bed. Indeed, it’s likely that your brother
is still at some house of ill-repute, as stated when he last spoke
to you.”

“Still at a brothel? By this hour?”

“Yes, it’s possible that he has merely
overslept at some poor establishment. He may not be willing to
leave it now that daylight would reveal his affairs to the common
people.”

“But–”

“I’m sure that he’ll return as soon as
darkness falls.” He studied me and saw that I was still doubtful.
“However, if he isn’t back at the palazzo by dusk, we’ll discuss
what course of action will be appropriate. In the meantime, promise
me that you’ll stop panicking and scratching the floors.”

I looked into his large, never-closing eyes.
More than the content of his speech, I heard the smooth, relaxed
and comforting harmonies of his voice. A sense of assurance washed
over me and cleansed away most of my fears. Juan’s return seemed
almost inevitable.

After the morning ceremonies of Ash
Wednesday, I spent the next hours quietly reading my lessons in
Latin and Greek. By noon, Juan still hadn’t returned. The time
passed and my confidence dwindled further… one o’clock… two
o’clock… still no sign of him anywhere.

With Panthasilea as my companion, I strolled
out into the winter gardens of Città del Vaticano. We took a turn
down mossy stairways and winding walks that snaked away from the
rear of the palazzo. Cypress trees stood in giant columns along
damp pathways and bosky terraces. Before returning to the palazzo,
I noticed Cesare at the fringe of a distant lawn. He clutched a
crossbow in his hand and shot at a practice target fifty yards
away. I left Panthasilea and trailed my skirt across the wet grass
to join him. I had a few questions to ask.

He heard my approach, but kept his eye on
the target for another shot. His finger curled around the trigger.
Another arrow struck into the target’s center and I patted my hands
together.

“Don’t applaud,” he said, reloading the
crossbow. “It wasn’t accurate.”

I squinted at the target. “Oh, yes, it
missed dead-center by an entire hair’s breadth.”

He raised the bow again. The trigger
clicked. The arrow sliced through the air and sunk into the
absolute heart of the target. He turned to me proudly.

I refused to clap. “Sorry, but the moment
has gone now, I’m not impressed anymore.”

He smiled and pulled another arrow from the
quiver by his feet. Although he was Cardinal of Valencia, nothing
in his appearance suggested the church. All the other cardinals now
wore fuchsia satin cassocks for Lent, but he stood arrayed in a
brown velvet doublet studded with rubies and pearls – the clothes
of a prince.

“How long have you been out here?” I asked,
giving a deliberate yawn.

“Since daybreak,” he replied. “You look
tired.”

“Do I? Perhaps it’s because I waited all
night for Juan to return. You know, he’s still not back yet.” I
moved closer to him. “Was your sleep troubled, too? I thought I saw
you in the courtyard last night?”

He didn’t answer and steadily reloaded the
crossbow. I let the question hang in the air.

“Sorry if I disturbed you,” he muttered.

“Oh, no, you didn’t. I just saw you and
wondered what you were doing, that’s all.”

“Looking for crossbow targets.”

“In the tower cellar? But wasn’t it too late
for that? Why not send a servant down there at dawn?”

“I didn’t want to bother anyone.” He turned
away and spent a long time focusing his sights on the target.

I wasn’t sure if I believed him. Why would
he suddenly get up in the middle of the night and search around for
a crossbow target? And for what reason would he be fully dressed at
such a late hour? Perhaps he slept in his clothes that night? It
was possible. One question, though, still nagged at me beyond all
others.

“Did you go out anywhere interesting
afterwards?” I asked casually.

He frowned. “Why do you say that?”

“No reason, only I thought I heard your
spurs jangling. They awoke me.”

“I wasn’t wearing spurs.”

“How strange! I could have sworn that I
heard–”

“No, I wasn’t wearing them,” he said
sharply. “Now can I get back to my practice?”

I stood still as he fired another shot at
the target. It missed the center by half a foot.

My worries intensified over Juan’s absence
for the rest of the afternoon. By six o’clock, the sun faded upon
the towers, cupolas, and campaniles of Rome and darkness finally
crept into the streets. Inside the palazzo, I intruded upon a
meeting between two cardinals and my father, and I informed him
that Juan was still missing. He dismissed the officials instantly,
so we could speak in private, and he summoned Cesare.

“It’s a difficult situation,” said Alexander
gravely. “On the one hand, I have the citizens of Rome to consider.
They will be alarmed when a search party of papal soldiers thunders
through their peaceful neighborhoods and sleeping piazze,
especially if Juan is soon discovered lazing at the bedpost of some
courtesan. And yet, on the other hand, if the alarm is not false
and Juan is in danger…”

Cesare stood silently, his back straight,
his arms crossed so that the fabric of his doublet stretched tight
around his muscled shoulders. I stood beside him anxiously.

“It’s all my fault,” I said. “I provoked the
Orsini guard’s attention yesterday and caused the fight, and now
Juan’s in danger because of me. You’ll send out a search party,
won’t you? You must do something.”

Alexander stroked his eyebrow with the edge
of his plump forefinger. He paced back and forth across the room,
planting each step with slow, deliberate care. His pectoral cross
swayed, shifting from side to side. He raised his head to
Cesare.

“My son,” he said resolutely. “I’d like you
to take a squad of soldiers from the barracks and lead a search for
your brother.”

“Me?” replied Cesare.

“Yes, I’d like you to do it. It would be
appropriate in light of the circumstances… or am I wrong in
thinking that you can take care of such an important matter?”

I watched as yet another strange moment
occurred between them, just as it had the night before in the Sala
dei Misteri. Cesare drew himself up tall and his eyes gleamed.
Alexander waited for his response, his hands trembling slightly at
the mysterious tension passing through the room.

I touched Cesare on the shoulder. “Do it for
me, brother. I beg you.”

He looked at me hesitantly, then spun on his
heel, and strode toward the door.

“If I must!” he called back hotly.

With a gang of soldiers, Cesare soon rode
out of Città del Vaticano and launched into the rioni of Rome.
While I awaited the result of their search, I decided to visit the
tomb of St. Peter and pray for Juan’s safe return.

Amid a forest of columns, Panthasilea and I
threaded through the hordes of pilgrims now crammed inside the
world’s largest church, the Basilica di San Pietro. Woolen cloaks,
bony limbs, and tapping canes clustered around us as we moved. In
the center of all the marble shrines, we finally jostled over to a
space at one of the pews. From my seat, I looked at the gold cross
above the grand raised tomb of St. Peter. Focusing my thoughts, I
prayed for Juan, quietly reciting the Ave Maria many times
over:

“Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum.
Benedicta tu in mulieribus, et benedictus fructus ventris tui,
Iesus. Sancta Maria, Mater Dei, ora pro nobis peccatoribus, nunc et
in hora mortis nostrae. Amen.”

As Panthasilea and I departed the Basilica,
we halted outside at the steps leading down to Piazza San Pietro. I
breathed-in the cool night air, the aroma of cooked chestnuts,
roasted ceci beans, figs, and shellfish wafting up from the busy
stalls of the piazza. Everywhere little kiosks sold cheap rosaries
to pilgrims, promising a bargain.

Panthasilea grabbed my arm and pointed
across the piazza. “Look, madonna! Your brother has returned
already.”

My eyes jumped over to the Ponte
Sant’Angelo. Beneath the gallows ranged along the bridge, Cesare
galloped across swiftly, whipping his horse, spurring it faster.
I’d never seen him ride so hastily. Twenty soldiers struggled to
keep pace behind him. I had expected to
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