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          A MAN WITH A WICKED PAST

        

      

    

    
      ITALY, THE YEAR 1539, IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD

      VALENTINE

      As I stood chest-deep in the ocean, my eyes on the sea before me, I recalled the events that had led me here. There are no heroes; at least, I have never come across one in all the years I have lived on this earth, and those have been long and tiresome years. Eons have passed since the day I was born under the rule of Emperor Claudius II, a Roman Emperor.

      I lived and nearly died under his iron-fisted rule. He directed me to be put to death for my betrayal, and I should have died that day.

      And I did.

      I died, but Michael, the Archangel, saved me. I believed Michael to be my salvation, and I had gladly followed him into the depths of Hell on more than one occasion.

      But no more. No more would I follow the Archangel and obey his commands. I no longer believed in his quest. No longer did I feel obligated to follow blindly into oblivion to save the souls of the damned.

      But now I needed a new purpose; I needed to know what my purpose was, and I needed to understand it. Why had they chosen me to live and never know the sweet kiss of death? They had purged death from my body. Did a soul still linger within me? Or am I a living phantom to live a purpose with no end? That would be torture. I needed something, and I still do; I don’t know what it is. A calling still lingers, but the purpose is empty.

      There are others Michael has made immortal. I have not met them all, but of the few I have met, all have lost the desire to be obedient and would no longer go mindlessly into battle without knowing the reasons behind it. Nor will I.

      “Battle the storms of Hell,” Michael had said. “I have given you Divine gifts so others may live and die peacefully.”

      Staring at the vast ocean made me feel like my duty would never end until the world did.

      And that won’t be for eons more.

      “No longer will I follow your commands,” I shouted to the heavens. “I am free of you.”

      I didn’t expect Michael to respond, to challenge me to stay in his army. He would send others to bring me back, or he may leave me to live out my days as I see fit.

      My question now was, what would I do with my life?

      There is no normal for me.

      I dove into the sea, clearing my mind of the burdens that swam within it. The waters of Italy were welcoming: cool, crisp, refreshing, and yet with some bite to it.

      I will eat food and drink wine.

      And I will wait.

      Wait to see what Michael will do about me. I had no fear of him. Perhaps I should, but I am beyond caring. I need something to change to continue living in this misery of an immortal life.

      But I was not swimming in the waters off the coast of Milan to cool my mind; I was there for a different purpose. Some might say a greater purpose, but I wouldn’t be one of those men. Why had I bothered to trouble myself with the woes of others?

      I recalled only moments old when I had traveled aboard a ship bound for Italy. The boat was well known for its cheap fare, with a shared room below decks in the cargo. Ruffians with little to no coin but a strong desire to keep their necks out of a hangman’s noose traveled secretly aboard this vessel. The ship was barely seaworthy, but a desperate man had little care and would rather not spend much time on the ship’s muster.

      I had just left the galley, having decided to pass on the poor fare offered there. The bread had grown moldy, and the larvae were aplenty, but that didn’t hinder other passengers onboard, who welcomed my share.

      I happened upon two ruffians who had set their sights on easy prey: a father and his young son. The men had them cornered with their backs pressed up against the ship’s rails, leaving them no room for escape. It was common for boredom to cause evil men to seek amusement in less-than-honorable ways. One of the men poked the father in the chest while the other pushed the boy, nearly knocking him overboard.

      “Whatcha got in ya hands,” a man with a weathered voice had shouted. “Do ya think I’m blind to what ya go’ that?” His overgrown gray beard hid his mouth, and the bottom of his nose, and he was dressed as though he had been sleeping in a street ally. He was unkempt, covered in dirt and grime, and smelled like he had slept in a barrel of rotting fish.

      “We don’t know what ya talkin’ ‘bout,” the father cried out in despair.

      “I don’t know what ya talkin’ ‘bout,” mimicked the second man. This one looked as though he could have been the other’s brother as they were dressed the same.

      “Get away from us.” He turned to leave the ship’s deck to head onto the lower part.

      The taller of the two men raised his fist, about to swing it.

      “Father,” a young boy had called in panic as he reached for the arm of the man with the overgrown gray beard. “Leave him be, please,” the boy pleaded, but he was easily brushed off with a shake of his shoulder.

      “Give it here, ol’ man,” the miscreant demanded.

      Although one look at the old man would have told anyone he would not let go of what he held clasped in his hands so dearly, his son still tried to break the hold he had on his cargo.

      “I will not let this bloke rob me.” He yanked free of his son’s slight clutch and charged away like a bull in a field, ready to attack another who had wandered into his territory. Both men flew down the steps after the old man, but one tripped, crashed into the old man, and caused him to fall overboard. The splash was heard by many who had come to see what had transpired.

      I causally peered over the ship’s side, calmly watching as the man splashed in the water.

      “Father.”

      The son stood at my side as he stared in horror at his father, who splashed widely about below.

      “I can’t swim,” the old man had shouted up to us in desperation.

      I coolly looked at the son as I leaned against the ledge. “Is the old man all the family you have?” I asked.

      The young boy cast a hurried glance at me before returning his eyes to his father. “He’s all I have in the world.” Tears streamed from his eyes.

      Other men peered over the ship’s side as they pointed and laughed at the poor sap.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      The boy nodded his head.

      “Not a one?” I asked again. “No distant relation you may have forgotten about?”

      I cursed as the boy shook his head. It had been my final blow; I couldn’t leave the old man to drown, not in front of his young son.

      I knew full well the ship’s captain would not send help to the man below. There would be no extra coin in it if he were to lend a hand in assistance.

      The pained look of defeat on the boy reached me. I had been a young boy alone in the world, and I knew what pain awaited him.

      I sighed heavily as I removed my coat. I handed it to the boy with a stern warning. “Not a crease shall come to it,” I chided. I pulled my boots and willed them to await me upon my return. “And these had better be here when I return,” I shouted for all to hear, although not one head turned in my direction.

      I jumped into the water. The icy cold depths of it would have made a drunk man sober.

    

  


  
    
      “He carried a woman on his shoulders who spoke in song.”

      

      
        
        From the Book of The Damned
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          A WOMAN WITH A MYSTERIOUS CALLING

        

      

    

    
      MILAN, ITALY THE YEAR 1539, IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD

      AURORA LÓPEZ

      I live in secret, kept hidden away so the sin of my creation wouldn’t be known. For most of my life, they have locked me away as though I was a criminal. The sin I committed: I was born on the wrong side of the bedchamber door. All I know of my parents is that my father is a man of French nobility, and my mother was not chaste. I had never met my father nor my mother as I was given to the nuns to raise. The nuns told me that my sin was so great that God blinded me at birth. But I knew better. God didn’t punish me. My father had — by sending me to live here amongst them.

      I suspect my father ruled my life harsher than any of his subjects. I wonder pretty often why he bothers with me at all. Why not just leave me be and be done with it? He has never sent for me to visit him, nor has he ever written me a message to express his fatherly love or anything else for that matter.

      No messages.

      No money.

      No grain of hope.

      Just nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      I doubted he knew the love of one person.

      When I was ten, I was sent to live with my uncle, a Roman Catholic Priest. I lived with him for several years, and I was happy there, but my father had ordered me back to live with the nuns, where each day became a new misery.

      And so I am here. Held captive within these hallowed walls, holy walls built to hold back the sinless from experiencing life and the world it offers, temptations included. But now that the convent had received word that my father’s wife would visit Milan, I was to be kept under lock and key at all times, not even allowed outside. As an added precaution, I would be kept locked in my bedchambers and not allowed access to the rooms with items that were usually reserved for my private use, such as my paints and easels, playing the piano, or visiting with the woman who brought us fresh peaches twice a week.

      Little did Mother Superior know, but each night, I escaped and went into town on my own accord. I may be blind, but I find my way about well enough.

      I’m told I have green eyes reminiscent of a green meadow in the early morning. Others have told me my eyes are the devil’s reminder of my wickedness, lest anyone should forget.

      I picked up my hairbrush from my bedside drawer and began brushing my dark brown hair, which reached my hips, and I braided it when I finished. I didn’t know much about my mother, but I’ve been told my hair has her chestnut coloring. My mother was Spanish and had lived in the town of Lugo, Spain. I often wondered if she ever thinks of me. Has she ever tried to see me? And why didn’t she fight for me? All she gave me was my name, Aurora Rose López. Did we share the same surname? Could I ever find her if I went to Lugo? And would she be waiting for me if I did? Or was she long dead?

      I fear she may no longer be alive. For if they had imprisoned me for being born, would my mother have been put to death? What of her family? Did they know of me? Do they know what may have become of her?

      A tear escaped my eye, and I wiped it away—none of that. I couldn’t cry. At least not now. The maid Carmelita would be bringing me my noon meal, and I didn’t want her to see me upset, or she might grow suspicious. She always came up with the latest gossip, and I enjoyed hearing about it. Carmelita was kind. She would brush and braid my hair as I ate and tell me of the comings and goings of the convent. She was the one who warned me my father’s wife would be in Milan, and I was to be kept hidden away just before Mother Superior had ordered me to my bedchamber and locked the door.

      “What would bring the Queen of France to these shores?” I had asked Carmelita.

      “Who is to say?” she replied, picking up the finished food tray. “But the king had sent a missive that you are to be kept in your bedchamber until she has departed.”

      “Why?” I asked. “She is unlikely to step foot in the convent.” There was no reason for her to come here.

      Carmelita placed her hand on my arm as she sat on the bed beside me. “It is for your protection.”

      “Protection from what? Her?” The sound of the spring on the bed eased as Carmelita rose to stand at my side. “Does she even know about me?”

      Carmelita inhaled sharply, causing me to jump.

      “She does, doesn’t she?” I clapped my hands together because I knew I had been right. “Is she looking for me?”

      What would be the need? I shrugged my shoulder.

      “You are a reminder of her husband’s betrayal.”

      I snickered. “One of his many, I am sure.”

      “Aurora, you shouldn’t speak in such vulgar language. It is unbecoming for a young woman with a Christian upbringing.”

      I snorted and again shrugged my shoulders. Her departing footsteps told me she was leaving, and the turn of the lock told me Carmelita had locked me in. No matter. I knew the way out. My way out.

      I stood and walked across to the lone window; it was small, but I was smaller. My bed-chamber was on the second floor, but I had a piece of rope that I had liberated some time ago and used to make my way down the wall.

      My blindness was my greatest ally because those who kept me prisoner saw me as weak. They would never suspect me of leaving each night. How could a blind girl go on her own merit? Who would guide her and be her eyes? Warn her if she was in trouble or was about to fall down a shaft? I laughed. They are the ones in prison. Not I.

      At times, I could see, although it was only when there was a lot of light, such as the sun bearing down over me, and I could then see phantom shapes moving near me should someone be close enough.

      I held my trusted black tourmaline stone in my right hand; it was my protection and helped me more times than I could count. I had an intuitive nature and unnatural gifts not of this world. If the sisters knew of them, they would cast me out as a witch. I didn’t consider myself a witch but a woman of curiosity and a deep love of nature. Not having the use of my eyes had enabled me to see what was hidden from ordinary men.

      Tonight, I planned to go into town. I was meeting someone who might help me escape my Holy confines forever. There had been talk in town of a female captain of a cargo vessel who went by the name Violante Adesso. Her ship is heading for Spain and for a price at which I could afford passage.

      I had pocketed coins that travelers to the convent had left ‘unattended,’ and I have become a skilled pick-pocket with some help of my magic. Perhaps I enjoyed my thievery a little too much, but I didn’t see the harm in taking what I needed, especially when it came from those who would never feel the loss. I thought it was a prisoner’s duty to free themselves by any means necessary.

      I pushed my window open and leaned out, inhaling the fresh, crisp air that greeted me.

      “One day, I will be free,” I whispered to the birds who sang merrily in the trees.

      “Are you alright, Signorina?”

      A man’s voice called up to me as I leaned out my window.

      “Do not lean so far, or you may stumble and fall out,” his worried voice hissed.

      His voice was directly below me. I smiled down at him, although I could not see him.

      “Thank you,” I shouted down to him. “I was so distracted by the day’s beauty that I didn’t realize what I was doing.” I leaned back in, promptly shutting the window and latching it quickly.

      “Do you believe me a fool?” I whispered. “Don’t fall out the window! I’m blind; I’m not a simpleton.”

      With a heavy sigh, I lay down on my bed and rolled on my side. I needed to rest if I was going to head out tonight. I would leave the convent late and wanted to have my wits about me. Normally, I would spend the days drawing in my sketchbook. My uncle provided me with them as well as paints, charcoal, and a few small figurines so I could feel them and then sketch what I felt in my hands.

      I often wondered if he was my uncle or someone who took pity on me. Whenever I asked, he would say he was indeed my uncle, and we are blood relations. When I had pressed upon which side of the family he hailed from, he would go silent and leave.

      What would he say about me leaving for Spain? I wouldn’t know because they have barred him from seeing me for months, and all he may do is send me those gifts. I wanted to shout in frustration, but I kept calm as I reminded myself that I would be leaving and soon be rid of it all. They couldn’t stop me because I wouldn’t let them.

      “Aurora?” Carmelita knocked on my locked door, alerting me she had arrived with my noon meal before she entered. It had become a standard practice to knock on my chamber door before entering, not to startle me. Little did I know the locked door could lead to the death of me…

    

  


  
    
      “The both of them trapped in a never-ending circle.”

      

      
        
        From the Book of The Damned
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      AURORA

      Was that fire I smelled? I hesitated by the entrance to my chambers as I waited for cries or shouts outside that would alert me to what was happening beyond my door. I didn’t have to wait long to know a fire had started; the smoke caused me to cough, and its texture forced me to gasp for air. The fire was close, and it was moving quickly.

      I tried the handle, but it was futile as I knew they would lock it, and locked it was. I gave it a sharp tug and then banged on the door repeatedly to get someone to unlock it. I needed to get out of this room.

      I ran to the window, unlatching the lock before pushing it open. My eyes began to burn from the smoke, and the fresh air from the open window was a significant relief. I felt waves of smoke brush by me as it was drawn out of the opening.

      I had to be fast. I didn’t know how much time I had before the flames would reach inside my chamber. Moving swiftly to my bed, I lifted the mattress and removed the rope strung to keep it off the ground by tying it to the four bedposts. I could feel intense heat hitting me from my left side. Beads of sweat began to trickle down the sides of my face. I wiped at them with my hand to keep them from burning my eyes and then wiped my hands down the sides of my dress so they wouldn’t slip on the rope.

      I coughed again, but I couldn’t catch my breath this time. I was sure I was swimming in clouds of smoke, and no one would be coming to save me. My fate might sadden my father, but he was a practical man, and I’m sure it wouldn’t trouble him for long.

      I heard distant screaming and shirking coming from down the hall. “Help,” a female voice shouted in fear. She sounded like Carmelita.

      I ran toward the door and yelled, “Are you there, Carmelita? Is that you?”

      “I don’t have the key,” she shouted. “She took it from me.”

      “Who took it from you?” I cried. “What is going on out there? Why haven’t they put the fire out?”

      “A fire started in the main hall.” Carmelita jiggled at the handle, but it wouldn’t unlock without the key. “No,” she cried. Carmelita was no longer alone. I heard footsteps. “Let go of me! Leave me be!”

      “We have to get out now, or we will be burned to death,” a male voice said aggressively.

      Her feet kicked against my door several times before they dragged her away, and her voice faded from me. “My mistress is locked in this room. I can’t leave her!”

      “The daft deaf girl?” The man shouted. “She’s as good as dead, let her be. It’s the best thing for her.”

      “Wait,” I said in a panic. “I’m in here!”

      “Or is she blind? I could never remember which it was.” His voice trailed away from me.

      Carmelita screamed. The sounds of her cries grew harder for me to hear as she was dragged away. I knew then I was on my own. I raced back to the window and secured one end of the rope on my bedpost, as I had done many times before, but this time, I tied the knot as though my life depended upon it because it indeed did. I tossed the other end of the rope out the window and said a prayer. “Mother Mary,” I began. “Guide my way safely. Don’t let the fire be down there waiting for me.” I had never prayed to her or any of the Saints before, but now I found I knew all their prayers well.

      I recited the Hail Mary as I sat on the edge of the windowsill, my legs dangling off the edge into space. I held the rope securely in both hands until I started coughing again. The increasingly intense force of my cough pushed me over. My body jerked as the remaining rope raced out of the room until it caught, swinging me back and forth as I hit the side of the convent walls a few times before it caught tautly.

      The rope held my weight as it had done before on my previous escapades. I used my feet to push against the wall and then walked my way down. Once my feet touched the ground, I released my tight hold on the rope and breathed fresh air. I was safe from the fire and never felt so free in my life.

      This was it. I could run and be free of this place and of my father’s hold and no longer be used as a political pawn. I heard shouting from men and women as they cried for water to be fetched to extinguish the fire. I had no idea how bad the damage to the convent was, but I knew I would not stay and find out. There was madness in the air and evil in the flames, and I didn’t need eyes to know it. I thought of Carmelita and knew she would believe I had perished in the fire, but I couldn’t reveal my escape. Now was not the time. Maybe when I was safe, I would send her a message and let her know I had survived. Until then, it was best if she, and especially my father and his wife, believed I had died.

      Would that be so wrong? They didn’t want me, and I didn’t want to be here.

      But I didn’t dwell on the answer. I had to make haste, or I’d risk being seen. I ran to the tree where I had hidden my sack the night before. The tree was near my window, and just yesterday, I had hidden supplies and coins inside. I sank beside the tree and began to dig in the spot where I had buried my treasure. I had marked the spot with several tiny rocks that would go unnoticed and had placed them in the shape of an ‘X.’ I had amused myself at the idea of a pirate hiding his buried treasure in Mother Superior’s garden.

      It didn’t take me long to retrieve my things. I dug out my shawl to cover the top of my head and face. Hopefully, this would conceal my identity in case I ran into Carmelita or any other nuns.

      I ran to a side gate that was used for deliveries. I had walked this path many times and knew my way well. The gate was bustling with activity, but no one called out to stop me. Not a one concerned themselves with me, as they were more panicked about losing the convent, which just happened to provide a steady stream of coin to the nearby town. They were in a panic frenzy and didn’t notice me as I pushed through them. Few even knew of my existence or who I was. Who would have guessed the French king’s illegitimate daughter was held in this convent? In Italy, of all places!

      No one called out to me as I walked through the gates. As I fumbled along the busy path, I bumped into several people, but none chastised me for my clumsiness. They were much too busy with the fire. How did the fire even start, and had it been an accident? Maybe time will tell.

      Right now, I needed to head into town. I met with Captain Adesso, whose ship would take me out of Italy and directly to Spain, and I still needed to book passage with her. I would be early, but at least I could find a place to eat something and get cleaned up. I was sure I looked like a mess, which I didn’t mind. As an unkept woman, I hoped it would keep unwanted attention away from me, but I didn’t want anyone to wonder if I had come from the convent because I smelled of smoke. I needed to separate myself from the convent as much as possible. I didn’t want to be dragged back, not now, not when I’m so close to my freedom.

      I would risk anything never to be forced back into my prison.

    

  


  
    
      “Doomed to leave one another, yet fated to find each other— a never-ending course!”

      

      
        
        From the Book of The Damned
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      MILAN, ITALY

      VALENTINE

      Milan was just as disgusting as I had left it nearly 50 years ago, but that was when I was captivated by the city, the beauty, the polished society, and the elitists who believed themselves to be gods and goddesses. High society at its finest and the cusp of a new age of art and magic on the canvas. Milan: a place for artists and inventors to converge in one place to create and display genius.

      Its roads were paved in the finest blood and tears of a former town; it had grown over with little to no regard for those buried underneath. The Basilica di Santo Stefano Maggiore had such a sordid history that its graveyard overflowed with bones and skulls of the unknown and forgotten. The Basilica had become known as the ‘bone church.’ These bones were the remains of the neglected patients from the nearby hospital who were unclaimed and now filled the scruffy and overflowing cemetery nearby. Being neglected seemed to be their Fate, as well as Milan’s.

      The beauty of Milan was now lost to me. I could no longer see through the eyes that had once gazed at its beauty now that they had been opened to the disgusting truths of the world.

      I had signed away my life long ago, in the year 270 A.D., when I had been executed on the orders of the Roman Emperor Claudius II. Those last days of my mortal life have been fresh in my thoughts as of late, and I couldn’t shake them loose, as though they had broken free from the cobwebs in my mind.

      The uncommon sight of a young, beautiful woman picking a man’s pocket gave me pause as I awakened to what was transpiring around me. I just saw her at the right moment. Her hands were fast and quick as she took what she wanted from the poor, unsuspecting man. Her hands barely touched him; she had done this many times before, that much was clear. I wasn’t going to stop her or alert the man who was now lighter for it, but when she tried the same trick on me, I had to stop her from pinching me of my coin purse.

      “Pardon me,” she exclaimed as she collided with me. Her eyes looked away from me as she passed by. I let her leave with my coin and followed her down the street. The careful way she moved, with caution and practiced ease, but still far from graceful, put her at odds with the ease she had of lifting someone’s coin purse.

      Who was this woman, and why had she picked such a dangerous line of work?

      I knew very well what would happen to a man who had stolen from another, but if that man were a woman? The punishment would be heavy and severe.

      I followed her for a few blocks as I watched, carefully observing her and every detail of her actions. She appeared to be lost as she circled back around more than once. I took a few steps closer, unnoticed, until I was right by her left side, and she did not acknowledge my movements. She must have known I was the man she had pick-pocketed only moments ago, yet she didn’t even seem fazed by my proximity. She suddenly turned to me and glanced up. She was blind. Her green eyes had a light coating over them with specs of gray and hazel, giving them a magical gaze.

      “Are you lost?” I asked her.

      “Lost?” she repeated in confusion.

      “Signorina, you have been walking in circles.”

      “Nooo,” she sutured. “I am on a walk and just getting fresh air. I am perfectly fine.”

      She had a bag with traces of smoke on her clothing and hair; she had recently been in a fire or very near one. “Are you in trouble?” I asked, mildly concerned. What kind of trouble could a blind girl be in? Then I remembered the pick-pocketing. The woman was nothing but trouble, and I would leave her to it just as soon as I retrieved my lost coin purse from her.

      “No trouble at all, Signore. Please go along your way.” She waved at me to pass and turned her back to me as though she had dismissed me.

      “You’re about to have trouble,” I said.

      “What? What do you mean, Signore?” She swung back to me, panic on her face. “Trouble? I don’t understand why you would say such a thing. Please go. I am late for an appointment.”

      “Appointment? You said only a moment ago you were on a walk. Either way, you stole a man’s purse, my purse to be exact, and within moments, the other man you stole from will realize what you did and alert the authorities, and you will be promptly arrested and hanged.”

      “Why do you accuse me of such terrible acts? You don’t even know me, Signore; why would you wish to cause trouble for me?”

      “I know what you did, and I give you credit for a job well done, but tell me this: how do you pick a man’s pocket and then go about getting lost afterward? You risk running into him again.”

      “You mock me, Sir.” She was angry. Her eyebrows narrowed sharply at me.

      She should be scared, not angry. The penalties for her crimes are severe. “Why is a blind woman stealing from others? Where is your family? Why do you have no escort?” Even a blind beggar walks with other blind beggars so they can help one another and not fall victim to the mercy of others who have ill intent.

      “I do not have to explain myself to you, Sir, nor do I care for your accusations against me. Please go.” She pointed for me to continue down the street.

      “And have you left with my coin? Where will you go? Do you not have family who will worry about you?”

      “What kind of questions are these? Are you planning something devious? Please leave me at once. I am not a street girl for you to trifle with.”

      I didn’t leave, but she did. I should have let her be on her way, but this was not a safe place for a young woman. The beauty of Milan was a facade and hid the genuine dangers that a woman such as herself could fall into.

      She was brave, but perhaps too much.

      
      Aurora

      Who was this man? My instincts told me he was dangerous, and I had to leave him immediately, or something terrible would happen. He had stood with the sun at his back, and I could see him as a dark shadow that towered over me with menace. His voice was soft and alluring, and I’m sure he used it to lure his victims, who were probably plentiful.

      I didn’t care for him or his accusations. True they may be, but by what right was it of him to accuse me? Yes, I may have done the same to him, but he had a heavy purse he could do to spare a few coins. I must leave Milan today, and I had little time to gather a few extra coins before the ship I needed to travel on would depart.

      I knew I had moved in circles, but I was too afraid to use my powers in public where others could see them. My ‘seeing power’ didn’t allow me to actually ‘see,’ but instead worked as a guide. The spell I’d create would enable me to walk on a clear path so I wouldn’t collide with anyone or walk into a tree or building; it would simply guide my senses. The issue was that the spell cast a pinkish-blue ball of light and would surely panic those who saw it, so I had to be careful. I had tried many times to create a tiny ball of light, small enough to be the size of a seed, but I failed every time.

      I worried the man would follow me and bring the trouble he had threatened. He didn’t seem the type to let me go on my way quickly. I quickened my pace as I hurried down the street and then relaxed somewhat as I didn’t hear him. I took a calming breath and waited.

      And waited.

      Where was Captain Adesso? I was sure this was the right place because it was where we had met before. She had said she would be in Milan a week before leaving for Spain. The nearest port was Genoa and could be reached in two days by a fast horse—three at the most, or five if I had to walk. Which I would do if I were forced; that’s how determined I am to leave.

      I could feel it getting dark, for the sun’s
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