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In Loving Memory
 
Molly Glynn
(1968 – 2014)
 
A star so bright, she now lights us from above.
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Alaghieri Family of Florence
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Montecchio Family of Verona
◊	Romeo Mariotto ‘Mari’ Montecchio – Lord of the Montecchio family
◊	Gianozza della Bella – Mari’s wife, cousin to Carrara
◊	Romeo Mariotto Montecchio II – son of Mari and Gianozza
	Aurelia Montecchio – sister to Mari, wife of Benvenito Lenoti 
	Benvenito Lenoti – knight of Verona, husband to Aurelia
◊	Benvolio Lenoti – son of Benvenito and Aurelia
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Rienzi Family of Verona
	Gaspardo Rienzi – Lord of the Rienzi family, cuckolded by Cangrande
	Adamo Rienzi – Gaspardo’s son
	Rosalia ‘Lia’ Rienzi – Cangrande’s natural daughter by Gaspardo’s wife
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For Janice —
 
I would be lost without you.
ROMEO
Father, what news? what is the prince’s doom?
What sorrow craves acquaintance at my hand, 
That I yet know not?
FRIAR LAURENCE
Too familiar
Is my dear son with such sour company:
I bring thee tidings of the prince’s doom.
— Romeo & Juliet, act III scene iii
 
Prologue
 
Verona, Italy
Saturday, 26 November 1328
 
“Show me ‘Yes’.”
Dark as an angry sky, the polished marble teardrop twitched, then began to describe a sinister circle. 
“Show me ‘no’.” The stone at the end of the chain adroitly changed direction. 
Watching, Elisabetta Contarini gasped and clutched the medal of her namesake, Santa Elizabetta of Portugal. “You’re doing that.”
“No, Madonna. Ask your questions and you will hear the truth.”
It took a moment to parse the diviner’s accent, but she obeyed. “Tell me—will Soranzo survive the year?”
The question was repeated, and the chain at the end of the diviner’s finger continued in the same direction. No. 
Elisabetta glanced excitedly to her husband, sitting in bored submission. “Will my husband become Doge?”
Reversing, the teardrop spun leftwards with some force—a resounding Yes. 
Watching from across the room, Francesco Dandolo was annoyed with himself for being pleased. Everyone knew he would be the next Doge. At seventy years of age, he had certainly shown patience, enduring many hardships and perjuring his soul to rise to the top of Venice’s Signoria. Barring any drastic change in Fortune’s wheel, Dandolo would be elected the moment Soranzo released the last bonds of life. Which would happen soon, according to this man. 
But Dandolo refused to be drawn in by such a grotesque mountebank. He had not wanted to admit the man at all, but Zanino had been favourably impressed. As guests in an enemy city, lacking an invitation to the revels this night, they required amusement. If Elisabetta found the man’s trade entrancing, it did not hurt to indulge her, even if it was utter nonsense. Astrology, numerology, palmistry, divination—fashionable pastimes. Doge Soranzo himself put stock in such arts. 
Not that the ailing Doge would appreciate tonight’s prediction. While Elisabetta pressed on to more mundane matters—when the next shipment of silk would arrive, the birthdate of their latest grandchild—Dandolo tried to divine the man himself. Perhaps a soldier, crippled on some battlefield. For there had been an injury, a dreadful one. The right shoulder was badly bunched, and there was a crimp in the diviner’s left hip that forced him to rely on a heavy crutch. Worst of all was his visage. Whatever his other wounds, the left side of his face had received a devastating blow, causing his eye socket to collapse inwards. Little wonder he kept his cowl forward. His was a face to turn the stoutest stomach.
But his voice was strong and clear, if marred by the unintelligible accent of Bergamo. His pendulum answered each question in turn. Wisely, not every answer was satisfying. Nothing makes an audience more suspicious than convenient truths. 
There were clever wrinkles to the business, too. He carried a calendar, letting the pendulum hover over this date or that. Or else a map of Italy, crudely drawn—Naples was in the wrong place. But it allowed him to answer more than simple binary questions. 
After twenty minutes, Elisabetta squeezed her husband’s hand. “Ask it something!”
Dandolo smiled thinly. “Why is the sky blue?” 
Elisabetta pouted. “Ask it something only you would know.”
Loving his wife, he relented. “Did I eat pickled apricots yesterday?”
The man had a fifty-fifty chance, and guessed correctly. At his wife’s urging, Dandolo posed several more queries of no consequence. Each time the answer was true. 
Better lucky than skilled, mused Dandolo. Time to trick the diviner. “Did I meet the Greyhound today?”
It was well known that he had dined at the Scaligeri palace at noon, wading among the ornate flotsam flooding Verona for this momentous occasion. When the dark pendulum tugged the chain to describe a negative, Elisabetta sighed in disappointment. 
Frowning, Dandolo posed a second question. “Has Venice bestowed its citizenship upon the Greyhound?” Again, the answer was no. Elisabetta was distraught. Venice certainly had offered citizenship to Cangrande della Scala, months ago, as everyone knew. 
Not by word or gesture did Dandolo betray his sudden interest. A truth known only to a few was that the man commonly called Il Veltro, the Greyhound, was not the true owner of that mythic title. That honour belonged to his natural child, whom Dandolo had not seen today, and who had not been granted the rare privilege of citizenship. 
Several more questions, pointed now. All the answers were true. Either this crippled hulk was a genius of deception, or his gift was real. 
Dandolo called for wine. “Put down your tool. If we go on, you’ll flay the skin from your hand.”
The man’s finger and thumb were indeed raw, and he accepted the cup of mulled wine with surprise. He believed the pendulum had been mistaken about those two questions. Yet clearly the Venetian’s interest had been piqued. 
Sipping his preferred beverage, Dandolo said, “You have a rare talent. I can see why Zanino insisted you call on us. Have you always been so blessed?”
“There are some would call it a curse, my lord.”
“Of course. In Venice, such things are tolerated. But many devout souls see it as witchcraft. Trading with the Devil. Is that how you came by your infirmities?”
“No, my lord. I took these many years ago, in Padua.”
“It has been a long war,” offered Dandolo. “You must be pleased to see the seal set on peace.”
The man shrugged his good shoulder. “Came to ply my trade. This is where the people are.”
“Where the people are indeed,” said Dandolo, navigating the man’s accent. “But you did not answer my question. Have you always been thus talented?”
“No,” admitted the diviner. “It came after my injuries.”
Dandolo raised his brows. “Compensation, after a fashion.”
“Yes, lord.” Clearly uncomfortable, the cripple finished his drink, too quickly to be polite, then set it aside. “It grows late. Are there any last questions you’d like answered?”
Elisabetta said, “O, you’re not leaving? Francesco, you should put him on retainer. Your own spy into the divine.”
Dandolo paused. There was one question to which he would like an honest answer. How to phrase it? “Tell me this. I have been made an offer by someone here in Verona. My question is twofold. One, is said offer honest?”
The chain, the teardrop, the question. For the first time, the answer was equivocal, with the pendulum swinging in all directions. The diviner apologised, but Dandolo waved him off. “It was a poor question. Here is a better one. If I accept, will it benefit Venice?”
The bob on the chain spun leftwards so hard and so fast it might have pulled itself from the diviner’s fingers. 
Dandolo’s mouth twitched. “Thank you. My mind is quite made up. Zanino will see you paid. One more thing. Should I seek your services again, where shall I find you?”
“I’m at the Duo Gentes, lord.”
“And what was your name?”
“Girolamo of Bergamo, my lord.”
“Thank you, Girolamo, for a most illuminating evening.”
As an excited Elisabetta raced to her closet to pen letters to her daughters, Dandolo waited until Zanino returned. How distressing, to see the first streaks of grey in his own son’s hair. The only son left to him, regrettably not by his wife. But it is a foolish man who places all hope of posterity in one womb.
“I hope your guest amused Donna Elisabetta, my lord.”
“Mightily. Now, as to the other matter. Send word to our Veronese friend—we accept.” 
 ♦           ◊           ♦
London, England
 
The king tapped his royal toe in annoyance. “And where is the Earl of March today?” 
“On the road, Your Highness,” replied Baron William Montagu, the king’s friend. “He’s chased Lancaster out of Winchester, and is returning.”
Edward III, King of England, grew momentarily still. “He did not catch Wryneck then?” 
Montagu shook his head. “The Earl had a lucky escape.” 
“Lucky for whom?” asked the king. Lancaster was a danger, true. More dangerous was what would happen once he was dead.
In the interval, the king’s tapping foot providing the only sound, Montagu reflected that it had been a year for narrow escapes. In August, as he tried to drive the Scots from his land, Edward himself had almost been captured by the Douglas. Returning from that humiliation, the king had then barely escaped falling into the power of his father’s second cousin, the warlike Earl of Lancaster. 
Escape, however, did not bring freedom. Just two weeks past his sixteenth birthday, the king remained under the sway of Roger Mortimer. Newly made the Earl of March, all knew that Mortimer was the lover of the King’s mother, Isabella of France. 
Mortimer had spearheaded the invasion two years ago, championing his lover’s son as rightful ruler of England in place of that degenerate cuckold Edward II. Victorious, Mortimer discovered a taste for power, for riches. For rule. He was opposed by many, the most recent being the Earl of Lancaster, who sought to capture his royal cousin and use him to rule in Mortimer’s place. 
Mortimer and Lancaster behaved like lions fighting over their prey. Having spent most of his twenty-seven years at court, Montagu knew this young king was not one to enjoy being thought of as prey. Bridling at his situation, Edward had hoped the Scottish campaign would earn him a measure of autonomy. The reverse was true. After the disaster in the north, the king was more dependent than ever upon the Mortimer.
Edward resented his mother’s paramour, of that Montagu was sure. That he was obedient to Mortimer’s wishes was equally certain. Montagu wished he understood why. 
Pent-up energy propelled the king from his chair. “Stuck here all winter! We should have gone abroad.”
Seated across the room, the king’s younger brother grinned. “I told you,” said Prince John. “We should have gone to Crécy.”
Edward shook his head. “And I told you, if we go to France, it will have to be with either gold or an army. Cousin Philippe is demanding tribute.”
“An army, then.” John was twelve years old.
“What army?” growled Edward. “Our soldiers are too busy fighting each other. They can’t even hold Scotland…!”
Here was the root of the king’s ill-humour. While his growth was stunted under other men’s shears, all the rights his grandfather had squeezed from Scotland were lost through the so-called Peace of Northampton, the result of his own failure. His French lands were threatened too, and there was nothing to be done. Not until the day when he was free to wield the power he held now only in name. 
The king paced, biting back the worst of his thoughts, lest an incautious word be reported to the Mortimer. They all knew the servants were feed by the Earl of March. 
Montagu yawned, and the king said, “Do we bore you, Lord William?”
“No, your grace. I was kept awake last night by my son’s bawling.” In June, William’s wife had given birth to a lusty boy with lungs of iron. 
Edward winced. Married less than a year, he was deeply in love with his wife, whom he considered a confidant and friend of his soul. Yet of late he had abstained the royal marriage bed. If Philippa should produce an heir, the succession would be secure, and the Earl of March would not then need a king growing into manhood. An unworthy suspicion, perhaps. But best not tempt a man who had already deposed one king. 
Seeing his sovereign’s expression, Montagu had an inspiration. “If Your Highness is unwell, perhaps we should send to the Italian for a cure.” 
Edward’s laugh was grim. “And what should Pancio do to cure a man sick at heart?” Pancio de Controne, the king’s personal physician, was a native of Lucca and had studied medicine at the fabled University of Bologna. 
“Tell you tales from Italy, of course. He still has many correspondents there. I know he is friendly with a doctor I met in Verona during my visit two years ago.” 
Distracted by his own troubles, the king was heedless. There had to be some way to make his meaning heard. Snapping his fingers, Montagu said, “What is the date?”
Prince John replied, “Four days until the Feast of Saint Andrew.”
“Ah!” cried Montagu. “The heirs of Verona wed tomorrow!”
Edward paused in his pacing, darkly amused. “Each other?” 
The king’s little brother chortled as Montagu pressed doggedly on. “Forgive me, Your Highness, no. The two male cousins are each to marry young women from outside Verona.”
“How old is the Heir?”
“Fourteen or so.”
“A year for young bridegrooms,” observed the king. “I wish him as happy a match as mine.”
“He could never be so fortunate,” said Montagu dutifully. “Still, it should be a happy time. Like Your Highness, they are celebrating a peace. I’ve told you of Verona’s daring lord. He has won his rights in the region. As I understand, only one city holds out against his authority.” 
The king's jaw clenched with outrage, and only too late did Montagu realise his words were salt in the Scottish wound. Quickly he pressed on. “When your Grace granted me permission to joust there, I found Italy a most friendly land. Verona, especially. And they now have little need of their fine mercenary army.” 
It was as far as he could go. Was it far enough?
The king’s eyes sharpened for a scant moment before glazing with feigned boredom. “I would like to see an Italian of the mould you describe. I’ve never met one yet worth a groat. Or a goat.”
“Your Highness, shall I buy you one?”
“A goat?” asked John with a grin. 
Smacking his brother’s head playfully, Edward said, “I have no need of goats, Sir John. Lord William meant an Italian. Do, Baron Montagu, by all means. Find me an Italian to lighten my spirits. If you find one that is not too dear, perhaps we can make him dance.”
A question asked, a question answered. Now, whom to send? Who could be trusted, and was yet expendable? Montagu felt a small shame when the name came to him. 
That name was Montagu.
 ♦           ◊           ♦
Bellamonte, Italy
 
Tail between his legs, Don Pedro, Prince of Aragon, tried not to gallop from the palace of the orphaned heiress. Never had he suffered such humiliation. He imagined the beautiful, cruel woman laughing at him, though she had not laughed to his face. Her cousin Nerissa had, though, and he’d heard their voices raised in the tiled chamber as he fled, dignity in tatters. 
Still clutched in his hand was a mocking device, the source of his humiliation. A small head on a stick, painted as a fool, a jester, dripping with bells and ribbons. From inside its head came the rattle of a single stone knocking about as proof of the cavernous emptiness it contained.
The only warm spot for him was the obvious sympathy conveyed by the lady’s servant. Young Balthasar had not been bold enough to speak, but his eyes were free of contempt or, worse, pity. They had said, You’re well out of it, my lord.
But Pedro was not out of it. Against his better judgment, he had taken a vow, one he had thought nothing of at the time, since he had not conceived he would fail. Hubris. A meaningless word, until applied. 
The vow was in three parts. For the first, never to reveal the details of his failure, he was happy—nay, eager—to comply. Second, to depart at once and never trouble the woman more—well, Pedro was perfectly willing never to set eyes on the lady again in this life. 
It was the last part of the oath that troubled him. His father would never have allowed him to swear it, for Pedro had just blunted his line. No more sons for the house of Aragon. Legitimate sons, Pedro corrected himself. There is always Juan. He swore no vow. He was always cleverer than I. 
After a considerable time sulking on the road, Pedro had enough sense to order them to find a place for the night. He had told his steward nothing save that he had guessed wrong. The crimson in his cheek instructed Maurizio not to speak further. “Very good, my lord. And, that I might prepare our train, where shall we be heading in the morning?”
After today, Pedro did not want to think of facing anyone. But he had to go somewhere. At last, he found an answer. “Verona. We shall arrive too late for the wedding, but I should like to meet this young prince.” Don Pedro hoped this bridegroom proved wiser than he. Even in the crimson surge of his humiliation, there was not a mean bone in Don Pedro’s body. True, privilege had made him arrogant, this Prince of Aragon. Chastened, he would strive now to amend his faults and live a better life in the future. 
Verona promised another enticement. I should also like to speak again to this astrologer my father sets such store by. If my future is not here, then I should like to know where it lies, and what my foolish vow means. He glanced down at the grinning rattle in his hand. For I am a fool. By my own doing, no one else’s. I made a fool of myself. 
There was some comfort in that, at least. If the foolishness was his, then it was within his power to mend. It would be worse if he were powerless, unable to remove the taint of the fool from his person. But he alone was in control of his destiny, and it was time to grow up. No more cut doublets and pearled hose. Practicality, that was the key. Be practical, preserve what honour he’d retained. He could no longer be above anything, not even the most menial task… 
Recalling, he realised there was something he could do, a small deed, one that just yesterday he found degrading. “We shall stop at Pisa along the way and retrieve Señor Leonato’s niece. And from there, on to Verona to congratulate the Greyhound and his heir.”
 ♦           ◊           ♦
Aden, Yemen
 
Abū ‘Abd Allāh Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd Allāh al-Lawātī al-Ţanjī ibn Baṭūṭah, known to his few Latin acquaintances simply as Ibn Battuta, paused in his writing to gaze west. The setting sun sparkled across the water, casting long shadows on the land beyond. 
Travel invigorated Ibn Battuta. Already he had twice completed the hajj, journeying from Alexandria to Cairo, then up the Nile to Aydhab, only to be turned back and forced to reach Mecca through Damascus and Medina. But that was not nearly enough. Bitten with wanderlust, he had gone on to Shiraz and Bagdad before returning to Mecca to study for almost a year. 
Now he was off again, exploring the area around the Red Sea, first on the dangerous waters, then overland to Taiz and now Aden. His lone regret, occasional yet striking, was lacking the right companion with whom to share this adventure. Not a woman—there were always women. Rather, a friend, a kindred spirit, someone as interested in the heated baths of Bagdad as in the stars of a desert sky. 
Thought of the stars brought one man to mind. The tutor, whom he had not seen but once in the last fifteen years, yet with whom he still corresponded when other friends had fallen away. Ibn Battuta considered himself blessed to have been able to study at the knee of such a wise man even for that one year. It was precious in life to find a teacher like Tharwat al-Dhaamin. 
Three years ago, al-Dhaamin had been Battuta’s choice for a companion. That letter had gone astray, taking nearly a year to find his mentor. Al-Dhaamin’s reply found Battuta already in Medina, and spoke regretfully of obligations of iron. 
Ibn Battuta continued to write, cajoling the elder man with all the wondrous sights of the East. Tharwat did not reply for a long time, and when he did, he wrote of injuries. Severe ones, if mentioned at all by one so reticent. 
Indeed, the only subject al-Dhaamin waxed eloquently upon was his latest pupil, the young Prince of Verona. Nothing would please the old astrologer more than that his two disciples should meet and share knowledge. But al-Dhaamin worried it might be too soon for such a meeting:
His mind is ready, but his spirit is not. He is in a temper, and must be tempered by the hammer of age before his steel is cooled. If that day comes, if I am still alive, if he is free, I shall bring him. We sail on a sea of uncertainty. 
So eloquent in writing. Yet Battuta could not help imagining each word being conjured through that scarred and mistreated throat. He had yet to hear the tale of those scars, and worried he never would.
Dipping the quill in ink, Ibn Battuta set it to the paper: 
I am troubled to hear of your infirmities. You are kind to remind me of my good fortune, for good health is truly a crown worn by the healthy that only the ill can see.
As for your charge, the little prince who is almost a man, I say from this city, built in a volcano’s shell, be careful of striking cold iron. A carpenter’s door is loose. Do not be so free with your wisdom that there is none left for your worthy self. 
Still, if that day comes, if he is free, bring him to me, and I shall teach him how I ride the wind.
With that, Ibn Battuta washed the ink from his fingers and offered the packet of letters to the next ship sailing westwards. There was no telling when it would arrive. But at least the astrologer could now easily be found. His stars had placed him in Verona.
 ♦           ◊           ♦
Verona, Italy
 
The noise was annihilating. Berthold von Neifen, Count of Marstetten, Imperial Vicar of Italy, trusted right-hand to His Grace Ludwig, King of Germany, King of Italy, King of the Romans, and Holy Roman Emperor, closed the shutters, hoping to shutter the sound as well. 
Prince Rupert was out there somewhere, carousing and cavorting with the bridegrooms and the rest of the nobility. But Berthold desired sleep. It would be an early morning, and while the intemperate Rupert was the emperor’s nephew, it was the Count of Marstetten who stood as the official imperial representative. For the second time in ten years, Berthold held the title of Imperial Vicar to this rich, and richly contested, country. 
It was a duty Berthold both enjoyed and loathed. He appreciated Italy, but not Italians. He found them too susceptible to types. Heartless Florentines. Loud and lusty Romans. Those noble inebriates, the Venetians. Big-hearted but sly Napolitani. Puffed-up Milanese. Skinflint Genoese. Stuffy Padovani. Hedonistic Bolognese. Unintelligible Bergamaschi. Every one of them ready to wrap you in their arms and, smiling, leave a knife in your back. 
The country held promise—land, climate, sea, all full of prosperity. Prosperity led to achievement, both materially and philosophically. Much of the world’s culture had begun here. 
Yet that culture had fled. The Holy Roman throne was now in Germany, while the papacy was in Avignon. Busy squabbling over minutiae, these Italians could not hold on to what was their own. Woe betide the world if there ever came another Aeneas, another Romulus, another Caesar, to pull them together and unite them once more. 
Which is why Verona gave the Emperor such unease. Other cities focused on excelling in one or two fields—war, trade, banking, religion, art. Verona threatened to exceed its neighbours in all. Tomorrow it would take another stride towards ultimate excellence. After that, it was not a question of if Italy would challenge the Empire, but when. The Greyhound’s ambition swelled so large, it stretched the sides of the world. 
Despite the loss of an eye, the Count of Marstetten saw the world clearly. At thirty-eight years he was able to hold two opposing thoughts without qualm. In his heart, he quite liked the Heir of Verona, if not his sire. In his mind, he saw the danger in them both. If Rupert did not succeed, if this prince was not brought under the imperial yoke, there was only one alternative. 
While it would pain Berthold to cause young Franz’s destruction, pain would not stay his hand. 
 ♦           ◊           ♦
Avignon, France
 
“Verona shows potential.”
Cardinal Napoleone Orsini nearly choked on his bread. His host quickly offered water to wash it down. When he could speak, Orsini merely repeated the city’s name, his tone conveying incredulity. 
“You’ve had letters, I trust. Tomorrow is the wedding. The Greyhound makes peace, not war. The Holy Father approves such Christian acts, yes?” 
“His approval is tempered by the fact that Verona is thick with the Bavarian. Those runagates Occam and Bonagratia were welcomed by the Scaliger. And helped by your friend Alaghieri,” added the Cardinal with heavy warning. 
Francesco Petrarca ran a finger around the lip of his goblet. “Ser Pietro befriended them while he was here. No one can fault him for friendship.”
“So long as that ship doesn’t founder. Alaghieri helped introduce them to the Emperor. He and his master are lucky not to find themselves excommunicated once more.” His words firm, Orsini’s tone conveyed that in this case his sympathies were not entirely aligned with Avignon’s. 
Not that they had ever been. Worse than rooting the Church in a foreign land, this pope had changed the very nature of the papacy, changed it in ways Orsini could barely stomach. Besides, the cardinal liked Pietro Alaghieri very much. 
Petrarch continued to trace the circle of his cup. “Still, I think you should suggest the Holy Father reach out to the Greyhound again.”
“Whyever would he do that?”
“Because Pietro writes that the Scaliger and the Emperor are like two stags in a forest. The elder may have more bulk, but the young one is eager, and has more points on his rack. The Pope might be interested in taming the younger one. After all, which would the Scaliger prefer, an overlord close at hand, or one far away in Avignon?”
“That sounds rather too fanciful for Pietro.”
Petrarch bowed his head. “I may have added the colour of simile.” 
“I had a feeling.” Orsini began to warm to the idea. There were obvious papal benefits in driving a wedge between Verona and Emperor Ludwig. Obvious, too, the accolades that would fall on Orsini should he suggest it and be proven correct. 
Less obvious was why Petrarch was making the suggestion. Helping Verona would benefit his former client, Ser Alaghieri of Florence. Who, it was said, had topped Petrarca’s sister and left her with child. Yet here was the girl’s brother, acting in Alaghieri’s interest. Far from aggrieved, it seemed almost as if he owed something to the Italian knight. 
Perhaps it was solidarity, one aspiring poet to the son of another. Perhaps Petrarch had even played Pander under his own roof. One never knew with poets, who were hardly better than actors. 
Whatever the suggestion’s origin, it was worth exploring. “I shall mention it to His Holiness. He does not often listen to me.”
Raising his gaze from his cup, Petrarch grinned. “Your Eminence, I’m amazed you’re listening to me.”
 ♦           ◊           ♦
Verona, Italy
 
Being not at all fanciful, Pietro Alaghieri did not often dream. Through the years, one only dream had plagued his nights. As it came again, he prayed this time would be different.
As ever, it began with him climbing down a rocky slope towards a river very like the Adige. Landslides from the mountains had left great stones lining the water’s edge. He felt the bite of the stone on his fingers. 
By Pietro’s side was his ward and foster son, Francesco della Scala. Once appearing as only a child, the dream Cesco now mirrored his age in the waking world. Curling chestnut hair reached his shoulders, partially obscuring the eyes that shifted daily between calm blue and wild green. Nearly a man, there was stubble on his chin, and the scar beside his right eye crinkled whenever he smiled.
A ferociously lean black hound by Cesco’s side yelped as something crashed behind them. Pietro glanced back at the terrible monster hurling stones at them from high on the hill. Cesco merely laughed, wild and careless. 
As always, their only hope of safety was the river. But this was not the Adige. It was the Phlegethon, the burning river of blood where those damned for violence were tortured for all eternity. 
All at once their path was blocked by an unending army of half-horse, half-men battling each other on the water’s edge. They did not fight with bow and arrow, as centaurs should. Instead, Pietro saw their curved swords arcing, slicing, casting flecks of blood and viscera into the air. 
The setting shifted. No longer upon a ruined hillside, Pietro and Cesco viewed the roiling river from the balcony of Verona’s famous Arena. The stands were filled with cheering men and women, as at the gladiatorial games of old. 
Pietro wanted the dream to be different. He wanted to flee, to hide, to survive. Above all, he wanted to keep quiet. He knew what speaking would bring. Still, he found himself saying, “We’re safe now.”
Fateful words. The centaurs all looked up, stamping and whinnying. Their leader shouted, “To what torment do you come, you two approaching down the slope! Tell us from there. If not, I draw my bow!”
A centaur with grey haunches pointed to Pietro. “Do you observe the one behind dislodges what he touches? That’s not what the feet of dead men do!”
Bloody corpses on the Arena floor and writhing figures in the river beyond all turned to stare at Pietro with empty, accusing eyes. 
Cesco held up his hands, palms forward. “It is true! He is not dead! I am his guide here, at the request of the Scaligeri!”
If this had been his father’s poem, they would have climbed onto a centaur’s back and been carried across the river. But Cesco’s answer enraged the centaurs, who bucked and reared, clanging their swords together in dire applause. Cesco grasped the coin at his neck. 
“Who are you?” asked Pietro.
Cesco’s smile was wry. “Who were you expecting?” 
“A god. Or a poet.” 
“Granted in both!” Screaming in joy, Cesco leapt from the balcony into the fray, the massive black hound charging after him. 
Pietro grasped after him. “No! Stop!” 
He clutched only air. Down among the centaurs, dancing across their backs, Cesco was slaughter personified, slicing horse and human flesh with wild arcing swings of his sword. Cesco sang out in French, “Si Dieu ne me veut ayder, le Diable ne me peut manquer!”
Pietro ran to the lip of the balcony, watching in desperate hope. Would Cesco make it this time? Would he reach the river? “Mercurio!” he called in encouragement. “Mercurio!” 
“Close enough!” the warrior-child shouted in Arabic. 
The dream was almost over, but Pietro fought wakefulness. This time Cesco would make it! This time he would reach the river, cross it, be free! This time—
Cesco disappeared beneath the bloodied centaurs, who turned to cats, pawing and ripping his body. Pietro screamed—
And woke. 
Sweating, pale, terrified, Pietro woke, his throat sore and the name of Mercury on his lips. Rolling out of bed, he threw open a shutter to breathe in the still November night. 
He had never really had nightmares—not like Cesco, who had suffered them all his life. Yet this one had pursued Pietro for fourteen years. The details altered. For a time, Pietro had worn silver armour. For a year and more, Cesco had worn a mask. Sometimes other faces appeared—the Moor, the doctor, Pietro’s sister. 
One face was always notable for its absence. The Capitano di Verona had never once made an appearance. The omission felt significant. 
The scene was from L’Inferno. The Mercury references were likely due to the coin Cesco wore at his throat. Pietro had found it on the night he first met Cesco, and for a time it had hung about the neck of Pietro’s own hound called Mercurio. The dog had died in Cesco’s arms, and the child had taken the symbol for his own. 
In the light of day, Pietro could convince himself that this was just a dream born of his father’s poetry. In moments like this, the dream was all too real. Cesco, fighting until his death. Pietro watching, helpless.
Since sleep would not return, Pietro started to dress. His page had laid out his formal robes the night before. They were new, and remarkably fine, the best he had ever owned. Putting them on, he felt like he was donning a funeral shroud. 
No need to wonder why the dream had bubbled up on this, the eve of what promised to be the worst day of his life. Of all their lives. 
Father knew, thought Pietro. Father understood there are worse things than a river of blood, or death by a sword. Worse even than a lake of ice, where betrayers dwell. There is exile. Not exile from home. Exile from one’s self. 
Bells began to ring, and with them the first strains of music. Resting his head against the doorjamb, Pietro breathed deeply. Then, squaring his shoulders, he opened the door to face the trial ahead. 
Just as in the dream, Pietro was doomed to watch helplessly as events swallowed his marvellous mischief-maker whole.
 
I
 
To Wive and Thrive
 
One
 
Verona, Italy
Saturday, 26 November 1328
 
Verona’s enduring war with Padua ended, not with a clash of steel or a charge of horse, but a peal of bells. Wedding bells. 
This day the leading families of the feuding cities were sealing the bond of peace in matrimonial bliss, binding the kindred of Cangrande della Scala, Capitano di Verona, to that of Marsilio da Carrara, Capitano di Padua. Whatever the talk of union and partnership, one family would clearly dominate. After fifteen years of war, Padua was vowing to love, honour—and obey.
The two months prior had seen a frantic rush unparalleled in recent history. To start, Carrara surprised everyone by recalling all the Paduan exiles save two. Padua’s internal strife had been far more destabilising than the war itself, rising to such a crescendo of violence that it was preferable for Carrara to hand the city to his enemy than to trust his own family. Thus cousin Niccolò did not receive a pardon. 
Nor did the poet Albertino Mussato. He’d savaged Carrara’s disastrous rule, and even this recent salvation. Mussato’s continued exile entirely suited Cangrande, who had never quite forgiven the poet for the savage literary flogging he’d received in Mussato’s play Ecerinis. 
Today’s double wedding promised to be the grandest event in Veronese history—quite a statement! Cangrande had always been praised for his open-handed entertainments, but now florins and ducats flowed as if carried down from the Alps along the Adige. 
Not that he spent his own money. As the bride, Padua was forced to offer a substantial dowry to defray the cost of these nuptial extravagances. Verona’s allies—Mantua, Bergamo, Cremona, and Vicenza—footed the rest of the bill, sending presents of food, drink, and expensive wedding trinkets, while Lucca donated huge rolls of their famous cloth. 
The most surprising gift came from the Venetians. In place of the traditional gold cup for the bride, they presented two heavy goblets of flawless blue glass, one for each couple. A credulous soul might even believe they approved. 
Such tokens of respect were evidence of Cangrande’s growing pre-eminence. By conquering Padua, the Scaliger had arguably become the most powerful man in Italy. That it had been achieved peacefully, reasonably, only enhanced his stature. At thirty-seven, Cangrande was now the undisputed leader of the Ghibelline party, controlling all of the Feltro. 
Almost. There was no gift from Guecello Tempesta, ruler of Treviso, who was too occupied in fortifying his walls to send his regards. 
But the prospect of war with Treviso paled against the incredible goings-on inside Verona’s own walls. Members of various guilds capered in the streets, dressed in silks and linens of every shade the dyers’ rainbow could offer. Entertainers of every stripe descended on the city in droves, all housed at the Scaliger’s expense. Actors, musicians, painters, poets, magicians, dancers, riders, and jugglers were put to work for impromptu plays, shows, and concerts at all hours, in every square. 
Verona owned a deserved reputation for contests. The night hunt during the late Cecchino della Scala’s wedding was fabled, the annual twin races known as the Palio legendary, and the tourney two years past had been as exciting as any contest in Rome’s Colosseum. This wedding celebration promised to show them all up as cheap and tawdry masques. 
After weeks of revels and sport, the promised day had finally arrived. The private stages of the marriage, impalmamento and sponsalia, already performed, today was matrimonium, ring-day, a ceremony particularly Italian. Germans and Frenchmen exchanged rings upon betrothal. Only in Italy did the ring set the seal on the marriage.
Verona was packed to bursting. Nobles from France, Germany, Brabant, Burgundy, Aragon, Sicily, Zeeland, Denmark and other nearby nations flocked for the event, only to find the city already teeming with citizens from all over the Italian peninsula. Even the Emperor had overlooked his festering discontent with the Scaliger to send his nephew along with favoured knights and courtiers. After all, one of the bridegrooms had served as the Emperor’s page for over a year. 
Packed streets were ripe for low thieves and rascals who knew how to cut a purse, pluck a ring from a finger, or strip a man of his best knife without giving the slightest sign. City guards were conspicuous in their bright yellow and blue garb, their striped tabards bearing the Scaligeri seal, a ladder topped by a two-headed eagle, with a snarling hound at the base. The guards halberds were bedecked in garlands, demonstrating the victory of peace over war these marriages symbolised. 
As dawn approached, excitement rippled through the air. It was rumoured that Manoello Giudio, Cangrande’s aged Master of Revels, meant this to be his swan song, the pinnacle of his career. 
It began, as all weddings should, with music. At first, a select band of strings greeted the pre-dawn light, the musicians placed on balconies and rooftops across the city, filling the air with sustained notes, long strings to fish for men’s hearts. 
Fifes joined in with the rising sun, livening the jostle and bustle below. More wind instruments followed and finally, scant minutes before the procession set out, drums. These drums were placed below ground, in the excavated Roman ruins beneath the Piazza dei Signori and the Piazza delle Erbe. Thus their reverberating pulse seemed to rise from the very earth itself. 
The drumming ceased as the air was suddenly shattered by a blaze of trumpets. At that moment the palace doors flung wide to hurl forth twenty angelic children strewing rose petals in their wake, followed by acrobats and jugglers. Next came minor priests and monks, holy men without family to elevate them to notoriety. Solemn though the moment was, they could not help smiling, their joy mirroring their flock’s. 
The gentry came next, mounted knights and nobles. They rode in matched pairs, one Paduan beside one Veronese. This was no traditional parade, with the most important lords at the head. No, this was modelled after the ancient Roman Triumph, building man after man to the most illustrious. 
They started strong. Leading the way were the Paduan Baptista Minola, whose son-in-law was Veronese, and Guglielmo del Castelbarco, Cangrande’s most valued statesman. They were immediately followed by Nico da Lozzo, who had long ago traded Padua’s colours for Cangrande’s, and his cousin Schinelli, who had refused to change sides. Blood enemies for a score of years, they smiled now in perfect amity. 
More Veronese faces paired with their Paduan opposites. Some of the loudest cheers were for Petruchio da Bonaventura, he of the mad Paduan wife, riding beside his lifelong friend, Hortensio Alvarotti, namesake of Petruchio’s second son. The two laughed and waved, clearly well-pleased that they could now live in public concord. 
Some braces had no personal link, paired only to honour their rank. Others were more awkward, such as the pairing of Antony Capulletto with Ubertino da Carrara. Capulletto had once been betrothed to Ubertino’s cousin, only to have her run off with Antony’s best friend. Despite this eternally festering sore, Antony put on a brave face for the crowd. 
Not far behind him rode that same former friend. As Mariotto Montecchio was wed to a Paduan noblewoman, he was among the last duos to issue forth from the Scaligeri palace. His companion was a relation by marriage, Tiso da Camposampiero. Until last month the two had never met outside a battlefield. 
Nearing the ultimate set of riders, out came four of Scaligeri sympathy, bound by blood and marriage. Antonio and Bailardino da Nogarola, along with Bail’s two sons Bailardetto and Valentino. They were paired with four of the Papafava clan, tied to the Carrarese much the same way the Nogarola family was to the Scaligeri. 
Dressed in purple and gold, Detto’s head should have been high. Yet he neither waved nor smiled, keeping his eyes fixed rigidly upon his father’s back as though drawing strength from that gregarious, warlike bulk. 
Next came the only rider without a mate. The rumoured architect of this grand peace, Ser Pietro Alaghieri had been given the honour of riding in solitary prominence. Fitting, as he was neither Veronese nor Paduan. He was a Florentine by birth, though that arrogant city continued to reject him, maintaining his poetic father’s decree of exile. Known as a knight of scrupulous honour, recently returned to the light of God, he was said to be the Scaliger’s most trusted confidant. Hadn’t he been given the chore of secretly raising Cangrande’s heir? Hadn’t he gone to Avignon to plead the Scaliger’s reinstatement by the Pope? Hadn’t he once been wounded fighting the Paduans, and yet devised this glorious new peace? Moreover, was he not the son of the poet Dante, who had braved Hell in order to achieve Heaven? 
The son looked as though he’d shared his father’s journey, grim and tired and sad all at once. Like Detto before him, he looked girded more for a funeral than a wedding.
Ah, but the next pair bore smiles that angels would have envied. Cangrande della Scala and Marsilio da Carrara rode side by side, dressed in the colours of their cities, but reversed—the Paduan wore Verona’s gold and azure, while Cangrande was draped in the crimson and white of Padua. 
At the prime of his life at thirty-five years, Carrara was dark of hair and eye, the flower of Paduan nobility. He waved his clasped hands above his head as though this were his triumph—as, in many ways, it was. No longer under siege, he was free to lead his people to the prosperity that had long eluded Padua.
Yet Carrara’s joy paled beside the Scaliger’s. It was not his added height that gave Cangrande such a dominance, nor was it his position as the victor. There was something innate in the man, something grand and eternal. It did not hurt that his flawless smile was famous across the known world, or that his chestnut hair framed orbs of such unearthly blue that women had made spectacles of themselves just to be seen by those eyes. Having shed the weight gained in recent times, he appeared younger than his modest thirty-eight years. 
Decisive, cunning, foresighted, generous, forgiving, proud, able, and charming, Cangrande was such a man as to come along once in a generation, a dozen generations. With this victory, the world had begun to recognise that fact. And fear it. 
Both lords were draped in such wealth as to dazzle the eye—even the stitching of their gloves was gold. Neither was armed in the slightest, not even knives on their belts, so secure were they in the peace they had made. A peace that would be forever signified by the mingling of their kindred’s blood. 
Then, at last, the ultimate pair appeared. The two bridegrooms, clad in flawlessly matched embroidered farsettos and capes. Not gold but silver, head to spurs, with the deepest and most expensive black to accent their lustre. 
At twenty years, Mastino della Scala had all the handsomeness youthful vigour could endow. His dark hair was cut short, making him look quite martial, in a Roman way. One might have mistaken Mastino for the son of Carrara, not the nephew of Cangrande. He was mounted on a pure white stallion that even the horse loving Montecchio openly admired. 
Beside him, on an equally white steed, rode Francesco di Cangrande, the bastard Heir of Verona. Cesco’s curling chestnut hair was long enough to tie back. He had a more crooked smile than Cangrande’s, curling up on the left side and pressed tight on the right. It was a smile, not of joy, but of wry amusement, one that would have looked out of place on any other fourteen-year-old. But Cesco already owned something of the Scaliger’s immense presence, a quality that would only increase with time. 
Since his dramatic reappearance three years earlier, Verona had watched this young man grow. Just this summer he had guided the city through the aftermath of a terrifying earthquake with remarkable ability and assurance. Better still, the running duel of wills between Cangrande and his bastard heir seemed to have ended. For the first time, Verona’s future seemed not only bright, but replete with promise. There lacked only a victory over Treviso. Then, with the Feltro united, with the support of the Emperor and respect of the Pope, with control of the Alps, with an experienced and eager army, with Cangrande to lead and Cesco as the promised future, Verona’s possibilities were limited only by imagination. The city beloved of Charlemagne could easily become the new Paris, the new Rome, the new Athens. Verona would become the centre of the world.
If no one that day recalled the words uttered by an oracle thirteen years before, could they be blamed? Indeed, was there ever blame for what the stars had ordained?
 ♦           ◊           ♦
“I really must thank you again, cos,” said Mastino as he waved to his half of the crowd. 
“I rather think you should practise forbearance, cos,” replied Cesco, no chink in his armour of good cheer. “You have an expectant bride who will doubtless already be disappointed in her wedding night. Restraint might prevent you from ruining it entirely.” 
“But that’s just what I must thank you for! Taddea is a lovely girl. Ripe, noble. Rich too. And of the purest lineage! One look and you know whose daughter she is. Pure Carrara from hair to heel. And it was you that brought us together. I will forever be in your debt.”
Turning from the crowd, Cesco bent his crooked smile upon Mastino. “O no, cos! Trust me, it is I who am in your debt. And love’s bright fire will in no way debase high justice here. I plan to have an epitaph like the one of Sulla Felix. Οὔτε τῶν φίλων τις αὐτὸν εὖ ποιῶν, οὔτε τῶν ἐχθρῶν κακῶς ὑπερεβάλετο.” 
Mastino felt the hairs on his neck rise. His Greek was lacking, but the quote was famous enough to be familiar. ‘No friend ever served me, and no enemy ever wronged me, whom I have not repaid in full.’ A threat, no doubt about it. 
Yet Cesco’s mirth did not seem feigned, nor did his words force their way through gritted teeth, as they might from any normal man. All the more unsettling. The young bastard’s untethered laughter was far more menacing than the threat itself. 
After all, why should the boy threaten him? Mastino had saved him, dragging what was hidden into light. That he’d meant to wield it as a weapon of his vengeance—for his dead friend Fuchs, for the usurpation of his rightful place as Verona’s Heir, for a hundred slights both public and private, for simply living at all—none of that meant anything. What did motives matter?
The brat needn’t have gone through with this wedding. That was none of Mastino’s doing. Why the Devil had Cesco forced himself to partake of this mad, laughable, shameful marriage? Cangrande would have been perfectly pleased to call it off, and Mastino would certainly have preferred to have this wedding day all to himself. What had possessed the boy to go through with it? 
That was the most fearful thing about the bastard. He could not be predicted. Mastino wondered what form Cesco’s revenge might take. For revenge was coming, nothing surer. 
It was important, then, to be prepared.
 ♦           ◊           ♦
As the distance from palace to cathedral was not enough for a proper spectacle, the triumphal procession took a round-about track, looping west to the Arena, then north to the river’s edge. Here, cheered by crowds lining both banks of the river, they turned and followed the water until they reached Verona’s Duomo, the Cathedral of Santa Maria Matricular. 
Like the fabled entryway to San Zeno, Verona’s Duomo was designed by the architect Nicholò. An austerely beautiful structure, the century-and-a-half-old cathedral had a protiro in front of the main entrance, its stubbed roof supported by pillars growing from the backs of two winged gryphons. Above the door was a painted Madonna and child with the Magi and shepherds, as well as images of hunting scenes, prophets, and three stone medallions bearing the virtues of Faith, Charity, and Hope. 
Behind the pillars, blind arches cascaded out, separated by half-columns of rosy stone twisting heavenwards. Each arch bore its own prophet, ten in all, while the whole church was symbolically protected by two painted paladins, Roland and Oliver, plucked from the chivalric cycles of Charlemagne. Ten prophets and two paladins, making the holy number of twelve. 
There were far more than twelve Franciscans present to officiate. Bishop Francis was beaming, and His Holiness Tebaldo III had taken the trouble to groom his hirsute face. Among the many other brothers was Fra Lorenzo, who looked with a fearful eye at the proceedings, wondering if he were in part to blame. 
The Benedictine and Dominican orders were represented as well. Most prominently placed were the sisters of Santa Maria in Organo, who had among their number a lady dear to one of the grooms. Suor Beatrice stood beside Abbess Verdiana. Before beginning her cloistered life, she had been Antonia Alaghieri, daughter of Dante, sister to Pietro, and combination mother, aunt, and sister to Cangrande’s heir. 
The brisk air was sharp enough to bite Antonia in the throat and sting her eyes. A good excuse to let fall the tears welling behind them. Why should she not cry? Did not people cry at weddings? 
These last weeks, Cesco had avoided Antonia in all but the most public settings. Whenever she called, he contrived to be absent, asleep, or busy with a new hawk, or sword, or horse. She understood his reticence. Two years before, Antonia had been violently and repeatedly assaulted in an attempt to separate Cesco from those who cared for him. Whenever she had given the boy comfort, she’d been punished in the most violating way. Worse, she’d never known who had done it. 
Choosing to suffer in silence, Antonia had kept that horrible knowledge from her brother and Cesco. She had thought that, through confessing to her Abbess and Fra Lorenzo, she had made peace with the event. Then Cesco’s fiancée had passed along a brief message saying that the man responsible was dead. Fuchs, famous jouster and erstwhile companion to Mastino, had kidnapped Cesco and tried to sell the fourteen-year-old into slavery. Cesco had escaped, but not before ending Fuchs’ life.
Antonia’s rage at the revelation of her assailant’s identity was dwarfed by her failure to protect Cesco. She knew him well enough to fear he was claiming the responsibility, blaming himself for her plight. She wished they could agree to let the past lie, that she could comfort his present. 
Not that the present was bright. How awful, to endure cheering while your heart was breaking. Pietro had confided in her the truth about what had happened in Padua, the disastrous secret about Cesco’s love. Antonia longed to hold the boy in her arms as she’d done when he was small, absorbing his pain and rage. 
But he was no more willing to share his pain than she had been to share hers. In the end, Fuchs had won—he’d driven her little boy away from her. 
Not that he was little anymore. As if adversity had thrown a lever within him, over the past two months he had grown a full two inches. He’d always lamented his lack of height. But now his Scaligeri heritage, always present in his face, was beginning to show in his stature. It made him even thinner than his usual wiry frame. His face was longer. Even the scar above his right eye looked stretched. 
Thinness didn’t make him look weak. Rather he seemed hard, strong. Like a Greyhound, thought Antonia with real sadness.
This was the prophecy at the heart of the strife in their lives. Attributed to the wizard Merlin, it carried an awesome prediction: 
To Italy there will come The Greyhound.
The Leopard and the Lion, who feast on our Fear,
He will vanquish with cunning and strength.
The She-Wolf, who triumphs in our Fragility,
He will chase through all the great Cities
And slay Her in Her Lair, and thus to Hell.
He will unite the land with Wit, Wisdom, and Courage,
And bring to Italy, the home of men,
A Power unknown since before the Fall of Man.
These lines had inspired Antonia’s father when creating the opening scene of his Commedia. In it, the character of Dante starts his journey through Hell because he is frightened by the leopard, the lion, and the she-wolf, the last of whom is said to mate with men ‘until the Greyhound shall come, who’ll make her die in pain.’ 
But there was a coda to the prophecy her father had never known: 
He will evanesce at the zenith of his glory.
By the setting of three suns after his Greatest Deed,
Death shall claim him. Fame eternal shall be his,
Not for his Life, but his Death.
To Dante—indeed, to the world—Cangrande was the Greyhound. He himself had believed it for years. Yet it seemed it was not the Scaliger but his heir who was destined to slay the she-wolf and be remembered for his own death. Cesco would be famous for his death? 
Not if we can help it.
Antonia spied her younger brother in the crowd. Jacopo had returned from his studies in Florence for this day’s events. Always ready with a laugh, he had sobered some in recent years, though he was still without occupation. The only member of their family to go home, he was on his way to becoming a prominent man of no substance, famous only for his father. As opposed to Pietro, who was unable to choke down his pride, and yet was already a man of real import. 
Antonia also caught a glimpse of Tharwat al-Dhaamin in the crowd. Threats of violence had driven him from Verona two years ago, yet today he was tolerated. But then, he’s not as fearsome as once he was, thought Antonia, looking at the patch that covered the Moor’s left eye. His shoulders had slumped and his frame diminished. He looked as if the years had finally caught up to him. Instead of fearing the dusky-skinned astrologer, the people of Verona could now pity him.
Arriving in turn, the knights dismounted, their horses led away. There was young Detto, looking as crushed as a hound that’s lost its master. Not far behind him, Antonia saw her older brother step out of his stirrup and onto the cobbled stones. Pietro met her eye, sharing her misery. There was nothing for it but to plunge ahead with this travesty of matrimony.
Next to dismount were Cangrande and Carrara. The first time she had seen Marsilio da Carrara, thirteen years before, he’d been engaged in a duel with her brother, causing her to hold little liking for him. But it was the smiling and waving Cangrande who received the bulk of her ire. It was his fault, of course, that Cesco had been brought to Verona too early. His fault that Cesco had been tasked past enduring. His fault that Cesco’s heart was now a wreckage, perhaps beyond salvage. 
If his heart was in tatters, Cesco certainly did not show it. Halting just behind the Capitano, the young bridegroom waved and grinned as if he were the victor of some great battle. 
Antonia had to tamp down her revulsion at the sight of Mastino, dismounting beside Cesco. She was certain he had known of Fuchs’ crimes, condoned them, perhaps even ordered them. Bile rose in her throat as she imagined him laughing as Fuchs shared how she had fought, cried, tried to strike back. It was an un-Christian thought, but if it were ever in Antonia’s power to do Mastino ill, she would welcome the chance. 
Waving and blowing kisses, Cesco and Mastino climbed the three short stairs to the church doors. Antonia could almost have touched Cesco as he passed. He offered her a smile, but the same smile greeted the other sisters. Nothing personal, nothing real. 
The main duty of the clergy was to witness the oaths exchanged and verify that neither couple had an unacceptable degree of consanguinity. This last task had Antonia feeling quite ill, but Cesco showed only humble delight as he received his blessing from the Bishop. 
At a signal, the doors of the Duomo opened. From within the great cathedral emerged the bridal party, with the families of both girls dressed in lavish splendour. Cesco’s future father-in-law appeared to have already been drinking, for there was a sloppy smile plastered across his face. 
Children emerged, bearing the precious Venetian bridal chalices. Antonia half-willed one of them to trip, break the glass vessel, and thereby curse the marriage. Alas, both children were lamentably sure-footed. 
The music reached a fevered pitch, heralding the arrival of the brides. Heavily veiled, they were dressed in matching cloth of silver and black, save for the single ribbon of blue to indicate their purity. Antonia saw the one adorning Cesco’s bride-to-be and wanted to scream. 
Mastino greeted his intended. On the arm of her cousin, Taddea da Carrara allowed her hand to pass to her new master, who kissed the proffered wrist and stepped close to lift the veil, displaying his bride to the people of Verona.
Had she been beautiful, it would have been perfect. But she carried the too-tight face of her famous sire, the late Il Grande da Carrara. Her whole head was longer front to back than it was tall, making her short-chinned and hawkishly-nosed. In her father, the features had made him stern and serious, and in the daughter, the effect was just the same. The smile on her face seemed strained and out of place. Still, she had been expertly painted, and she had one attribute eternal to beauty—youth. 
All eyes turned to Cesco as he stepped forward to greet his own bride. She was holding shyly back just inside the cathedral doors, baulking at this, the ultimate moment. But Cesco knelt before her and said something Antonia could not hear. His bride laughed in spite of herself. Standing, Cesco held out his hand. She slipped her fingers into his and together they stepped forward for the crowd’s roar of approval. 
Reaching across, Cesco lifted her veil. The masses cheered, and many were the sighs of ‘aww’ and ‘how precious’ from the combined citizens of Padua and Verona.
If youth was the measure of a bride’s beauty, Cesco’s betrothed was the fairest in the land. 
She was all of five years old.
Two
 
Padua
Two Months Earlier
 
In a full panic, Detto raced to the room where he’d left Cesco and Lia embracing like the lovers they were. Wrenching open the door, he found Lia dressing herself in men’s garb. She was quite alone. 
“Where’s Cesco?” The words caught in Detto’s throat, and he had trouble looking at her. 
“Gone.” Lacing up the masculine doublet, Lia’s fingers shook. Her breathing was ragged. For a moment, Detto hoped there had been some row, some lucky, wonderful break between the lovers. Then he saw his own horror reflected in her face. 
She knows. Somehow, she knows. 
They’d met only a handful of times, Detto and Rosalia Rienzi. For most of those meetings, she’d been disguised as a boy. That had held true the previous night, as they’d travelled from Verona to Padua, two lads on an innocent midnight ride. 
Detto had just recently been entrusted with this, Cesco’s closest secret. As the true architect of the peace between Verona and Padua, Cesco had claimed as reward the right to marry where he liked. Typically, he had chosen a girl who had threatened to kill him on several occasions, once holding a knife to his throat.
Detto was still young enough to be resentful of his best friend’s new fascination with the opposite sex. But, seeing the pair together, Detto could only applaud the change in his friend. Less acid, more humour. More bark, less bite. Detto had left Lia and Cesco looking as joyful as any couple on the eve of their wedding. 
Then Detto had told Cangrande the girl’s name, and it had all gone wrong. 
Dragged into a side chamber of the great palace of Padua’s bishop, set aside for the Scaliger’s use, Cangrande had pressed him again for the girl’s name. 
“R-Rienzi,” Detto had stuttered. “Rosalia Rienzi.”
The Scaliger spoke as if at war. “Where is he, Detto?”
“What’s the matter?” demanded Detto in return, unwilling to betray his friend, even to his famous and fearsome uncle. 
“Where is he?!”
“You’re scaring the boy.” Concerned, Ser Alaghieri had followed them. “And me, for that matter. What’s wrong?”
Cangrande was brusque. “Cesco cannot marry the Rienzi girl.” 
Stunned, it was on the tip of Detto’s tongue to shout, You promised! But Cangrande’s look of utter anguish checked him. This was not cruelty. This was something else. 
Ser Alaghieri didn’t see it. “You promised him his choice.”
“He cannot marry this girl.” Cangrande’s emphasis was full of unspoken import.
Ser Alaghieri frowned in puzzlement. Then his eyes widened. “You bastard.”
Cangrande’s gaze would have made paper curl. “Bastard is indeed the word of the hour.” 
Detto looked back and forth between them. “What? What?”
Without taking his eyes from Cangrande, Ser Alaghieri spoke. “He’s saying, Detto, that the Church will forbid this marriage. That God has forbidden it. That even the idea is sinful.”
Enraged on Cesco’s behalf, Detto could not understand. “Why sinful?” 
“Because,” said Ser Alaghieri through gritted teeth, “this Rienzi girl isn’t a Rienzi at all. She’s a bastard.”
“But how would Uncle Francesco know…?” The floor fell away from Detto’s feet. “Oh.”
“Thank you, Pietro,” remarked Cangrande. “I was attempting to shield him. Not that it will be secret long. But I was hoping to spare Detto here the shame of this. If I can, I’ll spare Cesco and the girl as well. Let them believe I’ve gone back on my word. Let them blame me.”
Not even when Cesco had lain at death’s door, poison running through his veins, had Ser Alaghieri looked so sick at heart. “You are to blame.”
“Then let them blame me in a way that absolves them of this sin. Can we agree on that? Detto, say nothing of this to anyone. Let it be me. I’ll be the unpredictable, unreliable Scaliger once more. Tell everyone I’ve forbidden the marriage because of Rienzi’s loathing for me. I’ll say I need the boy to make a political match to some Paduan girl. Pietro, we must keep this quiet and hope no one remembers I once had a dalliance with Rienzi’s wife.” 
Pietro nodded in mute assent. Detto was still struggling with the thought. “So that’s why she tried to kill you. Because her father hated you. But she didn’t know why.”
“Tried to kill who? Me?”
“Yes,” said Detto. “It was Lia who attacked you in the snow after you went to the forge two years ago, and she tried again in Trent—that was why the bridge fell, we were chasing her and stirred up trouble. She was trying to murder you to please her father.”
“Not realising she was angling to become a female Oedipus. Only Cesco would choose a girl who desires me dead. A fine choice of brides.” Cangrande looked too sick to be amused. He leaned close to Detto. “Now—where is he?”
And Detto had lied. The moment his uncle and Ser Alaghieri set off to one of the Carrarese palaces, Detto had raced back to a casa owned by Baptista Minola, only to find Lia shaking and Cesco vanished. 
If she knows, Cesco knows, too. Unwilling, his eyes moved to the bed, still rumpled and disordered. Gorge rising, Detto turned his gaze to the window. The day had started clear, but storm clouds were threatening. 
Finished lacing her boots, Lia stood. “I need a horse.” Her voice was remarkably steady. But then, she was a remarkable woman. From a remarkable family. 
Detto’s own treble wasn’t near as strong as hers, but he managed to say, “I’ll take you.” 
“I’d rather be alone.” It came out harsh. 
Detto finally looked at her. “He’d want me to.”
Biting her lower lip, Lia nodded. “Now, please.”
Swiftly Detto led her to the nearest stable. They had to get out of Padua before she was confronted by the Scaliger. Detto could not imagine a worse scene. She had tried to kill Cangrande several times before, but never had she had such cause. 
Being nephew to the great Cangrande was enough to procure them horses on a promise. Mounted, they trotted in silence out the gate and across the ancient bridge spanning the Bacchiglione River. 
When the rain began, it was a mercy, filling their terrible silence with the sounds of a weeping heaven. 
 ♦           ◊           ♦
For the whole of that day and most of the next, as the rains came and went, there was no sign of either Cesco or Detto. The latter, it was quickly discovered, had taken two horses and ridden off with another boy, one that did not quite match Cesco’s description. Cangrande grunted when he realised who the mystery rider had to be. “One problem solved, at least. Though doubtless I will have to deal with Rienzi sometime soon.”
Loath to fan the rampant flame of rumour, it was given out that the cousins were off enjoying themselves, as teens were wont to do. To a worried Pietro, Cangrande said, “Credit the boy with his due share of ingenuity. We’ll not find him until he wants to be found. He’ll reappear when he chooses. Search, by all means. He won’t thank you for it. You’ll merely draw more attention to his absence.”
Pietro grudgingly acknowledged the truth of this. He wished for the old days, when Cesco never moved without his shadow, the Moor. But Tharwat was no longer spry enough to spy, and by now Cesco knew all the Moor’s vanishing tricks. 
Pietro filled the time by seeking out the famous Paduan Doctor of Law, Bellario, and engaging in a spirited debate on all manner of legal concepts. Bellario was less interested in justice than in wringing all semantic meaning from a law, whereas Pietro was more interested in the spirit of the law itself. It led to a discussion of the laws upon which all laws were based, the Ten Commandments, and the differences between the Greek, Hebrew, and Latin translations, as well as the importance of the ordering. The excellence of the conversation was almost enough
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