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The Republic of Florence was the birthplace of the Renaissance, a city filled with artists, innovators, scientists, and philosophers. And yet it was always perched on a knife’s edge, surrounded by powerful rivals and allies: Milan to the north, Naples to the south, and the ever-scheming Rome, ruled by the Holy See. The Medici, Florence’s rulers in all but name, walked a fine line between greed and public service as enemies circled, waiting for the right moment to take down the ruthless family once and for all. And like a tale spun from fable, magic stirred across the peninsula, sometimes hidden in the shadows out of fear of persecution, sometimes welcomed, shaping destinies in irrevocable ways.





Capitolo Cinque

The carriage rattled over the large stone slabs of the ancient Roman road, moving briskly, sweeping past vineyards and olive groves. Elderflower, hazelnut, and cypress trees dotted the grassy landscape, giving way to thick clusters of woodlands. Thunder boomed overhead, a storm threatening to break over the verdant hills. It matched Ravenna’s mood perfectly; swollen clouds carrying her tears, the clap of lightning like the sound of her inner protesting.

Ravenna wiped her nose with the hem of her gown, thankful there was no one to see her splotchy face and red-rimmed eyes. Mercifully, the Luni famiglia had piled into their own transport, and it raced ahead of hers. A headache bloomed at her temples from her crying, and she pressed her cheek to the cool windowpane. Her breath came out in soft pants, fogging the glass. The magic within her fed off her clamoring emotions, her heartache. It sought release, but Ravenna breathed through the worst of it.

She would let herself wallow for another few minutes, and then she would make a plan.

Ravenna couldn’t believe this was happening to her.

The round walls of Volterra were her home, and she never ventured past the surrounding hills. She was a creature of habit and routines, structure and rules, and deeply loyal to her family. But she’d been plucked out of her life and thrust into a fast-moving carriage she had no control over. For the hundredth time, she wondered why they had stolen her.

It must have been her use of the Nightflame.

She had given herself away, and now she was paying for it. Ravenna lifted her head, pressed a clammy hand to her other cheek. Nervous energy skittered across her skin. She inhaled deeply, fighting the rapid beat of her heart, urging it to slow down. She mustn’t give anything else away.

Especially not the magic she kept secret.

Ravenna gripped the upholstered velvet bench for dear life, her mind whirring. She stared at the door and thought of escape. If she leaped out of the carriage, would the driver notice? Most likely. She could make a run for it, but the weather wasn’t cooperating. The speed of the carriage posed a great risk; she might hurt herself when she landed, and then she’d really be stuck.

Florence was a day’s ride away from Volterra, about fourteen hours, maybe less, at the rate they were moving. Either way, the horses couldn’t make the whole journey. At some point, the driver would need to find a small village for supplies, to change the horses, and perhaps allow Ravenna to use the privy. And unless the driver wanted to travel through the night, they’d have to stop at an inn.

Ravenna dried her eyes and straightened in her seat.

She would make her move then.

 

They arrived in Castelfiorentino at nightfall. Ravenna peered out the window as the carriage stopped in front of an inn with a sloping tiled roof. Flickering lanterns illuminated the intricately carved wooden door reinforced with iron bands and a sturdy latch. Shutters flanked the small windows, closed for the night. There were no other patrons in sight, only a couple of stray dogs sniffing along the cobblestone path.

A burly guard approached her door and opened the window, saying, “You’ll join the family for dinner inside.”

Ravenna indicated to the closed shutters. “The owners are asleep.”

“They are awake and already serving the Luni family.”

Naturally, she thought. “Why have they taken me?” she demanded.

The guard regarded her with a stony expression, unyielding and stern. “My orders are to bring you inside. Beyond that, I don’t have answers for you.” He opened the door and indicated for her to climb out.

This man would not be persuaded by a soft smile or moved by tears. But she wouldn’t come before the family without more information, whatever she could learn. Ravenna shifted tactics. “Will we be spending the night?”

“Stop stalling and get out of the carriage,” he barked.

Ravenna stiffened, but she stepped down, her attention moving swiftly to the other carriage. Stable hands attended the horses while servants carted trunks up the front path. Her pulse quickened. So they were spending the night. Marvelous. Between then and the next morning, there would be ample opportunity to slip away. She would make sure of it.

But first—dinner with her kidnappers.

Ravenna gritted her teeth and followed the guard into the inn.

 

She was greeted by warm, earth-toned walls with geometric patterns inspired by Moorish design. The furniture was a blend of low wooden tables and cushioned seating, the walls were covered by woven tapestries and on the floor, plush rugs stretched in every direction. Bronze lamps with intricately patterned covers cast a warm, dappled light across the room. It was all very cozy, and Ravenna felt a pang of homesickness.

A tall, middle-aged man in a long, loose-fitting tunic with a calm demeanor beckoned Ravenna forward to the front desk. His olive-toned skin and trimmed beard complemented his kind brown eyes. Those same eyes flicked to the two guards flanking her, and his lips pursed slightly.

“Buonasera,” he said. “I am Ibrahim. I understand you’re with the Luni party?”

Ravenna opened her mouth, but the two guards spoke for her.

“She is,” the first said.

“We were about to shut our doors for the night,” Ibrahim said. “My wife and daughter are helping them settle into their accommodations upstairs. The kitchen is busy preparing a meal for you all, it should only be a quarter of an hour or so. You’ll have the dining room to yourselves. All our other guests have retired for the evening.” He cleared his throat pointedly and looked at Ravenna. “Will you be needing separate accommodations?”

“She will,” said the other.

The innkeeper paused but kept his attention on Ravenna. “We have a room for you,” Ibrahim said. “My daughter will return shortly and show you to your room, and I’ll have your trunk brought up—”

“I have nothing,” Ravenna said, her eyes widening slightly.

Ibrahim paused, dark brows drawn.

She opened her mouth again, but one of the guards took hold of her arm and held on tightly. His fingers dug into her in warning. Her gaze dropped to the sword strapped to his side. He was a burly man, with a pronounced scar splitting his cheek. If she made a scene, would they hurt the family who owned the inn?

“Signorina?” Ibrahim asked gently.

“You have a lovely establishment,” Ravenna said. “My family also has a locanda in Volterra, though not as grand as this.”

He beamed at her. “Grazie, we’ve been very fortunate. We see many travelers thanks to the Via Francigena trade route.” A young woman wearing a silk headscarf approached the front desk. Gold earrings glittered in her ears, and a wide leather belt cinched her waist, accentuating the lush flow of her dress. Ibrahim turned toward her with an expectant air. “Has everyone settled in their rooms? Yes? Good. Amina, will you show our last guest to her room?”

“Follow me,” Amina said with a quick smile.

Ravenna followed Amina up the gracefully curved staircase, her hand gliding against the carved wooden banister. Both guards were at her heels, their heavy footsteps oppressive. The innkeeper’s daughter glanced back at them, curiosity glimmering in her dark eyes. Ravenna didn’t blame her.

How would she have handled such a situation?

Her parents would have fluttered around the kitchen nervously, bidding the cooks return to work. Her twin brothers would have been tasked with hauling in the luggage, while their stable hand would have likely woken where he slept in the loft above the horse’s stalls. It would have been up to Ravenna to check the latecomers in with a gracious smile. She had done it many times.

But now her parents would have to make do without her.

“Through here,” Amina said, using an iron key to unlock a room at the end of the corridor. “The rest of the party are in rooms next to yours.”

Ravenna didn’t think her mood could worsen, but somehow it did. She was surrounded by immortals on both sides.

“We’ll need two chairs, please,” the guard with a scar said gruffly, gesturing to either side of the doorway.

Amina’s dark brows rose, crescent moons framing her pretty face. “Certainly.”

Ravenna stared at the guard, anger licking up her spine. They intended to spend the entire night outside her bedroom door. That was one exit out of her reach.

Madonna santa.

“If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask,” Amina said with a quick glance at Ravenna. It was only the length of a single breath, but Ravenna caught the hint of worry, concern, for her. Then Amina gave another curious glance to the two guards before she nimbly skirted around them, her footsteps quiet against the rug-covered floor.

The guard gestured to the open door. “You may freshen up for dinner.”

Ravenna glowered at him before marching inside and firmly shutting the door behind her, only for him to open it a second later.

“This stays open,” he said in a tone brooking no argument.

Then he moved out of view, presumably to make himself available to receive the chairs. She turned away from the door with a stifled sigh, her gaze immediately latching on to the window. Her mind worked on a possible escape route as she crossed the room, making quick work of opening the wooden shutters. Wind rustled through the trees, teasing her hair, and she could make out the sounds of a horse pulling a cart toward the stables. It was too dark to see below clearly, but Ravenna could just make out the outline of a prickly hedge. Uncomfortable to land on, but bearable.

While everyone else slept for the night, she’d open the window, head to the stables . . . steal a horse?

Her stomach twisted—she’d never stolen anything before in her life. It didn’t sit well with her, but what else could she do? It was too far of a walk, not to mention potentially dangerous. The path wasn’t straightforward, she could lose her way or run into bandits.

“I wouldn’t, if I were you.”

Ravenna stiffened. She looked over her shoulder at the immortal blocking the only way out of the room. Cavaliere Saturnino returned her stare dispassionately, his expression stony. He’d taken off his armor, but he still looked imposing. Formidable. A lock of his black hair fell at an angle across his pale brow.

“Wouldn’t what?” she asked.

“Jump.”

Ravenna turned away from the window, her pulse skipping. She stayed where she was, close to the wall, conscious of the bed between them, the centerpiece of the spacious room. Luxurious linens draped each end in rich, deep colors: burgundy, emerald, ochre. A lightweight woolen blanket woven with geometric patterns sat folded at the foot. Small wooden tables on opposite sides of the bed held brass oil lamps, their bases engraved with delicate swirls.

“I wasn’t planning on jumping,” Ravenna lied.

“Well . . .” He drew out the word slowly. “If you were, you should know that it would be me following in your pursuit.” His white teeth gleamed in the soft candlelight. He took a step forward, and then another. His frame seemed to take up the entire space. She couldn’t run past him even if her shoes had wings like the ancient Roman god Mercury. “And I always find my mark.”

Ravenna lifted her chin. “Stop threatening me.”

“It wasn’t a threat, but a warning.”

“You’re trying to frighten me.”

“I’m trying to keep you from doing anything foolish.”

Ravenna folded her arms across her chest. “Well,” she said, mimicking his slow drawl, “if you hadn’t kidnapped me then I wouldn’t have to contemplate a dangerous trek through the night back to Volterra.”

“Kidnapping is a strong word.”

She narrowed her eyes. “What would you call it?”

“Think of it as an opportunity.”

“For what?” she demanded.

“A mutually beneficial opportunity,” he clarified.

“I still don’t—”

A sound of rustling clothing interrupted her. Signora Luni walked into view, dropping a light hand on Saturnino’s sleeve. If Ravenna hadn’t been looking at his face closely, she would have missed the slightest ripple of emotion changing his expression. The line of his jaw tightened, as if he were gritting his teeth. But the moment was gone when she next blinked, replaced by a bored look.

“Our dinner is ready,” Signora Luni said with a smile. She glanced at Ravenna, eyebrows rising expectantly. “I trust your accommodations are comfortable?”

She spoke pleasantly, as if she’d had no part in the kidnapping. The gall of the woman, Ravenna fumed. “I would be more comfortable in my own home.”

“Perhaps you’ll change your mind once the night is over,” Signora Luni said lightly. “You’ll escort her down, won’t you, my love?”

The knight’s eyes cut to hers. “Even if I have to drag her.”

Signora Luni laughed uneasily as she squeezed her son’s arm as she moved out of view. “I’m certain it won’t come to that.”

Cavaliere Saturnino held Ravenna enthralled in his cold, remote gaze. “Will it?”

She shook her head, her heart beating rabbit-fast. “It won’t.”

“Then come to me,” he said softly.

Ravenna locked her jaw but she approached the knight, her steps controlled and measured. She was proud her knees didn’t shake.

“Good choice,” he said.

Ravenna swept past him, her chin held high and spine straight. But she felt his gaze between her shoulder blades as he followed behind her, a wolf stalking his prey.

The reality of her situation sank into her bones: if she didn’t escape, there would be no more choices left for her to make.





Capitolo Diciassette

Ravenna stared at the stones, quieting her mind, quieting the voices that stood on either side of her shoulders, whispering their threats, their promises of suffering and heartache. She concentrated on the weight of the chisel in her left hand, the mallet in her right, and tried to ignore the silent immortal sitting on the workbench behind her.

Saturnino hadn’t spoken a word to her since he arrived five minutes ago. He drank from a steaming porcelain cup, and every now and again, she heard the hushed noise of him blowing softly across the surface. Ravenna closed her eyes, wishing she could intuit his feelings. His words were barbs hidden in polite phrases; she knew that. Except there were moments when she’d catch him unguarded, moments that were fleeting but were like stars shooting across the impervious night sky.

More than anything, she wished she didn’t care.

“Sage water?” Ravenna guessed. She’d know that scent anywhere. It was her favorite drink to sip on while she watched the sunrise.

“Sage water,” he confirmed neutrally.

He might have brought me one, Ravenna thought. It would have been the polite thing to do, considering he was observing her every move, writing a report in his mind, tallying her mistakes.

“I’ll bring you a cup tomorrow,” he said.

Ravenna glanced over her shoulder in surprise.

Saturnino winked at her.

She wrinkled her brow. “Can you read my mind?”

He took a sip and looked at her over the rim. Black brows rising slightly. “I swear on the Bible I can’t.”

“You shouldn’t swear over scripture.”

He shrugged. “The least worrisome of my vices, I’d say.”

Ravenna turned away, hearing his soft laugh. His manner was playful now that she’d proven herself—which worked in her favor. Her life was safe . . . for the moment. But that didn’t mean she could let down her guard or let herself become distracted, even if his laugh had sent an unexpected warm shiver through her. It was genuine and rich like mulled wine spiced with cloves.

Nothing about him was real, especially his laugh.

Best to focus on the work, she told herself sternly.

She approached the stone she’d chipped away at earlier, examining the dent she’d made. It hadn’t healed itself, a good sign. The surface seemed to shift at her nearness, a sea disturbed. A little humming noise escaped her, something she would have done to soothe her sister. She flushed, willing herself not to look at Saturnino. Her magic propelled her forward, seeking to tame the magic roiling through the stone. Magic that felt like a serpent writhing under her skin. Revulsion crept over her and she paused, her hands hovering over the surface. It hissed underneath her palms, the handles of the tools warming from the sudden onslaught of heat.

The magic inside her leaped, stretching outward, hissing.

It felt out of control, wild, sinful.

Saturnino came to stand next to her, angling closer until he was only half a pace away. His shoulder brushed the sleeve of her gown. The scent of pine and snow, tinged in citrus, enveloped her. Her pulse spiked at his nearness, that perfect face turned toward her, dark eyes peering at her intently before flicking down to her slim, calloused hands. With deliberate slowness, he reached for her chisel and mallet, clutching both in one hand. With his other hand, he gently guided her to the workbench. “Sit with me.”

Ravenna remained standing. “Why?”

A rueful grin stole across his usually stern mouth. “Your magic helped you with the stones the other day. It will again, but you’re . . . hesitating.”

“The stones hiss steam when they are angry,” Ravenna said dryly. “Any sane person would hesitate.”

Instead of the latent hostility she had come to expect, he exuded an air of patience. He tilted his head, studying her for one breathless moment before sitting down and gently placing the tools back into the pail. Ravenna folded her arms tightly across her chest, on guard.

His whisper-soft words washed over her. “Why do you fear the magic inside you?”

She hadn’t been expecting the question. A surprising feeling of unease gathered at the base of her spine. “It’s hard for me to stop once it takes over.”

“Why not let it run its course?”

Ravenna was going to reply with a familiar answer, one that revealed nothing. But she held back for a moment, struck by an unaccountable desire to tell the truth. To reveal her messy thoughts, to show the illogical side of humanity in the face of his impervious immortality.

There was a part of her that understood their marked differences, but they had similarities, too. He shared some of the aspects of being human. He felt hunger, and probably exhaustion, and the stress of everyday life. But what did he really understand or know about time and its finite permanence? About how every second, every hour, every morning brought death a little closer?

If time stretched out before you, unending, what kind of meaning in this life could he ever hope to find?

“Against my better judgment, I’m going to tell you the truth, Saturnino.”

“Why?” he asked again.

His favorite question, she thought. Ravenna hated that she felt amused by it.

“I think it will be good for you to understand a human, for once,” she said, and he stared back at her, a man starving for . . . what? Ravenna shifted uneasily on her feet, fighting to remember that he was her enemy. “I don’t like to think of the magic in my blood, in my skin, because it feels sinister. It’s something I’ve never understood. Why do I have this ability when others don’t? I feel . . . tainted.”

His reply was quick and furious. “You’re not.”

“But I am.” Hot embarrassment inched over her, warming her cheeks, her throat, her chest. “That’s what I’ve been told, anyway.”

“By whom?”

“By the Church.”

“By men,” he said flatly, and she stilled. “It’s always amazed me how contrary to the New Testament most cardinals and priests and popes behave. The guilt and shame they preach, spreading like a sickness, like a plague, from village to village, home to home. Accepting payment in exchange for forgiveness and a place in eternity when it’s supposed to be free. Grace for everyone, even someone born with a magical talent.”

Ravenna’s lips parted in surprise. “You’re angry.”

“I am angry,” Saturnino said, overrun by a burst of emotion. “And you ought not place your sense of self, your soul, into the hands of men whose damning interpretation of doctrine will destroy a life.” His eyes bored into hers. “No one on this earth can save your soul, Ravenna.”

She thought of the pope’s offer of absolution if she completed everything he asked of her. Tension warred within her. It was her soul that was at stake. And it was easy for Saturnino to say such things when death’s door would never open for him. Ravenna thought of the letter threatening excommunication, a public sentencing that would forbid her entry in the places she held sacred.

“Your magic is not a form of punishment,” Saturnino pressed. “It’s nothing you did or said; it’s not a judgment on your character or honor. Your magical ability is a gift like any other, no different from someone born left-handed or with a talent for mastering languages.” He gave her a wry smile. “Nothing sinister about it.”

Ravenna looked at the stones, mulling over his explanation. It felt true, but it was easier to believe that she was being punished in some way. Her magic made her unwelcome in the village of her birth. It caused strife between her and Antonio; it was a dirty secret her family hid from their neighbors. And it had brought her to Florence, to this palazzo, where she had to live between two warring parties.

She was caught in the middle of a fight she wasn’t prepared for.

“I wish it hadn’t come to me.”

He frowned, incredulous. “There’s power in what you can do. Power brings security, influence. Why wouldn’t you use your talent to ensure a prosperous future?”

“Because I’m afraid,” Ravenna snapped.

She slapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide.

“Of what?” Saturnino asked in honest confusion.

She lowered her hand, trembling. “The magic feels out of my control. I’m fearful of what it will do to me, that I might—I might—”

“Live?” Saturnino pressed. “I’m going to tell you a secret, Ravenna.” His voice turned both urgent and coaxing—he was the snake in the garden. “No one is in control of their own lives. Not even me. So be free. Do what you want, when you want it, and accept who you are. You’ll be a lot happier, trust me.”

“You’re not happy, though, are you?” She narrowed her eyes. “There are rules, Saturnino. There is a right and there is a wrong, whether you chose to see it or not. Everyone draws a line somewhere, and it’s that line that keeps harmony in place. Not just for your neighbor . . .” Ravenna bent forward, placed the flat of her hand against his heart. “But here, as well, where it matters the most.”

“But it would mean letting myself feel. All the time. It sounds exhausting.” He set his jaw. “Weak.”

“Being human is exhausting,” Ravenna admitted. “But if you refuse to feel anything at all, you won’t ever experience the best parts of being alive. Not love, or joy, or wonder, or the solace of knowing you are not alone.” She paused, searching his face. “Feeling deeply is not a weakness. It’s what gives meaning to everything else. That’s what it’s like to be human. To embrace the best and worst parts of life, to endure and to keep going the only way that we can.”

Saturnino clasped her hand, his cool thumb brushing against her wrist. “This isn’t about right or wrong, good and evil. This is about accepting who you are. The stones won’t yield to you without your magic, Ravenna.”

She looked at his hand covering hers. It felt protective, almost tender. Every instinct inside her warned her to pull away from him, but she was drawn to the passion illuminating his eyes, his words, as if they were a lantern held against the dark loneliness she’d felt for years. “For someone who has lived a lot of life, who has seen and done so much over the course of the years, and is by all accounts bored, you have a very inquisitive nature.”

“Fair.” He rose to his feet. His form was unlike those of the sturdy men in Volterra; he was lithe, lean, and sinewy, towering over her. He could knock her down with a flick of his wrist. And he nearly did, but not by strength, but by the quiet intensity in which he said, “But then, I’d never met you.”

Her heart battered against her ribs. She didn’t blink, she couldn’t speak. She was conscious of his hand on hers, the weight of his thumb, the pads of his fingers. Oddly, his skin wasn’t ice-cold anymore. It felt a touch warmer, as if he’d been lit from within.

“Ravenna,” Saturnino coaxed. “Try using magic again. Instead of stifling it, let it flow through you.”

“My magic brings death,” she whispered.

“It’s only a rock,” he whispered back. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

He released her hand, and she used it to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. Saturnino tracked the movement, expression soft, unguarded, and Ravenna thought of shooting stars disappearing into the heavens.

“All right.” She took a step, intent on retrieving the tools, but Saturnino reached for her again, fingers circling around her wrist. She turned to him, her brows rising in question.

“Without the chisel and mallet,” he said. “Only the magic.”

Ravenna nodded. He released her and followed her back to the stone. With a slow inhale, she placed her palms on the rippling surface, the blue and faint streaks of fiery red glowing beneath her fingertips. Magic pulsed in her blood, in a mad rush to spill beyond her reach. She curled her hands almost into fists. The raw power terrified her; she hated how small it made her feel, how out of control. She gritted her teeth, overcome with an instinctive urge to harness the magic.

It felt like she was trying to stop time with her bare hands.

Saturnino brushed the back of his hand against her locked jaw. “Ravenna, let it go.”

She exhaled sharply, loosening her limbs, uncurling her fingers.

The magic streamed out of her, wild, untamed. She felt its malevolent power rush through her veins, pooling in the palms of her hands. She bit back a curse, her lips twisting in pain. A heady rush escaped her, leaving her dizzy, spent. The veining across the marble shifted as if swept gently by a paintbrush. It curled around the edge of the stone, exposing the top portion. But the virgin stone had cooled, its heat fading under the force of Ravenna’s onslaught.

Her magic seemed to call to the Nightflame, and for the first time it answered back.

To strike.

This way, it seemed to whisper, if you must.

Saturnino handed her a chisel and mallet.

Wordlessly, she took both, lined up the chisel’s flat edge, and struck the blunt end with the mallet. The stone gave way and she felt the responding shudder, a magical pulse that rippled through her. It was as if the magic inside her and in the stone were facing off, and hers was the aggressor, able to diminish the other’s life force. Ravenna let her magic guide her, chipping away at a steady rate, but only where the stone had been overrun. She kept at it for what felt like mere minutes, only to look up to find Saturnino seated at the bench. He’d stretched out his long legs, crossed them at the ankles.

Every day he seemed a little more human to her.

He dipped his hand into one of the pails, retrieved a linen rag, then stood. His approach was both slow and familiar; he held out the cloth to her. Ravenna took it gratefully and wiped her face clean. He pored over her significant progress; she’d cleared a sizable corner of the stone. When his eyes traveled back to hers, they were creased, brimming with joy and relief.

The smile he gave her was unfettered, and it stayed on his face longer than a shooting star winking in and out of sight. It dazzled her.

“Your magic is wondrous, a thing to behold.” He hesitated. “Like you.”

For a moment, she forgot about His Holiness and his promise of atonement. She forgot about her parents and how they loved her as much as they were terrified of her. She forgot about how the Luni family had stolen her away from her life. Her eyes blurred. When she thought about her life, the years lived, and the years that stretched ahead of her, she’d never expected anyone to call her wondrous.

Let alone her magic.

“Ravenna—” He broke off as the dungeon door creaked open.

Imelda stood within the frame, frozen, her hands gripping a tray laden with a pitcher and ceramic cup. Whatever Saturnino had been about to say hovered between them, lost in the swirl of fading magic and firelight.

“Excuse me, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Imelda said, her cheeks reddening.

Everything came back to Ravenna in a rush: the pope, the task he’d demanded of her, her soul hanging in the balance. She was suddenly aware of how close she and Saturnino were standing, just a hand’s width apart. Saturnino must have realized it at the same time, because he stiffened and moved away from her.

Ravenna had the uncanny notion that he’d surprised himself. And judging by the muscle jumping in his jaw—probably from gritting his teeth—he did not like it. A subtle change settled over him as if he were putting on a thick, well-tailored mantle suited to his needs. A barrier between him and the world, something to protect him from the mundane habits and conversation of the dullards he crossed paths with. His face smoothed over, and gone was his irritation, his baffled disbelief that he found her magic wondrous. The hood of his mantle had gone up, and Ravenna knew that he would lash out in some way.

Not to remind her of her place, but to remind himself of his.

The opposite ends of a chessboard.

“I trust you won’t have any more trouble, Ravenna. Finish the work.” His voice dropped into a whisper meant for her ears only. “For both our sakes.”

He gave her a cool look, and it made the blood in her veins swim with ice. Ravenna had the sense that she understood the full pendulum swing of his emotions. She intrigued him, exasperated him, and was a curiosity he wanted to learn about, but he would not extend a hand to help her.

Saturnino turned away and left without another word, another glance. Imelda watched his progress, and it was only when he had shut the door behind him that she moved farther into the room. She placed the tray onto the bench, then turned to face Ravenna, her expression pinched.

“I only came to drop off refreshments,” Imelda said. “Do you need anything else?”

Ravenna shook her head.

Imelda dipped her chin stiffly, her cheeks drawn in worry. She turned to go, but abruptly stopped. “Signorina . . .”

Ravenna knew what her maid was going to say before she said it.

“Please be careful,” Imelda whispered. “Don’t fall prey to his honeyed words, his wealth and connections. He is a dangerous man, and I’ve seen him ruin many good people.”

Ravenna didn’t doubt it. Shame burned up her throat, flushed her cheeks. She knew better, and yet . . . and yet. She could have sworn he’d spoken from the heart.

But he didn’t have one. He’d said so himself.

“I’ll come back to escort you to your room in another hour or so, if that’s agreeable?”

“Certo,” Ravenna said.

Imelda inclined her head again, but just before she left, Ravenna added, “And thank you.”

“Signorina?” Imelda asked, her hand on the iron latch.

“For the warning.”

Imelda nodded and left her alone with her thoughts. Ravenna stared at the virgin stones, at the pulsing veins, beating like a heartbeat, protecting the Nightflame. She had made good progress that day, but it was only for the sake of appearances. To stay Saturnino’s murderous hand.

But now, for the first time, she didn’t care about what the Medici had done to Volterra, to her brother, to her. She wanted to extract the Nightflames. Because . . . because . . . 

Ravenna squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to acknowledge the truth: she cared about Saturnino, and deep down, she somehow knew that it would be the end of her.

Probably she should do something about it.

 

Ravenna didn’t work on the stones again for the rest of the evening. She couldn’t—her conscience wouldn’t let her. She’d all but given her word to His Holiness, and she’d already betrayed the Luni family by revealing the existence of the five Nightflames.

She’d crossed a line.

But so had they when they took me, Ravenna reminded herself.

By the time Ravenna was back inside her bedroom, her mind thought one way, her heart felt another. She paced the room, up and down the lush canopy of her bed, wearing down a path on the lavish rug. A line from the Bible spun through her, wrapping around her ribs until she couldn’t breathe: The heart was deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: Who can know it?

She clearly didn’t know her own heart.

It wasn’t until she sank onto the bed that she saw the folded note resting on the silk pillow. It bore her name in elegant handwriting. The room seemed to vanish. Her world narrowed down to the note, and she somehow knew she would hate what it said.

What it would demand of her.

The roar in her head returned, nauseating and loud. Ravenna picked up the note, opening it with steady hands even as the air around her coiled tight, as if she were spinning frantically in a circle.

Signorina Ravenna,

Tonight, you must find a way out of the palazzo without being seen. Take Via de’ Tornabuoni toward the Arno River, cross Ponte Santa Trinita, and the road will become Via Maggio. Take the same path until you reach Il Leone Rosso. There will be a red lion carved over the door.

Wait for instructions in the wine cellar.

The letter wasn’t signed, but it bore His Holiness’s red stamp. The familiar triple crown glinted back at her, a bloody stain at the bottom of the page.





Capitolo Diciotto

Ravenna made her way down the cobbled path of Via de’ Tornabuoni, clutching the wool cloak tightly around her. It had been another harrowing trek through the palazzo, but she’d made it down to the grotto and out the side door without incident. A miracle. She ought to take it as a sign of God’s approval of where her loyalties lay.

Except she still didn’t really know.

Cool moonlight dimly illuminated the narrow street, casting shadows from the ancient buildings that surrounded her. Her breath came out in soft pants, fogging around her face in the sharp wind. She shivered but kept her pace brisk.

She did not want to be caught unaware.

There was no one in sight, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others lurking in the shadowed alleyways. Ravenna passed tavern after tavern, their weathered facades offering solemn greetings as she went. None of them bore a sign bearing the name Il Leone Rosso. How much farther? She had crossed the bridge, the cold Arno River churning beneath her feet. It seemed like she had walked miles. Her feet hurt from being squished in the too-tight leather boots, the only ones she could find in her bedroom. And she was freezing.

She set her jaw against the bitter wind and quickened her steps, keeping an eye out for strangers. On her way out, she had found a walking stick propped against the servants’ entrance. A weapon, she had thought. When she grabbed it, she had the notion that she could whack the thing at someone’s head if the occasion called for it.

Glancing down at it now, she felt ridiculous.

A walking stick against a knife or a sword.

Well, at least she still had the dagger in her boot.

She hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but even so, she said a prayer just in case, asking for help—oh, she’d nearly passed it. The entrance of Il Leone Rosso loomed on her left. It was unassuming in appearance with a modest wood sign swinging in the cold breeze. A red lion roared above the door frame.

With a sigh of relief, Ravenna darted inside, eager to be out of the cold.

The warmth of the space hit her first, the air thick with the aroma of burning wood from the central fireplace. She tasted smoke, aged wine, and pipe tobacco; it made her think of the locanda’s cozy central room where guests lounged on comfortable chairs. Wooden beams stretched across the low ceiling, and the stone walls were covered in worn but well-made tapestries. Patrons sat at sturdy wooden tables and benches arranged in small clusters, perfect for private conversation. Servers quietly attended the needs of their guests, serving wine and beer, clearing away metal plates.

Ravenna stood at the entrance, immobilized.

She knew no one. She didn’t have a name or a description of the person she was supposed to meet. The clink of glasses and murmuring conversation paused as the people in the room began noticing her.

“This way,” someone whispered from close by. A hooded figure stood to her left, and he gestured to stone steps descending into a lower level of the tavern. Ravenna squinted, trying to make out his features. His clothing concealed everything but his mouth, pressed into a pale, thin line. She recognized him anyway.

“Ravenna,” the courier said. “Now.”

Then he strode forward, disappearing down into the dark. Ravenna swallowed and trailed after him. She gripped her walking stick tighter. He led her through a narrow corridor that opened to a wine cellar. When she walked through, he shut the heavy wooden door behind her and then barred it. The clanging noise reverberated in the small room. Thick walls surrounded Ravenna on all sides; if she were to scream, no one would hear her from above. Oak barrels storing wine were stacked on wooden racks, sweetening the cramped air. She glanced at the courier, her hands tightening again on the walking stick.

His attention landed briefly on it. He arched a brow, as if to ask, What the hell do you plan to do with that, idiota? She remembered, too late, that he had his own staff, one equipped with five of the pietre magiche. Hot embarrassment lanced her. But the courier merely pulled out a chair and sat down at the small wooden table situated in the center of the wine cellar. He indicated

















































































Capitolo Diciannove

Ravenna retraced her steps. The streets were deceptively empty, but faint murmurings of conversation drifted down to her from the wrought iron balconies above the shops and taverns she passed by. The distant sound of horses clip-clopping against the cobbled stone further disturbed the still night. She quickened her stride, eager to return to the safety of the palazzo.

A humorless chuckle worked itself up her throat.

She wasn’t safe at the palazzo. She wasn’t safe anywhere.

A black cat streaked across the street, and Ravenna’s pace faltered.

Two figures emerged at the end of the cobbled path, their boots scraping against stone. Their eyes fixed on her, and, as one, they pivoted, veering toward her. Ravenna gripped the walking stick, taking note of her surroundings. She had an innate sense of direction; she was only minutes away from the palazzo.

If she ran, she might make it. But they clearly sensed her intent because they split and flanked her on both sides. Ravenna gritted her teeth against the panic clawing at her. The magic within her stirred, a low, terrifying hum that began to vibrate through her bones. She gripped the walking stick, angling it upward.

She didn’t want to hurt anyone, but she would as the absolute last resort. With or without her magic.

“Cosa abbiamo qui?” one of them remarked.

“A pretty girl, all alone,” the other replied.

“Leave me be,” Ravenna said. She felt as if she were fighting two foes: the men—and herself. The magic licked up her throat, begging for release. She swallowed hard. “Per favore. Let me pass.”

“Such fine manners,” one of them leered. “You’ll raise your skirts for us both without complaint.” He rubbed his crotch while the other drew closer, his eyes full of lust.

Ravenna’s pulse thundered in her ears as she fought to remain calm, but the darkness roared, feeding off her terror, her anger. It was always hungry, always waiting. She lifted the walking stick to the level of her hip. The men chuckled; the noise drowned out her heartbeat.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” she said, her voice edged in rising panic. “Please, don’t make me do this.”

The men guffawed.

One of the men charged, and Ravenna instinctively swung the walking stick. It struck the man’s side and he yowled. The other surged toward her and she swung again, but he was expecting it. He wrenched the stick away from her, threw it over his shoulder. It clattered against the stone.

She held up her hands, backing away from her attacker, the picture of a surrender. Her attacker glanced to his partner and Ravenna swiftly bent at her waist, yanked her dagger out of her too-tight shoe. They both laughed at her, and anger formed a knot at the back of her throat.

How dare they—

One of them rushed her, and Ravenna heard her father’s instruction in her mind. Don’t stay still, make it hard for anyone to reach you. She pivoted and swiped the dagger. The tip raked the man’s forearm and he cried out, but the other came from behind, wrapping his arms tight around her.

The dagger clattered to the ground. His harsh breath against her cheek sent a bolt of terror through her.

Ravenna let out a strangled cry. “No, don’t, get away from me! Please!”

The dark magic rose up in volcanic fury. She gritted her teeth, sweat forming along her hairline. Her skin turned feverishly hot. She couldn’t control how much to use. She frantically glanced to the left, to the right. The streets were empty. She tipped her head back, opened her mouth to scream—

Her attacker slapped his hand across her mouth, hard. Ravenna bucked, but he dug his hand into her middle, kept her squeezed against his side. She bit his bare finger; blood filled her mouth. He pulled his injured hand away.

“Puttana,” he roared in her ear.

Ravenna winced, her mind spinning. The man’s arm tightened, an iron band across her stomach. She pressed her fingers against his weathered skin. His hot breath curled around her face; he stank of beer and rot. The magic blazed a path through her, and it was as if she faced a river of fire barreling toward her. She couldn’t control it anymore; she could only fling herself off the path of destruction.

The magic burned a path through her arms, shot past her fingertips.

Her attacker flinched, howling. The color drained from his face. His eyes widened in terror and his grip on her loosened, slipping from around her. But it was too late.

Much, much too late.

The magic had him, and it would not be denied.

His skin turned ash gray, dry as tinder. The veins crisscrossing his arms darkened. His mouth opened in a silent scream as he began to wither, his features collapsing in on themselves, growing gaunt, skeletal.

Ravenna was in her worst nightmare, a horror that had haunted her for most of her life. And yet there was a part of her that relished the strength her magic gave her. She felt both emotions rioting through her. She was justified. She was damned.

The man writhed on the ground, his body bucking and twisting. His voice was a desperate, hoarse cry that rattled through her. “Stop, stop. Please!”

His plea gutted Ravenna. She wrapped her arms around herself, tears dripping down her cheeks. She fought the magic the best she could, but it burned in anger, ravenous. It clawed its way through her, relentless, consuming, until the man before her was nothing but a hollow shell. His body crumpled at her feet, lifeless. Empty.

Her breath hitched, her chest tightening with guilt so profound it threatened to suffocate her. The magic purred, slow and heavy, satisfied, like a beast that had been fed.

The second attacker staggered back, his face a mask of horror. “What are you?” he breathed, his voice shaking in fury. He looked at her as if she were a monster. An abomination.

Every awful thing she believed about herself filled her mind. She hadn’t wanted this. She had never wanted to become this. But it was a part of her, and if anyone came for her, then she would do whatever it took to protect herself.

His eyes narrowed into a glare of pure hatred. His hand went for the dagger at his waist, and in the moonlight, the blade gleamed as it slashed toward her.

“Aspetta!” she cried, raising her hands to ward him off. “Wait!”

His attack was brutal, unrelenting. His blade flashed again, forcing her to sidestep, her breath catching as the edge grazed her cloak. 

The blurred shape of another man moved across her.

Rays of moonlight shone over his form: glinting blue-black hair, pale face, a lean and lithe frame, a smudge of a forest-green doublet, tall leather boots, the flash of steel.

Saturnino dei Luni.

The second attacker spun, jaw sagging. But he recovered quickly and lunged forward, driving a hard punch. Saturnino’s face whipped to the left, and he spat silvery-blue liquid from out of his mouth. It speckled the cobblestone, glinting in the moonlight like fallen gemstones.

Ravenna gasped. She had never seen— Madonna, what was he?

Saturnino wiped his jaw with the billowy sleeve of his tunic, tipped his head back, and laughed. The hair on Ravenna’s arms stood on end. The noise didn’t sound human. Her attacker sensed the change in Saturnino, and he stiffened.

But then he lunged forward, wrapped his arms around Saturnino’s middle, and slammed him backward against the stone wall. A terrible noise rent the air, like pillars crumbling in a long-forgotten temple.

Saturnino chuckled, low and soft.

The sound enraged her attacker; he threw a punch, and then another, but on the next, Saturnino caught his fist and squeezed. The man howled, jumping backward. He shook his hand, frantic, as if trying to make it work again. He glared at Saturnino, rushed toward him—

A knife flashed in Saturnino’s hand. He pivoted smoothly on his feet, avoiding the punch, then lunged with a vicious jab of his blade. It sank into her attacker’s stomach. Saturnino twisted the handle with a primordial snarl. Her attacker slumped to his knees, clutching at his gut. Blood spilled onto his hands, dripped onto the stone. Saturnino kicked him, and the man fell over.

Then he turned a quick circle to face Ravenna, his knife at the level of her heart. He advanced on her, and she stumbled backward until she was pressed against a stone wall, the rough surface scraping against the back of her cloak.

Saturnino glared at her, fury and betrayal stamped across his countenance. Slowly, he used the tip of his blade to push her hood up and over her head. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, while her heart thundered wildly between her ribs. He nodded, a subtle dip of his chin, as if he were accepting the inevitable. The line of his mouth curved into a sneer.

He moved the blade lower, angled it against her throat.

“Don’t,” she whispered. “Saturnino, don’t.”

His dark eyes glittered in the moonlight. “Why shouldn’t I?”

Her voice cracked. “I’m unarmed.”

He stared at her, and his resigned expression tore at her. He was an executioner exacting punishment with an inhuman nonchalance that chilled her through. “That’s not exactly true, is it, Ravenna? I saw what you did to him.”

“Saturnino,” Ravenna whispered, trying to find an ounce of empathy. Of compassion. But his expression was detached, remote. He was unfeeling. “You have more honor than this.”

“You really think someone like me could be honorable?” he repeated flatly.

She nodded, calm. “I hope that you can be.”

“Honor and hope,” he said. “What a thing to put your faith in.”

At first, it sounded like he held her in contempt, but there was the smallest hint of desolation in his tone.

“It’s better than not having any faith at all.” Ravenna placed a soft hand against her rapidly beating heart. “You ought to at least have faith in yourself.”

Privately, she added: Unlike me.

His fingers curled harder around the hilt of his weapon. “Tell me, Samaritan, what are you doing out here?”

Ravenna glanced at her attackers. One was a skeletal husk and the other lay still—but she could tell he was awake. Saturnino looked over his shoulder, following her line of sight. He made an exasperated noise at the back of his throat before striding away from Ravenna. She exhaled, pressed her palm hard to her throat. No blood. She glanced down the street. Her earlier thoughts rang back at her.

She could make it if she ran.

“Go ahead, Ravenna,” Saturnino said, with half a glance over his shoulder. “Run and see how far you can make it.” His smile was mean. Heartless. “You won’t make it to the end of the block before I fucking catch you.” Then he yanked the injured man up to his feet, got close to his face with another snarl.

Ravenna flinched at his tone, at his language. No one in her life spoke that way. It shocked her, as much as witnessing the current of anger rippling through him.

Saturnino’s voice was low and cruel. “Do you know who I am?”

The man nodded, sweating and pale-faced.

“Then you better run.” Saturnino shoved him, and her attacker staggered, then regained his balance. He took off, hobbling down the street and around the corner.

Saturnino wheeled back around to Ravenna. “Answer me.”

Her attention dropped to his knife, stained with blood. To Ravenna, it looked like his whole body was working to restrain himself from launching at her. The realization sent a sharp shiver down her back.

There would be no one to rescue her from him.

“Tell me,” he said softly. “Who got to you, Ravenna?”

Panic tore at her. “I don’t know—” She abruptly broke off. There was no point in lying. The game was up. She had been caught. Nothing she said would be accepted or believed. But she could negotiate. She had one move to play. Something she had known ever since the competition.

He needed her.

His family needed her.

According to the courier, she was a rarity and not so easy to replace. She held on to that truth like a shield. She prayed it was strong enough to withstand Saturnino’s anger. It reminded her of the hot center of a flame, a sharp blue.

“You said you’d kill me if I failed,” Ravenna whispered. “I tried to escape one night, made it just outside the palazzo, but got caught by a guard. A man helped me and offered . . . more.”

He cocked his head. The movement was swift, inhuman.

Her nerves sparked.

“Who was it?” he asked. “The archbishop of Pisa? The king of Naples? The Pazzi family?”

Ravenna shook her head. He named powerful men as if she existed in their sphere, but these were men who would never pay her any attention. Men who shouldn’t know she existed, which was what Ravenna preferred. But they were now all sitting down at the same table, playing a political game, and her match piece was sitting in the middle of the board, waiting to be tossed over.

Annihilated.

But they need me, Ravenna thought again fiercely.

She shook her head. “None of them.”

“Then it must have been the mercenary,” Saturnino said. “The Duke of Urbino.”

“Not him either,” Ravenna said, thinking of the map of the peninsula in the Sala delle Carte Geografiche. Pisa to the west, Naples to the south, and Urbino to the east. And Florence at the center—trapped by those loyal to the pope, and his vast territories to the north.

Saturnino looked away, his jawline taut. Understanding settled on his face. “Then it’s much worse than I expected. The pope found you.”

“His Holiness has my family in his grip. Threatened excommunication of me, them, and the whole of Volterra,” she whispered. “He would confiscate the inn, our home, cast us from society. Financially ruin my family, leave us destitute. Everyone in Volterra would be painted with the same brush, tainted, morally ruined. Their civil rights would be stripped from them. And everyone in the village would know it was because of me.” Ravenna’s voice shook as it dropped to a haunted croak. “What would you do?”

He nodded, seemingly not surprised the pope would use such tactics. “What have you been tasked with doing?”

“I was to do the opposite of whatever your family hired me to do,” she said. “Instead of extracting the stones—”

“You’re to destroy them,” he said flatly.

An inner warning caught her tongue. Careful, don’t reveal too much. Ravenna didn’t correct him, didn’t so much as blink an eye.

“And then?” Saturnino advanced on her. “Where were you tonight? Who were you meeting?”

Ravenna swallowed, her mind whirring. 

The knife flashed again, faster than she thought possible. It was back up, this time with the tip poised over her heart. Any pressure from Saturnino, and her cloak would give, her midnight-blue gown would give. He could spear her through.

Ravenna had misjudged him.

“Stop trying to come up with a lie,” Saturnino said through gritted teeth. “And tell me.”

“We both know that you can’t hurt me,” Ravenna said, shaking horribly. “But I will make a bargain with you.”

“A bargain?” He let out an awful, humorless laugh.

Ravenna reached forward, slowly, deliberately. She placed a soft hand on the cold fingers that gripped the handle of his blade. He froze, stared at her as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. Couldn’t quite believe that she would dare.

“I need to stay alive,” she said. “I need to live for my family.” And privately she thought, I need to save my soul. But she wouldn’t ever speak such a thing out loud. It was too raw, too personal, and the immortal standing before her with a weapon aimed for her heart would be cruel and dismissive. “But I will tell you what I can—I will tell you enough so that you might make a plan.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I’d be a fool to accept.”

“Then kill me, but you’d be worse off,” Ravenna said. “Left with nothing. No one to extract the Nightflames, no one to feed you useful information.” She thought of the grand reveal his family had announced to the city of Florence. A curious deadline, but they had seemed adamant it had to be the tenth of May. “We both know you can’t afford to waste any more time.”

He remained frozen, his only response a slow blink.

Tension seeped between them. He stood close enough for her to see his locked jaw. The agitated line of his brow. No one else existed. Florence had faded away, the imposing buildings lining either side of the street. The flickering torches tucked into iron sconces.

It was only Ravenna and Saturnino.

“You will play both sides,” he said flatly.

She nodded. Once. “I will have to.”

Anger rippled across his handsome face, making him appear godlike, untouchable. His rage knew no boundary but the one he made for himself. He kept it banked; Ravenna could almost see a host of flames reflected in his eyes. “You will tell whoever it was you were meeting tonight exactly what I want them to know.”

Ravenna was already shaking her head, and beneath her palm, she felt his hand flinch.

“I will tell him the truth.”

His voice was fire and smoke. “Some of the truth.”

Ravenna bit her lip. His hand was trembling underneath hers.

“I will tell him enough to keep my family safe. The minimum I can get away with.” She stretched out her hand. She was proud to see that it wasn’t shaking. “Do we have a bargain?”

“You’re wrong,” he whispered.

She kept her hand stubbornly raised. “About?”

“You’re wrong to assume that you’re not replaceable. My family would not hesitate to kill you for your treachery. You better pray that they never find out.”

Her heart thumped against her ribs. “And what will you do?”

Saturnino lowered his blade. “My terms, Ravenna.” He began ticking them off with his gloved fingers. “You will work to restore the stones. Do whatever you have to, I don’t care how it’s done. You will give me information—providing it does not endanger your life with His Holiness. I understand appearances must be maintained, but you will drop the charade when I need you.”

Ravenna lifted her chin. “And in return, you will protect me from your family.”

His eyes gleamed. “Agreed.”

It was the best she could hope for. Ravenna extended her hand, but pulled it out of Saturnino’s reach at the last moment. She had almost forgotten. How many times had the stories warned never to make a bargain with a fae?

Saturnino wasn’t human. He was immortal. The color of his blood was a silver blue. But she didn’t know what he was. “Are you a fae?”

He stared back at her, cold and remote like a glittering star. “A little late to ask the question, isn’t it?”

“Are you?”

“No,” he said shortly. Then he arched a black brow. “What’s it to be?”

Again, Ravenna extended her palm, and he took it, pulling her forward until her hand lay flat against his chest. Her fingers shivered under his cold touch.

“We have a bargain, Ravenna. And you will keep your end of it tonight.” Then he took her hand and dragged her back to the palazzo.
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Graceless Heart is a historical fantasy set during an electric moment in Florence’s history. Lorenzo de’ Medici ruled over Florence without a crown by the will and support of the city, the heartbeat of the Renaissance. While he is remembered as a patron of the arts, he was often at the center of political warfare. In 1472, Medici led the takeover of Volterra, known as the Allumiere War, cementing his reputation for both ruthless power and strategic control, and causing lasting resentment among the people of Volterra, who lost their independence and came under Florence’s rule. I used this event as the starting point of my story, setting it in 1478.

Federico da Montefeltro, the Duke of Urbino, played a key role in the campaign against Volterra, hired as a condottiere, a mercenary, by the Medici family. He also participated in a jousting tournament where he lost his right eye and suffered great injury to the bridge of his nose. His paintings depict him in profile to hide his injuries.

Leonardo da Vinci was a visionary artist and inventor who really did design a variety of war machines for the Sforza family in Milan—despite his abhorrence of war. He invented tanks, enormous crossbows, and a scorpion-like machine, all capable of inflicting massive amounts of damage. They were never built, but they do shed light on the militaristic mindset of the city-states of the Renaissance. Leonardo was a vegetarian, and is considered to be one of the greatest painters of the Italian Renaissance, yet he left behind only a handful of finished paintings.

Speaking of the Sforza family, the Medici family did have a powerful ally in Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the Duke of Milan. His support was crucial in maintaining the delicate balance of power in Italy, especially against the Papal States and the Kingdom of Naples. He was a brutal ruler, and while he was assassinated, it happened in 1476, two years before Graceless Heart takes place.

The Pazzi conspiracy was a bloody and desperate attempt to overthrow the Medici family in Florence. Spearheaded by members of the Pazzi family, Francesco Salviati, and Girolamo Riario, with the tacit support and backing of Pope Sixtus IV, the plot aimed to murder the Medici brothers, Lorenzo and Giuliano, during Easter Sunday mass at the Florence cathedral, Santa Maria del Fiore. The service was filled to the brim, and during the attack Giuliano was stabbed nineteen times, while Lorenzo de’ Medici narrowly escaped with a neck injury. It isn’t certain how many people died that day in the chaos inside and near the cathedral, but all accounts mention that some conspirators who attempted to incite rebellion were killed by the crowd or captured for execution.

Antonio Maffei, a clergyman and papal notary from Volterra, harbored deep resentment toward the Medici family for the sacking of his hometown in 1472. He was one of two priests tasked with assassinating Lorenzo de’ Medici during High Mass at the Florence Duomo. Antonio went into hiding after the failed assassination attempt, but he was discovered on May 3, 1478. He was executed by hanging in the Palazzo della Signoria, now known as Palazzo Vecchio, ten days after the attack.

I chose the last name Luni for my immortal family as a nod to the ancient city of Luni, located in what is now Liguria, Italy. It was renowned for its high-quality marble. Romans referred to the marble as “Luni stone” or “marmor lunense” because of its association with that city. Later in history, it also became known as Carrara marble.
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