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♦/◊ 	Mastino II della Scala – Cangrande’s nephew, brother of Alberto
♦	Verde della Scala – Cangrande’s niece, sister of Alberto & Mastino
♦	Caterina della Scala – Cangrande’s niece, sister of Alberto & Mastino
♦	Albuina della Scala – Cangrande’s niece, sister of Alberto & Mastino
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◊	Paride della Scala – son of the late Cecchino della Scala
 
Nogarola Family of Vicenza
♦ 	Antonio Nogarola II – Vicentine nobleman, elder brother to Bailardino
♦ 	Bailardino Nogarola – Lord of Vicenza, husband to Cangrande’s sister
♦ 	Katerina della Scala – sister to Cangrande, wife of Bailardino
	Bailardetto ‘Detto’ Nogarola – son of Bailardino and Katerina, b. 1315
◊	Valentino Nogarola – son of Bailardino and Katerina, b. 1317
 
Alaghieri Family of Florence
♦	Pietro Alaghieri – Dante’s heir, lawyer, knight of Verona, steward of Ravenna
♦ 	Jacopo ‘Poco’ Alaghieri – Dante’s youngest son
♦ 	Antonia Alaghieri – Dante’s daughter, taking holy vows as Suor Beatrice
 
Carrara Family of Padua
♦ 	Marsilio da Carrara – Lord of Padua
♦ 	Niccolo da Carrara – cousin of Marsilio, brother to Ubertino
♦ 	Ubertino da Carrara – cousin of Marsilio, brother to Niccolo
♦ 	Cunizza da Carrara – sister of Marsilio
 
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
Capulletto Family of Verona
◊	 Antonio ‘Antony’ Capulletto – Lord of the Capulletti family
◊	 Arnaldo Capulletto – uncle of Antony
◊	 Tessa Guarini – wife of Antony
◊	 Theobaldo ‘Thibault’ Capulletto – nephew of Antonio
 
Supporting Characters 
	Abbess Verdiana – Benedictine abbess of Santa Maria in Organo
♦ 	Albertino Mussato – Paduan historian-poet
◊	Andriolo da Verona – Capulletto’s chief groom, husband to Angelica
◊	Angelica da Verona – Tessa and Thibault’s Nurse, wife to Andriolo
	Aventino Fracastoro – Personal physician to Cangrande
◊	Baptista Minola – Paduan noble, father of Katerina and Bianca
♦	Bernardo Ervari – knight of Verona, member of the Anziani
♦ 	Bishop Francis – Franciscan Bishop, leader of Veronese spiritual growth
◊	Fra Lorenzo – Franciscan monk with family in France
♦ 	Francesco Dandolo – Venetian nobleman, ambassador to Verona
♦ 	Guglielmo del Castelbarco – Veronese noble, Cangrande’s Armourer 
♦ 	Guglielmo del Castelbarco II – Castelbarco’s son
	Giuseppe Morsicato – Knight, Nogarola family doctor
	Hortensio & Petruchio II Bonaventura – twin sons of Katerina and Petruchio
◊	Katerina da Bonaventura – Paduan heiress, daughter of Baptista Minola
♦ 	Manoello Giudeo – Cangrande's Master of Revels
	Massimiliano da Villafranca – Constable of Cangrande’s palace
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	Niklas Fuchs – German-born companion to Mastino della Scala
♦ 	Passerino Bonaccolsi – Podestà of Mantua, ally to Cangrande
◊	Petruchio da Bonaventura – Veronese noble, married to Katerina
◊	Shalakh – A Jew, Venetian money-lender, father of Jessica
	Tharwat al-Dhaamin – Moorish master astrologer, called the Arūs
	Tullio d'Isola – aged steward, Grand Butler to Cangrande
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For Jan, Dash, and Evelyn —
 
Signifying everything.
Wretched me who loved a sparrow-hawk
I loved him so much that I’ll die from it:
At the sound of the bird call he was obedient,
And in no way did I feed him too much.
Now he’s ascended to new heights,
Much higher than he ever used to—
Next he’s seated in a garden
And another has him in her power.
My hawk, that I nourished,
I made him carry a golden bell,
For I was the boldest at hunting—
Now you’re as free as the sea,
Having broken your bands, escaping
When you were caught in your own hunt.
- Anonymous late 13th century Poetess
…O, for a falconer’s voice 
to lure this tassle-gentle back again! 
- Juliet
Romeo & Juliet, act II scene ii
 
 
Prologue 
 
Verona
Friday, 12 July 1325
 
“The Greyhound is dead!”
The news spread quickly, an inferno of desperate tidings. The great man had been travelling in haste to Vicenza—always Vicenza!—to head off yet another Paduan attack when he had taken suddenly ill and died. 
All over Italy, Guelphs rejoiced the demise of their nemesis. In Padua, the bells rang as if in victory. Treviso breathed a sigh of relief. In Venice, shares in shipping rose dramatically. Those cities embraced or conquered by him looked around at a world reshaped and wondered what would befall. 
Within an hour of the news arriving in Verona, the inevitable crowd had congregated outside the Scaliger palace in the Piazza dei Signori. Hundreds of men stared upwards for a sign. A signal. A saviour. 
On the north side of that same piazza, in the hallowed halls of the Giurisconsulti, the fourteen-member City Council shouted in fierce debate.
 “Why not hold free elections?” 
“Because we have no idea who will step into the void!”
“The people will only vote for a della Scala!”
“Then we must decide which family members should be allowed to run.”
There were pitifully few choices. The ideal candidate, Cecchino della Scala, was dead, killed in a tournament mishap last February. There remained three nominees, none suitable, none of age. 
“The damn fool! Never saw past his own delusions of grandeur, never took the elementary precaution of making a will!”
“Especially after Ponte Corbo, you’d have thought—”
“Shut your mouths,” snapped Guglielmo da Castelbarco the elder, a senior member of this council. “We have work.”
“Yes,” agreed Bernardo Ervari, an efficient functionary and Castelbarco’s friend. “First we must confirm his death. I’ve sent couriers and priests. The next thing we must do—”
“—is contact his wife, in Munich,” finished a tough, broad-shouldered fellow in a wine-stained doublet. His suggestion was met with covert smiles. New to the council, Petruchio Bonaventura was a man known for his wife as much as himself. 
Castelbarco nodded as though that had been his intent. In truth, there was another message to send first, one he alone could write. For his fellows were mistaken. There was a will.
“Actually, Bonaventura, I say we let her live in blissful ignorance.” When heads turned his way, the short-statured knight called Nico da Lozzo opened his hands. “Fut! We all know what she’ll say. But Paride’s only ten years old. There’s no chance the people will accept him.”
“The people will accept whomever we tell them to,” observed a clean-shaven man in the miter of a Bishop and the cassock of a Franciscan.
Castelbarco tested those waters. “You’d nominate a child, your Excellency? The Church would endorse one so young?”
“It’s a more palatable option than—”
“Even knowing,” interjected Nico da Lozzo pointedly, “who would be pulling his strings?”
Out of the ensuing silence, the ruddy-faced Petruchio suddenly laughed through his unkempt beard. “At least the bride-thief and the cradle-robber aren’t here to add to our dilemma. I for one can do without the bickering.” 
Their chuckles of agreement were suddenly drowned out by a roar that shook the walls. Bolting from their stools, the Anziani of Verona raced outside, praying it was all a mistake, hoping against hope to see the Greyhound restored to life. 
Instead, they reached the steps outside to discover the question of succession unpalatably resolved for them.
On the balcony of the new Scaliger palace stood three men, each as different as family resemblance allowed. The first was a whippet-thin man of middle years and middle height. Federigo della Scala, grandnephew to the first Scaliger to rule the city, shook his knobby hands above his head as if he had just won the Palio, the summer sun highlighting the silver in his hair.
The second man, only eighteen years old, was by far the largest of the trio. Oft mocked for his shambling gait, he was nevertheless well-liked thanks to his liberal purse and generous smile. Alberto della Scala, called Alblivious by those who knew him. 
The third man atop the Palazzo Nova stood apart from his cousin and brother, right at the lip of the balcony. He didn’t wave, didn’t smile. Darker of hair than the others, his face owned a handsome leanness. Flashing in the late afternoon sun, his eyes were a blue so dark as to be mistaken for black. Named for the first Scaligeri ruler, he looked down from the palace built by his namesake that was now, by the power of the people’s cheers, his.
Mastino della Scala. Sixteen years old last month. No one mocked him. Not ever.
The Greyhound was dead. 
Long live the Mastiff.
 
I
 
Vex Not His Ghost
One
 
Ravenna
Saturday, 13 July
1325
 
Just as Giotto was ambivalent about his O—what could be simpler?—so the stars regarded the boy. Far below their winks and capricious tricks of fate, mortal men made the grave error of taking him at face value. 
Corrado certainly did. In a side room of the church of the Frati Minori, he was standing with his back to the door, measuring a stone slab with his forearm, when a voice said, “He was shorter than that.”
Corrado jumped and spun round, sweat breaking across his brow. But the intruder was just a boy, hardly as high as Corrado’s breastbone. Backlit by the slanting sun, a few golden curls among the chestnut caught the light. 
“Laid out, he measured five feet, six inches, but he stooped, so he seemed even shorter. That is what you’re trying to decide, isn’t it?” As he spoke, the boy strolled into the mausoleum, and Corrado saw with disgust that the lad was too pretty by half. Except for the eyes. They were unsettling, dancing green flecked with gold, a pale blue ring around them. Full of mirth, full of mischief. 
Corrado shook a fist. “Beat it, brat, or I’ll beat you.”
Shrugging, the imp smiled, his mouth curling like an artist’s afterthought. The angelic perfection was marred only by a small scar beside the right eye. “Only trying to help. He was my grandfather, you see.” 
Oh damn. Corrado had been told there were relatives living in the city, but hadn’t expected them to come visiting the body in the middle of the day. He stepped forward, fist high. “I said get out of it!”
Skipping backward on his heels, the boy laughed as if Corrado were a motley fool dancing for his amusement. “As you wish.” With a sweeping bow, the boy vanished back into the sunlight, whistling as he went. 
Listening as the whistle slowly faded, Corrado wiped the sweat from his eyes and muttered a blasphemous curse. Best get this done and go. Church parishioners were hard at prayer or gossip, and most of the friars were engaged in tedious holy affairs. But the little bastard could tattle, bringing his elders back with awkward questions. 
Still, the boy’s information had been helpful. Knowing the size of the body, Corrado simply measured the slab covering the sarcophagus, two-thirds the thickness of his forearm. That done, he could do the calculations back at the inn. 
Crossing beneath the side chapel’s huge wrought-iron candelabra, Corrado retreated into the church proper. To ward off suspicion he genuflected and pretended to pray. The Franciscans in their silly hoods went about their business, paying no attention to another scruffy pilgrim. A minute later he was out the door, dropping a copper coin into the devotion box as he passed. He was a satisfied man. The tomb was easily reached, accessible only from the main church, not through the monastery. 
Which was a stroke of luck, as he’d been hired to rob it.
♦           ◊           ♦
Taking care not to be followed, Corrado made his way to the Red Gryphon Inn. Two miles outside the city walls, it was sparsely populated, with just a few drunkards on the ground floor, and no women except for a fat old wench with arms the size of tree-trunks who brought the ale and threw out any troublemakers. 
Four armed men sat with their backs to the far wall. One pretended to doze, the others diced on a scarred wooden table. They didn’t signal to him, but each one caught his ostentatious rubbing of his nose. The job was on. 
Ordering a stoup of wine, Corrado ascended the side stairs to the inn’s finest room and knocked.
“Entra!” 
The room was well-appointed, with heavy tapestries and a carpet in place of rushes. The large windows were thrown wide to admit the midday sun, bright light illuminating the dust motes floating on the hot, oppressively still air. 
Beside one enormous window, the room’s lone occupant was sprawled across a chair and footstool. Fully dressed in a fine doublet, light shirt, expensive hose, and tall leather boots, he was reading from some book and eating olives from a bowl. His sole concession to the heat was a hand-fan, very like a lady’s. 
As Corrado closed the door behind him, the man kicked the footstool across, transferring his feet to the windowsill. “You sweat like a pig, man. Or is it something else? Tell me you weren’t seen.”
Sitting, Corrado decided not to mention the child. “No.” 
“Good.” Dipping into the olives again, the fellow made no offer to share. “Your report?”
“The slab is six and a half feet long, two and a half wide, and eight inches deep. It looks to be fitted, which means an extension inside, probably another two or three inches. It needs all six of us.”
The dandy spat a pit out the open window and daintily wiped his lips. “Five, you mean.” 
“You’re not coming?”
The question was evidently amusing. “Do I look like a hired hand?”
Corrado scratched his head. “I’m not sure we can do it with less. Can I—?”
“May I.” The correction was casual, automatic. 
“May I—?”
“No. No local involvement. Five will have to do.”
Corrado watched the dandy suck down another olive, thinking how absurdly simple it would be to kill him. He wouldn’t be able to show his face in Tuscany again, but he’d be free. He could take the four men downstairs and build a band of highwaymen—maybe up by Verona, where the Alps forced travellers to a single path. Or else Spain. There was always a need for Italian soldiers in places like Aragon or Portugal. All it would take…
Corrado rose and made a show of pacing. “That means there’s no one can keep watch—it’ll take all of us to lift the damn thing. No way to keep the friars from ringing the bells if they find us out.”
“Cut the bell rope before you begin.” Relaxed, the dandy fanned himself and thumbed a page of his book. 
“Aye, that’s a start.” Pausing behind the dandy, Corrado drew a misericordia from his tall boot. Eyes on the dandy’s exposed neck, Corrado took two quick steps forward… 
He was pelted by small wet objects, then something hard—the footstool. There was a twist of his wrist, his knees buckled, and a moment later he was flat on his back, his knife no longer in his hand but pressed against his throat. The dandy had a boot heel against his arm and was grinding his knee into Corrado’s sternum. 
“Corrado, Corrado. You’ve already incurred a death sentence. Why try for two?” 
Corrado gasped. “I—I didn’t—”
The fan cracked across Corrado’s cheek. “Of course you did. I’m surprised it took you so long. You’re not the quickest hound in the pack, are you? You’re released from prison and imminent hanging with me as your only watcher. Remove me and you’re free. Now, how hard is that?” 
The knife didn’t waver as the dandy put more weight down on his chest. Instinctively Corrado sat up, causing the knife at his throat to draw a trickle of blood. 
“But you must remember, dear sweet Corrado, that you are not as swift as a cat, nor do you have sharp teeth for gnashing. You are a simple rat, with a skill for skulking. Whereas my nature leans far more towards the feline. And like a cat, I can play with my food before or after killing it. At the moment, I need your skills. But not so much that another offence will be tolerated. Understood?”
Vomit in his throat, tears in his eyes, Corrado didn’t move a muscle. “Yes.”
“Excellent.” The dandy rose, dropping the knife to the floor. Gulping down air, Corrado doubled over, clutching himself. 
Retrieving his book, the dandy clucked his tongue over having bent the pages. Turning the chair upright, he settled his feet on the windowsill. “Gather your disciples, and prepare yourself to teach them the only lesson you know, my wormtailed—if not friend, shall I say at least comrade? For we are comrades, a fin, fin et demi. Tonight the very trade that condemned you shall give you life. Pray do not vomit on the rug. You’ve already caused it to be stained.” 
Corrado touched his bleeding neck and pulled himself upright, his feet crushing the strewn olives into the fabric of the rug. His breath easing, he plucked up the knife and crept from the room. At the door he turned. “Where will you be, my lord, when we’re through?”
“Here, or out. Never fear. Our arrangement is solid. If you are successful, you shall receive the letters of pardon and be free to die again another day. Now leave me to suffer this unbearable heat. Oh, and Corrado—could you send the girl in? I’m out of olives.”
As Corrado departed, the dandy took a moment to adjust the open window—the window that marked this as the best room in the inn. Glass was so much more useful than mere shutters. It was a heartbreaking blow that fifty years earlier the Syrians had sold their secrets to Venice and not his own city. The whole of Italy was clamouring for glass vessels and baubles. What a monopoly the Venetians were building! 
The maker of this particular crude window had not been Venetian. The beech wood ash and the sand were improperly mixed, with many large imperfections where the artisan had blown too hard or too soft. But it was sufficient to provide a reflection. Poor simple Corrado had chosen the exact wrong place to stand when he drew his knife. 
The girl entered with a fresh bowl, and the dandy watched that same reflection as the girl bent over to clean up the squashed olives from the rug. She had splendid hips, and he imagined that backside of hers was as tasty as a peach. He thought he might call upon her later—or rather, insist that she call upon him. A fine diversion while Corrado plied his trade. 
The girl departed and he returned to his book, a rather poor collection of poems. Just as he was losing himself in the second stanza, something in one of the bubbling imperfections caught his eye. Something moving on the rooftop further along the inn. Probably a bird.
Some minutes later, as the dandy stood and stretched, he glanced out the window and noted the serving girl he fancied chatting with a child. He watched, amused, as the pair talked earnestly for several minutes. He could have leaned out the window to overhear their conversation, but he was certain it was nothing of consequence. Like his minion, the dandy dismissed the boy as insignificant.
Which was a mistake.
Two
 
Corrado waited for the final Benedictine observance before setting out, using the time to make sure his men were well-oiled for the work at hand. It took a queer man to be a grave robber, and Corrado was the only one among them who’d been convicted of that particular crime. 
It was only a week since he’d been slated to hang from a gibbet for violating some rich man’s grave—it was a rule of his profession not to pay attention to names. Not only could it engender sympathy for a widow or child, it was bad for the imagination. 
Caught, he’d taken a fierce beating before being dragged in front of a consul who judged him guilty as sin. Corrado couldn’t argue, since they’d caught him with the dead man’s rings, fingers and all. He’d begged quite shamelessly for his life, unabashedly offering his services to the city if only they would spare him. Deaf to his pleas, they’d beaten him again and thrown him in with murderers and heretics, who had cheerfully continued the beating. His profession lacked esteem in the eyes of more accomplished villains. 
Then, an hour before the dawn of his slated death, he had been taken from his cell to a carriage with covered windows and transported to a house overlooking the Arno. Manhandled through the door and thrust down among the straw rushes of the foyer, he’d looked up to see the dandy sauntering towards him. 
“This is a grave robber? Really? I would have thought he’d been leaner. Perhaps stout of stomach, stout of heart. Can you speak?”
Corrado had mumbled something and the man had laughed, unleashing a further string of jibes. After an eternity of empty talking, the dandy had smiled and ordered Corrado to his feet. “Like the emperors of old, I have the power to grant life or mete out death. And, like that first Caesar, I am given to rash clemency. But, like Pompey, I must have a little something in return. You don’t have a daughter, do you?”
Corrado had stammered that he hadn’t, that he knew of. 
“Pity. Then it must be a father. No no, not your father, or even mine. Rather I am looking for a surrogate father, one you are uniquely suited to bring me. You see, I have a particular fellow in mind. Oh, do stop trembling and listen, don’t ruin my fun—I’m playing Caesar! I need a less-than-living fellow delivered into my hands. If you do this minor deed for me, I might be able to have your regrettable sentence lifted. Well, I’m fibbing a bit—I’ve already had it lifted by a special decree. I have stored the document neatly away. No one knows of it save me and the Anziani, and the city elders aren’t likely to raise a fuss if I let you go to your arranged marriage to a hempen wife. However, if you aid me in this little task, I’ll gladly hand the thing over and we can smell the last of each other. What do you say?”
Having trouble following the fellow’s jaunting talk, Corrado had said, “If I steal a body for you, you’ll let me go?”
“What a mind! What a prodigy! In a dozen years he’ll be reading and writing at the level of a trained monkey! What do you say?”
What else but yes? He’d chosen four other men from the prison, strong hands eager for freedom—not men who had beaten him, a pleasant revenge.
Learning whose body he was to steal was unavoidable, and had caused a shiver of fear. But with his neck at stake, Corrado would risk anything. He now led his company of cutthroats and fiends to the walls of Ravenna. There was no war on, so the portal was guarded by a single man with a torch. Seeing no armour and only what weapons a man might carry on a lonely road, the town porter let them in. 
Corrado first led them to the handcart he had stashed in town. Beneath the straw it bore picks, iron crows, and a storm lantern. So armed and pulling on hoods to resemble friars of the Frati Minori, they set out towards the churchyard. It was a perfect night for grave-robbing, warm, moonless, and so cloudy that even the stars would not reveal the trespassers.
As it was between the hours of observance, the friars of San Lorenzo should all be asleep. Corrado hoped none lingered in the church, having no desire to raise a hand against a holy man. But without the corpse there was no freedom, only the end of a rope to make corpses of them all. One dead body for five live ones. The trade was more than fair, so woe to anyone who tried to stop them. 
One by one they slipped into the church, glancing down the darkened nave towards the altar. When one robber knelt to cross himself, the others stopped him, thinking it unwise to draw the Lord’s attention. 
Padding on cat’s feet, Corrado led them into the side chapel. Inside he set the shuttered lantern on the floor and lifted two metal wings just enough to illuminate the marble sarcophagus. He glanced around, but all was the same as it had been that afternoon—save that the candelabrum overhead was now covered with a tarp. Odd. But who knew why friars did anything? 
Crossing to the stone slab, he lifted his iron bar and sidled it under the lip of the heavy lid. The other felons joined him, and they began to heave. 
Corrado began to sweat. Not from the warm night or the exertion, or even fear of discovery. He had serious misgivings about desecrating this particular grave. Under any normal circumstance, he wouldn’t have dared. In life, this was a man who had consorted with demons. Unearthing his bones was a sure invitation to do the same, or worse. 
They’d been at work for two minutes, scraping and grunting, when one of them said, “Did you hear that?”
All five froze, listening intently for the patter of sandalled feet. But the church was silent. 
Corrado turned to the man who’d spoken. “What did you hear?”
“It—it sounded like—like a voice.”
“Where?”
“In here!” 
Corrado scowled. “Nerves. Everybody gets that way, first time. Now push. Sooner he’s out of here and in the cart, sooner we’ll be gone.” 
They started again with their tools. 
“Who’s in here, anyway?” asked a dark-haired murderer as he pushed and wheedled the end of his iron crow. 
“Doesn’t matter.” Corrado didn’t want them knowing. It was bad enough that he knew. 
“Must be damn important, to buy us our freedom.”
One man stopped to stare suspiciously at Corrado. “He’s not a saint, is he?”
“No,” grunted Corrado. “Far from it. Now be silent.” Their chatter wasn’t helping their nerves. Or his own. 
He was just pushing down on the iron crow when a voice, clear as glass, said, “Cianfa dove fia rimaso?”
This time they all heard it. One robber raised his crow to strike. “Who’s that?”
“Cianfa dove fia rimaso?!” The question echoed around the small chamber. 
“It’s not outside,” hissed another robber. “Where’s it coming from?” 
He was answered by a chuckle that frightened them more than the bodiless voice. One man’s shaking hands caused his iron crow to clatter to the floor. “You heard that!”
Corrado was utterly still, trying not to feel the hairs standing on his forearms and neck. This wasn’t imagination. There really was a voice!
“Who is it?” demanded the convict who’d crossed himself. Snatching up the shuttered lantern, he moved it close to the inscription chiselled in the marble. Corrado knew he should stop the man, but he was unable to move. 
The convicts all clustered around the tomb, kneeling or bending close to read. One of them spoke the words aloud: “Theologus Dantes, nullius dogmatis expers quod foveat claro philosophia sinu.”
In the close light, Corrado saw their widening eyes and tried to forestall their fear. “He was just a—”
“Fiend!” One felon backed away from the inscription as if it had begun to glow with infernal fire. Another closed the seal on the night by saying the poet’s name aloud. 
“Dante!”
From out of the darkness came a rattling of chains, followed by a whispered voice: “Si?”
There was no discussion, no consideration of noose or gallows. The lantern was dropped as all five hardened criminals turned and hightailed it into the night. Corrado was in the lead, praying harder than he had ever done. He ran clear out of the city, ran until his legs could no longer carry him. A week later he would take ship for Spain, still convinced that his steps were dogged by the undead poet who had seen the shape of Hell. 
Had he witnessed what happened next, he would have been even more certain that the devil had stepped into the world of men. As the fallen lantern cast its light upwards, a shadow on the ceiling moved. 
Then the macabre became mundane. The tarp over the huge candelabra shifted and a figure unfurled itself to dangle in midair. There was the smallest scuffle as two feet touched down on the stone floor. 
“Cesco?” came a voice from somewhere up above.
“Just a minute.” The lantern was set to rights, its storm shutters opened wide to illuminate the whole chapel. “Let there be light.”
A second boy dropped to earth, and the two youths grinned at each other. Dressed alike in dark shirts, hose, and hoods, they were as different as two youths could be. One was big for his age, his size only promising to increase now he had reached his double-digit years. He took after his father, a cheerful barrel-chested hulk of a man, and several lords had inquired after having him as their squire in three years’ time. Like his father, and his father’s father, fidelity ran through the veins of Bailardetto da Nogarola.
Sadly for the hopeful lords of the Feltro, Detto’s loyalty was already pledged. No oath to a knight—or even a king—could bind Bailardetto as tightly as friendship bound him to the angelic imp at his side. 
Despite his whole thirteen-month seniority, Cesco was shorter than Detto. He moved with liquid grace, appearing at times almost boneless. Restless, never still, he was endowed with such a surplus of energy that it seemed he might combust if it went unspent. His golden-edged chestnut hair fell perpetually across his eyes, and he gazed from behind this veil like a tiger through tall grass. Encountering him that morning, Corrado had noticed the colour of those eyes—green, with the pale ring of blue about them. Vibrant, unsettling. 
Idly, Detto picked up a fallen crow while Cesco sauntered over to the marble slab covering the poet’s final resting place. The boy’s fingertips traced the fresh pockmarks in the stone. “Sorry, O theologian. I should have stopped them sooner. But I hope you enjoyed the show.”
“Sorry I laughed, Cesco,” said Detto. “I ruined it.” 
“Ruined? That was inspired! They thought it was demonic. But now we have to hurry.”
Detto picked up the lantern. “Where, home?”
The boy called Cesco shrugged. “You can, if you want. I have a cat whose tail needs pulling.” In answer to Detto’s puzzled glance, he said, “Somewhere out there, beyond the city walls, a man waits for a gruesome delivery. I have to tell him it won’t be coming.”
Any other ten-year-old might have been trepidatious at the prospect of facing a full-grown adult who trucked with grave robbers. But Detto’s faith was unshakeable. “Lead on!” 
Closing the lantern, they exited the church under the cover of darkness and skipped down the shadowy street. 
Behind them, one of the shadows shifted to trail along in their wake.
♦           ◊           ♦
Waiting in his room, the dandy was annoyed. The wench was late. He’d arranged with the innkeeper’s wife that the girl should be sent to his chamber before midnight, giving him enough time to mount her, then have her bathe him before Corrado and his cronies returned. She hadn’t yet arrived, and his temper was fraying. 
“Which only bodes ill for you, my dear,” he said to the empty room. A single candle glowed near the bed upon which he sat impatiently. Perhaps she had refused? But no, he’d paid so much that they would beat her if she disobeyed. In fact, if she didn’t arrive with a black eye, he determined to give her one himself. Perhaps two—symmetry in all things pleased him. His own features, for example, were perfectly symmetrical, and quite pleasing to see in his mirror each day.
A sound caught his attention. Focused as he was on the door, it took him a moment to realise it had come from the window. And again. What on earth—? He crossed to the window, but recoiled a fraction as a third pebble whanged off the thick bubbled glass. 
Moving swiftly, he threw open the window and peered out into the night. A beefy lad was standing there, readying another stone. “Stop that this instant!”
The black-haired boy looked instantly chastened. “Isn’t that Luigi’s room?”
“No,” came the dandy’s angry reply, “nor do I know of this Luigi of whom you speak. I will, however, talk to the proprietor and make certain your hide is tanned past enduring!”
The boy looked for a moment over the dandy’s head, then gave him the fig and ran. 
Already in a mood, the dandy stalked away from the open window and began to pace. He now had a reason to speak with the owner. He would demand satisfaction for being disturbed, and then quietly speak of his patience in waiting for his ‘bath’. The girl would be sent—though now there was hardly time for both the lovemaking and the bath. One would have to be done quickly, or not at all. A fastidiously clean man, he usually would have set the pleasures of the flesh aside, or at least made quick work of them, in order to be washed. In his present state, however, he was grimly certain which would be dispensed with. 
A knock on the door, followed by a timid girl’s voice. “Signore?”
Drawing a satisfied breath, he settled his face in an unpleasant smile. “Si.”
“I am here for—for your bath, signore,” came the shamed whisper. 
He crossed back to the bed. “Then come in and get on with it.”
The door swung wide and the girl looked about the room like a hare entering a fox’s den. 
Seeing her empty hands he said, “Where’s the water?” 
“I—I thought—I mean...”
He took a step closer. “You thought what?”
“I thought you wanted—that I was supposed to—that is—”
Her discomfort was delicious. “That I wanted what?”
Pushing the door shut, the girl flushed an even darker shade of crimson. “That you wanted me to—to—p-pleasure you,” she finished, humiliated and frightened. 
“Whatever gave you that idea?” 
Now she was confused. “My mistress said —”
Drawing near, he circled her, making a show of studying her. “Your mistress is obviously dense. If I expected to be pleasured, I would have asked for a handsomer girl. You’re not much to look at, really. What’s your name?”
“Emilia,” she answered in a whisper.
“A plain name for a plain thing. Hard to imagine any man bedding a girl so bony and hang-dog. Can you smile? Let me see your teeth. No, haven’t even got good teeth. Probably won’t be a tooth in your head this time next year—if you’re still alive at all, that is.”
She was ready to cry now, hardly able to stand, she was shaking so hard. “I should go—”
“Yes you should.” He watched until her fingers were on the handle of the door. “Of course, I don’t know what you’re going to tell your employer. I gather she thought I wanted you to—ah, pleasure me. What a phrase. She very well may ask me in the morning. Now, as I am nothing if not an honest man, what shall I say but that you left without even trying? Oh, I’ll tell her all about how you came, and cried, and squeaked like a mouse, then scurried away. I don’t think she’ll appreciate that poor effort—do you?”
The girl’s hand hovered by the door handle. “I thought you did not want me.”
“I don’t. Not at all. You are perhaps the most worthless piece of woman-flesh it has ever been my misfortune to behold. I don’t suppose you have a suitor? You do? His name? Ah, well, reticence is your strong suit, isn’t it? Not a quick-witted man, I should think. And what would he think if he were to discover that you had come into a guest’s room late at night to bathe him, but hadn’t brought the water? Are you so dim-witted that—what was his name?”
“Dom,” she said, a look of utter horror spilling over her features. 
“Would Dom accept such forgetfulness at face value? Or might he think that you wished to be here? I would never tell him, no, but it is a rather amusing story, don’t you think? I might regale the other guests over breakfast, and he might hear, and then what would he think? What could he think?”
“Please, no,” she said, advancing on him with her hands out. 
“That would be devastating, would it? Though, now that I think of it, it would be entirely another matter if we were to actually have some sort of congress. Then the tale loses all its humour. I mean, look at you—I could hardly brag about my conquest, could I? No, it would only show me up for a degenerate man with poor taste and no morals. Ports and storms indeed.”
“Please,” she said again, though at this point she was so bewildered she wasn’t even certain what she was pleading for. 
“And it would also stand you in good stead with your employer.” He sighed wearily. “Very well. If I must.” He began unlacing his doublet. “But don’t expect payment as well. You are asking quite a lot from me as it is.”
“Please,” she said again. “No lights.”
Folding the expensive doublet, he set it neatly aside. “I quite agree. Bad enough that I have to feel the bag of bones, I shouldn’t have to look at it.” He removed his shirt so that she could gaze at his splendour. Folding it as well, he then leaned over to blow out the candle. The window stood open, but without moon or stars the night was black as pitch, both without and within. “Let’s get this over with.”
He heard a rustle as he doffed his boots, letting them fall loudly to the floor. He laid his hose neatly on the edge of the bed before sitting on the lumpy mattress. The linens were all his own—he did not intend to bring lice home with him. They even bore his initials, the heavy embroidery raised against his naked skin as he slid himself to a comfortable position and waited for the girl to join him. 
There was a curious sound, a soft thump as if she had jumped. Then the weight in the bed shifted as a light form joined him. “You’d best be moist. If you make me do any work, you’ll regret it.” He reached out a hand and was surprised to feel cloth under his fingers. “Tut! You should have taken it off. Now I’ll just have to rip it from you.”
“Don’t be so eager,” was the cool reply. “You may want some energy later.”
Though high, the voice was unmistakably masculine. The dandy started to sit up, only to feel a knife at his throat. “Cianfa, Cianfa, you’ve already incurred a beating. Why try for two?”
A series of thoughts flashed like lightning through his mind. He didn’t know the voice. It was young—how young?—and cultured, carrying the same edge of scorn that Cianfa himself had spent years cultivating. And the speaker knew his name! How? He was in Ravenna under a false one. 
Even the cadence of the words themselves was familiar. It took a moment to recall saying something like it this afternoon to his hired felon. Managing to keep his surprise hidden, he said, “You’re not Corrado.”
“The importunate grave robber will not be returning to you—this night or ever, I fear.” The knife-holder addressed the girl, still hidden in the darkness. “You may depart, my reluctant Iphigenia. This won’t take long.”
A shuffle of feet, then the door opened, its momentary wedge of light revealing his assailant’s form, if not his face. A mere child! 
As Cianfa tensed his muscles to toss the imp across the room, the knife flicked up. The dandy took a sharp breath as blood trickled down his cheek. 
“Predictable, wouldn’t you say? You could possibly—possibly—outmuscle me in a fair match. But what in this sinful world is fair? Surely not our mortal coil, a fact you are more than capable of conveying, if not understanding.”
“You’re remarkably well-spoken for a murderous infant,” observed Cianfa, feeling the knife again at his throat. 
“Grazie. You’re not ineloquent yourself, for a foppish despoiler of graves and hymens.”
In spite of his predicament, Cianfa couldn’t help a laugh. “If you were old enough to shave you’d know I have to kill you for that.” 
“Just for that? O, let me give you better cause!” The boy laughed, yet the knife’s point did not waver, informing Cianfa that the laugh was as calculated as the words. “Regarding my tender years, well, the immortal gods alone have neither age nor death. All other things almighty Time disquiets. Perhaps I can practise my razor on your neck and shave a few years off a rather miserable life.”
Cianfa took his time framing a reply. “Boy, if you don’t intend to murder me here in my bed, I really can’t see how you’re going to escape.”
“No?”
“The moment you move, I’ll be at your heels.”
“Baying like the ravenous three-headed hound, I’m sure. Are you advising me to murder you, sirrah? It seems rather against your interests.”
“I doubt you could stomach it—killing a man.”
“It’s true that I’ve never yet taken a life. But the only way your death would sour my belly is if I were forced to eat my kill. Still, I’m really only here to convey a message. What happens after is of no consequence.” Cianfa snorted. “Does that amuse you?”
“I must confess, yes.” Cianfa’s right hand was moving imperceptibly towards his pillow and the small paring knife under it. “To throw away a life with so many years ahead of it in order to pass on a message seems—rash.” 
Without moving the dagger’s point, the boy somehow conveyed the hint of a shrug. “My own affair.”
“Just harbour no illusions. Youth or no, I’ll have your guts out and made into lute strings.”
The boy laughed. “A fitting end for my poor guts! But I have no illusions regarding your morality. After hearing such a wooing scene as that, I marvel I haven’t felt your tail whipping about the bed.”
“I only bring it out for formal occasions.” His fingers had found the knife. Time to teach this imp the lesson of his short life. Using his free hand, he batted away the threatening blade while slashing with the other. 
He thought he made contact with the little bastard’s flesh but couldn’t be sure, the imp acted so fast, rolling backwards off the bed and away into the darkness. Now he was somewhere in the room, the rug muffling his steps. 
The naked dandy crept slowly from the bed’s straw, hideously aware of every noise he made. He held the tiny dagger before him, questing. No one on his side of the room. The blood dripping down his cheek reached his chin, and he felt a drop on his naked chest. He wished for clothes, for his sword, for a torch to burn this wretched inn to the ground. 
If I open the door, I’ll have light enough to find this little shit. To do that, he had to cross the path of the open window. But there was no moon, hardly any light at all. He wouldn’t be exposed for more than the length of a breath.
As he passed the window, Cianfa felt a sudden pain in his shoulder. His legs collapsed as he was knocked away from the window, his knife clattering across the floor. The crash his body made was nothing to the oaths that passed his lips as his left hand found the shaft of an arrow protruding from his shoulder. 
In an instant the boy was kneeling over him, dagger at the ready. “My, my. I withdraw my earlier compliments. You have the tongue of a sailor, if not morals so lofty. I think my guardians would find your tutelage repellent, so I shall simply deliver my message and be gone.” This time the jaunty words didn’t entirely conceal the anger in the young voice.
Blinking, the naked dandy bit his lips. “Cowardly little catamite!”
“Little, I confess. But cowardly? I am not the one threatening the life of a bare-faced babe. As for the last, if you’re making an offer—” Cianfa squirmed as his genitals were gripped. “—no, your dimensions are not something that would arouse my least interest. Perhaps if I were younger...”
Cianfa thrashed and felt the sick sensation of a knee to his testicles. At the same moment the knife’s tip found the soft skin beneath his eye. Cianfa held very still. “You can’t do this to me,” he breathed. 
“Oh, you can dish it but not drink it?” The boy’s anger was gone as swift as it had come. All that remained was the mockery. “Sad, sad Cianfa. What would the Guild think if they saw you now? Would your family come to bail you out again? Or does failure mean exile this time?”
Through the pain, Cianfa felt a real fear. How does he know who I am?
“You have a long night ahead of you, so I will be brief. My message is in two parts. The first is this—do not trifle with the poet’s remains, or you will find yourself living a Hell worse than the one he gave your namesake. If he is moved, the name Donati will be so ruined that Herostratus’ fate will seem kind. Please inform all your Florentine friends of the same. Firenze disowned him. Firenze may not have him back.”
The child drew suddenly back, releasing Cianfa Donati’s eye from the tip of the blade and his groin from the diminutive knee. Cianfa curled into a ball on the rug and tried not to whimper. 
“The second part of my message is even simpler. When you’ve had enough, say ‘I am a sore and sorry ass,’ and it will end.”
Sick to his stomach and rubbing the bloody flesh beneath his eye, Cianfa gasped. “Enough of what?”
In answer, the boy whistled. At once the door was flung open, and the hallway light framed a massive man with hands that could bend horseshoes. 
“Cianfa Donati, meet Dom. Dom, Signor Donati. No doubt Dom has been having a word with his sweet Emilia and now desires some pointers in dealing with the fairer sex. By prior agreement, the discussion will involve no arms, but rather the lofty discourse of knuckles, elbows, fingers, knees, and toes. I told him you were nothing if not chivalric, and he has agreed to end the debate when you have spoken those seven magical words.” Tucking the dagger into his belt, the child lifted himself onto the windowsill, preparing to depart the way he had come. 
He paused. “Oh, Dom—don’t touch his shoulder. It wouldn’t be sporting.”
“It’s not his shoulder I’ll be touching.” The man entered, followed by the girl Emilia bearing a candle. The better for Dom the blacksmith to work by. She closed the door behind her as Dom cracked his knuckles and flexed his hands.
Recoiling, Cianfa Donati dragged his eyes to the child poised languidly on the window ledge. Curly locks veiled eyes so bright they were almost feverish. The candlelight caught a coin hanging from a thong around the boy’s neck. Above it Cianfa saw a trickle of blood and felt a fleeting moment of satisfaction. 
Tracing Donati’s eyes, the youth daubed at the blood and licked his finger. “Ah! ‘The weakness of little children’s limbs is innocent, not their souls.’ And Cianfa—no thoughts of reprisals, please! Not even to the girl. Else I’ll have to reveal to the city elders of both Ravenna and Florence that you have conspired to free convicted felons in order to desecrate holy ground and remove a noble man from his final rest. Death, and immortal damnation to boot. Now, I bid you good night. And remember, ‘I am a sore and sorry ass!’” A leap, a gentle roll onto the roof, and the boy was gone, leaving the retreating Cianfa to the open arms of Dom.
Three 
        
Out across the roof a shadow was waiting, crouched low. Dancing over the clay rooftop tiles, Cesco said in fluent Arabic, “Ah, mine own keeper. Whither I goest, thou goest. How annoying,” he added in Italian. 
“Who is he?” The shadow’s voice rasped painfully. 
Ignoring the question, the boy indicated a small birdbow, barely visible in the dark. “‘Twas quite a shot, from stable-top. How didst thou know thy bolt would pass me by?”
“Thou art too small to be concerned about, little dancer. Who is he?”
Cesco’s answer was tart. “A man of limited skill with whom I could have dealt myself.” 
“A quick temper is a quick grave.” 
This last rumble was in Greek. The boy chose to remain in Arabic. “As I am small yet always seen, so thou art large and nigh invisible. Yet thou truly canst not guide whom thou lovest.”
The archer rose from his crouch, expanding and unfurling like a dark banner up and up to his full height. He wore European clothes, but battered and careworn, as if he were a servant. Doubtless he had finer clothes than these, but Cesco had never seen them. The servant guise was an important one, for if he wore his native dress or clothes too fine, he could quite possibly end up needing no clothes at all. Damned or saved, the dead need no garments, for there was no shame in death. Shame was for the living, especially those who could not see beyond the skin to the man within. For the archer’s skin was dark—darker than most of his race, though not quite African dark. He was a Moor.
Following the boy to the edge of the roof, the archer dutifully recited the end of the boy’s quotation. “But God guideth whom he will; and He best knoweth those who yield to guidance.” His voice sounded like a rusty sword scraping the bottom of a well, painful and hollow, but deep. The unexplained bubbled scars around his throat spoke to the cause. 
Cesco laughed. “Cave ab homine unius libri!” With that, he shimmied over the edge and dropped to the ground.
“Et mors ultima ratio,” answered the Moor, turning to find a more discreet way down. 
As Cesco rejoined the earthbound, Detto popped up from behind a water barrel. “Did it work?”
Cesco clapped his friend on the shoulder. “You played your part brilliantly! If he’d kept that window closed, I’d’ve been sunk, and that poor girl would have had a rough time.”
Preening at the praise, Detto was still a little resentful. “I wish I could have gone in.” 
“No, you don’t.” 
The broken voice of the Moor made Detto jump and point an accusing finger. “What’s he doing here?” 
Cesco pulled a face. “He’s been following us since we slipped out of the house. He was even in the back of the church, watching.”
Detto looked up at the shadowy figure with a resentful mixture of awe and fear. “How does he do that?”
“Well, in the dark you can only see his eyes. And his teeth, if he’s smiling. He’s like a cat.”
The Moor bowed from the waist. “Knowing your love of cats, I take that as a compliment.”
There was a cry of pain from the inn’s best room, and Cesco pointed. “Like our friend up there, it’s cat and mouse that I enjoy. Not that he’s enjoying it now. Come, shall we go?” He set out back towards the city proper, via a disused postern gate the boys had discovered. 
Passing through a beam of light from an open casement, Detto spied the blood trickling down Cesco’s neck. “You’re hurt!”
Cesco touched two fingers against his chin and drew them away. “A scratch!” He lapped the blood off his fingers and glanced at the Moor, who merely tossed the boy a pocketcloth as he said in Arabic, “Marry, ‘tis enough.”
“It surely is,” replied Cesco. 
Detto whined. “Speak a language I know!” 
“So learn!”
Ambling along, Detto clearly felt grieved. “Will you at least tell me what this was all about?” 
“Some men were trying to steal Papa Dante’s bones.”
Detto blew a raspberry. “I figured that much. Who were they?”
“Florentines.” Cesco was busily thumbing his own blood off the image of Mercury on the coin at his neck. He never took it off, calling it his luck. 
Detto walked on for a bit, thinking. “I suppose they wanted to ruin his grave for all the nasty things he said about them.”
“That was definitely part of it, but I suspect they wanted something more.”
“What?” 
“They desire the poet’s bones buried in Florence, to their greater glory,” said the Moor from behind them. 
Detto looked to Cesco for confirmation. “But that doesn’t make sense! They exiled him!”
Picking up a loose stone, Cesco sent it skipping down the dusty roadway. “As his fame grows, so does their shame. Today they want everyone to remember he was Florentine. As our shadow here says, it’s to their greater glory. Besides, they’d hate to miss out on the fare of the pilgrims who are currently staying in Ravenna to see his demi-sainted bones.”
“Oh.” Detto’s brow furrowed. “So who was the man at the inn?”
The answer sought in vain by the Moor was now freely given to Detto. “His name is Cianfa Donati, the great-nephew of the Cianfa Donati that Dante saw in the seventh bolgia of Hell’s eighth ring.”
“And who was he?”
“Tsk. You should read more. In life, he was a Florentine cattle thief and shop-breaker. In death, he gave God the fig.” Cesco made the rude hand gesture, his thumb between two clenched fingers. “This Cianfa is cut of the same cloth. He hired those men, thieves and killers all.”
“Cianfa dove fia rimaso?” repeated Detto. 
“A line from L’Inferno. I doubt they’ll ever get the joke.”
“Surely he would, though,” the Moor rumbled in Arabic. “Dost he know whom thou art?” 
Cesco was scornful. “No, mine ebony monster. I went unto him in Cupid’s robes, with thou as Hephaestus.” The Moor made a sound that could have been a grunt or a laugh. 
Coming to a gap in a wall, Detto slipped under, and Cesco barely had to duck at all. It was amazing to see how easily the Moor followed. For all his years—he had to be nearer sixty than fifty—he was as spry as he was silent. 
The two boys joked and re-enacted portions of the evening as they meandered through the sleepy city streets. Once they tried to lose their keeper by ducking through another wall gap far too small for him. When they halted to catch their breath a mile on, he was nowhere to be seen. But the moment they started off again, Cesco laughed and invited the Moor to emerge from the shadows and join them. 
When the Moor dutifully appeared, Detto muttered in Cesco’s ear, “How does he do that?” 
“I’m hoping he’ll show me,” Cesco whispered back.
“Mreow,” said the Moor, which sent Cesco into paroxysms of laughter. 
Even Detto couldn’t help giggling. Then he asked, “What are we doing tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow we see if a pig can fly,” answered Cesco, wiping an eye and daubing his chin again. The bleeding had stopped. “Failing that, we’ll tie the doctor’s beard into such a knot that even the Gordians will die from envy.”
“Who are the Gordians? Do we get to trick them too?”
Cesco shook his head. “It’s been done.”
The Moor remained silent, letting youth enjoy itself. If he read the stars aright, this might well be the duo’s last Ravennese adventure. Mars and Mercury shared the same house as the Sun. Something was about to change. 
“Will they be mad?” he heard Detto ask.
“I can’t imagine why. We had our shepherd to guide us home.”
Detto eyed their shepherd warily. They’d known each other for all the years of his life, but Detto’s father had never stinted in expressing ill wishes for the Moor, and the son had inherited the father’s mistrust. But Cesco trusted the Moor, which created an impossible contradiction for poor Detto.
“I’m sure they’ll find some reason to be mad anyway,” Cesco continued with a shrug. “From the sound of it, they have the searchers out. Or else it’s a midnight festival.”
From a distance it certainly looked like a festival, the flickering lights resembling firebrands and metal-caged lanterns on the end of poles. Could the household really be so worried as to be searching for them in droves? 
The closer they drew to their abode, the greater the light—far too great. They heard frantic cries, shouts of panic, voices of men organised into teams with leather buckets in hand. A pair of double lines led to both the nearest fountain and well, the sea being just distant enough to be impractical. 
A building was burning, the monstrous illumination blotting out the stars just breaking through the clouds above.
All amusement vanished in an instant. Detto stood rooted to the spot. “Cesco, that’s…”
“Our house!” Sprinting forward, Cesco made to run into the flaming house down the road. The Moor was after him a moment later, wrapping him about the waist and lifting him off his feet to keep him back. 
“Let me go! Let me go! My poems! My lute! Everything I’ve ever composed! My whole life—”
“—is already up in smoke,” rasped the Moor, fighting the boy’s mad struggles. “If I let go, you will be too.”
“Devil take you, Tharwat, let me go!”
The Moor turned Cesco around roughly and slapped his face, hard. “Stop! Cesco, stop! Breathe. Listen. Nothing that has been created cannot be created again, better. You carry your art in you. Within the blaze are only the physical manifestations. Let them go.”
“Not just mine! Don’t you realise—his words! In his own hand! The only copy!”
The Moor nodded. “That is a terrible loss. But the work exists in a thousand copies by now. Breathe, and reason.”
Furious tears pooling in his eyes, Cesco’s lower lip trembled for several moments. Then he fell limp. “You’re right.” 
Wary lest it be a ploy, the Moor set the youth’s feet back on the cobblestones. “Fight the fire, but do so wisely. Not even you, little dancer, can run between flames.” 
Cesco threw the Moor a sour glance before running to join the nearest line, casting water so furiously at first that he spilt more than he conveyed. The Moor watched with real concern. Cesco’s hatred of fire was only slightly less than his loathing of cats, both rooted in unrecollected experiences.
After looking for the house’s master, the Moor joined the line near the flames. Recognised as a servant from the burning house, he was accepted by the Ravennese. Reaching for the first leather bucket, a distant corner of his mind inquired, Why this house? Why now? But he set those questions aside as he grabbed, heaved, passed back, grabbed, heaved, passed back. 
The flames were tremendous, the cause of saving the house already lost. The main task now was to keep the fire from spreading. In that, the citizens of Ravenna were moderately successful. Dawn found two singed yet whole edifices flanking the smouldering hulk that for eight years Cesco had called home. 
By then none of the house’s inhabitants were to be found. They had vanished into the smoke-filled, flickering night. 
♦           ◊           ♦
Some hours before that dawn, during an exhausted pause, the Moor had discovered the house’s owner, likewise resting. Ser Pietro Alaghieri’s head of fine brown hair was blowing free, his face sooty and tired. 
Twenty-seven years old, in recent years Pietro had begun to look more like his father—his face had thinned a bit, making it appear longer. He didn’t own his father’s beak of a nose, but the solid jaw was the same, and the full lips. The three parallel scars on his forehead were always more visible when he was flushed. His large brown eyes streamed water, though from smoke or tears it was impossible to tell. His twin hounds ranged alongside of him, tails low, whimpering as they looked at their former abode. 
When the Moor approached, one hound snuffed his hand. “They were with me.”
“I know. I found them a couple of minutes ago and sent them to the convent, under guard.” Pietro’s voice was so hoarse from shouting and breathing smoke, he sounded almost like the Moor. “So tell me, Tharwat, where the Devil had they gone this time?” 
Tharwat al-Dhaamin explained in remarkably few words. At the end, Pietro shook his head. “Donati? Antonia knows him, I think. My mother certainly did. He was a cad even then. Damn. So, what did Cesco do to him? Do I want to know?” 
Tharwat patted the nearest of the skittish hounds. “To his credit, he kept Detto’s role in the last act to a cameo.”
Pietro’s wry smile showed he appreciated the Moor’s choice of words. “He is a trifle theatrical.” Tharwat raised an eyebrow. “All right, more than a trifle. Still, we were very lucky they weren’t in their room. I was in a fire as a boy.” He shook his head, suppressing a shiver at the memory.
“I did not know that.”
“When they sentenced my father to exile, they looted and burned our house. We escaped, but with nothing. If not for my mother’s relations, we would have starved.”
“I am very sorry.” The Moor looked at the flames still licking the sky. “Do we know how this began?”
“No. But it was no accident. Can you see to read?”
Kneeling, the Moor blinked repeatedly to clear his eyes, then studied the screw of paper Pietro handed him, unjumbling the coded characters and their various meanings. All at once the meaning revealed itself. Tharwat felt his breath catch. “You are correct. This was deliberately done. To delay us? To kill? Do we know who?”
“No, just why. Someone knows.”
“Why not attack before now?”
“Because the person behind this had nothing to gain. Until now. That really only leaves one option.”
Perhaps the Moor’s thinking apparatus had been smothered by the smoke. Of course, Pietro had already had hours to parse the meaning of the news. “Which came first, the fire or the note?”
“The note. Castelbarco sent the courier pell-mell for Bologna. Reached me this afternoon. I rode like the Devil to get here and found the house burning. Virgil and Cato were frantic, weren’t you boys?” Pietro patted the dogs vigorously. 
A few Ravennese stopped by to offer their condolences. Pietro thanked them. Most had not done so, whispering that this was God’s punishment for his sins. 
The well-wishers gone, Tharwat said, “It is regrettable that your studies have been interrupted yet again.”
“It’s always something. Besides, it looks as though my unruly charge is about to be taken off my hands for good.” Taking the message back into his possession, Pietro loosed a sour laugh. “The arsonist and the courier probably passed each other on the way here.” 
“Cesco has a cut on his chin from his adventures this evening. The doctor should look to it.”
“He’s treating burns at the moment, with Esta’s help. Damn, it’s tempting to say the hell with the house and get horses and go. But people will wonder—”
“Let them. Follow your instincts. At best this was a delaying tactic, at worst attempted murder.”
“Or a destruction of documents,” said Pietro, reminding the Moor of all that had been in the house. Years of writing. His father’s writing. All the originals, in his father’s own hand—gone. That alone was an immeasurable loss. Still, the strongbox with the most valuable papers might have survived. There was one paper in particular they would need now. 
“In any event, if we delay we are handing the enemy a gift.”
“Unless the road is watched. This might be to spook us out into open ground.”
“Does it matter?”
“No.” Pietro massaged the muscles above his right knee, working to ease the stiffness from an old wound. “Look—here’s Novello’s steward, bringing men.” Guido Novello da Polenta was the lord of Ravenna, and a long-time admirer of Pietro’s father. “Novello won’t be far behind. I’ll talk to him, explain. The time for secrets is past. He’ll help, maybe loan us some soldiers. He’s a good friend. And he feels guilty about me already.” Pietro’s voice was full of sadness. Despite his recent troubles, Ravenna had been good to him. Now he had to leave.
The Moor rose. “I will find the doctor and his wife and send them to the convent to prepare the children. I myself will remain until the fire cools and see if the document survived.”
“Don’t bother.” Pietro smiled for the first time. “Even if the strongbox is intact, the paper won’t be in it.”
The Moor paused, then nodded in approval. “You trust no one.”
“A lesson hard learned.”
“A valuable one. Allow me to add to your worries. You said only one person stood to gain from the fire. I can name at least three.” Walking away, the Moor left Pietro to run through the names of their enemies. It was a long list, and inconclusive.
Four 
 
Ser Guiseppe Morsicato, once doctor-barber to princes and armies, now a glorified nursemaid to two wilful brats, climbed the steps to the Church of Santo Stefano degli Ulivi, the house of Dominican nuns right in the heart of the city. It was an hour before Lauds and he’d already been up all night, with no prospect of sleep in sight.
He’d sent Esta home to pack his travelling bag. That had been an argument. Then he’d told her not to wait for him but to return to salving the burns of the firefighters. That had been an argument. In another week it was the anniversary of their marriage, and he was going to Verona, alive or dead, without her. That had been an argument. He’d won two battles, only to lose the important one. This night showed every sign of not working out well for him. At least it wasn’t my house that burned. 
Reaching the massive door, he rang the bell as softly as he could. After a wait the panel slid open and the porter stuck his head out. The old man was half blind and toothless, unable to leer, much less threaten the virtue of the women he guarded. “Whozzit?”
“It’s me, Adamo. Morsicato. I’m looking for Suor Beatrice.”	
“My my my!” chuckled the porter. “Another visitor! Come to take the children off our hands? The Abbess won’t be pleased. She’s gotten them out of that Godless house at last!”
Morsicato could hear female voices murmuring in the yard beyond the door. “Adamo, let me in. I need to speak with Suor Beatrice.”
“Is her brother with you? He’s not welcome in a house of God,” added the porter acidly.
“No, Ser Alaghieri is back fighting the fire.”
“Ser Alaghieri! What did he do to deserve knighting? This fire is God’s vengeance, says I. Serves him right, says I! The Abbess thinks so, too!”
It took a further five minutes of wrangling before Morsicato was allowed to enter. Within, all was as he expected. In a city largely built around timber, fire was the most dreaded of calamities. The sisters of Santo Stefano were busily preparing their cloister to shelter any injured or dispossessed people—any not bearing the name Pietro Alaghieri. Christian charity only extended to Christians. 
Properly dressed even at this hour, the nuns scurried from storerooms to guest rooms, the more level-headed among them preparing salves. Morsicato ran a professional eye over their preparations and grunted with something like approval. Then he asked Adamo to guide him to Suor Beatrice and the children. “This way, Dottore.”
They passed the stair to the Dormitory, the lines of trestle beds with only one door, beside which the Abbess nightly slept like a cat. The old girl was no fool. Indeed, rumour said that in her youth she had played the fool with clergy and laity alike, and knew too well what went on behind closed doors. That was why there were no doors whatsoever in the Convent of Santo Stefano dell’Ulivi of Ravenna.
Suor Beatrice was in the Scriptorium with the boys. Detto was fast asleep on a pallet. Cesco lay with his eyes closed. But that meant nothing. 
“Suora,” murmured the doctor in greeting.
Rising to her feet, Suor Beatrice looked him over, and Morsicato realised he must look a sight. His beard, usually neatly forked, was a mass of bristles with layers of ash and soot among the black hair. His bald scalp was covered in smudges from wiping his hands over it. 
With another woman, even a nun, he would have felt self-conscious. But he’d known this girl since before she’d taken her vows. She had a practical streak that would make Zeno the Philosopher proud. 
Her greeting demonstrated this quality. “Can anything be saved?” 
He shook his head. Lips pressed thin, she ushered him in. Seeing an older nun was present to chaperone, Adamo went off to inform the Abbess of the doctor’s arrival. Morsicato hoped it would provoke no great interest. He was a frequent visitor, called for when a patient was beyond the sisters’ powers. 
Suor Beatrice led the doctor to the table bearing a bowl of sooty water and some rags she had used to clean the boys. Mopping at his face, she asked, “Is anyone badly hurt?”
“Not that we know of. Ahh, thank you.” He bowed his head so she could scrub at him. “No, everyone’s accounted for. But Pietro’s lost his records of the benefice, I think.”
“Oh no!” groaned Suor Beatrice. “It will make his reinstatement that much harder.”
“Yes. And other papers were lost—some belonging to your father.”
The twenty-three-year-old novice called Suor Beatrice trembled very slightly, her worst fears realised. But Antonia Alaghieri was her father’s daughter. She shed no tear, busying herself with cleaning the doctor’s face. 
Morsicato looked past her at the Scriptorium. He was still surprised that the girl had chosen the Dominicans. It was the Benedictine Rule that suited Suor Beatrice to the ground. Ora et labora—‘pray and work.’ Perhaps the reputation of this particular convent had attracted her. Which is to say, it wasn’t a whorehouse. 
No, this particular abbey was run more like a well-drilled military company. The sisters never had any time for idleness, and from the moment Antonia Alaghieri had set foot within the cloister, her talents were seized upon by the Abbess, a lady far too shrewd to miss what a lucrative skill the young noviciate brought with her. For years Antonia had been in
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