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♦ 	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
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♦ 	Cunizza da Carrara – sister of Marsilio
♦	Taddea da Carrara – daughter of the late Il Grande da Carrara, cousin to 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 Capua
	Antonio ‘Antony’ Capulletto – Lord of the Capulletti family, father of Giulietta
◊	Arnaldo Capulletto – uncle of Antonio
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◊	Theobaldo ‘Thibault’ Capulletto – nephew of Antonio
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♦	Gherardo Petrarcha – younger brother to Petrarch
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♦ 	Guglielmo da Castelbarco II – Castelbarco’s son
	Giuseppe Morsicato – Knight, Nogarola family doctor
	Hortenso & Petruchio II Bonaventura – twin sons of Katerina and Petruchio
◊	Jessica – Venetian Jewess, daughter of Shalakh
◊	Katerina Bonaventura – Paduan heiress, daughter of Baptista Minola
♦	Lucia Petrarcha – sister to Petrarch, living near Avignon
♦ 	Manoello Giudeo – Cangrande's Master of Revels
	Massimiliano da Villafranca – Constable of Cangrande’s palace
♦ 	Nicolo da Lozzo – Paduan-born knight, changed sides to join Cangrande
	Niklas Fuchs – German-born companion to Mastino della Scala
♦ 	Passerino Bonaccolsi – Podestà of Mantua, ally to Cangrande
◊	Petruchio 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
♦	William Montagu – English knight, distant relative of the Montecchi
♦	William of Occam – Englishman, Franciscan friar and scholar
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For Jan —
 
“Thou and I are too wise to woo peaceably.”		
 
 
…Patris iam detegam falsi dolos
Infausta mater. Non diu tellas nefas
Latere patitur; durat ocultum nichil….
 
‘…Now shall I reveal
The wiles of your deceitful sire, distraught
Mother that I am. The earth refuses
To hide for long a crime. Secrets will out…’

— The Tragedy of Ecerinis
Albertino Mussato
Act One, Scene One, lines 4-6
 
 
 
 
Death is the mother of beauty; hence from her, 
Alone, shall come fulfillment to our dreams
And our desires. 

— Sunday Morning
Wallace Stevens
 
Prologue 
 
Lyons, France
1 October 1316
 
So red they might have been made of actual flame, the banners snaked out, unfurling with hearty cracks before whipping back under the fury of the mighty wind called the Mistral. Oarsmen swept and heaved in rhythm with the choir that sang holy songs in both Latin and French—but not Italian. The gentlest hint of things to come. 
The banks of the Rhône were teeming with onlookers. It was almost a holiday, an impromptu festival along the river’s edge. Some hapless souls plunged in, pushed by those eagerly seeking a better view. When again in their lifetimes could they lay eyes upon Saint Piere’s heir? Especially as there was so much pressure to return the papacy to Rome, making Clement’s transplanting of the Holy See a temporary aberration, a Gallic hiccough in the history of the Church. Thus, French citizens between Lyon and Avignon now flocked to the riverbank to watch the new pope pass, that when they prayed they could attach a face to their pleas.
Not that anyone could see his face. Aboard ship, the throned figure was practically swallowed by his hat and gown, despite their being tailored to him. A gnome of a man, delicate and diminutive. Even the throne itself, high on its pedestal, was cleverly designed to hide the fact that his feet couldn’t reach the deck. A step pretended to be a footrest for the most mighty man in all of Christendom. 
His might was more frightening because as yet no one knew how he planned to wield it. Pope for less than two months, as yet there was no sign of his nature. Would he be benevolent or tyrannical? Waiting for some sign, his fellow cardinals were growing uneasy. In the absence of a pope these last two long years, they’d grown used to life without an overlord. Added to that was the unimpressive stature of the new Holy Father, more suited to a foole than a prince. 
Disappointed by the dwarf on the papal throne, several young ladies on the shore cast their eyes about the massive barge for a sight more pleasing to their eyes. Almost at once, they found a most deserving figure tucked away on the lower level, far from His Holiness. The young man’s naturally fair complexion was tanned but not burned, his fashionably long black hair whipping in the wind from beneath his square, feathered cap. Dressed to perfection in demi-cape, high boots, and hose cinched tight enough to show the muscles of his thigh, he was the very ideal of the modern knight. More, his slight air of suffering made him all the more attractive. And the cut of his doublet was so high as to be almost scandalous—just below the richly embroidered hem, girls could see the faintest curve of his firm buttock. How daring! How delightful! How French!
Had he known he passed for French, he would have been deeply gratified. Nineteen years old now, married for over a year and still yet a virgin (a status which many French maids had attempted to correct), Ser Mariotto Montecchio was the epitome of chivalry. And true chivalry, as everyone knew, began in France. 
A youth stood near him, just twelve years old last July. He was rather plain, with drooping eyes and a face that was still sorting itself out. Dressed in a drab second-hand gonella and a floppy cap that was woefully out of style, the lad gazed at Mariotto as if he were a god. 
Summoning his courage, the boy pointed to the girls on the shore. “They’re staring at you.” 
Mari was pleasantly startled. The lad had an Italian accent! Was it Florentine? Too honest to pretend he had not noticed the girls, Mariotto chose to be generous. “Perhaps they’re staring at you.”
The boy looked ruefully at his poor clothes. “No. You’re like the sun. I’m just a cloud blocking their view.”
Mariotto felt a curious pity rising in him. “Very poetic. What is your name, my friend?”
“Francesco. Though I suppose it should be François. We live here, now.”
“Me too,” said Mari, hiding his sadness behind a smile. He had no inkling how long this noble exile would last. 
Young François surprised Mari by nodding. “I heard the story.” He pointed at the girls on the Rhône’s bank opposite them. “If they heard it, they’d drown themselves as the Donna di Scarlotta did for Lancelot du Lac.” 
Mariotto winced. The reference to Lancelot was apt. As Lancelot had betrayed Arthur with Guinevere, so Mariotto had betrayed his closest friend by stealing his betrothed. 
Aloud he said, “That would be a shame, as I’m married.” Though not yet a husband, he reminded himself.
The boy continued to nod wisely. “Some men say you did wrong. I don’t think so.”
“No?”
“No! If chivalry is all about the wishes of women, great deeds in their names, hardships for their sakes, you did the right thing. You made her happy by marrying her.”
To Mari, that argument rang false. “Alas, François, chivalry is about pining from afar, the idea of an unattainable woman. Dante never wed his Beatrice.”
“Dante is an idiot.” 
The youth pronounced the words with such certainty that Mariotto had to laugh. “Be careful! I’m a friend to his son.”
“And my father is friends with Dante himself.” The twelve-year-old shrugged. “I don’t mean to smear his poetry. Just his notion of love as an idea. Love is real, and real love makes you act. That’s why you married your friend’s betrothed.”
Mari didn’t want to answer that, so he argued for love. “It’s the relationship between Beatrice and Dante that’s legendary, a love that transcended the physical. Ideally, love and marriage are not meant to be joined. Marriage soils love’s perfection.”
“So why did you marry her then?” asked the young man with direct simplicity.
Gazing out at the cheering folk on the shore, Mari was silent. His unspoken answer was equally simple, and eternally shaming. I wanted her. I couldn’t bear to be a great lover, to love from afar. O, Gianozza...
Yet Fortune had conspired to make theirs a great tale of love after all. Fate, in the guise of the Lord of Verona, had separated them, sending Mari here to the papal court on the very day of his wedding. His exile from his bride made him pine, and long, and dream. From her letters, Gianozza felt the same. Theirs was indeed destined to be a great love, like Dante and Beatrice, Antony and Cleopatra, Odysseus and Penelope. 
“My son isn’t troubling you, is he?” asked a grave man, dressed exactly as young François. 
Mariotto recognised the exiled Florentine as a notary to one of the cardinals. “Not at all, Ser Petracco,” said Mari with a winning smile. “We were debating the nature of chivalry and the love of poets.”
The notary’s chin lifted as if to remove from his nose a foul smell. At the same moment, his son shot a reproachful glance to Mari. With apologies for troubling the Veronese knight, Ser Petracco took his son off, a firm grip on his shoulder. Not an admirer of poetry, mused Mariotto. 
A burly cardinal approached, a smile bursting through his beard. “I know that look. Has little Francesco been reciting verses again?”
Mari bowed. “Cardinal Orsini. My fault, I’m afraid. We were discussing courtly love.”
“Ah, l’amour.” With that polite acknowledgement, Cardinal Orsini took up station beside Mariotto to stare out over the water slipping by. 
Mari knew that most men on this ship thought him a damned romantic fool. During the past year, as he grew more and more worldly at the leaderless papal court, he’d been forced to rebuff—sometimes physically—the attentions of dozens of girls. This drew laughter from many prelates, and earned him a few equally unwelcome advances from his own sex.
The only man who had never mocked him was Cardinal Napoleone Orsini. In spirit both the lion and the bear his name indicated, he was a generous, gregarious, and bluntly gracious man. Upon arriving in the summer of 1315, Mariotto had attached himself to Orsini’s party. Back then the cardinal had been rumoured as a favourite for the papacy, and as they spoke nearly the same language (Veronese Italian differed from Roman Italian, but only in dialect), it seemed a natural move. Mariotto had orders to lobby the new pope in Verona’s favour, and if he had a friendship with that new pope before the office was granted, so much the better. 
The election of Jacques d’Euse had come as quite a shock, and not only to Mari. After two years without a Holy Father, the latest French king had bullied and bribed all the cardinals together and forced them into a castle to do their duty and choose a pontiff. It gave new meaning to the term conclave—con clave, literally, ‘with key’. While they held the key to God’s heir on Earth, Philip V held the key to their freedom. 
Mariotto remembered waiting with many others outside the castle, watching for the tell-tale smoke that would signify Orsini’s election. But when the white smoke had come and the doors had opened, it was instead a cordwainer’s son who had mounted Saint Peter’s throne. The little man had taken them all by surprise, doing the unthinkable and nominating himself. Trained in both law and medicine, his career in the clergy had been mostly spent presiding over the seaside See of Frejus, a pleasurable duty, and in Avignon, providing advice more legal than spiritual. How he had swung them around to vote for him, no one quite said. Certainly, Orsini had been mute on the subject. But rather than look displeased, Orsini appeared quite content. 
Now looking out over the water, Orsini softly murmured, “Illyria, I am coming.”
“Pardon?” said Mariotto. 
Abashed, the cardinal rubbed his whiskered chin with the back of his hand. “I have a cousin, prince of a city on the coast of Anatolia. It’s called Dubrovnik, but he has renamed it Illyria.”
“Illyria? After—?”
“—Ilium, yes, the fabled city of Helen and Paris.” Orsini smiled smugly. “He’s a fanciful fellow, for all that he’s a good prince. In fact, he’s rather like you! He pines. O, how he pines! He writes of a young maiden for whom he would eat every apple in the world. Her father is a great man of the city, and her brother is one of the handsomest men in the land—by report, he would even rival you,” added the cardinal with a cheerful wink. “Certain that with such men in her life already he would pale in comparison, my cousin has talked himself into loving the lady from afar.”
Mariotto pulled a face. “That’s falling off the horse before you get to the rail.”
“I told you, fanciful. Come to think of it, he’s not at all like you. You abandoned convention and seized your moment. That’s the difference between true love and this airy popular nonsense. True love demands action. Only in false love can a man wallow, peak, and pine.”
“You and young Petracco see eye to eye. But it’s contrary to what the poets—”
“Pfah! Poets love words, not women. It’s like the Church. There are men of the cloth who mouth the words of Christ, and those who live them. Love of Christ demands action. Misguided as many of the crusades have been, one cannot fault the passion with which the crusaders spurred off to fight. Christ himself was a man of action—his love of his Father made him perform miracles, and he beat the craven moneylenders. I tell you, if I have been tempted to any violence in my life, it has been to emulate him in that act. For I swear to you, Ser Montecchio, I detest even the smell of money!” The steel in Orsini’s voice underscored his vehemence. 
Mariotto paused, then returned to his original query. “So why do you say you are coming to Illyria?”
Again the cardinal looked abashed. “Your fault! I was thinking about courtly love—desire as the be all and end all. To me, my cousin’s Illyria is all about desire. An ideal, a mythical state, a place where one pines for the thing one wants most in the world. Therefore, that thing is most often denied.” Orsini chucked Mari on the shoulder. “We all know what your Illyria is—your Gianozza.”
Mariotto grinned. “And yours?”
“Rome,” said the cardinal simply. “As Rome has been denied us these many years, Rome is my Illyria.” Orsini released a huge, happy breath. “But at last, we are returning.”
Mariotto perked up at once. This was news! “His Eminence is returning the Holy See to Rome?”
Orsini nodded. “There is no harm I think in speaking of it, now the election is past, and he is enthroned. Our new Holy Father has sworn an oath to me, upon the consecrated Host and before all the entire conclave, that he will never again mount a horse or mule except in the direction of Rome.”
Mariotto lacked a lawyer’s mind, but this seemed a convoluted oath to take. “Is that why—?”
“—we float instead of ride? Yes,” answered the cardinal. “He is keeping his word. Rightly, he points out that Avignon is the current site of his authority, and he must attend to matters there before he makes such a drastic change.”
“No disrespect, but he is very old, and quite frail,” observed Mariotto. “What if, God forbid, he does not live to see his promise carried out?”
“Then we shall elect another who will. But that won’t be necessary. Jacques d’Euse is famous for being a man of his word, else he would not have been elected.”
They sailed on for hours, the cardinals and bishops and knights waving and smiling to the throngs along the Rhône. There was great cheer, particularly among the Italian clerics—they were at last to return to San Pietro’s true throne. They were going home.
The sun was low in the autumnal sky when Avignon came into view. With great decorum, the little pope lifted himself from his throne and crossed to the rail where Orsini and Montecchio, along with many others of their nation, had congregated.
“Mon frère!” cried the wizened pope to Orsini. “See how vibrant the heavens are above my beloved France.”
“Indeed!” agreed the cardinal warmly. “I am certain it seems all the more lovely, as you contemplate leaving it behind. If death is indeed the mother of beauty, then exile is the father of patriotism.”
“What you say is both profound and true,” said the pontiff in his curious style of speech, both headlong and monotonous. “I find in me no inch that is not filled with love for France. And it is for that reason I have decided that I must delay preparations for a return to Rome.”
Orsini’s generous spirit was devoid of the suspicion that Mariotto, listening intently, felt all too keenly. “For how long?” 
“Indefinitely,” said the little pope, his sorrowful expression not reaching his eyes. 
For a suspended moment Cardinal Orsini wrestled with the meaning of this word. Then, like a thunderclap, the pontiff’s purpose was made clear. Orsini looked as though his ribs had been levered open and his heart removed before the gaze of all the world. “You do not intend to return the Holy See to Rome?” 
The little man in the grand hat and gown blinked several times. “You wish me to leave my own country for all eternity, to lock myself away in that ruined country you call Love? No. I fear Roma is not Amor for me.”
“But—it has been the home of the papacy since the first pope, the blessed Peter himself. He chose Rome as the finest and grandest city in all the world!”
“But is that true today? The world has shifted away from Rome, mon frère, and we must follow the world’s lead.”
“Holy Father, you are charged to lead, not to follow.”
“And so I am, by leading us away from blind adherence to tradition. But in one way you are mistaken. I must lead my flock, true. But I must follow God. God has led the papacy to Avignon. Where He leads, I must follow.”
Orsini kept his voice level by sheer force of will. “Your Eminence, one of your titles is Bishop of Rome.”
“Owning an overabundance of titles, I can do without that one. My dear Orsini, the same Lord that gave the blessed apostle Peter the power to bind and loose—he is everywhere, is he not? Certainly he is as present in this lush and vibrant land as he is in the decayed maw of the seven hills. I am afraid this journey has quite determined me to stay in Avignon. No, I pray you, do not protest! Your Italy smiles to you, but for me, it would only be a land of exile and despair.”
Struggling, Orsini’s obedience was subsumed by his need to protest. “Your Grace, Rome is the capital of the Christian world.”
“The Christian world needs no capital, mon frère. The Lord our God is everywhere, ever present. He will forgive the whims of an old man too tired to travel so very far.”
“But your Holiness, your promise! You vowed upon the sacred Host—”
Jacques d’Euse held up a hand. “My dear friend, I promise you I will not be forsworn.” 
Mariotto spied a litter awaiting the pontiff on the quay. A litter that had already been arranged, did not have to be sent for. He had sworn never to ride again, unless it was towards Rome. And as Cardinal Orsini had said, Jacques d’Euse was a man of his word. 
Jacques d’Euse, now Pope Jean XXII, possessor of immense—and irrevocable—power. 
As Mariotto Montecchio joined the procession that followed the dwarfish Pontiff back onto French soil, the bear-like cardinal lingered behind, as bereft of words as of recourse. Like his cousin and namesake in distant Illyria, all that remained in Orsini was his longing.
 
I
 
Naught’s Had, All’s Spent
 
One
 
Ten Years Later
 
Caprino, Italy
24 March 1326
 
“The Greyhound? Why the Devil is that devil coming here?” 
“A fit enough cause for a devil. He’s coming to inspect the forge.”
From his seat behind his elaborately carved desk, Gaspardo Rienzi thumped his fleshy fist. “Rubbish! He never comes unless there’s been trouble with production, and we’ve been exceeding even our own estimates this last six months and more!”
This was addressed to a teen that greatly resembled Rienzi, only taller and with tighter-fitting skin. “He’s bringing his heir.”
Mouth open for a further curse, Rienzi clamped it down in a sour grimace, looking very much as if he had bitten his tongue. “Of course he is.”
The winter months around Verona had been quiet for once. The Greyhound’s prodigious energies were nowhere to be seen—no games, no festivals, no grand hunts. The Palio had come and gone in a rather lacklustre fashion, since the great man had taken himself off to the Lago di Garda with this fabulous heir everyone was praising. It was the first time in memory the Greyhound had missed seeing the Palio run. 
More, there were murmurs of a family quarrel—the Greyhound’s bitch sister had followed to the palace at Garda, only to be refused entry at the gates.
Now, two days after Easter, both hound and pup were coming to inspect the forge. God alone knew why. Behind the desk Rienzi girded himself. “Very well. I’ll meet them myself.”
“I can do it, father.”
“No, Adamo. That family is the Devil’s own. I don’t want you to have any contact with them. Not you, and certainly not Lia. They’re dogs, the lot of them.” Eyes turning inwards, Rienzi gnawed his lower lip. “When is he coming?”
“Tomorrow, sometime after dawn.”
“Probably worried about the Emperor coming across the Alps. Damn the Scaliger and his damnable ambitions. Still, we can use the day to demand more money and maybe a few more concessions. Inform the smiths to keep the fires going all night, just in case he tries to surprise us.”
“Yes, father.”
Rienzi averted his gaze, looking out the window and blinking rapidly. “Leave me.”
Adamo bowed to his father and exited the chamber, pulling the heavy oak door shut behind him. As he started down the hallway, he was not surprised to discover his sister waiting. 
“You shouldn’t have told him,” scolded Lia.
“You shouldn’t listen at keyholes.”
“Don’t try to joust with me.”
Adamo grinned crookedly. “You don’t even have a lance.”
Lia persisted. “You shouldn’t have told him.”
“I had to, didn’t I?”
“Well then, you shouldn’t have agreed.”
“To what?”
“To let father meet him! You know how much he loathes the Greyhound!”
“Oh yes, Lia, I know precisely how much. Just enough to bad-mouth him, not enough to refuse his money.”
“That money is for you, you ungrateful—” 
Adamo raised his fist and Lia stepped back. Tripping on her skirts, she fell hard on her rump and curled into a ball, expecting to be kicked. 
But Adamo was a man now, fifteen years old, and deemed their childhood squabbling beneath him. Though the sneer was still present. “Lia, you truly are an idiot. We should sell you to an abbey to live with the other girls too stupid to be ornaments to their families.”
“At least I’d be away from you.”
“Is that any way to talk to your loving brother?”
“I’d rather be sister to a cur!” Struggling to her feet, she muttered curses at her voluminous layers. Despite nearing her fourteenth birthday, and despite flowering a year before, she was still unused to the layers and layers of formal feminine gear. But her father liked to have her dress as his pretty angel, and Lia strove to be obedient. “At least go with him!” she urged.
“No,” he said. “I will obey father’s wishes.”
“Why start now?”
“It frees me to do other things.” Chucking her under the chin, Adamo strode away.
Concerned, Lia knocked on her father’s door, hoping to cheer him up. But the old man refused her entrance, demanded to be left alone. Shoulders sagging, Lia returned to her room to discard her many layers. She had gotten all bound up for nothing. 
Damn the Greyhound, she thought. Him, and his heir.
♦           ◊           ♦
25 March 1326
 
Snow stirred, performing effortless pirouettes just off the ground as the two horses halted before a spectacular view. The burgeoning sun to their right cast an almost blinding reflection off the river. Across the shimmering water, the ground climbed steeply, rising from nearby hills to become the monumental Alps. This was the northern boundary of the Feltro, the northernmost region of Italy. 
It was so cold that to breathe was to be bitten in the throat. Yet Cangrande della Scala, master of Verona, ruler of the Feltro, took in a lungful of brisk winter air and expelled it with gusto. He flicked the reins in his fur-covered gloves, and the horse under him turned away from the sun’s glare. In truth, the dappled charger was too well-bred for simple rides such as this, but the Scaliger had a yen for fancy beasts as well as fancy clothes. And fancy games.
The second horse was a young palfrey, not fancy but a little wild for its small stature. It had been chosen to match its rider. Francesco della Scala, master of himself, ruler of his wits, sat upright in his saddle and forced himself to take in the eternal greys and purples of the land before him. Looking out at the snow-covered trees, the ice-crusted river, and the mountainous peaks, a poem suggested itself, but the lump of wet ashes that had replaced his brains couldn’t form it. It was happening more and more, this lack of words—a dreadful prospect for one who loved language as much as life. 
Say something! Cesco’s mind cried out. At once his mouth obliged. “What, Alexander, not weeping?” 
Cangrande had been enjoying the boy’s silence, and his famous smile had an edge as he answered. “It is not the breadth of the domain, but its fertility that matters.” Removing an apple from his saddlebag, he bit deliberately into it.
Cesco kept his eyes off the apple, but that didn’t stop his stomach from roiling with lust. “Why must you always retreat into ribaldry?”
“You’ll understand once your balls drop. Now be silent, I’m enjoying the view.”
It was indeed magnificent, but Cesco’s eyes clouded, his ears filled with each crunchy bite of apple. Closing his mind to sound, he employed numbers to distract him. 237 days, precisely. Grandfather Dante had always said to be specific. 237 days equals 34 weeks equals 8 months. 
Eight months of stolen sleep. Thirty-four weeks of eating scraps. Two hundred thirty-seven days of humiliation. A seventeenth of his life spent for a mouthful of dust. Two-thirds of a year without breaking. 
For that was the game—breaking him. Last summer Cangrande had welcomed his heir back to Verona by taking him on as squire, claiming it was to better know the eleven-year-old after many years apart. But the true reason was to break this wilful, insolent, daredevil child. Cesco was being treated as one of the Scaliger’s hawks—starved, tasked, deprived of sleep or comfort—all to bend him to his master’s will. It was a miracle that Cesco had lasted this long. 
But then, I’ve been cheating. All unwilling, his thoughts drifted to the small wafers hidden in his boot. He couldn’t help imagining the sensation of energy and confidence he would feel once one passed his lips. He couldn’t swallow one now, not in front of his tasker. He would have to endure until the opportunity presented itself. 
Cesco filled the time by trying to guess why they had come. Usually, his days were spent learning some new fighting technique or bending under some gruelling physical labour—riding, running, climbing, hunting, swimming. On rare occasions, he was allowed the great pleasure of a book, and then only to recite it verbatim on the next ride for his master’s amusement. Success in all these was met with indifference, whereas failure was greeted by severe punishment. 
At least he doesn’t blindfold me, or sew my eyelids shut. That was a common practice for transporting hunting birds. Best not mention it, though. It would give him ideas.
Often Cangrande would farm out a day’s training to one of his lords or retainers. But today their pre-dawn exodus from the hunting retreat at Garda had been made without pages, guards, or friends. Just a knight and his squire. And the path hadn’t been marked, meaning they’d come to a secret place. It was enough to cause Cesco a little paranoia, a perversely welcome sensation. Mystery made his blood flow faster. Tired as he was, any stimulant was to be treasured.
What is in that churning violence you call a mind, my lord? Where are you taking me? Somewhere along the river, certainly. Perhaps a swim? That would wake me up, at least. And while we’re undressing, I could sneak a wafer…
Cangrande cocked his head at Cesco, and the boy realised he’d missed the sound of horses. Damn. “My lord. Horses.”
Cangrande tossed his half-eaten apple into the snow. “Don’t be afraid. We are expected.”
Once, Cesco would have bristled at the implied hint of cowardice. Now it rolled off his back as a battle not worth fighting. Realising this meant he had indeed been altered by the hawking, he instantly set about being mulish. “Finally giving up? Selling me into slavery?”
“You’ll be dead long before I give up. If I cannot tame you, no one else will be allowed to try.”
“That’s rather like burning down your city to prevent your enemy claiming they seized it.”
“It’s exactly like that. Bear it in mind. Now hush.”
Not a novel exchange, nor particularly clever on either part. But the fact that it had even taken place meant Cesco had won a victory. Not broken yet! Pleased, he trained his eyes on the small party approaching them.
Like Cangrande, all five riders were wrapped in furs and leathers, denoting their wealth. Whereas Cesco was dressed in itchy homespun, with only the leather he had cured himself to protect him. Looking like a patchwork vagabond, he felt like one too, and had to constantly refrain from scratching. 
The leader was on the best horse, but his place in the group was obviously due to deference, not saddle skill. A pudgy old man, more fit for a coach or carriage. Cesco couldn’t see much of his face, swaddled as it was, but something in the man’s demeanour made Cesco’s fingers itch. 
The old man reined in just short of sword’s reach. “Capitano. You look in health.”
“Thank you, Gaspardo! It’s true, I have never been so robust. A winter without wars, only good meals and better company. The exception is this dolt of a squire. But he has a family claim on me, so…” Cangrande shrugged to suggest his helplessness.
All eyes turned to Cesco, and for the millionth time, he felt himself being measured. Despite Cangrande’s light words, they all knew this was the bastard Heir of Verona, and they scrutinised his features for any similarity between him and his lord. 
In height, there was none. Cangrande was a near giant, towering over other men both in the saddle and on foot. Whereas Cesco was lacking in stature even for one just shy of his twelfth birthday. Nor did they share a frame, Cangrande being large and just a little too well-fleshed, while Cesco was leaner than one of the great man’s hounds. 
But there were echoes in the lines of the face, the arc of the chin, and the wryness of the smile. Similar too were the curls of chestnut hair that in summer sunlight became fringed with blond. Both wore their hair shorter than was the fashion, and both were dressed in the same colours, which showed the sameness of their skin tones. Naturally, Cangrande’s garments were superior.
The chief difference lay in the eyes. Cangrande’s were of a rich blue that might have come from Maestro Giotto’s own palette, whereas Cesco’s were changeable—or so he’d been told. Some days they were said to be a muddy blue-grey, but mostly they were green. Women loved to tell him how magnificent a green it was, with gold flecks and a pale ring around them, resembling nothing so much as a lush isle in the midst of a turbulent and stormy sea. Himself, he’d never seen them but by reflection, and even the finest mirrors failed to show him what other people saw. To him, they looked like the eyes of an animal trapped in the body of a boy. But that was a fancy born of circumstance.
Bruised, tired, and hungry, Cesco contrived to smile brightly. “I hope, masters, you find my company less irksome than does my lord Cangrande. If I have any virtue, it is a knowledge of all my faults. He has catalogued them for me.”
“King among them is impudence,” agreed Cangrande. “Gaspardo, allow me to introduce my heir, Francesco. Infant, this great man is Monsignor Gaspardo Rienzi, master of the river and all its fruits and labours.”
“Neptune, Poseidon, and Rienzi—a god among us. I am in awe.” Doffing his cap to the old man, Cesco’s numbed fingers almost dropped it, but he managed to make the mistake appear an extra touch of foppishness. 
Rienzi was far from amused. In fact, the man looked downright venomous. What did I ever do to you, Lord Rienzi? Did I steal your daughter? Burn your lands? Fish your pond? Or am I merely condemned by association? 
Up close, Cesco could make out the broken veins of the sot. His pale yellowness bespoke a dying liver. From the smell of him, Rienzi had fortified himself before coming to meet his lord. Still, the old man found a polite reply. “You are fortunate in having a son so quick-witted, my lord.”
“Wait until you know him. You’ll see it’s only his tongue that’s quick. Still, it’s true that I’m lucky in all my bastards. With so many, how could I not be? Now if we could, let’s away. And please, not a word of our destination. It’s a surprise.”
Under his layers of furs and hoods, Rienzi made a noise Cesco couldn’t decipher. Then the old man turned his horse’s head back the way he had come. Cangrande and Cesco followed, surrounded by Rienzi’s men.
There was no speech for the next half mile until, cresting a hill, Cesco spied a mass of stone spanning the water, marring the sun’s reflection. A solid bridge led to a huge building perched above the river’s centre, with two brick chimneys belching forth black smoke. Attached to the building was the largest waterwheel Cesco had ever seen. 
This had to be their destination, as Cangrande proved by watching his squire’s reaction. “You know what it is?”
Cesco looked wide-eyed at the Scaliger. “You mean you don’t?”
Cangrande clucked his tongue. “That’s another meal you’ll have to forego. Really, I’m surprised you haven’t wasted away to nothing. Answer the question.”
Cesco squinted at the structure. “It’s your famous water forge.”
“O, that’s a shame! I was hoping you hadn’t heard about it.”
“Is it supposed to be a secret?”
“Well, everyone knows it exists,” said Cangrande easily. “But not its location.”
This time Cesco’s bemusement was genuine. “You’re joking! Everyone knows where the forge is.”
“Ah, they only think they do. I had another waterwheel built several miles from here. There’s even smoke rising from it, too. However, rather than stoke the fires, that wheel grinds wheat. This is the true forge.” 
“And it goes unnoticed?”
“Who goes looking for something when they already know where it is?” A typical piece of Scaligeri subterfuge—allow your foes to see what they expect, while the truth lies hidden close by. 
Yet Cesco was intrigued. “Why secrecy at all? A water forge is not novel, not in this day and age.”
“I suppose not,” said Cangrande tartly. “So tell me, O master of modernity, what is the purpose of a water forge?”
“Making weapons out of water?”
“Amusing. Keep it up and I’ll have you turning that wheel by hand.”
Cesco bowed his head in mock subservience. “But my lord Capitano, it’s technically true! The water turns the wheel, which powers the bellows, which stokes the fires, which allows the blacksmith to work with hotter flames than the average forge. And you can use the river to cool the metal. Therefore, the water makes the weapons stronger.”
“That’s only half its genius! Rienzi? Can you illuminate this young know-it-all as to the other advantage of our treasure?”
Despite his cold demeanour, Rienzi couldn’t disguise his pride. “The wheel also powers trip-hammers to beat the metal. Raw ore can be shaped into wrought iron in less than half the time it takes a common smith.”
“As an experiment,” added the Scaliger, “it has paid for itself time and again, allowing me to equip men twice as fast as my enemies.”
Hearing this, the famished Cesco forgot his stomach, hungering instead to enter the forge and explore. He made a show of yawning. “And why are we here? Am I to learn a trade?”
Cangrande clapped his gloved hands. “Now why didn’t I think of that? It would be a good way to put some muscle on your frame.”
“So would letting me eat.”
The lord of Verona laughed. “True at that. However, if you can curb your appetite, we will enter and have a look around. Then we can leave poor Rienzi in peace.”
Rienzi glanced up out of his swaddling. “You’re not supping with us, lord?” 
“Thank you, no. I wouldn’t dream of imposing upon your household—not with this little monster in tow. His manner at table is worthy of a kennel. No, Cesco can snare us some game for supper. As he points out, he lacks employment.”
Reaching the bridge, Cesco noticed an image painted on the wall of the forge. An amusing emblem, a beaver racing through flames. “Is that your crest, Lord Rienzi?”
“Yes,” grunted Rienzi. “Granted us by the Capitano.”
Cesco studied the flaming beaver. “There’s a joke in there somewhere.” 
Reins in hand, Cangrande grinned. “No dammed jokes. It burns me up.”
“O!” In mock pain, Cesco urged his horse forward.
Cangrande kept pace. “That’s you, always forging ahead.”
“I cry a foul! For Dante declared there’s nothing fouler than a pun.”
Cangrande wagged a finger. “You know, I’d willingly let you share in the meat you catch if you’d laugh at my jokes.”
“I’d rather starve,” said Cesco bitterly.
The seven riders dismounted, hobbled their horses on the metal rings at the bridge’s end, and entered the structure. 
From the edge of the treeline, they were observed.
♦           ◊           ♦
After more than an hour, the same party emerged, Rienzi in the lead, Cesco doggedly bringing up the rear. Both Cangrande and Cesco were blackened and begrimed, blisters blooming on their fingers and palms. All the adults save Cangrande wore bemused expressions, as if uncertain what they had just witnessed. 
They were followed by a massive fellow in a leather smock whose shoulders and biceps proclaimed his profession. Ruffling Cesco’s short curls with his callused hand, the smith spotted his own teenaged apprentice lingering in the doorway. “Oi! Get back inside. This is no holy day!” As the apprentice scampered off, the smith confided in Cangrande. “Sorry, m’lord. He doesn’t often see lads his own age.” 
“Understandable. I was told once that fools delight in other fools,” replied the Scaliger. “Still, that was refreshing! Despite all our modern amenities, sometimes it’s healthy to do some good, old-fashioned work! But duty calls. Cesco, see to the horses.” 
For once, Cesco did as he was bid without comment. As he sauntered away, the smith said, “S’truth, my lord, he’s a determined one, isn’t he? Never seen a lad so young work so hard to impress a father.”
Cangrande flexed his right arm. “Couldn’t do it, though, could he?”
“He’s just a mite! An’ he did a more creditable job than any beginning apprentice I’ve ever had. Give me a month, I wager he’d be as good with the hammer and anvil as I am today.”
Smiling his famous allegria, Cangrande clapped the smith on the shoulder. “If I could spare him for the month, I’d gladly take that wager!”
At the end of the bridge, Rienzi was already being lifted into his saddle by two of his retainers. Unhitching the dappled charger and the palfrey, Cesco heard Rienzi grudgingly say, “I was impressed by your questions, boy.”
Cesco bowed gravely. “I’m here to learn.” 
In truth, he’d been fascinated. He’d seen forges before, of course, but nothing like the horrible, marvellous inferno within those walls. The troughs for good and bad ore, the firebox, the releases to dump the detritus into the river. The mechanism was clearly still in flux, with additions or subtractions made every few months to improve on the theory. The smith had explained two such changes to them, and Cesco had instantly offered ideas on how to improve the improvements.
Foolish. Open your mouth, you invite trouble. Cangrande had instantly taken up the hammer and tongs and begun working a piece of metal like a professional, stroke after hearty stroke. A casual barb stung Cesco into trying it himself. He knew he hadn’t done a good job—his metal was weak and unshaped while Cangrande’s was almost perfect. But he had neither faltered nor given up. That was something. 
Even Rienzi seemed impressed, in spite of himself. “Your suggestion about the firebox had merit.”
Cangrande approached them. “Yes, the lad does a decent job of emulating intelligence. A shame his mental muscles outstrip the ones on his arm. Gaspardo, I thank you. Truly, the forge could not be in better hands. My trust was not misplaced.”
Rienzi bowed his head. “I am gratified you think so, my lord.” 
“Though you should try your hand at the anvil from time to time—bracing! It might dispel your bilious humour.”
“Rude labour is not in my blood,” replied Rienzi.
“While it’s certainly in mine,” laughed the Scaliger, picking up on the hinted insult. “I’ve often wondered where the ladder in my family crest gets its origin—were we carpenters? I find myself in divine company, then.”
“Or perhaps just social climbers, like the Capulletti,” observed Cesco.
For all Rienzi’s obvious dislike of the Scaliger, something had softened his opinion of Cesco. “Are you certain you will not sup with us, lord? I could have some soup brought to your squire, who has laboured hard this morning.”
Cangrande waved the offer aside. “We won’t impose any further on your hospitality. But please pass my respects on to your family. Your son must almost be of age, no?”
“Past,” said Rienzi stiffly. “Fifteen last fall.”
“Excellent. We must see him in the lists this summer. Perhaps he can be the warrior you never were.” With this casual slight, Cangrande swung up into his saddle and clicked his tongue. “Come, Cesco. The smell of the forge keeps the game away. Let’s go where you can catch me a nice meal.”
Cesco clambered up and urged his mount to follow the Scaliger’s trotting charger. He could feel the eyes of the gouty old man burning his master’s neck, and made sure to twist around and wave cheerfully before pulling his palfrey alongside Cangrande’s steed. “Is it clever to bait the man who makes your swords?”
“Cleverer than letting him think he has any importance in the grand scheme of things. For ten years he’s kept the forge running, and been well recompensed for his services. But does he thank me? No. Instead, he carps and complains.”
“It’s certainly true he doesn’t like you.”
“He’s not required to. But he must respect my authority.” Cangrande pulled a face. “It’s his own doing entirely. His discourteous nature means I have to belittle him just to remind him who the master is.”
Cesco managed a dry chuckle. “So you treat him like me?”
“By no means,” said Cangrande seriously. “You two are entirely unlike. You have ability. It’s humility you lack. He has neither. It’s something you’ll find as you grow older. Men of lesser ability will resent you, no matter what you do. If you succeed, you are a cock on a fence. If you fail, they delight in ridiculing your faults. Because they all harbour a secret belief that, had they only been in your shoes, they could have done it all better. But that’s a fallacy. If they were able, they would excel. Instead, all they can do is resent you for showing up their failings.”
Fascination kept Cesco awake. “Aut Caesar, aut nihil.”
“Exactly.”
“Isn’t that hubris?”
“On my part, or theirs?”
“Both.”
The Scaliger considered. “Hubris is false pride. In regard to myself—and you, for that matter—it cannot be hubris, but rather an honest assessment of our abilities. Rienzi will never be more than he is, nor could he be. Rather than admit his limitations, he chooses to resent me for pointing them out to him.”
It wasn’t often that Cangrande spoke seriously. Most of their days were spent in sparring, both verbal and physical. But once in a fortnight the Scaliger would open up and speak frankly. These conversations were rare, and treasured. Cesco recognised these nonces of solace for what they were—a hint at the finishing line, of the life that awaited the conclusion of the hawking. A true training, not of body but of mind, a rapport between lord and heir that would benefit them both.
But Cangrande had also made it clear that the hawking would only end when Cesco capitulated, when his spirit was broken. Which meant, to Cesco, that it would never end if left in Cangrande’s hands. It was up to Cesco to end it. On his own terms.
Leaving the forge, they’d ridden south. Cangrande now turned east, steering his mount towards the sun. Following, Cesco hoped the confidences would continue. “You make Rienzi sound dangerous.”
“All men are dangerous, given the opportunity. Take our friend Passerino. He does have some meagre ability to rule. But rather than be content with his post as lord of Mantua, he believes he deserves more. Deluding himself into imagining he could rule the whole Feltro, he tries to have me killed, despite our years of friendship.”
At last! Passerino was a topic Cesco had longed to broach for months. “You haven’t confronted him.”
“Yet,” said Cangrande, eyes twinkling. “I allow him to live on in ignorance, convincing himself that I know nothing of his plots and schemes. I will let him have just enough rope to hang himself. Never fear. When the time comes, I’ll be there to draw the noose tight.”
“I’d like to be there, too,” said Cesco seriously.
“What, still angry over that nurse’s brat?”
“Yes.” Because of the plot against Cangrande, an infant girl had been murdered before Cesco’s very eyes. He’d named his hawk after her.
“Tch. Such a sentimental streak! Quite opposed to your nature. Must be Ser Alaghieri’s doing. Still, anger can be useful, properly applied. Now tell me what you really think of my forge.”
“I wouldn’t want to fish in that water.”
Cangrande laughed. “Nor I! That’s why I had it built on this offshoot of the Adige, so as not to interfere with the true river. And I have a small dam further downstream to catch anything harmful.” The Scaliger cocked an eyebrow. “But as you weren’t planning on catching our supper from the river, that was an evasion. What are your thoughts on the forge?” 
“I’m astonished so few men can keep such a beast running.”
“It’s an astonishing modern age we live in. The smith only has to make certain that fuel is regularly added—though I imagine that’s what his apprentice is charged with. Still, not everyone could keep such an industry alive. The cost in coal and limestone is prohibitive. Fortunately, I can afford it. Hyah!” Speeding up, Cangrande leapt his horse over some bracken. Cesco did the same, only to find his master had not slowed, but continued on at a gallop. Cursing, Cesco kicked hard, following in an impromptu race that he was already sure to lose. 
Still, if I’m going to lose anyway… He pretended to slip sideways in his saddle as if losing his balance. As he heard Cangrande’s mocking laugh from ahead, his forefinger and thumb darted into the rolled cuff of his high boot and removed one of the sticky waferish chews. Pulling himself upright, he brushed his chin, sliding the confection between his lips. At once he felt relief and renewed energy. How much of that is my imagination, and how much the Moor’s drug?
Despite his doctor’s utter dismay, for the last several months Cesco had been consuming small quantities of a mixture of drugs, including both hashish and opium. He was careful not to over-indulge. He’d done that once, with disastrous results. 
After twenty minutes of weaving in and out of trees and jumping short gullies, they reached a barren patch of snowy grass beside a clear stream. Cangrande had already dismounted and was brushing his horse’s neck. “Bracing! Yet disappointing! I’m thinking of sponsoring a tourney, but not until I know my heir will not embarrass himself. Or his master.”
“His what?” asked Cesco innocently.
“That’s five races in a row you’ve lost. We really must get you a better horse.”
“Seven, actually,” said Cesco, his mind fixed on the idea of a tournament even as his mouth carried on. “But on different horses. The fault must be in the rider. Or maybe the saddle? Perhaps I could sit in your seat next time—you know, try it out for size.”
Cangrande’s eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t let you near my saddle looking like that—you’re filthy!” He glanced down at his own hands and feigned shock. “Good lord! So am I! Come, we must cleanse ourselves before we dine!” 
At once the great man was stripping off his clothes. Cesco did the same, determined to be the first into the water. He succeeded, barely, running across the snowy patches and throwing himself chest-first into the stream seconds before the Scaliger. The cold made them both gasp and laugh swearingly. Since the water was not deep enough for a proper swim, they couldn’t race from bank to bank as they often did. Instead, Cangrande splashed at Cesco and began to advance on him.
Forcing himself not to shiver, Cesco took up a wrestling stance. The next few minutes could not be termed a pleasure for either man or boy, but both took satisfaction in humiliating the other. Cesco worked desperately to stay out of the big man’s grip, while Cangrande fought to keep his feet under him as Cesco used every trick to upend him. 
At last, by mutual consent, they trudged back onto the bank and wrapped themselves in their horses’ blankets. Together they built a fire. Normally Cesco’s chore alone, the possibility of frostbite demanded a faster resolution. Cangrande’s tasking was pragmatic.
Long minutes later their clothes were once more upon their backs and their teeth had ceased chattering. They allowed their unsaddled mounts to drink from the stream while Cangrande rubbed his chest with his hands and Cesco hunched over the fire, hands out as if in supplication. 
All at once Cesco said, “It would be interesting, though.”
“What’s that?”
“Using water as a weapon.”
Cangrande raised an eyebrow. “A water-sword, perhaps?”
“I was thinking more along the lines of a water-ram. Beat a wall with water instead of stones to weaken it. It would be a stunning attack for the people behind the walls.”
Cangrande’s eyes lost focus. “I like the concept. But the amount of water would be colossal, and the delivery system a problem. How would you go about it?”
For the next half hour they discussed possible uses for water in battle. They chased the most ridiculous notions, trying to find practical ways around creating enough pressure behind the water to make it effectual. 
When the topic was exhausted, Cangrande said, “What time do you imagine it is?”
Cesco looked up at the sun. “Almost noon.”
“Well, we have a good half of the day ahead of us. Yet already I’m exhausted. Age, I defy you! You’re not tired, are you?”
“Not at all.” Because of the wafer, it wasn’t even a lie. “I’m invigorated!”
“Ah, to be young again. Of course, I was already a knight when I was half your age. You’re going to have to go far to eclipse me.”
Turning his face to the fire, Cesco said, with forced ease, “Who said I plan to eclipse you?”
“Does it require speaking aloud to be true? You speak it in your every move, in your every look. In every battle you begin and lose, just to be sure the battle was fought. You shout it in your refusal to be obedient. Do you think this is how I wish to spend my hours? Mucking about in the river, catching my death. Teaching you swordplay, axeplay, and every other kind of play that can bring glory. I have better things to do.”
“I don’t think that’s true. Or else you’d be doing them.”
“By God, but you’re clever! And yet a fool. Have you ever stopped to think why I’m taking such trouble with you?”
“I assume it’s so that, even if I excel, you can take the credit.”
“How devious I am. You must feel the deepest despair, knowing that you will never be free of my shadow.” 
“I do not fear the shadows, my lord.”
“Good for you. There is enough strife out where men can see it for us to go hunting danger in the dark, like a cat.” 
“Or a falcon.” Cesco did not care for cats, a fact Cangrande found amusing. 
“Speaking of which, my little red hawk, if it’s noon, it’s time to eat.” Stretching himself out full length next to the fire, he propped his saddle under his head as a pillow and closed his eyes. “I’m in the mood for hare.” 
Cesco sat considering all the ways a man could die. Then he stood and, removing the hunting gear from his own saddlebags, stalked off into the forest. Behind him, out of sight, the Scaliger began to snore.
Le feu épure l’or, Cesco recited to himself. Le feu épure l’or. On this of all mornings, it was an apt analogy.
♦           ◊           ♦
Within moments among the trees, Cesco was aware he was not alone. He was about to crouch low and reach for a weapon when a tall figure in dark travelling clothes stepped into view. He signalled Cesco to be silent, beckoning him further from the clearing. 
Relief coursing through him, Cesco fell in beside the man and spoke softly in Arabic. “I wondered if thou wouldst find us.”
“I cannot always keep pace, unseen,” rumbled a deep and broken voice in the same tongue. “But I will always find thee, little dancer.”
“My own Aldebaran. Which creates me as Pleiades. Together we form the bull’s eye. I wonder, art thou truly a skilled tracker? Or dost thou cheat? Where is thy pendulum?”
“With my cards and charts, at the palace. If I am stopped, I need no hints at witchcraft about my person. My skin is damning enough.”
“Charred black at birth by the fires of Hell,” agreed Cesco lightly. “Sometimes I wish I owned some trait so fearsome. Then perhaps I could frighten men into respecting me.”
“A pitiful lack,” agreed the Moor gravely. “Thou must earn it instead.”
“Now you sound like him,” groused Cesco, switching back to Italian and throwing a thumb over his shoulder.
The Moor switched tongues as well. “How was the forge?”
Cesco’s face lit from within. “It was fascinating. I’ve never seen how much work it takes to make a simple idea come to life. Have you been inside?”
The Moor shook his head. “I arrived in time to observe you come forth.”
Cesco felt the unspoken half of the sentence hanging in the air. “And?”
“And I was not the only one watching.” 
“No?”
“There was a lad, taller than you—”
Cesco pulled a face. “Let’s face it, who isn’t?”
“He seemed intent on the Capitano.”
“A gawker. Someone come to stare at the famous Lord of Verona.”
“Perhaps,” admitted the Moor. 
“Well then,” said Cesco, yawning.
“I see I am wasting your time.”
“Not at all. It’s just that I have a hare to hunt. Or, more hopefully, a brace, that I might get one of my own.”
“You settle in here,” said the Moor. “I’ll find your hares.”
Cesco sighed in perfect bliss. “May the blessings of the Prophet alight on thy shoulders, I was so hoping you would say that.” Slipping into the nook of a tree, he tucked his gloved hands under his armpits and was asleep before he closed his eyes. 
The Moor threw his cloak over the boy, watched over him for a time, then moved off silently in search of game.
Two
 
The ship rocked gently at anchor, under a closed cavern of a sky. Cesco’s arms encircled his love as her legs twined about him, pulling him close. Nearby, through a haze of red, men worked to bring down the sails and remove the masts. 
“My love,” murmured Cesco, pulse rising.
“Aye, love,” whispered the honey-tongue in his ear.
A trumpet blast shook the boat and the hard, low sky parted in a crimson gash. Through the rift drifted a man, naked but for his helmet, his body hairless like the god he was. Little wings beat madly at the air, sending up a wind from his ankles. 
The god waved his staff over Cesco and his love, the two snakes pulsing up and down its length, hissing words that sounded like death. Cesco’s heart hammered wildly as he looked into the divine eyes, clear and cold as his own. 
The golden hair beneath the helmet stirred in the vicious wind aroused by divine rage. “Son of the goddess, how can you sleep thus soundly in such a crisis? Can’t you see the dangers closing about you now? Madman! Can’t you hear the Westwind ruffling to speed you on? That woman spawns her plots, mulling over some desperate outrage in her heart, lashing her surging rage, she’s bent on death. Why not flee headlong?”
Turning away from the god, Cesco closed his eyes and nestled closer to his love’s breast. “Go to Hell, giant killer.”
“Go to Hell,” repeated the god, swimming off through the torn red sky.
♦           ◊           ♦
Waking with a violent start, Cesco looked quickly around. The snowy ground was quite still, undisturbed. The sun overhead had hardly moved—he hadn’t slept long. Had he cried out? Had Cangrande heard? He waited, willing his shuddering heart to still. There was an added discomfort lower down, embarrassing in the extreme. Unsure what to do about it, Cesco willed that, too, to relax.
Pressing his back against the treebark, he scrubbed his eyes clear. What the Devil was that? Unconsciously he touched the disc hanging by a thong at his throat—an ancient coin, forged in the time of Virgil. On one side was inscribed the word PAX over the image of a laurel wreath. On the obverse was a winged helmet, and the single name—MERCURIO. Cesco had worn it as long as he could remember.
Bad dreams were nothing new. From earliest childhood, Cesco had been plagued by them. He never spoke of them, not to anyone. Not even to the poet who’d helped raise him, who would have delighted in them. For there was nothing Cesco feared so much as dreams. 
At some early point in his life, he had read L’Inferno. From that moment on his dreams had been peppered with images from the epic poem, his natural creativity fusing with the most grotesque verses to create a catalogue of demises horrible and fascinating. 
Soon his mind began to create new ways to die—inventive deaths, even ingenious. Not simply hangings or stabbings, but death by crushing darkness, by water drops, by music. Death at the whim of friends. And always on the other side lurked the true inferno.
Thus Cesco’s earliest lesson, taught to himself by himself—how to wake before he died in his dreams. 
Once he’d actually dreamed that he was dead. The dream began with his death as established fact. Even as he was amazed by the strangeness of a dream that let a dead boy think, he was horrified to find that death was neither peace nor torture. No forest of wailing trees, no men carrying their heads like lanterns. Instead, Cesco’s dreaming death was a constant rush of people and words and actions and ideas. 
In short, death was madness. 
These were the wages of dreaming. If he was grateful to Cangrande for anything, it was for teaching him that a body could become too tired to dream. 
The irony was that Cesco felt as much fascination as revulsion for his dreams. The moment he awoke, he always made a list of images, picking out their sources—reality, fiction, or pure imagination.
This dream, for example, was simplicity itself. Virgil’s Aeneid, Book Four. Aeneas and Dido, with Cesco in the hero’s place. The words spoken by Mercury were the very ones the ancient god uttered in the poem. 
There were discrepancies, though—Dido hadn’t been on shipboard when Mercury had delivered this second warning. Nor had the sailors been dismasting, but rather preparing for departure. Aeneas was planning to leave Dido, whereas in the dream Cesco seemed to be staying. Let Mercury threaten how he may, Cesco had turned his back on death-bringer. Interesting.
Feeling a pressing need, he loosed his points to make water. Only as he finished did he notice the hare hanging from a low branch, trussed and ready for skinning. The Moor was probably out attempting to deliver a brace, but one was enough to satisfy the Scaliger, with perhaps a little left for Cesco. Though Cangrande was like enough to over-eat, just to make Cesco suck the marrow from the tiny bones. 
Cleverly, the Moor had not bothered to skin the animal himself. By now the Scaliger knew the quirks of Cesco’s knife and would recognise the difference. Hungry, Cesco decided not to wait. Let the Moor eat his next catch himself. 
With his unearned trophy slung over his shoulder, Cesco left the Moor’s cloak hanging and made his way back towards the bare ground where the Scaliger waited. It was a short journey, and he arrived at the clearing with an eager anticipation of waking his master and presenting the meal. 
Cangrande was still there, sleeping. But he wasn’t alone. There was movement in the snowy grass of the clearing. For a moment Cesco imagined it was a boar, dripping tusks and all. Then he blinked and saw the tusk was actually a glint of steel. 
The figure hunched close to the ground was more a bundle of rags than a man. In the right hand was held a long misericordia, the thin dagger used to find a chink in an opponent’s armour and violate the heart or lungs. 
Cesco remained unmoving in the shade of the tree. For the briefest heartbeat he thought, How simple. How delightful. 
And how callow to sit here and let it happen. Clearing his throat, Cesco called out, “O Jacob! Esau, the cunning hunter, is approaching your tents!”
Waking instantly, Cangrande leapt to his feet, his sword hissing from its scabbard. At the same moment, the bundle of rags turned tail and ran for the far treeline. Small, hardly a man at all. A youth. Quick as a doe in flight, the figure stole into the covert of the wood.
Cangrande looked after his would-be murderer, then turned to Cesco. “What are you waiting for, squire?”
“An order, my lord,” said Cesco. 
“I expect more initiative,” drawled Cangrande, resheathing his weapon as Cesco approached. “Especially when my life is threatened.”
“But I would have had to drop this fine hare,” replied Cesco.
“I would rather have you skin that fellow.” 
“He was hardly a threat. If he’d had a tail, it would have been between his legs. And after this morning, I am in no condition to chase another rabbit,” added Cesco, settling himself by the fire. “Just how many people want you dead?”
“How many stars are in the heavens, how many grains of sand on a beach?” Cangrande sat down again, laying his sheathed sword near at hand. “At least I wake to find a meal.”
Cesco knelt, holding the hare before him as if in majestic offering. “Even as Nimrod the mighty hunter before the Lord.”
“A little thin, but serviceable.”
“Him, or me?” Cesco set to work skinning the animal. “I’m surprised he got so close. Didn’t you hear him?”
Cangrande looked rueful. “I thought it was you, creeping close to have another go at besting me.”
“We are dressed alike. He could be my tatterdemalion twin! Though if you thought he was me, he’s doubtless lucky to be alive.”
“You know better. I hate to kill my enemies.”
“Well do I know it. Best to see them broken.”
“Best to see them join your side! There is nothing in life so sweet as having a sworn enemy give you his absolute allegiance.”
“Does that mean you’ll give Passerino another chance at life?”
Cangrande made an enigmatic gesture. “Perhaps.” He stood to examine the markings left by their uninvited visitor. 
Finished with the quick work of skinning, Cesco reached into his saddlebag and removed a long, pointed metal rod with a wooden handle. On this, he placed their meal. With the ease of practice, he fitted two more rods into the ground at either side of the fire and settled the skewer bearing the hare across them to roast.
Cangrande returned. “I have a mind to discover who that was.”
“Shall we track him?”
“No,” said Cangrande. “He was no expert. A professional would have used a birdbow to bring me low. Which means he’s a local bearing a grudge for some imagined slight.”
“Probably bedded his wife. Or his mother, judging his size.”
“More than likely. Though I think I’d remember taking lice from some wench.”
“So, being local, he knows these parts.”
“Which makes hunting him an exercise in futility. A practice in which you excel, I know, but instead let us provide him another opportunity. We’ll camp here tonight, under the stars.”
“We’ll be missed at the palace.”
Cangrande grinned. “One of the grand things about being the lord of all I survey is that I’m not tied to other men’s schedules. No, you and I shall idle away the afternoon, then I’ll lie here and present a most inviting target.”
“I notice the singular case. Where shall I be?”
“Paying the price for your lack of initiative. You shall keep watch tonight. All night.”
Cesco bit back his cutting reply. The smell of the roasted hare had his stomach rumbling again, and Cangrande was unwrapping a block of hard cheese. “Of course, lord.”
They ate, then spent the rest of the afternoon in mock duels. By now there were no new tricks, only slight innovations to familiar moves. Though Cesco was smaller and weaker than the Scaliger, he was able to keep his feet and was only smacked twice by the flat of Cangrande’s blade. 
They hunted together for their evening meal, catching another scraggy hare and two small birds with their bows. After supper, Cangrande again rested his head on his saddle, leaving Cesco in an uncomfortable perch against a spidery tree, the better to keep himself alert. 
Cesco thought wistfully of where he’d been a bare year earlier. Sweet Ravenna. He had not appreciated the warm, safe, gentle comfort of that city. Nor had he truly appreciated the bed he’d had in the household of Ser Pietro Alaghieri. Shivering, he consoled himself with another sticky chew and the certainty that the Moor was out there, watchful as ever. The would-be murderer would stand no chance of slipping by them both.
♦           ◊           ♦
The low winter moon cast slanting shadows. The sun had set almost six hours past. The effect of the sticky chew made Cesco’s body seem far-off, yet full of movement—his toes kept wiggling in his boots. He was trying to recall word for word the section of the Aeneid that had birthed his dream when suddenly he felt a knife at his throat. 
“Don’t make a sound.” A youthful voice, artificially lowered, like a boy pretending at being a man.
In answer, Cesco’s lips formed silent words.
“What?” hissed the youth.
“Oh, may I speak?” asked Cesco in a low whisper. “I thought that perhaps you could read lips.”
“Don’t be clever.”
“Can’t help it. Ask the Greyhound.”
“It’s him I want. I have no quarrel with you.”
“I beg to differ,” said Cesco, allowing his eyes to slide down towards the naked
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