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Della Scala Family of Verona
♦	Francesco ‘Cangrande’ della Scala – Prince of Verona
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	Bailardetto ‘Detto’ Nogarola – son of Bailardino and Katerina, b. 1315
 
Alaghieri Family of Florence
♦ 	Durante ‘Dante’ Alaghieri – Florentine poet exiled in 1302
♦ 	Gemma Donati – wife of Dante, living in Florence
♦	Pietro Alaghieri – Dante’s heir
♦ 	Jacopo ‘Poco’ Alaghieri – Dante’s youngest son
♦ 	Antonia Alaghieri – Dante’s daughter
 
Carrara Family of Padua
♦ 	Giacomo ‘Il Grande’ da Carrara – Paduan Lord, uncle to Marsilio
♦ 	Marsilio da Carrara – nephew of Il Grande
◊	Gianozza della Bella – great-niece to Il Grande, cousin to Marsilio
 
Montecchio Family of Verona
	Gargano Montecchio – Lord of Montecchio, father of Mariotto & Aurelia
◊	Romeo Mariotto Montecchio – son of Gargano
	Aurelia Montecchio – daughter of Gargano
 
Capecelatro Family of Capua
	Ludovico Capecelatro – head of a merchant family from Capua
◊ 	Arnaldo Capecelatro – brother to Ludovico
	Luigi Capecelatro – eldest son on of Ludovico
◊	Antonio Capecelatro – second son of Ludovico
 
 
Supporting Characters
 
♦ 	Albertino Mussato – Paduan historian-poet
	Aventino Fracastoro – Personal physician to Cangrande
	Benvenito Lenoti – Fiancée to Aurelia Montecchio
♦ 	Bishop Francis – Franciscan Bishop, leader of Veronese spiritual growth
	Bishop Guelco – Bishop of Verona
◊	Ferdinando da Bonaventura – Cousin to Petruchio
◊	Fra Lorenzo – Franciscan monk with family in France
♦ 	Francesco Dandolo – Venetian nobleman, ambassador to Verona
♦	Guglielmo del Castelbarco – Veronese noble, Cangrande’s Armourer
	Giuseppe Morsicato – Knight, Nogarola family doctor
	Ignazzio da Palermo – Personal astrologer to the Scaligeri
◊	Katerina da Bonaventura – Paduan heiress, daughter of Baptista Minola
♦ 	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
♦ 	Passerino Bonaccolsi – Podestà of Mantua, ally to Cangrande
◊	Petruchio da Bonaventura – Veronese noble, married to Katerina
♦ 	Ponzino de’ Ponzoni – Cremona-born knight, Podestà of Padua in 1314
	Theodoro of Cadiz – Moorish servant of Ignazzio da Palermo
	Tullio d'Isola – aged steward, Grand Butler to Cangrande
♦ 	Uguccione della Faggiuola – ruler of Lucca, former patron of Dante
	Vanni ‘Asdente’ Scorigiani – Paduan knight
♦ 	Vinciguerra, Count of San Bonifacio – last of an exiled Veronese family
	Ziliberto dell’ Angelo – Cangrande’s Master of the Hunt
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For Jan —
 
“I shall live in thy heart,
die in thy lap, and be buried
in thy eyes.”
 
‘A te convien tenere altro viaggio,’
rispuose, poi che lagrimar mi vide,
‘se vuo’ campar d'esto loco selvaggio:
che questa bestia, per la qual tu gride,
non lascia altrui passar la sua via,
ma tanto lo ‘mpedisce che l'uccide;
 e ha natura si malvagia e ria,
che mai non empie la bramosa voglia,
e dopo ‘l pasto ha liu fame che pria. 
Molti son li animali c cui s’ammoglia,
e piu saranno ancora, infin che ‘l veltro
verra, che la fara morir con doglia.’
 
‘It is another path you must follow,’
he answered, when he saw me weeping,
‘If you would flee this wild and savage place:
 For that beast that moves you to cry out
Lets no man pass her way,
But so besets him that she slays him.
 Her nature is so vicious and malign
Her greedy appetite is never sated—
After feeding she is hungrier than ever.
 Many are the creatures she mates with,
and there will yet be more, until the Greyhound
shall come who’ll make her die in pain.’ 
Dante
L’Inferno
Canto I, 91-102
 
Prologue 
 
Padua
16 September 1314
      
Ciolo’s nerves jangled in time with his spurs. During the whole ride, they hadn’t seen a soul. Not on the road, not in the fields. No one at all. 
“What does it mean?” asked Girolamo.
“I don’t know,” said Ciolo. 
“Is Padua under siege?”
“I don’t know. Let’s keep going.”
“How will we get in?” 
“Keep riding.”
“But…”
“Think of golden florins.”
“I’ve never been to Florence!”
“Shut up!” hissed Ciolo.
Empty fields gave way to empty suburbs. A few hovels and shacks were burnt out, but more were intact, even new—Ciolo saw fresh-cut timber struts and new bricks. Marks of an old siege, not a new one. If there were a present investment, by now he would have heard the sounds of hundreds of men muttering, cheering, or singing, impatient horses stamping, the crack and whine of siege machines, the smell of fire and filth. 
The only smells were common night scents. The only sounds were crickets and the occasional goose or dog. There were no tents or firebrands, no bristling spears. The city wasn’t under siege. So where the devil was everyone?
Ciolo’s skin went cold with a horrible notion. A pest! A deadly pestilenza had come and even now the Paduans were hiding in their homes scratching at scabs and vomiting blood. 
He glanced at Girolamo, but said nothing. Thinking of the money, Ciolo put his dirty hand over his mouth to keep out the bad air and rode slowly on.
They approached the city’s north gate, crossing the Ponte Molino, an old Roman bridge the length of fourteen horses whose triple arches spanned the Bacchiglione River. The centre arch was supported by two massive stone columns rising from the rippling water. Nearby mills creaked and groaned. Padua depended on the Bacchiglione for both commerce and defence.
The bridge ended at the lip of a fortified gate. Ciolo squinted hard. No bodies piled up outside. A good sign. But still there was no one in sight. Nudging his horse onto the bridge, Ciolo began to cross it. Girolamo followed. 
Halfway across, Ciolo could make out that the gates into the city were open, but dark. 
Girolamo said, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this job.”
Suddenly a flame appeared high on the tower before them. A torch. Two more joined it. At the same moment, Ciolo heard a human noise. Thousands of voices, cheering. Men, women, children. Bells pealed and musicians played. All the people were inside the city walls, watching for sunset and the lighting of torches. 
Sagging in his saddle, Ciolo mopped his brow. “See, it’s nothing. A celebr—”
The cheers were replaced by thunder as an army of horses poured out of the gate right in front of them. Plumed helmets and shining breastplates reflected light from the brands held high as countless Paduan knights emerged from the city, riding furiously across the Ponte Molino. 
Riding right at Ciolo and Girolamo. 
Abandoning his horse, Ciolo threw himself from his saddle and ran, arms pumping, to the edge of the bridge. He didn’t hesitate but threw himself into space. For a moment his arms flapped at the air. Then he hit the water feet-first, plunging below the surface. The sound of hooves vanished as the river swallowed him. 
Not knowing how to swim, Ciolo lunged in the water, using his arms and legs as if he were running. His shoulder hit hard against something and he grabbed onto it as best he could. His fingers recognised the feel of stone. Whatever it was he grasped it and pulled himself along. It was slimy and slippery, hard to hold. He dug in with his fingernails. His lungs were beginning to burn. Then his hand emerged from the water and he pushed his head up and through and sucked down sweet air. 
He was holding onto one of the arches of the old Roman bridge. Above him he heard the continued cascade of mounted soldiers. Idiots. Wherever their enemy was, it wasn’t here. Why charge, then—in darkness, when a horse was likely to trip and fall? Ciolo had nearly been killed in a night charge once. The horse in front snapped a leg, killing not only its rider but the two riders behind him. 
He could still hear the cheering in the city, and knew he had almost been killed for the sake of a parade. A show of honour, of skill. Fools. Sputtering and shivering, Ciolo mouthed a string of curses against whoever had come up with the notion of chivalry. 
Hand over hand he dragged himself to the edge of the support. He was lucky that the Bacchiglione wasn’t flowing hard, and luckier that what current there was had been dulled by the mills. Otherwise, he would have been swept clean away. For the first time he wondered what had happened to Girolamo. It was useless to call. If he’d survived, he’d meet Ciolo at the house. 
It took Ciolo ten minutes to reach the river’s edge. Though the riverbank was solid, there was no way to reach the high gate from below. The only way was from the bridge. Ciolo took a breath and began to scale the cracked stone walls carefully. His wet fingers made it difficult. Muttering and cursing, he pulled himself onto a carving of some old god just below the lip of the bridge. There he stayed, waiting for the horsemen to pass. He squirmed until he found a position that freed his arms so he could wrap them around himself. His teeth chattered. Damn all Paduans and their stupid patavinitas.
The final horseman passed, with the citizens chasing after, cheering their fool lungs out. Twisting, he pulled himself up onto the bridge proper. No one stopped to help him. In fact, he was almost knocked over again by the press of the people. God, did he hate Paduans. 
Dry land under him, he was swept along by a different kind of current as the mob wept with joy and pride. Blending in, he forced his chilled lips into a smile. The crowd was warming him up, and he was pleased when he realised how easy it would be to get into the city now. Knowing his own horse had probably bolted, he didn’t bother to look for it. He just played the part of happy citizen watching his army go off to glory. 
“Fall in, did you?” asked someone with a grin. 
“Y-y-yes,” replied Ciolo with a shrug. “Quite the fool.” He’d been to this city three or four times before. He’d even once been defended on some petty theft charge by the famous Bellario. So Ciolo was able to fake the accent. 
The thrill eventually passed and slowly the Paduans began returning to their homes. Recrossing the Ponte Molino with them, Ciolo made jokes and slapped backs, joining in the laughter at his obvious misfortune. 
Halfway along the bridge, he found Girolamo. Ciolo recognised him from his vest, since his face had been crushed. Ciolo bent down quickly, but it was no use. He’d already been robbed.
Entering Padua, Ciolo joined a group of men heading for a tavern. He held himself to one bottle of wine, but sang with gusto and thumped the table for as long as it took for his clothes to dry. Then telling his new best friends there was a wench waiting, Ciolo took his leave. 
He had a job to get on with. 
A life to end. 
♦           ◊           ♦
Ciolo found the house, right where it was supposed to be. There was the hanging garden. There was the juniper bush. The house was frescoed with a pagan god holding a staff with two snakes on it. The deity stood between two barred windows and above two massive lead rings for tethering horses. Just as described.
The front of the house had torches burning, and Ciolo passed through their flickering light, walking drunkenly in case anyone was watching. He’d been told there was no possible entrance from the ground, so he didn’t waste time looking for one. Instead, he circled the block until he came to a three-story wall outside a dyeyard. The wall’s covering plaster had worn away, showing a mix of round stones and proper bricks. It was dark in this street, the light from the stars the only illumination. Still playing the drunkard, Ciolo stood in the open, loosening the points on his hose and relieving himself. No one passed, not even a cat. Using his free hand to lean against the wall, his fingers quested. Readjusting his points, Ciolo rubbed his hands together and, having found the promised fingerholds, he began his ascent. 
Along the top were curved spikes to keep intruders out of the dyeyard. But Ciolo didn’t want in. He wanted passage. Reaching up, he carefully wrapped his fingers around the inch-thick base of the spike. He didn’t put much pressure on it at first as it might be sharpened along its whole length, not just at the curve. But in this too his instructions were accurate. The flat edges of the spike were dull. Ciolo gripped the spike harder, praying it would bear his whole weight. 
It did. Feet dangling, he swung his free hand up to grasp the next spike. Then the next. Hand over hand he passed down the row of spikes, around the shadowed corner between the two houses. 
By now his breath was coming hard, his hands and shoulders aching sourly. But he only had another half length of wall to travel. He started on it, then froze as a noise came from the house behind him. Did they have dogs? Or worse, geese? Pressing himself against the high wall, his sweaty fingers slipping, wishing for a cloud to hide the stars and plunge him into deeper shadow, Ciolo listened.
It was a child. A child’s cry in the night. Unattended, it went uncomforted.
In a perfect world, he could have waited for the child to sleep again. But his hands were losing their strength. He continued quickly down the final length of the wall, mouthing foul pleas not to slip. 
The next move was tricky—he had to twist around until he was hanging with his back against the high wall and leap to a window across the four-foot divide. Doubling up his grip with one hand, he twisted around and threw out his free hand. It brushed past one bar but firmly found the next. Hanging now with his back to the dyer’s wall, he faced his target. 
The arched window was open, the wooden door swung wide. Knowing the longer he waited the worse his nerves would get, Ciolo curled his feet up, released the bars, and kicked off hard. 
His ribs banged against the windowsill and he hit his chin as he began to slip. Flinging his arms wide, he pressed his elbows against the interior walls. Feet scrambling, he pulled himself awkwardly over the sill and into the house. Graceless, but successful.
Crouching low, Ciolo found himself in a long hall, narrow, with a pair of doors on each side. He squinted until he was sure all the doors were closed. He felt like his breathing was making more noise than a bellows. If someone found him now, he would be useless, his arms were shaking so fiercely. 
But no alarums. No cries but the child’s, which were subsiding. Ciolo flexed and stretched, each second gaining him another breath, each breath easing his beating heart. His eyes began to play tricks on him in the dark. Twice he swore he saw movement, but both times he was wrong. Or hoped he was. 
After three minutes of watching from the shadowy corner by the window, Ciolo was as ready as he was likely to be. Gripping the leather-wrapped hilt at his hip, he withdrew a dagger nine inches long. 
Keeping well out of the faint light coming in the window, he made his way down the hall. The house plan Ciolo had memorised indicated he had not far to go. Down this hall, a right turn into a grand room, and up a single flight to a double door. Simple.
The hallway was tiled and clear of rushes. Ciolo placed first one foot, then another, so much on his toes that his boot heels hardly brushed the floor. He came to a pair of doors facing each other. Both were closed. Holding his breath, he picked up the pace past them. Nothing leapt out at him and he sighed, instantly cursing himself for the noise. 
The second pair of doors were also closed. Again, everything was proceeding as planned. He forced himself to stop and listen. One flight up the infant was still making noise, but the rest of the house was still. 
Fortune favours the bold. Creeping around the corner, Ciolo felt along the wall for the beginning of the stairs. Tripping would be bad. Most stairs creak at the middle, so Ciolo kept his weight to the far outsides of each step where the wood was unlikely to bend. 
At the top of the stair there was another window, facing north. He could see the sliver of the moon, and it could see him. He crouched down, his back to the wall, and looked for the double doors. 
There they were. Light from the partial moon just brushed their bottom edges. Inside, the child was neither wailing nor giggling. More of a string of burbling noises. Ciolo thought the room must be small because he could hear an echo, as if the child’s own voice was answering itself. 
He waited, listening to the room beyond the doors. Was there a nurse waiting with the baby? Surely not, or else he’d be calmer. Or else she was dead to the world. And soon would be moreso. Smiling, Ciolo trained his eyes on the moonlight. He prayed to a merciful God to send a cloud, then on second thought redirected the entreaty to the Fiend. 
Whoever heard his prayer, it was answered at once. The light crept away. Once it was dim, Ciolo moved swiftly. Lifting his knife, he grasped the handle to the child’s room and pulled the door wide. 
Blackness within. Ciolo stood to one side of the doorway, pausing for his eyes to adjust to the more complete darkness. Still the child burbled. Squinting at the corner the noise was coming from, Ciolo thought he saw an outline. 
Reversing his dagger from point up to point down, a stabbing grip, he stepped fully into the gap, one hand on the door frame to guide him. He was a professional. What did it matter that his victim was a child. He was certainly going to the Inferno already. One step. Two…
A sharp cracking noise made Ciolo wince. An instant later the breath exploded from his body. Confused, he found himself sprawled several feet back down the hallway. Something had hit him in the chest, hit him hard enough to stun him and knock him backwards. His free hand came up and found a thin line of wood protruding from his breastbone. His fingers brushed the fletched end absently. He whimpered, afraid to pull on the arrow’s shaft.
A hinge creaked as the second door opened. A shuttered lantern was unveiled and the light approached him, growing brighter. To Ciolo’s dazzled eyes it seemed to be borne in the hands of an angel. An angel all in white. The colour of mourning.
“Not dead, then?” asked the angel as she came to stand over him. “Good.”
Ciolo sputtered, the blood on his lips leaving the taste of metal on his tongue. “Holy Madonna...” 
 “Shhh.” The angel set aside both the lantern and the instrument of his demise, a small trigger-bow. Her right arm must have been hurt firing it, for she used her off hand to take the blade from his unresisting grasp. 
Behind her was another shape, a young girl clutching a baby. The infant Ciolo had come here to murder. He didn’t know if it was a boy or girl, it was too young to tell and he’d never asked. He wanted to ask now, but breathing was trouble enough. Still, his mouth tried to form the words. 
The woman shook her head. With a lilting accent Ciolo found beautiful, she said, “Say nothing except the name of the man who paid you.” 
“I—I don’t…”
“Not a good answer, love.”
“But—madonna forgive me, but—it was a woman.”
The angel nodded but didn’t smile. Ciolo wanted her to smile. He was dying. He wanted absolution. “Angel, forgive me.”
“Ask forgiveness of God, man—not of me.” 
His own knife flashed left to right in her pale hand. He made the effort to close his eyes so as not to see his life’s blood spill to the floor. With a choked whimper, Ciolo lay still. 
The cloud above passed, revealing the stars once more.
 
I
 
The Arena
One 
The Road to Verona
The Same Night
 
“Giotto's O.” 
In the middle of a dream in which no one would let him sleep, it seemed to Pietro that the words were deliberately meant to annoy him. Almost unwillingly he dreamed a paintbrush touching a rock, forming a perfect circle. 
The painter used red. It looked like blood. 
“Pietro, I’m speaking to you.”
Blinking, Pietro sat up straight in the rattling coach. “Pardon, Father.”
“Mmm. It’s these blasted carriages. Too many comforts these days. Wouldn’t have fallen asleep in a saddle.” 
It was dark with the curtains drawn, but Pietro easily imagined his father’s long face grimacing. Fighting the urge to yawn, he said, “I wasn’t asleep. I was thinking. What were you saying?”
“I was referencing Giotto’s mythic O.”
“Oh. Why?” 
“Why? What is nobler than thinking of perfection? More than that, it is a metaphor. We end where we begin.” This was followed by a considering pause. 
Shifting, Pietro felt his brother’s head on his shoulder. Irritation rippled through him. Oh, Poco’s allowed to sleep, but not me. Father needs an audience. 
Expecting his father to try out some new flowery phrase, he was astonished to hear the old man say, “Yes, we end where we begin. I hope it’s true. Perhaps then I will go home one day.”
“Father, of course you will!” Pietro leaned forward, happily letting Jacopo’s head fall in the process. “Now that it’s published, now that any idiot can see, they’ll have to call you home. If nothing else, their pride won’t let anyone else claim you.”
The poet’s laugh was sour. “You know little about pride, boy. It’s their pride that keeps me in exile.”
Us, thought Pietro. Keeps us in exile.
There was a rustling beside him, and suddenly light poured in as a groggy Jacopo pulled back one of the curtains. Pietro tried to feel ashamed at his satisfaction for having woken his brother up.
“The stars are out,” said Jacopo, peering out of the window. 
“Every night at this time,” said their father. Pietro could now see the hooked nose over his father’s bristly black beard. But the poet’s eyes were deeply sunken, as if hiding from illumination. It was partly this feature that had earned Dante Alaghieri his fiendish reputation. Partly.
The light that spilt into the cramped carriage wasn’t from the sky but from the brands held aloft by their escort. No one travelled by night without armed men, and the lord of Verona had dispatched a large contingent to protect his latest honoured guest.
Verona. Pietro had never been, though his father had. “Giotto’s O—you were thinking about Verona, weren’t you, father?” Dante nodded, stroking his beard. “What’s it like?” Beside Pietro, Jacopo turned away from the stars to listen.
Pietro saw his father smile, an unusual event that utterly transformed his face. Suddenly he was young and full of mischief. “Ah. The rising star of Italy. The city of forty-eight towers. Home of the Greyhound. My first refuge.” A pause, then the word refugio was repeated, savoured, saved for future use. “Yes, I came there when I gave up on the rest of the exiles. Such plans. Such fools. I stayed in Verona for more than a year, you know. I saw the Palio run twice. Bartolomeo was Capitano then—a good man, honest, but almost terminally cheerful. In fact, it was fatal, now I think of it. When his brother Alboino took over the captainship I made up my mind to leave. The boy was a weasel, not a hound. Besides, there was that unfortunate business with the Capelletti and Montecchi.”
Pietro wanted to ask what business, but Jacopo got in first, leaning forward eagerly. “What about the new lord of Verona? What about the Greyhound?”
Dante just shook his head. “Words fail me.”
Which probably means, thought Pietro, he doesn’t really know. He’s heard the stories, but a man can change in a dozen years. 
“He is at war though, yes?” insisted Jacopo. 
Dante nodded. “With Padua, over the city of Vicenza. Before his untimely death, good Emperor Heinrich VII gave Cangrande the title of Vicar of the Trevisian Mark. Technically this means he is the overlord of Verona, Vicenza, Padua, and Treviso. The Trevisians and Paduans disagreed, naturally. But Vicenza is ruled by Cangrande’s friend and brother-in-law, Bailardino Nogarola, who had no trouble swearing allegiance to his wife’s brother.”
“Then how is the war about Vicenza?” asked Pietro.
“Vicenza was controlled by Padua until they threw off the yoke and joined Verona. Two years ago Padua decided it wanted Vicenza back.” Pietro’s father shook his head. “I wonder if they realise how badly they’ve erred. They gave Cangrande an excuse for war, a just cause, and they might lose more than Vicenza in the bargain.”
“What about the Trevisians, the Venetians?”
“The Trevisians are biding their time, hoping Padua wears down Cangrande’s armies or wins outright. The Venetians? They’re an odd lot. Protected in their lagoon, neither fish nor fowl, Guelph nor Ghibelline, they don’t much care about their neighbour’s politics unless it affects their trade. But if Cangrande wins his rights, he’ll have their trade in a stranglehold. Then they’ll intervene. Though after Ferrara, I imagine the Venetians won’t desire land anytime soon,” he added, laughing.
“Maybe we’ll see a battle!” At fourteen, Jacopo didn’t care about politics. Ever since joining them in Lucca, he had treated his brother to a litany of dreams of joining some mercenary condottiero and proving so brave he’d be knighted by whatever king or lord was handy. Then, Jacopo insisted, came the money, leisure, comfort.
Pietro wanted to want such a life. It seemed like the right kind of existence, leading to the right kind of death. Women, wealth, maybe a heroic scar or two. And comfort! That was a dream he and his siblings held in the way only a once wealthy, now ruined family can. Dante’s exile from Florence had beggared his children, and his wife had only saved their house by using her dowry. 
But Pietro couldn’t imagine himself as a soldier. At seventeen he’d hardly been in a friendly scuffle, let alone a battle. He’d had a lesson in Paris, one quick tutorial that basically told him which end of the sword was for stabbing. The only other combat moves he knew he’d copied from fightbooks. 
As the second son, he’d been intended for a monastic life. Books, prayers, and perhaps gardening. Some politics. Lots of money. That was the life Pietro was brought up for, and he’d never really questioned it. He’d lived in a kind of distant awe of the old poet. 
Not that father is old. Thirty-five at the turn of the century, the years since Dante had found himself ‘Midway through the journey of our life’ had been darker than the wood he’d written of. Denied fire and water, his property confiscated, he was declared hostis to his friends and family—a family whittled down from a healthy seven children to three. Alighiero, the brother nearest Pietro’s age, had died at twelve when a pestilence swept through the city. The same plague had claimed the baby of the family, little Elisio, aged eight. Dante had never even seen his youngest child, born three months after his exile. 
The most deeply felt loss was Dante’s eldest son, Giovanni. A few years older than Pietro, he’d had the duties and rights of the firstborn. Just nine when the poet was banished from Florence, Giovanni had joined his father in travelling through northern Italy for his next nine years. Then, as Dante prepared to visit the University of Paris, Giovanni drowned in a river mishap. The city of Florence refused Dante the right to return and bury his son, so Dante’s firstborn now lay in a tomb in Pisa.
That tragedy had altered Pietro’s life. Nearly sixteen, he was suddenly elevated to the role of heir, summoned to follow his ever-wandering father in his brother’s stead. His two remaining siblings, Jacopo and Antonia, had remained in Florence until last year, when the city leaders started making noise about executing all male heirs of exiles. Dante’s wife had quickly sent her remaining son off to join his father, who hadn’t exactly been pleased.
Since then they had travelled over the Alps back into Italy, down to Pisa and Lucca. A stone’s throw from Florence. No wonder Father is thinking about home. 
If asked, Pietro would have said he was a disappointment to his father. He hadn’t the wit to be a poet himself, and he was a poor manager for his father’s career. Pietro often thought his little sister would be a better travelling companion for the great Dante. She had the mind for it. Pietro’s sole consolation was that his little brother Poco, by his very presence, made Pietro look good. 
Like now, as Jacopo pressed their father further. “The Greyhound. What’s he really called?”
“Cangrande della Scala,” said Dante importantly, lingering over each syllable. “Youngest of three sons, the only one still living. Sharp, tall, well-spoken. No, that won’t do. I said before, words don’t do him justice. He has a… a streak of immortality inside his mind. If he continues unchecked, he will make Verona the new Caput Mundi. But ask me no more about him. You will see.” When Jacopo opened his mouth Dante held up a hand. “Wait. And. See.” He pulled the curtain shut, plunging them once more into darkness. 
They rode on through the night. Pietro listened to the easy chatting of the soldiers outside. They talked of nothing important—horses, wenches, gambling, in the main. Soon his father’s breathing became regular. A minute later the coach was filled with snores as Poco joined in. 
Pietro couldn’t sleep now if he tried. Instead, he carefully peeled back a section of curtain and watched the miles pass by. Dante always insisted on riding facing forward, so Pietro could only see the road behind them, illuminated in bizarre twisted patches by their escorts’ torches. A wind was fretting the oak trees and juniper bushes that lined the road. He could smell the fresh breeze. A storm, maybe. Not tonight. Maybe not even tomorrow. But a storm. 
In a little while the trees thinned out, replaced by farms, mills, and minor hamlets. A jolt of the wheels and suddenly they were rattling over stone rather than dirt. The clop of each hoofbeat hung crisply in the night air. Pietro was again glad of their escort. Too many things happened to foolish nighttime travellers. 
Spying Pietro, one soldier cantered his mare closer to the carriage. “We’re coming up on the city. Won’t be long now.”
Pietro thanked him and kept watching. Verona. A Ghibelline city, which meant they supported the Emperor, who was dead, rather than the pope, also dead. Verona had a famous race called the Palio. They exported—well, everything. Any goods from Venice that weren’t going out by ship had to pass through either Florence or Verona. Florence led only to the port at Ostia, but Verona was the key to Austria and Germany, and thus on to France and England. It lay at the foot of the Brennero Pass, the only quick and sure route through the Alps. 
All of a sudden the suburbs were upon them, the disposable homes, shops, and warehouses of those not wealthy enough to buy property inside the city walls. But already it smelled like a city. Pietro found it strange that the scent of urine and faeces was a familiar comfort, but he’d lived in cities all his life. Florence, Paris, Pisa.
As the carriage slowed to a walk, then stopped, Pietro’s father roused. “What’s happening?”
“I think we’re outside the city gates, father.”
“Excellent, excellent,” said the poet sleepily. “I was so consumed with composing the encounter with Cato—I told you about Cato? Good—I lost all track of our travels. Open the curtains. And wake your brother!”
Their escort was hailed by the guard at the gate. The escort shouted out the names of the passengers—one name, really, followed by “and his sons!” The city’s guards acknowledged the claim and came forward to confirm the number of passengers in the carriage. And, Pietro knew, to gawk a little at his father. 
“It is you, then?” asked one. 
“I thought you’d have Virgil with you,” said another. 
Dante smiled his fool’s smile. “You didn’t recognise him? He’s the coach driver.” 
One guard actually looked, then laughed in an abashed way. The poet passed a few more words with the guards, and one of them made a comment that he thought witty until Dante sighed. “Yes, yes. Hellfire singed my beard black. My sons are tired. May we enter?” 
They were delayed while word was sent ahead and the gate was opened. Then the coach resumed its course, passing into the dark archway that led into the city. 
When Dante recognised a church or a house, he named it. All at once the poet smacked his hands together and cried, “Look! Look!”
Pietro and Poco twisted around to see where he was pointing. Out of the darkness Pietro could make out an arch. Then another, and another. Arches above arches. Finally, the torches revealed enough of the structure for Pietro to guess what it was. The only thing it could be.
“The Arena!” laughed Poco. “The Roman Arena!”
“It’s still in use,” proclaimed Dante as proudly as if he’d built it. “Now that they’ve evicted the squatters and cleaned it out, they can use it for sport again. And theatre,” he added sourly.
Quickly they were past it, but Pietro kept picturing it in his mind’s eye until the coach came to a halt. Laughing, the driver called down, “The full stop!” Everybody was itching to show off his wit to the master poet.
A footman opened the coach door and Pietro poked his head out. Word of their arrival must have spread faster than fire. A crowd of men, women, and children grew larger every second. After two years of travelling on foot, of leaving their hats on posts in each new city they came to until someone lifted them, thus offering lodging and food, Pietro still wasn’t used to his father’s newfound fame. 
Stepping out of the coach, he made sure his hat was at the proper angle. A present from the lord of Lucca, it was Pietro’s only expensive garment. But even in his fancy hat with the long feather he heard the crowd’s sigh of disappointment. He didn’t take it personally. Instead, he turned to hold out his arm to his father. 
Dante’s long fingers grasped Pietro’s outstretched arm, putting more pressure on his son’s flesh than he showed. As his feet touched the stones of the square the crowd took a single step back, pressing the rearmost hard against the walls. They were gathered to glimpse Dante, an event they’d tell their friends of while making the sign to ward off evil. It made Pietro smile. His father was evil, but not in that way.
“Fool carriages,” muttered Dante. “Never get cramped like this on a horse.”
Jacopo had popped out of the other side and now came around the back of the carriage, an idiot grin on his face. With a word to the porters to stow their baggage, they followed a beckoning steward. The awed crowd parted for them.
Following the steward’s lamp, they passed under an archway with a massive curved bone dangling from it. Dante chuckled. “La Costa. I had forgotten. That bone is the remains of an ancient monster that the city rose up and killed in olden times. It marks the line between the Piazza delle Erbe to the Piazza dei Signori.” The marketplace, the civic centre. 
The alleyway opened out into a wide piazza enclosed by buildings both new and old. The whole square was done up in cloth of gold and silken banners that shimmered in the torchlight. 
Below this finery were Verona’s best and brightest. Dressed in rich gonellas or the more modern (and revealing) doublets, these wealthy nobles and upper crust now stood by as Dante Alaghieri joined their ranks.
The buildings, ornaments, and men were all impressive, but Pietro’s eyes were drawn to a central pillar flying a banner. A leap of torchlight caught the flapping flag, revealing an embroidered five-runged ladder. On the topmost rung perched an eagle, its imperial beak bearing a laurel wreath. At the ladder’s base was a snarling hound.
Il Veltro. The Greyhound.
Suddenly the crowd parted to reveal a man standing at the heart of the square, looking like a god on earth. Massively tall, yet thin as a corded whip, his clothes were of expensive simplicity—a light-coloured linen shirt with a wide collar that came to two triangular points far below his neck. Over this, he wore a burgundy farsetto, a leather doublet. But this was of the finest tanning, soft yet shimmery, and instead of common leather ties, it bore six metal clasps down the front. His hose, too, were dark, a wine-red close to black. Tall boots reached his knees, the supple leather rolled back to create a wide double band about each calf. He wore no hat, but was crowned with a mane of chestnut hair with streaks of blond that, catching echoes of the brands, danced like fire.
Yet it was his eyes that most struck Pietro. Bluer than the midday sky, sharper than a hawk’s—unearthly. At their corners, laughter lurked like angels at the dawn of the world.
Cangrande della Scala, the master of Verona, walked forward with his arms outstretched to greet the greatest poor man in all the world. A man whose only wealth was language.
Releasing Pietro’s arm and drawing himself upright, Dante walked with dignity to the centre of the square. He took off his hat with the lappets and, just as he had done a hundred times during his exile, placed it at the base of the plinth at the centre of the square. The silent gesture was eloquence itself. From Dante, the crowd might have expected speeches. But Pietro’s father had a keen sense of drama. 
Pietro watched with the rest as Cangrande stooped for the limp old-fashioned cap. As he rose, Pietro caught his first glimpse of Cangrande’s famous smile, his allegria, as the lord of Verona twirled the hat between his fingers. “Well met, poet.”
“Well come, at least,” said Dante. “If not well met.”
Cangrande threw back his head and roared with laughter. He waved a hand and music erupted from some lively corner. Under its cover, Dante spoke. Pietro was close enough to hear. “It is good to see you, my lord.” The poet bobbed his chin at the ornate decorations all around the square. “You shouldn’t have.”
“Sheer luck, I must confess! Our garlands are for tomorrow’s happy wedlock. But I feel the hand of Fortune, as they are far better suited to grace your coming.”
“Silver-tongued still,” replied Dante. “Who is to marry?”
“My nephew Cecchino.” Cangrande gestured to a not-so-sober blond fellow, raising his voice as he did. “Tonight he takes his last hunt as a bachelor!”
Dante also pitched his voice to carry. “Hunt for what, lord?”
“For the hart, of course!” The crowd broke with laughter. Pietro wondered if they were indeed hunting deer, or girls—he’d heard of such things. But he spied a handsome young man, dark of hair, well dressed, who carried a small hooded hawk. So, deer. Pietro was both relieved and disappointed. He was seventeen.
Dante turned to face his sons. “Pietro. Jacopo.” 
Jacopo tried to flatten down his hair as Pietro stepped eagerly forward to be introduced, ready to make his best bow. 
His father forestalled him with a gesture. “See to the bags.” With that, the poet turned in step with Cangrande and departed.
Two
 
Vicenza
17 September 1314
 
Vinciguerra, Count of San Bonifacio, sat on horseback atop a hill overlooking the walls of San Pietro, a suburb of Vicenza. Beneath the metal protecting his arms, the muscles were thick from years of slinging a sword. The beefy hands inside the gauntlets were calloused from fire and leather. The stout legs were well used to the combined weight of plate and chain armour. 
He paused to mop his forehead with a cloth. A large man, he perspired freely. His aged visage was round and cheerful, a face belonging to a merry friar or a troubadour with a fondness for German beer. It seemed sorely out of place atop the body of a knight and soldier. 
Beside him was the Podestà of Padua, Ponzino de’ Ponzoni. This unfortunate victim of alliteration was a poor general, but an honourable one. At the moment the Podestà was visibly sickened by the destruction of that honour. “Is there nothing we can do?” 
Daubing his face with his handkerchief, the Count shook his head. “Nothing until they’ve spent themselves. If we try to stop them now, we’ll get a spear in the back and be robbed of our armour.” 
The day had not gone well for the Podestà of Padua. So auspiciously begun, it had turned into a waking nightmare. One that could have been avoided, had Ponzoni been a military man. Too intellectual, judged the Count. Too devoted to the damn Chivalric Code.
But then Ponzino was a disappointment in every regard. He’d wasted the summer campaigning months avoiding confrontation, concentrating instead on razing Verona’s lands. Against a different foe, it might have worked. But Ponzoni hadn’t comprehended the vast resources at his opponent’s fingertips. In the last four years, the enemy had taken prime acreage to the north, south, and west. All that remained was the east—and Padua was the key to the east. 
At last the city elders had forced Ponzino to attack, raid—do something! So the Podestà turned to the Count. Vinciguerra’s answer was this stealth invasion of Vicenza, meant to be Padua’s salvation. 
Not that the fate of Padua mattered to the Count of San Bonifacio. He couldn’t have cared less about Paduans or their thrice-damned patavinitas, the exclusively Paduan code of honour that seemed to rule every waking moment in their benighted city. The Count was a foreigner, a guest, an advisor, an observer. Unwelcome, but necessary. 
The attack had started well. The army had arrived unobserved, silencing the guards at Quartesolo and skulking the four miles from there to the target. The strategy was to infiltrate the outer suburb of San Pietro. Like most city-states, Vicenza was a series of walled rings, with more walls between, like the spokes on a wheel. The outermost circles were the suburbs. Here dwelt the poorer classes, and here the less essential commodities were stored. The next set of walls enclosed the city itself. 
The Count himself had led the first foray, scaling the walls, cutting down the guards in the tower, and opening the gates. Revealing himself to the peasants, he had been cheered. He wondered if they genuinely adored him or if they were simply in fear for their lives. Not that it mattered. He had taken San Pietro, the key to Vicenza.
Up to that point, everything had gone according to plan. The presence of the Count of San Bonifacio precluded the need to slaughter the innocents, something the squeamish Podestà quailed at. Ponzino had led his army through the suburb towards the next ring of walls—only to discover himself surrounded by flame. 
That had been the first crack in Ponzino’s armour. Though in fairness even the Count found the deliberate arson surprising. Fire was one of the threats most feared in any metropolis, especially one more than half made of wood. Who would have thought Nogarola would be willing to risk the loss of the whole city rather than cede to Padua? 
Undeniably a setback, the fire was not fatal to their plans. If handled properly. But it took Ponzino too long to gather his wits. He’d wandered fecklessly, failing to call the Paduan leaders together and form a new strategy. It was the Count who convinced him to order the army back just outside the city wall, leaving a breach in it to renew the attack when the fires died.
The army had disobeyed. After four years of meaningless battles and a shortage of food, they were loath to relinquish a foothold in Vicenza. When the order to withdraw was given, the men revolted. They began to torch the parts of the suburb not yet ablaze. They plundered, robbing the inhabitants. The Count had been with Ponzino when they’d come across a dozen Paduans—not even foreign auxiliaries!—sacking a convent and violating the nuns there. Together they had put the rapists to the sword, but what could be done about the rest? The Podestà rode glumly out through the city gates and waited for his men’s bloodlust to die down, his hopes for glory crumbling around his ears. 
The Count of San Bonifacio was indifferent to the plight of the citizenry—after all, they had supported the Pup. What he deplored was the wasted time. They could not let Verona marshal its forces. 
The family of San Bonifacio had been fighting the Scaligeri since before Mastino the First came to power. As a young man, the Count himself had seen that first Scaliger leader of Verona. He remembered the dark brown hair and sharp features, and the massive Houndshelm, a war helmet with a snarling hound atop the head. He also remembered the Mastiff’s eyes—light green with the dark ring about them. Otherworldly, as if the man had trekked through all the fields of Hell and seen all the unthinkable horrors there. Vinciguerra blessed the day his father, working through Paduan tools, had achieved the Mastiff’s death. 
Recalling the fierce joy Mastino showed on the battlefield, the Count shivered. Almost four decades later he could hear the bastard’s laugh. It was a trait Mastino’s nephew shared. Laughing in the face of the impossible. Of all the Pup’s danger on the battlefield, worst was his unpredictability. 
That had always frightened the Count—until he realised all one had to do to win was offer the fool an impossible chance.
Vanni Scorigiani appeared. Known as ‘Asdente’, the Toothless Master, he’d earned his nickname the previous year at Illasi by taking a sword in the mouth and living to boast about it. A glance from the scowling, twisted face could make a hardened knight blench. 
Now his horrible countenance was grinning. “Well, that’s a mess, isn’t it?” Completely unfazed by the carnage around them, Vanni loosed a disfigured grin that looked like the rictus of a corpse. Blood soaked his left arm up to the elbow. “I do so love Dutch soldiers!” 
“And they love you,” replied the Count ironically, passing Asdente a wineskin.
“Can’t you stop them?” asked the Podestà desperately.
Drinking deeply, Asdente patted Ponzino familiarly on the arm. “Don’t worry. They’re good boys. In another hour they’ll be tired and ashamed and back here for orders. Then we’ll take that damned gate.” He gave a snort of disgusted respect. “Have to admit, firing the houses—didn’t think Nogarola had it in him.”
“He learned from the Pup,” said the Count. 
“He never plunders,” said Ponzino. 
San Bonifacio was silently scornful. Ponzoni didn’t seem to realise that plunder was the reason most men-at-arms went to war. There was little talk of the ‘just cause’ among the common foot soldiers, or even among the knights. A soldier signed on with a troop for wealth. And to vent his spleen on the world. 
Asdente shrugged. “It’s simple pragmatism. Nogarola has to fight. He’s fixed himself too firmly to Cangrande’s star to do anything else!”
Pretending to cuff at a bead of sweat, Ponzino surreptitiously blinked back the dampness in his eyes. “Do you think the citizens will ever forgive us? After they welcomed us in the way they did, to be so betrayed?”
Asdente looked at the Podestà in surprise. “Who cares?”
The Count changed the subject. “Do you think a rider got off?”
Asdente nodded happily. “We saw one heading west just as the fires were starting.” Washing out his mouth from the wineskin, he spat, a difficult exercise without front teeth. Sometimes, as now, he forgot, and grinned abashedly as crimson spittle ran down his chin. “A child. Some of my boys tried to catch him, but I called them off.”
“Why?” demanded the Podestà, aghast. “The longer Cangrande is unaware, the better our chances!” 
Vanni Scorigiani looked at the ground, feigning embarrassment. “Aw, well, my lord—you don’t know the Greyhound as I do. No doubt he’s brave, but he’s reckless. Foolhardy. Thinks he’s indestructible. He’ll likely set out rapidly and poorly prepared.” Asdente’s twisted smile reached his eyes. “We’ll make mincemeat out of him.”
Ponzino goggled at Vanni, whose tone was unmistakable. If Cangrande arrived, they wouldn’t take him prisoner, as the rules of chivalry dictated. They would kill him outright. Murder? How much honour was he going to lose this day?
The Count saw the struggle in the young general. “It’s the sensible course.” 
The Podestà wiped his brow again. “Vanni, get down there and calm this mob. I want the women protected and the men-at-arms rounded up and ready for the siege.”
“I’ll try,” said Asdente doubtfully. The Count of San Bonifacio had no doubt he would. It was an excellent excuse to crack a few skulls. “But this kind of rage has to burn itself out.”
“Do it now or I’ll feed you to the Greyhound myself.”
Vanni smirked. “Now, that’s downright unchivalrous.” He spurred off.
Together the Count and the Podestà turned their mounts back to watch the rape and slaughter of San Pietro. The first hint of clouds began moving in from the east. Vinciguerra sniffed the air. Tomorrow it would rain, perhaps the next day. 
Ponzino is likely wishing for rain this very second, thought the Count in disgust. To hide his tears.
♦           ◊           ♦
Verona
 
“Alaghieri! Holla! Alaghieri!!”
Weaving in and out of the midday crowd, Pietro turned at the hail and was at once knocked to the ground. He felt the trod of boots and a buffet of absentminded blows before a hand caught him by the shoulder. “Alighieri!” 
“Alaghieri.” Dazed, Pietro staggered to his feet, brushing dirt and filth from his best doublet. Turning, he beheld a face no older than his own, with hair black as jet and eyes as blue as sparrow’s eggs. The doublet bordered on frippery, but the hose, boots, and hat were of the finest quality. He was closely shaved, showing off a mouth a trifle too pretty. 
“Are you all right?” asked the handsome young man.
“Fine,” said Pietro shortly, acutely aware his best doublet was his best no longer. The teen looked familiar. The previous night had been chaotic—with all his father’s luggage to bestow and his brother running about pointing out the windows, Pietro hadn’t caught half the names thrown at him. Embarrassment mounting, he tried to remember…
“Montecchio,” supplied the comely youth. “Mariotto Montecchio.”
“You had the baby hawk.”
Montecchio’s smile was dazzling. “I’m training it so I can hunt with the Capitano. Maybe you can join us next time?”
Giving up on the doublet, Pietro nodded eagerly. “I’d like that.” Consigned to unpacking, he’d missed the revelry last night. The Alaghieri paterfamilias had, of course, participated, riding forth with the nobility on the midnight hunt. All night long Pietro and his brother had groused, and this morning they felt the pangs even worse, for everyone was talking of the sport. 
Not that Pietro really enjoyed hunting. Like soldiering, it was more that he wished he were the kind of man who did.
Montecchio looked him up and down, checking the length of his arms. “We’ll get you a sparrow hawk. It’ll match the feather in your—” Mariotto’s brows knit together. “Where’s your hat?”
Running a hand up, Pietro discovered his head was bare. Looking about, he spied his fine plumed hat a few feet away, wilted and trampled. 
Montecchio leapt forward to snatch it out from under boots and sandals. “I am so very sorry,” he said gravely, and he did look genuinely pained. Mariotto took attire seriously.
Pietro did his best to smile as he took the limp round cap with its broken feather out of Montecchio’s hands. “It doesn’t matter. It wasn’t a very nice cap.” 
It had been a very nice cap. A trifle, to be sure. But Pietro was allowed few trifles. His father had an austere code that applied to all things, including dress. Pietro had barely managed to win the right to wear the doublet and hose, which his father viewed as extravagant and showy. The hat had been a gift from the great Pisan lord Uguccione della Faggiuola, who knew all about young men and their vanity. Pietro had convinced his father that refusing the gift would have been an insult. “I only wear the hat out of respect for your patron, Father,” he’d said. Somehow the old cynic had bought it. 
That precious gift was now crushed and covered with dirt.
“I’ll replace it,” declared Mariotto.
“You don’t—”
Mariotto insisted. “It’s your first day here! No, we’re going to the best haberdasher in the city. Follow me!” 
Not to agree would have been churlish.
The late morning sun warmed Pietro’s back as he ducked and weaved through the myriad enticements of the Piazza delle Erbe, trying to keep up. (The finest whips and crops!) Men of all shapes and sizes jostled with each other as merchants called out to pilgrims, palmers, Jews, even the occasional heathen Moor. (Fish! The fruit of sea, the Capitano’s favourite!) Pietro’s eyes encountered millers, fishmongers, barbers, and smiths, all crying their wares from tented stalls or storefronts. (Love potions! Dump the man you have and get the one you deserve!) There were many small nooks, but Pietro didn’t have the time to even glance into one before Mariotto was off in another direction. (Skins, well cured! Don’t let the heat fool you! Winter is coming! Stay warm!) 
It was so loud! Anvils chimed in their workshops. Monkeys hopped around in cages, hawks screamed, hounds barked, all underscored by guitars, lutes, flutes, viols, rebecs, tambourines, and the voices of troubadours. It was Nimrod’s Tower come to life, a babbling pandemonium. A seller of headstones was immediately replaced by a purveyor of sweet pasties who waved his samples in the air, enticingly aromatic. Under the law, a vendor couldn’t physically accost a traveller, but this only increased the assault on the other senses, and the huge signs that hung over the stalls were worse than grabbing hands. Each proclaimed the trade of the stall owner, even as the owner shouted insults at the vendor across the way. 
Above the signs, in row after row of low balconies, men capered and shouted to friends below, watching the course of various arguments and fistfights, making loud bets as to the outcome.
Mariotto easily navigated the shops and stalls, using shortcuts through alleys and leaping over barrels that blocked their path. Pietro followed him down a sidestreet perfumed with mulled wines and spiced meats. Trying to keep up, Pietro continued to make the proper protestations. “Actually, I was on an errand for my father.”
Mariotto grinned. “Something devilish?”
Pietro laughed because he was expected to. “I have to order him some new sandals.” 
Mariotto turned to walk backwards. “What happened to his old ones? Burned in the hellfire?”
“No,” said Pietro. “My brother.”
Mariotto nodded as though the answer made sense. “We’ll head to the river and circle around to Cobbler Lane on the way back to the palace—you cannot deny me the opportunity to replace your cap. It would stain my family’s honour to let this injustice go unanswered!” He whooped as he whirled off into the crowds, Pietro in his wake. 
Behind them came the sound of the human tongue in disjointed harmony. Each traveller spoke his or her native language, rendering the air thick with a war of French, English, Flemish, Greek, and more. Interlaced in the tumult were the harsh, sharp sounds of German—Veronese speech owed at least as much to German as it did to Italian, and the local dialect was redolent with its accents.
Over the noise, Pietro said, “Why are you out this morning? Aren’t you in the wedding party?”
“Yes! I did my best, but I couldn’t talk him out of it! Cecchino, poor fool—just a couple years older than us and already tied down to a wife! Until the feast, there’s nothing but servants racing about the palace and women cooing about how lovely it all was. I had to escape.”
A roar of approval from the men around them caused the pair to raise their eyes to the highest balconies of the building nearby. Several young ladies had emerged and draped themselves over the railings, their garments falling revealingly open. One girl waved at Pietro and flashed something pink from beneath her bodice. Pietro blushed and waved shyly back. I shouldn’t be shocked. This is the market plaza, after all.
Grinning, Mariotto said, “I could arrange an introduction.”
Pietro avoided that. “In Florence they’re forced to wear tiny bells.”
“You don’t say.”
“Yes. There’s an old joke about churches and prostitutes—the bells call a man to repent what the bells call a man to do.” This earned the first genuine laugh from his newfound friend.
Montecchio never stopped talking as he led a merry chase down the long street. Figuring that Pietro would soon be sent to hunt for tools linked to his father’s profession, he made sure to point out where to find the best wax for sealing, the best cut quills. 
They reached Milliner Row, close to an ancient tufa wall which stood in stark contrast to the rose marble and red brick all around them. These were the old walls, built by the Romans or their forebears—no one knew for certain, as the first true inhabitants of Verona were lost to memory. Regardless, the walls existed, enclosing the oldest and richest part of the city. What good they would be if attacked, Pietro wasn’t sure.
Twenty minutes later he was once more appropriately, if ostentatiously, hatted. He’d settled on a puffed-out burgundy affair sporting a thin green feather just above the left ear—the Ghibelline ear. Feeling rakish, he followed Mariotto to a string of cobblers where he ordered sandals to be ready for the poet the following day. 
The sun was directly overhead, which meant the bridal dinner was nigh. Mariotto unfettered his infectious grin. “We’d best get back. My father asked me to be amusing for Maestro Alighieri’s children.” 
“Alaghieri.” 
“That’s what I said.” Mariotto clapped a hand on Pietro’s shoulder. “To tell you the truth, I was dreading it. Thank you for being nothing like what I imagined the son of a poet to be.”
Again Pietro smiled because he was supposed to. Inside his skin, he shuddered. That’s the question, isn’t it? What is the son of a poet—of any great man—if not less than. Inferior. Useless.
To cheer himself up, Pietro looked for a way to repay Mariotto’s kindness. Being lost and alone in a new city was nothing unusual for him. Having a friend was. When they were five minutes from the palace, traversing the Plaza delle Erbe once more, he spotted the perfect gift. “Wait here!” He dashed off through the crowd only to reappear a few moments later. With an elaborate bow, twirling his new hat between his fingers in a flourish, he held out his gift. “For you, signore.” 
His offered hand contained a pair of fine corded leather straps. From one end of each hung a solid silver vervel for engraving the owner’s name.
Montecchio’s eyes lit up. “Jesses!” Now it was his turn to protest feebly. “Oh no, really, Alighieri, it’s too much.” 
Pietro was helpless to stop his embarrassingly lopsided smile. “Your hawk should be as well dressed as you are.”
Taking them, Mariotto admired the small tokens. “Tomorrow we’ll go riding along the Adige and see if the fellow will fly at all.” 
Pietro nodded. “I’d like that.” If Father will let me. 
A bell began to ring to the south, then another to the east, and Mariotto’s eyes grew wide. “We’re late!”
Three
 
The Benedictine bells were just finishing the call to Sext when the two panting teens raced up the inner stairs of the great Scaliger palace. Attaining the top, they skidded to a halt a demure distance from the open double doors. Listening, they heard arguing and laughter echoing down the hall and grinned at each other in relief. They were not too late. An understeward came bustling forward. “Master Montecchio, welcome. Your father is already within.” He glanced inquiringly at Pietro.
Montecchio said, “This is my friend, Pietro Alighieri.” 
“Alaghieri,” said Pietro automatically. 
“Right, sorry. Pietro Alaghieri. He’s the son of—”
“Of course,” said the steward, unable to entirely hide the sign against evil he made behind his back. “Your esteemed father is also within. If you will both doff your boots, I have slippers waiting by the door. You are the last to arrive.”
This statement renewing their panic, they hastily removed their boots in favour of soft-soled, pointy-toed slippers. 
Montecchio said, “I’ve always heard your name as Al-ee-gary. What’s this Al-ah-gary business?”
Pietro shrugged. “It’s my father biting his thumb. Alighieri is the Florentine pronunciation. Since the banishment, he’s insisted on using the older pronunciation—Alaghieri, after our ancestor, Alaghiero di Cacciaguida.”
Mariotto nodded as if he were truly interested. “And your brother came with you?”
Pietro grunted as he struggled with his right boot. “Jacopo.”
“What’s he like?”
Familial pride battled honesty. “He’s fourteen.”
“Ah. No brothers here, just a sister. She’s all right, if a little quiet. Aurelia.”
“Mariotto and Aurelia?”
“Romeo and Aurelia, actually. My mother named us—or so my father tells me. I never knew her. She was devout, wanted to call me a pilgrim, so she chose Romeo as my baptismal name. ‘He who goes to Rome.’ But my father wanted to honour his father. Thus I am Romeo Mariotto Montecchio. Call me Romeo and I’ll murder you.” Finished fitting his own slippers on, he stood up tall. “Ready to face the lion’s den?”
“Yes, good pilgrim.” Despite the jest, Pietro felt dread. If it were a lion I wouldn’t be so nervous. “How do we explain being late?”
“Some things you just have to take a deep breath and live through.” Mariotto clapped Pietro on the shoulder and together they made for the grand hall. 
Just before they reached the door, Pietro halted beside a fresco on the wall. It was one of a set of five, each depicting a man on horseback, behind whom flew the banner of the five-runged ladder. The five men showed a great deal of resemblance, but it was the last, closest to the door, that attracted Pietro’s attention. 
“Our lord,” said Mariotto approvingly.
Pietro peered at the glazed paintwork. If you didn’t know the man, the fresco might have been deemed flattery. Mounted on a great destrier, mace in one hand, sword in the other, head free of his hound-shaped helmet, Cangrande was fiercely beautiful, his face suffused with a dark joy. Above his head, alongside the banner of the ladder, flew a personal gonfalon with a greyhound racing across an azure field. The artist had added some dark spots to the banner, signifying the blood spilt in battle by this magnificent cavaliere. 
But it was the actual paint that had Pietro’s interest. “This is excellent work.”
“It surely is,” nodded Montecchio, looking close. “The neck of the stallion is just right, and also the length of the mane… Sorry, my family breeds horses. These were painted by Giotto di Bondone.” Pietro startled Mariotto with an abrupt laugh. “You’ve heard of him?”
“Better,” exclaimed Pietro, “I know him! He’s a friend of my father’s. Sort of. We visited him often in Lucca.” Pietro opened his mouth, then shut it, visibly resisting temptation. 
Knowing he was missing something, Mariotto made an open gesture with his hands. “What?” 
Pietro shook his head. “Have you ever seen Giotto’s children? As sweet as can be, really nice. But they’re repulsive. Ugly as sin. Girls as well as the boys. Well, we’re eating supper in their house one night when my father asks how a man who paints such beautiful frescoes could make such ugly children.”
“Oh dear God! What did Giotto say?”
Pietro did his best imitation of the cheery painter. “‘My dear fellow, I do all my painting by daylight.’” 
Smothering their laughter, they entered the salon.
♦           ◊           ♦
Somewhere near Torre di Confine, a lone rider reined in before an inn. Young and frantic-looking, he leapt from his sweat-streaked horse and called for a fresh one. 
A stable boy emerged from beside the inn, hunk of cheese in hand. At the same moment the inn’s proprietor, a burly man with one arm, sauntered out the door. “What’s to do?”
“Need—a horse,” said the young rider.
The stable boy looked on, bored, as his master gave first the youth then his horse an appraising look.
“No,” he said over his shoulder. “No horse for him. To judge by this one, he’ll kill it.”
The breathless rider clutched the innkeeper’s one arm, gasping as he gave his news. At the same moment, he spilt his purse at the innkeeper’s feet. 
Whether it was the news or the gold, the innkeeper changed his tune at once. The rider was brought some stout ale while the inn’s best horse was saddled. The young messenger shivered the whole time, looking as though he were about to weep. Certain he’d barely escaped with his life, he was equally sure that each moment of delay brought a whole army in his wake.
In ten minutes he was on the road again, a fresh wineskin hanging from his belt, digging his heels hard into the new horse, leaving the innkeeper to call his neighbours together to decide if they should flee.
♦           ◊           ♦
Sunlight spilt in through billowing curtains of the arched loggia to frame the lord of Verona and his honoured guests. The open side of the long, covered balcony faced east, providing a magnificent view of the Adige River. 
It was not, however, the view one first noticed upon entering. Cangrande della Scala would stand out in any gathering. His chestnut hair was sun-bleached a dark gold and hung to frame his muscular jaw. Well over six feet tall, practically a giant, he possessed enormous energy. Even in repose his movements were crisp and economical. As much hawk as hound, thought Pietro.
Both kinds of animals were scattered among the crowd. A fraction of Cangrande’s hawk collection was here, at ease on wooden stands that bore the marks of their pounces. Several guests were attempting to feed the blindfolded birds without losing fingers.
At the Capitano’s feet were a pair of wolfhounds. Huge, with long narrow faces, they looked the most feral of creatures until Cangrande reached out a hand, whereupon they became puppies, craving attention from their master. 
One dog lay before them in the position of dominance, a fine, wiry greyhound with the characteristic long face and curved teeth. Cangrande tossed him a little something, and he fetched it back quick as a wink. As the hound settled in again to gnaw at it at his master’s feet, Pietro saw his back-cloth was embroidered with the silver ladder and imperial eagle—the della Scala family crest. Under the cloth the beast’s fur was long and slightly matted, showing it was one of the tougher breeds of that dog known as the veltro—a term also synonymous with ‘bastard’. For those who called Cangrande ‘Il Veltro’, there was always that extra, amusing, connotation.
Seated in the place of honour to the Capitano’s left was Pietro’s father. Born Durante Alighieri di Fiorenza, he was now known to the cultured world simply as Dante. A head and a half shorter than the lord of Verona, he suffered mightily in comparison. His movements were jerky and incomplete, his breathing audible. His frame was mostly hidden beneath a gonella, the comfortable long gown favoured by scholars, and his head was covered by the hooded cappuccio. Both garments were of black and scarlet, expensively dour colours. Like Pietro, Dante possessed a patrician face with an aquiline nose and large eyes. His jaw was large too, and the lower lip protruded a bit past the upper. But unlike his brown-haired son, his hair and beard were thick, black, and shiny. 
As Mariotto and Pietro stood in the doorway of the loggia, servants rushed over to wash their hands. Watching them approach, Pietro saw the need for the slippers. The palace floor was not covered in the usual straw rushes, but bare marble. Great care was taken to keep mud and filth outside. The dogs must drive the servants out of their wits.
As those same servants tended to the late-entering duo, Mariotto whispered, “There, in the deep green, that’s Passerino Bonaccolsi, Podestà of Mantua—it’s said he’s Cangrande’s best friend, but there’s politics there, so you never know. Next to him, in the fur, that’s Guglielmo del Castelbarco-Stick-in-the-Mud. He recently became the armourer for our army, and makes a nice bit of money from it. The one playing with the bread knife is Federigo della Scala—a remote cousin. A little quiet, but he defended the city brilliantly this summer. And there, standing just behind the Capitano, is Nicolo da Lozzo, but Cangrande just calls him Nico. He’s young, only a little older than the Capitano, and he’s the army’s second-in-command. The post was given to him as a reward for deserting Padua, and he’s doing very well with it…” 
As Mariotto continued naming all the powerful men gathered in this room, Pietro took in each one with interest, though he doubted he’d remember many names. Bonaccolsi he’d heard of, and da Lozzo. For the rest, some of the surnames were familiar. Those denied the regal daybeds either stood or sat on cushioned boxes and stools.
Mariotto paused, looking at a broad-shouldered man with long hair braided at the back of his head. The blue of the ribbon holding the braid distracted the eye from the traces of silver that mixed with the black and deep brown. Pointing to him, Mariotto said, “I don’t know who that is.”
Pietro was pleased to know something his companion did not. “That’s Uguccione della Faggiuola, my father’s current patron. He brought us here to renew Father’s introduction to the Scaliger—though I think he really wants to use us to impress Cangrande. He needs an ally in the north. He also bought me my old hat.” 
Mariotto grinned. Uguccione looked up and gave Dante’s son a cheerful nod. Pietro was in the midst of waving back when
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