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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    May, 1497 
 
      
 
    “Bitch!” 
 
    The screech burst through the quiet, murmuring voices of the women gathered in small groups along the banks of the river. The wet slap of cloth against rock halted as heads turned, searching for the source of the noise. The sound was so calamitous that it scattered pigeons from the ruined stone blocks and silenced the chirping of the crickets in the marsh grass and the deep, thrumming roars of the frogs. Further on, muffled groans and oaths signaled the fouling of clean linen as the startled flocks released their bounty on the drying field.  
 
    Betta opened one eyelid, then another, blinking away the golden film of sleep. Settled back against the stone block of the ruined bridge, she had allowed exhaustion to overtake her, succumbing to a nap. From the angle of the sun in the sky, now edging toward the steep roofs of Trastevere, an hour had passed since she had closed her eyes, seeking a moment of peace. The branches of a pine tree rustled overhead, moving shade dappling cool patches across her cheeks. 
 
    It took a moment to find the two struggling figures that had disturbed her slumber. Tomasa, the wife of the carter, had a much younger woman clasped in her arms, dragging her back. When they reached the center current, where the river rose to the level of their waists, Tomasa stopped and began shaking her, hands now clamped on the girl’s thin shoulders.  
 
    “Think you can splatter my sheets with your mud?” One meaty hand moved from the girl’s arms to her hair, eliciting a pained cry.  
 
    “I never!” came a feeble protest that choked off into a gurgle as her head was submerged. The water frothed as the girl struggled, then she was allowed to surface, coughing, and spluttering before beginning a scream that sounded like a pig as it was slaughtered.  
 
    “And let that be a lesson to you!” With a massive shove, Tomasa forced the other woman under the water again before thrusting her away. Red-faced from exertion, the carter’s wife began huffing back to the shore, water sluicing off her apron and sleeves as she muttered under her breath.  
 
    Betta watched the unfolding drama with amusement, exhaustion forgotten.  Spectacles and religious pageants were a weekly occurrence in Rome, but for her coin, there was nothing to compare to the drama of everyday life that unfolded every Sabbath at the river. Some women only came every month to wash their linen. Others, like her own family, only possessed enough shirts and camicias to last a week between washings. 
 
    What had the girl done to incur the other’s wrath? Betta scrutinized her face. Pretty, even with a dripping mop of brown hair and a mud-splattered, heart-shaped face. The girl scrunched up her nose in disgust, wiping a dripping sleeve across her mouth. Betta finally recognized her: Maria -Theresa, a girl one year older than her own seventeen years with two babies and a husband dead when the French had invaded. That explained Tomasa’s hostility. A pretty young widow would prove a heady temptation for Marco, the carter, a man whose enormous muscles were matched by an equally large appetite for the pleasures of female flesh. 
 
    Betta snorted and leaned her head back against the rock after running a practiced eye over the white linen sheets and camicias spread out over the drying field. Strong soap had reddened the skin of her hands before the bubbles were caught by the current and washed away, but she was accustomed to the stinging burn of lye.  The linens were the same white as the clouds streaking lazily overhead, the sight pleasing to her. The old women who came to the river would find nothing to criticize in her or the way she cared for her family.  
 
    The marshy green scent of the river was heavy in her nostrils: a pleasant thing, calling to mind the years spent with her mother in the same spot. The feel of the place was the same: the willow twig basket she used to carry the linens, the prickle of the soap, the heavy weight of yesterday’s barley bread in her stomach, the end of a loaf nibbled as she worked.  
 
    Only the people changed. For years beyond count, women had been bringing baskets to the river Tiber, cleaning away dirt while exchanging news and commiseration, stories and heartbreak. Snatches of it drifted over the water.  
 
    “Three girls in a line, the poor thing…” 
 
    “Ahh, have him tie up his left stone with a stout cord before he lays with her, an’ have her shift ta the right hip, holdin’ his seed up tight after.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, that’s the way. T’is the left one that brings the girls. I’d a sister suffered the same until they did so, then,” there was the noise of hands clapping, “Two stout boys in a row, an’ only one of ‘em died in the spring fever.” 
 
    “Only take care that it’s not too soon after the bleedin’. You’d not want one like Prospero’s get.” 
 
    Betta winced and tried to ignore the loud conversation as it continued on, discussing Prospero’s children. That the cheese seller’s young daughter cut her hair short and wore tunic and hose seemed more likely to be caused by the child having six brothers and a mother who died giving birth to her rather than any influence of heat or humors or…position.  Betta liked the girl and her face full of freckles; she seemed happy.  
 
    Betta smiled, watching the neighborhood children as they frolicked in the shallows, boys and girls mixing freely, naked with gleaming skin turned to gold in the sunshine.  Her sister had been one of those children only a short time before, linking hands with the youngest son of the local baker as they hunted small fish and splashed each other with water. Now the two of them were talking of other matters, heads close together as they walked through the tall grasses surrounding the ruined bridge, her sister’s red curls like fire in the afternoon light. Their innocence and the young love surrounding them in a palpable cloud made her smile, imagining her mother’s joy. The plague had stolen those innocent moments away from her life before she had a chance to enjoy them, as they had stolen… 
 
    “Cousin.” 
 
    Betta started, feeling her heart thumping wildly in her chest. The footsteps approaching the block had been so quiet that she had initially dismissed them, thinking another woman waited nearby, judging the possibility of securing a prime spot worth a few moments of idleness. She took a deep breath and shaded her eyes, trying to regain a sense of calm as she studied the familiar girl who stood twisting her fingers into knots beneath her apron.  
 
    It took a moment before she was able to place a name to the face.  
 
    “Laura,” she said, patting a space on the block in invitation. “How goes it with you?” 
 
    Face glowing at the recognition, Laura sat, arranging her skirts so that fabric covered her ankles. Betta took the opportunity to observe her, noting the changes the years had wrought.  
 
    All of those descended from Lorenzo the leather worker, her mother’s grandfather, bore a resemblance; between the two of them, the likeness was startling. At fourteen, Laura could have been her sister; the dark, nearly black hair hidden beneath Betta’s cap was allowed to spill down Laura’s back in a black mane that framed her narrow waist. The eyes were also the same, dark and tilted at the corners. It took little effort for Betta to read the brimming emotion there. The nervous way they darted from the river and then back to Betta, avidly looking at the sumptuous folds of the camicia visible beneath the low neckline of her gown revealed the purpose of the meeting before the other girl had opened her mouth.  
 
    “Have you heard that Ghita is to marry again?” Laura blurted out. 
 
    Betta did not have to feign astonishment. “Her husband died only last month!” 
 
    Laura began to chatter in response, sharing what she knew of the scandalous exploits of the tanner’s wife before moving on to other tales. Betta listened to the news her cousin brought though she had already heard much of it from Ginevra, nodding her head when Laura paused, all the while thinking over what she knew of the girl sitting next to her. Inevitably, the conversation turned to family. There was much that she could no longer remember of the cousins who dotted the twisting streets of Trastevere like so many threads in a piece of cloth. They shunned her mother after a disastrous second marriage, and Betta had little patience for those who had refused her aid.  
 
    Laura spoke on, either unaware of the tension between their two families or choosing to ignore it. Paolo, Laura’s father, was nearing the end of his working years. Soon the eldest son, newly married with a babe on the way, would assume his place as head of the family bodega producing finely tooled leather belts for the wealthy of Rome. Three other brothers still lived in the two rooms above the workshop, and they were nearing the end of their apprenticeships.  
 
    “So many for you to care for,” Betta murmured, shaking her head.  
 
    Laura expelled a breath, half a laugh, and half a sigh. “From morning to night, I am surrounded by them. Even Sancia, Orazio’s wife, is of little help now that she is great with child. And Lucha will be married as well. But Philipo, do you remember him? The tooler’s son? He has said that he will offer for me once his term is complete, but even then, there is little money for my dowry, and his mother is so…proud.” Laura bit her lip and looked down. When she raised her eyes again, they swam with liquid pleading. 
 
    “Cousin.” Reaching out, she took Betta’s hand. As she did so, Betta noticed how smooth they were, the skin yet unmarred by callouses. “Can you find me a place to serve at the Palazzo with you?” 
 
    Betta looked away, although she allowed the hand to remain in place. Others had asked for the same favor in the years since she had moved to the palazzo of Santa Maria in Portico as a servant to the most powerful family in Rome. Her position was envied by many. The luxurious caress of the linen fabric against her arms was a potent reminder of why so many were willing to risk the dangers of working within the shadow of the Vatican. The rewards of her position were many: silky linen shifts cast off from the mistress’s wardrobe after a single use, food from the high table, and wage in coin that could become a dowry.  
 
    But the dangers were greater.  Only last month a scullery maid found stealing had been hung in the square, the household servants taken in force to watch as she kicked and whimpered her last. Girls were dismissed from service when rounded bellies revealed indiscretions and guards caught spying disappeared, never to be seen again except as stinking corpses who washed up on the banks of the Tiber.  
 
    And those dangers were no different from those faced by any of the legions who took service in one of the noble households. Lies and theft were always punished severely. But to be in service to the Borgia family brought with it a host of other dangers. Secrets sprouted like weeds in the frescoed halls of the Vatican, each more dangerous than the last. Knowledge of them left her balanced on the edge of a blade, its hilt laid against her skin so that the coldness could be felt. And there was no secret deadlier than the one she held, the one which she knew to be a truth.  
 
    Betta shook her head and withdrew her hand from the other’s grasp, softening the refusal with a smile. She would not willingly expose one of her blood to the Vatican. “The housekeeper for the Contarini is a friend. I can arrange a place for you there.” 
 
    Though Laura’s face fell in disappointment, she was soon smiling as Betta told her of the house, one of the finest in the Ponte district, and the comfortable living of servants who cared for an aging master with children scattered throughout the papal states.  
 
    Soon, they were laughing again. Maria-Teresa, gown still dripping from the dunking in the water, and had come up behind the carter’s wife and tipped the basket of clean linen into the water before running off, a triumphant grin on her face. Tomasa, recognizing defeat, laid hands on hips and began cursing, the words gaining intensity as a day’s work sank in the murky green depths.  
 
    “Do such things happen in the Vatican?” Laura asked, and her smile was that of a girl, carefree and innocent as Betta herself had been in the years before she entered service.  
 
    Betta shrugged, unable to speak the truth. Worse happened at the Vatican.  
 
    Much, much worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    February, 1487 
 
      
 
    “Hurry.”  
 
    The morning sun had yet to make an appearance over the rooftops. The night held Trastevere firmly in its grasp as two figures rushed through the narrow curving streets to the bridge that separated their signori from Ponte.  
 
    Constanza kept an iron grip on her daughter’s wrist as they raced along. In the other hand, she carried an oil lamp, flame lighting the path ahead. The small puddle of illumination caused strange shadows to form on the ancient walls, flickering for a moment as they passed. The houses, two and three and four stories tall, loomed overhead, the tops almost touching in some places: faint noises emerging from them, the barking of dogs, disturbed at their passing, the shuffling groans of those newly awakened, the breathy sounds of those in pursuit of a moment’s pleasure.  
 
    “We must not be late, Betta. Remember that. If you are to serve at one of the great houses, you must never be late. For every girl hired to scrub pots, there are three girls ready to take her place, all smarter and quicker and harder working.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama,” Betta replied, keeping her head down, careful so as not to trip on the rutted pathway and soil the dress her mother had scrubbed in the Tiber yesterday. She was lagging. Although her mother was heavily pregnant, with a belly that swelled like a wine barrel beneath the skirt of her dark brown gown, she had long legs and used them to press on, her stride rapid as she skirted the stinking piles of water and filth that clogged the streets.  
 
    In the distance, a cock began to crow, and Constanza made a sound of distress low in her throat. A lightening had started in the sky, darkened velvet shot through with faint traces of gray. Even without the reminder, Betta had known the dawn would soon break. There was a quality to the early morning air, the freshness of a new day overlaying the stink of a city which had seen the dawns of a thousand years and more.  
 
    From the sheds and in the alleys, the sounds of animals waking from their slumber began, scratching and pants and yawns. The unmistakable squeal of a piglet sounded, drawing Betta’s attention. Her stomach gurgled as she paused, remembering the taste of salted pork like a pleasant dream from weeks before. Food, she thought. Fresh food, unspoiled by rot or mold. Pies and tarts or a ……. 
 
    A hand shot out, grasping Betta’s wrist and yanking. Constanza’s breath huffed out in short, ragged gasps. “Be silent, Betta, unless you are spoken to. And never let yourself be seen unless you are performing some task. Our cousin had agreed to take you into the house until Lent. You know how important this is. The coin you earn will buy bread for your brothers and sister. If you stay there, after your father…” 
 
    “He is not my father,” Betta muttered. Though her mother had only misspoken, she refused to allow the word to pass. Her father had been a kind man with soft brown hair and a smile that still whispered through her dreams at night. Ruberto, her mother’s second husband, was no more her father than the pig she had heard squealing earlier. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Constanza agreed, and for a moment she appeared flustered. “After Ruberto begins to earn better commissions, the coin that you earn can be saved for your dowry.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama,” Betta agreed, though she privately doubted the ability of her stepfather to earn better commissions. Or to earn any coin at all, and not to depend on the labor of her two oldest brothers to keep the family in bread. And even their efforts had not been sufficient of late. Summer rains had rotted grain in the fields, and every day, the sellers in the market charged more for flour. Betta could not remember the last time she had laid down to her pallet without hunger pains gripping her belly. There was never enough food to feed the older two boys and her sister, let alone the new baby that would shortly be arriving.  
 
    A pain in her side made Betta double over, trying to catch her breath. Already three paces ahead, her mother threw a frantic glance back.  
 
    “Come!” 
 
    As they climbed up the hill, the houses grew finer. Square structures with pale plaster, they reminded Betta of the pieces of stone that littered the banks of the river where her mother took the wash. Taking a moment to get her bearings, Constanza turned down an alley and stopped at an arched door that interrupted the walls of a house that rose three stories high. A gate led onto a small terrace lined with tables. There were hooks embedded in the walls that surrounded it. Smoke poured from a cupola at the roof, smelling of pastry and sugared fruit. Betta’s stomach rumbled again.  
 
    Constanza rapped on the door. Beneath the patched linen of her shift, small breasts rose and fell, and she placed a hand against the small of her back. In the light spilling out from the window of the kitchen, the skin of her mother’s face was chalky white.  
 
    Betta felt a moment’s uneasiness. Ginevra was small, only three, and there was so much to do in the quarters above the cobbler’s shop. In a few weeks, another baby would come, and no one would be there to help her mother. 
 
    “Mama, are you certain…” 
 
    “Shush!” Came the tense reply as footsteps sounded from inside.  
 
    The door opened. A young man close to her brother Marco’s age was blocking the entrance with his body; flour staining a pristine white apron. Disgust pinched his nostrils. 
 
    “Don’t want no beggars here,” he snapped and made to shut the door.  
 
    Constanza’s hand flew out, stopping the door from closing. “We are not beggars,” she insisted, pride loud in her voice. “My cousin keeps this house and has agreed to take my daughter into service.” 
 
    Confusion showed on the boy’s face. He had thick black eyebrows that grew into a single line, making his face stern, like a churchman. He crossed his arms and looked over his shoulder to the kitchen, then back out to the street where they stood. A flash of annoyance enhanced his brooding appearance.  
 
    “I’ve heard nothing about it.” 
 
    “Perhaps my cousin does not think to discuss such matters with kitchen boys. Summon her at once.” Unmistakable command resonated in her voice, that of a mother accustomed to having her wishes obeyed.  
 
    “I’m an apprentice,” the boy protested, though his words sounded thin as a heavy blush moved over his face. He uncrossed his arms, allowing them to dangle at his side as his foot began to trace a line on the tiles. Turning his shoulder, he looked into the kitchen again.  
 
    “May I go, sir?”  
 
    A grumbling rasp came from a white head bent over a table in the corner. “Be quick about it. Dough won’t knead itself.”  
 
    The apprentice disappeared in a rush. Next to her, Constanza’s back relaxed. Concealed by the fullness of their skirts, she reached out and clasped her mother’s hand. The work-roughened skin was damp and trembled before she returned the squeeze.  
 
    Though the apprentice returned after only a moment and returned to work at his master’s side, it was some minutes before faint gasps, and a shuffling step announced the arrival of another into the kitchen. Curious, Betta peeked around her mother’s waist. A distant cousin, her mother had said, met on the streets only a few days past when she had delivered a repaired shoe to the best baker in Rome, Sancio del Porto, who had pots of basil and verbena growing outside his bodega and sometimes gave children loaves when they came begging at the end of the day. A happy chance, her mother had said, telling Betta about the splendid offer. Their cousin had been ill and needed help with her duties. She had agreed to take Betta on for a short time. 
 
    Betta thought the housekeeper did not look ill, only fat. Very fat. Her bulk was such that it jiggled as she walked, waves of it moving and sliding as she walked to the door. After a moment of fascinated scrutiny quelled by a sharp elbow to the ribs, Betta kept her eyes on the floor.  
 
    “Constanza,” the housekeeper greeted her mother, voice cool. Beneath a white coif, a single lock of graying brown hair escaped and was tucked back with an impatient gesture.  
 
    “Maria,” her mother replied, bowing her head with a respectful gesture. “This is my daughter, who I told you about.” A hand on her shoulder propelled Betta forward, and she curtsied.  Though she felt the weight of a heavy stare, Betta kept her eyes on the stone step leading into the kitchen. They were not invited inside. The morning air was cold, and she shivered.  
 
    “Eight years old, you said.” 
 
    “Yes.” It was the first time Betta could remember her mother telling a falsehood. She had just had her seventh natal day. 
 
    A nasal noise signaled displeasure. “Scrawny. Is she strong?” 
 
    “Yes, and quick. A good girl. Biddable.” 
 
    “Can the girl speak for herself? What’s your name, child?” 
 
    Betta raised her eyes; her stepfather often said that she had rebellious thoughts that he could see in her eyes. She made sure to keep them well-hidden as she answered, just in case he was right. “Betta, Donna. And I speak when spoken to.” 
 
    The housekeeper harrumphed out a small laugh. “A lesson some of the sluts here could do with. Very well then, I’ll take her, but only ‘til Lent, when my strength has returned. Sundays for rest and a copper a week that I will save until the end.” 
 
    Constanza was nodding.  
 
    The housekeeper reached forward and drew Betta into the kitchen. The warmth of the room was an assault, heating her down to the marrow of her bones in a single wave. “I’ll send her out on Sunday, then,” she said, shutting the door.  
 
    Betta wanted to protest that she had not bidden her mother goodbye, that it would be six days before she saw her again, but she felt the large woman’s eyes on her still. Instead, she lifted her chin, keeping her back straight beneath her patched woolen gown. This day would be the most important, her mother had said, and she was to work until her fingers bled and utter not a word of protest.  
 
    Over the housekeeper’s shoulder, the cook’s apprentice was watching, the scowl of displeasure still on his face. He would not like her, she thought, because Mama had humiliated him. She met his stare without expression and followed in the wake of the housekeeper, who was already moving down the hall. The apprentice may have thought she and her mother were beggars, but she knew differently. Her father had been Giovanni, a cobbler from Florence who came to Rome and married the only daughter of another family long skilled in the craft; he had made the most beautiful shoes in the city. His work had graced the feet of cardinals and their mistresses, merchants and wealthy men. Before he had died, their shop in Trastevere had been a hive of activity, with apprentices coming from other cities to learn from him. It was the accident that had taken her father which had brought them to this, the accident, and her mother’s poor choice of a second husband.  
 
    The housekeeper was speaking. “You’ll come back to the kitchen for hot water after I’ve shown you about. There’s a hall that needs scrubbing, and the master’s none too particular about scraping his shoes when he comes in. When that’s done, you’ll work in the scullery. Some pots and pans need attending, and there’s no trick to it, only hard work.” Her tone dripped amusement. “Should keep you busy for the day.” 
 
    The villa was a bewildering array of corridors, and the pale light creeping through the windows only provided enough illumination to see where the walls ended and the floors began. They paused at a small room near the kitchen, which had an opening covered by a flap of heavy canvas. Brushing aside the cloth, the housekeeper retrieved a set of keys from a table in the corner and tied them to a string that dangled at her waist. “My chamber. You’ll sleep on a pallet in the corner so I can keep my eyes on you. Cousin or no, you’ll hang if I catch you stealing. Half the silver in this house would have walked out beneath the skirts of the kitchen sluts if I did not keep my wits about me.” 
 
    “Yes, Donna.” 
 
    “Your mother was a sweet girl, and she and I were friends before I entered into service though we’d not spoken in years. That’s the only reason I agreed to take you on. That’s one of the pitfalls of service, as the one who trained me called it. Family, friends, all of them become less important that the famiglia. Learn that lesson now, girl, and you’ll be better for it.” 
 
    Famiglia. Betta had heard that word before. The nobles who lived in the grand houses had their families, those of the blood. Then there were the famiglia, the servants who formed another type of family, from the lowliest of pot boys to the stewards and housekeepers.  
 
    It would not be her family, Betta thought, setting her chin. She would not stay. She would fetch and carry for the housekeeper during the six weeks until Lent, earning enough coin that her brothers and sister would go to bed with full bellies, and then she would return home. In six weeks, there would be a baby to care for, a new brother or sister, and she would leave the life of service behind.  
 
      
 
    Though the housekeeper had said that the cleaning of the hall and the pots in the scullery would take the day, it had been a task accomplished before cena, the noon meal, and the housekeeper bestowed a nod of praise on her before telling her to eat. The food served in the kitchens for the servants was coarse, a hearty soup and bread washed down with watered wine, but there was an ample amount, and Betta ate until her stomach formed a tight little ball beneath her dress.  
 
    She knew herself to be the subject of a dozen curious stares and kept her eyes fixed on the trencher before her, content to listen. Ears first, her mother said, and then eyes before you speak. She listened, and before the meal was out, she had learned that the master of the house, Signore Bracchis, was a widowed gentleman with grown children who spent most of his time at the home of a flaxen-haired courtesan kept like a princess in private lodgings. He visited the villa only to change his linens and monitor the flow of gold from his dealings with the Florence cloth merchants whose wares he imported.  
 
    “Disgraceful,” one of the older housemaids murmured, shaking her head. “Our mistress not dead a year, and he’s already sent all her gowns over to his whore to be made over.”  
 
    “More like she will sell them to the Jews,” another maid opined, a younger girl, almost pretty enough to be a courtesan herself. She twined a strand of curling hair around her finger, eyes dreamy. “Think he’ll marry her?” 
 
    Laughter erupted from the table, and the girl blushed.  
 
    The housekeeper gave her a hard stare. “Take that notion out of your head. For all the master is chasing after a girl young enough to be his granddaughter, he is the blood of one of the noble houses. He’d not pollute it by marrying such as her.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    The housekeeper’s voice gained a stern edge, matching the set of her jaw. “We will speak of this no longer. He is our master and deserves our loyalty. Another word, and I’ll see all of you set to scrubbing this place from top to bottom with nothing save water in your buckets.” She surveyed the three housemaids with one brow lifted, as though searching for any signs of rebellion. There was none.  
 
    “Yes, Donna,” they responded, and beneath the table, Betta heard a faint movement, an ankle sharply kicked.  
 
    After the meal ended, there was more work. The scullery was a small, airless chamber lacking the windows of the kitchen. Lead pipes in the wall emptied the water into a metal basin so large that Betta could have comfortably bathed inside. Pots and skillets, spits and trivets lay covering the large table, the implements cluttered with the fragmentary remains of the dish each had cooked. The apprentice who had greeted her so unenthusiastically that morning explained her duties, a look of cheerful vindictiveness stealing over his features as he described the daunting task.  
 
    Master Bartolomeo, the cook, watched their interaction over his shoulder as he sat at a grinding wheel, shooting sparks from a knife as he honed the edge. Betta could not stop from looking back at him frequently, afraid that the man’s fluffy white hair would catch fire. The chef was, by far, the oldest man that she had ever seen still practicing a craft. The folds of his face were speckled with age spots, and his hands, when they were not pressing down upon the knife, trembled with palsy. Wispy white hair formed an uneven halo around his face, the ragged thatch looking like he hacked at the strands with a knife when they grew too long.  
 
    “Now, now, leave the girl be, Angelo.” The chef’s rheumy eyes crinkled into a smile that Betta could not help but return.  “She is skinny, like a dried bean. Do we not have some of the wild boar stewed with wine and raisins held back? That will put a smile on her pretty face.” Reaching out, he pinched her cheek gently.  
 
    Angelo looked down. “That was served three weeks past, Master.” 
 
    The chef’s eyebrows, feathery as the wings of a bird, arched in surprise. “So long ago? Ah, no matter. Find something else. We shall have this little one as fat as a fine young partridge before the season is out.” Never ceasing his kindly smile, he handed her an apron. Betta was enveloped by the scent of him, unlike that of any person she had ever encountered, sweet and spicy. There was no dirt on his person; of all the men she had met, he was the cleanest, lacking even a discoloration beneath his fingernails. The food smells breathing from his skin were intoxicating, and she had to resist the urge to follow him back to the kitchen, just so that she could attempt to identify them, the rose water and cloves, the pungent reek of garlic and the buttery heaviness of oil.  
 
    She scrubbed at the pots, hands growing white and wrinkling from their soaking in cold water and listened to Master Bartolomeo talking. He flew through the kitchen as though wings were attached to his shoulders, preparing pranzo for the master.  
 
    A crate of birds arrived and was taken out to the terrace attached to the kitchens. Master Bartolomeo slaughtered each of the birds, the pristine white of their feathers dripping into rivers of red as they were suspended from hooks embedded in the wall. When the font ceased, the carcasses were cut open, and the blood wiped out with a cloth. The organs were removed and replaced in the cavity accompanied by salt, pepper, and fennel flowers. The smell of the birds, hung once again in the shade so that they did not touch, swam through her mind, delicious with the tang of iron and salt and herbs.  
 
    Though the housekeeper claimed to be ill, Betta could see no sign of it as the day wore on; the woman moved like a barrel that had been shoved down a steep hill, never ceasing its revolutions. After Master Bartolomeo had finished his meal preparations, she returned to Donna Maria’s side. Under her direction, the linens were examined, and the majolica plates adorned with images of lions were shined. Dust from the street crept into each room, and Betta made use of a straw broom. 
 
     By the end of the day, there were blisters on her hands and feet, and her mind was numb with exhaustion. She was too tired to join the rest of the servants for pranzo. The thin straw pallet in the corner was welcoming, and she sank into it with a blissful sigh. Her eyes were shutting when the canvas flap covering the door moved, and the housekeeper appeared, a piece of bread covered in cheese and olive oil resting on the wooden plate in her hand.  
 
    Too exhausted to sit up, Betta watched with leaden eyes as the cook set the plate by her head and then reached down to take the shoes from her feet. The housekeeper hissed sympathetically at the blood staining her patched hose.  
 
    “I’ve something for those. Eat, else you won’t have the strength for the morrow.” She rummaged through a basket of simples in the corner, emerging with a small blue jar. Betta flopped a hand over and lifted the bread, tearing it into two sections without looking over at the delicate ministrations. The flavor was an explosion of pleasure on her tongue. The oil was from the first pressing rather than the bitter dregs her mother was forced to buy. Her stomach, pleasantly full since the noon meal, gurgled in appreciation. Rising on one elbow, she finished chewing the first and then took a bite of the second half. Her mouth was dry, and she choked on the bread.  
 
    “There’s water in the jug,” the housekeeper said, already moving back to the hallway. As the flap pulled back, Donna Maria spoke over her shoulder.  
 
    “You did well today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cesare Borgia’s keen ears detected a faint noise as he ascended the last steps that led to the second story loggia, a small, pitiful cry, the sound as muffled and distant as the bells ringing over the city which thrilled in an unending peal, calling the devoted to prayer.  
 
    The sun was hot where it streamed onto the tile floor. Cesare could feel it beneath the leather soles of his shoes. The heat did not trouble him. His family were Valencians, after all, born to a hotter sun which had seen the fortunes of their family rise and fall from the time that his ancestor had led the charge to recapture the town of Xativa from the Moors. Lucrezia was of the same mettle. Most girls of seven would have fled to their chamber or the gardens to ease their grief. Not Lucrezia. She was also a creature of the sun, finding comfort in the warmth.  
 
    He had been searching for her for an hour, scouring each of the rooms in the Palazzo Pizzo di Merlo. Had Juan’s smirk not alerted him to the trouble, he might have passed the day away with his tutors without knowing that Lucrezia was in pain. But Juan could never resist gloating, and his smiles always meant that someone was crying.  
 
    The kitten had been a whim, a gray puff of smoke with eyes nearly the same green and gold that he and Lucrezia shared. He had returned from his lessons in the city one morning to find it shivering outside the gate, swaying in the breeze as it clung to live with needle claws. I know what to do with you, little one, he thought, scratching it behind the ears before shoving it into the folds between his shirt and doublet. The rumble had surprised him. Lucrezia’s delight in his gift had not, and the animal had steadily fattened on constant offerings of fish and cream and sausage. 
 
    He had found the body of the kitten on the stairs, it's head a crumpled mass of gray and blood and bones. Juan’s doing, left where Lucrezia would be the first to see it. And Lucrezia… 
 
    His eyes found her, hidden in the corner, body concealed beneath the table where Mama took her wine in the evenings when Papa did not visit her. Cesare quickened his pace, crossing the loggia in a dozen strides before crouching on the tile in front of the table.  
 
    “Lucrezia,” he coaxed. “Come out.” He could not see her face; she had curled herself into a tight little ball, revealing only pale curls spilling out from beneath a hood and fragile shoulders which shook from the force of her sobs. She was a child whose angular bones pressed hard against the skin, sharp of elbow and cheekbone and neck. The only softness was her wealth of hair and her heart. 
 
    Sighing, he wedged his torso beneath the table and scooted forward until he could wrap arms around her waist. He pulled, dragging them back from the confined space.  
 
    For a moment she resisted, striking out with hands and feet, then her body eased as the tears began again. She smelled of salt, and the front of her bodice was wet. Rage surged at the knowledge of how long her tears must have continued with only himself to inquire about her absence.  No matter, he was there now. Cesare remained sitting, moving to brace his back against the wall. Lucrezia remained on his lap. He said nothing, knowing that the words would emerge eventually when her tears allowed her to speak. 
 
    Minutes passed. Cesare began rubbing up and down her back, lightly scratching, and her muscles relaxed in response. He hummed a song his Valencian nurse had taught him, whispering of golden fields and mountain retreats where springs bubbled up from the earth. The tears stopped, though her shoulders still trembled. He had always been able to soothe her, even when no one else could. Mama had been sick after Lucrezia had been born, the baby left with nurses content to allow her to scream the night away. It had been his touch that could lull her back to sleep, a child of four years stealing through the house to rock his sister’s cradle.  
 
    “He killed it,” Lucrezia finally whispered, her fingers clenched on his doublet. Her eyes looked up at him, sparkles of gold veined with red.  
 
    His hand resumed the rhythmic stroking of her back. “I know.” 
 
    “In front of me! As soon as I came up the stairs, he let her go and then smashed a jug down on her.” Lucrezia’s lip trembled as the tears began again. “I heard her b.b.bones snap.” 
 
    Cesare tried to control his breathing and unclench the hands; they had formed fists. He could feel the steady pulse of blood, goading him to action. Now was not the time to show his anger. That would come later when there was no Master Niccolo to stop him. In the night, only those too afraid to intervene could hear Juan scream. But Juan knew to be wary during the night, taking to the roofs when pursued, a place that Cesare could not follow. How like Juan to discover what frightened him, the high places where he could not move for fear of falling. It would not save him this time; he would have blood for this, for blood was the only thing that Juan understood, lessons taught in pain.  
 
    “Why is he so cruel? I stay out his path, as you told me, and I do not speak to him unless he wills it. But even then, he does mean things.” She pushed up the sleeves of her gown, revealing a collection of purple and black bruises, startling against white skin. 
 
    Because you are beautiful, Cesare thought, an angel, and because our father and I love you. “You know that there was an accident, the year after you were born.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lucrezia nodded, curls dancing. “You were fighting with swords. He fell and hit his head.” 
 
    Cesare smiled to hear the horror of those days reduced to only a few sentences. In his mind’s eye, blood seeped again across the stones, followed by hours and hours of waiting to see if Juan would open his eyes and return from the deep sleep where his mind was trapped. Days of trying to ignore the accusation in his father’s face, the grief in his mother’s eyes. And then, overwhelming happiness to have his brother awaken and return to health, though it soon became apparent that a different child that had opened his eyes, one full of hate and rage. 
 
    When she nodded, he continued. “Since then, he has been different. Angry. Before, he was never cruel.” Memory served up an image of how it had been for them before the accident, playing with wooden swords on the terrace, Cesare allowing Juan to win sometimes because Juan was a year younger, hiding from their tutors and stealing sweets from the kitchens. He grieved for the brother he had lost, even as he grew to hate what had remained.  
 
    “I don’t remember,” she said, snuggling closer. She did not understand death any more than she understood the brother who hated her for being born. And he would not tell her. Her sweetness was precious to him, like the carved ivory bird that Papa had given to Mama, a thing of delicate beauty smashed to a thousand pieces in one of Juan’s rages. He would not allow the same to happen to Lucrezia.  
 
    Still sitting on his lap, they watched as the birds of the city dipped and swooped over the rooftops, the cacophony of noise blending with the sounds of the street below. Rome gentled during the noon hour when the blazing sun drove all but the hardiest from rooftops and street corners. Below, servants chattered as they went about their work, emptying buckets and sweeping, clearing away the remains of what had been a feast the night before to celebrate his entry into the Sapienza of Perugia. In a fortnight, the journey from Rome would begin, leaving Lucrezia without a protector. The thought sent cold shivers racing down his arms, lifting the hairs. He must see Lucrezia safe. Before he left, he would speak to the servants, the guards, and cellarers, the pages, and stewards. They were accustomed to Juan’s moods. They would keep Lucrezia from harm until Juan left to begin his studies with the Gonfalonier.  
 
    They would keep her safe, or someone would suffer for it.  
 
    Voices rose from the terrace, a steward calling his name.  
 
    Cesare cupped the base of her skull in his hand, holding it close to his chest for a moment. “Come, Lucrezia or they will send someone looking for us.” 
 
    Lucrezia nodded and rose, brushing out her skirts with a fussy motion of her hand. Their mother insisted on garbing Lucrezia in the most opulent gowns, Florentine velvet and silks imported from distant lands, nothing was too precious for Rodrigo Borgia’s daughter; she was never allowed to play as the children in the streets played, dirty and rough.  
 
    “Shall I find you another kitten?” he asked, thinking of the months and years he would be away, the loneliness that would eat at her. There were no children deemed appropriate for the cardinal’s daughter; Joffre, their youngest sibling, was but two years old and a slow-witted child besides. Not for the first time, it struck him what a lonely girl she was, and soon to be lonelier.  
 
    Lucrezia shook her head. Weariness had replaced her grief- it slumped her shoulders and dimmed the sparkle in her eyes.  
 
    “No. Juan would just kill it.” 
 
    Cesare placed a hand beneath her chin, tilting her head up. Tomorrow he would tell her that he was leaving, off to study and become a prince of the church like their father. But not today.  
 
    “Someday I will find you another to love, Lucrezia. I swear it.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning brought another full day begun before the roosters greeted the sunrise. Donna Maria watched her consume a cup of watered wine and a hunk of bread before hurrying her off to the kitchens, where the preparations for cena had already begun. Pots and skillets awaited her attention in the scullery, together with other tools she could not name.  
 
    Increasingly, Betta became aware of the simplicity of her mother’s meals. In the bodega, there was a spit for meat when it could be found to grace the Sabbath meal, a single cauldron for the pottages and soups that were their daily sustenance, and a skillet for frying. They were the tools she had grown up with and begun using when she was no older than Ginevra.  
 
    To her eyes, the tools for cooking in the villa were as varied and precise as those used by her brothers to make and repair shoes. In the days that followed, she learned each of their names, for there was nothing that Master Bartolomeo liked better than to speak of his craft and the feasts he had prepared during the decades of service to the Bracchis family. A simple enquiring look would have him launching into a detailed explanation of the different types of tongs or whisks or knives.  
 
    During such moments, Angelo would glower at her from behind the master’s back, jealous of any attention the old man showed her. Not that the master neglected the tutelage of the young apprentice who, it was agreed, was probably his grandson although his mother had been a kitchen maid notorious for lifting her skirts.  
 
    “The copper cauldron,” the master would mutter from the side of his mouth, and Angelo would fetch the cauldron from its place on the shelf. If the master found the smallest speck of dust, the cauldron would be brought to Betta and cleansed. After, the pot returned to the scullery, often with spices or sugar still clinging to the sides. These Betta sampled with rapturous glee, closing her eyes at the pleasure of sweetness.  
 
    The days flew by, and before Betta had a chance to miss her mother, it was Sunday, and she walked through streets crowded with families on the way to mass. There was a copper coin clutched in her hand. Though Donna Maria had said she would save her wages until Lent, as Betta had walked to the door, the older woman had appeared and slipped a coin in her hand.  
 
    “See that you give that to your mother, hear? Not that…” The housekeeper’s face went red, a blood vessel beginning to pound in her temples.  
 
    “Yes, Donna Maria. I will return before nightfall.” Joy was coursing through her, as potent as sweet French wine. There was so much to tell her family.  
 
    “See that you do.” She turned Betta and scooted her to the door. “Off with you, then, and see that you go to mass.”  
 
    “Yes, Donna.” 
 
    Rome passed in a blur, the sights and sounds of a thousand passersby muted by anticipation. Betta reached the crescent-shaped street near the ruined bridge. In the morning light, it was smaller than she remembered, a simple, narrow building whose width could be spanned by two men holding hands. For the first time, she noticed the shutters hanging from their hinges, and the tiles missing from the roof.  
 
    The door to the cobbler’s shop was bolted from the inside, the windows carefully shuttered. Betta knocked, only to be rewarded by a grumpy snort followed by the opening of the barrier. Franco’s face, partially covered by tousled brown hair, changed when he saw her, a quick lightening of features that made him appear both boyish and devilish at the same time.  
 
    He spoke a word, and before a moment had passed, there was the pounding of feet. A lever moved, unlocking the door with a squeak, and her family poured out. Ginevra was there, bobbing up and down with excitement and speaking so fast that her words ran together into an unintelligible mass. Marco and Franco stood behind, their faces split into identical huge grins. And her mother. Paler, with dark circles so deep around her eyes that they appeared bruised. Her belly was rounder, the burden lower. She opened her arms and Betta flew into them. The smell was the same, river water and leather, grass and soap, and she had to restrain a sob. Still clasped to her mother’s chest, she slipped the coin into her hand.  
 
    “I’m home,” she said.  
 
    Something warm and wet fell onto her hair, and her mother squeezed. “You are my good girl, Betta. I am proud of you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    A roar came from the kitchen. Betta dropped her scrubbing brush into the basin. The water fountained up, soaking her apron and making Betta curse under her breath. Ignoring the mess, she darted through the arched doorway, expecting to see a catastrophe that could have warranted such a terrible noise.  
 
    Master Bartolomeo stood over an exposed cask of salted eel, the repulsed expression beating new lines into the crags of his face. He poked at the eels with a knife.  
 
    “Look at them, Angelo,” he said, using the other hand to waft away the noxious odor. “Black as pitch and smelling like the asshole of the devil. They will not do, not at all.” 
 
    Angelo prodded one of the slimy eels with a finger. “They don’t look so bad, Master. Might do with a bit more spices added to the pottage. And he won’t notice, besides, not with that whore…” 
 
    Master Bartolomeo threw up his hands in exasperation. “A bit more spices, he says! As though he has not been my apprentice for the last two years! Master Lorenzo will have nothing but pottage during Lent, made of the finest eel. You’ll leave at this moment to fetch new from the fish seller.” 
 
    A line appeared between the apprentice’s heavy brows. “You’ll be needing me here, Master.” 
 
    Thin arms flew wide. They trembled, the flesh wobbling like bread dough. “For fifty years, I have been managing the kitchens without your assistance. Leave off complaining now, or you’ll feel the back of my hand!” 
 
    The concerned expression did not abate, While the master might threaten and bellow, she had yet to see him strike the apprentice, whose only concern was his master and the filling of his belly. Betta thought his fears were well-founded. Though the sauces and pottages, haunches and filets that issued forth from the Master’s kitchen were enthusiastically greeted by the Signore, who took his meals at home before venturing forth, there was no doubt that his mind was failing, each day grayer than the last.  Three days prior, Betta had entered the kitchen to see the master rolling out a pastry crust for a pie of ox tongue; the dough was stained scarlet by a knife wound on his hand still seeping blood.  
 
    Betta hesitated, then crept out from behind them. “The fish market on the Campo de’ Fiori?” she asked. From this distance, the smell of the eels was overpowering, a rotten stench making her nose crinkle. 
 
    Master Bartolomeo ceased his haranguing. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I can get them.” 
 
    Before the master had time to consider her offer, Angelo nodded. Without waiting for a directive, he left the room, returning from the steward with coins in his hand. “No more than three coppers for a dozen fat eels,” he said, handing her a basket with a strange look, as though the idea of accepting a kindness caused him pain.  
 
    Betta nodded, brushing the bits of food from her apron with the hand not holding the basket. Sunshine greeted her on the terrace, along with a breeze she had missed in the scullery. The day was cooler then she had thought, pleasant against her cheeks. The wind ruffled her hair, and she looked up, savoring the feel of the sunshine painting the insides of her lids with dazzling colors. Hitching up her skirts, she began to run.  
 
    Betta arrived in the Campo de’ Fiori before a quarter of an hour had passed and located the fishmonger, his shop a dilapidated shelter whose west facing pole was canted sharply to the side. Leaning over the tray, breathing in the scent of salt and fish, Betta examined the eels; their flesh was kept moist from occasional dowsing by a bucket. The monger leaned his shoulder back against one of the pillars that supported the roof over his market and eyed her with a bored smile. 
 
    “Fetching for your master, little Donna?” At her nod, he continued. “These will be the ones you want,” he said, pointing to the eels at the top of the tray, thicker around than her wrist and dark in color.  
 
    Smell them, came the remembered voice of Master Bartolomeo in the lessons meant for the apprentice but which she could not help but overhear. The hint of water, fresh, clean, no tinge of rot.  
 
    “No,” she said firmly, pointing to the eels waiting in the center of the tray. Though smaller, their odors seemed friendlier, the color lighter.  
 
    The monger harrumphed, but Betta thought there was the hint of a smile of his wrinkled face. “Got a nose, eh? Aye, these’ll do, but see you don’t dawdle on the way back.”  
 
    Paying with the three coppers. Betta covered the eels with a cloth and began the return journey, a process made slower with the heavy burden. The church towers were chiming terce as she arrived back at the villa.  
 
    Master Bartolomeo met her at the door, hopping up and down with impatience, making his hair dance in the wind. “Give them to me, give them to me,” he insisted, waving his hands in a hurrying gesture until she drew near and then snatching the basket from her hand. Rushing over to the table where a tourte pan was lined with thin layers of dough, he skinned the eels, the strips of flesh like dark cords staining the scrubbed table. The knife struck so fast that the blade was a blur and Betta watched, entranced, as the master removed the teeth and cut the flesh into rounds, spitting them over the fire. Scents filled the kitchen as Bartolomeo layered the tourte with the crisped eel, then marjoram, dates, raisins, and lumps of fresh creamy butter.  
 
    Angelo elbowed her in the side as the pastry slid onto the hearth flames. “Back to the scullery,” he mumbled, rousing her from the stupor of watching the tourte prepared.  
 
    Betta nodded, giving a last, lingering look around the kitchen with its layered smells and the sunshine filtering in through the open windows.  
 
    After the pans from the evening meal had been scrubbed, Betta found that a piece of the tourte had been saved for her. The taste of it was magic on her tongue, the sweet flesh of the eels, the earthy bite of the herbs encased in a tender crust. Though he would not meet her eyes, Betta thought it was Angelo who had kept it for her. Certainly, it was he that suggested she take over his task of venturing into the market when the ingredients for meals proved inadequate or of poor quality.  
 
    The sellers at the markets came to know her on sight, laughing at her quick feet and the enormous basket. The journeys there became the bell tolls of her days, mingling with the scents of the kitchen and the hum of Master Bartolomeo’s wheel as he sharpened the blades used for butchering, a task he would entrust to no other. He took special care with the knives, tending to them every day. Flashes of rainbow light danced along the blades as he drew them back and forth.  
 
    “To kill without pain, that is an art, young one. The knives, they must be so sharp that the flesh parts at a single touch. Here,” he said, handing her a small blade used to take the outer flesh from vegetables. “feel the wheel in your fingers. The hum of it dancing along the metal.” 
 
    Betta applied the gentlest of pressure and had to suppress a start when she could feel every part of the blade and the rough stone as it drew along the edge. It was a living thing.  
 
    Bartolomeo looked down at her. The years fell away, and his eyes were sharp, as sharp as the blade he tested against the skin of his thumb. Nodding in satisfaction, he led her out to the terrace, where a crate of chickens waited. “Here,” he said, pointing to the neck of a chicken he retrieved and then held by its feet, unmindful of the squawking and flying feathers. As he brought the knife down, the sounds of the bird faded, and Betta could not help but stare at the eyes twitching in its severed head as it lay on the tiles. The amount of blood was smaller than she would have thought, only a trickle.  
 
    The master offered her the knife in one hand, a struggling chicken in the other. She had never killed. Meat, when they had the coin to purchase it, was only ever portions from the butchers, a half chicken, or the haunch of a goat. Some with more land kept animals, a pig fed on scraps, or a few chickens, but they were too poor to afford such a luxury. 
 
    From the doorway to the kitchen, she could see Angelo watching her, trying to hide a smirk behind his hand. His superior expression decided her. The knife leaped in her hand, and she felt the bones and skin part as she drew it across the neck, severing it. The body of the chicken went soft, a breath begun in its beak finding release through its neck.  
 
    The blood was warm on her hands. Looking at it, the copper tang of its scent and the warm approval in Master Bartolomeo’s eyes, she smiled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    To the Provost of Alba, Cesare Borgia, whom I love above all others, 
 
    As you please, send me word at once when you will come home and make company with me once more. My heart bleeds with you gone. Your studies cannot continue so long, for you have been at them for a year. When I see you again, I will cover your face with kisses and not let you go until I know that my Cesare has returned.  
 
    It saddens me to tell you that our brother Pedro Luis has died, and very peculiar it was. A host of bees found entrance to his room though you will recall how he ever avoided them. The servants whisper that it must have been an evil spirit that guided them, for he was found covered in stings, red and swollen as a plum. The priests say that it was God’s will and that we must pray for his soul.  
 
    Papa says that now Juan is to be the Duke of Gandia, and for days he has answered to nothing else. When I forgot, he gave me such a pinch that my arm was black and blue to the elbow and he said that he would put snakes into my bed to devour me.  
 
    Papa came last night, but it wasn’t to visit Mama after pranzo though she wore her best gown and white powder. He called me to the sala and said that Joffre and I are to leave this house. His cousin, Adriana de Milla, is lonely and would like to have children around her. Later I heard them fighting, and Papa said that a courtesan could not raise his children. What is a courtesan, Cesare? I know that you will tell me though no one else will. I think it must be foul, for when I asked Mama, she slapped my face.  
 
    I work hard at my studies. The tutors who help me write this missive say that I am skilled in languages and writing and poor at sums, but that I am beautiful so it will not matter, for I will make an honorable marriage. Do you think I am beautiful? I hope so, for it is you I desire to please above all others.  
 
    Send me a letter written in your own hand so that I may cherish it until your return.  
 
    Lucrezia  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Betta had expected her term of service to last only until Easter, there was never any discussion of her leaving the household. Like a raindrop splashing into the river, her presence was absorbed into the workings of the villa. The seasons passed so quickly that she noticed their flight only from the changes in her duties. More work on feast days, the heat of summer leaving the scullery and halls as hot as ovens when the sunshine danced heavy across the rooftops of the city, the chill of her feet during the winter months when winter winds came down from the mountains.  
 
    There were weeks of quiet when the master journeyed to Venice, taking his chef so that his palate would not suffer. Time dripped slowly then, and Betta spent hours watching the flies buzz in and out of the windows as she cleaned the same hallways and walls again and again until they gleamed, spotless as church windows.  
 
    That the Signore died as the blustery winds of the next Lent tempered into the warm breezes of spring surprised no one, least of all those who watched and giggled behind their hands as his intemperate passion for the young courtesan sapped the vigor from his limbs. The rigorous exertions left his skin white, and he grasped his chest with blue fingers as he hurried from the villa each day.  
 
    “A man of his age!”  
 
    “Two times a night, the girl who dresses that slut’s hair said, and not in a bed, as proper folk do. Takes him in her mouth, they say, or they couple standing up or with her on top…” 
 
    “On top? Wouldn’t his seed run out? Just as well, for the master’s son, that skinflint, won’t share his inheritance with no bastard while he’s a pack of sons of his own.” 
 
    The housekeeper looked up from her bowl of gruel. From her position at the lady’s side, Betta could see that she looked tired, and there were lines of worry branching out from her eyes. Smoke hung heavy in the air, scented with the sweet fruits of a tart being prepared for cena. It must have been that which put the light sheen of tears in the housekeeper’s eyes.  
 
    “Half the men in Rome have bastards, and they are as like to inherit as those properly born. “ 
 
    “Does the master have bastards, Donna Maria?” the upstairs maid asked, ignoring the wide-eyed stares and frantically shaking heads of the other maids.  
 
    Maria looked at the girl. Betta, catching a glimpse of it, shivered, thankful that she had never received such a look from the housekeeper, for it promised retribution.  
 
    “None still alive,” she said, sending the maids from the table to begin cleaning beneath the bedframes and credenzas, a task usually attempted only once a season.  
 
    The villa was sold before the food served at the funeral feast had begun to sour, and Messer Leo, a taller copy of his father who insisted on wearing marten fur robes despite the heat, walked through the halls with a pleased expression. The chink of coins in a heavy purse sounded as he directed the removal of family treasures to his home near the Palatine, and as he walked through to door to a waiting litter, there was a chuff of pleased laughter.  
 
    The bounty of the sale did not extend to the servants expected to continue their duties even after the last cart loaded with tapestries and chests rolled down the street. The frown between Donna Maria’s eyes grew deeper as the days passed without the new owner making an appearance. The servants were forced to subsist on barley flour bread and sour wine instead of the meat and gravy they had come to expect.  
 
    Slowly at first, and then in a flood, they began to leave, finding other positions in the great houses throughout Ponte. Three of the four maidservants found employment with the Contarini, whose household had been ravaged by spring fevers. Master Bartolomeo woke from his bed one day convinced that he was to serve as new chef to Cardinal Piccolomini. Despite their attempts to reason with him, the master gathered the knives and pots that were his property and set out with a merry tune falling from his lips. Later, Angelo returned with the news that they had gone to live with his mother, who was beginning to grow stout from the variety of dishes the master continued to produce.  
 
    Betta leaned her shoulder against the wall and rubbed her shoe back and forth across the tiles. There was nothing to do. Even Donna Maria’s fertile mind could not conceive of another chore to fill the interminable hours until the new owners of the villa arrived. From the top of the tiled roof to the stones of the foundation, the house had been scrubbed and polished until it gleamed. Not even the mark of a fingertip could be seen on the small circles of glass that decked the windows; they sparkled with diamond light.  
 
    The cellarer and Donna Maria were speaking in hushed voices. Betta knew the subject of their whispered conversation and paid no mind. The food was almost gone. They all knew it; those who remained were planning to depart on the morrow. The remaining scullion was a simple-minded man with gray hair who played in the ashes of the hearth when he was not turning a spit. Betta did not know what would happen to him during the next days. Or to her. For the last three Sabbaths, there had been no coins to return to her family, and her mother’s quiet bravery had been more difficult to bear than the hunger.  
 
    The noise of the street changed. Dogs barked, and the excited hum of gossiping women quieted before beginning again with greater fervor, the sound like the angry buzzing of bees.  
 
    Donna Maria caught her arm. “Run, child, and tell me what you see.”  
 
    Betta darted out the heavy door, following the whispers down the street until, far down the hill, she could see the approach of half a dozen massive wagons. Not pausing, she spun around and returned to the villa, nodding at the housekeeper as soon as their eyes met. The six servants who remained were standing around the courtyard. Maria turned on them with a ferocious look.  
 
    “Straighten yourselves as best you can. If I find your duties are not done for the day, I will chase you from this house with a broom,” she hissed, the muscles in her arm bulging as she lashed out, striking the air.  
 
    They waited, breathless with anticipation. The sun shone directly overhead, and mosquitos hovered over exposed skin. A bead of sweat snaked down Betta’s temple, and she brushed it away. Small, angry insects were dancing in her stomach, and she fought back the urge to spit.  
 
    The gate flew open. Brawny porters swarmed over the Palazzo, arms laden with the chairs and large tables they removed from the carts. Their burdens did not stem the immediate tide of flirtatious glances between the porters and the serving girls. They flew like leaves in an autumn storm.  
 
    In the center of the chaos, a man stood and surveyed the interior courtyard with a proprietary air. Clad in a plain brown doublet and cream hose cut so close to his legs that they appeared the same size and shape as the reeds which grew along the river, his presence confused Betta, for he was too plain to be a master and too weak and pale to be of the servants. With his sallow skin, he looked more like one of the clerks employed by the church that she had seen hurrying through the city.  
 
    The clerk began issuing orders, directing the chairs to one door and the disassembled pieces of a bed to up the stairs. It wasn’t until the clatter of a litter sounded from outside the gate that the man ceased his relentless movements and hurried out. Maria and Rudolpho, the cellarer, leaned forward, blocking Betta’s view; she missed the moment when the new mistress walked beneath the arched gate into the courtyard. There was an indrawn breath from the assembled crowd.  
 
    Beautiful. The word was on everyone’s lips, and it was an opinion that did not change even during the first difficult weeks as the grip of the new mistress tightened around the villa. Signora Vanozza dei Cattanei was beautiful, or at least she had been so recently that it hardly mattered. Her skin was the palest shade of alabaster, as finely textured as silk and barely lined though she was well past the age when most women had begun to show the inexorable marks of time. No gaps appeared in the line of her teeth when she smiled, and the hair curled and braided into an elaborate style was a rich gold.  
 
    Rumor soon informed them of her history. A courtesan, the matrons of the neighboring palazzos whispered — one who had borne Cardinal Borgia four children before being packed off with a rich bribe and a new husband.  
 
    How she had gained the palazzo mattered little to Betta and the other servants. The chef that the Signora employed, Master Giacomo, was a dour, fat man who brought with him an apprentice only slightly smaller and less humorous than himself, two assistants, a pastry cook, and three scullions. The feeble-minded scullion disappeared from the kitchen one day, and Betta never discovered where he had gone. Donna Maria, not missing a step, moved her duties from the kitchens to the interior of the house, replacing one of the housemaids that had fled during the long wait.  
 
      
 
    Light danced across the multi-paned windows, spilling in small even circles along the length of the floor. Flies buzzed in the sunshine, drifting up from the courtyard where the horses waited, twitching their tails.  
 
    The day was warm for summer; after an hour’s scrubbing of the floor of the walkway, sweat-drenched the bodice of her new gown and darkened the hair escaping from her coif to black. The strands clung limply to her skin; sweat burned as it dripped into her eyes. One day soon, she would ask her mother to show her how to bind her hair up in a cloth so that it would stay confined throughout the day. The slithering horses’ mane on top of her head resisted all efforts to constrain it.  
 
    Betta dipped her brush into the water; the soap stung her hands. Signora Vannozza maintained a rigorous level of cleanliness throughout the villa, far greater than what had been expected by Signore Brachhis, who had insisted only that his linens be changed every second Friday. Signora Vannozza believed in lye soap, brooms, and working her servants every hour that the sun was in the sky.  
 
    A footfall sounded, soft on the tiles. Betta ground her teeth, the ache in her back growing worse with the frustration. If one of the grooms approached, she would be forced to begin her task again, scrubbing the floor to remove every trace of mud well-seasoned with horse droppings from the sparkling tiles. She wondered if anyone had ever noticed the subtle differences in the color of the flooring that lay closest to the door. The lack of harmony bothered her mind, and she could not help but scrub the tile, trying to change its shade.  
 
    Jeweled slippers interrupted her ruminations; delicate, embroidered slippers, heeled and fastened with silver clasps. They could never be worn out of doors, where a single step on the cobbled streets of Rome would shred them to ribbons.   
 
    Betta knew who the shoes belonged to, for they were too small for Signora Vannozza, who possessed nothing so luxurious. But the servants who had accompanied their mistress from the Palazzo Pizzo di Merlo had spoken freely of the children born to the preeminent cardinal in all of Rome. La Princessa, she was often called. The little Madonna Lucrezia.  
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    Betta stood and dipped into a curtsy, eyes on the floor. She answered, deciding that the rudeness of staying silent in the face of a direct question was a greater insult than ignoring the housekeeper’s instructions to remain silent before the family.  
 
    “Elizabetta, Madonna.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I have a sister named Elizabetta. I could never call you that, it would be silly. Do you have another?” 
 
    Betta nodded, still not looking up. Standing next to the girl, she was conscious of the way she smelled, so different from the light floral scent of rosewater that seemed to float on the breeze. There were sweat stains beneath her arms and her only ablutions for the past week had been in a basin without the benefit of soap, the servant’s hall the only place where Signora Vannozza believed it to be an extraneous expense.  
 
    “Betta.” 
 
    The slipper came a step closer. “Are you a slave?” 
 
    Pride stinging, Betta answered sharply. “No, I am not!” Then, after a moment, she added, “Madonna.”  
 
    The girl turned away, and Betta took the opportunity to study her. Madonna Lucrezia was gazing at the light of the sun where it was falling through the windows while carefully keeping herself in the shade. The skin of her arm, reaching up to touch the rays, was ghostly pale, so white that it looked to have never seen the sun.  
 
    “I should like to have a slave. My papa says that when I am older, he will buy me a dark-skinned blackamoor to carry a parasol so that I may visit the market. Wouldn’t that be splendid, to have him trailing behind me?” 
 
    Betta bit back a sharp response and voiced a grunt of agreement before sinking back to the floor. Dipping her brush back into the bucket, she shook the excess water off and brought it down in a sweeping motion, cleaning away the dirt and grime. A slave, she thought, grinding her teeth until her jaw began to ache.  
 
    The water in the bucket grew shallow. Standing, Betta prepared to return to the kitchen to fetch more only to find that the girl stood within arm’s reach. It struck Betta that she had never seen so beautiful a gown, not even on Signora Vannozza. Silver embroidery picked out a floral design that lay in glorious profusion along the hem, rising past her knees. She recognized roses and lilies and hyacinths in the shimmering thread. A damask giornea in a violet shade hung in rich folds over a blue-violet gamurra, the sleeves of which were slashed to reveal swatches of ivory so light that the opalescent sheen of the skin beneath could be revealed. Jewels adorned the throat of the cardinal’s daughter, small pearls strung on a chain with purple gemstones and an enameled ring with a portrait of the Virgin. A golden net the same shade as her hair kept the mass of golden curls tamed, though a few locks escaped, laying along her neck.  
 
    Madonna Lucrezia had noticed her wide-eyed stare. “Am I beautiful?” she asked, curiosity evident in her voice. “Everyone says that I am, Papa and Cesare and the tutors that Papa sends to the home of Adriana de Milla where I live. And I think that I am, but not as beautiful as Giulia, for Papa says that she is the most beautiful girl in the world and he spends hours each day with her even though he says he comes to visit me.” 
 
    Betta looked down, feeling color staining her cheeks. “Yes, Madonna. You are beautiful.” 
 
    The girl smiled in response, and what had been only politeness became the truth. A smile of joy and sparkling innocence turned Lucrezia Borgia from pretty into beautiful, an angel painted on the ceilings of churches.  
 
    From behind the violet skirts, a leather ball was produced, the size of an apple. Lucrezia threw it back and forth.  
 
    “Could you play with me?” 
 
    Betta bit her lip. In the dusty streets of Trastevere, there was none to equal her at ball games; quick and sure-footed, she could catch and return sticks and balls with deadly accuracy. And she was fast. No one was faster, not even her brother Franco, who moved like a lumbering ox by comparison.  
 
    “I have duties.” 
 
    Lucrezia’s bottom lip protruded. “But I want you to play with me. Papa says…” 
 
    A quavering voice drifted up from the courtyard. 
 
    “Lucrezia!” 
 
    The girl sighed, stowing the ball within the folds of her skirt, a resigned expression moving across her face. “My mother must have sent her to find me. It is time to return to the Palazzo. Goodbye!”  
 
    With a little wave, she was off, running across the tiles.  The bright rays caught the jewels in her gown and around her throat, and for a single moment, she was surrounded by the colors of them, silver and purple and the gold of her hair. It dazzled Betta, stealing her breath. Beautiful.  In the strange girl’s presence, she had felt surrounded by the light of a thousand stars, and their light touched her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    To the Lady Lucrezia 
 
    The Palazzo Montegiordano.  
 
    It is my sincere hope that this missive finds you in the same fullness of health and beauty that you possessed before the journey to Perugia, where my studies have already separated me from your presence for too long a time. Though it caused my heart much happiness to see you during my visit to the Palazzo, the sight of your ever-increasing loveliness fills me with dread, knowing that soon, you will belong to another. Were it possible, I would keep you forever by my side.  
 
    Of my course of learning, I shall say little, knowing your distaste for such matters, but I would impart to you the particulars of an incident that has lately filled my mind with unease. Only to you, dear sister, can I tell the whole of that strange matter, for it is often in my thoughts of late and I find that I cannot sleep without the import echoing in my mind.  
 
    It came in this way. Within Perugia, a sister of the Dominican order has lately gained much popular acclaim by the performance of many wondrous miracles, casting out demons and cleansing of the stricken of foul diseases. But it is her prophecies that have gained her the most fame, for they seem to be whispered from the lips of angels and their veracity is lauded. Columba de Rieti, she is named, the Dove, a sign, it is said, of the mark of God's favor that hovered over her as she was baptized. Recalling as I did the prediction which set our granduncle onto the glorious path which culminated in his election as Pontiff, I could not help but be diverted by the prospect of visiting one who possessed the prophetic gift. Possessed of a similar spirit, Grifonetto Baglioni accompanied me to San Domenico, where the honor of our father's name granted me an immediate audience. 
 
    It is said that Colomba never stirs from prayer during the lightened hours except to heal those brought before her and indeed, that is how we found her, at prayer in the small chapel. Though I had little faith in the miracles attributed to her intercession, I confess that the sight of her countenance filled my spirit with unaccustomed reverence. The contrast between her white tunic and the black hood created an artificial shadow wherein the beauty of her pale face and gray eyes was extraordinary to behold. At first, she appeared simple, one of the blessed souls who exist in a type of perpetual innocence no matter the years they attain, and she moved through the decades of the rosary with a placid expression that never wavered.  
 
    Her keeper, Fra Sebastiano, approached, and called her name. Columba started and clutched at the wood beneath the bench as she turned and beheld us. The attitude of her body then utterly changed, shifting as it did into a dance, head lolling to the side, following the flow of her shoulders. When she opened her eyes again, the genial expression had gone, and there was something inexplicably older in her gaze, and harsher, and it looked upon me with a sternness that carried with it the edge of a blade. She gestured with a hand, eyes fixed on mine, and Fra Sebastiano and Baglioni withdrew. My feet approached, eager to discern what mysteries the Dove could reveal.  
 
    Her gaze raked me, turning the skin of my hands and face into ice and prickles of fire. When she spoke, it was a croak removed from the still and hesitant sound of the Ave Maria that I had heard earlier. "Generalissimo," she said, inclining her head in a bow, the words in our native Catalan, and my start of surprise would have brought the watchers forward, but I waved them back, eager to hear all of her words. She continued in the same tongue, tilting her head to the side. "How far you rise and how far you fall, Generalissimo, like a leaf caught in the storm. Ambition and love are to you a curse, but in the end, you will lie beneath men's feet for half a thousand years or more."  
 
    After she had spoken the last word, a disturbance sounded from the courtyard. Columba turned from me as the doors were thrown open and a man clutching a child of four or five years rushed inside, throwing himself at the sister’s feet. The story spilled from his lips in a torrent, his only child, the mother dead of fever a year before, and only Columba could heal her from the sickness that had driven the life from her body. 
 
    The strange harshness of face that troubled me fled and Columba became again as she had been at prayer, serene. Kneeling over the child, she began to pray. At the end of the Ave Maria, she hovered over the child and breathed out. Though it may have been an illusion of the light, it seemed to me that the radiance of gold passed from between her lips and was withdrawn into the still blue lips of the girl and was consumed. A moment later, the child's flesh was seen to regain color, the motions of her chest beginning again like the bellows at a forge. 
 
    Doubtless, the learned doctors will say that the child was healed only through the grace of God working through the body of a weak woman or that it was a faint, and no true death. I only know that her words that day have burned themselves into my flesh, and I can feel them there, like a scar. I wonder at their meaning. 
 
    But be at peace, my good sister, though I am not, knowing that you always remain in the thoughts of one who loves you more than he loves himself,  
 
    Cesare Borgia 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ball rolled across the tiles, bouncing gently off her hand as she moved the brush back and forth across the tiles. Without dropping the brush, Betta scooped up the ball and set it hurtling back across the loggia. There was a giggle, then the sound of quick footsteps, the ping of wooden heels. 
 
    "How did a horse find its way up here?" Betta wondered. "The noise will burst my ears." 
 
    Another giggle sounded, and soft hands covered her eyes, blocking out the dull autumn light flooding the passage. Over the scent of the soap and the leaves beginning to turn brown upon the trees, an exotic perfume lingered, a light floral scent overlain with decadent spices.  
 
    "Guess who?" 
 
    Betta pursed her lips and blew out an exaggerated breath so that it tickled the hands covering her eyes. "My brother Franco, who smells of tanning leather." 
 
    "I certainly do not!" 
 
    Betta pretended to think although she had known of Lady Lucrezia’s visit from the moment the litter had stopped outside the door. 
 
    "It must be the Lady Lucrezia, then. I heard angels singing as she walked through the door." 
 
    Lucrezia giggled, settling herself down on the stoop as she watched Betta go about her duties. An hour remained before Lucrezia was set to return to the Palazzo; she sat, carefully draped in shadows as she watched Betta work. Her skin, Lucrezia had confided, was no longer allowed to feel the bright rays of the sun. Though she had run free as a young child, the white pallor of gentle breeding gained increasing importance as she neared marriageable age, and a tendency to freckle would be no advantage as her father sought a suitable alliance.  
 
    "Will you marry soon?" Betta asked. 
 
    A line appeared between the smooth, pale brows that faded into insignificance behind the white skin.  
 
    "In three years, when I turn thirteen. When I begin to..." Lucrezia lowered her voice to a whisper. "Bleed." 
 
    Betta nodded, turning her head back to the tiles.  
 
    "Papa hopes that I will grow big breasts like Giulia, then all the men will want to marry me, and he will make a better match. Do you think I will?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Grow big breasts. I am beautiful, though not as beautiful as Giulia, but I am afraid that Papa will marry me off to that merchant from Aragon with big ears unless I grow breasts." She scowled, looking down at the bodice which bore no trace of a curve. A tone of anxiety threaded through the words, and Betta wondered at the conversations Lady Lucrezia had been allowed to overhear. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. 
 
    "My mother says big breasts are for cows." 
 
    When they had done laughing, quietly behind their hands so the sound would not carry, Lucrezia began to speak of lighter matters, her dancing lessons, and tutors, the dowry her father was assembling for her. Happily involved in chattering, she did not notice when a door opened; a shadow appeared in the doorway, the form tall and slender. Betta glanced up, careful that the scrutiny was concealed beneath the sweep of her hair.  
 
    A young man in green and brown leathers was stealing through the halls, keeping to the shadows. When the sun touched his face, it looked amused and affectionate as he stepped forward on silent feet toward the girl who sat on the stair.  
 
    Still speaking, Lucrezia did not hear him. "And Papa says that I am to have a new gown for the Feast of the Assumption, silver tissue with Florentine brocade picked out with seed pearls..." 
 
    Catching Betta's eye, the young man winked and lay a finger on his lips. A flock of birds were singing as they passed overhead, and a drover and cart rolled by outside the gate. The lowing of the oxen and their stamping feet sounded through the thick walls. 
 
    Betta bent to her task, pressing her mouth tight to keep from smiling.  
 
    "My tutors continue to wail over my progress in sums. What use are sums? After I marry, I shall have a secretary to work out my sums and write my letters..." 
 
    The figure inched closer on the tiles, the soft pads of his boots making no noise.  
 
    "Papa says that when he has chosen my husband...."  
 
    Lucrezia stopped her chatter on an intake of breath as a hand touched her shoulder. A confused look stole over her features. Then she smiled, and her eyes lit with emotion. "Cesare!" In a leap, she rose, twisting and flinging herself into the arms of the one who had stolen up like a cat behind. He caught the leaping form, lifting until their shoulders were even and she could twine her legs around his waist.  
 
    "Princessa!" he laughed, squeezing her into a hug that interrupted her raining kisses on his face. A hand ruffled the curls of her hair. 
 
    Lucrezia was laughing and sobbing, burying her face into his neck so that her hair trembled like golden snakes. Her hands caught the buckles and laces of his hunting garb and held tight with a white-knuckled grasp. She was a flurry of linen and ribbons, legs scrambling for a tighter hold, exposed her knees.  
 
    "Cesare." The word sounded like a prayer, whispered against his neck. "My Cesare."  
 
    "No tears, little sister. This is a happy day." Leather parted as he lifted her, displaying a lean stomach corded with muscles.  
 
    Betta bent over the tiles, burningly aware that her cheeks were scarlet. The bishop of Valencia was beautiful, like an angel in a painting, though there was something about his face that spoke of earthlier pleasures. Auburn whiskers traced his jaw, emphasizing high cheekbones and sculpted lips that would have done a maiden proud. Their faces were the same, Betta realized. Though the Bishop was dark to Lady Lucrezia's fair-skinned beauty, they were mirror images cast in a different metal. 
 
    Bending his head, Cesare pressed a firm kiss against a cheek wet with tears, and for a moment, the amusement fell from his face; the look was tender and somehow sad, as though he saw something beautiful for the first time. Betta tore her gaze away, flushing. She knew herself an intruder, watching an intimacy.  
 
    "You will never leave for so long again," Lucrezia said, her voice still muffled against his neck. "I forbid it." 
 
    "As my Queen commands."  
 
    Betta sneaked another look at them, only to find the light hazel eyes were now regarding her. The gaze surprised her; she had grown used to being invisible. "And whose ear have you been chattering off in my absence?"  
 
    Lucrezia lifted her head from his neck and rubbed her nose against his cheek. She sniffed, then wrinkled her nose. "Boar?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
     "I hope you brought some for me. And this is Betta. She is my same age, Cesare. Betta, come and meet my brother." 
 
    Betta rose from her knees and curtsied. "Your Grace." To her shame, the words emerged as a squeak. 
 
    His lips tightened, suppressing a smile that showed in his eyes, dancing with little golden lights. He held Lucrezia easily, supporting her weight as though it were nothing, nor did he show any sign of relinquishing her. "An onerous duty, listening to this magpie while scrubbing. I shall relieve you of some of your burdens. Come, Lucrezia, our mother bids you attend her." 
 
    As he turned to leave, Betta noticed for the first time a shadow which freed itself from the wall and turned to follow. It was a tall man, broad-shouldered with a fall of dark red, slightly curling hair which brought to mind the beautiful bright curls of her sister, Ginevra. As he moved to follow the bishop, his eyes lingered on her face for a moment, assessing.  
 
    He was not a handsome man, Betta thought, not in the way of Cesare Borgia, and yet something was striking about him that was better than being pleasing to look upon. The nose jutting out from the plane of his face was hooked, and beneath the short beard, a deep cleft in his chin drew her eyes.  Betta cocked her head, looking at him more closely, trying to think of what it was that made it difficult to look away from.  Betta narrowed her eyes as the answer began whispering through her thoughts. Strength…but also something else.  He put her in mind of the great cats that some nobles kept as pets, predators accustomed to stalking the dark. The image of him as a cat seemed fitting, and it supplied the other word that had been searching for. Dangerous. This was a man to be feared. 
 
    The man had noticed her scrutiny. It paused him in mid-step, and the face which held only boredom shifted when she did not look away, continuing to look at him in a moment that stretched on and on until her eyes began to tear, telling her that she must blink, only she would not, could not look away from him.  One side of his mouth lifted as he studied her, and the shock of it had her blinking and looking down, color staining her cheeks. He took a step closer, black boots trailing dust and horse hair across her freshly cleaned floor. It made her scowl, annoyed that he would have ruined an afternoon of labor without a thought.  Something changed in his expression when they locked eyes for the second time. It grew sharper, making the breath catch in her throat. 
 
     “Micheletto!” The archbishop’s voice cut through the heavy silence which was growing between them. Without another word, the man turned, disappearing into the darkened hallway. Betta expelled the breath that she had not realized she was holding. She felt anxious, as though she had run a long race, and hoped that he would not come again.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a secret,” the young man said, drawing the tips of his fingers through the candle flame slowly, letting the soot collect on the tips. The pain did not bother him. For as long as he could remember, the things that caused others pain, falls and scrapes and even scattered teeth, were no more than a gentle throbbing he could easily ignore, the feeling muted. It was only when the flesh on his fingertips began to bubble that he ceased, sticking the blistered digits into his wine and then sucking them off. 
 
    “A secret, my lord?” the girl on her knees said, looking up from her work. She had fair hair, almost golden. The sight of it spread across his thighs as she pleasured him brought a stab of pleasure to his loins far stronger than the workings of her tongue had produced. Blonde hair, wide eyes; it made him want to hurt her, to pull her to the floor and wrap his hands around her throat and thrust into her cunt until all the world ceased buzzing behind his eyes.  
 
    The boy twisted a handful of her hair around his fist and yanked, drawing a pained cry from the whore’s lips. “Did I tell you to cease?” he barked, pulling until the strands began to give way. 
 
    She began to cry, great snuffling sobs as she placed her hands on her scalp and pressed, trying to preserve the hair. “No, my lord.” 
 
    He was hard now, hard to bursting. Keeping ahold of the girl’s hair, he forced her back toward his cock, mashing her face against the engorged organ. “I’ll tell you when to stop,” he said, his voice falling to a groan when hot tears joined the wet slide of her mouth, the frantic movements of her hands. Too good, he thought, wanting to tell her to slow so that he could pull her hair again, hear the desperate cries around his cock and the hot tears as they joined her slobber. Too good. He opened his eyes, meaning to tell her to slow, but the candles he had left burning on the table near the fire illuminated the girl’s hair, turning it to butter yellow curls.  
 
    The climax came in a great scalding rush, choking the girl whose neck he held in an iron grasp, forcing her to take every inch down her throat. The whore’s movements became frantic as she fought to breathe, driving his pleasure deeper until the last throbs spent themselves in a rush that dribbled out from either side of her lips.  
 
    Spent, he let the girl go, watching through glazed eyes as she fell back, a tumble of patched linen skirts and disheveled hair, white falling from the corners of her mouth in a steady stream of droplets. Anger flared in her expression; he wondered if she would strike at him. He hoped that she would. Teaching the little whore her place would be another pleasure. Perhaps he would fuck her again. Three times in one night was nothing for someone of his stamina.  
 
    “Something to say?” he taunted, hoping, wanting her to act.  
 
    The whore lifted her chin. Though close to his age, perhaps fifteen or sixteen years, he saw a glint of silver in the light hair she brushed back with a trembling hand. She flexed her jaw, moving it to the side before answering.  
 
    “Else I can do for you, my lord?” 
 
    “More wine,” he answered, not bothering to hide his disappointment as she left to fetch another jug from the kitchen. It hardly mattered, he consoled himself. Women were a pleasure of the moment. The next day, the next night, would bring another.  
 
    The whore returned, bringing wine to replace the almost empty jug. He dismissed her with a wave, knowing his chamberlain would see to her fee; he poured himself another taza of wine, the pulpy remnants of the jug emerging with the last drops, spilling onto his hand. Unconcerned about the stain on his linen, he lifted the hand to his mouth and licked it clean, savoring the tang against his tongue.  The last drop was sour. He liked that, the taste that truly made him feel that he was drinking.  
 
    The jug of wine he had just finished was not his first, nor even his second of the day. Were he an ordinary man, he would be slumped under the table, asleep. But he was no normal man, and the wine did not affect him. Very little affected him. In his quiet moments, he wondered at that, that the things which commanded such a hold over most men held such little sway over him. But he had other pleasures. Secrets were his wine, his salt and spices and the warm flesh of new whores — secrets and vengeance against those who had wronged him.  
 
    One secret above all else was precious to him, the jewel of his collection. He had learned it years past, the night before his brother had left for the Sapienza. Those who made their rooms on the second stories of houses made little effort to curb their tongues when they thought themselves alone. He had learned many interesting things when he began to climb outside of his window at night, balancing on ledges down to the streets and finding his way through the city by the light of the stars. If he had not already been set on a course of greatness, he thought he might have made a skilled burglar.  
 
    Such things he had learned! Love affairs and debts, his father’s silliness over the golden-haired whore. And of course, his greatest secret learned at the home of his mother.  
 
    “Does he know?” The pain in his brother’s voice had been delicious, a cooling vintage on his tongue after a long day.  
 
    “He suspects.” 
 
    He giggled, pleasure flooding him at the knowledge of what revealing his secret would mean. And he would tell, someday soon, when the moment was ripe. Until then, he would wait and watch, a lion stalking a deer.  He smiled — strands of light brown hair were still trapped in his fingers, wrapping around them in a lover’s embrace. Holding his hand over the flame once more, he watched as the strands caught fire, burning to ash.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bells of the city rang out the call for Ave Maria as Betta walked down the streets. Sunrise was chasing the bats from the sky, winged shadows that darted to and fro, silent as ghosts in the deserted streets.  
 
    A storm had rolled in from the hills last night, rattling the shudders and rousing even Signora Vannozza from her bed to stand at the loggia and let the fierce wind pull at her camicia. Puddles of rainwater remained on the street, oily windows reflecting the now clear sky. The morning was heavy with the feel of moisture.  
 
    Only the bakers were up; from their ovens wafted heavenly aromas that set her stomach to rumble. Betta had not waited to break her fast with the other servants. She would eat when she returned to the bodega instead of partaking of the pot that simmered in the kitchens.  
 
    She missed her mother's cooking. After almost four years of service, she had become accustomed to the work, the daily exhaustion that clung to her bones as she slept, the weight that never seemed to stay on her frame. Other girls of her age had begun the journey to womanhood; she was as flat chested and skinny as she had been at five. Perhaps her mother's stew would add some flesh to her bones. If there was food in the bodega to make a stew. Though the last baby had died, Mama was pregnant again. Ruberto had ceased even the pretense of work, allowing his wife and two sons to run the shop to the scandal of the neighborhood. Matrons on the street turned from him in disgust as he passed. 
 
    The square was hushed when she crossed the last alley and turned into the street. There she halted, confused. A prickle of sensation danced icy fingers up her neck. Eyes watching her from behind cracked shutters, but no one opened them, not even as she drew close enough to see the faded red paint around the door of her family's shop. Most strangely of all, bunches of angelica tied with twine were hung in front of doors and windows. Some of them were so old that the yellow flowers had become desiccated and covered with spiderwebs.  
 
    A dog was lying dead in the alley. Betta stopped and stared at it. The stench repulsed her, the way the animal's ribs were beginning to cave in. In the whole of her life, she had never seen anything like it. Dead animals were a common sight, mangy curs who could no longer snarl enough to feed themselves, cats caught in the flying wheels of wagons. But they had never been left to stink up the street. 
 
    "Betta!" A voice called down from the window at the second story. She looked up, quickly finding the familiar face of Martha, the corn seller's wife.  
 
    "Donna, what has happened?" Betta could not keep the fear from her voice.  
 
    The old woman looked to the left and then to the right. "Plague," she whispered, clutching at the wooden cross at her neck. "Run, child, before you are shut up as well."  
 
    The coin Betta had removed from the pouch dropped from nerveless fingers. Without uttering another word, she turned and ran, abandoning her week's wages in the headlong flight. Plague. The plague was death, and if she were caught where plague was found, she would be forced to stay here, and not allowed to return to the safety of the villa.  
 
    Plague. The word rang in her ears; she felt her lips going numb. How many of her friends had already died? Even as the faces of her friends flashed in her mind, she abandoned them, all that mattered was returning to the villa, which had become a sanctuary. A home where there was food, a refuge from death. 
 
    Donna Maria greeted her entrance into the kitchen with a curious smile and a raised eyebrow.  
 
    "Back from Mass, little one?" The twinkle in her eye disappeared, and her chin firmed. "I'll not have you missing services, like that pack of spraddle-legged whores... 
 
    Betta interrupted her. Something was buzzing in her ears, like bees, and she could feel tingles in her lips. Her hands were sweaty and yet ice cold, and she could not help but shiver. 
 
    "I heard them talking in the market.” Her voice sounded like an old woman, hoarse and out of breath. “There's plague in Trastevere." 
 
    "Plague?" Maria shrieked, voice filling the room, and then crossed herself. "God keep them safe." Then she looked down at Betta with a sharpening glance. "At the market, you say? You went no closer?" 
 
    "No, mistress," Betta said, meeting the housekeeper's eyes unflinchingly though her heart was beating loud in her chest. "Mama said I was to run the other way if ever I heard the word plague." A sudden realization made her clutch her stomach. As she had run through the streets, it had been the faces of her friends that had haunted her mind. She had given no thought to Mama or her brothers. What if they were ill and needed her? 
 
    A heavy hand landed on her shoulder. "Rest easy, child, it’s in God's hands." She bit her lip. "Best you say nothing of going to the market neither, eh? And you are not to go back there until Constanza sends word that it is safe." 
 
    "How will she know?" Panic made her voice high and squeaky.  
 
    Maria shrugged. "Your mother's a good head on her shoulders for everything except men. She'll send word once it’s past." 
 
      
 
    Betta waited for word through September and into October, when the cold winds from the north were beginning, but no word came. At last, she could stand it no longer. As Maria left the villa for Mass the third Saturday of October, Betta slipped through the gate by the kitchen and began to run. The stones of the street rose and fell like waves beneath her feet as the miles sped by. A stitch grew in her side until she could continue no longer and had to pause, hands clutched around her middle. 
 
    Leaning against one of the stone troughs that dotted the city, a dusty horseman smiled at her, his face a pleasing canvas of lines and whiskers coupled with a low and rasping voice when he spoke. "In a hurry, little one?"  
 
    She nodded and gasped out the words. "Sir...the plague...has it gone?" 
 
    The man shuddered at the word and clutched the cord of an amulet protruding from his shirt "Gone, though it carried many off. As God is good, may it never come to the city again." 
 
    "As God is good," she agreed, then started off, though slower this time.  
 
    On the street where she had been born, shutters hung off of loose hinges, and the smell of leather drifted up from the shops like a perfume. Her feet began to fly as she neared the bodega. The doors would be open by now, her mother and brothers busy in the shop while Ginevra... 
 
    Betta skidded to a halt. The door of the shop was still closed, as were each of the shutters. The wooden boards that her mother had carefully washed each week were filthy with a layer of dirt.  
 
    "Mama?" She called up. "Marco?" 
 
    There was no answer. Betta called again, but there was no reply.  
 
    A cough sounded behind her. Giotto, the tooler, was standing in the middle of the street with one of his knives clutched nervously in his hand.  
 
    "Whatcha..." he began, then his words trailed off as he recognized her. "Ahh, it’s you," he rasped, then shook his head and began to turn away.  
 
    She was across the street in a second, the cloud of dust she had raised swirling around her skirts. "What has happened?" she demanded, grasping him by the arm. The years of scrubbing had muscled her arms; she tightened them as he tried to pull away.  
 
    "Let me go!" the old man squirmed away, but she held fast.  
 
    "Where is my mother?" She was screaming at him now, crying, and his wrinkly old face twisted.  
 
    "Plague!" he spit out, rotten teeth twisting the word until she could not understand it, could not imagine what he meant. "In the dirt with the rest of them. It's taken half the street." He pulled using all of his strength, and she let go rather than falling into the mud.  
 
    In the dirt. The phrase reverberated in her mind, tolling like the bells in the tower than filled the city with music. Her mother was gone. Her mother. Tired eyes and kind smile, the scent of grass by the river. As she had been washing linens and scrubbing floors, the plague had come and stolen her mother. There had not been time to bid her farewell, to say all of the things that were trying to claw out of her mouth. The ache of it was a hole in her chest, a deep black hole that she could not feel the bottom of.  
 
    "The others?” she asked. 
 
    Giotta turned his head and spit, the phlegm hitting the dirt with a wet splat. "That Ruberto is in the tavern. Ask him," he said and stalked off.  
 
    The sun was too bright in her eyes as she walked the two hundred paces to the wine shop that her stepfather frequented. It glared, and her eyes watered. Betta blinked, and then blinked again, wiping her hands across her cheeks. No tears. She would not shed tears here, not while there were things needed doing.  
 
    A chicken squawked, and Betta turned her head at the sound, expecting to see the familiar gawky figure of Benedetto penning one of his birds to be delivered. She searched the inside of the darkened shop, wanting something familiar, something to have remained the same when all about there was strangeness and death. Instead of Benedetto, there was a younger, hard-faced man wiping a knife against a filthy apron. The truth of it hit her, another blow. The old man must have died.  
 
    As her mother had died. Betta clutched a hand to her chest. No, she would not begin to weep. She was the daughter of Giovanni the cobbler, who had made the most elaborate shoes in all of Rome, and Constanza, who had been kind and beautiful. They were together again, and she would not disgrace them by blubbering in the middle of the street. She would find out what had happened to her family, and then she would leave this place behind and lose herself in mindless drudgery until the aching stopped. 
 
    The wine-seller’s shop lay at the intersection of two roads. A little farther on, those who dyed woolens and linens made their homes, the shops producing fabrics for those unable to afford the fine silks and brocades made in Florence. Both the leather workers and the dyers frequented the shop, the only difference between them the aroma reeking from their garments. Men with blue and red stains up to their elbows clutched pottery tazzas and watched her, the sunlight overhead illuminating the curls or lank strands of brown or black hair.  
 
    Each of the tables was full, men and women grouped together. The wealthier customers sat at tables covered with clean cloths. In the corner near the alley, the tables were closer together, and the voices were coarser, rougher.  
 
    Ruberto sat hunched in a corner, clutching a tazza to his chest, though the cup was empty. For the moments before he recognized her, she stood and gazed at him, letting the emotions flood her with something besides the numbness which felt too close to the grave. She hated him. She always had, even before she had been old enough to understand the meaning of the black, burning emotion that filled her when her stepfather cuffed her roughly or spoke cruelly to her mother. 
 
    The weeks of absence had not improved his appearance. Greasy red hair that looked to have not seen water in months hung to his shoulders in a disheveled mane, and there were deep circles beneath his eyes. But even then, he looked better than he deserved. Despite the amount of wine he consumed, his face was still handsome and fleshy. The splendid breadth of his chest had begun to shift, sliding down, as what had once been muscle was melting into a paunch that strained his belt.  On his back, he wore the tattered remains of the blue doublet he had been wearing when he came to Rome and charmed a lonely widow into a quick marriage. Brown eyes looked up from the cup, and he started violently.  
 
    "Christ!' he swore, then began blinking. He looked into the cup and tilted it, then placed it on the table."You," he snorted. "Thought you were your mother. What you come here for?" His voice had gone from fear to anger in the span of a heartbeat. 
 
    Betta swallowed; talking to him was more difficult than she could have imagined. She wanted to run, to leave the street and never return because everything was a reminder of what she had lost. 
 
    "My...brothers. My mother. What...happened to them?" 
 
    "Plague." The single word held an ocean of meaning but no grief. Ruberto began turning the cup in his hands.  
 
    They were beginning to attract notice. Stools squeaked as they were pushed back for a better view and whispers rose around them.  
 
    She tried again, making her voice low despite the scream that was clawing to escape. "But my brothers. Where are they?" 
 
    "Gone, I tell you!" his voice roared out, full of spittle and rage that washed over her. "All of them gone, packed into the wagon when it came around. First that boy came down with it, and your mother, the hard-headed bitch that she is, wouldn't have anything but to stay with him until she came with it, too. Franco too, though I told him he should run. Then I could see how it was, so I left them there. Not three days later, and they were gone." He banged his fist on the table. "One, two, three. Gone."  
 
    The words stabbed into her; Betta placed a hand against her stomach, certain that the fist would come away bloody. This pain, it was too much. Better that she should have remained on the street and died with her family rather than living with this.... emptiness where they had once been. Marco, sweet, funny Marco who was the most handsome boy in all of the seven hills and could sing so beautifully that the priests had come and talked to Papa about taking him into the church, where his voice could be a service to God. And Franco, who was so skilled with his hands and gentle; he was to marry Eugenia, the corn seller's daughter when the two were a little older. And Mama. The deepest cut, the wound so raw and ragged and bone-deep that it had yet to be felt.  
 
    Her foot lifted, and she stepped back. Ruberto's lip curled, and he shifted on the stool, beginning to stand. As his feet kicked back, the bundle of rags beneath the table stirred; a feeble sound emerged, the mew of a helpless animal.  
 
    Horror clawed at Betta; she darted forward and snatched at the bundle. Ruberto had no time to protest. Fingers trembling, she pulled at the rags, finally exposing Ginevra's filthy face. The smell of her was enough to make Betta glad that she had not eaten before leaving the palazzo. Filth and shit and the wet reek of urine rose up from her in a cloud. At 7, Ginevra was old enough to use the pot or one of the cesspools, but the blanket wrapped around her was heavy with her body's leavings.  
 
    Those in the neighboring tables were making disgusted noises, and a tall man in a white apron was making his way toward them. Before she could be thrown out, Betta clutched her sister tightly to her chest and made her way to the street, leaving Ruberto behind. As she sped up, she could hear the beginnings of an angry argument.  
 
    "Pay..." 
 
    "I've none today...." 
 
    She ignored them. Ginevra was sleeping in her arms, body much too light. Before the plague, she had been a laughing, happy girl with red curls down to her waist that their mother... No, she could not think of Mama now, not when there was work to be done. 
 
    The door of the shop stood closed but opened to a push. It was soon clear why the door had not been barred. Anything worth stealing was gone from the workshop. Tools and leather and shoe forms that had danced in the breeze were missing. Only one table remained; on it, a single pair of shoes waited with a long needle protruding from a seam.  
 
    Ginevra was stirring, the fragile movements of a baby bird. "Shush," Betta whispered, holding her tighter. Staggering under the weight, she made her way upstairs. The two rooms above the shop had similarly been stripped of anything valuable. What had been her parent’s marriage bed was gone, replaced by a pallet on the floor. The smell of it made her nose wrinkle. There was a heap of straw in the corner where a chest had once stood. Betta placed her sister there and began unwrapping the blankets.  
 
    In the wine shop, the smell had been horrible. In the enclosed room, it was worse. Betta reeled back and landed hard on the floor, shaking the wide boards. Panting, she tried to clear her nose of the smell.  
 
    A little voice emerged from the blankets. "Betta?"  
 
    The hope in it almost broke through the wall enclosing her emotions. Disregarding the filth, she leaned in and embraced her sister.  
 
    It took an hour and a trip to the neighbors to borrow soap to remove the filth from Ginevra's body. As they talked, Ginevra's voice became clearer as the wine Ruberto had been giving her to stop the crying wore off. The picture she painted in simple words broke through the stone lodged in her chest. Again and again, Ginevra asked for their mother. The bastardo had not even told her that they were dead, only that they were gone.  
 
    Betta spun a story for her sister as the last of the muck was cleansed from her body, a tale of angels and the mercy of God and the blessed mother that she no longer believed. But Ginevra was young. Anything to keep her sister from crying.  
 
    "And you will come with me, yes?" she asked. "Our cousin, Donna Maria, will find a place to keep you at the villa..." 
 
    "What you think you are telling her?" Ruberto's voice sounded from the corner by the stairs, full of quiet menace.  
 
    Betta stifled a gasp. She had forgotten how quietly he could move. For all of his bulk, he walked with the silent tread of a cat. More than one beating had been meted out when she had been caught in the act of disparaging him. Betta kept her eyes on the floor. Her eyes angered him, always had. They were too sharp, to knowing for a girl.  
 
    "I'll care for her." 
 
    He snorted out a laugh. "You'll not. She's mine." 
 
    "She's...starving and filthy. You can't."   
 
    A flint was struck, lighting the oil lamp. The sudden flare of light threw harsh shadows across his face, hollowing out his cheekbones and emphasizing the malicious glint in his eyes.  
 
    "Best you keep coming back here then, every Sabbath as you did before. To cook for her, or who knows when she will eat." 
 
    "She is your daughter." 
 
    He nodded. "That's why I kept her with me instead of leaving her with the others. But what use have I for a girl child? If she'd have been a boy, I coulda made something out of her, brought her up in the trade, but a girl child... good for nothing. Yet." 
 
    Would he let her starve? Looking at his hard face, she knew the answer. She nodded once, unable to meet his eyes. "I’ll buy bread," she said, already heading toward the narrow stairs leading to the second floor.  
 
    "You'll be leaving those coppers with me." 
 
    Betta paused, a hand on the wall whose boards had been worn smooth by the passage of a thousand hands. Her family’s work, not his. Never his. “Half," she said. "The rest in food that I'll leave with Angela next door. She will see that Ginevra is fed." 
 
    "Can't steal enough from that whore to see her fed? That's what I told your mother should happen. A woman like that...she doesn't know what she has." 
 
    She did not reply, only waited. There was little use in explaining to him that Vannozza dei Cattanei knew the contents of her home down to the last grain of salt. 
 
    "Fine," he grunted, then waved her off. "Only until I find another wife, mind. I'll not be needing you then." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
     A single candle burned low in the center of the table, spilling into a puddle of stinking tallow. The dim light allowed the occupants to maintain a measure of anonymity, throwing heavy shadows over their faces. The tavern was a hum of activity; in the corners, girls shrieked and laughed. Men in dusty brown leathers crouched over tazas of wine, the smell of the beverage thick in the air. When a piece of bread or morsel of food fell to the floor, it was quickly snatched up by the dogs and cats who roamed freely, snarling when one or another came to close.  
 
    "He will be the next pope."  
 
    The younger man smiled, still looking into his cup. The deep hood of a cloak fell across his eyes as he tucked his chin close to his chest and drummed his fingers on the table. "I doubt it." 
 
    The Frenchman nodded, the movement solemn and somehow graceful despite the amount of wine he had consumed that evening. His portion had been well watered, of course, a service secured before the meeting even began, but the young man who drank with him had been supplied with undiluted wine. From experience, Berenger knew better than to conduct important matters with a sodden head. With a hand adorned by three rings, the Frenchman patted his hair, making sure that it had not become mussed during the hours of drinking.  
 
    The first contact with the young man had been days before, in another wine shop, and they had struck up a conversation. After the boy had left, he had learned his name, information that had sent a thrill pulsing through his veins. If he could acquire this dissolute young man into his king’s service, it would be the coup of a lifetime. Information would flow into his hands like water from spring rain. All that was required was patience. And coin.  
 
    "No, I am certain, and I have followed these matters long enough to have a feeling for how it will proceed. His age is a mark in his favor, as are his many decades as Vice-Chancellor."  
 
    "Sixty-one? There are times he seems on the verge of senility, panting after a girl young enough to be his granddaughter." The young man’s voice was heavy with amusement. 
 
    Berenger laughed. "The Bella Giulia? Even that is something to be commended that of all the women in Rome, he chooses only the most dazzling." He lifted the wine to his lips and took a small swallow. "Horse piss," he shuddered. "Giuliano della Rovere would like the crown for himself, of course, but he is too young, not yet fifty. No one wishes a pope that will last for the next thirty years, yes? And Giuliano recognizes this. He, and those cardinals in the college who follow his example much like hounds following a bitch that is in season, will support either Costa, the Portuguese, or Zeno." 
 
    "And the Sforza's? Do you not think they will support their own candidate?" 
 
    "Who is to say that Rodrigo Borgia will not be just such a one? His election will leave the post of Vice-Chancellor absent, and who better to fill it than Ascanio Sforza, brother of Il Moro?"  
 
    The young man pursed his lips, and the Frenchman thought what a handsome face the boy had. Beautiful, finely drawn features and a sensual mouth, pouting and leering by turn. Were there more time, perhaps he could continue to meet with the boy. Pleasure would be found in breaking that proud spirit, in making him learn who was indeed his lord and master.  
 
    Without taking his eyes from the wine, the boy withdrew a dagger and pressed it into the wood of the table. Placing a single finger on the hilt and using his fingers, he began twirling the blade.  
 
    "And should this... most fortuitous election come to pass, what would you wish of me, in exchange for the gold you have offered?" 
 
    The Frenchman smiled. He had him now.  
 
    "The gold I have given is yours to keep, of course, and my master is very generous. Young men have so many needs, horses, wine, coin for the ladies," his voice trailed off suggestively. "But should information that could benefit my lord come to your ears, we would pay handsomely for it."  
 
    The boy nodded again, then his shoulders slumped, and he leaned against the wall. "A very generous offer, but nothing different than I have heard twice this week." His eyes brightened, eyebrows shooting up as a thought occurred to him. He pulled back the hood, exposing a fashionable turban that concealed his hair. "Let us leave it to chance, shall we?" He stopped twirling the knife. Holding it upright, he met the Frenchman's eyes over the hilt and gestured with his hand. "If the knife falls this way, I will do as you have asked and every dirty little secret of the Borgia family will be your master's, to do with as he wishes. If it falls this way," he gestured toward himself. "Then I will use this knife to fuck your eye, as you thought about fucking me earlier." 
 
    Berenger had been engaged in his current occupation for over twenty years. During that time, he had endured three knife attacks, a poisoning attempt, and had the brother of one of his lovers hunt him through the city, screaming for blood after the young man had become too much of a hindrance to be allowed to live. In all that time, he had never encountered eyes that unnerved him as the boy’s now did. They were beautiful, the shape of a nut, titled at the corners, colored like a polished jewel. But cold. Utterly, unbearably cold. 
 
    He did not even think of denying the accusation. A denial would serve no purpose except to enrage the young man, to fan the light of madness he could see burning in his eyes.  
 
    "I meant no disrespect," he said, bowing his head.  
 
    The boy smiled; the effect was chilling. "There is no need, but that is something that I always know, you see, when someone wants to rut with another. And as to men... I have tried it a time or two, but men are much harder to make scream. And I do cherish the screaming." Another smile emerged, this one full of joy. "Then let us test!" he said, releasing the knife.  
 
    Berenger watched the knife fall to the side, not even daring to blink less the motion interrupt the momentum. He found himself praying to the Virgin as the sharpened tip held the knife aloft for one moment, then another. The knife fell all at once, landing with its hilt pointing in his direction. Berenger de Gany released his breath as a cold sweat broke out on his arms and legs.  
 
    The boy wrinkled his nose. "A pity, this is a new blade. I have not had a chance to whet it." He laughed, a joyful, bubbling sound that caused heads to turn in their direction. It was time for Berenger to go. More than the other meeting that beckoned, he wished to be quit of this strange man, no matter that engaging his services as a spy could prove a masterstroke.  
 
    "Until we meet again," he said, gathering up his belongings. He had come to the tavern unarmed, an action that he bitterly regretted now. Had the knife fallen the other way, he had no doubt his blood would have cooled the fine steel of the dagger before the night was out.  
 
    "Leaving so soon? A shame. I have something that should interest you. If there is sufficient gold to make it worth my effort.” 
 
    The Frenchmen felt his pulse quicken. "Oh?" He asked, already reaching into his doublet to pull out the purse that was there, awaiting another meeting like this, only in a different part of the city. Despite what he had told the young man, experience had taught him to think of all possibilities, including that another besides the Borgia Cardinal would become pope. The Venetian, Zeno, had a mistress with an insatiable appetite for gold, and he had spent weeks cultivating her. He tossed the gold onto the table. 
 
    The young man tested the weight of the purse. "It will be worth more than this." 
 
    Sweat was beginning to bead in the Frenchman's beard. This was important; the instincts that had seen him through the last years screamed it.  
 
    "I will double it, should the information prove of sufficient merit." 
 
    "It will, I assure you. When the times comes, and should my father become Pope, it will be worth all of the gold you can lay your hands on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Get in, girl," Ruberto mumbled, keeping his back turned to her while adjusting the harness of the mule. The cart and the animal which had pulled it to Ostia were let from a stable, and the expense had been such that Ruberto had whipped the animal into a frenzy as they traveled, trying to speed their journey.  
 
    He had not told Betta what he intended, only that he should accompany her on the journey. Ostia. The name had rung in her ears like bells, a place by the sea, where perhaps she could steal a few moments of happiness, playing in the water with her sister. The knowledge of why Ruberto had undertaken the arduous trek came slowly, creeping upon her as they ate the meal provided by the older couple who looked at Ruberto with resignation. When they looked at Ginevra, however, their faces were avid with hunger. Especially the woman, who was beyond childbearing years.  
 
    And Betta said nothing. There was nothing to be said, and much as it pained her, she thought that this might be the best path for her sister, to be left with another family. It grieved her, the idea that years might pass before she could see the girl again, but there was joy in it, that Ginevra would live in the little cottage by the sea that was surrounded by nets and the smell of fish, that each evening she would see the waves lit to golden by the setting sun.  
 
    A hand landed on her shoulder. The woman, her face lined from exposure to the sun. There was a mole on her chin with three long hairs emerging from it and many gaps in her smile where the teeth had fallen away, but Betta found the face reassuring. And between the man... Boetio, she thought his name was, and the silent wife, there was an ease, a sweetness of long marriage. Kindness showed in the woman's face when she had served the meal, simple fish stew, and bread, and she kept casting concerned glances at Ginevra, who ate little and spoke even less.  
 
    "No!" Ginevra cried, her voice muffled. Her head was buried in the folds of Betta's skirts. Her whole body trembled, stick thin arms and legs grasping her sister with all the strength they possessed.  
 
    A hot fist had lodged inside of Betta's throat. Tears were standing in her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. She cast an apologetic gaze at the man and woman who waited in front of their home. 
 
    "No, no, No!" Ginevra began to sob, her voice rising to a shriek. The line of Ruberto's shoulders tightened, and he shifted, casting an annoyed glance back at them.  
 
    Betta knelt, placing arms around Ginevra's shoulders. They were tiny, little bird wings. She was a wisp of a child, near the same weight she had been two years past; suddenly, she felt a sense of gratitude toward her stepfather, that he had thought to safeguard his daughter and find a better home for her. 
 
    "Shush, shush," she whispered, rocking Ginevra back and forth as she had when the child was still a babe with a cap of flaming hair. The tears were burning in her eyes; she blinked them back, knowing her tears would only make it worse. Over her shoulder, Betta looked at the woman, finding her face soft, her mouth firmed into a line to keep tears in check. "They will be kind to you," Betta whispered, voice like crumbled stone. "They will feed you bread and butter and honey and let you play in the sand." 
 
    The woman’s head bobbed up and down. The knowledge nearly broke her, grief rising to the surface along with a thread of jealously that she could not quell. Her sister would not be forced into service as she had been.  
 
    "It is a good place here. They are kind." 
 
    Wrapping her arms around Ginevra, Betta stood, staggering under the weight. The muscles in her legs had grown strong over the years, and her back. All that was weak was her heart; she felt it racing as she walked to the old man and woman, preparing to give up the only thing she treasured. A step away from them, she reached down and lifted Ginevra's chin so that she could see her sister's face once more. The features were the same and yet new, something that she desperately wished to remember. Beneath the snub nose and deeply shadowed eyes, she could see the flicker of what would one day be beauty. The echo of it was in the color of her eyes, the curve of her cheek, and yet she could see the stain of the child that Betta had cared for all the days of her life- the gap between her front teeth, the small red scar of an injury that had split her eyebrow in two, bleeding so much that Betta had felt her heart stop.  
 
    Ginevra was hers, she thought, emotion swelling in her that was part tenderness and part fierce protectiveness. Not Ruberto’s, nor her mother’s, whom death had stolen away. This child was her own, and she would see her happy, even if it caused her grief. Walking the last step, she held out her hands and smiled. Her cheeks were dry. As though from a great distance, her voice sounded. "We will see each other soon, sister." Then she turned away, ignoring the pained cry that emerged from Ginevra and the strained scuffling. She did not turn to look again; she concentrated on keeping her back straight, her breathing even as she walked to the wagon and climbed into the back.  
 
    Ruberto did not speak to her as they made their way along the road, the cart rolling from side to side on uneven wheels like a drunkard along the pitted stone path that ran from east to west, linking the harbor to Rome. Trees threw shadows across it, and Betta gradually relaxed, allowing the movement of the wagon and the patterns of light and dark passing in front of her eyelids to lull her into a dreamlike state. When sounds alerted her to the presence of others that crossed their path, Betta allowed her eyes to follow them, painting their stories inside her own mind as she whiled away the hours- a thin man with a ragged straw hat became a cardinal in disguise, visiting the poor. A young man and woman on horseback wearing the luxurious garb of the wealthy and surrounded by men at arms became young lovers, each married to someone else, stealing away a few moments of happiness. And she was a knight, off to battle a wicked prince. 
 
    "We'll rest here." Ruberto pulled the cart off the road, rousing Betta from her dreams. He had found a secluded spot, surrounded by towering trees that threw a little clearing bisected by a stream into shade. The water was transparent as glass. It fascinated her, the vivid line of blue that caught the water and fish swimming in its depths, turning them into something as beautiful as the paintings that decorated the Palazzo. Ruberto watered the mule, cursing impatiently as the animal drank deeply, filling its stomach with the water. When it had consumed its fill, he tied it in the shade. Immediately the animal began to graze, nibbling at the pale-yellow stalks of grass. The breeze, still tinged with the salt from the ocean, caressed them, drying the dark sides of the mule where sweat had accumulated. 
 
    Ruberto ignored the beauty of the spot; Betta could not understand why he had chosen here to rest, when the side of the road would have suited him just as well, allowing them to continue their journey. He stalked back to where she sat, the basket of food at her feet. Betta felt a stirring of unease. Ruberto was watching her. He seldom acknowledged her; even those days when she returned to the bodega, he barely acknowledged her presence except to sweep her coins into his palm before departing, leaving her to care for Ginevra and the chores which had accumulated during the week. His eyes on her made her nervous; her stepfather said that she had evil eyes, and she worried that he might be right.  
 
    As he got close, Betta looked down, only to be startled by his hands, wrenching the basket from her grasp. He sat a few steps away, leaning his back against the same log. Setting the basket between his spread thighs, he rummaged through the contents, stuffing bread into his mouth, then a bite of sausage before dropping them carelessly back. With a contented noise, he pulled back, a jug of wine in his hand.  
 
    Watching him swallow enormous gulps, Betta wondered who had packed the basket for him. Perhaps Nencia, wife of the pie seller who had died a year past in one of the fevers that had swept out from the swamps. Of all the women her stepfather had pursued in the years since her mother had died, Nencia was the only one that seemed amenable. It would have been like her, to have suggested that Ruberto get rid of his young daughter and then pack him a basket of food to speed his journey. She hoped the woman would marry her stepfather; she was only slightly less horrible than Ruberto himself, having invited a new man into her rooms every time her husband went to the market to sell his wares. It was only when her last child had been delivered that Nencia had seemed concerned, for the dark shade of the little boy's skin had been too marked to be explained away. Perhaps the man would have repudiated her, but only a few days after the birth, both the pie seller and the new baby were dead. Poison, it was whispered, and Betta believed it. Watching the grease and wine slide down her stepfather's chin, Betta smiled, imagining their wedding.  
 
    "What’s so funny?" Ruberto asked, narrowing his eyes.  
 
    Betta froze, realizing that in her relaxation, she had allowed too much to show. A mistake.  
 
    "I.I.I was thinking about Ginevra, playing in the sand," she improvised wildly. "They seemed kind people."  
 
    Ruberto nodded, then passed her the wine. "Drink," he commanded.  
 
    Betta shook her head. She had a small jug of water in the back of the wagon; it was sufficient to quench her thirst, and she hated the taste of Ruberto's sour wine.  
 
    "I said drink." His voice had gone hard, a dangerous sign. Without another word, she reached for the wine, taking a small sip.  
 
    "More," he ordered. When she complied, he nodded, extending his hand. "They are. They raised me."  
 
    Betta felt her eyebrows lift. Her expression must have been amusing because Ruberto chuckled. "You thought I sprang straight from the bowels of hell?" He took another drink, slopping it a little, dribbling the wine down his chin. "Beotio found me on the beach where some slut had left me. Probably one of the whores down by the harbor. He and Grana raised me until I could be sent off to find a trade."  
 
    Betta thought again of the small cottage, the smiling faces and the waves had caressed the shore. If she had been raised in such a place, nothing could have forced her to leave.  
 
    "Why..." 
 
    Ruberto passed her the wine again, watching as she drank. It was becoming sweeter, coating the back of her tongue, making it thick and clumsy; her head was spinning.  
 
    "A woman," he muttered. "It’s always a woman, ain’t it, saying I forced her, or I hurt her, or I took from her. That's what you’re thinkin', isn't it? I can see it in your face, that you think I wronged your mother, that great slut. I know how she was, taking other men into her bed. Maybe even those brothers of yours, careful as they were of her." Leaning to the side, Ruberto unleashed a stream of spit. It lay on the dirt, spit colored with wine until it resembled blood.  
 
    Betta found her voice past the painful lump in her throat. "She was not a slut." 
 
    The side of his mouth lifted, and he set the wine down. "Course she was. You're all sluts, but I know how to deal with you."  
 
    He reached for her, pulling her down and covering her mouth with his hand. By the time she thought to scream, it was too late, his hand was between her legs, forcing them apart. Spots began to float across her vision as his hand pressed down, stealing her breath, and then she could not scream; all was darkness and a painful, tearing ache that went on and on.  
 
      
 
    "You'll keep comin' and bringing those coppers, same as always," Ruberto told her later when they had returned to Rome, and the searing ache of her injury was replaced by profound despair as the act was repeated on the filthy pile of blankets that served as his bed. "Stop, you'll never see your sister again."  
 
    Would that be such a bad thing? She wondered, mind numbed from pain. There was nothing left for her anymore, nothing but a life of work and this, the awful act that he had done to her, which felt as though her soul had been ripped from her body and stamped in the mud. But her sister was free of it, safe and happy somewhere far away.  
 
    Ruberto must have seen the tenor of her thoughts because he crossed the room in three strides and yanked her back by the shoulder, spinning her to face him. The basin of water where she had been washing fell to the floor, splattering his shoes, and he muttered a curse.  
 
    Evil temper flared in his eyes, and he wound her braid around his fist. "I'd hate to go and fetch the girl back again. Maybe she'd be good for the same sport. I've heard some take them that young." 
 
    Horror seized her; Betta could not feel the pain between her legs or the bruises on her arms where he had held her down, teaching her, he had said. There was nothing left but his eyes, boring into her, and the vein throbbing in his forehead.  
 
    "She is your daughter," Betta rasped.  
 
    One shoulder rose in a shrug, the muscles beneath the fat of his frame turning the gesture into a threat, heavy with violence. "Who’s to say with a mother like that. But you keep comin' here, girl, or else she will learn, same as you’ve done." 
 
    Betta spoke past the pain in her throat. "What about Nencia?" 
 
    "Won't have me." Ruberto's hand clenched on her shoulder. "As though she were one to be choosy, the biggest whore in all of Trastevere. You'll do just as well, ‘til another comes along." 
 
    As Betta limped back to the villa, she paused in the shadow of Our Lady of Santa Maria. The arched facade of the church was silent, the faint snores from sleeping beggars spoiling the solitude of the night. The church bells were quiet, the bustle muted by the hour when only the poor or the desperate were about. Soon they would ring out Vigils, then Matins at the start of the next day, calling the faithful to prayer.  
 
    She thought of her mother, her brothers. Dead, all dead. All that was left was Ginevra, her sister, who had been ransomed for her behavior. The unfairness of it made her want to howl, to scream and then to toss herself from the Ponte Sant Angelo and make an end to it. Her faith taught her that God and his Holy Church would care for children, but the lie of that was before her eyes, every day. Children starved, babies were exposed or tossed in the river, and men raped their stepdaughters until blood and seed streamed down their legs like water. There was no one to protect her. There was only herself, and she could do nothing to stop him. 
 
    Clenching her fists, she stared up at the tower. Hatred for all of it rose in her: for the church which let men live like princes while children starved in the street, for Ruberto, who took what she had no power to refuse. For herself, powerless to stop him. Even, she admitted, for her mother, who had brought this to her and then died, leaving her alone. 
 
    "There is no God," she said and continued her solitary trek through the night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    To Our Very Dearest Brother,  
 
    The sweetest news that has ever reached my ears has filled me over with joy so that I feel as though angels sing hymns of praise on my shoulders. Our dearest Papa, seeking to strengthen his ties with our native land, has at last arranged my betrothal, and it is not to the merchant who pursued the alliance with such fervor. Instead, he has contracted me to one Querubi de Centelles, the son of Count Olivia.  
 
    Though the match was doubtless made in part because of the high honor of our father’s position and the dowry provided me by the death of our brother Pedro Luis, my thoughts are consumed with happiness. I pray that if you have any knowledge of the Count or his family that you will make a full report to me, that I may better anticipate the forthcoming nuptials and how to please him. A painting is to be sent with his likeness, but I am confident that his face does full honor to his lineage, and he is a knight both brave and true.  
 
    For my part, I am overcome with the great honor which my lord has done me and look with pity on those unfortunates whose future happiness was not provided for in so splendid a manner. The preparations for my trousseau have already begun though it will be at least two years before the vows will be said.  
 
    Of the other news which you have asked me to share there is much. Papa says that there will soon be war with Naples. King Ferrante, who our great uncle Calixtus tutored during those years as secretary to King Alonso of Aragon, has refused to pay tribute to the Holy Father, sending him instead a white palfrey. Papa says that its white coat should have been better suited red, for there will be blood for this and His Holiness has summoned the armies of France to aid him in the coming struggle. There is such bad feeling in our father’s voice when he speaks of the King of Naples that I cannot help but wonder at what our uncle told him of the man’s character. Perhaps he is like Juan, who drowned the kittens in the well because it brought him pleasure to hear them scream.  
 
    Juan continues to provide fodder for the gossiping matrons of Rome, spending little time at his martial studies and much at mischief. Each night he rides through the city with a group of young men known for their brutality. The Brotherhood of the Blade, he calls them, and Papa laughs at his daring. With my own ears, I have heard Juan boast that each night his sword is quenched in a different fountain. Men tremble as he passes, though it is not for fear of his gifts with the sword, which pale before your own prowess. Instead, it is our Papa that men fear, for he is disinclined to allow our brother to suffer a moment’s harm, and much gold has been expended to soften the tears of young girls and to comfort women deprived of their sons. Or that is what Giulia, my friend, tells me. Should our father ever attain that blessed office he so desires, I fear what Juan would become, for the blackness of humor that we knew in him from his earliest youth is ever on display now. 
 
    Forgive my prattling, for it is only in these letters to you that I find the solace once enjoyed in your presence. Papa has summoned a jeweler to the Palazzo to commission pieces for my trousseau. Perhaps he will even gift a few baubles to Giulia, who he much admires for her beauty and her friendship to me, for I have heard him many times say how he adores her, and that she and I form the two halves of his heart.  
 
      
 
    Lucrezia 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Downy hair grew on either side of Signora Vanozza's temples, stretching down to her brows, the color light against the pale skin. It was the only indication that the lady had begun her life with the golden hair now possessed in such abundance by her daughter. That the golden hair arranged each morning on top of Signora Vanozza’s regal head was a matter of art more than natural gifts was a closely guarded secret; as such, the entire household knew. The third Saturday of each month, a small, dapperly robed man would knock discretely on the gates, signaling an end to the unsightly line of brown that had begun to appear through the increasingly elaborate hairstyles. The hair along her temples was also dealt with, plucked back to reveal a smooth, pale forehead.  
 
    Betta never learned the surname of the man, if he belonged to a guild, or what family kept his allegiance. She knew only that she liked him. The quick way that he walked pleased her, the searching glances he threw at the tresses of every female who crossed his path. Better still was his kindness to the servants. 
 
    "Watered wine, for your courtesy," he would say, the tone as carefully modulated as if he were the son of a lord, and its arrival would be rewarded with a small smile. After his labors were complete and the potions were being rinsed from the Signora's hair and skin, he would accompany Betta to a small chamber where steaming hot water and cloths were waiting. Each of the instruments of his art were the highest quality, silver tweezers and brushes, the paints and potions kept in tiny jars of decorated with brilliant blue glaze.  
 
    He hummed as he worked. Betta liked that as well, the light trilling notes of the song he sang as he washed his tools and slid them into embroidered cases. It brought to mind distant memories of her father, another man who had loved his craft, and made music while he worked. 
 
    "What did you think of it today?" 
 
    It was another part of the ritual, the constant stream of chatter that followed each of his silent sessions with the Signora, who had little liking for talk from those of a lower rank.  
 
    "Beautiful, Messer." Her fingers touched the smooth surface of a long cylinder of iron, still warm from the fire.  
 
    The messer shrugged. "The hair, it is less vigorous each time. Soon it will begin to fall out. I have sought to warn her, but will she listen?" He shrugged again, this time with both shoulders.  
 
    Betta looked down, trying to conceal a smile. During the ensuing silence, the messer finished cleaning his instruments before packing them into a leather sack. She was readying herself to show him to the back gate when there was a gentle brush against her temple; Betta reared back, almost knocking over the basin.  
 
    "Peace, child, I have no ill intent." Behind the deeply hooded eyelids, his dark eyes were kind, surrounded by a fine webbing of wrinkles that she had not noticed before because of the loveliness of his smile. "I merely... May I see?" He gestured at her headdress.  
 
    Betta's hand flew up to the tight band of the linen coif that held her hair close to her scalp. She was no longer a child, able to run through the palazzo with loose hair flying. It was bound tight to her scalp, as she had begun to bind her breasts. 
 
    It was not that she feared the hairdresser; he was no larger than she, and she had long become adept at discerning the intent of another. Except that he had frightened her, she would never have shied from his impersonal touch, it meaning no more than the casual brush of a stranger in the market. And yet, her hair was one of the few things that belonged only to her. Even during those hellish hours that she spent at the bodega each Sabbath, the covering on her hair was never removed. Her hair had not changed as her body was beginning to, growing and budding and rounding until… 
 
    She reached up, meaning to unknot the band tucked out of sight at the top when his hand stopped her. "Never mind, child. It is dark, yes, without a curl or wave?" 
 
    She nodded, eager, and looked down at the curling tongs in his hand. "Would those..." 
 
    He interrupted her with a violent motion of his hand. "No, it will never curl, nor should you try. It is oil, child, a river of night, as beautiful in its way as the golden curls that the lady tries so hard to emulate. It has been many years since I have held such unspoiled beauty, and so it should remain. Only a decoction of walnut hulls when it begins to gray." 
 
    She thought of his words the next time he knocked at the gate. The golden curls she tried so hard to emulate. The young Madonna had arrived for a visit from the Palazzo as the messer was beginning his work.  Beautiful golden curls. Each time the Madonna visited her mother, the kisses exchanged between them were less warm, the leave-taking gaining an air of relief rather than sadness.  
 
    Beautiful golden curls. The openly spoken words breathed life into the emotion that hovered during each of Lucrezia's visits; Betta tasted them in the air, sticky with the tang of envy. The young Madonna, for all of her languages and social graces, did not see it. Vannozza was a woman of the lower orders who garbed herself each day in the most splendid gowns her purse could provide. But Lucrezia Borgia, beloved daughter of the vice-chancellor, was a noble in all but name, and far surpassed her in rank. 
 
    Part of Betta wished to warn her about it, to point out the harshness in Vannozza's face when Lucrezia returned the next week and babbled on about the beauty of her trousseau, the preparations for her marriage to Don Gaspar de Procida, Querubi de Centelles deemed too insignificant a noble for the cardinal's daughter. Caution stayed her hand. For all the pretenses of friendship, the young Madonna was a Borgia. Rumors of the family flowed through the city like rats fleeing a sinking ship: the cardinal, who kept his young mistress housed with his daughter in a palazzo whose beauty was the envy of Rome, the young bishop of Valencia, heaped with honors and benefices though he had yet to reach seventeen years, and the Duke of Gandia, who raged through Rome like a mad wolf. 
 
    Despite the heat of the day, the shuttered windows remained latched, dozens of candles providing the only illumination. They played off of the mirror edged in elaborate gilt that adorned the table. Lucrezia sat at the table, tilting the mirror forward and back, examining her reflection. Bright pink cheeks and sweaty temples adorned the faces of the two maids that assisted Messer Francesco as he worked. 
 
    Vannozza sat in imperial splendor, the glory of her yellow and black striped gown muffled beneath a layer of linen. Hair was swept back from her brow, golden and heavy except for the band of dark at the scalp. A white concoction had been carefully applied to the dark, rendering it muddy brown. The smell of it, rancid and powerful, was overwhelming.  
 
    The messer's hands flew, grasping and pulling along the Signora's forehead with the tweezers. Vanozza's face did not alter- it remained smooth and impassive, though Betta noticed that her hands, adorned as they always were with costly rings, gripped the arms of the chair with white-knuckled fingers.  
 
    Lucrezia ignored her mother's discomfort and continued the stream of chatter she had begun as soon as she had disembarked the litter.  
 
    "Papa begins to look elsewhere for a husband for me. He says that… " 
 
    Vannozza stirred in her chair. "Have you bled yet, child?" her voice was slurred. Lately that Signora had begun to take her wine even during the day, cups of chilled wine to relieve the heat of the midafternoon.  
 
    Lucrezia cast her eyes around, and color touched her cheeks for the first time. She seldom felt the heat, the hot blood of Valencia coursing through her veins inuring her to the effects of the sun.  
 
    "No."  
 
    "Then your father will be in no hurry to marry you off and will make the match best suited to his interest when the time is ripe." 
 
    "Only his interests? But what of love, Mother? I thought that Don Gaspar was to be my husband, and he wrote such beautiful letters that I thought we would live together in perfect bliss." 
 
    A strange sound emerged from Vannozza's throat, rippling the muscles there, half a laugh and half a sigh, though her face remained as still as polished silver. "What of it?" she asked, opening her mouth only a sliver.  
 
    "Can you teach me the art of making my future husband love me? That is what you did, as a courtesan. Made men love you." Settled at her feet, Lucrezia examined her face in a mirror. Attention caught as it was, Lucrezia missed the subtle shift in her mother's expression, pain visible for a moment.  
 
    "There is no art in that. Love comes as it will, and you will wish to avoid it, in any case." 
 
    "Why?" A note of sly humor entered the girl's face, the arching of her eyebrow visible only as she looked in the mirror. "Did you not love Papa?" 
 
    Deep laugher rumbled through the Signora’s stomach, shaking the velvet. "No, praises be, which left me free to tolerate him."  
 
    "Papa says that he loves his Bella Giulia, and he gives her the most wonderful presents, gold and jewels and her portrait painted twice in the last season alone. Perhaps if you had loved him, he would not have left." 
 
    Silence hung shivering in the room, as heavy as a lead collar. Behind the Signora's tresses, the hairdresser's mouth hung open in shock. The whites of Clarita's eyes shone all around; she drew away from her mistress, body hunched as though expecting a blow. Betta slunk back, disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    "Leave us."  
 
    The hairdresser scuttled from the rooms, blue robes flapping around his skinny legs. Signora Vannozza reached down and yanked the mirror from her daughter's hand. Lucrezia shrank from her mother's anger even as the woman placed her fingers around Lucrezia's pointed chin and lifted, not allowing her gaze to escape.  
 
    "You listen to me, girl, and you listen well. Do you think that love is sweet kisses and being showered with flower petals and jewels that appear like raindrops out of a clear blue sky? It’s not." The light hazel eyes Vannozza had passed on to her daughter were flashing, brimming with anger. "Love is giving your heart to a brilliant boy, a sweet, gentle boy with a soul full of poetry. Love was meeting him in gardens and on terraces and dreaming of running away together only to have him reject it all after he had taken the only prize a woman truly owns for herself. And love is the sweetness of watching his anger as you take his rival to bed and bear him beautiful children, one after the other, children you would gladly have given him if he had not spurned you in favor of advancing his career. Love is pain, child, and heartache, and best you learn it." 
 
     Lucrezia glared at her mother and lifted her chin. "Papa would let me marry for love if I asked." 
 
    This time the Signora laughed until tears streamed down her face, marring the line of black that had been painted around them. "Do you think so, child? Then it is well that you inherited my beauty, for you have not a drop of your father's wit. Now get you back to that place where your father keeps you as treasured as a bird in a cage, waiting for love.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    All of Rome held its breath as July ended, the feeling a lightning flash preceding the sound of thunder, each moment stretching into a lifetime. The momentous tidings were so widely known that they were spoken from every corner, a thousand conversations, from butchers to bakers, cardinals, and courtesans, all proclaiming the same news. 
 
    Pope Innocent was dying.  
 
    Summer heat lay in an oppressive blanket over the streets, smothering laughter and joy. Only impatience remained. Pots of basil and verbena on doorsteps withered despite the nightly showers which released a cooling spray, the relief of which lasted an hour before the stifling heat became unbearable once more. Horses had to be spurred without mercy to urge them past a trot, and dogs no longer chased cats. They lazed in the shade, tongues lolling onto the paving stones, breath rising in steaming pants. Everywhere there were flies, circling the dead and diseased, and the buzz of mosquitoes rose from the swamps, summoning the fevers on tiny wings.  
 
    Those with means fled Rome. Ox carts piled high with furniture and linens clogged the streets leading up into the hills where villas promised relief from the heat and malodorous humors. Those without suffered as crafts and labor ground to a standstill. 
 
    Fear increased as the streets emptied, whispers, and wide eyes marking each passing moment as the news of the Pope's ill health filtered down from the palace. An old man, some said, he'll not last the season. As the summer reached its zenith, the rumors grew more fantastical.  
 
    "He'll take nothing but milk sucked from a woman's teat," the cellarer whispered, cheeks pink with excitement. The servants crowded around the table in the kitchen giggled and elbowed one another in ribald humor. "It's all he can stomach." 
 
    "Ahh, that's one I've never heard," the cook breathed out, jowls swaying as he shook his head from side to side, wondering. 
 
    "I have," mumbled Sofia, the laundress, whose bodice swelled no matter how tightly she laced it, each breast as round as a man's head. 
 
     The stories persisted.  Whispers began to circulate of three young boys brought in secret to the Vatican, never to be seen again. Rumors said that their blood had been given to the aging pontiff by a Jewish physician in an effort to revive him, to no avail. The bells began to ring during the night; the tension, which had seemed unendurable a heartbeat before, increased until the weight of it was a knot of lead lodged in every stomach. The Pope was dead. Now the wars would begin.  
 
    Colonna battled Orsini throughout the seven hills, the clash of steel ringing louder than the funeral dirges for the weak pope who had proved unable to control them. Swords and daggers were brought up to settle every petty grievance suppressed during the years of peace; the shrouded forms of the dead soon lined the streets. Speculation as to the new pope vied with the number of the dead as the most pressing matter of the summer. Their numbers increased, first one hundred, then to two.  
 
    The Signora refused to leave Rome for the vineyard in the hills, believing herself safe behind the high walls of the villa. The doors and shutters were closed and bolted, and muscular men with cudgels stood at the gate, put in place, it was said, by Cardinal Borgia, a mark of his care for the woman who had borne his children. 
 
      
 
    "Who'll take it, do you think?" Donna Maria asked Clarita as they sipped cold drinks. The mistress had retired hours before, her mind sodden. Betta sat next to them in the shadows beneath one of the pillars that supported the loggia, the stone cool against her back. 
 
    "Della Rovere," Clarita said firmly, placing her cup to the side. "He's a smart one, that man is. No other thought in his mind except to wear the tiara since his uncle passed on, God rest his soul." 
 
    "Uncle?" Maria cocked her eyebrow. "The old pope heaped honors on him, for no closer kin than a nephew. Always thought it was his son." 
 
    "Nephew," Clarita said firmly. "You'll know that I served the de Cattanei since I was no older than your shadow there," she nodded at Betta. "I knew his family, for the della Rovere's were on the next street over in the days before Sixtus became Pope. Quite a lot I saw of young Giuliano, then, with my mistress as young and fresh as a flower." 
 
    Maria's mouth hung open. "You don't mean to say...." 
 
    "I'll say no more, for I keep my mistress’s secrets, but if there was ever a man to sacrifice everything to achieve his ends, its della Rovere. He'll wear the tiara yet, mark my words." 
 
      
 
    The white smoke came at dawn, and the city roared, triumph and fear in a thousand voices. A new pope had been chosen. And not della Rovere, as Clarita had predicted. As dawn lightened the sky, the news began to trickle down through the streets like raindrops. Borgia, the Spaniard, was to reign.  
 
    In the villa, the news was a buzz of shock that persisted through the day. Though few of them had seen Cardinal Borgia, his presence was tangible; the benefactor, the father of Vannozza's beautiful children. The Signora's laugh had rung through the tiled halls when she had heard the news.  
 
    "Rodrigo?!" It was a laugh and a sob. "Rodrigo?"  
 
    A feast was ordered for the house, to be shared by the Signora and the servants alike. It was a feast of celebration, for the fortunes of the family had improved, and those of the famiglia with it. The new mistress of the Pope would be honored beyond all women, but the mother of the Pope's children would also be rewarded as well, and generously. Their merriment drifted up to the sky, which no longer rang with screams and the clash of steel; the first act of the new pontiff to send guards throughout the city; the violence had ruthlessly been quelled.  
 
    Betta retired that night with a buzzing head and a smile, thinking of the infrequent visitor whose laughter lightened her days. La Princessa in truth now.  The thought made her happy as she could not remember being in a very long time.  
 
      
 
    A page in the livery of the Orsini brought a letter to Donna Maria a week later. Before Betta had time to wonder about the contents, she was summoned to the kitchen and told to gather her few possessions.  
 
    "It’s from her steward," Donna Maria said, voice trembling with excitement. "Adriana de Milla's. La Princessa...I mean, the Lady Lucrezia has asked for you. You are to be a servant at the Palazzo."  
 
    "What?"  
 
    "Let me read it through to you. Remembering the devotion of the girl and her skill at performing her duties, the Lady Lucrezia has asked that the scullery maid Betta be brought to the Palazzo of Santa Maria in Portico, there to serve as a maid in her rooms. At the Vatican, Betta! Within the shadow of St. Peter's itself!"  
 
    Weakness spread throughout Betta's legs, and she collapsed back on a stool. Her head bent forward, and she caught it between her hands. The Vatican. A servant in the Vatican. Not caring for the person of the Pope's beloved daughter, there would be ladies for that, only her rooms. The enormity of the sudden elevation struck like a physical blow. 
 
    Fear followed hard upon the shock. Everything would be altered. Her life, the one she had made for the past years, was one that she knew, each duty, each face that presented itself at the gate, every obstacle. All of it was known. The Vatican was filled with dangers, all the more terrible for being faceless, like shadows, like...plague. 
 
    "Can I say no?" Betta asked.  
 
    The housekeeper's brows rose until they disappeared into the cloth covering her hair. "Say no to the Pope's own daughter? You'd do as well to drown yourself in the Tiber for all the good it would do you. If it’s you she wants, then you she will have, and best you become accustomed to it." 
 
    Betta nodded, the movement jerky as her fears overwhelmed, and Maria's face softened.  
 
    "You've been a good girl, Betta, and I am proud to claim you as kin. A worker, I told your mother that first week, may she rest in peace." 
 
    Wetness fell against Betta's cheek. Only when she wiped it away did she realize that it was tears. 
 
    "But you mark me, girl, and you mark me well. Service to one of the great families is different than what has been here. You are now of the Borgia. One of their famiglia. Keep your mouth shut and your hands busy, and you'll do well. And never forget that the lady Lucrezia is your mistress now, no matter who puts the coin in your hand. Why do you think she sent for you, Betta? A thousand girls in this city could scrub and wash better than you. It is because you talked and laughed with her those days that she came to see her mother. Oh yes, I knew of it, but I said nothing. A lonelier girl than that one I've yet to meet, no matter that she was dressed in silks and velvet. You keep her needs at the front of your mind, and you'll do well for our family, Betta, and for yourself. And never you forget it." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    To the Illustrious Archbishop of Valencia, Cesare Borgia, on this day the 1st of September, 1492. 
 
      
 
    Our Very Dearest,  
 
    It is with a joyous heart that I write to you, full of congratulations for the extraordinary honor that our father has lately conferred upon you. Archbishop of Valencia! Though you have yet to reach your eighteenth year, you have become a prince of the church where our father reigns supreme. It will take only your recall from Pisa to complete the full measure of the happiness which our father's ascension brought to dizzying heights.  
 
     Though you have doubtless had the tidings of that glad occasion from half a dozen sources, I will add my own recollections in the hope that you will find therein something that will be of use. Of the maneuvering that brought our father to his blessed office, I shall say little, a reflection of the poverty of information I was able to gather from servant's whisperings. The great families of Rome were allied against our father, but like Samson, he triumphed over their mighty armies. Borgia reigns supreme again, and Orsini, Sforza, and Della Rovere pay him tribute. 
 
    The day that the conclave announced their decision, I was woken from my bed by the roar of the crowd, which sounded like a mighty wave crashing to the shore. When I cast open the shutters, doves alit from their perch in a flurry of feathers. As I watched them wind their way across the horizon, the sign appeared that we had each been waiting for: white smoke against the gray clouds. Though you will doubtless attribute it to fancy, at that moment, I knew that our father had been chosen. A lightness had taken root in my chest. Standing there, the wind tossing my hair and watching as the Romans below ran through the streets toward the Lateran, I knew that my life had changed beyond my powers of description.  
 
    It seemed that only a day passed between that and the time of his enthronement, so festive was the mood. Though I was forbidden from viewing the blessed ceremony, I took the precaution of sending a maid proven to have a mind well suited to the remembering of details to St. Peter's. She returned to the Palazzo with the light of the stars in her eyes and her tale filled me with wonder that overcame whatever petty emotions that I might have felt that she was able to view them while I, his daughter, was kept in a closed room less my presence bring dishonor to the Holy Father's name. By her telling, it is as though I saw them with my own eyes. Crowned on the steps of St. Peter's by Cardinal Piccolomini, he accepted the reverence of the great families of Rome there, followed by that of the Curia. Then in solemn procession, the armies of the papacy decked in their most splendid armor made their way through the streets. And most glorious of all, our father, mounted upon a white steed, the tiara of St. Peter's upon his noble brow. Flower petals came down like showers of spring rain, and banners of silk and gold were tossed in the wind. And our name is spoken with praise from every lip. "Under Caesar, Rome was great, but now she is greater still, for Caesar was a man, and Alexander is a God!" 
 
    Already our father's elevation has wrought marvelous changes in our lives, and I think back with wonder at the blissful ignorance I enjoyed only a very short weeks before. I inscribe these words from our new home in the Palazzo of St. Maria in Portico. Our father secured a most magnificent dwelling there together with Adriana de Milla and our dear Giulia. The room wherein I write has been furnished with a table inlaid with marble and exotic woods, and when I cast my eyes upward, the banner displaying our Father's arms, the Borgia bull overlaid with the keys and tiara of that holiest office, is plainly visible to my eyes, and it gladdens spirits which have been known to suffer in your absence.  
 
    Though I could continue on, speaking of the festivities that lit the twilight city until it shone with the radiance of midday, the beautiful gowns and jewels that have been showered upon me, I fear to strain your eyes, which are doubtless wearied from hours of study. Only know this, I am to be married soon, and I bid you hurry back to Rome, that I may enjoy the bliss of your presence before duty impels me to honor another with the whole of my devotion.  
 
    Until such time as you return, I remain your sister who loves you more than she loves herself,  
 
    Lucrezia   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week passed from the time Betta gathered up her collection of belongings into a sack and walked from Ponte across the bridge to the Palazzo of Santa Maria in Portico to the first time that Lucrezia spoke to her.  
 
    The day was quiet, and so early that the morning songbirds still called softly from the bushes in the garden and the scent of night-blooming flowers floated by on the air.  
 
    The noble attendants had not yet arrived from the quarters which they shared, two and three to a bed in sumptuously decorated splendor. Only the maids were about, whispering as they went about their duties. Pantasilea, a tall, prettily featured young woman who rumor named one of Innocent’s grandchildren from an unacknowledged dalliance with a tavern wench, functioned as Lucrezia's personal maid.  She was responsible for overseeing the bath, and the elaborate preparations made to ensure that the Pope's daughter was gowned and groomed according to her station; she guarded the appointment with all the ferocity of a hunting dog, snarling at any perceived infraction. For a reason that Betta was not able to determine, Pantasilea hated her on sight; she seldom let a morning pass without driving a hard elbow into Betta’s ribs, knocking her off balance or to the floor. 
 
    The remaining maids were less hostile than Pantasilea, though none were friendly: La Naplitana and her daughter, Tessa, and Camilla la Greeca. Betta committed each of their names to memory on the first day, enduring in return stares that questioned why she, a girl of no family, had been chosen to serve the new pontiff’s daughter.  
 
    Even Betta had to admit that there was little need for her labor. The palazzo was full to bursting with servants who tripped over one another for the honor of serving with the Pope’s cousin, Adriana de Milla, his mistress, Giulia Farnese, or his daughter. That they all lived together in harmony was a source of wonderment to the servants, for each was as unlike the others as could be imagined.  
 
    Betta caught only occasional glances of the older two women. Adriana de Milla had been a regular feature in Lucrezia’s conversation even before her father’s elevation, and her appearance did nothing to dispel the harsh opinion Betta had formed of her. A word entered Betta’s mind each time she saw the tall form sweeping through the halls: panderer, those painted and beribboned aging prostitutes who hawked their children when their charms could no longer find buyers. Black-robed and anxious, she stalked the halls of the palazzo wringing her hands, interested in nothing that did not bring the Pope happiness, even as she made a whore of her son’s wife.  
 
    Of Giulia Farnese Betta saw little, that lady being accustomed to rising late and lolling in her chambers until she was either called upon to entertain His Holiness or attend one of the innumerable banquets held in his honor. But she was beautiful, Betta thought, almost as lovely as rumor had painted her, with long golden hair that she tended each day with sunshine and oil until it shone as lustrous as gold and a sweet disposition to match her lovely face. Her apartments occupied the other end of the second floor, and the sound of her laughter was like silver as it tripped down the halls, brightening the frescoes as it sounded at all hours. 
 
    The servants kept to themselves, content to remain within the famiglia. The maids rose early from pallets in the third-floor rooms allotted to them, when the dim light of the morning allowed them to move about the downstairs without disturbing those who slept in curtained beds. All that was not beautiful and elegant was accomplished in the Palazzo before the women that the Pope loved rose from their beds or while they were off finding their amusements.  Each day the floors were scrubbed, that the fortunes in gold spent on the women’s garments would not become soiled. Pots were emptied and cleansed with rose water, that no offending odors would be allowed to remain. The frescoes which decorated the walls were dusted with only the lightest touch, that their vibrant colors would not fade. The footrests and bench cushions were shaken out, and the tall windows covered over with iron grates and shutters were polished until the round glass prisms sparkled. Each of the fireplaces and wedge-shaped hoods that covered them were cleaned of ash. Flowers were delivered from the gardens and scattered throughout the rooms in painted pots, lilies, and dianthus that perfumed the air with their scent.  
 
     Maids perched on ladders high in the air to clean the coffered walls while the women attended daily mass and the hanging were beaten to remove dust. Rat and mouse traps were whisked away before the grisly evidence of their effectiveness could be seen.  
 
    Many days, Betta found her duties completed before the last mists of the morning had been burned off by the noonday sun and she was left watching for something do from the door of the dressing room, where row after row of coffers held a dazzling array of gowns.  
 
      
 
    "Betta." 
 
    She looked up from the painted chest she was polishing to see Lady Lucrezia framed by the doorway, her form still swathed in the voluminous camicia used for sleeping.  
 
    "My lady."  
 
    Lucrezia held a finger to lips. When Betta nodded, she held out a hand, motioning that she should follow her to the other chamber. Betta followed without a word, noticing as she did that the other servants who had been busy but a moment before were now absent. The room seemed eerily silent without them; the quiet noises usually overlooked in the bustle seemed louder. Beneath the muted thrumming from outside the windows, she heard the soft brush of Lucrezia's feet as she walked to the bed and the rustle of the cloth by the windows as they moved with the wind.  
 
    Holding the hem of her camicia high, Lucrezia pulled back the blue brocaded velvet that swaddled the bed and crawled back amongst the disarray of pillows and comforters. Betta shifted her weight from one foot to the other, unsure of what was expected of her. 
 
    Lucrezia beckoned her forward and patted the bed. "Come, I have sent the others away. They will not return for a quarter of an hour." 
 
    Betta slipped out of her shoes and crawled onto the bed, careful to keep the damp portion of her skirt where a bucket had slopped from touching the fabric. She looked across the room to the door that was still ajar. "There will be someone listening," she said, keeping her voice soft so that it was less than a breath.  
 
    Lucrezia nodded. In the gloom, her face was pale ivory, appearing almost colorless without the faint wash of rose paint that was applied to her cheeks each day. "I know," she whispered. Reaching up, she drew the bed curtain closed until they were surrounded on all sides by the fabric. Without the faint light from the windows, it was pitch dark inside, and Betta could hear each of Lucrezia's breaths. They were rapid, nervous little catches. A fragrance teased at her nostrils, different from the soap and powder and rose water scent of the rooms in the Palazzo. An exotic, slightly spicy scent, it reminded her of the hot sun beating down upon a garden.  
 
    The quiet stretched on and on. Betta could feel the time slipping away and still, Lucrezia did not speak.  
 
    "What is it you wish of me, my lady?"  
 
    There was the sound of stifled laughter. "I tried to think of a way to ask this of you without it seeming...cruel, but I cannot. And I think you would prefer plain speech." At Betta's whispered yes, she continued. "You have to have wondered why I sent for you." 
 
    The humor of it struck Betta, that the daughter of the Pope should be speaking to her as if afraid to offend. "For my bird-like singing voice," she teased, remembering the occasion that Lady Lucrezia had happened upon her humming and complained of the terrible noise.  
 
    Lucrezia snorted out a laugh, the sound earthly, not the tinkling merriment she used in audience or with the other women present. Her natural laugh was the sound of afternoons spent together as shadows marched across the loggia and the longing for games which could never be played, girlish and true. "I have Lady Joanna for that. No, I wish for something else. I want you to be mine.' 
 
    "My lady?"  
 
    Fabric rustled, and Betta thought that Lucrezia must have drawn her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. "The servants here, the other maids. They were chosen by Adriana, and it is her they must please. My attendants, they were chosen by her and my Holy Father. They spy on me." 
 
    The words were said baldly, without a hint of emotion.  
 
    "They all do, each and every one. Elisabetha informs to Adriana each day, who I spoke with, and who I seem to favor. If a man looks at me too long when he comes to beg an audience with my father. Catherine Spagnola writes to her father of every word that is spoken here, and he, in turn, tells the king and queen of Spain. Alexandra is of the Orsini, and Camilla is..." 
 
    "Colonna." Betta finished for her.  
 
    "And they hate each other, which is amusing to watch. If I should express a liking for a particular scent or speak of a piece of jewelry that I fancy, not a day passes before I am presented with three of them, one from France, one from Navarre, and one from a lord of the Romagna." 
 
    Without the room, there came the sound of whispering, the faint brush of kid slippers on the tile floor. "They will return soon," Betta cautioned.  
 
    Lady Lucrezia scooted forward until their knees were touching. Her hand found Betta’s, and she had to restrain a start of astonishment, the skin was so soft and cold, like marble, or something that had recently died.  When she spoke, her voice was low and urgent. "I wish for you to be my servant, and mine alone. Not my father's, or my cousin's, or my father's…Giulia. If one of them hates me...I wish to know, or if one of my ladies is fornicating with the ambassador from France..." 
 
    "They all wish to fornicate with him, lady. It’s all they speak of." 
 
     "True, he is a lovely man, but I wish to know the truth of it. Find out their secrets for me. Be my messenger and deliver letters that I do not wish seen by another's eyes. And should I wish for a meat pie from Ponte or a sweet from one of the markets..." her voice trailed off suggestively.  
 
    There was a lightening of the weight in Betta's chest as she finally understood her place in the household of the new Pope. She was to be the shadow, Lucrezia’s watcher from the dark. As she had been able to purchase the choicest eels from the fish market or to creep into the bedchamber of Signora Vannozza without disturbing her, she would become the eyes and ears of the Pope’s daughter, allowing her to peer into the darker places.  "I will bring it to you." 
 
    Lucrezia drew back the curtains, flooding the bed with light. From the recesses of the door, shadows hastily withdrew.  
 
    Lucrezia raised her eyebrows and then flopped back on the bed. "I said bring me wine!" Her tone was that of a petulant child.  
 
    "Yes, my lady," Betta said, her feet already in motion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trumpets sounded from the Ponte Sant’ Angelo, the shrill klaxon sending an answering ripple through the women assembled at the windows, leaning like shop keeper’s daughters against the thick metal grates. 
 
    Unconcerned at the spectacle, Lucrezia unfastened the latch holding the grate in place and levered her body out so that the heat from the streets bathed her face. The sun was bright and hot today, battering against her skin, but the brilliant rays would spark on her hair, and he would be able to find her, even in the host of women anxiously watching for his arrival.   
 
    She leaned out, trying to catch a glimpse of scarlet in the milling sea of brown and yellow and blue, the colors of the poor of Rome, ever anxious for a spectacle. They were nothing to her, not even those who pointed upward and shouted “Bella!”, hoping for a smile. He was coming. Within the hour, the herald had said. Soon, he would return, freed from Pisa, from Perugia where he had studied, the miles upon miles that separated them for the last four years. He was coming, and her heart would be whole again. 
 
    She could hear the beat of it, loud in her ears. Blood pounded at her fingertips and feet, nervous prickles of sensation that seemed to echo the same thought, the one that had followed her from waking to sleeping, every moment since she had heard the news that he was coming back to her at last.  
 
    There was the sound of a trumpet; the crowd parted, and he was there, her Cesare, purple robes gleaming in the sunshine against a dark horse. Though he was yet too far away to see clearly, she thought that he smiled as the people reached for him, men in rough trade garb offering cheers and pretty girls holding up flowers, their smiles tinged with flirtation.  
 
    Next to her, leaning even farther out than she, Camilla de Orsini gasped.  
 
    "What?" Lucrezia asked, looking back over her shoulder. 
 
    Camilla had the grace to look abashed. She was 12, months younger than Lucrezia, and already rumor said that she had allowed one of her suitors beneath her skirts. For the girl's sake, Lucrezia hoped the stories were not true. Her father, Aurelio de Orsini, was a hard man, as apt to drown a disgraced daughter in the Tiber as conceal her indiscretion.  
 
    "It's only, he is a most handsome man." The girl’s blush blazed scarlet. 
 
    Lucrezia sniffed. "Hmmm. My head is aching, Camilla. Fetch me wine from the steward." 
 
    "Could not the maid..." Camilla began, looking behind her to where Betta stood in the shadow of the doorway leading to the room where her gowns were kept. As always, the maid was a blur of motion accomplished in absolute silence, taking the opportunity of a moment where they were distracted to sweep the dust from the embroidered cushions off into a pan. There were smudges beneath her eyes, Lucrezia noted, a drawing in upon herself, blending into the shadows. Not for the first time, Lucrezia wondered if she might be ill.  
 
    "I asked you," Lucrezia said, setting her chin, and Camilla skulked from the window, lips pursed. Immediately, her place was taken up by another, Catherina Spagnola, her cousin from Spain.  
 
    Catherina had learned her lesson. "A beautiful day for the journey, yes?" she asked in Catalan, their native tongue exotic when spoken by her. Catherina's skin was the purest white Lucrezia had ever seen, its pallor owing nothing to the use of ceruse; she was the most exotic looking woman at their court, the black of hair and eyes emphasizing pale skin and deep mauve lips.  
 
     Lucrezia nodded, smiling brightly as she turned her head, meaning to reply, but at that moment, Cesare's searching eyes found her across the square and his smile, which had been teasing and joyful before, blazed. He rose up on the stirrups, raising a hand in greeting  
 
    Beautiful. The word whispered in her mind, placed there by the attendant’s thoughtless words. Of course, Cesare was beautiful, she had known that for years. Even before he had left, men and women had been known to point him out, marveling at his face. But where he had once been a beautiful boy, Cesare had become a man, with a short beard tracing the line of his jaw and breadth to his shoulders. His body was not imposing; even from the distance that separated them, she could see that he had not surpassed their father in height, yet his form was so splendidly balanced and lithe that he appeared equally able to swing a sword or run through the streets of Rome without tiring. Lucrezia found her eyes tracing his legs where they gripped the sides of the horse and had to look away, afraid that the color of her cheeks revealed her thoughts. 
 
    An ocean of time passed, decades spent waiting in the hot sun as her brother was honored and embraced by their father and the gathered Holy College before he was allowed to continue his journey. To her, to her, her heart sang, and she could allow no food or drink to pass her lips because her stomach was too full of butterflies, that their long absence was to be ended at last. Each step of the horse brought him closer, only it was too slow;  a winged horse could keep up with the pace she would have set, the one that her heart demanded.  
 
    Then he was over the bridge, near enough at last, and she flew from her place at the window. Before his horse had ceased its movement, the door was opened, and she became a blur of gold and blue as her feet tumbled over themselves and she flew down the stairs and onto the street. The archbishop laughed, vaulting from his horse and gathering her into his arms.  
 
      
 
    Muffled gasps sounded from the attendants still gathered at the second story window as the whirl that was Lucrezia was embraced by the archbishop.  
 
    Elisabetha of Siena sniffed, the sound laden with disapproval. She shook her head from side to side, making long golden earrings dance and brush against the pearls scattered through the embroidery of her giornea. Beneath her jeweled hood, her hair was a dark brown that fooled no one into believing it her natural shade. It was an unfortunate vanity, for the severity of the color aged her, adding lines to a face remarkably smooth for a woman with a daughter of marriageable age 
 
    Under her breath, she muttered something that sounded like "Marrano," making her daughter of the same name, though she was called of Perugia to differentiate her from her mother, stifle a giggle.  
 
    “Mama!” she cautioned.  Her eyes cast a significant glance to Catherina Spagnola, who still leaned against the grate. “You know that is untrue. The Borgia are free of that taint.” 
 
    The sides of Elizabetha’s nose pinched, making her look as though she had smelled something foul. “Of course,” she agreed, the heavy sarcasm making a lie of the words. “A scurrilous lie, one impossible to believe. The throne of St. Peter is always subject to such things. One only has to look at the stories concerning the death of Pope Paul to see the truth of it.” 
 
    Catherina yawned and detached herself from the position by the window. “Say what you will, catty bitches. You would serve her had she the blood of Judas.” With that parting remark, she strolled from the room, the smooth undulations of her purple skirts holding the attention of the women until she was no longer within hearing distance.  
 
    “Slut!” Alessandra Orsini hissed.  
 
    Camilla Colonna nodded in agreement. “Doubtless, she is Marrano as well.” Though the two women hated one another, they were united in their greater loathing of the Spaniard.  
 
    Elisabetha of Perugia stifled another giggle before reaching down to take a pastry from the credenza. “What scandal did you speak of, Mother? About Pope Paul?” 
 
    Elisabetha of Siena strode across the room and slapped the treat from her daughter’s hand. It sprayed across the floor, forming a trail of crumbs. “Continue eating like a hog being fattened for market and you will never make a match!” she hissed. That her own waistline was ample did not stop her from trying to curb her daughter’s appetites. “And the doings of that Venetian are no concern of yours.”  
 
    Camilla Orsini placed her taza on the credenza. Her eyes were shining brightly, whether from the wine or the scandal was impossible to tell. “Oh, but you must tell us!” she demanded, “I have not heard that tale.” 
 
    Elizabetha arched an eyebrow, her daughter’s gluttony temporarily forgotten. “It is said… oh, I should not. It is too foul for words.” 
 
    As expected, there was an immediate chorus of pleas that she should continue. Lady Joanna, who had just entered the room, immediately crossed to the window and stood looking down at the courtyard where the faint noises of greeting and celebration were still rising, rolled her eyes and added her voice to the entreaties. 
 
    “Tell us!” 
 
    “If you must hear…” With a pleased smile, Elisabetha of Siena sank into the chair that Lucrezia had recently occupied and began neatening the folds of her skirts.  
 
    “As you know, the Venetian was excessively fond of handsome young pages. There was never any concern that children of his would come forward to be granted estates and titles while he wore the tiara, I assure you. Never looked at a woman save the Blessed Virgin from the time he was weaned.” 
 
    “But…” Camilla’s mouth opened, displaying teeth which were as uneven as the tiles of rooftops.  
 
    “Hush now. For a Venetian, he wore the crown of St. Peter’s reasonably well, though not for long. The physician who attended him put it about that he died suddenly of apoplexy, but my father heard in strictest secrecy that his Holiness died while being serviced in the manner of Sodom by one of those handsome young pages.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    Elisabetha nodded, setting her earrings to jangling once more. “The palace guards drowned the page in the Tiber, but the tale still got about. To this day there is a stain upon the floor in the papal apartments where the pope voided his last.” 
 
    Though she continued to look confused, Camilla crossed herself.  
 
    “The sin of Sodom is not one that can be laid at this Pope’s door,” Elisabetha continued. “He has bedded half of the women in Rome. And what sins shall be laid at his children, it is not for me to say. The tales that I have heard…”  
 
    "They look like lovers." The younger Elisabetha turned her head and whispered to Geronima, who nodded. 
 
    "No wonder there are rumors about them."  
 
    A quiet murmuring greeted the words, shock, and delight at the scandal expressed in low whispers. Fingers tightening on the dustpan at her side, Betta felt her gorge rise, threatening to spill over. What they spoke of, that terrible sin, that was not what they witnessed, not pressing and hurting, not the stink of seed running down legs and the unremitting need to scream. What she had seen between the two Borgia children… they were light and beauty, like a fire on the hillside during a cold day. 
 
    As silent as the breezes that played around the edges of the room, Betta crept forward and shifted the wine jug so that the curved handle rested a finger's breadth from Geronima's amber colored sleeve. Before she had traversed the distance back to the dressing room, she was rewarded by the crash, the splintering of pottery and a low curse. A shame. The velvet had been magnificent, and wine, like blood, could never wash out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Truly? Her own father?”  
 
    “I saw it with my own eyes.” Pedro Calderon answered, leaning back against the wall and stretching his feet wide. Though Pedro was short in stature, his pronounced musculature and habit of spreading his bulk made him seem more substantial, a giant among the pages who prowled the Vatican halls carrying messages.  
 
    The two other pages exchanged a look. The older of the two, Martin, shook his head, a sour expression replaced the cheer of a moment before. 
 
    “I have seen nothing of the sort,” he mumbled, bringing a taza to his lips and drinking. The last dregs in the cup were sour, and his face twisted; he was not customarily a drinking man, content as he was with his wife, a small woman who smiled when he returned to their home tucked under the city wall, and three children. But Pedro had offered to treat him to a jug of wine and the day was a hot one. “And he’s La Bella to damp his wick.” 
 
    “An others, besides. Most of the noblewomen in Rome have found themselves in this pope’s bed. Remember that story they told about him from years back? Innocent, the one who came after Calixtus, had to order him to stop having orgies out of doors. Didn’t tell him to stop having them in, mind, no, that would have been too much to ask. But to stop where they would be seen. My uncle served then, and the tales that he told…” Paolo, the younger page, shook his head. “But if you say that he’s tupping his own daughter, why, I’d ask you? Risk that, when he’d any woman he could want?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s a taste for it, that tight blonde slit.” Pedro licked his lips. “I tell you, what I’ve said is God’s truth. I was leaving his chambers after delivering a message to his secretary, and the passage through his rooms to the Palazzo of Santa Maria was open. Why not, says I, only a peek. I look inside and far in the distance I can see the Holy Father’s white robes a’tremble and those blonde curls dancing as she wrapped those sweet lips of hers…” 
 
    “There you have it! It was La Bella, servicing him as she has done these past years, and with a good will, besides.” Martin crossed his arms in front of his chest. 
 
    “Fool! As though anyone would mistake one for the other. It was the daughter, I say, taking him on her knees like any back-alley whore, and no mistake about it. Haven’t you seen how he is with her? Always on his lap, kissing her? And the other one, the Archbishop. I’d lay odds he’s taken her, too. Hanging on each other, dancing as though there were no one about? I’ve heard it from one of the guards that serves at MonteGiodono that he’s seen them together like they shouldn’t be, and I’d believe it.” Color flooded Pedro’s face. Reaching down, he adjusted his hose, trying to cover a massive erection.  
 
    Martin noticed the gesture. “Like as not, that’s your own thoughts. Fancy his Holiness’s pretty young daughter, do you? You’d best be served finding yourself a whore, rather than spreading stories that will see you clapped in the Castel San’ Angelo. His own daughter, when half the women in Rome would shove their husbands from their beds to make room? I think not, an’ I’ll hear no more of it.” Martin shoved up from the table, the wine he had consumed making the motion unsteady. 
 
    The wine shop quieted as he passed, an impressive figure in the papal livery. Pedro watched him go. Martin was too old for the task he had been set, he could see that now. Service with the last three popes had been bred into his bones, and he had learned that to keep his mouth shut was to see the dawn of another sunrise. Paolo, however, fulfilled all of his purposes; the boy was young, lusty, and a gossip. He was perfect. 
 
    Pedro drank, assuming a somber expression. Wait, his master had taught him. The silence is a friend, one that the other will seek to fill.  
 
    As though the boy could hear the tenor of his thoughts, Paolo leaned closer. “On her knees, you say?”  
 
    Pedro smiled and cupped the engorged front of his codpiece.  “Taking him to the root down her sweet throat.”  
 
    The conversation grew more heated after that, the jug of wine followed by another, and then another. They took leave of the shop as the first stars had appeared in the night sky, and spent the next hours sharing a whore, fucking her one after the other until an exhausted slumber had claimed the girl and they had stumbled from her bed. The memories of the whore were fuzzy. The memory of the page was not, his eagerness, his longing to hear every detail of Lucrezia Borgia, the pope’s lusty daughter.  
 
    It was the third time he had spent the night in that manner, drinking and spreading tales. The grooms, in particular, had been particularly easy to manipulate. The rumors were everywhere, incest and abandon and sin stalking the halls of St. Peter’s. 
 
    No sooner had he crossed the threshold into the house where he served than his master summoned him. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he entered the chamber, bowed, and reported the events of the evening. He lingered over the details, seeing the flush of pleasure spread across his master’s face. 
 
    “Well done,” he breathed. “And the other task I set you… the girl?” 
 
    “She’s a sly one, but I’ve watched her, and I know she’ll be brought about. She’s hungry for it. It is only a matter of time, my lord.”  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucrezia leaned forward, resting her arms on the table that looked out over a window. Through the opening, the clash of arms and the shouts of men could be heard, echoing out from the Castel San'Angelo. Her fingers were stained with splotches of ink as she bent over a piece of parchment, inscribing each letter in her elegant hand, the form perfect, loops and swirls, the measured timber of her words like poetry.  
 
    In the corner, Lady Joanna resumed speaking.  
 
    "The God of Love, who had maintained his constant watch over me and had followed me with drawn bow, stopped near a fig tree, and when he saw that I had singled out the bud that pleased me more than any of the others, he immediately took an arrow, and..." 
 
    From the hall, the distinctive laugh of Nicolla Orsini floated, followed by the buzzing of whispered conversation. The other attendants looked up from their looms; Catherina la Negra ceased picking out a tune on her lute, and in the sudden silence, Nicolla's voice could plainly be heard.  
 
    "And then he said...."  
 
    "No!" The word was both shout and laugh, followed by a high-pitched, malicious giggle. 
 
    Lucrezia placed her quill to the side and turned, facing the room once again. "Someone should invite Madonna Orsini to cease skulking around in the halls and join us rather than waiting for Giulia to complete her bath."  
 
    Alexandra rose and bowed, her skirts forming a puddle of violet on the snowy tile. Within moments she returned, Nicolla Orsini following behind her.  
 
    There was something avid on the girl's face, an emotion that Betta could not immediately place as she watched from the open door of the dressing room.  She was not an attractive girl, Betta thought, staring out from the darkened chamber where she waited to clear away the remnants of another afternoon revels, wine glasses and trays of food left on the credenza, but there was something appealing about her humor, and she was always surrounded by a large circle of friends. Nicolla laughed her way through life, a loud, brash sound, like the amusement of common women though her blood was among the noblest in Rome. Rumor said that she had laughed when her father had married her to an aged merchant last year, and laughed harder when the old man had died, leaving her without the heir that would have ensured her independence. Instead, she had been sent to the Palazzo of Santa Maria to wait in attendance upon the daughter of the pope in the hope that it would garner special treatment for her family. 
 
    "Lady Lucrezia," Nicolla dropped into a deep curtsey and took her place on one of the cushioned stools that littered the chamber. 
 
    Lucrezia inclined her head. In the months since her father had become pope, she had gained a new air of gravity, a quiet regalness that must have pleased his Holiness very much.  
 
    "We heard you laughing just now. Is there news from the court?" Hope led the last syllable up, higher than the rest. The negotiations to arrange Lucrezia's marriage had dragged on through the fall as it ripened, swelling the grapes on the vine as the leaves turned to gold. Winter brought cooler temperatures and another round of talks. The Sforza family had proved the most receptive to the pope's blandishments, and there were rumors of an alliance shortly to be announced.  
 
    "Nothing of note, Lady." 
 
    "Nonsense," Lucrezia replied. “We heard you speak of something from across the hall.” 
 
    Nicolla shrugged her shoulders and squirmed in her seat before raising her hands in acceptance. "In truth...I hardly dare speak of it..." she looked around, drawing out the suspense until all the women in the room were leaning forward. "Your father is meeting with Jacopo d'Atri, the Mantuan envoy and he said..." 
 
    "What?" Lucrezia demanded, rising a finger’s width from her seat.  
 
    "He said that if only his daughter would bleed, they could get on with it." 
 
    Silence greeted Nicolla's words, the lack of noise pregnant with feeling. None of the assembled women dared to laugh, though the desire showed in their tightly clenched lips and dancing eyes that sliced to the left and right, taking in the reaction of the others.  
 
    Lucrezia gasped in shock, and a white pallor crept over her face. Rather than reach out to help her, the attendants watched. All that was needed to add to the scandal was word that the Lady Lucrezia had fainted dead away upon hearing of it.  
 
    Every muscle in Betta's body clenched, and she edged closer to the door, preparing to hurtle across the room to catch Lucrezia before her head could strike the floor. It was several seconds before she realized that it would not be necessary. Instead of fainting, Lucrezia raised her chin.  
 
    "How amusing." 
 
     There was the sound of silk rustling as she turned and settled herself at the table, resuming her letters as though her father had not publicly humiliated her.  
 
    The palpable disappointment was replaced by boredom as no further gossip of note was forthcoming. Joanna began reading again, and the quiet music of the lute blending with her voice, drowning out the scratching of the quill.  
 
    The letter was sanded and laid aside. Without turning her head, Lucrezia spoke, and it pleased Betta that her mistress's voice was without expression.  
 
    "I desire to sleep for a time." 
 
    Women rose at the dismissal, hurrying from the chamber. Through the open passage, the sound of their whispers came, indistinct, and full of laughter as they moved to the stairs. Only one remained behind:  Alexandra, who paused and concealed herself in the shadow of a door. At the table, Lucrezia's shoulders slumped; she leaned forward, resting her head on the wooden surface. When her body began to shake, Betta sprang forward, crossing the room to lay a cautionary finger on Lucrezia's hand.  
 
    Lucrezia looked up. Betta placed a finger against her lips and pointed to the passage. After receiving a nod, Betta walked toward the door.  
 
    "Shall I call for Pantasilea, mistress?" she paused, hand on the door, and glared at the lingering attendant until she sniffed and joined the others making their way to the first floor.  
 
    By the time that Betta had turned back around, Lucrezia had risen from the chair and thrown herself across the bed, muffling the sound of her tears in the Florentine velvet coverlet.  
 
    Betta shifted from side to side, feeling the raw place on her heel where the new shoes had worn a spot. Indecision tied her tongue in knots.  
 
    As she wrestled with herself, words came from the bed in a rush.  
 
    "I hate it. I hate it here. Everything has changed. I thought that when Papa became Pope that everything would be like one of the French tales but instead there is nothing but spies and gossip and Papa hardly speaks to me and when he does...” 
 
    Tears came again, and before she made the conscious decision to do so, Betta found herself kneeling alongside her on the bed, patting her back and making soothing noises in the back of her throat. It was, she reflected, like when she had comforted Ginevra as a very young child and all the cares in the world had been reduced to a denied treat or a plaything destroyed.  
 
    The sobs became sniffles after a time, and Betta began to speak. 
 
    “Nicolla Orsini is a malicious cow.” 
 
    A watery laugh emerged from beneath tousled curls. “A bony, ugly cow on the way to the butcher’s pens,” she agreed. “Not one of the nice ones with long eyelashes that they brought to the Palazzo.” 
 
    Betta nodded solemnly, though the image of Nicolla Orsini with a yoke across her neck was one that made her chuckle. “And she would kiss the bottom of your feet after you had trodden through the market without shoes if she thought it would grant her your favor.” 
 
    “Perhaps I shall do just that.” Already Lucrezia had lost the tremulous note of grief and loss in her voice.  “But that will not change what she has said, what they all say.” The tears began again. “Why must this happen? I have longed to be the wife to a great lord from my earliest times. And now, when all those around me have long since flowered…” she looked in askance at Betta, who glanced down, unwilling to admit that she had come into her womanhood long since, though it had been an occasion of little joy. 
 
    “I don’t know why, lady, but there are women that know of such matters. Your mother, for one.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to speak with my mother.” The line of Lucrezia’s jaw firmed. “Is there no one else?” 
 
    Betta hesitated. “Physicians, or the midwives. Perhaps one of the herb women in the market… or those that live at the very gates of Rome.” 
 
    Lucrezia lifted her eyes from the pillow; they were still swollen from tears, red-veined and miserable.  
 
    “Jews,” she whispered, a superstitious shiver moving through her shoulders as she crossed herself.  
 
    Betta nodded. “I know of one that lives in a tent beneath a pine that blew over in a storm. She is very…wise. For coin…” 
 
    Lucrezia was already nodding. “You could say that it was you…or that you served some other family. And you could ask her…” 
 
    Betta nodded, seeing the bright interest in the other girl’s gaze. Caution alone had her hesitating. “Some whisper that she practices the dark arts. People go to her for love charms and curses and to rid themselves of unwanted children. Are you certain you wish this, lady?  Would it not be better to speak to your mother? Such things follow from mother to daughter, or so mine said…” 
 
    Lucrezia cut off the flow of her words with an impatient gesture. “I do not wish to speak to her. She is a fool who knows nothing.” Her chin firmed, and Lucrezia rolled off the bed and hurried over to the table where she wrote her letters. From an iron-bound chest, she retrieved a leather pouch. There was a gleam of gold. “A ducat? Or more?” 
 
    With difficulty, Betta tore her eyes away from more gold then she would ever make in a lifetime, a treasure left in an unlocked box. “Scuddi only, my lady, or else my throat would be cut before I stepped foot in the quarter. The bravos can smell gold.” 
 
      
 
    The canvas side of the tent flapped open, and a long-fingered hand beckoned Betta inside. Narrowing her eyes against the sudden influx of smells and smoke, she ducked her head.  Although Betta was the height of most women, the one that inhabited the tent came only to her chin, and the canvas enclosure was fashioned in such a way that all who entered felt tall and ungainly by comparison. The stool where the woman sat was sized for a child, the table, fashioned from rough cuts of mismatched wood and crowded with pots and jars, was on a level with her knees.  
 
    The woman who resided in the tent was not a dwarf. That distinction would have allowed her to earn coin begging or performing in one of the pageants that sent tumbling lights and silken draperies wheeling through the streets every holy day or celebration. Mother Nuca was merely a tiny woman with bright, gleaming eyes that seemed too large for her face. The dim rays filtering in through the patched fabric walls of the tent threw soft light over her,  crouched before the fire in the battered brazier, softening the hawkish face and messy tangle of graying hair.  
 
    The scent of pine was thick, and smoke tickled Betta’s nostrils. The soft sides of the tent moved in the wind, the rustling muting the noises from the other tents that crowded close around.  
 
    The cold wind blew across the sweat that had begun the moment that Betta had seen the tent, felt the painful grip of memory hold her in an embrace that threatened to pull her into a place dark and filled with pain.  
 
    “You.”  
 
    The word was said without a trace of doubt, and Betta knew that she had been recognized despite the attempt to disguise her appearance by wearing a coif and a cloak she had borrowed from one of the other servants.  
 
    Though she waited, tensed at the entrance to the tent, the woman said not another word, choosing instead to stir the coals, making sparks dance in the wind.  
 
    Betta bit her lip. “Mother Nuca…” she began, only to have her words interrupted.  
 
    “What you wish?” A malicious tone entered the woman’s voice; turning, she looked over her shoulder surveyed Betta with a leer. “A potion?” she sneered. “To bring your man about?” 
 
    A shudder rattled through Betta’s body, one she was unable to control. “No. Only your wisdom, Grandmother.” When no further words emerged from the bent head, Betta continued, taking first one step and then another inside the tent and allowing the flap to close. Though they could be overheard from those outside, it felt safer, somehow, as though they had entered into the world made of only women, and women’s cares. “A friend…a cousin, has yet to reach her flowering, and it grieves her. She sent me to inquire as to the reason.” 
 
    The woman’s spine was a bony ridge of pearls pressing out against the dress; they moved as she laughed. “Your cousin could not come herself?” With no warning, she turned, allowing Betta to see that her lap was full to overflowing with cones of pine that she was separating into pieces, looking for the meat within.  
 
    “No.” Betta squirmed, feeling herself the subject of an intense, merciless stare that threatened to expose her deepest secrets. She could not meet the woman’s eyes. From a slash in the skirt of her dress, she withdrew a purse, allowing the copper coins to clink together. 
 
    “Huummph. Your cousin, she must be very wealthy, to pay for advice found from any old grandmother. She dark?” 
 
    The rapid change in the conversation left Betta’s head spinning. “No, she is very fair.” 
 
    The woman raised her eyebrow and grinned, pink gums showing through the gaps in her smile.  She placed the last of the pine cones into a bucket and stood, dusting off her skirts so that the floor became littered with the splintery remains. “How many years has she?” 
 
    “Ten and three.” 
 
    There was another snort as the woman bent back to her task. “Time enough. Those fair of skin who hale from the north flower later. No herbs can quicken it, though should you wish, I can send along a brew that will bring juice to her marrow. Only the best for HIS daughter.” 
 
    Blood iced in Betta’s veins. She could not know, there was no way that she could have guessed the identity of the family she served.  
 
    “W…what do you mean?” 
 
    The woman cackled. “Think I am a fool? I know who you serve, girl, though the one who brought you here first took care to conceal it. But people talk, oh yes they do, when they come seeking Nuca’s favor, and sometimes it’s what they don’t say that’s the most important.  You have the stink of rosewater about you, and hot Spanish blood. I was born in that land, though I had there another name, and I know the taste of it against the tongue.” 
 
    The flap of the tent rustled in invitation. Betta’s eyes found it; her muscles tensed, anticipating the flight through the city.  
 
    A clawed hand reached out and caught her shoulder; the fingers were stiff, and Betta felt a press of nails digging into her skin. Nuca had crossed the tent, the movement without noise.  
 
    “Sit down, girl. I mean them no ill will. Him that wears white gives us shelter when their most Catholic majesties drove us out. For that alone, I would aid them.” Seeing Betta relax, the woman settled back into her stool. “As to the rest…” her eyes closed, face relaxing as she thought, smoothing the myriad lines and wrinkles. It struck Betta that for all the woman’s gray hair and haggard appearance, she was not as old as her tresses made her seem; her face retained a trace of harsh beauty. “No potions will bring on first blood. It comes in its own time. But…” she tapped a finger against her temple, “Blood is blood. Open a vein in a street urchin and it looks much the same as the noblest lord. You know this, don’t you, girl?” 
 
    Betta nodded, and Nuca’s mouth twisted, her expression growing darker as they stared at one another for moments that seemed to last for a long time. Obviously reaching some sort of decision, the woman stood, crossing the tent in two strides. From a basket at the side of her pallet, she withdrew cloth-wrapped bundles, murmuring under her breath. “And now…for those who are cruel, oh yes, this will suit them very well, three days spent clutching their innards over a pot. That will serve… And potions to bring about the monthly blood, if it should be late. Those who take to the sport are often not as careful as they might be, and soon find themselves with swelling bellies…This for sleep, endless if too much is slipped into the cup.” The woman let loose with a low cackle that raised little hairs on the back of Betta’s arms. 
 
    “What nonsense is this?” Fear left her voice high and fragile. A whiff of scent entered her nostrils- smoke from the fire where they burned witches or those who trafficked with them. 
 
    Nuca turned on her, robes and gray hair swirling into a single long tangle. “Don’t play the fool. You knew what to do before you came here. Anyone with a drop of sense would know. You came for these.” She shook her hand, releasing the pungent aroma of herbs and spices into the smoky air.  
 
    The instant denial on the tip of her tongue refused to emerge, and Betta realized the woman spoke the truth. She had known what could be done to alleviate the Lady Lucrezia’s plight- a bit of her own blood, smeared on the other’s thighs would have provided months of respite from the constant inquiries. The thought had been there, lurking in the hidden corners of her mind. The other things that the old woman could offer would prove of greater use to her lady, the potions and cures she could not seek out for herself. Betta was the link that could bring the two together. 
 
    Betta felt her head tip forward as she observed the shape of her shadow on the hard-packed dirt floor; for a moment, it appeared so much like the fading memory of her mother that Betta felt a swift lance of pain. If her mother had been here…no, she could not think of such things. Her mother was dead. The girl that she had been when her mother was alive was also dead, buried in the same grave. A harder, darker creature had come to take her place, one that would traffic with evil to provide what the daughter of the pope required.  
 
    She raised her eyes and met the old woman’s knowing stare. “Teach me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Berenger de Gany fitted a finger between the upright collar of his doublet and the linen shirt beneath, pulling it away from the skin of his throat. Sweat was beginning to dampen the fabric, lending to his disheveled appearance;  he was uncomfortably aware that he smelled foul. A trip through the slums that clustered around the walls that circuited Rome in pursuit of an elusive quarry had left him out of breath, muddy, and in a bad temper.  
 
    He hated Rome. The city disgusted him. So dirty, so poor, so ugly. Even the gleaming white ruins of the glorious past, the pillars, and temples, the statues and monuments were buried beneath a level of filth. Longingly, he remembered his time in the north; the mountains there had brought cooling breezes down the streets and dim memories of his homeland. 
 
    “You are certain?”  
 
    The hood of the cloak nodded; beneath it, there was the flash of white. It amused Berenger that even after the years of meetings in places such as these, populated by rabble and criminals, the Duke continued to keep his face concealed. As though the turban he wore beneath the cloak was not enough to identify him. Even if the duke had announced his title upon entering the tavern, it would not have mattered. Those who came to wine shops such as this did not care who spoke in darkened corners. Plots were as native to Rome as the twisting, top-heavy pines that dotted the city. All they cared about was gold, what they could earn or what they could steal.  
 
    “Yes. The Holy Father seeks alliances to use against France. When Ferrante dies, he will pass the crown of Naples to the Duke of Calabria, and not to your liege as you had hoped.” 
 
    A prickling of sweat dampened the hair at Berenger’s forehead, which had grown sparse during the past years. The years spent in Italy had sapped his youth. When he looked in the glass now, all he could see was an aging copy of the powerful man he had been before the king’s regent had sent him to Rome. But soon, the decades of work would come into fruition. The king had reached his majority and was itching to begin the glorious campaign. 
 
    “Even though it will mean war?” 
 
    One long white finger reached out and began tracing a pattern in the rough wood of the bench that rested between them. “Perhaps he is counting on it.” 
 
    “Explain, if you please.” 
 
    The finger dipped into the wine and allowed red droplets to spill onto the wooden table. After a moment, they soaked into the wood, leaving crimson stains. “The papal states are like plums, dangling from a branch, so tasty to the eye. Bologna, Rimini, Pisa, Siena… and the greatest of these, Naples. Should the king choose to invade, they will fall before the armies of the French king and his cannon, that much is certain, but if they will be kept, that is another matter. A conqueror must stay in the land he takes, and Charles wants nothing so much as to use Naples as a place with which to begin a war against the Turks. A state so newly acquired will be easy pickings. That is what Ludovico Sforza hopes, I think, to gather close to himself those lands that will be taken by the French.” 
 
      
 
    “To whose benefit would this be?” Though he tried to control his voice, Berenger's rose, anger lending volume to his typically restrained speech. “The Holy Father’s is not a kingdom that can be passed to his sons.” 
 
    “Could it not? Perhaps such matters can be changed,” the smile had returned, mysterious and sinister. “But we travel far afield. Put not your faith in the Holy Father giving the crown of Naples to Charles. The Tiber will freeze to the banks first.” 
 
    A worm of suspicion began to dance along the edges of Berenger’s mind. Who would it benefit from him being led astray? None more than the young man lounging before him, collecting gold coins in a steady stream that had become a flood during the past years. Who would it benefit from giving him false information?  
 
    “Something else had entered your mind.” The figure in the cloak chuckled. “You think perhaps I am dealing in lies?” Lazy amusement saturated his words.  
 
    Berenger froze. He had forgotten, in all of his dealings with courtesans and bravos that this young man was no fool. “Never, your gr…” 
 
    “No names,” the Duke barked out, the sudden loudness making heads turn in their direction. “You are right to question why I would do this; you serve your master well.”  
 
    At the compliment, Berenger nodded, his posture relaxing. 
 
    “It will be as I said, and war will come. I must have a war, you see. Without a war, there can be no heroes. Who was Hector without the armies of Agamemnon coming across the sea to rescue Helen? Or Hannibal without the generals of Rome falling before him, one after another? Names, nothing more. It will be the name of Borgia they speak of when this war is over. Not Sforza or Ferrante or even my father, who is forever chained by the robes of his office. Borgia” 
 
    As he spoke, the hood had fallen back, revealing more of the man’s young face and strange burning eyes. Fever and eagerness poured off him in waves.  The excitement in his face was impossible to feign. This young man was hungry for war, not knowing that the conflict would destroy his family.  
 
     “If it is as you say, there will be war.” Berenger nodded. “My thanks for your candor.” Beneath the table, a purse of gold was passed, heavy with coins.  
 
    A smile creased the exposed lips of the young man who kept the remainder of his face carefully concealed in shadow. “Until the next time,” he said, gathering his cloak closer about his body. 
 
    Berenger held up a hand. “One thing more.” 
 
    Although he had begun to rise, the young man settled back into his seat and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Certain rumors have begun to reach my ears.” 
 
    “Rumors?”  
 
    “About the noble Lady Lucrezia…and the Holy Father and her brother, the archbishop. Rumors of a scandalous nature.” 
 
    “Ahhh.” 
 
    “It must pain you to contemplate it, but my master wishes to know the truth.”  
 
    Silence greeted his words.  Berenger waited, stomach clenching in anticipation. His master had not directed him to discover the truth about the rumors; it was only his curiosity to know the truth about the scandal that was on the lips of every gossip in Rome.  
 
    The cloaked figure sighed, shoulders clenching as his hand reached down to play with the dagger at his waist. Another fine blade, Berenger noted, the hilt set with a polished green stone. “Lucrezia and his Holiness…one has only to see them together to know that he loves her only as is proper. He has ever been wont to dote on her, the daughter that is the flower of his old age. But I would caution you to leave Lady Lucrezia free to pursue her marriage in peace unless you wish to incur the archbishop’s wrath, and he is known to deal in blood.  Tell your master that he will be dealt with when the time is ripe.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “By me.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dusty boots interrupted Betta’s vision. Betta worked around them for a time, conscious that the possessor of the boots had been quietly observing her, neither shifting nor moving as he waited for the scrubbing to bring her closer. The smell had alerted her long since, the distinctly masculine odor of man unadorned with expensive perfume save those that lingered about him, sweat and leather and steel.  
 
    "You again.” 
 
    "Move," she muttered, dunking her scrubbing brush into the bucket and swirling it to dislodge the dirt.  
 
    A low chuckle rumbled its way from the man's chest. "Move, she says. As if I were a pot-boy, fit for her to order about." The dusty boot rose, hovering near her bucket of water.  Betta held her breath. If he spilled it, the water would add another hour to her labors. "If you ask with a smile." 
 
    Betta looked up, acknowledging that she had lost the battle of wills. Though the archbishop's henchmen did not speak often, the gruff, rumbling tones of his voice reached her ears like an approaching storm whenever he dined at the Palazzo. As he took his meals in the kitchens, Betta sometimes found his eyes on her, though they had not spoken face to face. Once, a week ago, she had thought he might intervene when the cellarer had tried to slide a greasy palm up her skirt. She had responded to the familiarity with a slap which resounded through the cavernous kitchens buzzing with servants who had quieted, thinking a fight would ensue. Seeing her reaction, Micheletto had sat down, intent upon his meal once more. There might have been a smile on his face, however. 
 
    "Move," she repeated, matching him stare for stare. "If you please." 
 
    Her tart response seemed to please him, for he chuckled and obediently moved to the side, allowing her to continue wiping down the walls. 
 
    “Watching you… it pleases me.” 
 
    The words were so similar to the coarse words men whispered in her ears that Betta stiffened, preparing to escape. From the moment that she had emerged from under Donna Maria’s protective wing, she had been beset by the men who served at the Palazzo, from those only recently bearded to aging servants with twisted bodies whose thoughts should have been past such matters. At times it seemed a game to them, who would be the first to get beneath her skirts. Though she had grown accustomed to it, their behavior never failed to send a spurt of anger racing through her veins. 
 
    He continued, leaning close. “You’ve a quickness about you. The way you step…like a cat. A dark, slant-eyed cat in an alley.” 
 
    Fear locked her muscles in place at the idea of him watching her so closely that he had noticed the way that she moved.  
 
    “How old are you, girl? Old enough to bed?”  
 
    “Or to wed, though neither interests me.” There was something wrong with her voice. It was too high, too tight. And her words were not strictly true. At ten and three, she had reached the age that the church allowed for marriage, but only the wealthy formed unions so young.  
 
    “Tongue like that, you’ll find yourself with neither.” 
 
    Her response was at the ready. “Which would please me very well.” The floor was finished, the last tile polished until it sparkled. Rising, she shook out the brush over the bucket of water and wiped her hands on her apron, conscious that Micheletto still watched her, his foot clicking back and forth as he brushed it against the tiles. He tucked his chin close against his chest, allowing his hair to fall and obscure his eyes. Red stubble furred his cheeks, emphasizing the lean edges. The way he looked then, he might have been any bravo. His garments were well made, but so stained and worn as to be undistinguishable from the young toughs that roamed the city. Except for the sword at his hip, none of his weapons were visible, but Betta knew they were there. With an acuity she could not have explained, she felt them, secreted around his garments, all within easy access. The sword was for show, for display. The knives…the knives he loved.  
 
    "My master dines this night with the envoy from Milan." 
 
    Betta nodded. "I'll tell my mistress not to expect him, then." She made to turn her back only to stop when he reached out, trying to catch her arm. She skittered away, moving sideways to avoid his touch.  
 
    The quirk of his eyebrows acknowledged the gesture, but he said nothing. "He asks that she be prepared for riding before the noon hour tomorrow." 
 
    "Signore de Milla seldom allows her to..." 
 
    Micheletto Corella cut off her words with a slice of his arm. In the exposed folds of his doublet, metal gleamed. She was correct, daggers were scattered throughout the folds of his garments. 
 
    "My master wasn't planning on asking her." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucrezia strode back and forth in front of the double door which opened onto the street. On either side of the entrance, guards stood, watching her as they had done for the last half of an hour, observing her from the corner of their eyes as she paced. Cesare was late. In another hour, Adriana would rise from her noonday rest, forcing Lucrezia to explain where she was going.  
 
    Perhaps the time would allow her to change her gown. Looking down, she frowned at the offending article, noticing that the hem of her dark green gamurra was trailing on the marble floor, dust plainly visible on the dark cloth. Though she had chosen the gown as suitable for riding, the color was not one that she favored, the hue of pine trees making her appear even more colorless instead of lending its color to her eyes, making them green, as she had hoped. Internally she cursed the bright, vivid beauty of Giulia, the girl who had once been a friend and was now also her father's lover. She appeared dazzling in any color, and any combination of gamurra and giornea was flattering to her bright blue eyes, rosy cheeks, and stunning golden hair that never seemed to contain the darkening strands of brown that she had begun to notice in her own.  
 
    Lucrezia picked at an itchy spot on her chin, then forced her hand away although the urge to continue remained like a splinter of wood under her nail. Her skin was breaking out in spots, deviling her ladies as they employed herbs and paints to disguise the unsightly marks. One had suggested ceruse, and for a moment she had been tempted, imagining herself with flawless, perfect skin… no, she would not use the white powder her mother had favored.  
 
    Still, thoughts of her shortcomings continued to swirl around her head like birds. Her looks needed constant attention, as Adriana often told her. A moment without diligence, a careless movement or lack of proper attire, and the beauty granted to her for a fleeting instant would fade, as her mother’s had.  Gowns in only the lightest hues must be chosen, rose and sunshine and the sky blue of the Virgin's cloak that her father so favored. Her skin must be guarded against the sun, bathed twice a day with a concoction of rosewater and bran to whiten it. Lead to darken her eyebrows, the harsh line of black making her face unrecognizable in a glass, and dots of sandalwood and grappa to put roses on her cheeks. What had been a game only months before, the changing of gowns, the attention to her face in the glass, had become the pole around which her days turned. Already, she was tired of it.  
 
    She would change the gown, she decided, remembering Camilla's reaction to her brother's appearance weeks before. Cesare was the handsomest man in Rome. All the women said as much; she had even seen Giulia giving him sidelong glances of appreciation. And she would not be the wan, child-like... 
 
    Strong arms encircled her, the smell of oranges and leather causing a painful contraction in her stomach.  
 
    "Cesare," she breathed, relaxing into the embrace.  
 
    "Little sister," his arms tightened. It was one of the things that she loved about him, that each time he greeted her, it was as if they had spent many months apart.  
 
    Cesare drew her out of doors to where two horses were waiting, a large chestnut stallion that pawed the ground, anxious to be off, and behind him... 
 
    Lucrezia gasped, hands flying to her cheeks. "What... Santa Maria…She's..." Shock and wonder stole her wits.  
 
    A warm hand touched her cheek, drawing her hand down and leading her forward. "Beautiful, is she not?" His free hand reached out and stroked down the mare's arching neck, making the gleaming white coat shiver, becoming a rippling fountain. "She was meant for the Doge of Venice, but the moment I saw her, I knew she could belong to none other than the most beautiful woman in all of Rome." 
 
    A warm glow filled her chest, expanding like a soap bubble. The horse was a gift for her, a princely gift. She reached out, letting the silvery mare sniff at her fingers. The whiskers tickled, making her smile, as velvety lips explored her palm, looking for a treat.  
 
    "Giulia Farnese." 
 
    The words slowly penetrated the delighted fog of Lucrezia's thoughts; her mouth fell open, and she turned to stare at him, stunned, only to see that he was watched her with an amused expression that turned his face into something so beautiful that it hurt to look on him. The beast, he was teasing her, as he had when they were children 
 
    "Does our Holy Father know?" 
 
    A line appeared in the space between his brows. "Know what?"  
 
    "That you harbor tender feelings for his mistress?" she asked, opening her eyes wide in the innocent expression that she had practiced in front of the mirror. 
 
    Reaching out, he flicked the end of her nose. “The only one I harbor tender feelings for is you.” When she would have responded, he continued. “And this horse, for in truth, she cost me a great deal of gold. But she is lovely, and her kind are known to be swift and daring. After she has fulfilled her purpose, she will be yours, and it will please me to know that of all the fair ladies in Rome, you possess the mount most fitting for your charms.” He wrapped his hands around her waist, placing her on the horse. The feel of his muscles bunching beneath her fingers… 
 
    "Her purpose?" Lucrezia asked, forcing herself to concentrate on the conversation they were engaged in and not the strange, fluttering sensations that being in his company were creating in her. “Where do we travel?” 
 
    "The arena.” 
 
      
 
    It was not the arena which had stood since Ancient times that Cesare directed them to, though it stood close enough by that imposing structure that the stone blocks which formed it provided one of that walls enclosing the wooden pen. Twice the height of a man, the adjoining arena was made of thick wooden slabs fastened together into a long rectangular enclosure that smelled of sawdust and the reek of newly felled trees. The wood had not even had the chance to discolor into the gray that painted all of Rome; bright yellow, it oozed sap and smelled bright and clean, like lemons.  
 
    As they neared it, Lucrezia looked about, trying to discern why Cesare had brought her here.  A contest of some sort; perhaps he meant to sponsor a horse race or a historical pageant. There were few people about. The countryside in the crumbling heart of Rome was full of grass and horses in pastures and the small gardens and orchards kept by the townspeople to provide fruits and vegetables during the growing season. Little noise disturbed the tranquility of the place. Only some roughly clothed men whose skin had been tanned to the color of walnut were leaning against a separate enclosure, talking between themselves in voices so low their words could not be understood. When they saw Cesare, they stood to attention, doffing their caps and bowing in the same motion. 
 
    As they drew closer, a smell hung heavy in the air, ripe and overpowering even the aroma of the horses and the newly cut wood. It made Lucrezia’s nose crinkle. 
 
    “A bull?” she asked, her mind supplying the reason why Cesare had brought her here and the need for the distinctive enclosure. “Will you fight it?” excitement poured through her at the thought of watching him engage in the feat which had made the men of her homeland famous for daring.  
 
    Cesare pulled his mount to a stop, and Lucrezia followed suit.  
 
    “Indeed, dear sister. I shall celebrate the occasion of your wedding with a spectacle such as Rome has not seen since ancient times.”  
 
    “And infuriate our brother, who would never risk the sacrosanct person of the Duke of Gandia in something so fraught with peril.” Her hands found Cesare’s shoulders as he reached up and grasped her around the waist, plucking her from the saddle as effortlessly as he had when she was a child, and he was teaching her to ride in the rolling hills near Spoleto. He held her close for a moment, arms full of her gown, faces only inches apart. The bright sunlight had caused the green and gold of his eyes to expand, swallowing the black. Strands of his hair were beneath her fingers, and the leather of his doublet pressed hard against her chest. She was surrounded by him, and the anxiety which had stalked her every waking moment since she had moved to the Palazzo of Santa Maria began to dissipate. 
 
    “My Cesare,” she murmured; acting on impulse, she stretched up and pressed a quick kiss against his lips, lingering there for the briefest of moments. Beneath her own, she felt his lips quirk up into a smile at the spontaneous caress.  
 
    “Little sister.” He set her on the ground but did not release his hold on her waist, binding them together.  Her head reached the middle of his chest, and she nestled there, letting the buckles dig into her cheek.  He sighed again, and she felt his lips against her hair. “Though you are not so little as I might wish.” 
 
    The words brought back the memory of her humiliation, and she turned from Cesare, digging the toe of her slipper into the dust of the road. “Hmmm.” 
 
    A finger lifted her chin, but she would not face him, not let him see all that troubled her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Lucrezia shook her head, unwilling to confess, to reopen the wound of her humiliation.  
 
    “Then I must guess if you refuse to speak the words. Is it the new shipment of woolen goods from the market in Florence which were snatched up before you had a chance to select from their stock? Or perhaps you have heard the rumors about our beloved brother prowling the streets like a bravo, slaughtering…” 
 
    “None of that, goose. It is merely that I have not…” Lucrezia interrupted him, then paused, searching for a manner to delicately express her inadequacy. “And all of Rome talks of it.” 
 
    “Ahh.” Cesare’s reply was a long sigh. Stretching his neck, he nodded at the men leaning against the wall and then continued on until they had passed through into the empty arena. “Rome always finds something to talk about, my sweet. Blood, fornication, scandal, these are the lifeblood of our city. But you refer to our father’s indelicate words of the day before?” 
 
    Lucrezia kept her eyes firmly trained on the ground before her, the sand sprinkled with small rocks and broken shards of pottery, anything to avoid seeing his pitying gaze.  
 
    “It pains you?” There was amusement in his tone. It stung that Cesare, who was never cruel to her, should find humor in her suffering. She stared at him, incredulous, until he continued, all the while bringing his hand up and down her back in a soothing gesture she remembered from her earliest years. “I see that it does.  Though I was aware of our father’s feelings on the matter, I confess that it does not concern me overmuch.  I would as soon keep you as you are for months and years and always have you close by my side rather than lose my beloved sister when she becomes a wife.”  
 
    If anything, the understanding caused her embarrassment to deepen. She shrugged, trying to conceal the hurt. "And Papa, my women report to him each day. My marriage seems the only thing that he cares about, except for Madonna Giulia. He never wishes to see me anymore, and those few times when he does, I can feel his impatience with me. Since he came to the throne, it is all that he thinks of, when I am to be married and to whom.  It is such a change from how it was before. Why is this so important to him, Cesare? More important than I am?” 
 
    "Many reasons, dear sister. Forces seek the Holy Father's downfall, or at least his containment. Orsini battles Colonna in the streets, and the lords of the Romagna refuse to acknowledge his suzerainty. The king of Naples leaves off his daily communication with the devil only to curse our father and plot against Milan and Venice. When he dies, France will seek to reclaim the throne, and there will be trouble there. King Charles, young though he is, already fancies himself a conqueror." 
 
    "Is it true, what they say, that he is the ugliest man that has ever lived?" 
 
    Cesare shrugged a shoulder.  
 
    "I do not know. But alliances are often drawn in marriage contracts, Lucrezia, and you know this. Your fate will be no different than a thousand other maids."  
 
     "But he will choose someone comely, surely. A handsome knight who will honor me?" 
 
    "There is a lack of such paragons among the great families."  
 
    A weight settled in her chest. "Our mother was right."  
 
    "She very often is," he said, voice gentle. 
 
    "I thought that papa would allow me to marry as my heart would desire. Now I find that I am to be bartered off like a prize calf and can count myself lucky not to be married to a man of age to be our grandfather." 
 
    "There is a benefit," he said, placing an arm around her shoulder and drawing her in close. At her raised eyebrows, he continued. "At least old Ferrante is safely wed.”  
 
    This time her shudder was in earnest. "I would sooner enter a nunnery than be trapped with that man and his banquet hall of corpses." 
 
    "That he mummified his enemies did more to keep him on the throne than any number of alliances. There is a lesson in old King Ferrante, sister. Fear is a weapon and can do as much as to keep you on a throne as armies. Use what weapons are at your disposal, sister, if you wish to wield any sort of power." 
 
    Lucrezia's turned pensive. "Our mother said that beauty is a weapon." 
 
    "And there is no one with more knowledge of that weapon than our mother." His hand reached out, stroking her hair. "Could you not ask her about your...delay?" 
 
    Lucrezia looked away, concentrating on the piles of wood and hay. “I have not visited her in many months. She... we quarreled." 
 
    "Perhaps you should beg her pardon.” 
 
    There was no answer she could give to that, none that would satisfy him. “If you wish it.” 
 
    “It would set my mind at ease.” 
 
    She nodded, thoughts already drifting to his earlier words. “And you are very silly if you think to lose me when I make an alliance. That will not happen.” 
 
    He squeezed her again, crushing her to his side. “If heaven wills it so, for I could never forgive the man that tore you from my side.” With another squeeze, he brought her closer until she was forced to match her stride to his much longer ones. “If you would listen to the counsel of one much more advanced in years than yourself…” 
 
    “Four years only!” she protested. 
 
    “Those four years have taught me that it matters little what others think of you.  You can either be as the world expects, or you can forge your own path and be the person that you choose to be.” 
 
    “And what do you choose to be?” 
 
    “A Borgia, and nothing more.”  Cesare reached down and patted the cross hung about his neck, the only sign of his clerical duties. “Though I must don the robes of a churchman from time to time because our Holy Father demands it, that is but the shell, the outer covering, not who I am. Within, I am no churchman, I am Borgia. You as well. Though our father may value you as the means by which to forge an alliance with one of the powerful families in Rome and hasten you to mature because of it and your women may see you as nothing more than a girl, you are Lucrezia Borgia. You are a match for any of them. Let the weakness of others be your strength.” 
 
    Together, they passed through the archway that separated the arena from the outside, exposing rows and rows of seats constructed from the same raw, unseasoned wood. Solid timbers twice the height of a man provided a wall separating the viewing area from the inner ring. 
 
    His words banished the dark cloud that had swirled about her thoughts. “I have begun to make it so.” She confided, telling him about the maid that she had brought from her mother’s home, and the errands she had begun to send the girl on. 
 
    He nodded, and approval lit his eyes. “A clever idea. My congratulations, sister. A loyal servant is to be valued, and we will take steps to ensure that she remains so.”  
 
    He looked over her shoulder again, and when Lucrezia turned to see the direction of his gaze, she recognized the dark hair and deeply sunken eyes of the henchmen, Micheletto, who scowled at the men who made to follow them through the archway and closed the door behind their retreating backs.  
 
    A cushion waited on the row of seats closest to the gate. Cesare escorted her there, the hand holding hers already beginning to tremble with excitement. His eyes were shining brightly, and color blazed on his cheeks. The sun beat strongly overhead, and he drank in it, the heat loosening his muscles until his posture changed, the carefully upright carriage of a churchman becoming something looser and touched with danger. 
 
     With only the slightest pause to ensure that she was comfortably ensconced, he left the ring, making for a separate door at the other side. When he opened it, a noise emerged from the outside, a muffled bellow followed by an impact against the wall that shook the arena.  
 
    Excitement at the spectacle edged away, replaced by another emotion: fear. The bulls brought into the ring for fighting were different from the docile animals that littered the pastures and pens of Rome, slow-moving, placid beasts that allowed children to play beneath their hooves. Easily as large as the carts used to haul grain to the market, they were huge, muscled animals with ferocious eyes that seemed the stuff of legends. Wild and untamed, they injured the men they fought and sometimes killed them outright.  
 
    But not Cesare, she consoled herself, trying to calm her breathing. Warmth touched her hair. She savored the feeling, the heady caress of the rays against her scalp before lifting the dark veil which trailed down her back over to shade her face. It would not do to meet her future husband covered in freckles.  
 
    The door at the other side of the ring opened, and Cesare galloped through. Mounted on the white horse, the silver buckles on his saddle gleamed, the tip of his spear alight. Heels pressing into the animal's side, it dipped, executing a bow.  
 
    “Brava!“ Lucrezia called.  
 
    Cesare tugged on the reins, executing a series of swift turns that brought him and his mount across the arena. The mare reared, pawing the air, and Cesare’s laugh rang out. 
 
    It dazzled her, Cesare high and confident upon the white horse. Even the sight of the bull, released from a door into the arena, could not tear her eyes from him. She watched as he began the dance, spurring the mare into quick charges past the enraged animal, sinking his spear into its sides and then pulling back until blood began to flow, staining the dun-colored coat. 
 
    Soon, all of Rome would gather here, and they would watch as she was watching, marveling at the strength of him, how he became one with the horse, bending low and urging it forward. The spear was a flash of silver in his hand, but she could not see it, the careful precision in the way that he took aim and balanced himself, thighs clamped around the straining back.  
 
    Soon, she would marry. Let it be a man like Cesare, she prayed, watching him and feeling something warm and insistent stirring inside her, a heat different than the warmth of the day. That would be a husband that she could love. Someone with dark curling hair that would feel like silk beneath her fingers, and the traces of red in his beard. A man with hollows beneath his cheekbones, and a way of lifting one side of his mouth for a moment when he found something amusing but could not permit himself to smile.  
 
    A roar shook the arena as the bull whipped out, shattering the spear sunk deeply into his shoulder against the opposite wall. Only the quickness of the mare and Cesare’s consummate skill kept them moving as a horn sliced, drawing a narrow line of red into a white flank. Sweat had begun to dampen Cesare’s hair, and as he urged the horse into a quicker gallop, outstripping the bull; safely on the other side of the arena, he flung off the leather doublet, dropping it on the ground as he reached out and grasped one of the other spears that had been left buried in the sand.  
 
    Let him be a man with Cesare’s fierce protective spirit. Someone that would love her, and only her, that was what she desired. Men, oh she knew that men took their pleasure where they would, in that act which all her women seemed to find so fascinating, but love such as she had read about in Abelard and Heloise or the Romance of the Rose, that was a different matter. A man who would cease any endeavor if she needed him, or ride day and night to come to her, if he knew that she was ill.  
 
    The side of the bull was awash in red, and even as it charged, Lucrezia could tell that it was weakening, stumbling and nearly falling to the sand. It no longer chased the white horse and rider about; like a colossus, it waited near the door where it had emerged, head lowered, ribs sporting three spears that shifted with each movement, driving the barbed edges deeper. 
 
    In the arena, Cesare leaned far to the side, bending down to grasp the handle of another of the spears. The motion made his shirt flare about, billowing in the wind, and Lucrezia caught a glimpse of long muscles and a tight stomach.  
 
    Someone lovely, as Cesare was. Someone whose face mirrored her own when they laughed or shared a secret thought without needing to speak a word.  
 
    Someone who smelled as he did, oranges and leather and bright sunshine, with strong arms that enclosed her in an embrace that seemed as though home and love and longing bound up in his very person. Someone… 
 
    Cesare. 
 
    Beautiful, she thought, her eyes finding his arms as the wind whipped his sleeves about, and his thighs, stretched wide across the back of the horse, bulging and then lengthening with each contraction of the muscle. Her lips were tingling, as though the wind had kissed them. Her tongue reached out, swiping across; the salt stung her. She cried, watching him, knowing that the man she married would never be like Cesare, for there was but one of him, and he belonged to God. No, that was wrong as well, for if there was but one Cesare, there was only one Lucrezia, and they belonged to each other.  
 
    It happened all at once, a movement so fast that her eyes, clouded by tears, could not follow it. Cesare urged the mare forward into a headlong gallop, striking hooves turning to silver as they raced across the sand. He bent low across the horse’s neck. The spear drove forward, inexorably aiming for the spot deep within the bull’s massive ribcage, but with a final surge of strength, the animal tossed its head, raking the horns into the underbelly of the horse and then lifting, sending it and Cesare whirling through the air.  
 
    Lucrezia was on her feet in an instant, screaming as Cesare collapsed under a flailing mass of horns and hooves and spear. The world grayed, sight narrowing until all she could see was his body, rolling again and again as he sought to avoid the dangerous hoofs of the horse and the bull as they fought to damage one another. Blood was everywhere, spots of it like raindrops on the sand, wet streaks staining the brown and silver coat, and deep crimson pools emerging from the rib cage and sides of the two downed animals.  
 
    Cesare had rolled away from the striking legs and raised himself up on one shoulder. Though his face was etched with pain, seeing that he was safe, that the worst thing had not occurred, allowed her lips to cease screaming and draw in a breath. The doors opened, and men began running inside, Micheletto, sword already in his hand, the rough men who had waited outside, brandishing spears and ropes.  
 
    They fell on the horse and bull, pulling them apart, but it was already too late. The mare’s front leg was bent at an impossible angle; the sand beneath her belly was a wet sea of blood. She was dying, her misery shortened by Micheletto’s sword. The bull had already gone still, its final pained moments sufficient to kill the horse which had carried its tormentor. The men were lashing ropes to its legs and discussing among themselves how to carve the animal before sending it to the butcher.  
 
    Like a sleepwalker, Lucrezia floated across the arena, seeing nothing but Cesare’s face as he sat up, flexing his leg back and forth, unable yet to stand. Her eyes devoured him, looking for injuries, trying to reassure herself that he was alive, that this was not a dream and he was not lying next to the horse, lifeblood spilling out like a fountain 
 
    Micheletto became a blur of motion, signaling to the men to drag the remains of the bull outside and then directing the disposal of the horse. Minutes passed, or perhaps they were hours; she watched with numb shock as the two animals, each magnificent in their own way, were carted off, destined for the market. From outside the arena, she could hear Micheletto shouting. Only she and Cesare were left. He had brushed off the men’s offers of assistance, only allowing himself to be hauled upright and helped to one of the seats. Lucrezia drifted beside him, her mind able to encompass nothing save his face at the moment that the horse had fallen.  
 
    His hand brushed against her cheek, becoming wet with the remnant of her tears. “Not the spectacle I wished for you to see,” he murmured. There was pain on his face though no bones had been broken. The leg which had been trapped beneath the horse was propped up on the velvet pillow, the swelling already visible. 
 
    “You could have died,” she said, astonished at how calm her voice remained. It was as though they were discussing the warmth of the day, or which doublet he planned to wear to the feast that evening.  
 
    He cocked his chin to the side, a charming smile rising to his lips that did not deceive her. “But I did not. The Almighty has greater plans for me, I fear.”  
 
    Her hand itched with the urge to slap him. It was too much, the silence of the arena where only minutes before there had been blood and death, the ruination of all that she believed in, all of her hopes for the future and all the secret things that she desired. It was nothing without him.  
 
    Instead of striking out, she caught his hand, bringing it to her lips and tasting the dust there. “You do not understand. You could have died.” 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “But if you died, I would have died with you, for I cannot live in a world where you do not.” 
 
    His hand reached up and tucked a curl behind her ear. “Someday you must.” The hint of a sad smile curved his mouth. “Even clerics such as myself seldom find themselves old men.”  
 
    She shook her head and moved her fingertips over his mouth, the line of his cheekbones, the pulse thundering at his temples. “No, it cannot be, for if you die, another woman will come and take my place, and your Lucrezia would no longer be.”  
 
    Bending across, she kissed away the tears had fallen upon his hand. The tears had sweetened him, and she let her lips continue onward, moving until she found his cheeks, dusty from the ground, the stubble on his chin. Finally, his lips, which she had kissed a thousand times or more, kisses of love and laughter, only these were different, blood racing hot from battle with the bull, the hint of movement in the way that his lips clung and followed, the shiver of emotion that passed through her into him, fear and love and something else, something warm and aching and vibrantly alive.  
 
    It could not last; she knew it, even as her heart began to ache. Already she could hear the low murmuring of the men as they returned, the jingle of the litter they had summoned to bring him home where his leg could be tended to. It could not last, and yet it would never be finished, this dark thing that had sprung to life between them and crouched, a monster waiting to be fed. 
 
    It was he that pulled back, burying his face in her hair; dimly, she was aware that he had shielded them from the men, keeping them safe. As she must shield them, too, hiding what had occurred. Straightening her spine, she stood and uttered a short laugh, the sound carrying to each of the rounded edges of the arena.  
 
    “I forbid you to fight the bulls again. A funeral would be poor sport to follow the celebration of my wedding.” 
 
    Grimacing with pain, Cesare stood and immediately began to wobble. “And allow them to best me? I think not.” 
 
    “Then I pray that the occasion of my wedding will be months or even years from now, that we may continue as we are.” His arm draped across her shoulders. Lucrezia stumbled under the weight, then righted herself; she could bear him.  
 
    “And what are we, dear sister?” There was a wealth of meaning behind the simple words. 
 
    “Borgia,” she answered, and it was enough.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    His voice came out of the darkness when Betta hurried past the wine shop, the sound husky and low, like the shadows.  
 
    “Little Elizabetta.” 
 
    Betta bit back a scream as he came into focus, the flare of a candle from one of the outside tables illuminating his face and shoulders, leaning against the wall. Micheletto Corella, waiting for her. His leathers were a tapestry of black, the colors leeched by night; one hand was tucked into the opening in his doublet.  
 
    A weight descended onto Betta’s chest, dropped from a great height. She was going to die. There could be no other errand that would bring him here, to the alley of the wine shop her stepfather frequented on the night she would walk by while returning to the Palazzo. He was going to kill her. What had she seen, she wondered, that she must be silenced? The only news to fly about the Vatican of late was widely known - that Lucrezia Borgia was to be wed to Giovanni Sforza, the Lord of Pesaro.  
 
    Her shoulders slumped; her hands fell uselessly to the sides. There was no fear, only a heavy sadness, a lump clamped around her throat that stopped her tears. She would not live to see her sister happy. The thought had been a precious one, the idea that many years from now, she would see her sister grown and honorably wed. There would be no one to see it done now.  
 
    “Here?” she asked, ashamed that her voice was a croak.  To disguise it, she looked to the ground, the stones littered with fish bones and chunks of wood, still damp from the morning's rain. “Or the alley? I will follow you there.” She would not fight him. She straightened her shoulders. The blood of proud men and women flowed in her veins, and she would not shame them. 
 
    He smiled down at her, the expression crinkling the corners of his eyes. They were blue, she saw now, the dark blue of the midnight sky without stars.  
 
    “Not that,” he said, turning at the waist to point at a small table that had been placed outside the wall of the shop. Two stools flanked the table, and a jug of wine waited, tazas to either side. “Have wine with me.” 
 
    It could have been an invitation, nothing more to it than another man trying to get beneath her skirts, but the weight in his eyes pressed down on her, a sternness that held her in place and warned her of the continuing danger.  
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    His laugh was a deep rumble that rose up from within his stomach. It was rusty; she thought he did not laugh often.  
 
    “No,” he replied and winked at her.  
 
    Betta counted her steps as she walked to the table, seven, eight, nine, his eyes on her all the while, tracing the lines of her hips, the way her bodice clung to her skin. She sat as he did, and clasped her hands together beneath the apron.  
 
    “I don’t wish to fornicate with you.” The words were whispered. She dug her teeth into the flesh of her bottom lip to keep others from escaping. Words were traps; her stepfather had taught her that, to speak as little as possible, but in Micheletto’s presence they escaped, words of challenge or words of daring, it mattered little, only she must learn to be silent if she was to survive this night.  
 
    “No?” his eyebrow lifted. “Are you sure?” Beneath the table, a hand curled around her knee.  
 
    Betta jumped to her feet, heart pounding.  
 
    “It would seem not. A shame.  I find you…But no matter. I come to speak to you about another matter.” His hand indicated the chair once more. Betta sat, feeling the pulse of her heart in her chest.  
 
    “What matter?” 
 
    “Desire.” When she would have started again, his hand shot out, clamping on her wrist. His brow raised again, challenging her. Cold waves of it emanated from him, the readiness to stop her in any way that he could.  She nodded, settling back on the stool. “What is it that you desire most, little Betta?” 
 
    “To see my sister wed.”  
 
    He nodded, taking a long sip of the wine. Hers sat untouched. “Ginevra. That is her name?” 
 
    Though the urge to run almost overwhelmed her, Betta nodded.  
 
    “Nine is young to be arranging a dowry. Not a wedding for yourself?” 
 
    “I do not wish to be wed.”  
 
    He nodded again. There was something in his face that might have been understanding, but it faded. “Weddings take gold. Families take gold, or those paltry coppers you bring to this place every week, coppers that your father…” 
 
    “He is not my father.” 
 
    “Coppers that your mother’s husband drinks away, and more besides. What will happen when the whispers come in the night, offering you gold for what you see at the Palazzo?” 
 
    Her lips had gone numb as he spoke. “T...t...three,” she whispered. 
 
    “Three what?” 
 
    “Three…times. I have been offered gold three times.” 
 
    “And you did not accept?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “Why not? It would take little to collect the coins you would need to see your sister wed. To have your desire fulfilled.” 
 
    Betta coughed, then took a drink of the wine that had remained untouched during their conversation. It was sweeter than the wine her stepfather forced her to drink, and layered with spices. “Many reasons.” 
 
    “I wish to hear them.” 
 
    She took another sip of the wine, beginning to enjoy the taste. “Colonna or the Baglioni or Sforza are the names that men use to speak about honor. Condottiere…or noblemen, not women, or serving girls. But I have honor. I will not betray my lady when she has been so kind to me. And…it seems that those who deal in betrayal seldom live long enough to enjoy the gold they have earned.” 
 
     His head dipped, and he saluted her with the wine before draining the taza dry. “Good a reason as any. My master will be pleased.” As he poured another from the jug, she leaned forward.  
 
    “How did you come to serve the Archbishop?” 
 
    “Do you desire a story?” His lip lifted in a mocking smile. At her nod, he relaxed back against the stucco wall.  
 
    “A trade then. A tale for a tale. I was born in Pisa,” he said, his eyes finding some spot beyond her shoulder to land on as they went hazy with memory. “My father served the condottiere as a pikeman, and he was a bastard who soon met his fate. After I returned from the battle that saw his guts spilling out on the grass, my mother went to serve at one of the taverns and I at the butchers across the street, slaughtering the swine and steer because I’d the trick of it.” 
 
    “A sharp knife,” she said, remembering Master Bartolomeo’s lessons. “And a quick hand.” 
 
    “I thought you might know the way of it,” he said. “There was a girl that served at the tavern with my mother. Lauret was her name. Brown hair and a smile so sweet that she could charm the birds from the trees. I knew that she went with the men there that took a fancy to her, but it did not trouble me. She never took coin from me, and we were to wed when I’d saved enough.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “A man came and took her upstairs. Wanted something different, something more than she was willing to give. She fought back, and the bishop, and I learned he was a bishop later, took a belt and began to beat her. My mother heard it through the walls, and she came and fetched me. I come up to him through the back stairs. And he was there with his white ass in the air, fucking her as she cried. I sent him through the shutters and onto the street before he’d a chance to draw the next breath. And not two days later Lauret was ridden down in the street by a man that wore the bishop’s livery.”   
 
    Micheletto placed the now empty jug of wine back on the table and leaned his forearms on the table. “I swore on that day I’d see his blood on my hands, but I found it was no easy thing, to kill a man high in the Pope’s favor. No matter how often I skulked in the alleys, I could not enter his palazzo, and when he went about the streets, guards followed him. But as I stood in the alley, drowning in hatred so black that it was turning my mind to ash, a boy came up to me. A pretty boy in fine clothes, with a way of speaking gentle. He asked me if I would share wine with him. I followed him, and all the while he poured wine down my throat, he asked me questions- who was my family, did I have skill with weapons, what had the bishop done, that I would hate him so for he had seen me waiting in the alley through the window in his chamber across the way. And the wine, it pulled the truth from me. Before the night was over, he promised that he could see to it that the bishop would fall at my hands. “In return for what?” I said, and his Eminence smiled.  “That the next man who falls to your knife is at my direction, and the next, and the next.” “You’d have me be your killer?” I asked. And part of me wanted to laugh, that this boy in his fine doublet would have me for his henchman, for what would I know about such matters. I was no more able to kill a bishop than I was likely to grow wings and fly. He nodded, very serious as though he were already a man instead of a boy with no whiskers on his chin.  
 
    “I require…someone of my own. Someone that I can trust. That you lack the skills of a condottiere does not displease me, for such things can be acquired readily with coin, and that I will provide. But loyalty, that is harder to come by.” 
 
    “And that was how it went. Not three days later, coin greased the palm of the bishop’s steward, and I was taken in as a household guard. First chance I got, I slipped cantarella into his wine and watched as the bastard bled his life out through his eyes. The cries he made were as sweet to me as the music of angels.” 
 
    “And the archbishop, he arranged for you to be taught?” 
 
    “By every back-alley cutthroat and from here to Perugia.” Micheletto lifted up his sleeves, displaying forearms crisscrossed by a hashing of white scars. “Hard lessons, but I learned them, every one.” 
 
    “Could you teach me?” She let go of the wine cup so that he could not see how her hands trembled, wanting it, needing it. The things he learned…  
 
    “Someone you want to stick, eh? Why don’t you whisper his name in my ear, and I’ll see it done.” Beneath the table, his hand caressed her knee again, the skin warm and calloused as it found the way beneath her skirts to stroke up her leg. “Then I could tell you what I desire.” 
 
    Betta jerked back, dislodging his hand. “There’s no one,” she lied, praying that the quaver in her voice was audible only to herself. “But I’d wish to know, if there’s ever a need.”  
 
    “Liar,” he whispered, rising from his chair. “Run back to your bed, little mouse, and remember what we spoke of this night. And should you change your mind, you know where to find me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Who is the most handsome man in Rome, Betta?" 
 
    "Ludivico, the water drawer," she answered, head still bent to her task. Lady Lucrezia’s giggle surprised her. There had been little laughter of late.  
 
    "Tell me of him?" The question was said with a delicate tilt of eyebrows which had been carefully plucked until they formed a thin line over green and gold eyes that seemed to change shade according to her mood. On this day, they were blue, matching the sky overhead, which had greeted the day of Lord Sforza’s arrival with a crystalline sky.   
 
    The details of the wedding had engrossed the household for the past months, alliances and dowries and gowns, the nature of the embroidery which would adorn Lucrezia’s bridal giornea. Betta had thought that her mistress seemed sad during the weeks leading up to the nuptials, but as the day approached and with it the bridegroom, her mood lifted, and she seemed determined to invest her betrothed with every virtue.  
 
    “It is said that his mother was a Moor,” Betta confided, knowing that her voice was scratchy and wishing fiercely for a drink of water. “His skin is dark all over, not just his arms and face, for he never wears a shirt at the river. His skin is like bronze, and when he leans over to lift his pails…” Betta fanned her cheeks. “His hair curls around his face and his eyes are the same color as the water.” 
 
    “Dark hair and green eyes,” Lucrezia sighed. “He does sound handsome. My husband will be more handsome, though. And courtly, like the knight from The Romance of the Rose."  
 
    "The Sforza's are not known for their gentle disposition, lady." 
 
    "Only their arrogance," Another of the attendants muttered in a low voice.  
 
    "Is that him?" Lucrezia's voice was cast unnaturally low in a whisper that managed to carry out of the open doors onto the terrace of the palazzo of Santa Maria in Portico. "The tall, dark-haired one?” 
 
    Betta looked up from the stone she was wiping with a damp cloth and scanned to the crowded street below. "The Sforza's have reddish hair, lady," she reminded her mistress. "There's none like that which I have seen." 
 
    Air blew out in an exasperated sigh. "A shame. That man, he looked like... he looked handsome." 
 
    Turning her head to the side, Betta looked for the young man in question. There were half a dozen or more with their heads turned up…ah yes, that one, he was handsome, with the smooth, lithe grace of a fighter and an almost feminine face. 
 
    "Too young. Giovanni Sforza is six and twenty, mistress, a man in his prime." 
 
    "But he is supposed to be here today! Cesare told me that he planned to enter Rome in secret." Lucrezia sighed, and moved away from the passage, returning to the table where she wrote her letters.  
 
    The hours dripped by, sext becoming none. Another figure entered the square on horseback, and something about his looks caught her eye.  
 
    "Mistress." 
 
    Betta's urgent tone brought Lucrezia's head around, but at Betta's upturned hand, she waited. The man paused, looking up at the elaborate facade of the palazzo with an inscrutable expression on his face. The horse he sat upon was prancing, a spirited animal controlled with small movements of hip and thigh.  
 
    It was his face that had caught Betta's attention. Neither particularly handsome or young, it possessed a firm jaw thrust aggressively forward and a large Roman nose that jutted out from a face kept in shadow by a cap. Reddish hair fell in waves to his collar, which was dusty from the road. This was a man assured of his own place in the world, no matter that his doublet was threadbare.  His manner was that of a prince. 
 
    A beggar clasped at the man's knees, only to be kicked aside without a downward glance. His rough treatment caused the other beggars to avoid him, skulking at the corners of the square.  
 
    Lucrezia's women had clustered about, offering opinions as to his identity.  
 
    "Is that him, do you think?" 
 
    "He's handsome enough, and looks strong." 
 
    "He'll be good for a ride." 
 
    Trepidation drained the color from Lucrezia's face. Reaching out, she steadied herself on the lintel, and a deep breath strained the tight lacings on her bodice. The gown had been well chosen. The blushing pink of a new dawn, it set off her pale looks to perfection, transforming her delicate features into angelic beauty. The heavy coils of honey blonde hair had been brushed until they shone and then caught in a net edged with pearls.  
 
    The light enveloped Lucrezia in a golden glow as she stepped out onto the terrace. A breeze that roared down the street caught a strand of hair, waving it like a banner, and a shout from one of the beggars caused the pigeons who loitered at the square to fly up, filling the air with the noise of a thousand flapping wings. Into all of this Lucrezia stepped, as fresh as a May blossom  
 
    The cheeky whistle of a young noble brought the man's head about, and Betta, still crouching by the railing, saw the moment that Lucrezia's identity was guessed. The glance the stranger spared her was thorough, moving from the top of her head and descending down. And his expression never changed; there was no pleasure in her beauty, her innocence. Without making a sign or acknowledgment, he nodded, then wheeled the horse and continued on into the Vatican.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucrezia rushed into her rooms as the last chimes of the bell sounded Vespers. She threw herself upon the mattress of her bed, ruffling the brocade. The two ladies who had accompanied her to the feast cast significant glances, first at each other, then at the other women loitering throughout the chambers. 
 
    Lucrezia did not notice the interplay. She cried, harsh, ugly sounds that shook her shoulders. The women clustered around her, clucking like chickens and exchanging meaningful glances over her heaving back.  
 
    “Mistress!” 
 
    “Lady Lucrezia, what is the matter!”  
 
    Betta watched from the corner of the door, the narrow gap enough to see through to the outer room where the delicate, buttery shades of the gowns were clustered around the bed so that the occupant was obscured from view. 
 
    "He scarce looked at me once. All of his conversation was for my father or the Sforza's that had accompanied him. As though any of them was to be his wife!" 
 
    "What did you expect?" Caterina, the oldest of her women, said.  
 
    "I expected him to look at me as though I had more import than... than a prize mare he was purchasing!" 
 
    Geronima leaned against the bed and patted her back until Lucrezia sat up and began drying her tears.  "It’s your dowry he's after, true enough, but it'll be up to you to show him that he's gaining a treasure besides." 
 
    "How do I do that?" 
 
    "Think we’d still be unmarried if we knew that?" Caterina chuckled. “It's not as though I have had lessons in the art of men.” 
 
    "The art of men.” Lucrezia sat up, wrapping her arms around bent knees. “The art of men.” She murmured again, tapping her finger against her lips. "That is exactly what I need, lessons in the art of men.” 
 
      
 
     The following day, Lucrezia dismissed her ladies, giving them leave to visit the market or their families as it best suited them. She planned to visit her mother for the day, she told them, accompanied by a single maid. When Adriana de Milla objected to the impropriety, fluttering her hands and protesting that the Holy Father had not given his permission, Lucrezia silenced her with a look.  
 
    "Would you bother my Holy Father as the weight of the world sits upon his shoulders for something so trivial as a visit to the one who gave birth to me? If it troubles you, then by all means, summon him from his negotiations with the French, the deputation from Naples and the Sforza’s as they count the coins which will shortly be my bride's price. Come, let me summon a page." 
 
    Adriana's trembling hand was held up. "No, that will not be necessary." 
 
    The litter was summoned. Betta walked behind, forced to maintain a brisk trot to keep up with the horses.  
 
    Little had changed in the months of absence from the Villa, and the knowledge made something which had been tight and anxious in Betta's chest loosen. Donna Maria greeted her with a tight hug, nearly smothering Betta in the weight of her bosom and surrounding her with a familiar fragrance. When she was allowed to emerge, still brushing happy tears from her cheeks, it shocked her to see how much the other woman had aged in the months since she had been gone to the other house. Circles ringed the dark brown eyes, and each time she breathed, it was with a whistle.   
 
    Something of her worry must have shown, for Donna Maria straightened, waving her concerns away as though they were flies. “Don’t fuss now, I’m an old woman, forced to work from dawn to dusk less these pack of sluts…” she glanced around at the serving girls who had gathered to exclaim after Betta’s clothes, her position, “run off with the silver. You were ever the only one who worked as hard as I.”  
 
    Rolling eyes greeted her words; Betta pressed her lips together, stifling a laugh.  
 
    “I have missed you, Donna,” she said, surprised to realize that it was the truth. Though the workload was light at the Palazzo, she was surrounded by strangers, save the Lady Lucrezia. She must try to come more often, she thought, on the days when she had no duties.  
 
    “Tell us what it is like!” A new girl had been added to the maids, a thin, long-faced girl whose large eyes seemed to swallow up her face. Her replacement.  
 
    “It is much the same as any other house…” Betta began, taking the stool near the cooking fire when it was offered and the cup of small beer. The trip through the town had been dusty.  
 
    Though the cooks began the preparations for pranzo, they listened together with all the other servants in the household, entranced by the tales she was spinning, of banquets and audiences, the movement of silk upon marble floors. Soon, however, the pleasant interlude in the kitchens was interrupted by a summons. The heat of the day had grown uncomfortable, and the Signora wished a fan.  
 
    "I'll go," Betta offered, rising from the table where she had been regaling the servants with details of the lives of the pope's servants, from the cook who had been found sodomizing a spit boy and had his ears cropped off as punishment to the girls found lifting their skirts for coin.  
 
    Clarita, Vannozza's maid, offered a grateful smile. "These arms of mine can't take it. Fan's kept behind the door." 
 
    Though the day was sweltering, the stone walls of the villa afforded relief from the heat. More, in fact, than the Palazzo. Cool shadows caressed her face as she hurried toward the inner chamber. When she opened the door, the Signora signaled her to enter without interrupting her questions. 
 
    "And what manner of man is he, this Sforza that your father has promised you to?" 
 
    “A crude one,” Lucrezia said, her voice flat. “One loathe to pay heed to his bride.” 
 
    "And has your father not taken your feelings into account, Princessa?" Vannozza mocked.  
 
    "Not one bit," Lucrezia said flatly.  A smile devoid of humor twisted her lips, and she stretched out her hand in appeal, resting it lightly on her mother’s arm. "Mother. Of all those in Rome, you are the best able to impart the wisdom of how I may deal with this man. Teach me, I beseech you."  
 
    Betta wondered how long it had been since Vannozza had been addressed thus, with a flattering note of pleading. Certainly not since the children had been removed from her custody.  
 
    Vannozza settled back in her chair. "Refill my cup then, child, and come to see me more oft in the days to follow, for such knowledge as I have gained cannot be imparted in a single afternoon." 
 
      
 
    The weeks leading up to Lady Lucrezia’s wedding were filled with visits to the villa, small handfuls of hours spent away from banquets and gown fittings, time spent at her mother's feet.  
 
    Betta tried to absorb the knowledge she shared, not because she wished to emulate the arts of seduction, but because the stories she told were so fascinating, hinting at a past of unmatched pageantry and sensual pleasures.  
 
    "And your father, such a man as he was then. As virile as the bull upon his standard. He'd been used to having every woman fall over themselves for the pleasure of his company, first as old Calixtus's nephew then as the Vice-Chancellor. But for him, that first night, I knew the road to take. Knowledge, that was what your father needed. How to bend other men to his will. Women he had in plenty, and I never stopped him from taking his pleasures where he would. But Rodrigo had no more knowledge than a babe on how to find the hearts of men, what they desired most, what would shape them. Without that, he would never have taken the throne of St. Peter. And he was a handsome devil. Your brother bears him to mind when I think back on those days." 
 
    "Cesare is very handsome." 
 
    "Not Cesare, Lucrezia. Juan. Rodrigo was Juan without the arrogance of assurance, though he had more reason for it. Cesare, for all that your father has stuck him in the scarlet, is a warrior to the core. My own father was such, though he wielded the brush later in life, never content without a blade in his hand. But Cesare, he knows men, the way I have always done.  
 
    "And you taught him that in that first night?" 
 
    Vannozza snorted, and wine sloshed out of her cup. "That night? When he still had wet robes from running aground on the barque from Aragon? No, that night, he needed an ear and a soft place to rest his head. But before that first rush had passed, he knew that I would be more use to him than any common woman on the streets." 
 
    Lucrezia absorbed her mother's words, leaning forward, eyes never leaving her face.  
 
    "And how do you make a man...desire you?" 
 
    "Lust is the work of a moment. Animals lust, and rut in the fields. Desire, though," Vannozza tapped her temple. "That is slipping your fingers around the soul of a man and burrowing deep. And each one is different, and so must your strategy be." 
 
    "You sound as though you were a general, planning a campaign." 
 
    "It is the same, or very nearly. A timid man secretly wishes to be bold. One that has spent his life absorbed by books and words wishes the pleasures of the flesh, to dive deeply into that place where there are no thoughts, only feelings."  
 
    "And a conqueror?" 
 
    "Ahh..." Vannozza drew the word out. "The most dangerous kind, and yet the most delicious to tame. The conqueror wishes the chase. Nothing else exists for him." 
 
    As the days of the betrothal drew to a close and the nuptial feast approached, Vannozza's advice grew ever more practical in nature. 
 
    "You are not to be bedded yet, your father has spared you that though you've bled. You've some time to accustom yourself to the idea of taking a man to bed. Do you desire yet? Is there a stirring in your loins?  
 
    "Sometimes, though not...with him. Giovanni... he is loud, and food clings to his beard! He is nothing like…," Lucrezia looked down, blushing. 
 
    "Ahh, but there is another that has caught your eye? You'll hear no words from me that you do from the priests. There are ways to make a man think he's the first that has been between your thighs, and ways to keep from getting with child if you don't wish it." Vannozza looked up and grinned at Betta. "Put the fan down girl, though you've scarce moved it in an hour, and I'll tell you how such things are done." 
 
      
 
      
 
    The music spilled across the tiles, light and golden, teased from the strings of a lute by a thin, spotted youth in sweat-soaked linen. Damp clung to his lank, light brown hair, already thinning on top, visible only because he kept his head bent over the instrument; his presence invisible to the family gathered around the table inlaid with precious woods imported from the east. An assortment of fruits and cheeses were spread across the surface; beneath the rind, a warm puddle of cheese was dripping onto the white cloth. 
 
    Betta stood in the shade, a welcome relief from the sun although the cooling breezes from the fan she plied could not reach her. It was a lazy, sun-drenched afternoon. June had arrived, bringing with it the sultry breezes from the south that swept across Rome, making the plants wilt in pots and the heat bake the stones of the street until they were painful to walk upon. 
 
    "Your Eminence," Vannozza teased, smiling up at the Archbishop as he arrived and patting his cheek. He had responded with a smile and then engulfed Lucrezia in a hug, as though he had been weeks away. "Come and partner your sister for the dance." 
 
    "It is too hot, Mother," Cesare said, falling back into a chair.  
 
    Vannozza made a face, then moved her eyes to scan across the piazza. "Betta," her voice lashed out. "Bring His Eminence some chilled wine, and be quick about it."  
 
    Betta rolled to her feet. Holding the fan, she ran to the kitchen and filled a goblet of wine from the jar kept in the cellars without troubling the cook, who snored in peaceful oblivion in the corner while his assistants set about preparing a light lunch for the family’s repast. She exchanged her soiled, damp apron for a clean article before emerging from the confines of the kitchen, the fresh linen covering the worst of the sweat stains dampening her gown.  
 
    The Archbishop had discarded his purple robes and sat in only a linen tunic and hose, his limbs in careless disarray, sprawled out from the chair. The purple biretta lay upended on the table, and Lucrezia was tossing cards into it, one by one, her efforts encouraged by her younger brother, who also sat at the table.  
 
    Betta crept closer, bobbing into a curtsy as she offered the wine, the chill of which had crept into her hands through the silver.  
 
    "Thank you," he murmured, always polite, and she had to restrain a shiver as his eyes held hers for a moment. Seen up close, they were more golden than hazel, like those of a hawk.  
 
    Betta retreated into the corner shadows. Over her mother's shoulder, Lucrezia smiled at her impishly, then tossed the rest of the cards into the hat.  
 
    "I don't want to play anymore, Mother," she said, an unmistakable whine in her voice. "You promised to teach me something if I came to you this day."  
 
    "Indeed I did, my dear, and as soon as your brother has finished refreshing himself..." 
 
    The Archbishop leaned further back in his chair, a lazy smile playing around his lips as he looked from his mother to his sister. "Why am I required for this? There are other dancing masters to show her how to dance." Reaching over, he tugged at a loose golden curl escaping from a net, a tight spiral that wound tighter from the moisture in the air.  
 
    Lucrezia’s expression took on a melting, pleading aspect. "Please, Cesare? Juan is off again, and Joffre..." she cast a look down at her youngest brother, industriously picking his nose when his mother's back was turned.  
 
    He rolled his eyes. "I am unable to deny you anything."  
 
    Lucrezia clapped her hands and jumped to her feet.    
 
    With a small groan, Vannozza rose, ponderous in her heavy silks. "Move my chair closer to the lute player."  
 
    Betta hurried to obey, the chair of carved olive wood causing a sharp pain in her back as she struggled to move it closer to where the thrum of music had begun to gain in intensity. Placing the chair in the deep shadows, she waited by the arm as Vannozza made her way closer. The creak of the chair as the lady settled into the confines drowned out the music.  
 
    "Wine, Signora?" she asked. When the lady nodded her assent, she went to the central corridor, where the pitcher was in readiness. Vannozza accepted the cooled drink.  
 
    "Shall I fan you?" Betta asked. Vannozza nodded again, then waved her off. She clapped her hands together. "The Pavane!" she called, her voice loud enough that the pigeons nesting in the tiles of the roof scattered with a flutter of wings.  
 
    Even as she plied the fan, Betta stopped to appreciate the spectacle the Borgia children made. Their garments did not mark them as the nobility; Cesare's simple linen tunic and hose were only distinguishable from those of the common man by the fineness of the weave and the quality of the craftsmanship that had created them. Like her brother, Lucrezia wore linen, a plain gamurra of crisp blue the same blazing shade as the sky overhead; her arms were decently covered with modest gathered sleeves. The blond hair that her family so treasured was piled in a simple net beaded with seed pearls, the curls allowed to escape as they would.  
 
    She looked, Betta thought, both older and younger than her 13 years. Her womanly flowering had granted her delicate curves, a fullness in breast and hip not entirely hidden by the simple gown. It was only in her expression that youth and innocence were allowed to flower. Guileless green and gold eyes touched on everything with wonder and adoration.  
 
    Lucrezia stood, carefully erect in the center of the courtyard, chin lifted.  
 
    "You know the steps," Vannozza called. "Take your brother's hand. No, not like that, as if you were grasping a grape from the vine. Slowly, as though your limbs were beneath the water. Remember, your hand is the only thing your partner will touch."  
 
    Lucrezia extended her hand, slowing until the grace of the motion and the long slender fingers inextricably drew every eye. She had never noticed how lovely the young madonna's hands were, the shape of the fingers perfect and elegant as a statue, the limbs sweetly formed, both soft and slender. The Archbishop noticed too, in a look of slowly dawning awareness. Every eye was on her, entranced, as she blossomed beneath it.  
 
    "Good. Now step forward, again, and again. Slowly, Lucrezia. You are wearing a gamurra adorned with pearls and gems, and the gold embroidery took a team of artisans weeks to complete. Allow the candles to bathe you in their light." 
 
    The Borgias were perfectly matched as they crept forward, feet leaving the tiles at the same moment, toes extended. Her head was level with his broad shoulder, and as he pointed his leg, the muscles firmed and played, visible beneath the tight hose. They moved together like mirror images, her light reflecting his shadow 
 
    "Now back. Remember, Lucrezia, at this moment, there is no one except for you, the feel of your hand in his, your body moving together. You will know how a man will make love to you from only the touch of his hand. Look at up him, yes, beneath your eyelashes. Shy, yes, but you long for his touch. Perfect. This is seduction, Lucrezia, and it happens with the eyes, the feel of his hand. With just such a dance, I captured the heart of the most handsome man in Rome. Do you see, Lucrezia, the art of it?" 
 
    She could see. Color had come flooding into her cheeks, as lovely as a rose rising slowly through the water. Her eyes were not cast down; instead, she looked at the man partnering her as if she had never seen him before, a warm, assessing glance that took in the whole of his splendid form, from the wavy dark hair and golden eyes to his athlete’s body. 
 
    They danced as though no one else watched or even existed save they two, and the soft notes of the lute, picking out the strands of their harmony. Vannozza paused in the midst of her lecture, the wine halfway to her lips. 
 
    The music stopped, and Betta gasped; until that moment, she had not realized she was holding her breath. As though the melody continued on, the dancers gazed at one another, then the Archbishop released his sister's hand with a small chuckle. "You will make a credible dancer, little sister."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    To His Eminence, Archbishop Borgia 
 
    Cesare,  
 
    The day of my wedding has arrived, and I take but a few moments away from the preparations of my ladies to put words to page in the hope that it will settle my nerves and bring with it the fullness of peace which this morn should contain  
 
    How strange the thought that I should be married before half the hours of this day have passed. For most of my life, I have waited and hoped for this moment, only to have its fruition be met with consternation and fears that I have difficulty in concealing.  
 
    My Lord Sforza has done little to allay them, and I feel no guilt in my heart of speaking of him thus, for many hours lack before he will be my wedded lord. Had our father asked for my counsel in selecting a husband with which to join our interest to that of Milan, I should not have picked Giovanni, with his gray hair and harsh demeanor. Although his countenance is pleasing during those occasions when he can be prevailed upon to smile, those are so few that they cannot be relied upon to change my opinion of him. Perhaps the gold in my dowry will lighten his mood; thirty-one thousand ducats could brighten the heart of the dourest creature. 
 
    When the sun again dawns, I shall no longer be Lucrezia Borgia, but instead the Countess of Pesaro. A peculiar thing, to change a name, as though it were a camicia, or a pair of sleeves that can be discarded at will. Often, I think of the words you spoke to me when you fought the bull. To be a Borgia, nothing more. Although I had wished for my marriage, I know now that the sweetest of consolations was to be Lucrezia Borgia and your well-loved sister.  
 
    Such thoughts fill me and have done so for the past days when it has been difficult to conceal the darkness of my mood even as guests for the occasion arrive from all parts of the empire over which our father reigns as a prince. It is not to be undone. The match to the Sforza, the binding of Milan against our common enemies, it is a worthy goal, and I know that in time, my maidenly fears will be quenched by the fires of motherhood and duty. The gown commissioned for the occasion by our father is truly beautiful, gold and lace and embroidery from the finest craftsmen in all of Rome. It waits for me after I have finished my ablutions. If I should approach the beauty of those women who will attend me, Giulia and Giana Orsini, I shall account this a blessed day.  
 
    That our marriage is not to be consummated for some time is a blessing, and one that I have no doubt is due to your intercession. The fate of Caterina Sforza, whose marriage was consummated when she was but ten years of age, is not to be mine, and I thank God for it. When I think of the man that is my husband taking what is to be his due by right, I can only remember that day which has been burned into my memory and recall that you wished us to stay as we were for months and days and years without count. Too late, I have come to desire that as well. 
 
    Lucrezia  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another banquet had ended, another day filled with the rousing cheers of festivals and parties as disaster grew closer. Wine flowed like water in the streets and flowers danced as the winds of autumn blew, stirring up clouds of dust with their dry breath.  
 
    War was coming; the Papal States were braced for blood. King Ferrante of Naples had died, and Alfonso waited to be invested with his father’s throne by the pope. He had offered the marriage of his daughter, Sancia, to Joffre, the youngest of the Borgia siblings, to sweeten the deal. But he was not the only one who sought the crown. Citing his Angevian claim, King Charles of France, twisted in body but burning with the desire to spark a crusade, had also claimed the throne. When the marriage of Sancia and Joffre was celebrated by proxy, the French king began preparing for an invasion.  
 
    There was singing from the empty halls of the palazzo, growing closer. Lady Lucrezia had retired from the feast when the wine-sodden humor of the guests had turned licentious, groping hands and whispered words leading to assignations in the hallways. Her new gamurra, one of the unending stream of pale, costly garments in the colors of spring, had been removed, but the smells of the feast clung to her, the herb roasted richness of the boar, fruits and cheeses imported from all corners of Italy. The wine poured in an unending stream, sweet vintages brought from Rhodes and Cyprus, heady wine from the lands of the Emperor, and Hippocras, flavored with spices.  
 
    Lucrezia stood on a small stool as they unlaced her giornea, her body swaying with exhaustion and the numbing effects of the wine.  
 
    "A wonderful feast," she said, yawning.  “And my husband, he spoke to me several times although he was seated opposite."  
 
    "That is good, mistress." Pantasilea murmured, sliding one sleeve down and draping it over her arm. The pearls adorning the edge alone would have kept a Roman family in bread for years, and Betta saw the maid run a finger over the small glowing orbs. Her nose pinched. Some used counterfeit pearls in their embroidery, glass beads made in Venice and covered in white paint that soon chipped, exposing the falsehood. There were no false pearls on the gowns worn by the pope's daughter; only the most luxurious silks from Venice, woolens and velvets from Florence. The trousseau His Holiness commissioned had transformed Lucrezia into the most beautifully gowned woman in all of Rome; to handle her gowns, to powder and cleanse each of them after they were worn was a sensual pleasure, and Betta added the duty of assisting Pantasilea with dressing and undressing their mistress without complaint. Velvets softer than anything Betta had ever felt were present in glorious profusion. The thinnest, most transparent linen for her camicias, embroidered so that even the flash of her skirt would be cause for envy.  
 
    And jewels. The Steward appointed to oversee the Lady of Pesaro's household cared for her precious ornaments, presenting those that would be worn each day before returning them to heavy, ironclad boxes at night. Gold glittered at her hands and wrists, crucifixes studded with gems and rings that caught the light with each elegant movement. 
 
    From her spot on the upper terrace, Betta had enjoyed the sight, spending long minutes watching in rapt delight as the candlelight diffused a soft haze over the festivities, making everything appear colored by a golden glow. Each day, the Lady Lucrezia's happiness grew as the net she wove around her husband deepened, the strands tightening around his heart.  
 
    The shift in Lucrezia's behavior toward him had been subtle, the fragile innocence that had so bored him being replaced by flattering attention that seldom wavered even when her father or other brothers were in attendances; the Count swelled beneath the fawning, lavishing her in return with the adulation she craved.   
 
    The singing outside the room grew louder, and Betta looked to the passage. No one was allowed to enter here. Guards were posted at every entrance. They patrolled the palazzo at night, silent figures with harsh faces, each chosen by the Archbishop and trained by his henchman. What were they singing of? Betta placed the candle on the credenza and moved to the door that connected to the hallway. There, the sounds were clearer, the notes beautiful, like the sound of an angel singing.  
 
    "Santa Maria, strela do dia..." the voice broke off in mid-note, and there was the sound of muffled laughter. It was a lovely voice, Betta noted, full and resonate despite the drunkenness which rounded the syllables.  
 
    "Shhh," another voice said, this one much quieter, and Betta leaned close, trying to hear through the heavy paneling. The men were right outside the door, directly opposite her ear.  
 
    In the center of the room, Lucrezia and Pantasilea paused, giornea pulled down over her hips. Betta waved them on. The voices had quieted, the men moving on; there was no reason for her to be frightened, but she could feel the blood pumping in her veins. Pantasilea quickly finished unlacing the gown, leaving Lucrezia in her diaphanous camicia. Through the gown, her curves were on full display, the small, tight breasts with rosy nipples, the bare cleft between her legs.  
 
    Noises came again, the sound of shuffling footsteps. Fear tightened the muscles in Betta’s stomach; this was the last room in this part of the palazzo, Madonna Giulia's chamber occupied the other side. Perhaps one of the guests at the feast had become turned around and was stumbling, drunk through the palace. If that were so, they would soon be found by one of the guards and…  
 
    "She is waiting for you." A rough, sibilant voice sounded, so close and clear now that Betta jumped back. The trembling of her hands caused the candle to fall, extinguishing the tiny flame.  
 
    Inarticulate mumbling followed. Through the room farthest on, she could hear Pantasilea, mumbling under her breath at the lateness of the hour, oblivious to the danger.  
 
    The voice dropped even lower, the sound like velvet and spices. "She is waiting for you. Her bull. This is a game the two of you play. The trembling virgin, waiting to be ravished again. How hungry she is for it." 
 
    “Is she?” 
 
    “Always, though she feigns reluctance. Be her lusty Borgia stallion.”  
 
    The door burst open, the panel of wood almost crashing into Betta as she took a step back in shock. Though the room was dark, lit by a single candle, and the glowing white robe of the figure who strode into the room, bouncing a shoulder off the lintel, was both plainly visible and instantly recognizable although Betta had only seen the Holy Father from a distance.  
 
    "Giulia," he crooned, spreading his arms wide.  
 
    On top of the stool, Lucrezia gasped, one hand reaching up to cover her mouth. "Papa..." she mumbled, casting her eyes down. She lay an arm across her chest and placed the other lower, shielding her stomach. 
 
    "That is right. Call me Papa, my dear." The Pope righted himself. From her place hidden in the shadow of the open door, Betta observed him for the first time, seeing the breadth of his shoulders beneath the white robes, that his body was hard and large despite the softening roll of fat that clung to his middle.  
 
    He fumbled with the clasp at his throat, opening his gown to reveal a long shirt adorned with gold thread. Halfway through, he abandoned the fastening and began pulling at his robes with unsteady fingers, tearing the cloth.  
 
    "Come, help me, my dove. Your papa is hungry for you. The Borgia Bull..." he swayed, catching himself on the back of a chair. "Must be quenched." 
 
    Lucrezia's eyes were huge on her face, ghostly in the darkness.  
 
    "Papa?" she said, holding out her hands to him.  
 
    The Pope was shedding his garments, the precious white cloth raining to the ground. All the while, his face maintained a dazed, hungry smile. Breath heaved in his lungs, and sweat was starting at his bottom lip.  
 
    The last shirt fell away, leaving His Holiness in white hose and shoes, parted at the center. Jutting out from the garments, his member was massive, the engorged rod belying the pontiff's advanced age. It wobbled obscenely as he walked forward, catching hold of his daughter's camicia.  
 
    "Come, my dove, why so shy?"  With a hand, he reached down and encircled his rod with his fingers, thrusting his hips in a parody of the act. "You know this fellow. On your knees then, and... commune with our holy person." 
 
    Over her father's shoulder, Lucrezia's horrified eyes met Betta’s. She was crying, not as she had cried when he had humiliated her, but with silent, fearful tears.  
 
    Betta was rigid, straining with terror that demanded she run, find shelter in some dim little corner where the scene playing out could never touch her. There was a noise from the dressing room, a light extinguished, and she knew that Pantasilea had observed what was occurring, and had decided to find her own shelter. Betta could not fault her. This night smelled of death.  
 
    Lucrezia tried again. "Papa, Papa, it is Lucrezia, not Giulia. Papa, look..."  
 
    With a swift motion, the Pope reached up and tore the camicia from her shoulders. In an instant, her breasts were exposed, trembling with every heaving breath, transfixing the Pope's gaze.  
 
    "Yes," he murmured, reaching out to fondle them roughly. “Sweet little breasts. So tight.” 
 
    All of the colors drained from Lucrezia's face; her eyes had grown dark, the pupils huge, obscuring any trace of color. Instead of focusing on her father's face, leaning in and caressing her nipple with his mouth, slobbering wetly as he gasped with pleasure, she looked straight ahead, as still as a monument carved from pale stone. 
 
    She would see nothing, Betta knew. She would feel nothing, nothing until that first pinch of invasion, the press of his body, grinding into hers, the stink of his wet, wine-sodden breath gasping into her ear. Bile was filling her throat, and she bit her lips, trying to keep it in.  
 
    The Pope jerked her off the stool; Lucrezia allowed it, following him blindly, her face going slack.  
 
    "Down, down," he mumbled, stripping the ruined camicia until it slid to the floor. Pressing on her neck, he forced Lucrezia into a kneeling position. 
 
    "Communion..." then he seemed to think the better of it. With another sharp movement, he flipped her around, kneeling like a dog on all fours, white buttocks in the air.  
 
    The Pope's face had gone deep red, and he appeared demonic in the firelight, his breath panted in and out as he moved into position.  
 
    "Papa, please." 
 
    The whispered words, full of numb despair, goaded Betta from her shock. She darted forward, snatching the ornate silver tray from the credenza and hurling it so that it crashed into the mirrored table which occupied the center of the room. It exploded, glass shards scattering down like the water droplets distributed at holy days.  
 
    The Pope reared back, his face falling slack. Betta used his distraction to run forward, sliding Lucrezia from his grasp, into the shadow of the open door. In a moment, they could run, fleeing into the safety of the night.  
 
    The Pope shook his head. He pressed a hand against his temples as his mind seemed to clear. Blinking rapidly, he focused on the shattered mirror and then on the two girls. Confusion shone on his face.  
 
    "Lucrezia... que..." his eyes widened as he looked down, taking in Lucrezia’s naked state and blotchy, tear-streaked cheeks. He put out a hand, only to have his daughter shrink back, cowering.  
 
    Rodrigo Borgia looked across the room again, the torn camicia on the floor, the discarded robes, then down, to the virile member deflating to flap absurdly against his legs. The last of the wine haze drained away, replaced by horror; Betta saw the exact moment when understanding dawned. With a trembling hand, he reached up to wipe sweat from his face. Without a word, he ran from the room, disregarding his nakedness.  
 
    There was a movement beside her; Betta reached out in time to catch her mistress as she collapsed. Hand around her waist, they made their way slowly across the room until Lucrezia could fall on the bed. All the while, she made gentle, soothing noises, hushes, and gentle pats. Lucrezia was silent under the ministrations, making no noise when Betta filled a basin with water from the ewer and used a linen cloth to wipe down her limbs, cleansing them of any trace of the Pope's scent. There was no sign of Pantasilea as she retrieved a clean camicia from the dressing room to slip over Lucrezia's shoulders, leaving her decently clad. 
 
    As soon as the linen touched her body, the knot of emotion encasing Lucrezia loosened, and tears began to fall. A trembling began, slowly at first, then so violently that her whole body shook with them. Betta bit her lip. Putting out a hand, she laid it gently on Lucrezia's shoulder, feeling the motion, the shaking which rippled through her entire body.  
 
    "Shhh." She murmured, patting again. "He didn't ...you are still whole, mistress. Clean." 
 
    The words made the tears come more fiercely. "I will never be clean again!" she wailed. Turning, she threw herself against Betta, whose arms rose to encircle her.  
 
    They remained in that posture until Betta's back felt as though the bones had been jerked out and replaced by white-hot pokers of agony. All the while, she murmured the most soothing words she could think of, that Lucrezia was still a virgin, that no one would know of this night’s work, that she could go to her husband unsullied. Eventually, the tears subsided, and Lucrezia pulled away to wipe her face with a cloth.  
 
    "What can I do?" Betta asked.  
 
    Lucrezia's face crumbled, cracking with grief and anger and fear. "Find Cesare," she pleaded. "Bring him to me." 
 
      
 
    The streets were quiet as Betta slipped out of the gate at the kitchen of the palazzo. Cats were feasting on the heaps of rubbish which would be hauled away in the morning and distributed to the city’s poor. The hiss of their fighting, eyes glowing a malevolent green in the night, sped her footsteps, and Betta raced along the alley, toward the Borgo, which would lead her into the heart of old Rome.  
 
    It was said that there were more whores than rats in Rome. Betta thought she saw them all as she raced along the streets, their flushed, painted cheeks, hanging off arms or leaning out of windows. The women grew thicker as she traveled, clustering around wine shops and spilling out of taverns and plying their trade with lusty, full-throated enthusiasm against the filthy walls.  
 
    Betta found him in the dimly lit interior of the third wine shop she visited. A woman was sitting in his lap, her blonde hair spilling over his arm as he cradled her. From the way the whore sat, giggling and moaning, his hand must have been up her skirts; the way it was moving, he was doing more than adjusting the layers of cloth.  
 
    From the opposite corner, the shattering of glass brought the Archbishop's eyes around. She met his eyes, felt the jolt of it when his face changed, sharpening into recognition before he smiled.  
 
     He waved her forward.  "Here is a pretty piece for my friend Micheletto." The dark man next to him had no woman on his lap, though he was one of the few to remain unattended by the whores that in the tavern. He looked up from playing with his dagger, and her face must have communicated her distress. He pushed away from the table where Cesare was dripping wine into the wide neckline of the girl's dress and laving it off with his tongue.  
 
    “What is it?" he rasped into her ear when he had drawn close enough, and grasped her arm. Seething emotions poured off him in waves, anger, and something darker that made her wish to hide. She looked down, seeing lean fingers white across the brown wool cloth sleeve; there was no thought for the pain, the pinch of skin in his grasp, only anger. Lifting her eyes, she stared at him, daring him to continue. After a moment, he let go. There would be bruises there in the morning, she thought, feeling tingles as the blood rushed back. Her breath was coming too fast, almost a pant, but she could not steady it. Being in this man's company felt as though her feet were balanced on the span of a high bridge.  
 
    Though her stomach felt like it would leap out of her chest, she took hold of the slashed sleeve of his doublet and brought her face close his ear. Leather, she thought, and steel. The bitter tang of cold sweat. She spoke in a whisper. "Something has happened to my lady, and she begs that her brother will come to her." 
 
    He jerked away, breath escaping in a hiss. In two quick strides, he crossed to the corner table and laid his hand against the prelate’s sleeve.  
 
    Cesare Borgia lifted his face from the wine-soaked breasts of the whore. The girl's nipples were the same color as the vintage, Betta noted, and she must not have been feigning interest, for the buds exposed to the open air were hard and pointed, and her full lips were set in a pout. Fair hair spilled down her back, the brassy, brittle strands of one not born to the shade.  
 
    The moment that Micheletto began speaking into Borgia's ear, all interest in the girl fled, and a remarkable change came over his face. A flurry of activity followed. Betta found her arm seized; she was hustled out of the tavern behind the Archbishop and two guards who had materialized from a darkened corner. His pace increased as they crossed the threshold, not to the horses that waited, tied to a post, but to the darkened alley.  
 
    There was no moon overhead, no light but that from a torch held by one of the guards. Borgia nodded to Micheletto, and Betta found herself pressed against the uneven masonry of a building. His fingers clenched on her arm, and she felt the strength in them. 
 
    "Talk," he said.  
 
    Betta looked pointedly over their shoulder, to the two guards who stood within earshot, their full attention engaged though they appeared to focus on the piazza. "You will not wish this overheard." 
 
    Micheletto cocked his head but did as she asked, sending the men to see to the horses. When they were gone, the grip on her arm increased, but before he could command her again, she began the story. 
 
    "We were undressing my lady, and your Holy Father...there had been too much wine at dinner. We were removing her gown, preparing her for bed when there was the sound of singing in the corridor outside. It struck me that the man had a beautiful voice...like an angel singing." For a second, her attention wandered, focusing on the strangeness of what had happened. "And then, there was talking, and the Holy Father came through her door. He must have thought she was Madonna Giulia, for he... he touched her, and tore the camicia from her body. He forced her to the floor." 
 
    Borgia's face hardened as she spoke. When she spoke of the Holy Father’s hand reaching out to clasp her breast, he shoved Micheletto aside. In the dark, his face darkened into a mask of rage. He shook her, and her head kissed the stone wall behind.  
 
    "Did he rape her?" he demanded.  
 
    Betta shook her head, though her teeth felt as though they were rattling loose. "No... I threw the tray against a mirror. It shattered, and he came back to himself. He ran off, but my lady, she could not stop crying. She begged me to find you, my lord."  
 
    Releasing her arms, Borgia turned and began walking over to where the horses waiting, saddles and buckles dancing with their impatience.  
 
    "We ride," he bit off, mounting in a flurry of motion. "Bring the girl," he called over his shoulder, already sending his mount clattering along the stones. 
 
    Micheletto pulled her along, heading toward his own mount, a chestnut stallion who turned to look at them with mean eyes. Micheletto mounted, looking after his master, already galloping away.  
 
    "Come," he held out a hand, impatiently beckoning with his fingers. "I don't bite."  
 
    "A lie if ever I heard one," she muttered under her breath, taking his hand. As though she weighed nothing, Betta was swung up into the saddle and settled in front of him. White-knuckled, she clutched the horn as the animal shifted on its hoofs.  
 
    The motion of the stallion battered her as they charged down the street. Lacking a place for her hands, she gripped the edges of the saddle.  
 
    "Peace," he murmured into her ear. The arm around her waist flexed. "I won't drop you." 
 
    Betta made an effort to control her trembling. "I've never...I've never..." She could not continue. She wrapped her hands around the saddle leather so tightly that her fingers soon lost feeling, and she closed her eyes. Without the enormous horse in front of her eyes and the quick passage of the stones, she could almost forget where she was. Almost. The lack of sight made her more conscious of the feel of the man behind her, the press of his hipbones into the rounded skin of her behind. 
 
    "Never what?" His voice descended into deeper tones. "Never been this close to a man?" The hand around her waist moved up to cup her breast.  
 
    Anger blossomed, overshadowing all other emotions. She left a stinging slap on his hand. "Stop it," she hissed.  
 
    Borgia's henchman drew back, loosening his hold on her waist, and Betta wondered if he meant to toss her from the horse. She tightened her grip on the pommel. He was strong, but she was fast and would fight him every step of the way.  
 
    Micheletto started chuckling. "You are a sharp little one," he bent so that the words were whispered in her ear. A strange, disconcerting tingle spread from the feel of his warm breath against her earlobe. Micheletto spurred the horse so that it sped down the streets, still chasing after the Archbishop, who was far ahead. The thick leather of the seat slammed against her, an uncomfortable, painful sensation. Trying to counteract it, she rose up when the animal stepped forward, then swayed back, as Micheletto was doing behind her. It eased the discomfort, but brought her in repeated contact with his lower body; from the low grunt, he approved.  
 
    "That’s the way," he mumbled. "And what have you never done?" 
 
    It was an effort to concentrate, with the feel of the animal moving between her legs. "What?" 
 
    "You said you'd never...." 
 
    The memory returned. "I've never been on a horse," she confessed, shoulders hunching with embarrassment when she felt his laughter.  
 
    "It's no difficult thing," his hand moved to rest on her hip, pressing forward. The heat of his skin burned through the layers of wool and linen. "Follow his motion; let him do the work." 
 
    The warmth from his hand was spreading. Betta's throat felt tight, she wanted to tell him to move back, to take his hands from her, but there was nowhere to escape. They were plunging through the streets of Rome, the wind blowing through her hair which had come loose from its scarf.  
 
    Ahead, Betta saw the Archbishop's horse race through the gate at the palazzo of Santa Maria. A moment later and they were passing under the curved archway. Micheletto dismounted in a jingle of spurs and a flash of leather, and he plucked her from the saddle. Legs trembling from the unaccustomed exertion, she stood before him, mute.  
 
    Micheletto nodded at the Archbishop, who was stripping off his gloves and already striding toward the steps. "Go after him,” he commanded. “They might require you." Betta nodded and would have hurried off, except that Micheletto caught her wrist. Leaning down so that he was level with her ear, he whispered, "And if you need to mount a horse again, come to me." 
 
    He was not speaking of horses, and his eyes were hot, molten with dark blue flames. The sight of them rekindled the burning feeling which she had felt before, moving on the horse. It frightened her. Without responding, Betta turned and hurried after the Archbishop, who was already ascending the stairs. Betta ran, trying to catch up with him.  
 
    "My lord," she hissed. "My lord, stop."  
 
    Cesare Borgia stopped.  
 
    "If you would not have this night's deeds known, you will come with me," She led him to the back of the Palazzo. The magnificence of the structure was muted in the darkness. All that could be seen of the paintings and tapestries were from the torches that lit the night sky peeked through the grates. 
 
    She laid finger against lips at the door and knocked. It was opened, and a weary, drawn face peered out. Catherina, whom Lucrezia trusted, had been brought up from her chamber and left with Lucrezia. 
 
    "Betta," the older girl whispered. "She will not stop crying. She..." Her voice trailed off as she recognized the man shadowing her at the door.  
 
    "Go and take your rest," Betta said. "I will care for my lady tonight." 
 
    Catherina would not look up. She bobbed a curtsy and slid out of the door, carefully so as not to let any part of her body touch Cesare Borgia.  
 
    Betta opened the door wider, allowing his entrance. Lucrezia lay in a puddle of golden candlelight on the bed, surrounded by half a dozen tapers set on low tables all around. The light shed golden sparks in her hair, tangled and flowing over her face where it was pressed against a pillow. The hem of her camicia was pulled up past her knee.  
 
    "Lucrezia," Borgia whispered, and the effect was that of a fish suddenly being returned to the water. In a tangle of hair and white linen, she stood, chest heaving. Her eyes were wet and scarlet from crying. 
 
    "Cesare," she gasped; before the single word was finished, she had flung herself from the bed into his arms. He sank to the floor with her there, whispered words interspersed with hiccupping sobs.  
 
    Betta knew that she was no longer needed. "I will be without if you have need of me." A nod from the dark head was her only answer. 
 
    It was quiet out on the loggia. On the levels below, Betta could hear nothing of the dozens of servants who formed the silent army that cared for the women beloved of the Pope. Even the sounds from the surrounding streets were muffled. There were no noises from the neighboring palazzos or horses, and the church bells from the thousand steeples that decked the skyline of Rome would not sound until dawn.  
 
    Betta took a deep breath, allowing the damp, sweet air to fill her and quiet her thoughts. The danger had not passed; instead, she was more surrounded by it than ever. Should the Pope wish to hide evidence of his transgression, she would be easier to snuff out than one of the candles even now guttering in Lady Lucrezia’s room. What maggot had entered the Pope's brain, that he should mistake his slim, virginal daughter for a buxom, full-bodied mistress?  
 
    But even as she marinated in her fury, she was forced to admit that it was a departure from his habits. The servants of the Vatican marveled at this Pope's energy, his unbridled enthusiasm for life. Unless he was entertaining one of the dignitaries that flocked to the papal residence, the one who had been Rodrigo Borgia worked long on church affairs into the night, stopping only to visit Madonna Giulia. He seldom drank to excess, and the meals that he favored were plain. 
 
    Perhaps it had been a maggot, she thought, or any evil spirit whispering to him that one of the most beautiful girls in Rome resided beneath his very roof, and there were none to gainsay him.  
 
    Betta took another deep breath and slid to the floor. She was tired. The night's run through the streets had come after another long day, cleaning and seeing to the thousand small tasks that comprised the Madonna's care. And she could not sleep, not until Cesare had been spirited from the Palazzo with none the wiser. There had been scandal enough for one night. 
 
    There was stone beneath her legs; she laid her head against the frame of the door. There was a small gap between the door and the floor- through it, she could hear the Archbishop speaking. 
 
    "Shush, Lucrezia. You know our father. Doubtless, he will be horrified by what happened this night.  
 
    "But why would he do this?"  
 
    Because he is a man, Betta wanted to answer her. Able to do as he wishes. But the words caught in her throat. She could not further abuse the girl's innocence. She had always thought of Lucrezia Borgia as a princess in a tower, gilded and cossetted and safe from all harm, but she had been wrong. The darkness had finally found her. 
 
    "Because you are lovely, enough to raise any man's passions. When you are older, when you have become a wife in truth, you will understand." 
 
    "When I am a wife in truth? How can I even think of taking Lord Sforza to bed after... this." 
 
    "You must." For the first time, there was sadness in Cesare's voice. "This changes nothing, little sister, save that you now know the evil beast that lurks in the heart of men." 
 
    "Not you," there was a sound, like a hand being kissed. "Not in my Cesare." 
 
    "In me more than most." 
 
      
 
    The first cockerels had begun to crow by the time Cesare opened the door. All the candles in the room had been extinguished save one, enough to see that Lucrezia slept, hair smoothed back, a tranquil expression on her face. 
 
    The Archbishop was looking at her, and Betta realized that she had a smile on her face, watching her. "You did well this night." 
 
    Betta shook her head and looked down. "I did nothing..." 
 
    "Cease," he interrupted. "From what Lucrezia has told me, our Holy Father was but two heartbeats away from fucking her when you threw the tray. What could have possessed him?" Cold fury resonated in his voice, sharp as a needle.  
 
    Betta bit her lip, hesitating. "My lord...If I may." 
 
    He said nothing, only looked at her. In the darkness, his eyes were two black pools, glittering with emotion.  
 
    "When...before he entered the room, it seemed that I heard someone outside with him, a man with a most beautiful voice. And when he entered, he called her "La Bella," as though she were his lady, not his daughter. And..." she searched her memory. "That this was a game that they would play, the virgin waiting to be devoured. That she was hungry for it." 
 
    Cesare drew back, his hand clenched into a fist. "Was the voice one that is known to you?"  
 
    "No, my lord." 
 
    "A beautiful voice, you said,” he mused. “Like an angel.” 
 
    Though the words were not a question, she answered. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    The Archbishop dropped his hand and looked out over the loggia. “A shame,” he murmured, then shook himself, throwing off whatever thoughts had troubled him. “You have served my family well this night, little Betta. If ever there is a need, come to me again." 
 
    Betta bowed her head, watching from beneath her eyelashes as he walked away. There was power in him. Intelligence and some inner fire lit the Archbishop so that all other men were diminished by comparison, even his father. It must be the reason that the Holy Father seemed to prefer Juan Borgia.  Betta had never met the younger son of His Holiness, but he was renowned throughout Rome for his drinking and cruelty.  
 
     A pity, she thought, taking off her shoes and sliding into the blankets on her pallet for an hour of rest before the start of her duties. The way that Cesare Borgia had looked as he rode through the streets of Rome lingered in her mind. The Archbishop was a man that others followed, not because they had been paid to do so, but because they wanted to, knowing that he would lead them on to glory. 
 
    Betta yawned and felt herself slide into the welcoming embrace of sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
     A liveried messenger clutching a letter arrived at Lucrezia's door the next day. From her bed, still wrapped in a thick layer of blankets and coverlets, Lucrezia ordered him sent away and refused to open the letter.  
 
    Dismayed by her charge’s refusal to emerge from her chamber, Adriana de Milla arrived the next day. In her black gown and veil, she appeared a sallow-faced crow that twisted her hands around one another and murmured of the Pope's concern.  
 
    "I don't wish to see her," Lucrezia said, and turned her face from the door.  
 
    Food arrived on trays from the kitchens and was sent away untouched. As she carried it back, Betta heard the rumblings from the other servants, saw their heads lean together as they whispered. A few of the bolder ones, those Betta had come to know in the last months, stopped her and inquired after the young mistress's health. An illness, Betta told them, consoling herself with the knowledge that it was not a lie. A sickness had taken hold of the young Madonna, one of the mind.  
 
    The only words Lady Lucrezia spoke were to send away the Pope's messengers. When those bore no fruit, he began to send gifts. Betta made sure to be in attendance during the noon hour, when the Pope sent his tokens, for they provoked spectacular reactions. A juggler was sent scurrying from the palazzo when Lucrezia hurled a water jug at his head. The precious book was torn in two, pages flying everywhere as Lucrezia screamed.  
 
    “I want nothing from him!” 
 
    At last, Catherina Spagnola came to the closed door, begging entrance. Surprising all of them, Lucrezia nodded her agreement. The Spaniard's eyes were downcast as she entered, falling into a graceful curtsy that left her skirts a magnificent, shimmering cloud of wine velvet on the tile floor.  
 
    From behind her back, Catherina produced an iron-bound box small enough to fit into her hand. Lucrezia lifted her head from the pillow and looked at it inquiringly.  
 
    "From your Holy Father, Lady Lucrezia," she said when Lucrezia opened her mouth to speak. "He begs that you will open the box, and he wishes you to know that the twin of what is inside is to be yours if you would but agree to see him this day." Reaching forward, Lucrezia opened the box.  
 
    She gasped, and Betta craned her neck, trying to see what had produced such a reaction.  A pearl, nestled in a bed of dark velvet, of enormous size and so lustrous that all else in the room seemed to dim by comparison. The jewel was larger than the tip of her thumb, and it gleamed with an iridescent sheen.  
 
    "Your Holy Father said that of all women, you alone are worthy of this pearl, which was sent to him by Sultan Bayezid as a token of his esteem." 
 
    "I will see him," Lucrezia said, her face an expressionless mask as she crawled from the bed to stand, trembling, in the center of the room. "Pantasilea. The blue silk gown with silver trim."  
 
      
 
    Betta never heard what occurred at the meeting between Lucrezia and her father, but those servants who listened at the door said that His Holiness cried, weeping so loudly that the noise echoed through the council chamber. After an hour passed, he emerged, beaming with joy, smiling as he had not done for many days. At his side, Lucrezia smiled as well, but her cheeks remained pale despite the food and wine pressed on her. A jewel box rested in her hand, and before it was locked away by the steward, Lucrezia called her over and showed her the contents.  
 
    The second pearl was black, as large as the first. As Lucrezia turned it back and forth in the light, green and silver and deep blue sparked in its depths.  
 
    "A rich bribe for a few drunken caresses. Adriana said that the white pearl alone could pay the ransom of a king." Lucrezia said. "I doubt even Madonna Giulia has ever been given a jewel so fine. Perhaps you should have let him continue, Betta. Had he finished what he started, he would have set the crown of St. Peter upon my head, so great was his grief.” 
 
    "Lady Lucrezia!" Betta said, shocked.  
 
    Lucrezia smiled tightly. For a moment, she appeared ten years older and bitter; then, like cracks forming in plaster, her face crumbled and she looked a child again, one whose heart had been broken. 
 
    "I wish to visit my mother." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    The curtains on the litter remained closed during the trek through Rome; each bump and jostle, every momentary pause caused Lucrezia's heart to race, fear clawing at her stomach. Greasy nausea threatened to spill out of her stomach; she felt weak, as though she could not walk more than a few paces without aid. Days had passed since she had eaten more than a mouthful or taken wine without it calling to mind the stink of his breath, hot upon her shoulders.  
 
    They disgusted her. All of them. Men, her father most of all. She knew what they wanted now. The greasy breath, the moist, clutching hands. And her husband, his pitiful softening toward as she practiced the arts her mother had taught. Lord Sforza had begun to want her. The way he leaned toward her when they talked, the sly, searching looks he had thrown at her bodice and hips. And she had encouraged him, imagining that instead of her husband, it had been someone else looking at her with dawning interest. Someone young and handsome, someone who loved her. Someone….  
 
    Cesare. 
 
    The deepest cut of all was the knowledge that what her father had done had not been his fault. That sin could only be laid at her door. Like a harlot, she had looked on her beautiful brother with lust in her heart, had allowed the longing for things that could never be to poison her mind. God had called down vengeance upon her, in the form of her father. She had deserved it. 
 
    And Cesare’s words that terrible night- “Myself most of all.” That had been a lie, for he was not as other men were. Cesare was the only one that she loved now. The only one she could ever love. Resolution sat like a stone in her chest. She was already damned. The only happiness that could be found for her was here, and she would claim it, no matter the cost.  
 
    The gate was opened at the villa; Lucrezia bolted through, not pausing to moderate her pace, to safeguard her dress against the stains and mud. The sun blazed overhead, the heat of it on her skin; she no longer cared. Her mother was here. Her mother, not her father's mistress, who welcomed his foul caresses. Not the cousin he had brought to replace the woman who was fit to bear his touch and his children but not to raise them, no, for they were better than she. Though the words had never crossed his lips, she had understood them- the delicate flaring of his nostrils when they had dined together, when Mother had taken too much wine or laughed too heartily. The crumbs that would spill on the table, or how she would sing under her breath when the mood took her, no matter that her voice was not pleasant to the ears.  
 
    Common. Vannozza had come from peasant stock, and he had disdained her for it.  
 
    It was another reason to hate him. That he had torn them from their mother, used his gold to show them in every way that they were superior to her, the woman who had given the Borgia children life. The thousand times she had scorned her mother, pitied her drinking, the fat layered upon her body, increasing every year. The emotions were acid now, for she had learned the truth. Her mother had known what she had been too innocent and too spoiled to see. Cesare had been right about it as well. Their mother had knowledge. She knew men, knew how they thought, and how to control and anticipate their actions. As a mistress, it made her useful, but the knowledge that could not be passed onto the daughter they had created, for the Pope did not need his daughter to be proud or ambitious or manipulative. All of those qualities could be passed onto sons. A daughter could be nothing but pretty and malleable.  
 
    Lucrezia raced to the chamber on the second floor and pushed open the door. Vannozza sat in the darkened room, a wine bottle and tazza close at hand next to a tray of sweetmeats.  
 
    The smell of the wine was heavy in the room; her hair was undone, streaming down past her knees in brittle cobweb strands as insubstantial as dust. None of it mattered. There was a moment of shame on her mother's face, embarrassment in being caught with feet lolling on the floor, the paint and powder and jewels that she had used to fill the empty spaces left by her children stripped away, leaving the bones and heartache plain to see.  And then her arms were open, and Lucrezia rushed into them.  
 
    This was what she needed, what she had forgotten in the years of being shamed by her mother's humble origins, her wine. The softness of her breasts, the way she pressed Lucrezia's head against them. The almond scent of her breath, and the way she moved from side to side, rocking her.  
 
    "You were right." The words were choked. "About everything." 
 
    There was a deep exhalation of breath and a tremble. The weight of her hand fell on Lucrezia's back tentatively, and then harder, the touch becoming a stroke.  
 
    "My poor child. What has happened?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cesare, 
 
    Though I know that the preparations for your advancement to the College of Cardinals and the negotiations between our most holy father and the royal houses of our native land and France have combined to render you unable to travel as you might wish, it is my fervent desire that you might see fit to escape the oppressive heat of Rome and join me in a journey that I will soon undertake to the city of Caprarola, where our mother, along with her husband, has secured the use of a villa for a time.  
 
    Though the place is strange to me, I have been assured that it is renowned for the wild beauty where the pestilences and plagues of Rome can find no shelter. Our father, acting out of contrition for an act of which you are aware, has graciously given his permission for my removal until the month of November when my Lord Sforza returns from Pesaro to claim me in all ways as his wife.  
 
    I pray that you will join me, though it be for a short time. 
 
    Lucrezia  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    They traveled north to the mountains, climbing and then descending through jagged peaks until the stench of Rome no longer hung in the air, and the buzz of mosquitoes was replaced by breezes that grew colder with every step.  
 
    From atop her cream-colored mare, Lucrezia drank it in, savoring every new sight, every unique experience. She had never traveled so far. When the heat grew more oppressive than even the hot-blooded Adriana could stand, their destination had been the orchards outside the city, where the jagged skyline of Rome remained close enough to touch. This journey to the mountains, this was another world.  
 
    There were new flowers to see, peeking out from beneath stone blocks, ancient ruins dotting the road, hinting at a grandeur that had passed, and poverty. Hungry faces peered out from around huts that lined the edges of the small towns. It was not the hopeless poverty of Rome that was hidden from her eyes, this was the grinding poverty of those who raced in a headlong flight each day against starvation.  
 
    Traveling with so little accompaniment was strange, Lucrezia thought, setting heel to the horse's side, urging it to a trot. She savored the smooth gait. Feeling the wind stirring her hair, she rode past the horse-drawn litter where her mother lay, her husband Croce astride a placid mule only a few paces to the side. Four guards rode at the front and another four at the back, each heavily armed. Lucrezia felt their eyes on her as she advanced, and one leaned forward, speaking through the leather curtains. 
 
    "Don't wander off," her mother called, and Lucrezia reined in her horse.  
 
    As though anyone would touch her. She was Lucrezia Borgia, the Pope's daughter, the only one who would dare to touch her... 
 
    Unbidden, the memory of it swept through her mind; she closed her eyes, trying to think of something, anything else. The gift her father had given her to assuage his guilt which was even now being set into a ring of gold, the gown she was to wear for the feast when Lord Sforza returned from Pesaro, mulberry velvet adorned with cloth of gold, the home where they were to spend weeks, high up in the mountains.  
 
    Sweet little breasts, so...tight. 
 
    "My lady?" Betta's voice broke through, high and thin with worry.  
 
    Vannozza’s head emerged from the curtains of the litter. Her eyes sharpened, and her face went rigid. "You've gone pale. Get down from that horse before you faint. I'll not have your father..." her voice broke off at the flinch which shook Lucrezia’s body.  
 
    No, they could not have the Pope's daughter becoming injured. What would happen to his grand plans for alliances, his careful maneuvering of events to bring himself to the pinnacle of spiritual and temporal power?  
 
    The horse's coat shivered beneath her fingers; she patted the sweat-darkened mare. No, she would not ride in the wagons, not for one single minute. On these, the last days of her freedom, she would live every moment, savoring it. 
 
      
 
    Three days crept by at a snail’s pace as they journeyed to Caprarola, and the small villa let from the Farnese. Lucrezia was the first to spy the place, nestled like a white jewel in the center of a dark range of mountains that stretched up to an overcast sky. After the sweat-soaked days of Rome, full of heat and fear, the air felt bitingly clear and cold, brushing across her cheeks like a caress.  
 
    They inched along the road, every turn of the wagon wheel causing a groan of complaint from the maids and a muffled grunt from her mother. Work in the fields ceased as they drew closer, and a young, slim figure detached himself from a cart and ran ahead, disappearing into the villa.  
 
    Seen closer, it was larger than Lucrezia first thought, a spreading building of stone in the old style, with narrow windows and an attached structure that resembled the towers still seen in Rome that generations before had been the marks of family prosperity. No trees surrounded it, only a smooth expanse of deep green interrupted by stables and a smaller building that must have been the kitchens, for smoke was pouring out of the cupola.  
 
    The front door opened, and a man emerged, tall, slim of hip, and possessing a wealth of dark hair.  
 
    Her heels kicked her mount, and she galloped forward, heart beating a wild and frenzied pace that only ceased when she threw herself from the saddle and hurled herself at him.  
 
    "Cesare." Everything that had been clenched inside of her chest loosened. She gulped in the air when his arms closed around her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They feasted on the boar he had downed and sipped glass after glass of the sweet red wine produced by the vines that hung outside the villa, heavy with fruit.  
 
    The bottom floor of the tower, as Cesare teasingly called it, had already been claimed, although he said that the uppermost floors would suit her needs. Like themselves, he traveled lightly, with only a single manservant and Micheletto in attendance besides the dozen guards that had accompanied him north.  
 
    Though it might have been a fancy, it seemed to Lucrezia that Micheletto’s stern visage brightened when he saw Betta, clinging to the shadows in the way that she had, trying to be inconspicuous. She caught Cesare’s eye and saw that they were glinting, full of wicked humor. A moment of silent communication passed between them; he had seen it, too, the keen interest his henchman had in her prickly serving maid who never looked at men, no matter how comely. 
 
    The next day they rode out alone together, Lucrezia mounted on Micheletto's stallion, her own horse deemed too wearied by travel. For a time, they savored the pleasure of the quiet, the solitude denied them in all the years since he had left for Pisa. It was only gradually that their tongues loosened, the words between them flowing like water. 
 
    "How were you able to escape the press of affairs in Rome?" 
 
    "The college is in a furor that our Holy Father had dared to nominate not only his natural son but also the brother of his mistress for a cardinal's hat. I think he hoped my absence would soothe della Rovere's temper." 
 
    "Did his uncle Sixtus not elevate him in much the same way?" 
 
    Cesare nodded. "At five and twenty. Perhaps he feels that eight years superiority gave him a wealth of understanding which I lack." 
 
    "No one is more capable than you, Cesare. No one."  
 
    Each day they traveled farther afield, ranging from the peaks of hills to the clear lake that nestled between them, the shape like that on an enormous horseshoe pressed into the ground.  Recklessly, brazenly it felt, she left off the hats and gloves which shaded her skin. She saw with satisfaction the golden glow beginning to suffuse her face, the freckles like ghostly spots of ink.  
 
      
 
    The autumn sun caressed her lids; Lucrezia leaned back against the tree, letting the contrast between the crisp air and the warm sun soothe her mind. Her fingers stroked through Cesare’s silky dark hair, feeling the texture of the curls. Though her eyes were closed, her mind painted the colors: heavy earth lit with autumn leaves, lightening at the tips. The aroma of oranges clung to him. At times it seemed the scent was one that haunted her dreams, teasing at the forbidden. 
 
    "Cesare." 
 
    "Hmmm?" he answered, body relaxing into her lap. He slept in Caprarola, as it seemed he never did in Rome, long stretches of indolence, like a cat, or a warrior returned from battle after the demands of his body had been run dry. Lines were beginning to form at the corners of his eyes from long hours spent pouring over books and ledgers. His life was wasting away, his youth. As hers was. And he was so young yet, only ten and seven, yet he seemed much older, a man grown and seasoned. The flame of his life was a candle, burning so bright that it illuminated an entire chamber, not realizing the cost.  
 
    "What would make you happy?" 
 
    A low chuckle moved through his shoulders, and he pressed down against her legs. "I find myself quite unremittingly happy at the moment." 
 
    "Not here, goose." She reached down tested his jaw with her fingers, rubbing against the stubble. "When we return to Rome." 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow up at her. "How could I fail to be content, sitting at the right hand of God, as it were?"  
 
    "I think it has been a long time since you were truly happy." 
 
    Cesare’s face twisted; his body moved, angling his face and shoulders to the shore, where the deep blue of the lake reached across to the purple mountains, an endless expanse of tranquility. Only his hair was available to her, and she stroked it, petting the soft dark strands tinged with gold, the curls and loops as familiar to her as breathing. When he began speaking, his voice was thoughtful. 
 
    "The Holy Father has his plans for each of his children, and it matters little that our natures conflict with his staging of the pieces on the game board. Do you remember what I wrote to you of my visit to Columba of Riete?" 
 
    "Generalissimo?" she quoted, smiling though a squirm of fear raced through her at the memory of his letter, and the effect it had on him. Whether it had been the words of the holy nun or his time studying away from their father's influence, Cesare had changed during the years in Pisa. The hard, inflexible shell surrounding his heart had gown thicker; he retreated into himself, hiding his nature from the world. The quiet, kind boy that she had known was gone. All that was not clever and fierce was concealed, locked away from view. 
 
    "Yes. In my heart, I know that she spoke truly. Our father has plans for me, but soon, I think, I will find a way to circumvent them. Then I shall climb as high as I may. And those that seek to stop me, or to hurt the ones that I treasure, they will find their fates delivered up to them as though by the hand of God.” 
 
     Repressing a shudder at the coldness in his tone, she took a strand of hair and began tickling his earlobe with it, knowing his sensitivity. "What of our Father’s plans for Juan? He is to be the Generalissimo, not you." 
 
    "Any plans for Juan that do not involve the nearest wine den and whores are destined for failure. In time, Juan will meet his fate." In a smooth motion, he sat up. The folds of his tunic parted, revealing the taut skin of his belly, lightly dusted with hair. A half smile curved his lips, and he reached up to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ears. She shivered at the contact, the warmth of his skin, the faint roughness of his calloused hands. "And what would make my Lucrezia happy? For none of this matters if you are not." 
 
    "Do you truly wish to know?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    It was the moment she had sought since coming to Caprarola, though she had scarcely been able to put her scattered thoughts into words, the plan that kept her awake during the night, breathless and afraid, filled with an inexplicable need.  
 
     Longing, desperation tied her tongue into knots. "When I return to Rome…I will shortly be expected to become the true wife to Lord Sforza. After what happened with our f.f.father, even the thought of it fills me with fear such that I want to curl in upon myself and never emerge." 
 
    "Lucrezia..." 
 
    She placed her hands on his lips. "No, let me finish. The thought of another man touching me fills me with fear, though I know it to be my duty." 
 
    His hands were on her back, stroking. The heat of them made her want to press closer to his side, a child looking for comfort.  But she was a child no longer. 
 
    "What would you have me do?" 
 
    "I want you to kiss me." He started, and would have moved away, but she placed her hands on his shoulders, holding him in place. "I am afraid, brother. Afraid that when the time comes for me to do my duty, I will shrink from it. Show me the sweetness between a man and a woman. I know that it exists because I have felt it. Show it to me and banish the fear." 
 
    His eyes closed, shielding them, and his chest moved in a sigh. "That is a dangerous game you wish to play, sister." 
 
    "I know." Reaching down, she smoothed back the curls of hair from his forehead. He had always seemed the most perfect of men to her eyes, intelligent and comely, brutal in his treatment of others and yet gentleness itself to her. The strangeness of it struck her, that he would look upon all others in the world with indifference save her.  
 
    "Why have you always treated me with such tenderness, Cesare? Juan, our mother, Papa... I have seen how you are with them, and it is not the same." 
 
    "I must love something."  
 
    "As I love you, more than any other. Is that why you do not wish to do as I ask?" 
 
    "The very reason." He freed himself from the golden trap of her hair and rose to sit beside her, their shoulders almost touching. She reached down and took one of his hands, laying it against her face so that his palm cupped her cheek.  
 
    "You have kissed me half a thousand times or more." 
 
    "There are kisses, sister, and then there are kisses." He leaned in, brushing his lips across her forehead.  
 
    "It is the other sort that I need. Cesare, I beg you, do not let me go to Lord Sforza's bed terrorized by fear." 
 
    Breath mingled; they were so close together that each exhalation brought the flavor of him closer.  He smelled of mint and oranges; his eyes were a mirror of her own, the same shape and color, and they looked at her with a heavy-lidded stare that confirmed that he, with his four years of superiority, had experienced a world only imagined and feared in equal measure.  
 
    She bridged the gap, touching her mouth to his. There was the taste, the savor of something sweet on his lips as she brushed back and forth, seeking, looking for something she could not name. Soft, she thought. His lips were soft, not greasy, like the Florentine velvet stroking her skin, and so warm.  
 
    She pulled back, enough so that she could see his face.  
 
    "Are you satisfied?" His words were cold, his eyes anything but. They raged, and color touched his cheeks.  
 
    "No," she answered honestly and bent towards him again. This time she found it, the taste of him, of Cesare, something that she desperately needed to have. But like a heady vintage, it could not be absorbed through closed lips, for she needed to drink him in, a wine flavored with oranges and sunshine. Opening her mouth, she touched her tongue to the crease.  
 
    A low sound rose from deep in his throat, and the tension of his body loosened. The hand on her neck urged her closer until she was pressed against his chest, the strong muscles mashing against her breasts. His tongue met hers, delicately at first, teasing and then tangling. The dance began, the same that they had practiced in their mother's courtyard, advance and retreat, heavy breathing, and a delicious warmth that seemed to race with wildfire strength through her veins. 
 
    Her head fell back and he eased her to the ground, the long grasses cushioning her shoulders. Cesare followed, keeping her pressed to his side. A thousand gentle, delicate kisses were pressed against her lips, worshiping, reverent expressions of devotion interspersed with deep, throbbing kisses that made her blood sing, the feel of his tongue exploring her mouth like honey warmed by the heat of the afternoon. 
 
    Her hands found the laces of his shirt, loosening them, then drawing the voluminous garment over his head. When he would have stopped her, she brushed his lips with her fingers. "I need to feel the sun on your skin."  
 
    The heat of it, dappling through the leaves and the play of his muscles as he held himself aloft. Sweat began to gather in the place where his chest met the low neckline of her gown and his hand, which had rested on the ground at his side, moved to cup her hip.  
 
    The flavor of his kisses changed, urgency replacing the reverence, drawing an echoing emotion from deep inside of her. His hands began to roam, long fingers circling on her hipbone then sliding up to rest on the hollow beneath her breasts.  
 
    He drew back again. In his passion, Cesare was even more beautiful, as vivid as the sun pouring through colored glass, the gold of his eyes scalding and alive. The kisses they had shared were marked on his lips, filling them with color.  
 
    "Are you satisfied?" he asked again.  
 
    "No," she whispered, sinking her nails into his back, drawing him closer.  
 
    She felt the smile through their kiss. It deepened as his hand began to move with aching slowness, sliding over her ribs until he cupped her breast.  
 
    A shiver raced through her, and Cesare drew back.  
 
    "Where did he touch you?" 
 
    Her fingers hovered over the place where his hand rested. "Here. With...his mouth." 
 
    "Do you wish me to do the same?" His voice was hoarse, rasping deep in his throat.  
 
    "Yes."  
 
    His fingers tugged at the low neckline of her gown until only the camicia remained, a thin barrier of linen with an embroidered edge. He untied the laces, parting the two halves, and Lucrezia shivered as a breath of wind touched her exposed nipple, the pink flesh surrounding it puckering into hardness. 
 
    His eyes closed, lashes shadowed on his cheeks; Lucrezia felt a stab of anxiety.  
 
    "They are small, not like Giulia..." 
 
    His mouth cut off her words, stealing her breath. His hand found her nipple, fingers touching the long, pointed peak.  
 
    He tore his mouth away, and Lucrezia would have gasped at the loss except that his lips began a determined track down her neck, pressing hot open kisses along the pulse that beat frantically at the base of her throat.  
 
    The curls of his hair were spreading across her chest so that she could not see his face, only feel the movement as he skimmed down, touching her with the lightest possible caress. He paused, hovering over her while his breath fanned out, warming her, and then she felt it. His tongue, laving the nipple. A shudder ran through her, flaming hot, and her hips lifted, obeying an instinct that she could not name.  
 
    In a single explosive moment, he tore himself away, rising to his feet and then staggering several paces away to stand at the edge of the lake. Her ragged breathing and the wind howling through the grasses were the only sounds, but they thundered in her ears.   
 
    She sat up, resting her weight on her elbows. The sight of her nipple with its ruby tipped peak caught her attention. Reaching up, she brushed her fingers across it, savoring the faint echo of pleasure. Sighing, Lucrezia tied the ends of the camicia together and tugged her bodice back in place.  
 
    "Why?" she asked, leaning her back against the tree.  
 
    "That you would even ask that question..." he shook his head, still not turning to look at her. "Turn your back. I will bathe in the lake before we return." 
 
    Laughter bubbled up inside of her. "The water will be unbearably cold," she giggled.  
 
    "I am aware." His tone was grim.  
 
    It was on the tip of her tongue to protest, to question him further, but instinct held her tongue, and she turned her back, resolutely focusing on the bark of the tree even as she heard the telltale sound of cloth falling to the ground and then a low hiss as he stepped into the icy blue water.  
 
    What does a conqueror wish? She had asked their mother that question months ago, thinking of Lord Sforza although a part of her had known the truth. For her, it had always been Cesare. He was the one that she had imagined when the ladies spoke of kisses and caresses exchanged in dark corners and their blissful anticipation of the marital act. Cesare the beautiful, Cesare the strong and loving who was to her father and mother, dearest companion and friend.  
 
    The answer came to her, delivered in the drawling, world-weary voice of her mother, containing a wealth of wisdom. A conqueror lives for the chase, the hunt.  
 
    She kept her back to him, listening as he splashed deeper, cursing under his breath at the cold.  
 
    "Thank you," she said. "I am no longer afraid." 
 
    "I am glad." 
 
    Turning her head, she saw that he was facing away from her, looking out over the mountains. His skin was a tapestry of colors, pale bronze on his neck and hands, whitening to cream on his back. She crept over to where his garments lay in a pile. She had to bite her lips to keep from giggling, the laughter dancing on the edges of her mouth.  
 
    The jangle of his points brought Cesare's head around. "What are you doing?"  
 
    Lucrezia did not answer, only continued picking up each of his garments, smoothing them over her arm. "Surely you cannot fasten all of these points and laces by yourself?" she asked, genuinely curious. She had never given a thought to the complexities of a man's garments. In all the years of her life, she had never dressed herself, and she thought the same could be said of him.  
 
    "Put them down." Darkness boiled in his voice. The danger she sensed in him, the roiling emotions that bubbled close to the surface, made her pulse beat faster, and her breath come in quick little pants. This was an untamed Cesare, one that she had no knowledge of, just as he had no knowledge of the creature she now was, born so recently of his kiss. Reckless energy sparkled down her veins, driving her on.  
 
    "Or what?" She teased, taking a step back to where the horses grazed. Cesare followed, the water falling away as he stepped forward to reveal the glistening skin of his chest.  
 
    "Lucrezia!" he warned, but before he could utter another word, she turned and fled, the bundle of his garments still clasped in her arms.  
 
    A splashing sounded from behind her, and Lucrezia increased her pace, giggling as she tore through the grass, skirting wide around the tree where they had lain, down towards where the horses stood, watching them with pricked ears.  
 
    She heard the pounding of his steps behind her, the heavy tread as he cleared the distance, long legs easily outpacing her. In a single moment she was captured, strong arms circling her tightly. The chill of his skin bled through her skirt. His chest, where it met her back, felt like marble, a statue holding her close.  
 
    The tunic and hose landed on the ground and Lucrezia twisted, needing, wanting to see. Carved and still, he was exposed to her, for even in his frustration, he would not chain her in place with his strength. She saw him as he truly was, beautiful in face and body but dark and harsh and tormented in his eyes. The longing for him took her breath away. 
 
    "Please," she whispered, bringing her hands to him, drawing him closer. "Please." 
 
    When he kissed her, it was the same, only more, fiercer, his hands raising tongues of fire as he leaned in and worshiped the manner in which she was formed, long and delicate and high breasted, arching like a strung bow beneath his touch. And she explored him, the planes of his chest, the hard ridges of his stomach with the light dusting of hair. Where he had once been cold, he burned, and she burned with him, shuddering to life and then to death in his arms beneath the mountain sky.   
 
      
 
    The sun was low on the horizon when sanity returned. Lucrezia shivered, feeling the cold for the first time. 
 
    "We must return soon," he murmured, lips pressed against her temple. "And I will leave on the morrow." 
 
    She nodded, knowing what he intended, the reason why he must leave. Cesare was her protector, shielding her from all that could harm her. Even against himself.  
 
    "Then we must hurry." 
 
      
 
    The villa slept as Lucrezia pulled the door open, scanning the darkness ahead. All was quiet in the hours past the rising of the moon, in her chambers and throughout the tower. Her attendants and maids had drunk deeply of the wine she had ordered brought from the kitchens; the sleeping draft Betta had added would ensure an undisturbed night followed by pounding heads in the morning.  
 
    Lucrezia shivered, the stone floor cold against the leather soles of her slippers. Ahead, she could hear the skittering of a mouse, burrowing through the timbers of the stairwell.  
 
    Wax dripped on her fingertips as she descended the stairs, heart beating wildly in her chest.   
 
    The door to his chamber was ahead, wide planks forming a formidable barrier. Lucrezia pushed it open, already knowing what she would find: Cesare sitting alone, slumped back, deep in thought. A chair had been placed in front of the fire, which crackled with a pleasant scent. Fruitwood, she thought. Apple, or perhaps plum. Only the best for the illustrious future cardinal.  Micheletto had been sent into town after the meal to prepare for the journey on the morrow, and Cesare valued his solitude too much to allow servants to share his chambers. They were alone. 
 
    He looked up from a study of the wine in the goblet; his face showed neither welcome nor anger, only a resigned sadness. The wine had stained his lips, painting them a deep purple.  
 
    His eyes traveled over her, missing nothing. The single candle held in her hand, her body clad in the thinnest chemise she possessed, the fabric so light and airy that the shadowed outline of her curves could be glimpsed beneath. The unbound hair streaming down in a torrent of curls. This night she was a bride, prepared for her husband.  
 
    "I wondered if you would come."  
 
    "You did not forbid it." Reaching up, she tugged at the laces, allowing the sleeves to settle wide on her shoulders.  
 
    "Would it have mattered?" He set the wine down, a little spilling to the side. His words were slightly slurred, hazing of the crisp way he customarily spoke. 
 
    "No." She whispered it, letting her eyes caress him, memorizing the way that he looked, body relaxed back in the chair, hair a messy tangle as though he had run his fingers through it again and again as he drank.  
 
    She pulled at the linen gathered at her hips, and the chemise fell, displaying all of her in a single moment. She felt no urge to cover herself with her hands, to cling to false notions of modesty. She was beautiful; the hot flare of his eyes banished all feelings of shame or sin.  
 
    "A woman has one gift that is hers alone. I choose to give it to you." Lucrezia said and blew out the candle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Betta came awake to see a man was standing over her, tall body outlined against the dawn sky.  
 
    She sat up, a shriek caught in her throat that died as she recognized the Archbishop. Blinking rapidly, she cleared the sleep from her eyes and then scooted off the pallet she had made across the door, barring entrance to Lucrezia's chamber. Her careful watch of the night before had been in vain. The door was already opened, and blonde hair was spread out upon the pillow of the bed. The Archbishop had carried Lucrezia and placed her there, stepping so silently that she had not woken.  
 
    And that must mean... Betta ducked her head and peeked at Borgia from beneath her eyelashes. His face was...pale, set. Although he looked at the girl now sleeping on the bed, his face did not contain any of the rueful tenderness she was accustomed to seeing or the strange, layered emotions that had grown between them during the sojourn at Caprarola. He grieved, and there was exhaustion written on his face in the dark circles and pale skin.  
 
    Betta stood up, noting that although she was a woman of fair height, the top of her head only came to the button centered over the archbishop’s heart.  
 
    "I... she said that you would be here, waiting." 
 
    Betta was silent. Through the crack at the windows, she could hear the snorting of horses, the jangling of harness and bit, the muttering of men. They were ready to depart. The announcement of his leave-taking had been a surprise at dinner the night before, an urgent summons from Rome although no messenger had arrived. Betta had thought, given last night's actions, that his departure would be delayed.  
 
    Borgia seemed able to read her thoughts; his mouth twisted into a hard smile. He stepped forward and rested a hand on the dagger strapped to his waist. "She said that you are to be trusted." 
 
    Knowledge of danger chilled the air, making gooseflesh prickle on her skin. He would kill her without a moment's qualm if he suspected treachery. She lifted her chin. "I am a maidservant and know nothing that could be used to harm my lady." 
 
    "I hope that it remains so. Give this to your mistress," he said, holding out a square of parchment that had been sealed with a smear of wax the color of blood.  
 
    "Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “And should the Lady Lucrezia seem distraught, or overtaken by sadness, I wish to know that as well.” 
 
    “No, my lord.” 
 
    Borgia lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “I keep my mistresses secrets, my lord. All of them." 
 
    He regarded her. "See that you do." 
 
    Betta followed him out into the courtyard to where a dozen men were mounted, impatient expressions echoed by the dancing footsteps of their mounts. Closest to the gate, Micheletto leaned against a pillar watching a stable boy cinching the wide leather strap across his horse's middle. As she watched, the enormous black animal with a curling mane turned, baring white teeth and snapping them at the boy's exposed shoulder.  
 
    In a movement too quick to be seen, Micheletto punched out with a fist, hitting the animal between its eyes. The horse snorted, prancing on all four hoofs, and blew out a breath. Micheletto stepped forward, raising a fist again, and the animal danced back, finally allowing the strap to be tightened.  
 
    Betta was on the verge of melting back into the shadows when Micheletto, in response to a shouted taunt from one of the guards, turned his head and saw her. The sensation... Betta tried to place it. As though she had been slapped, but without pain, only the keenest awareness that he was looking at her, truly looking at her as no one had ever done in her life, as though he could see into the silent heart that raged.  
 
    Borgia mounted in a flurry of dark hunting leathers and rode from the courtyard without bothering to look behind to the men that followed. In the time it took to watch the last man ride through the gate, Betta realized that Micheletto was drawing near and was now too close to be escaped without detection.  
 
    He looked at her in silence for a time, the sleep she had yet to rub from her eyes, the disordered folds of her scarf.  
 
    "You." He said. "Always there, always watching." There was something in his voice, a heat that washed over her in a wave, making it difficult to concentrate.  
 
    "A bad business," he continued, looking toward the road. Betta stiffened and snatched her hand away when he moved to take it. "Bad will come of it." 
 
    "I don't know what you mean."  
 
    He chuckled, low in his throat. "Good. I'd hate to have to meet you in an alley again, little Betta." Before she could move, he reached out, catching hold of her waist and jerking her against him. Suddenly she was surrounded by him, leather and horses and the steady beat in the hollow of his neck exposed where his doublet gapped open.  
 
    "Until the next time," he murmured in her ear. Whiskers layered his chin; they brushed against her neck, sending shivers cascading down to land in the pit of her stomach. She stood, unable to move, heart pounding so rapidly that grey swam at the edges of her vision. And then he was gone, striding off toward his horse and mounting.  
 
    He did not look back, even after he clattered through the gate. Digging in his spurs, he galloped toward the riders vanishing down the path as the sun finally broke against the horizon. Fiery rays shot out, touching everything with gold.  
 
    Betta leaned her shoulder against the gate and watched until the mounted party had turned, disappearing into the shadow of a mountain. It was a new day. More than the simple rising of the sun, the changes wrought during the night would touch every facet of their lives. She was now part of a secret, one that could cost her everything. Though she was loyal to Lady Lucrezia, she knew too much to be allowed to ever leave their service.  
 
    For better or worse, she was part of the Borgia famigila until her dying breath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucrezia,  
 
    Destroy this letter once you have read it.  
 
    What happened last night was the foulest of crimes, and the blame for it rests entirely upon my soul. It should never have been. I beg that you endeavor to forget what occurred and enter into your marriage with a willing heart. When next we meet, I will treat you as my sister, nothing more, and pray that you will do the same.   
 
    C.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night Lady Lucrezia was to become Lord Sforza's wife in truth dawned bright and cold under a heavy November sky. An auspicious omen, the old women said, cackling with joy. Not too warm for a tumble beneath the sheets.  
 
    The expected rains had held off long enough to welcome Lord Sforza back from Pesaro with honor, pennants and plate shining as the condottiere of the papal forces returned. 
 
    The meal for the night had been the subject of intense discussion amongst the stewards and chefs in the kitchen. Together with Adriana de Milla, they selected oysters and truffles to whet the appetite and tender spears of asparagus cooked with saffron and gooseberries. Lady Lucrezia, who had started the night with the frightened eyes of a doe chased by hunters, relaxed as bianco dolce filled her cup to the brim. By the end of the feast, her face was shining merrily, and she joined in the laughter.  
 
    Betta assisted Pantasilea as she dressed Lady Lucrezia for the consummation, removing the layers of cloth until all that remained was hose. 
 
    "How would you wear your hair, Madonna?" Pantasilea asked, holding up jeweled bands and pins. They had undone the fashionable plaits she had worn to the feast, the braids plumped by a small roll of cotton in the center. Unbound, her hair curled wildly in the moist air.  
 
    "Loose, as befits a maiden," Lady Lucrezia said, stepping out of the hose and meeting Betta's eye in the mirror. Betta nodded when Pantasilea's back was turned. Her errand had been accomplished while the household was occupied with the feast; the retrieval of a pouch from her pallet, its contents carefully sorted.  
 
    One of Lucrezia's eyebrows rose, an expression of satisfaction flashing across her face. "Find your bed now," Lady Lucrezia told Pantasilea when the other returned with a new camicia, embroidered all over with a small floral design and slipped it over her naked shoulders.  
 
    "But..." Pantasilea sliced an annoyed look at Betta. The results of the night would be the topic of unending gossip the next day, and information was as precious as gold.  
 
    "I said leave us."  
 
    Pantasilea bobbed a curtsey and left the room. Betta could feel an unfriendly stare coming to rest between her shoulder, bladed and sharp as a knife.  
 
    "She hates you," Lucrezia said, picking up the comb and dragging it through her hair so roughly that several strands remained tangled in the tines.  
 
    "More after tonight," Betta replied, taking the comb.  
 
    "It is all anyone will be talking about on the morrow." Lucrezia mused, watching herself in the mirror. "All of Rome, waiting to see if the Lord of Pesaro is satisfied with his…virgin bride." The corner of her mouth twitched. "It is the best story to come out of the palace since the daughter of Giulia Farnese was given the name Orsini instead of Borgia as punishment for having taken her wedded lord to bed." She placed the comb to the side. "Bring it out." 
 
    Betta nodded, pulling a small pouch from the belt concealed by her apron.  
 
    Lucrezia took the pouch, testing it in her hand.  
 
    "Such a small thing, and so much at stake." Hands shaking, she opened the laces, tilting the pouch until the leech fell into her palm.  
 
    "You remember what you are to do with it, mistress?" Urgency threaded her voice. Lord Sforza would arrive soon. They had all remarked at his eagerness, the hot, possessive glances he had granted her during the meals, coupled with lingering caresses of his hand.   
 
    She nodded. With one hand, she lifted the hem of her camicia.  
 
    "He was there tonight." 
 
    "The Cardinal?"  
 
    Lucrezia nodded, then took the leech between her thumb and forefinger. Disgust twisted her face. "Watching only. He said... not one word to me and left as soon as the feast was over." 
 
    Betta said nothing, remembering the painful days after the cardinal had fled Caprarola and Lucrezia's misery.  
 
    Lucrezia tilted her head. "I hear footsteps." Lifting the hem of her camicia, she reached down, finding the cleft between her legs and sliding the leech deep inside. "Tonight, I will be meek and timid but eager to please." Dropping the hem, she clasped her hands in front, folding them in an attitude of prayer. Her expression firmed. In the gloom, her eyes had grown very blue, with enormous pupils. "And before the season is out, I will own him," she vowed. "Extinguish all the candles save one." 
 
    Betta moved through the room, pinching off the wicks while Lucrezia arranged herself to kneel by the bed. The only candle that remained on the stand burned a foot away, burnishing Lucrezia with a golden glow which made her appear both younger and older than her fourteen years.  
 
    Far below, music could still be heard, dancing and revelry which would continue until the small hours of the morning, when the marital linens would be displayed prominently for all to see. Light, joyful music, the same that had been popular in the court all season, ignoring the oncoming tide.   
 
    A noise sounded from the hall. The door crashed open, revealing Lord Sforza followed by half a dozen of the companions who had surrounded him at the feast, large, big-boned men who moved with the grace of oxen. Betta stifled a gasp and dropped a candle as they rushed forward to form a fan around their commander, who was staring in mute fascination at the spectacle of his wife encased in a puddle of filmy white.  
 
    Lucrezia finished the prayer and crossed herself before turning to look behind. "My husband." Her tone was gentle, and her eyes the innocent blue of the summer sky.  
 
    Lord Sforza stumbled forward as though pulled by a chain, meeting the welcome in her face. There was an appreciative chuckle from one of the men in the crowd, and it broke through the haze of Lord Sforza's lust.  
 
    "Out," he snapped.  
 
    With a quick curtsey, Betta followed the others as they fled the room, turning down a little-used passageway. Her feet picking up speed as she traveled through the darkness until she flew, outdoors and onto the loggia where the cold air slapped against her face. The panic she had tried to contain had risen now that there were no longer a thousand tasks to occupy her hands. Pain was beating a pulse in her head. Her breath rasped in and out, and she pressed a fist against her stomach, trying to control nausea, the urge to vomit at the knowledge of what would shortly occur, the stench of wine and fumbling caresses... 
 
    No. She would not think about what the night would bring, the risks if Lord Sforza recognized the ruse being played out. There was no one to suspect the truth of what had happened. No one except for the Cardinal, who had not been able to look his sister in the face, and his henchman... 
 
    As if her thoughts had summoned him, Micheletto stepped forward out of the darkness on silent feet. His arrival did not surprise her; she had looked for him as she had watched his master arrive at the Palazzo, splendid in his new scarlet robes.  
 
    They stood together in silence. Betta made an effort to control her breathing, to match the slow and steady inhalations of the man at her side. Together, they watched the shadows deepen as the lamps were extinguished by the downstairs maids. The pungent scent of the oil dispersed, blown by the wind, until only he remained, the leather and horse and steel that was him.  
 
    "You are to wait?" his voice emerged from the darkness.  
 
    Beginning to nod, she caught herself and answered. "Yes." 
 
    Micheletto shifted, a creaking of leather. No metal points fastened his garments together. The knowledge both frightened and filled her with a strange excitement that thrummed in her veins. Micheletto was a creature of the dark, made to move silently on the hunt.  
 
    "Like what you see?" he mocked, turning his shoulders to lean against one of the pillars. Betta realized that she had been staring at him, her eyes grown accustomed to the gloom, measuring what it was about him that made him different from other men. Her gaze snagged on the hilt of a small knife exposed by the open laces at his wrist.  
 
    Not thinking, only acting on what she wanted, her fingers reached forward and touched it, the metal warm from contact with his skin.  
 
    The deep, rumbling laugh surprised her, and she drew her hand away.  
 
    "You look at a knife the way a woman looks at her lover." 
 
    Betta stepped back, widening the gap between them. "I look at no man in that way."  
 
    "No," he agreed. "You do not."  
 
    A shrill cry broke the night, the noise soon muffled by a low growl of triumph. Below them, a wild cheer went up, followed by uproarious laughter.  
 
    "Sforza! Sforza!"  
 
    As though he were a bull tupping a cow. Asses. She had to smother a gasp as Micheletto reached out and took her arm, dragging her closer, as though they were lovers, snatching a few moments together. 
 
    "Matters have been arranged?" he whispered.  
 
    The sensation of his breath, the whiskers on his chin tickling her ear, caused a trickle of warmth to curl down her spine.  
 
    "Yes," she answered, hearing the nervous tick in her voice.  
 
    "Then I will leave you. Wine and a fuck in an alley before I return to the Cardinal's palazzo to assure him that she is safe. Unless..." he reached for her hip, then chuckled again as she pulled herself away.  
 
    "Not yet, eh?.Shame." Without waiting for a response, he headed for the stairs.  
 
    "Micheletto."  
 
    He paused, turning to look over his shoulder.  
 
    "She means to leave soon. Away from him."  
 
    He nodded. "For the best." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bed sheets were displayed like flags in the morning, and Lord Sforza wore the face of a grinning, triumphant bridegroom, well pleased with his bargain.  
 
    The images stayed in Betta's mind over the next weeks, lightly tinged with a sense of victory. They had won. Lady Lucrezia's secret was forever concealed, the dregs of it remembered only by those who had reveled in the gossip concerning the Pope's devoted children. And even that gossip soon died away for want of fuel, for the Borgias who remained in Rome were never seen in one another's company. 
 
    Lord Sforza was a devoted husband who found nothing to complain about in his marital bed. His passionate attachment to her soon created its own gossip, speculation about when the Countess’s belly would begin to round.  It surprised no one that when Lord Sforza left Rome to return to Pesaro, his wife decided to accompany him, together with Adriana de Milla and Giulia Farnese. 
 
      
 
    "Careful!" Betta snapped at one of the carters, a plodding, rough-featured man who had carelessly knocked one of the crates containing her lady's best velvet gowns against the side of the wagon. "Those gowns are worth more than your miserable skin."  
 
    "Sorry," he mumbled, looking down, but not before she saw the quick flash of anger. One of those, she thought. As meek as a lamb when spoken to, but hiding anger close to his chest and burning up with it. She would have to watch herself until the carters left. Being tripped into one of the mud puddles clogging the terrace would make for a miserable start to the journey.  
 
    "Looking for me?" A voice spoke close to her ear. She swatted away the hand that crept around her waist.  
 
    "Wondered if you would speak to me," she muttered, trying to ignore the singing in her blood which always occurred in his presence, the awareness missing in her dealings with all other men. "When I saw the guard come." She looked to the street, where two dozen men waited on horseback, all of them fierce, toughened warriors. Borgia men, they called themselves, sent by the Cardinal. Spaniards, speaking the language amongst themselves, the sound like water running over river stones.  
 
    "Here," Micheletto called, and one of the men came over. "See to this." 
 
    The guard nodded and began bawling at the carters, whose pace noticeably quickened under the Spaniard’s heavy gaze.  
 
    "Come." Without waiting for an answer, he seized her wrist, dragging her back. One of the storerooms by the kitchen had a door ajar; he stalked through it and kicked the door closed. 
 
    "What..."  Her eyes flew around the room, taking in the barrels of flour, the sacks containing rice and salt.  
 
    "Shut up," he snapped. He loosened one of her hands but kept a firm hold of the other; Betta made it into a fist. If he tried to rape her, he would find that she was no easy pickings.  
 
    Micheletto's hands were plucking at the laces that ran the length of her sleeves, loosening them until he could slide the wool up, past her elbow.  
 
    "Micheletto-" 
 
    "I said shut it." His voice was a snarl. "Foolish, stupid women." Leaning to the side, he spat. With the other hand, Micheletto reached into his doublet and removed a bundle of leather.  
 
    "The French are coming, and stupid women ride north. Not south, where there are allies, or to the sea, but north. Lunacy." he snapped, laying leather and steel against her arm; the coldness bit at her, but she could not look away from his face, the scowl lines on his forehead and the angry sparks that seemed to leap from his eyes, burning her.  
 
    "Keep this on you every moment. And if someone lays hands on you, use it." Turning her arm over, he tightened the laces. The shape of it was unmistakable. A knife, a small knife, the hilt flush against her skin. "In Pesaro, seek out Bernaldino. He's the most skilled at knife play. He will show you more. And here," he said, releasing her hand and placing the bundle of leather on it. Another knife, by the feel, this one larger, encased in a supple sheath. "Bind it against your leg.” 
 
    Betta's heart was racing as though she had run all the way back across the Corso. He had done this for her. Two dozen men had been sent to see that the Pope's daughter was kept safe, but this... this was from him. He had done this for her, that she would be protected.  
 
    Until that moment, she had not realized how she looked forward to seeing him, their petty arguments, and that he did not seem to mind her sharp tongue. Even his groping hands would be missed.  
 
    "Little fool," he began again, then stopped when he seemed to realize that she was no longer fighting to get away. The knife was clutched in her hands because it was precious, and she could feel herself smiling.  
 
    He barked out a laugh. "Now?" and shook his head. Before she could blink, Betta found herself pressed against the stucco wall, surrounded by him, the heavy leather and steel scent, the strength in his hands, holding her shoulders but gently, so that it did not hurt. He pressed her to the side and breathed into her ear.  
 
    "Listen to me, girl. Keep that knife on you, and use it if you must. When you come back to Rome, we will finish this." There was a press of his hips against her hip, a thick reminder of what he spoke. "Now go, before I think better of it.” 
 
    He released her, and Betta staggered back, one, two steps, toward the door that had swung open, and the wagons which were beginning to depart. She could feel the place he had pressed against her like a missing limb.  
 
    "Go. Now. And if you fuck Bernaldino, I will strangle you."  
 
    Betta paused and looked back, stamping the way that he looked into her memory, the play of leather across his broad chest, the scowl. "I will miss you, Micheletto." 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    Berenger de Gany swore as his boots submerged up to the ankle in a muddy puddle of water. The shock of cold was enough to make his toes curl against the influx through the cracks in the leather. The wool of his hose was sodden with moisture, and his chest was plagued by a cough.  On days such as this, he wondered if his mother had been correct, and his foul deeds had landed him in hell, for surely there could be no worse place than Rome during the rainy month of December when water sluiced off the tile rooftops and turned the roads into rivers of mud.  
 
    His only consolation was that his torment would not continue long - after years of preparation, the king was coming, marching across the mountains with his army. Soon, Berenger would be free to join him on the quest to take Naples. From there, on to defeat the Turks. Already Florence had fallen without a whimper. Piero de Medici, never the man that his family had hoped, had fled the city in terror, and Friar Savonarola, preaching of doom and judgment in the form of the oncoming French armies, had softened the way for them. Soon, the king would arrive at the gates of Rome, and they would crumble before his cannon.  
 
    Berenger shifted his foot, attempting to drain the water from it, before abandoning the endeavor as useless. His rooms over the merchant’s shop were but three streets away; when he crossed the threshold, he would send down to the girl who served the family; she would bring him hot water for a wash, and perhaps soup from the tavern. His boots would dry before he ventured out again… 
 
    A hand seized his wrist, and Berenger felt a blade press into the small of his back at the place where his doublet met his hose. He twisted, trying to spring away, but the knife dug in, the tip painting a spot of fire to the right of his spine.  
 
    “Another move, and it’ll come through to your stomach.” A voice growled in his ear. The man was so close behind him that Berenger could feel the press of his hip bones against his side.  
 
    Berenger bit back a moan. “What...” he began, stalling for time.  
 
    The hand on his wrist clenched, and Berenger had to smother another gasp as pain shot through to his elbow. The man had a grip like iron; there would be bruises tomorrow.  
 
    “Move.”  
 
    A nudge with the knife sent him stumbling forward. His attacker kept behind, forcing his shoulder back into a painful curve that allowed him to control their direction. He moved fast, taking long, rapid strides, compelling Berenger into a trot to keep apace. One street, then another passed in a blur until they reached the shabby place where he had made his home for the past three years, the room above the merchant’s shop. Another nudge with the knife sent him stumbling forward, and Berenger mounted the stairs, his muscles protesting as he climbed each flight, coming at last to the paneled door that was his sanctuary, his small suite of rooms that nestled under the stars. 
 
    The door closed, and his wrist was released. Berenger stumbled forward, one, two steps before catching his forward momentum on the edge of a table. His breath rasped in his throat, coming in hard, sharp pants. There was a noise behind him, that of a bar being fitted across the door. He turned, and it was as if his entire body turned from ice to flame and back again.  
 
    “Micheletto.”  
 
    Though he had known it was he from the first, the shock of his appearance was like a blow between his ribs, stealing the breath.  Always it was the same. No matter where he traveled in Rome when Micheletto wanted him, he found him, and then… 
 
    He reached a hand forward, meaning to touch him, wanting to touch him, to stroke the wetness that streamed down his face, the hair that clung to his cheeks, exposing the deep cleft of his chin, but Micheletto batted his hand aside. Anger darkened his expression. 
 
    “You know what I want.” 
 
    His voice…Berenger trembled at it, even as he moved to obey the command. A grave voice, so rough and deep that it pulled at the very heart of him. Berenger crossed the two paces that separated them and sank to his knees.  
 
    Droplets of moisture patted to the wooden floor, darkening it. Berenger was aware of it, the puddles, the ache in his shoulder from where his arm had been wrenched, even as his hands reached forward, pulling at the laces of Micheletto’s codpiece. A quick adjustment, and then he was free, the shaft hanging between them.  
 
    Berenger wanted to take a moment to admire it, the heavy virility and beauty of his manhood, capped with the sheath of the foreskin, but Micheletto reached forward, tangling his fingers into Berenger’s hair, and mashed his face to the exposed skin.  
 
    “Now.” 
 
    It was a command, and Berenger was helpless to do anything but obey. He opened his mouth wide, taking him down to the root, choking as the flesh swelled but unable to do more than whimper as mouth and tongue were plundered, used for the pleasure of the man who stood over him, commanding and controlling his every action as once, he had controlled others.  
 
    A hot blast of fluid scorched his tongue, and the grip on Berenger’s hair relaxed, allowing him to draw back and collapse on the floor. He was panting, out of breath and so unspeakably aroused that he could do nothing but tremble as Micheletto shuddered again, a droplet of fluid landing on the floor with a splash.  
 
    “Lick it up.” 
 
    No, no, he wanted to protest, hating that he was already moving, to press his tongue against the floorboards covered with mud from the streets, sucking at the salty fluid as though it were gold and he was a beggar. There was a grunt of satisfaction from the man still leaning against the door.  
 
    “Do you have any wine?” Micheletto asked, stalking into the room as though he owned it or anything else that crossed his gaze.  
 
    “B...by the bed,” Berenger muttered, struggling to his feet. He watched with helpless anger as Micheletto shed his garments, tugging off doublet and shirt in a single motion then dropping them to the floor, where they landed with a wet splash. Shoes were flung across the room in his direction, and Berenger obediently picked them up, taking them to the brazier where the coals would dry them.  
 
    Micheletto removed the cork with his teeth and took a long drink, the muscles of his throat convulsing with every swallow. Evidently pleased, he drank again, then tossed the bottle back onto the table before turning back to face him. Even clad in hose, Micheletto was an intimidating sight, thick of muscle and crossed with a multitude of scars.  
 
    “Why are you still dressed?” The rumble was back in Micheletto’s voice. Berenger discarded his garments, leaving them in a dripping pile on the floor. As he worked to undo the laces, he watched as Micheletto uncorked the small bottle of oil that he kept on the table and poured a measure of it into his palm. His chest gleamed in the dim light as he anointed himself, spent shaft gaining thickness with every long stroke.  
 
    “Come. Here.” 
 
    It was a command, and Berenger was helpless but to obey.  
 
      
 
    The room was without light, utterly dark, only sound remaining. Berenger listened, straining to hear the noises that he had grown accustomed to over the past years - the cats howling in the alley, waiting for the merchant’s wife to throw scraps to them, the deafening rumble of the man in the next house, screaming at his lazy children, and the fall of raindrops off the tiles. In the morning, there would be a wet patch near the brazier where the roof had leaked. His feet knew the places to avoid, and he would skirt the damp spot on the floor. He would miss that in the days to follow, the comfortable familiarity of life in the city that he hated. He would also miss the man lying next to him in the open legged abandon of exhaustion.  
 
    Though he could not see Micheletto, the months since they had begun their affair were burned into his thoughts; he fancied he could remember each word the henchman had spoken, every mood, every turn of his mobile face. He did not love him, dear God, he prayed that he did not love him, but the man’s existence was seared into his thoughts like the brand from a white-hot iron. When he closed his eyes, it was there, staring back, demanding something that Berenger could not give. 
 
    He could not even use the excuse that he used their fucking to gain information. From the moment they had met in the tavern, he had never asked Micheletto so much as the Cardinal’s favorite thing to sup on in the early morning hours. From the first, it had been same - Micheletto ordering, and he agreeing, anything to keep him finding him again on the streets, forcing them into his room, and then the bed, feeling Micheletto moving over him like a storm, taking everything and giving nothing, like the most excellent wine and the rankest poison blended into a concoction that he would always crave. 
 
    “You’ll be going soon.” Micheletto’s voice came out of the darkness with no warning. One moment he was asleep, breathing heavily, and the next he was speaking, and following the tenor of Berenger’s own thoughts. 
 
    “Yes,” Berenger agreed. “Before the week is out.” Then, because he could not help himself. “You could come with me.” 
 
    “As what, page?” Micheletto’s voice was heavy with scorn.  
 
    “As…companion, or guard. Whatever it would please you to be.” Although Micheletto let out another snort, Berenger hurried on, the words he had been thinking of for the last months tripping over themselves in his haste. “The Pope, he will not submit even though all is lost. He has no allies, no armies with which to defend the city. It will fall.” 
 
    Micheletto was silent. Taking it as a hopeful sign, Berenger continued on.  
 
    “Come with me. My king is a just man, he will…” 
 
    “Your king is a fool, just as you are. Would you parade me through the camp, your pet sodomite?” The words escaped in a vicious hiss. “I will fight by my master’s side.” 
 
    “Your master is a fool if he thinks to win.” Berenger could not control the quirk of his lips at having bested the henchman at last. Led by his king, all of Italia was moving against the scourge of the Borgia Papacy. A Grand Council would be called as soon as his monarch took the city, and the papacy would be shifted to Della Rovere, always more malleable to French interests.  
 
    “My master will triumph and send your king on his way. And the sooner the lot of you leave, the better.” 
 
    The words stabbed deep. Though he knew Micheletto did not share his depth of feeling, he had thought there was something between them; desire, if nothing else. “Sometimes, you act as though you hate me.” His voice was a pained rasp.  
 
    “I hate everyone.” 
 
    “And…me?” 
 
    Micheletto did not deny it; a lead weight descended, pressing down against his chest. Though he had debased himself, doing anything to please his lover, nothing had mattered. Micheletto was locked against him. 
 
    “What do you like? There must be something.”  
 
    Berenger did not expect an answer. The straw mattress moved as Micheletto levered himself up and began pulling on his hose. His voice, when it emerged, was soft.  
 
    “My father was a pikeman for Charles of Burgundy,” 
 
    “What…” 
 
    “Shut it,” Micheletto interrupted him. “After that one lost, he came to Italy and took up with my mother. But he couldn’t leave the fighting behind, it was in his blood. Later, he took me with him, from the time I was five or six years old and able to clean the blood from his halberd after a battle. I don’t know what he liked better, cutting men to pieces, or holding me down afterward, fucking me ‘til I screamed when the heat was upon him.” 
 
    Berenger felt his gorge rise, but said nothing. What Micheletto described was common. He had been treated in much the same way when he had first begun his training in arms so many years ago. 
 
    “I fought him. Each time, I fought him, and when I was old enough, I bashed his head to bloody mush with his own mace. You ask what I like, Berenger de Gany?” Micheletto de Corella’s French was flawless; he realized with a start that Micheletto had begun speaking it for some time without his even noticing the difference. He had crossed the room, and the door was open. 
 
    “I like the ones who fight back. See that the women my master loves are left in peace when your master invades, Berenger de Gany, and you may live to see King Charles take the throne of Naples.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rain fell in gusts from a leaden sky as they neared the town of Pesaro, turning the road into a sea of mud and swelling the banks of the rivers until they overflowed onto the fields beyond, further delaying the journey.  
 
    Their trek north from Rome had been followed by the rainclouds. Lady Giulia and Adriana, who had decided to accompany the Countess to her new home, loudly bewailed the horrors of the weather, and refused to leave their litters. From her place in the wagons, Betta watched the wilting of their gowns as the droplets found the cracks in the curtains, the drip of water from their noses, the hasty sips of strong spirits to drive away the chill. 
 
    Lady Lucrezia faced the journey with a grim determination that increased as the days dragged on. Refusing to ride in the wagons, she found saddle each morning at the head of the procession, listening with rapt attention as her husband spoke of the Sforza’s who had molded the shape of the Papal States after the collapse of empires had left them disjointed and ripe for conquest.  
 
    The Ravenna road where they traveled was another ancient one, straight lines leading across the horizons, with tunnels cut through the mountains and bridges spanning dizzying heights.  They continued on as the storms dogged their steps, the only respite to be found in the frequent stops made at the homes of the lords eager to seek the favor of the Pope by hosting his daughter. Feasts and hunting marked the days spent drying gowns and shoes, and the frantic scrambles of the servants to accommodate the traveling party and see them on their way.  
 
    Despite heavy rain, a tumultuous welcome greeted the Lord of Pesaro and his new lady when they arrived in the city. Flowers joined the raindrops showering them, bright petals soon covered with mud. The cheers were warm, genuine smiles, not the thin grimaces of those forced or paid, and Betta began to revise her opinion of the new master, a man clearly beloved by his people. 
 
     Betta had not thought of what to expect from his home, only that it would be a fine one. His shabbiness, the borrowed finery which he wore to his wedding, suggested a lack of ready coin. But as the fog of the journey lifted along with the clouds that darkened the sky, Betta could not help but wonder at the beauty of Pesaro. Though small, the city center was crowned with graceful buildings fashioned in the modern style. The Palazzo Ducale on the piazza where they took up residence was a massive building with smooth plaster walls, shiny with newness after the weight of ages which crowded out every corner of Rome; each of the rooms was handsomely appointed with frescoes and expansive windows that looked out over the rolling countryside. 
 
    When the banquets and festivities celebrating Lady Lucrezia’s arrival had passed, and the count had grown impatient for other sport, he ordered their removal to the country. The Villa Imperiale was another surprise, as beautiful in its way as the Palazzo Ducale. Placed on a low hill at the edge of the sea, forests crowded close around, filled with boar and deer, which soon claimed the count’s interest, and paths which lead down to the coast. The walls of the villa were covered in clinging vines that obscured the sand-colored stone, and a tower reached up, carving a line into the bright blue sky. A courtyard in the center of the villa held urns and a well whose water was cold and fresh, no matter the heat of the day.  
 
    Stone terraces edged with gardens and vineyards framed the villa, and each night after pranzo, the ladies took wine as they ambled along the paths, enjoying the scent of jasmine and roses. The setting sun turned the stone to umber, the gowns of the ladies strolling along the banks caught fire with gold and silver threads.  
 
    Slowly, gradually, the rigid lines of Lady Lucrezia’s shoulders eased. She began to smile again and savor the delights of her new home.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    To the Most Honored Lady of Pesaro 
 
     15 July 1494 
 
      
 
    Although you have yet to grace me with a reply from the previous letters I have written since your journey to Pesaro, I send you the warmest greetings in the hope that it will soften the harshness of the feelings you harbor against me. It is my fervent desire that this time of separation will recall to you the tenderness you once held for me, those of a sister for the brother that loves her no matter the sins which can be laid upon his shoulders.  
 
    The sun burns the stones of our fair city, and yet there can be no relief either for myself or for our most Holy Father. We continue our sojourn here while those prelates and nobles not intimately connected with our cause flee in preparation for the coming invasion. The mass of the French army has been gathered, and like a serpent, they trek through the mountains. Verily, there have been moments that I question our father's refusal to invest the King of France with the crown of Naples, for we cannot hope to stand against them, even with the support of their most Catholic majesties, the King and Queen of Spain. Our father is firm in his resolve, however, as those surrounding him have shown the perfidy of their natures. Della Rovere, who, you will recall, was once named a familiar of our mother, has fled, and supports the French cause with all the vitriol in his nature. Even the uncle of your illustrious husband, Ludovico Sforza, has offered Milan as a place of safe conduct to their armies. For the love you bear your husband, I would council Giovanni to support our father's cause, for the insult done to our family after being allied to it by the bestowing of your precious hand in marriage is not one that will lightly be forgiven.  
 
    Of the scandal that is our brother Juan's behavior in Spain you have doubtless heard, and it has brought much grief to our father's heart. After beggaring himself to provide the Duke with treasure such as would befit a king instead of spending the coin in preparation for the martial conflicts which will soon be engulfing Italy, the Pope has been treated to endless reports of our brother's intemperate behavior. He has made himself a familiar of gamblers, and instead of spending his time with the wife our Father's bounty provided, he keeps company with women of ill repute. There was talk that he had neglected even that most necessary act to ensure the legality of the marriage in favor of such women. Dogs and cats fear to roam the streets less they risk meeting Juan's sword, for he kills them for sport, as he was wont to do as a child. And yet his letters to our father and to myself make no mention of these things, only a fervent desire to return to Rome. But even that eternal city is a changed place, and daily the tally of those dead in the streets from plague grows. The Colonna eagerly anticipate the coming of the French and the disposition of our father from his Holy Office, and violence has been threatened against his very person. Should the French arrive here, we will take refuge in the Castel Sant'Angelo 
 
    Although your sweet company would do much to provide solace during these trying times, that you are safely ensconced in Pesaro is a comfort for me, and it is with pleasure that I read those missives you have written to our father. Catherina Gonzaga, whom you have lately encountered, is indeed a woman of surpassing beauty, but she pales before your sweet presence... 
 
    Again, I entreat you to soften your heart and welcome me into the light of your filial affection, which was ever the source of my greatest happiness. All the world seems a barren place without it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bernaldino Serranda lounged against the uneven stone wall that surrounded the Palazzo Ducale. It was a lazy, sun-drenched afternoon when the light on the nearby sea cast a thousand golden sparkles on the water. Men surrounded him; the dozen Spaniards sent to guard the Lady Lucrezia kept to themselves, speaking their native tongue even as they whored and drank their way through Pesaro and the surrounding countryside. 
 
    For weeks, Betta had watched them, learning their movements, discovering which of the grizzled soldiers was the one that Micheletto had engaged to teach her. Bernaldino was not the leader of the band, nor was he the youngest, or even the strongest. If anything, his age was the only thing that distinguished him from his fellows. The other men Betta judged to be close to the Cardinal’s age, nearing their second decade of life. The captain, Gabriel Hortiz, looked some years older, and he put her in mind of a wolf chained to a post: dangerous and straining at the bonds. Bernaldino was perhaps ten years his senior. Of middling height with shaggy dark hair that lightened to blond at the tips, his face was a tapestry of lines and wrinkles, golden skin and drooping eyelids. And yet there was something striking about his face that made her eyes follow him. The strong bones of chin and cheekbone made his face attractive despite the lines, and his rare smiles made the serving girls stop and stare.  
 
    Betta’s hand tightened on the jug of water she had used as a pretense for approaching them. There was no reason for her fear. Micheletto had arranged for her to be taught by Serranda, and he was not a man to leave such matters to chance or an inept tutor. Straightening her shoulders, Betta left the safety of the loggia and crossed the courtyard to where the men sat or stood at the benches surrounding the gate, talking amongst themselves and laughing.  
 
    Eyes turned in her direction. Betta had grown used to being the object of direct male stares, and it seldom troubled her any longer. But these men were so large and strange with their light hair and the pungent reek of onions.  
 
    The Captain turned as she approached, and his eyes made thorough work of studying the way that she walked. Though a wolfish smile lit his lips, his eyes remained the same, watchful, and his hand never left the dagger at his waist. Fear touched her; it was an effort to continue on the half dozen paces to where they stood.  
 
    “Here’s a pretty piece,” the captain murmured in Roman. “Come to brighten our day?”  
 
    Betta’s hand itched for the coldness of the dagger strapped to the underside of her arm. The touch of them comforted her, cold steel and the polished wood handle. Even in sleep, she did not remove them. Betta kept her hands around the jug of water. The captain would see the movement if she touched her blades, and know what it meant.  
 
    “Please, Don Hortiz, I wish to speak to Don Serranda.” 
 
    Whistles and cackles emerged from the other men at her words. Bernaldino did not move from his position at the wall.  
 
    “On what matter?”  
 
    Weak, Betta thought. Timid and frightened. She fixed her gaze at his feet, the dusty leather boots that looked to have never been cleaned. “Please, Sir, I was not to s…say.” 
 
    From beneath her eyelashes, she saw the captain relax back and nod at Serranda, who immediately moved on silent feet to stand beside her.  
 
    “Where?” he asked.  
 
    “By the old stables, Don Serranda,” she replied, eager to be away from the men, her feet already in motion. She was not quick enough. The Spaniard reached out, curling a hand around her arm and matching his step to hers. 
 
    “Let us know how she is.” One of the men called after; Betta hunched her shoulders, feeling her neck heat.  
 
    The pace of Serranda’s steps increased, carrying them away from the terrace. The Palazzo Ducale had two stables; the larger kept for the count’s horses and those of his men, ferocious animals that Betta would cross the yard to avoid. The smaller shelter was outside of the wall, a broken down, deserted little building used for merchant’s nags or new foals too delicate to be left with the other mounts.  
 
    They rounded the corner of the building, and Betta pulled away from the Spaniard’s restraining hand. He allowed it, chuckling under his breath as she stalked three paces ahead and turned to face him.  
 
    Fast. The word whispering from a corner of her mind. Though appearing at ease, body slouched and head cocked to the side, she could sense a readiness in him. His dark eyes never ceased moving; they touched on every part of her, lingering on her arm. Had he felt the blade as they walked to the stables? She thought he had.  
 
    “Micheletto said…” 
 
    He interrupted her. “I know what he said.” He took a step closer, crowding her. “What he wishes me to do.” 
 
    Blood pounded in Betta’s ears. She could hear it, feel the urge to run sending strength to her legs. Menace rolled off the Spaniard in a wave.  Though there was no blade in his hand, she thought he could kill her before she drew another breath. She did not have to continue this folly. In half a moment, she could return to the safety of the women’s quarters.  Another could be found… 
 
    No. She was no coward. 
 
    “So you are Micheletto’s little whore.” The Spaniard caressed the words. “I did not think he took after girls.” 
 
    She studied him, knowing that he was trying to frighten her off. Another wolf, like his captain, Betta thought, remembering the tales that her mother had told her late at night during the long winter hours. Not as quick as he had once been, but strong and vicious, like the she-wolf that had suckled the founders of Rome. More than a match for her.  
 
    “Micheletto said that I was to find you,” she said, meeting his eyes. “And I am not a whore. You are to teach me blades.”  Though her voice was low, it did not shake.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Why does not matter, only that you are to do it.”  
 
    As they walked, the sun had slipped beneath a line of clouds that edged the horizon, tempering the light. It wasn’t until it emerged from behind them that she noticed he had maneuvered them so that his back faced the setting sun. The glaring rays made her eyes water.  
 
    “Stab me, then.” The words were lazy, utterly without fear, but his posture had changed. Loose-limbed, he balanced lightly on his feet, hands resting on thighs. He made no move to touch the dagger at his waist. 
 
    Surprise made her draw back. “What if I hurt you?” 
 
    Another twist of his lips caused the lines to deepen at the corners. “You won’t.” 
 
    Betta looked down, turning her wrist to draw back the fabric of her sleeve. Her fingers had hardly touched the linen when his open palm slammed into her chest, knocking her flat on the ground, banging her head against the packed dust of the stable yard. There was no air in her lungs, and she gasped, trying to draw a breath. It felt as though a club had knocked her in the chest.  
 
    Above her, the Spaniard chuckled. “Stupid little bitch.” He turned and began walking up the path to the Palazzo.  
 
    The place between her breasts where Serranda had struck her turned purple the next day and ached as though she had been kicked by a mule. Each time that Betta drew in a breath, she could feel it, digging into the place between her ribs. Stupid, she told herself. She could not even reach the blade that Micheletto had given her, much less use it in the time before he had struck out. But if Serranda was to be her teacher, the blow was a lesson, the first he had taught her.  
 
    She was determined to learn. During the quiet moments of the day, Betta retreated to the small room where Lady Lucrezia’s chests were kept and practiced drawing out the blade at her wrist. The moment that it took for her to draw back a sleeve was too slow. The need to reach the knives in a single moment seemed an insurmountable obstacle that troubled her for a night and a day. It was only when she was attaching the sleeve to the countess’s gown for supper that the solution came to her. Using materials borrowed from one of the other serving girls, she picked apart the seam of her sleeve until a gap appeared, large enough for her to slip a hand through. When engaged in her duties, the slit was hidden beneath her arm, out of sight. After three days of practicing, she was able to draw the dagger free in a single motion.  
 
    The blade that Micheletto had told her to strap to her leg was a different matter. Cumbersome wool blocked access to the weapon, and no slits could be made in the fabric that could not be seen, even when covered by an apron. In the end, she decided to leave the blade where he had bidden, reasoning that a moment might come when her skirts would not prove a hindrance.  
 
    When she could withdraw the blade at her arm in a single fluid movement, she sought out the Spaniard again. Betta found the guards as they left mass at the Cattedrale di Santa Maria Assunta. The plain stone façade of the cathedral was thronged by the faithful, but she found the Spaniards easily, the small band of roughly dressed men like a flock of crows amongst the brightly garbed worshippers.  
 
    A leer twisted his lips as she approached, her feet leaden as she crossed the piazza. “Again?” he taunted, turning his body so that she was blocked from the other men’s view. “Thought I was too much for you.” 
 
    Betta dug her fingers into her palms to control the urge to run as the men laughed. It did not matter that they thought she was rutting with the Spaniard. It did not matter. 
 
    “Again,” she replied. His head jerked in an affirmative gesture; with a nod and a word to the Captain who watched them with narrowed eyes, he moved to stand beside her. He offered his arm, eyes dancing with a challenge.  
 
    Cursing him internally, she obliged, sliding her fingers around to cup his elbow. The leather of his doublet was supple. The crowd pressed them together, reeking with the scents of musk and badly tanned leather and incense. Betta noted that Serranda’s scent was not displeasing. The linen at his throat was clean, and his hair had been washed. He smelled of grass and horses instead of the dirt and sweat that clung to most men. 
 
    Instead of the stables, Bernaldino Serranda led them through the Palazzo Ducale until they came to a long, high ceilinged room high up in the warren of passages on the third level. The room was without ornament or furniture, the only light emerging from a pair of windows blocked with wooden shutters that Bernaldino threw open, exposing a dusty floor and the pelleted remnants of mice and rats.  
 
    He leaned against the wall. “Stab me then, little whore.” 
 
    Betta kept her eyes on him, ready for the strike as her hand moved to her sleeve. His arm whipped out, almost too fast to be seen, but she dodged, throwing herself to the side while grasping the hilt and sliding it free. She brought the dagger up, preparing to strike out when his fist caught her in the arm. Shock pulsed down, turning the limb into a searing lance of pain, and the blade clattered to the floor.  
 
    Betta bit back a pained cry as she cradled her arm, close against her chest.  
 
    “Pick it up,” he commanded, gesturing at the blade near his feet.  
 
    She shook her head; the tensing of his leg muscles, ready for a strike, had her wincing at the imagined pain.  
 
    Bernaldino grunted out a laugh. “Smart.” Stepping forward, he swiped the blade off the floor and advanced toward her, twirling it between his fingers. Reflexively, Betta stepped back, but he just shook his head and reached out to take her injured hand. Ignoring her flinch, he jerked her closer. 
 
    “Like this,” he said, positioning the blade so that the cutting edge was held back instead of forward. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “To block. Hold it,” he growled, batting at her hand. Curling her fingers tighter, she refused to allow the blade to be swept from her grasp. When her fingers felt numb and boneless from the tight grip, he relented.  
 
    “Better,” he said, and stalked from the room.  
 
    The lessons continued in the same manner, once, sometimes twice a week she would find him, and they would return to the dusty room at the top of the Palazzo. Drawing her weapon, she would advance until he batted it aside with fist or feet or his own naked blade. Bruises blossomed on her skin, and she nursed them with quiet pride.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Summer bled into fall as the French advanced through the countryside, burning and pillaging. Though letters came from the cardinal and his Holiness in a steady stream, the hills around Pesaro insulated them from the fighting; it seemed as though the war could never reach them. Even the news that the French king was at the gates of Rome failed to pierce the protective veil that surrounded the city, where the long summer of peace would never end.  
 
    The soldiers alone chaffed at being left to molder at Pesaro. Their impatience was a tangible thing of lowered eyebrows and muttering that ceased only when the Count began training for the conflicts to come. The Spaniards suffered more than most. Their only duty was the protection of a countess who had no need of their services.  
 
    Betta slipped onto the third floor of the Palazzo as the sun neared its zenith. The other maids had followed the countess’s example, stealing a few hours of sleep in preparation for a feast to come, and there was no one to wonder at her absence.  Bernaldino was waiting for her, sitting next to the open window, a jug of wine at his side.  
 
    He rose as she approached. The same posture, feet apart, body relaxed, hands resting lightly on thighs. The patient readiness of him was a threat, even more so because she could feel the anger rolling off of him, the tension loosely reined.  
 
    “Stab me then, little whore,” he whispered, the low sound more frightening than if he had shouted the words.  
 
    “I am not a whore,” Betta said, moving to the side, circling him.  
 
    In a moment, the Spaniard rushed forward, catching her blade at the hilt and dropping it to the floor. His foot caught her ankle, and she fell, landing hard. The bulk of his body was like a stone, chaining her in place. Her hands were seized, and his voice whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Armies come, and we sit here on our asses. You’ll make it worth the effort, yes?” His hips pressed into her back, and Betta felt his cock, growing harder with every moment. She struck out, catching his ear with the back of her hand as her hips shifted. When he reached for her again, she brought her elbow up, catching him in the codpiece.  
 
    His body writhed, dropping his restraining hold on her hands. She wriggled free and rolled, coming up in a crouch three paces away, the knife from her skirts clutched in her hand.  
 
    “You’ll regret that,” he wheezed. Though he spoke through his teeth, his eyes were fired and bright. The color was not black, as she had thought, but dark amber, matching the lights in his hair. Struggling, he rose to his feet, the dagger already in his hand. “I take you down again, it’s him you’ll take.” He cupped the front of his hose as he stalked toward her.  
 
    Anger blossomed, and she stopped trying to think, to remember all of the ways she could be defeated. She watched neither his hands or his eyes. Her sight narrowed until his face was a blur, his hands like the branches of trees, caught in the wind. There was no fear; she felt alive, as though nothing existed except the dagger in her hand and their movements toward one another, dodging and then slashing, looking for a way past the Spaniard’s guard. 
 
    His foot struck out, trying to catch her knee. Betta whipped her hand up, already seeing the path that his arm would take. The resistance to her strike was a shock of cold water. She looked at the blade, seeing a thin line of blood streaking the dark steel.  
 
    “Bitch!” Bernaldino hissed, hand pressing down on his forearm. Blood was dripping on the floor, a thin trickle of red.  
 
    The blade dropped from numb fingers. He would kill her now, she thought. He would… 
 
    Bernaldino turned and left the room, red droplets trailing behind him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
    Warm water lapped at Betta's ankles, caressing the sensitive skin between her toes as the water receded. Fascinated, she bent, watching the sand drift away, only to return a moment later when the foam made her lift her skirts to avoid the spray.  
 
    "You will ruin your gown," Lady Lucrezia's voice emerged from the pile of large boulders where she sat, delicate skin shaded by a wide-brimmed hat and gloves. The air was sweltering, but Lucrezia seemed unaffected by the heat. Her skin glowed pale ivory touched with rose, the wispy curls at her temples fluttering in the breeze.  
 
    "I think not, my lady," Betta murmured, careful to keep her eyes downcast. "Salt can be washed out, and I own nothing so fine that it would need to be cleansed with verjuice." Or urine. The idea of it made her smile. Cloth such as Lady Lucrezia wore, edged with colorful embroidery, was soaked in vats of urine to remove stains. Something sharp brushed her toes. Betta stooped, catching the shell uncovered by the shifting tide between her fingers. The water was cloudy with sand, but further on, past the churning surf, it hung as clear as one of the jewels in her lady's strong box.  
 
    Betta shook the shell in the water, dislodging the remainder of the sand, then brought it up. "A fine one, my lady. Good size."  
 
    Lucrezia held out her hand. "Bring it to me."  
 
    Betta walked from the water, holding her skirts up until only the warm sand tickled her toes. Fanning the shell back and forth, she removed the last of the sea water. 
 
    Lucrezia plucked the shell from her fingers, turning it back and forth to examine it. The largest she had found that afternoon, it was a perfectly formed dark fan, the underside a rosy pink that matched the tone of her skin.  
 
    "Sharp," she murmured, rubbing her finger along the edge. With a sigh, she placed the shell on top of the pile and returned to breaking off tiny pieces of bread and throwing them upwards to the gulls that hovered in a cloud, filling the air with their raucous cries.  
 
    "Another one, my lady?" 
 
    "If you please," she said, her attention diverted by the sound of approaching riders heading along the coastal path into Pesaro.  
 
    "Is it the count, my lady?" Betta asked, masking her disappointment at the interruption of their quiet interlude. They had come down to the shore an hour before, accompanied by an escort of half a dozen soldiers who lounged on the rocks nearby, out of sight but not out of earshot. Lady Lucrezia had stated with an imperious lift of her chin that she wished for solitude, and the guards had obliged.  
 
    "No, one of his deputies." With a sigh, Lucrezia settled herself back on the rock, turning so that her face was fading from the sun as it climbed the horizon. "Perhaps he will ride himself to exhaustion this morning." There was a hopeful note in her voice.  
 
    Betta made a noise in the back of her throat and waded out further in the water. After the first bite of cold that had run in a shiver over her skin, it had become warm, like a bath. What use her lady had for the shells, Betta had no notion. All that she knew was that this was freedom, freedom from the stifling, enclosed rooms of the palazzo and the watchful eyes of those who would glory in a misstep, in a mistake that would allow someone else to take her place at the Countess’s side. Thinking of the pinched skin around her lady's eyes this morning, she wondered if that was what she sought as well.  
 
    Scanning the water, Betta bit back a sigh of disappointment. They would be forced to leave soon, that the Countess could be prepared for cena, and she wanted another shell. She looked westward to the collection of jagged rocks where the guard waited. They could not see her. She pulled her skirt far upwards and twisted it into a tight rope. Tucking the knot of fabric beneath her armpit, she waded out even further until the water lapped at her waist.  
 
    A laugh danced across the water. "You will fall." 
 
    Betta did not look up. The push and pull of the waves required all of her attention to stay upright and safeguard her gown; her hips moved, and Betta was struck by their whiteness beneath the blue water. The skin of her face and arms was an unappealing bronze, but her hips and stomach were the white of bone or the undersides of the shells that she had captured from the waves.  
 
    "You are very slender," Lucrezia said, startling her. Betta looked up to see that Lucrezia had left off her feeding of the birds and was now watching her, an expression of quizzical surprise stamped on her face. "And you have no hair between your legs. I did not think common women followed that fashion." 
 
    Betta could feel the red flush creeping on her cheeks. Her tongue stumbled, trying to explain. "Pantasilea...she uses me to check the mixture."  
 
    Lucrezia nodded but did not remove her eyes, which were firmly fastened on Betta's middle. "Does the lye burn you?" she asked, displaying knowledge of the ingredients of the depilatory cream which was smeared onto the skin of her thighs each week, removing the pale blond curls.  
 
    "Sometimes," Betta said, turning so that her back was to the Countess. In the water two passes deeper, she could see the spiny edges of something dark, sticking from the sand.  
 
    "Do you have a lover?"  
 
    Betta stiffened at the words, shock stilling her tongue so that her instinctive denial hung at the back of her throat like a fish.  
 
    Undeterred by Betta's silence, Lucrezia continued. "You are very pretty, and I know that one of the guards…" 
 
    "My lady!" As though in answer to prayer, the withdrawing tide had exposed more of the shell, revealing a wedge shape longer than her hand. She bent over, face almost touching the water. "My lady, it is so large!"  
 
    "What is it?" Lucrezia's voice pitched higher in excitement, her questions of a moment before forgotten.  
 
    "A shell, but large, as big as my hand!"  
 
    "Get it!" Abandoning her rock, Lucrezia scampered to the shore, coming to the very edge of sand colored dark by the water.  
 
    Without hesitation, Betta let go of her dress and dived into the sea. She had grown up swimming in the Tiber, the muddy stink closing her eyes as effectively as a blindfold. For the first moment, she kept her eyes open, astonished at the clarity of the water, the fish she could see only a few paces off. Then the burn of the salt closed her eyes, and she made her way forward by feel, searching with her hands until her lungs burned. Sand, sand, shifting, delicate sand pulling at her, trying to drag her back, tugging at her skirts. A sharpness grazed her fingers, and she caught at it.  
 
    Holding the shell, she rose from the water. She rubbed the salt from her eyes, blinking to clear the film, and saw Lucrezia dancing on the shore, hat and shoes forgotten and dripping with wet. Though she kept her skirts up, her stockings were soaked as she rushed forward, taking the shell from Betta's hands as soon as she had come close enough.  
 
    "What is it?" she asked, turning the shell over and over. Unlike the others she had found that day, it formed a tight fist, spiny and armored against the ocean.  
 
    "An oyster," Betta said, remembering the lessons with Messer Bartolomeo, who had taken her to market and showed her every crustacean and fish to be bought, exclaiming over the tastes and textures of the flesh.  
 
    Lucrezia pried at the lips of the shell with her fingernails. Betta placed a cautionary hand on her arm. "That will need a knife, my lady, a good sharp one." 
 
    "I shall have Messer Antonio open it when we return for cena," she said, wrapping her fingers around it. "Perhaps it will have a pearl like this one," she waved her hand, displaying the ornate gold ring inset with the enormous pearl gifted by her father. 
 
    "Yes, my lady," Betta agreed, trying to wring out her skirts.  
 
    Lucrezia waved off the guards who had left the sanctuary of the cliff, venturing close to determine the cause of the Countess's excited shouts. "I do hope that Giovanni doesn't wish to rut again. It has been the most marvelous day." 
 
      
 
    Wooden daggers were tucked beneath her pallet when she returned to the Palazzo. Two weeks had passed since she had carved the line of red into Bernaldino’s skin; she had grieved during those days, thinking her lessons were at an end. For all his harsh words, she had enjoyed their time together. In that room, she had felt strong, not a child who could be hurt.  
 
    The long hall attached to the kitchen where the servants and guards took their meal was a chaotic jumble of men in breastplates and the colors of the Sforza livery. More arrived each day.  
 
    “An hour?” she whispered into the Spaniard’s ear as he bent over, filling his cup with wine. Whiskers tickled her cheek.  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    The day was hot, the sun beating down on the pale stone blocks of the palazzo. By the time Betta had reached the upper room, Bernaldino had stripped off his heavy leather doublet, leaving only a linen shirt. Though the garment had been washed, there was a rusty stain on the forearm and a long slash in the fabric.  
 
    Regret for the injury squirmed through her. “I will mend the shirt for you.” 
 
    “I’d rather you sucked my cock,” he teased, smiling. At her flinch, his face hardened. “That’s how it is, eh? Pretty thing like you, easy to see.” As she watched, the fingers of his hand clenched on his hip, turning the fingers white. “Get caught in the streets at the wrong hour? Or did you have an uncle too fond of you?” 
 
    “Neither.” 
 
    “Your father, then.” 
 
    “He is not my father,” she snapped. Wishing the conversation to be done with, she attacked, using the anger, the rage that bubbled just beneath the surface to lend speed to her strikes. When he shifted to the side and tore the knife from her arm with a blow that numbed it from shoulder to wrist, she did not admit defeat. Kicking out with her legs, she aimed for his knee with the wooden heel of her slipper. He caught it and twisted, throwing her on her back as easily as a piece of wood.  
 
    “Better,” he said, kneeling over her. Sweat darkened the edges of his hair; the linen shirt clung to his chest. “I watched you in the water.” 
 
    “What?” Shock made the words loud even as he pressed against the floor; she rose up, trying to stand. A booted foot in the middle of her back held her in place, and she grunted, unable to draw in a breath with the heavy weight of him pressing down.   
 
    “Skirts about your waist, hair falling down. Been hard since then, thinking of it.”  
 
    His words frightened her in a way that his blows and flashing knives never had.  The foot on her back began to lift. In a moment of reckless daring, Betta spun, rolling out from beneath his feet and slashing upwards with the wooden knife. The dull blade caught him high on the inside of the thigh in the place where the blood ran close to the surface.  
 
    For a moment, his face froze in shock, then he began to laugh.  
 
    “I am a dead man,” he chuckled, bending down so he could offer her a hand. “Again.” 
 
      
 
    She dreamed that night.  
 
    Betta seldom dreamed. Only snatches of memory stalking her sleeping hours, happy memories, or the whispers of those long dead.  Less often did she remember the dreams, but the hint of this one remained with her throughout the day, trailing her every moment.  
 
    She walked through the waves, feeling the caress of them upon her ankles. The water was warm, the temperature of the water that she heated for her lady’s bath; as it rose up her legs, the heat of it flooded her skin, rising higher and higher. It curled along her calves, finding the hollow between her thighs. As it reached the place where her legs met, she was no longer in the water; instead, she was riding a horse through the dark night, and Micheletto was behind her. He placed his hand on her stomach, and the same warmth that had risen with the waves filled her body. When she woke, she was trembling.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The night was crowded close with stars and the salt breeze that swept in from the sea, ruffling the tapestries that hung from the walls. A dreamless, bright night, where the darkened horizon seemed to stretch on, past Rome, past all of the known world. 
 
    The straw slid beneath Betta's back as she moved. Though fresh, she could detect an unpleasant odor hanging about it, the same that clung to every inch of the town of Pesaro, the smell growing stronger at night. Fish stink, she thought of it, remembering the lessons of Master Bartolomeo. Moronella, her nose finally identified the smell. Sturgeon covered in salt and placed in a barrel but stored too long so that the brine had begun to ooze.  
 
    Betta swung up from her pallet on the floor. There would be no sleep this night, not with the smell of moronella in her nose and too many thoughts buzzing around her head, filling it until it seemed as though there would never be an escape from the press of worry.  
 
    The breeze outside called to her, free from the stench of fish. The same breeze that her sister enjoyed, safe in Ostia.  
 
    Ginevra would be twelve now, and in the years since they had parted, she would have made the last strides into womanhood. It would be a full, blooming womanhood, freed from terror and starvation. If nothing else, Betta was proud that her sister had grown up removed from the ghosts that crowded around her so closely. Let her stay there, Betta thought. Let Ruberto's family nurture her as their own. Let there be a young man who takes a fancy to her and is willing to overlook the lack of a dowry in exchange for a bright fall of dark red hair and nature made to please. Please, she prayed.  
 
    A soft noise sounded from the outer chamber, the creaking of the door to the terrace opening. She was not alone with her wandering thoughts this night. Crossing to the shelf where her garments were kept, Betta wrapped a light woolen shawl around her shoulders. It was a beautifully made thing of sapphire color even when stripped of the silver embroidery that had once edged the hem, and the heavy wool wrapped her in an embrace. 
 
    The candle was extinguished by the cold wind as soon as the door was opened, but the brief moment of illumination had been enough to confirm the identity of the other wanderer. In the starlight, blonde hair shone with a silvery radiance, the wind painting the white camicia tight against her body.  
 
    Noiselessly, Betta followed, slipping out the door and out of the passage. There was no indication as to the hour, the church bells silenced long since, and no lightening of the sky to signal the incipient arrival of dawn. Except for they two, the household slept.  
 
    She could not imagine what had driven her mistress from her bed that night. Lady Lucrezia had returned from her visit to the master's chambers silent, as was her want, the scent of horseflesh and seed clinging to her and a set, stern cast to her delicate features that they had grown accustomed to in the months at Pesaro.   
 
    Lucrezia stepped out onto the terrace, crossing to the stone balustrade. Like a shadow she stood, body motionless despite the wind that pulled and pushed at the linen shrouding her form. Her gaze was not pointed east, to where a line of dark storm clouds were slowly eating away at the stars; instead, she looked south. To Rome. There was a muffled sound, the crinkling of paper, and a sigh.  
 
    "I know you are there." Lucrezia's tone was flat. "You smell of soap." 
 
    "There are worse things to smell of, my lady," Betta said, stepping out of the shadows. Free from the sheltering effects of the stone, the wind caught at her, biting deep; Betta shivered. Even after a year, she was unused to the cold air of Pesaro, and longed for the heat of Rome. 
 
    "My husband, for one," Lucrezia snorted. “I can still smell his stink on me. It reeks.” 
 
    When Betta made no reply, Lucrezia continued.  
 
    “Do you know how he takes me? Each time, flat on my back with his hands wrapped around mine so that I cannot move, all of his weight pressing against my chest. It is always the same, half a minute of him thrusting like a pig wallowing after a sow, no tenderness, no attempt to rouse my passions." 
 
     "Come then, I will cleanse you." 
 
    Lucrezia made no move to turn toward the passage. "As you did that other night."  
 
    The hair rose at the back of Betta's neck. The countess seldom spoke of the Cardinal, and never replied to the letters which arrived from Rome in a steady stream, all bearing a scarlet seal which melted like blood into rivers when the missives were thrown into the fire. It was as if he had been cut from her life like a poisonous growth.  
 
    "That night, when I awoke to find him gone and you washed the seed from my legs and burned my camicia so that no one would ever know. If I did not have that memory and this...I would think that night was a dream." Lucrezia looked down at the parchment crumpled in her hand. "My secret, one that I cannot bring myself to regret." 
 
    Betta lowered her voice and looked, first to the right and then to the left. She listened, tamping down her awareness of the waves, and the faint rustle of their breathing, searching for another sound, one that did not belong to a night filled with secrets. Experience had taught her that there were no places within great homes that were safe, where whispered words could not be overheard. "I know of no secret."  
 
    "Yes, you do," Lucrezia insisted, her face fierce in the dim light. Wrapped around the parchment, her fingers became claws. "You remember. It happened. It happened." Doubt crept into the words.  "Or did it?" Her face drained of color as the doubt crept in. For a moment, she seemed immeasurably fragile, a slim girl barely out of her childhood bearing the weight of a thousand expectations on her narrow shoulders with only memories as comfort.  
 
    "What does your letter say?" 
 
    Lucrezia's eyes cleared. "That he was evil, to have sinned as we did. Am I evil as well, to have done such a thing? To wish for nothing more than to have him again?" The tears that had sparkled on her eyelids fell and her shoulders shook with sobs.  
 
    Betta was beside her, unwrapping the shawl from her shoulders and placing it around her mistress. "Shush, not those words, not here, not ever." Though she was shorter by the widths of two fingers, Lucrezia looked up to her, eyes filled with desperate need. Hands still on her shoulders, Betta turned her so that they both faced the hills. "Dawn will come soon, my lady. Can you see the light in the sky? In the morning light, everything will be different. When the war ends, we will return to Rome. We will return, and then, if you will it, everything changes." 
 
     She left her hands upon the lady’s shoulders for a moment longer, needing to feel that they were united. Everything would change when they returned to Rome, she knew it with a bone-deep certainty.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m to return to Rome,” Bernaldino said. He was not dressed as was his custom, in simple leather doublet and hose. He wore traveling garb and fur-lined cloak, and the dark skin of his face made his eyes shine with golden lights.  
 
    “To fight?” As the French neared the city, men had poured from Pesaro, joining the condottiere. 
 
    His shoulders lifted. “The other men. The count,” he sneered at the word, “is equipped to see his wife home, if nothing else. This fight is not for me. Word’s come that my father has died, my brother with him.” 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    He laughed, low in his throat. “I’m not. Whoresons, the lot of them. But there’s land, a house in Jativa.” He looked at her from under his heavy brows.  Beneath the golden skin, his jaw clenched. “You could come with me.” 
 
    The shock of it made her wish to draw away, but she stopped herself. Bernaldino had taught her to face her fears. “As your wife?” she teased, keeping her tone light. She had grown fond of him during the past year, the kindness he kept carefully concealed.   
 
    “Have one of those. And sons besides. But you could be my woman.”  
 
    The refusal was already on her lips when he crossed the space between them in the way that only he could move, fast and silent, and her back was pressed against the wall near the window. Betta looked up, seeing his throat, the frayed edge of his shirt and the curls of hair at his chest. His mouth was at her temple. She curled her hands around his arms, meaning to push him away, but they remained there, testing the muscles.  
 
    “You’ve thought of it.”  His lips painted the words on her skin.  
 
    She had. Imagined it, taking a man without pain. At times, she had danced around the edges of another feeling, the longing for Bernaldino’s company, his approval, the need to make him laugh. Those times when she had awoken, trembling in the night, longing for it, for him, even as the idea filled her with fear.  
 
    “I have.” Their mouths were close enough to kiss, sharing the same air. His hands found her shoulders, sliding between the cloth to touch the skin beneath. Bernaldino’s hands were rough, as if they had been coated in sand, causing a thousand bumps to appear on her skin.  
 
    “I want you. If children come…” 
 
    His words were an icy bath to her senses, freeing her from the spell that the words and the touch of his hands had wrought on her mind. The dream which had been forming, a dusty, rocky land with craggy mountains and a rough man with a gentle touch, blew apart. Gently, she freed herself and took a step back.  
 
    “There can be no children for me,” she said, reaching up to touch where the lines of his face met his eyes. “Good journey, Bernaldino.” 
 
    “Fuck it,” he snapped. He moved, and her back met the wall again, and Bernaldino was surrounding her, thighs pressing her legs open and hands grasping her backside. Lips and whiskers abraded her skin, his tongue spearing between her lips. Heat and summer lightning set fire to her body, softening her muscles until she was content to follow him into the places he lead. The square bodice of her gown was pulled down, and his fingers found her nipple. The growl that escaped him caused echoing heat to wind through her legs, which she tightened around him. 
 
     Only… She stiffened, remembering another set of hands, a promise she had made to herself.  
 
    “I cannot,” she whispered, lips a whisper apart.  
 
    He stopped, every muscle tensed. With a muttered oath, he withdrew, and Betta collapsed back against the wall. 
 
    “I’ve half a mind to…” he snarled, scrubbing at his lips with the back of a hand. “You listen to me, girl. When you find the man that made you afraid, you stick him as I showed you, and don’t stop until you can’t move your arm any longer.  You kill him, girl, and then you come and find me if ever you change your mind.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
    They huddled together in kitchens near the hearth- Donna Maria, the cellerar, the pot boys and chef shoulder to shoulder, hands clasped beneath wool shirts. Every clash of steel on steel that echoed across the piazza drew them closer together. 
 
    Donna Maria felt her lips trembling. With a conscious effort, she pressed them together until her remaining teeth cut into her gums, stopping the quiver. It didn’t matter. The pain was better than weakness. One of her teeth bent as she ground them together; she relaxed her jaw, but her tongue found the spot and began moving it back and forth, testing the strength. Another one that she would lose soon.  
 
    She was old. So old, she thought, trying to remember her age. It had been years since she had thought of it. Had she passed her fortieth birthday? Yes, she thought, some years past. It was a goodly age to reach; she was ready to die if it came to that. She had few regrets. There were no children to mourn her passing, only the house that she cared for and the girls that she tried to shelter.  
 
    At her elbow, Anna, the youngest of the serving maids, began to cry. Though Maria felt her heart clench, her voice stayed hard. There was no place in a house for sniveling.  
 
    “Shut it,” she snapped. “Or I’ll set you out to meet the Swiss myself.” 
 
    One of the other girls placed her arm around Anna’s shoulders and hugged her close. Mella, that one’s name was. The serving maids ran together in her memory, countless young faces, fresh, eager, as Maria herself had once been. Mella was rutting with the cellerar, but he was a kind young man and might marry her, so Maria had pretended not to notice the time they spent together in the stables.  
 
    “Shhhh,” Mella whispered. “They will not come here.”  
 
    “Course they won’t,” Maria agreed, feeling a pounding in her chest as she struggled to her feet. Too fat, she thought to herself. She had allowed herself to get too heavy, where moving was a struggle, just as her mother had done. But her mother had the consolation of a husband and children in her old age, and all she had was a memory, the brief summer of passion. “His Holiness will see this house protected. Mother of his children lives here. He’d not see her blood on the streets.” 
 
    “But…” Anna lifted her face from her friend’s shoulder. There was the shattering of glass as something was flung against the windows in the second story of the villa, and Anna’s question grew into a scream as the shouts gained intensity.  
 
    It was time, the moment coming quicker than she had thought. “Up, up,” she snapped, shuffling to the door.  
 
    “What?” Mella asked, face white.  
 
    “Follow me, unless you’d see the child in your belly bleed out on a Swiss cock.” 
 
    Mella flinched back as all eyes moved from the shuttered windows of the kitchens to her waistline, which had only begun to round. Maria ignored her, making hurrying motions with her hands.  
 
    “Come, come!” 
 
    The girls followed her, Mella and Anna, and the two older ones, Tessa, quiet and plain, already planning to leave the household for marriage, and Joanna, who had a face as long as any horse’s but a ripe, full bosom and a voice that was pleasant to the ears. Good girls, hard workers, though she would never say as much to their faces. They trailed in her wake as Maria moved to the stairs.  
 
    She concentrated on the task at hand, the dozen stairs leading to the second floor, ignoring the tightness that was sitting like a stone in her chest. Her nails…she glanced at her hand, flat against the stuccoed wall. Blue, as though she had painted them the dark shade.  
 
    Her thoughts were becoming muddled. Music sounded in the back of her mind, the sound that Paulo Bracchis had hummed as he left her bed. So many years ago, oceans of time, when the pitfalls of service had been nothing but a warning delivered by an old woman, not the etched stone tablets of her life. She had ignored the dangers of life serving others, seizing instead a brief moment, and she had paid the price. Bracchis had not, but he was gone, as was their son.  
 
    Donna Maria stopped and bent double at the waist when she reached the top of the steps. The girls clustered around her, whispering like a flock of frightened chickens.  
 
    One foot, Maria thought. One foot, and then the other, her slippers taking her to the second door of the passage. She knocked. A minute passed; Clarita opened the door. Wine scent wafted from the room, which was brightly lit by a dozen candles.  
 
    Clarita brushed back a lock of hair as she looked at them crowded in the doorway, four girls with frightened faces, and her, struggling to catch her breath. From the chair by the hearth, Vannozza dei Cattanei spoke.  
 
    “Will they come?” She stood, form swathed in a gown of crimson and yellow, hair elaborately coiffured beneath the veil. Lately, she had ceased to color her hair, and the dark strands were shot through with grey. The change suited her; without the false golden hair, she seemed kinder, less brittle. 
 
    Maria swallowed, forcing herself to draw breath. “Yes,” she wheezed, hand braced on the door. “Soon.” 
 
    Signora Vannozza sprang to life. In three quick strides, she crossed the room, stopping in front of the curtained bed. Clarita moved to assist her. Together, they lifted back the coverlets and feather mattress, exposing a shallow area between the ropes that supported the mattress and the shallow floor.  
 
    “Here,” she said. “Quickly.” 
 
    Another noise came from downstairs, the shattering of wood as the gate that barred the courtyard was broken down. Mella, who had been balking at being confined beneath the bed, wriggled into place, squeezing herself flat between the ropes and making room for the other girls, who quickly followed suit.   
 
    “Quiet, now. Not a word or all is lost,” Donna Maria said, laying her finger against her lips before she pulled the mattresses back in place and smoothed out the covers. They should be safe there, she thought. Girls hid in the servant’s chambers or in the cellars when they were attacked, not in the mistress’s rooms, where other riches were closer at hand to tempt the invaders. 
 
    As the girls concealed themselves, Vannozza returned to the table by the window where her treasures waited, strings of pearls and gold chains. Clarita brought a box, and they began placing her jewels inside.  
 
    Frantic minutes passed as the noises from outside grew louder, shouts, and the breaking of pottery from the other houses around the piazza and louder, the brays of laughter as their gates were forced apart. Maria could hear the stomp of boots on the tiles of the courtyard and a shout cut off as it gained in volume, the voice familiar.  
 
    “Sto…”  
 
    More noises, covering over the faint cries from beneath the bed. Vannozza and Clarita frantically worked, stacking jewels into locked boxes. Maria hurried to the wall, taking down a painting that had recently been sent to the villa, a scene of the Virgin and Child; the Virgin’s curling blonde hair and wide eyes were a near match for the Lady Lucrezia.  
 
    Vannozza nodded as Maria wrapped the painting in cloth. She began speaking very fast, trying to fill the silence. “Cesare sent it to me last month. He had purchased it years before, but the sight of it has begun to make him sad. He and Lucrezia have quarreled, I think, and she...” 
 
    Glass shattered on the first floor of the villa; the women worked faster, tossing gowns and veils about into a dizzying pile of velvet and wool. 
 
    “It pleases me that she is safe…” Vannozza said, closing her eyes for a moment as her lips moved in silent prayer. 
 
    Maria nodded, thinking of Betta, who was more daughter than cousin, safe in Pesaro with the Lady Lucrezia. That she was far from danger was some consolation, enough to put her mind at ease; the girl had been through enough. Saints and angels forgive her, she should have done more to help her. Few regrets marred her memories, but that was one. What that bastard son of a whore had done to her cousin’s child had been plain to see, even without the words crossing the child’s lips. She had known it, all the neighborhood had known it, but Maria had told herself that it was none of her concern, and done nothing. Coward, she berated herself, remembering her cousin’s face. Once, Constanza had been like a sister to her, and she had failed her daughter. 
 
    The door flew open, and Maria could not restrain a scream. Three men crowded the passage, all enormous, the largest men that she had ever seen, tall, blond-haired giants clad in bright uniforms with shiny breastplates covering chests the size of barrels.  
 
    Two held back, allowing the third man to step into the room. Sweeping off the cap on his head, he bowed low and then smiled as he straightened, showing teeth that were uneven but startlingly white. He spoke, words in the French tongue that Maria could not understand. Vannozza could, it seemed, for she stepped forward, the jeweled ornaments falling from her hands as though they were copper, of no account.  
 
    “I am Vannozza dei Cattanei,” she said, voice unafraid. “Mother of His Holiness’s children. Leave this house at once.”  
 
    The other two men stepped into the room behind their leader. The stench of them was overwhelming in the enclosed space, blood and sweat and metal. Maria shrank back from the hardness in their eyes, the deep red stains on the long weapons at their sides. These men had killed and would not hesitate to do so again.  
 
    The leader bowed again and laughed, a mocking sound. When he spoke, his heavily accented voice chewed the words, turning the Roman into something crude, like their own tongue. “The pope’s whore.” His eyes ran down Vannozza’s form, the scarlet and gold gown, the jewels on her fingers and at her throat. “Not La Bella. The other. The old whore. I am the captain, we claim all that you have in the name of the king of France, to fund his crusade.” 
 
    Vannozza lifted her chin. “Whore to a pope, and mother of his children. Now leave here, I am under his protection.” 
 
    “The Pope.” A scar ran the length of the man’s cheeks, Maria saw. The light threw strange shadows on it as he turned his head, taking in the rich hangings, the gold and jewels still littering the table. “The pope is in the Castel San’Angelo like the sniveling dog that he is. My king rules from Palazzo San Marco. He has said the city is ours.”  
 
    “For now.” There was no fear in Vannozza’s voice. “Take what you will. I can hear your men below. But know this; all that you steal will be repaid in blood.” 
 
    “Blood?” At the word, the captain smiled. “I like blood.” He stepped forward. The top of her head reached only to the center of her chest. He looked at her up and down, lingering on the swell of her breasts. “I’d another before, or I’d show you blood.”  Still smiling, he lashed out with the back of his hand, catching Vannozza across the face with a crack that sent her stumbling back across the bed. Clarita rushed to her mistress, shielding her from attack with her body while pulling down skirts and linen, trying to preserve her modesty.  
 
    The Swiss captain looked to the other men. He nodded at the table and the boxes of jewels and ornaments. The men immediately began gathering them up. Turning, the captain found Donna Maria, his eyes sweeping her up and down.  
 
    He spoke another word in his strange language, only to repeat it in Roman. “House woman. Show me the coins, and the girls for my men.” 
 
    Maria made sure to keep her eyes from straying to the bed. “All the gold was sent to the banks weeks ago,” she lied. “And there are no girls here! They fled hours before!” 
 
    Her expression must have revealed falsehood; with a sneer, the blond giant whipped out a mailed fist, catching Maria in the eye. There was no pain, Maria thought, falling to the floor and feeling the crack as her head hit the tiles. Only a pressure, and something wet on her cheeks. Blinking, she tried to clear the fluid, but was only able to open one eye a slit. Her fingers left the floor which had rushed up to greet her and found the place where a gaping hole had been left in her face. An eye. The plate on the captain’s glove had taken her eye.  
 
    There was a dull ache, a sense of loss. The things her eye had seen, they were vanishing from her mind: the games she had played, when she had been the loveliest girl in the neighborhood, the way that Paulo Bracchis had looked at her, thirteen though she looked older, sent to keep house under another mistress; the light in her son’s eyes, light that had only lasted a few months, and then to see it gone when she had found him in his cradle one morning, as cold and blue as one of the ornaments on Signora Vannozza’s gowns. Lights, so many lights, they crowded around her, welcoming. Sinking into that light…she wanted it, to find her sweet angel son again, but there was work to be done. Maria took a breath and fought against the descending warmth. 
 
    Other men had entered the room, half a dozen, and they were pawing through the treasures that Vannozza dei Cattani had collected during her lifetime- the gold brooches, the pearls, even the painting with the likeness of her daughter watched them as they were hauled away. Her mistress was screaming at them, hair coming down from the veil, but Maria could not hear. There was a buzzing in her ears, like bees.  
 
    Finally, only the Captain was left. He looked from her, still a pile on the floor, to Vannozza and Clarita, standing next to the bed, arms around one another. He walked closer, hands outstretched, and Clarita’s mouth opened wide in a scream. Another punch sent her back on the bed in a tumble of wool and linen underskirts until Vannozza stood alone, lifting her chin.  
 
    A knife appeared in the man’s hand. Vannozza nodded, shoulders slumping, and reached into her bodice. From the tight band of cut velvet encircling her breasts, she withdrew something the size of her palm. The light caught it. A silver-bound book.  
 
    It was at that moment that the fog which had enclosed Maria’s ears passed. As though from very far away, there was an annoyed grunt.  
 
    “A psalter?” With a sniff, he tossed it into the brazier and stalked from the room. The door was left open, allowing them to hear the noise which continued unabated from the villa, the shouts and mutterings, the breaking of glass and the tossing of chairs and credenzas as the remaining rooms were searched for valuables. When the last man disappeared from view, Clarita rushed forward, seizing a poker and flinging the smoking book from the coals. Though it had only been exposed to the flames for a minute, the damage was severe. The once bright illuminations were charred and ruined. 
 
    “Oh, my lady!” Clarita wailed.  
 
    “It does not matter, ‘Rita. I’ve something else to remember him by.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
      
 
    15 March 1495 
 
      
 
    To the Most Illustrious Lady of Pesaro 
 
    How long will you continue to harden your hearts against my entreaties? A year and half another has passed since your removal from Rome, and I have not received a word from your hand. Even Juan, that tormentor, has written of his missives from you, while I, who rocked you in your cradle and soothed your tears from the time of your birth, remain in a barren wasteland, separated from your good graces. 
 
    Enough.  What happened between us need have no import on the years to come, and I yearn for a return of the closeness which we once shared. 
 
    As you are doubtless aware, the armies of France, seeking to invest their monarch with the crown of Naples, came to the gates of our city, preparing to do siege. Though preparations had been made to resist, our Father, following the dictates of his own thoughts, threw open the gates and allowed them to pass. The home of our mother was sacked during the entrance of the French forces into the city, and many precious possessions lost. On my insistence, she then left that abode and took up residence in the Castel San’Angelo, where she would be safe from further injury.  The act which drove her there has been repaid in kind by one who would not see his mother dishonored, the villains meeting their just end.  
 
    Though the Vice Chancellor and other Sforza allies spoke of calling a grand council to see the Holy Father removed from his most holy office, it was not to be. Through his sagacity and cunning mind, His Holiness triumphed, and Charles left Rome with nothing save the friendship and good will of the Pope instead of the crown of Naples, forcing him to continue his campaign onward. The King of France required my accompaniment of his good grace when he quit Rome as an assurance of future fidelity, but through the means of adopting the garb of a groomsman, I was able to leave his care. The castle of Spoleto has housed me since then, and eagerly do I await word from His Holiness that I may return.  
 
    Other news you have doubtless heard from your communication with our brother, whose company you once fled.  Having done his duty and gotten his wife with child once again, Juan has decided to quit our homeland and return to Rome, too late to be of use during the recent conflict. The impending return of his favored son pleases the Holy Father greatly, and he had made plans to name him the Gonfaloniere of the Church, a title for which he neither possesses the skill nor the training.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
     Lady Lucrezia bid her husband farewell with a perfunctory kiss before as he set out for a neighboring village.  Though his Uncle, the Duke of Milan, had invited the invasion and offered the French shelter, the Count had loudly proclaimed his loyalty to the Borgia family in their fight against the invaders. Riding each day for long hours with his hounds and drilling the soldiers he commanded took the count far from the Palazzo Ducale, which improved Lady Lucrezia’s humor. As the preparations for their return to Rome began, he ranged further afield, gathering men and equipment to aid in defense of the Papal States. 
 
    The dishes from pranzo had been cleared away when word came from a breathless page that Lord Sforza had been injured.  
 
    Lady Lucrezia rose from her needlework and snapped into action. "Send a cart to retrieve him and have the physician summoned."  
 
    Taking the time to assure that her hair remained confined in its perfect coiffure, she strode into her husband's chamber. Turning, she allowed her eyes to rest upon the curtained bed carved from dark wood and hung with Florentine velvet. The room reeked of horses and dogs, the same scents which clung to Lord Sforza.   
 
    "Strip the coverlet and hangings from the bed and change them," she said.  
 
    "My Lady?" Pantasilea asked, her face puzzled.  
 
    "I will not have them stained if the fool should arrive home covered in blood," she replied, tone even as the servants bustled into the room, bringing water and bandages. When the shout came, the room emptied, the servants scurrying to the rails to better gauge the extent of Lord Sforza's injuries.  
 
    Two men arrived, carrying the count in a sling fashioned from a piece of heavy canvas; Betta could not immediately understand the source of his injuries. Lord Sforza writhed on the canvas bed, turning back and forth until he nearly crashed to the ground, his face a rictus of agony. A low, guttural moan emerged from between his clenched teeth. From across the room, Betta looked for blood, for the bolt of a stray arrow or the weeping gash of a wound. It was only when one of the soldiers bearing him moved, finally depositing the Count on the bed that Betta began to understand the source of his injury. Lord Sforza had both hands cupped between his legs.  
 
    "What happened?" Lady Lucrezia asked, voice equal parts concern and wifely solicitude. Only long acquaintance allowed Betta to see the humor dancing in her eyes as they focused on the cause of his agony.  
 
    The soldier who had carried the front of the litter shuddered, body trembling from neck to foot. "A horse, my lady. As Lord Sforza approached. No warning, kicked back as though the Count were a rival stallion. Caught him square in the..." 
 
    A horrible noise emerged from Lord Sforza's throat, a scream constrained behind clenched teeth.  
 
    Lucrezia crouched over him, smoothing back the hair which had fallen in a messy tangle in front of his eyes.  
 
    "My poor husband," she crooned. As though seeing a vision that comforted him, he turned his face to the sound of her voice. "I shall pray that St. Joseph will intercede and bring you a speedy recovery."  
 
    As she turned and left the room with the other servants to make room for the physician, Betta reflected on Lucrezia's choice of saints to offer prayers to intercede for her husband; St. Joseph, who lived with the Virgin Mary in a chaste marriage.  
 
      
 
    The inhabitants of the Palazzo Ducale spoke of Lord Sforza's injury in the same way that they might discuss an occurrence of the plague: with hushed voices and pronounced flinches, especially from those men who could not speak of it without wincing. 
 
    "His stone swelled like a gourd!" his body servant whispered, a bit of information that was soon repeated through the length and breadth of the palace. "And twisted clean about!" 
 
    The screams continued for a night and a day and into the next until their ears rang with it. Opium, brought from a nearby monastery, provided some relief, but Lord Sforza's agony was such that it was only after weeks had passed that the topic of a return to Rome could again be broached.  
 
    That the injury could have affected Lord Sforza in another way became clear soon afterward.  On a night many weeks later, Lady Lucrezia returned from her first summons to Lord Sforza’s chamber after only a quarter of an hour with a strange, amused expression on her face.  
 
    "Limp as a wet cord," Lucrezia told her later during the moments of privacy when the white cream was smeared onto her thighs, removing the hair. Pantasilea, counting under her breath, marking the time, gasped and looked up, her mouth hanging open unattractively.  
 
    "Perhaps he will recover in time," Betta said.  
 
    Lucrezia lifted a shoulder. "It hardly matters. The Sforza alliance that my father sought has crumbled like sand beneath his feet. The French king concerns himself only with spilling his seed in every Napolese whore, and the nobles already grumble against him. My father writes that Charles will not long retain that crown, and if he is defeated, my father will look to bind himself closer to Naples. Without a child in my belly..." She looked at her stomach, a soft plain of white. She shifted, growing uncomfortable, and Pantasilea moved to wipe the cream from her thighs. "Who knows how long this marriage will last." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rodrigo Borgia leaned back in his chair, enjoying the feel of the warm fire at his side and the jerez that Juan brought back from Spain. The earthy bite of the vintage brought to mind his youth in Jativa, golden afternoons, and his brother’s face as they sparred or chased after women. Clever boy, Rodrigo thought, fondness for the handsome young man sitting opposite the fire suffusing his entire being. It was astute of him to recognize his father’s longing for home. 
 
    The private sala in the palazzo that Juan occupied was ornate, Rodrigo noted, catching the gleam of gold leaf in the candlelight.  The strain made a dull pain lance through his eyes. Though it was midafternoon, the shutters covering the window were pulled closed, and only two oil lamps lit the room. The interior was so dim that he could scarcely see the table, which had been laid out with a selection of fresh fruits and cheeses in addition to the jerez. He had rejected the food, of course. Appetite seldom troubled him, and he preferred to eat in the papal apartments, where there was always adequate light.  
 
    Rodrigo dismissed his momentary annoyance. Juan had been gone for so long, he could not know that his eyes had begun to fail, that he often ordered extra braces of candles brought in on those occasions he could not rely on a secretary or notary.  
 
    Juan must have seen a flicker of emotion on his face, for he signaled to the servant who lingered at the door. A moment passed before the quiet strains of music which had sounded through the hall quieted; the door was shut, leaving them in silence. Rodrigo kept his face solemn, containing a smile with difficulty, knowing the reason he had been asked for a private meeting was about to be revealed. Perhaps the boy needed money again. His expenditures in Spain had been colossal, as had the gaming debts his agents had been forced to make good less the Borgia reputation be tarnished.  
 
    No matter. What Juan needed, Juan would have. The other children his mistresses had given him over the years... he had loved them, each of them, but Juan required his special attention. The injury he had sustained as a child…Cesare had been a child when it had occurred, of course. It was not his fault. But there had always been the seed of animosity between the two brothers, as there had been between him and his own brother, Pedro Luis. His Lucrezia was an angel, but her worth to him was in the alliances her marriage would bring, producing a string of Borgia allies stretching across the Papal States. Lucrezia was his light, but empires were built upon sons. And sons of his own blood, not those of dubious parentage. Though he relied on Cesare and was fond of him, there was that seed of doubt, the niggling suspicion that entered his mind each time he beheld the boy’s clever, mobile face and watched him practice at arms. He was so very like Della Rovere, who had occupied Vannozza’s bed only a little time before he had claimed her. 
 
    Perhaps it had been as Vannozza had stated, and babes tended to arrive early in her family.  Surely there could have been no reason to doubt his attention to Vannozza in those early days, when the scent of her hair and her devious mind had driven him into transports of lust. 
 
    And he needed the children who remained, even those whose paternity was not assured. So many of his children had died as he lived on.  Pedro Luis, named after the brother whose death still brought him from sleep into cold wakefulness covered in sweat. His greatest regret. Grief tore through him at the thought of his eldest son, dead from the bite of a bee when the whole of his life seemed so filled with glorious promise.  
 
    "You must wonder why I begged this audience, Holy Father," Juan said, fingers toying with the rim of his glass.  
 
    Rodrigo nodded, then looked up with a smile. "How much do you require, Juan?"  
 
    Juan assumed an injured expression. "Do you think so little of me, Father?" 
 
    Sensing the beginning of a rage at the perceived slight, Rodrigo hurried to assure his son that he was the best of men and that it was only his generous nature which had caused the suggestion.  
 
    Mollified, Juan took up his cup and drained it in a long swallow. Deep red stained his lips, extending to the sides of his mouth, and for a moment, Rodrigo felt a tremor of superstitious fear. As a youth in Jatvia, a companion had drawn his knife across the face of a handsome lad who had smiled at his mistress. The boy's smile had looked much the same before the blood began to pour out.  
 
    Juan was speaking, and Rodrigo tried to concentrate. His mind slipped from matters of this world often, touching on the past. A sign of increasing age that he hid from everyone. He focused on his son.  
 
    "It is I, Holy Father, who has brought a gift for you." Speaking a word, the opposite door opened, and a figure appeared, silhouetted against the candlelight.  
 
    The length of her was swaddled in a cloak the color of smoke hanging in soft folds to her ankles. Her eyes were all that was visible in the dim light, exotically dark and outlined with a thick layer of black winging upwards at the corners.  For a single moment they met his, their expression that of a doe caught before a pack of baying hounds; then a long fan of eyelashes came down, creating a smudge on pale cheeks.  
 
    "Who is she?" 
 
    Juan hid his smile behind the brim of a wineglass. He uttered a word in the Moorish tongue, and the girl reached up. In a fluid motion, the veil began to flow over her like silk, revealing a body whose perfection that he had believed only existed in works of art.  
 
    The chains commanded his attention first; a thousand delicate gold chains snaked across her dusky skin, each no wider than a hair, crossing over and circling her hips, her large, straining breasts, the delta of sweet pink flesh between her legs, utterly devoid of hair. Every part of her was perfect, without flaw, as though formed by the hand of a master sculptor. The face was flower-like in its innocence, with the rounded cheeks of a child and the smooth, plush mouth of a woman.  
 
    Rodrigo swallowed past the lump in his throat. He had long ago lost count of the number of women that had graced his bed, winsome commoners, the wives of willing aristocrats; twice, he had even bedded a fetching nun. But in all of his years, he had never beheld such beauty. Not even his current mistress, renowned throughout the civilized world for her loveliness, would bear comparison with this creature.  
 
    "Is she a slave?" 
 
    "Of course. Though she is yet a virgin, Safiye has been well taught in all the carnal arts. And, unlike our fair skinned lovelies, nothing to her is profane, nothing is forbidden. She will serve you in any way you should desire." 
 
    "You mean..." 
 
    "She is yours, Holy Father, to do with as you will. Shall I tell you her story?" At his father's nod, he continued, voice as smooth as the silk that had recently covered the girl's body. "The trader that I purchased her from demanded a king's ransom in price for this jewel. She was to be offered to the Sultan of the Turks, our dear D'jems brother, but as soon as I saw the loveliness of her face, I knew that only the greatest ruler in Christendom was worthy of possessing her. The slave trader claimed that she was smuggled from a harem, the daughter of the sultan. Her beauty gives some credence to his lies, for such as she could not have been born in the gutter." 
 
    "Indeed."  
 
    "She speaks no Roman, unfortunately, or any other language save the heathen tongue, but you will find her a willing partner. In fact..." he lowered his voice, "I have heard the women of the harem practice the skillful weavings of their tongues on one another, that they may learn what it is to desire and be fulfilled without being sullied by the flesh of a man." 
 
    "I could not believe it of so innocent a creature.” 
 
    A finger beneath her chin brought the girl's face up, staring into his. The mute appeal he read there, the stirring of interest and the desire to please unmanned him. Lust surged through his veins, potent as a wildfire sweeping over the mountains. He wanted to sweep her into his arms and carry her to the bed so conveniently nearby. Only caution stayed his hand. 
 
    "She follows the faith of the Moors?" 
 
    "Of course." Juan's hand waved in the air, as though brushing the thought aside. It was one of Rodrigo's own gestures, and to see it used by his son... Where had the years gone? It seemed only yesterday that he had been a boy. "If it concerns you, keep the girl here, away from prying eyes. Your visits to her would be viewed as nothing more than visits to your dutiful son." An ironic bow punctuated his words.  
 
    The Pope bit his lip. "It is only... I would give no stones to sling at those who accuse us of being Moroscos, and my dear Giulia would never understand." The Pope of Rome stood and began pulling at the laces of his robes.  
 
    Juan rose and laid his hand of his father's shoulder.  
 
    "Of course, Holy Father. This shall be our secret."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
    A dog followed the line of horseman and wagons as they passed through the gates of Rome, a small white mongrel, bright-eyed with a matted tail. As daring as the most skilled condotierre, it made darting passes between stamping hooves, fearlessly searching for scraps of food. During the momentary lulls in their progress, when the cry of "Make way for the Lord and Lady Sforza" failed to clear a path in the mass of people streaming into the city fleeing the French, the dog would rise on his hind legs, begging.  
 
    Betta removed a piece of bread from the bundle of food beneath her apron and tossed it to the dog. It yapped at her, brown eyes sparkling, and then hopped back two steps to avoid the hooves as the wagon jerked forward.  
 
    Rome. Betta released the breath she had not realized she had been holding and sagged against the wooden crate behind. Rome. Strange that she had expected the city to change when it had existed long past the memory of any one man. Beggars still clustered in the market, showing off wounds that were as likely to be the product of artifice as injury. Whores leaned out of the windows in two-story buildings, showing off their wares and noting the dresses on the women who passed through. Betta had heard at least three of the creatures commenting on the gowns worn by her lady and attendants.  
 
    "Bella! Bella!" The cry went up, bringing roses to Lucrezia's cheeks. Her looks blazed in the afternoon sunlight. Her bright yellow gamurra reflected the light of the sun, and over it, a scarlet giornea trimmed with gold thread echoed the colors of the Borgia crest snapping in the wind above the Castel Sant' Angelo. Each of her ladies wore similar colors, red and gold proclaiming their allegiance.  
 
    Next to Lady Lucrezia, who smiled and waved each time the name of Borgia was raised with a cheer, Lord Sforza rode, a black expression on his face matching his dark clothing. Riding without a hat, the sunlight picked out the silver encroaching in his hair. Like a blackbird caught in a flock of songbirds, he glowered, chin tucked close to his chest. 
 
    It was not only the discomfort of the journey which had added to Lord Sforza's anger. Despite being able to walk only a few short weeks after his accident, his recovery had not been complete. Though Lady Lucrezia was still summoned to his chambers regularly, she never returned smelling of his seed. As the weeks progressed, his mood became grimmer. The wine and spirits he had been known to indulge in on occasion soon became his constant source of comfort. Hardly a night passed that he was not helped to bed by his manservants. 
 
    Betta watched as the little white dog returned to their party and began his tricks again, scampering and begging. Pulling on her jennet's reins, the Countess held out her hand to the mongrel, a piece of the dried fruit she had been nibbling minutes before held between thumb and first finger. The sound of her laughter floated above the noise of the crowds, light and free. The return to the city of her birth had raised her spirits. 
 
    Without warning, Lord Sforza spurred his mount forward; the stallion kicked out viciously, one enormous hoof caught the dog in the chest and sent it hurtling through the air. It struck one of the rear wagons with a crunch and remained still after uttering a pained whine. As the wagon pulled past, Betta could see the bloody concave mass of its chest, scarlet like the lady’s gowns, and its panting, shallow breaths.  
 
    The sound of a trumpet tore her attention away from the senseless death. They were approaching the Ponte Sant'Angelo; behind it, the domed facade of the Castel rose, white in the blinding sunshine, the Borgia Bull standard flapping in the breeze.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucrezia gripped the reins in her right hand, grateful that her gloves disguised the white-knuckled grasp. Across the span of the bridge on the road that led up to the Castel, she could see crowds disperse as the guards cleared a path.  In the center, three figures rode on horseback.  
 
    Though she wanted to whip her mount forward and fly to greet them, Lucrezia relaxed her grip on the leather strips and took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the air that was as familiar as her own face in a glass. The return to her home enlivened her. Rome, the stink of it, the beggars teeming in the streets, the ruined piles of stone, remnants of the cities past. And the animals. Her mouth narrowed into a frown as she remembered Giovanni's senseless cruelty to the dog. Violence had its place. She had been whipped when her tutors deemed it necessary, and criminals were punished, sometimes even killed. But to run down an animal that had done nothing but beg... 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she looked at her husband. Before they had entered Rome, he had ordered a stop at one of the taverns that lined the road and spent hours filling his cup, slopping the wine down his front like a boar. His doublet, the finest he possessed, suitable for meeting her Holy Father, would have to be replaced. And his hair... The silver did not distress her. When she had first been introduced to the man that would be her husband, she had thought the silver distinguished, a mark of intelligence. The hair surrounding her Holy Father's tonsure was liberally salted with gray, and he was the wisest of men. But that he refused to wash it above occasional wettings most certainly did distress her, as did the scent emanating from his body, the odor like an animal left to die on the side of the road.  
 
    He disgusted her. At first, securing his affections had been a game, a way to while away the hours. But as prey went, his capture had been laughably easy. The mighty tyrant of Pesaro was desperate for love, hungry for it in a way that his body had not hungered for food or women in decades. There had been nights when he had lain his head against her breasts and shed tears, so grateful to have someone he could share his innermost thoughts with, his dreams and concerns. It had taken only praise for his martial prowess from an adoring and innocent wife to chain his will to hers.  
 
    Now she was tired of it. Their trysts in bed had ceased to interest her beyond that first day, when fear of his discovering her deceit had lent spice to their coupling. And his injury had ended even her desultory acceptance of his marital rights. Her lips quirked as she remembered the first time she had been summoned to his chambers after the horse had kicked him. When frantic rubbings had not sufficed to bring his member to tumescence, she had been forced down to her knees to accept him into her mouth. When even that had failed, he had sent her from his chamber with burning cheeks; the laughter had emerged in wild peals then, and she had been forced to stuff her camicia into her mouth to muffle the sound.  
 
    The crowd ahead of them cleared enough to allow her to see the riders dismounting their horses before the start of the bridge. Two were as she had expected, one she had not; her Holy Father, garbed in shining white, Cesare, who had exchanged his hunting leathers in favor of the scarlet robes of his office and berreti, and Juan. The last surprised her and sent her heart thundering with fear. Juan had returned from Spain.  
 
    He had yet to relinquish his liking for the strange Turkish garb. Beneath his white turban, a robe of beautifully embroidered silk flowed into full breeches. From his hip there hung a curved Turkish sword. The years had added a beard to his clever, handsome face. Lucrezia thought it must have appealed to him, growing a beard when the church dictated that Cesare must remain without. The hot Spanish sun had lightened his hair. It hung in golden brown waves beneath his turban. His eyes remained unchanged, however. They were cold, making her shiver, as did the memories of his cruelty.  
 
    They were close enough to the end of the bridge that she could read the expressions on each of their faces. She schooled her own; welcoming and joyful, but elegant, without the excessive displays of emotion in women that distressed her father. His nature held no such reserve. Tears ran unashamedly down his cheeks. He looked well, she decided, healthy for a man of his years. The time apart from his mistress must have refreshed his spirit.  
 
    She had saved the most painful for last. Through the leather, she could feel her nails piercing, trying to dig into her palms. Cesare, her Cesare, standing deferentially behind their father, face tamed into a smooth, expressionless mask. With a half laugh, she realized that his face was the mirror of her own.  
 
    "What’s so funny?" her husband asked from the corner of his mouth, keeping his voice pitched low.  
 
    "Nothing, my husband," she purred, "Only...my brothers seem so very young compared to you." She extended her hand to him. "It gladdens my heart that you are by my side." 
 
    His eyes searched her face; his expression softened, lips twitching as though he might smile. Pulling back on the reins, he slowed and then dismounted in the smooth manner of one born to the saddle.  Lucrezia followed suit, stopping her jennet and holding her hands out to the Lord of Pesaro. 
 
    "Come, we will walk from here."  
 
    When he helped her from the saddle, Lucrezia softened her body, allowing it slide against his form. There was a hitch in his breath as he set her on the ground. Cesare was watching. Lucrezia could feel his gaze, burning her where it touched, her gown, her hair, the ruby jewels Giovanni had given her to mark their marriage.  
 
    Watch, then, Lucrezia thought. She turned, tucking her arm through Giovanni's. Together, they crossed the bridge. The crowd of guards was silent around them, eyes moving back and forth. Giovanni stopped when her father opened his arms and stepped forward, unwilling to wait any longer to greet them.  
 
    Lucrezia relinquished his arm with a loving smile, then hurried forward, traveling the stone path from the bridge to the rise leading to the Castel in only a few strides. The smile on her face was not feigned. Her father's obvious love washed over her. Time and distance had allowed her to remember the father that had always loved her despite his failings; she had forgiven him that one terrible mistake. 
 
    Though he would have embraced her immediately, Lucrezia knelt on the ground, reaching up for his hand and turning to kiss the immense golden ring adorning his finger.  
 
    "I greet his Holiness," she said, pitching her voice so that all those surrounding them could hear. Then she stood, amused at his shocked expression. "And now I greet my papa," she whispered, throwing her arms around his neck.  
 
    He held her close for a moment, and she was surrounded by him, drowning in the thousand memories of her girlhood, when her father had been the most splendid man in all of creation, wise and handsome and loving. Time had shown her that he was only a man, but she loved him still. His chest heaved, and she felt his tears falling on her hair.  
 
    She pulled back, patting his cheek. Later there would be more words between them, all that she had learned during her travels to Pesaro and from the loose lips of the man that was her husband, but for now, there was only joy. At their sides, she was dimly aware of her brothers, silently watching. With another bright smile, she turned, clasping her hands in front of her chest.  
 
    "My brother!" she told Juan. "The Virgin heard my prayers for your speedy return!" 
 
    His tight, close-lipped smile grew wider as he turned his head, looking from her to Cesare, still standing silently behind. The gleam in his eyes flared, and he opened his arms. Without pause, she embraced him, pressing her cheek close against the embroidered front of his tunic. When she could stand it no longer, she pulled back.  
 
    "How splendid you look, Juan. The years in our homeland were kind!" Her hand reached forward as though to touch the sword at his side.  
 
    He drew back and winked at her. "Careful, sister. Such things are sharp." 
 
    She looked up at him from under a long fan of eyelashes. He could see through her, Lucrezia realized. The knowledge of her deception was in the mocking twist of his lips. No matter. He was content to play along if it caused Cesare a moment of discomfort.  
 
    "And how goes your wife? I trust that you have not neglected your duties there?" 
 
    Behind them, Cesare coughed, trying to cover a laugh.  
 
    "Soon to be delivered of another son, in addition to the twins she has already borne me," Juan said, voice smooth.  "Pay no mind to our brother's levity, sister. A cleric can little understand the joys of welcoming a legitimate child and the comforts of a beautiful wife even though he has scattered his bastards through half the fleshpots of Rome."  
 
    Lucrezia laid her hand on his sleeve, not rising to the bait. "I shall add your wife and children to my prayers." With a last squeeze of his arm, she turned from Juan, bracing herself against the ache. 
 
    His face. There had been days when she had been unable to bear the sight of mirrors, his face was so plain to be seen in her own visage.  Older, as she was, the softness worn away into sharp angles of cheekbone and chin. And his eyes. Though his face was a polite mask, she could read the sadness and hope there as easily as she could decipher the words on a page.  
 
    She did not look down as she crossed the half dozen steps that separated them; she felt the happy joyfulness of the last moments slip away with each step that she took.  
 
    "Your Eminence," she whispered, and standing on her toes, she pressed a dry kiss against his cheek. For a moment, it almost broke her, that she could feel his head turning, trying to prolong the contact as she pulled away. The hurt on his face, the pain he could not keep from her... It was balm and food and drink, raising her spirits more than the finest wine.  
 
     She turned from him and held out her hand to Giovanni. "Come, husband, and greet my family."  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
    The leather and urine stench of Trastevere greeted Betta like a lover's embrace as she picked her way through the winding streets. She breathed it in, letting the fetid air settle in her lungs. Strange that the fish smell of Pesaro had been an assault against her lungs while the stronger odors of her home settled around her mind with a relieved sigh. 
 
    From one of the wine shops, a young man tried to catch her eye. She ducked her head and smiled, then looked up and winked, making the other men at the table howl with approval.  
 
    Had she ever been so young? Betta wondered, quickening her steps until their voices faded, becoming only the memory of a light-hearted moment, a flirting glance that in anyone else could have been the beginning of a romance, or a courtship. They had started with less. One of the other chambermaids, the younger daughter of La Napolitana, had stayed in Pesaro, marrying one of the city guards after her rounded stomach betrayed the nature of her walks every evening.  
 
    A lover. A husband. Children. Those were not for her.   
 
    Her eyes caressed the curving paths, the darkened corners where feral cats hunted rats and the tiles that stretched over uneven roofs fell and shattered in every storm. The poverty of her home struck her; she examined the street with new eyes, the ones that her service to the Borgia family had given her.  
 
    Poor, and growing poorer. It was obvious in the crumbling stone facades of the houses, the wooden shutters hanging sideways from the windows, latches broken and never replaced. When she had been a child, the street had been a prosperous one, full of master leather workers and busy with the bustle and hum of business. But the shops had moved on towards the wealthier areas of the city. Only the bodega run by her stepfather remained. From a street away she could see the open door, and an orange cat lazing on the steps outside.  
 
    The servants at the Palazzo said that clerks had been seen throughout the city, measuring and marking. Roads were soon to be built, connecting the ever-expanding city to the towers of the ancient church. Everywhere, there was talk of building. The roads through the districts were crumbling, too twisty and narrow for the pilgrims who flocked to the city. And the church of St. Peter’s would have to be replaced with another. During each storm, stones fell from the façade of the ancient church, striking those unlucky enough to be in the path, sending them to more intimate communion with God then they would have expected.  
 
    Only a handful of steps away from the bodega. The tide of fear rise higher and higher, threatening to engulf her. She took a deep breath. There was no such thing as spirits, only bad memories, and worse people. Neither of them had the power to harm her any longer. Stepping forward, Betta opened the door. 
 
    A woman was crouched over one of the worktables. She wore a serviceable brown dress; a kerchief bound her hair. The line of the shoulders, slumped yet proud, the slim line of her back. All of it was familiar, a jagged knife that cut through layers of grief and regret.  
 
    Mama. She raised her hand, opening her mouth to speak at the same moment that the rattle of a shutter brought the woman's head around. No, not her mother. The face was similar, with wide cheekbones and a proud chin, the coloring was wrong; dark red eyebrows winged over blue eyes that filled with tears as she rose from the stool.  
 
    "Betta?" The single word was a disbelieving croak. She swayed, reaching out a hand; Betta leaped forward, catching the girl in a fierce embrace.  
 
    "Ginevra." 
 
    It was a long while before Betta could let her sister go so that she could step back and marvel at the changes. At almost thirteen, Ginevra was a woman grown and shouldering a woman's burden from the state of the workshop. Leather, needles, and worn shoes were spread across the tables in differing stages of repair, and in the corner, a metal brazier with a grate held an iron skillet with something bubbling inside.  
 
    "How..." 
 
    "What...?" 
 
    They spoke at the same time, then paused to laugh. Ginevra brushed tears from her cheeks and hiccupped.  
 
    "I am sorry," she whispered. "But when I turned, I thought you were Mama." The tears started afresh. Betta dug into the sleeve of her camicia and removed a handkerchief.  
 
    "I thought the same." Betta blinked away her own tears. "You are a woman now."  Though it pleased her to see Ginevra beautiful and grown, there was grief for the years they had missed.  
 
    Ginevra reached out a hand, touching her cheek. "I don't remember her, truly. There were times that I had forgotten what you looked like, but then I saw you, and I remembered." Her tears were coming fast now, raining down her face. "Don't leave me again," she burst out, throwing herself forward into Betta's arms.  
 
    Betta embraced her sister, rocking her as she used to when Ginevra was a baby, making soothing noises while rubbing a hand up and down the line of her back. Hers, she thought. Not Ruberto's, not even her mother's, dead for so long. This was the child of her heart.  
 
    The sun had progressed far across the sky by the time that Ginevra stopped weeping and could begin to tell her the news. Of her removal from Ostia, she would say little. When Betta questioned her, a stilted expression came over her face, and she would say only that her father had retrieved her almost eight months before against the objection of his cousins, who had raised her like a daughter.  
 
    "I hoped you would marry there," Betta said, watching her sister's face and seeing the involuntary frown.  Ginevra grasped her forearm. They were sitting knees to knees, huddling around the brazier.  
 
    "I hoped that as well. Simon, Tia's nephew... He was older but kind to me. But Papa would not hear of it when he came to fetch me and without a dowry...." She shrugged her shoulders in defeat. Then her face changed, and the fingers she had wrapped around Betta's arm moved down, tracing a metallic outline. "What..." she began, but Betta drew back and laid a finger against her lips.  
 
    Ginevra took the hint and quieted, letting her question hang in the air between them.  
 
    "Your father?" Betta finally asked. It had been too much to hope that the bastard had died, consumed by vice or drink or a happy accident.  
 
    The fear that had been an undercurrent to her sister's expression the entire time they had been speaking blossomed. They were blue, the same as her father's, but the look in them was one that Betta knew well: they were filled with pain and shame.  
 
    "You should go before he returns." Looking down, Ginevra began to twist the fabric of her gown, refusing to meet her eyes. 
 
    Betta felt her gorge rise. No, not her sister. He would not... 
 
    There was a noise from the street outside, the sound of a cat hissing in pain. The door opened, an enormous shadow swallowing the light.  
 
    The smell of him was one that she had never forgotten, the stink of flesh and the rot of old wine. It made her want to vomit even as her arms and legs spasmed with the need to draw themselves in, wrapping around to protect her from the pain of violation. She rose and crossed the room to the other side, near the window. The distance was safe. The open window was safe.  
 
    "You." Ruberto's voice was a satisfied grunt. "Come back with that Borgia whore?" 
 
    Betta did not reply; her heart was beating out a frantic rhythm, hammering against her ribs. She had forgotten his effect on her, the life breathed into a smaller, weaker person by his presence.  
 
    He grunted again, contemptuous, then slammed down onto the stool that she had vacated by the brazier, his bulk causing the joints to squeak. The rotting of his looks that had begun soon after his marriage to their mother had come into fruition; she could see little of the handsome man that she remembered from years before in his enormous belly and scant mop of graying hair. His feet stretched out, filling the opening in the floor, and Ginevra immediately stood, crossing the room before bending down to remove his shoes.  
 
    Over Ginevra's bent head, Ruberto caught her eye and smirked. "Knows her place, this one. Not like you." 
 
     Through the fear, Betta could feel the stirrings of something else, a feeling that was hot and bright and glowing to life like a coal inside of her chest. No.  
 
    The shoes now off, Ginevra scuttled back, her body curved forward. She refused to meet Betta's eyes.  
 
    "Out," Ruberto said, and Ginevra jumped to her feet.  
 
    "Has he fucked you?" The words escaped from her lips before she had the chance to think on them, to question if they were wise. She was no longer in control of her tongue, or her body, which had stepped forward, interposing herself between her sister and the man who had dared to harm her.  
 
    Ginevra was at the stairs. At Betta's words, she stopped and shrank down into a crouch, covering her head with her arms.  
 
    Betta raised her voice. "I asked if he had fucked you yet." 
 
    Ginevra cringed at her words and then shook her head. From his stool, Ruberto watched with raised eyebrows, untroubled by the turn of the conversation. "Worried someone else took your place?" he sneered before setting back, resting his back against the wall. His hand reached down, rubbing obscenely at his cock. "Don't fret, I've plenty left for you. And I've not sullied her, only taught her..." 
 
    Before he could finish, Betta ran forward, crossing the room in three strides and swept the heavy iron skillet from the trivet. She brought it around in an arch, using the weight of her body to propel the motion until it met his temple with a meaty smack that wrung a cry of pain from him in the second before his eyes rolled back and a startled sob erupted from Ginevra.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Go." Betta snapped, already moving to the workshop and the several lengths of rope that waited beneath one of the worktables. "Hide yourself upstairs and do not return until he or I are gone."  
 
    "What do you mean to do to him?" Beneath the fear, Betta could hear the concern, both for her and for the man that was her father.   
 
    "What I must."  
 
    The sound of Ginevra's footsteps faded. Betta took a moment to enjoy the sight of him sprawled out on the floor. The blow had caused him to lose control of his body, and the stink of urine stung the inside of nostrils. Covered in piss and stretched out upon the floor: it was better than she could have hoped.  
 
      
 
    "Ruberto" Betta shouted next to his ear. "Ruberto!"  
 
    Beneath her, the man twitched and spasmed, drool running in a steady drip from mouth to the floor, but he continued sleeping. Betta crossed the room and retrieved the bucket of water used for cleansing the tools. Her father's face flashed through her mind, brown hair and gentle smile as he instructed Marco and Franco. Sharp and clean, he would say before washing the tools at the end of each day. Sharp and clean, the mark of a master's hand. 
 
    The water splashed into Ruberto's face, opening his eyes with a startled gasp muffled by the thick wad of leather she had stuffed down his throat. Betta stood over him and watched, satisfaction suffusing her as his face became increasingly frightened as the awareness of his current position dawned; naked with his limbs spread wide and tied to the worktable.  
 
    "I am glad that you are awake." she chirped, using her foot to step on each of the knots binding him, testing their strength. Satisfied, she retrieved the stool and put it next to his chest, so close that one of the legs overlapped the flesh of his side. He winced when she sat down, then began working his mouth, trying to expel the wad of leather. His eyes were molten blue, glaring up at her, but for once, his anger did not touch her. It was a drop of water against the ocean of rage that she felt. And with the freedom came a sense of shame at her own weakness. She had allowed herself to be a victim, to be used and tortured because she was weak. In a child, such weakness was acceptable, but she was no longer a child. Fear had been holding her back, and that he had dared to touch Ginevra had removed the fear as effectively as if it had been cut from her body.  
 
    "Do you have something you wish to say?" Reaching down, she removed the wad, shuddering as a long string of saliva trailed down, brushing her hand.  
 
    "Bitch!" he rasped. Before he could gain more volume, she stuffed the leather back in, digging deeply into his throat until he began to choke.  
 
    "Oh no, I don't think we will be having that." Betta sat on the stool, her smile brightening as the leg dug into his flesh again, eliciting a pained grunt. "We have things to talk about. I will say what I mean to say, then, if you are acting like a civilized man, I will remove that," she nodded at his mouth, "and allow you to speak." 
 
    Though he nodded, the look on Ruberto's face promised dire retribution.  
 
    "You will never touch me again. Because of the love I bear my sister, I will continue to come here every Sabbath and bring my wages that the entire burden for keeping your stinking hide from starving does not fall on her shoulders."  
 
    On the floor, Ruberto's shoulders began shifting back and forth, pulling at the restraints. She tracked the movement but allowed him to continue. After all, if he could escape from the bonds now, what would come next would surely fail. And what happened next needed to succeed if she was to keep her sister safe.  
 
    Betta leaned close enough to smell the stink coming off him, the harsh reek of piss and wine and unwashed stench that were the meat and marrow of her nightmares.  
 
    "You will never touch my sister again. You will not touch her, you will not instruct her, you will not force her to her knees and make her take you into her mouth. If I come here and find that you have done any of these things, I will carve a new opening across your throat." 
 
    His mouth began working against the gag, trying to force words through the thick leather. Acting on impulse, she reached out and removed it.  
 
    “You wish to speak?” she prompted, meeting his eyes without blinking, daring him to speak cruel words and force her to use the blades that were itching against her skin.  
 
    “Think all that happened was all my fault, do ya? That they are gone?” he wheezed.  “Did I bring the plague that took ‘em off?” 
 
    “No,” she allowed.  
 
    “Your sainted mother, it was her doing, all of it. I was no more than a lad when I took up with her, and your father not cold in his grave. Never thought of that, did ya, how hard that marriage fell upon his dying? Not a fortnight had passed before she let me take her up against the wall of a tavern with her skirts in the air. An’ that’s not all, oh no. She was not the saint she made out to be. That brother of yours, Marco. He weren't even your father’s. Constanza took up with a churchman, and the bastard price was her dowry.” 
 
    His words were a slap, beating against her mind. It could not be true, not her mother, who had never been anything but kind and good and loving. And yet…there was that memory, a churchman coming to see them, and offering to take Marco away. His bright golden hair, in the family sea of dark brown. And his name. Though they had called him Marco, his true name had been Marcoul; she remembered her mothing calling him that in exasperation. A peculiar, foreign-sounding name. Perhaps… 
 
     And the other things he had spoken of. Had Ruberto been so young when he had married her mother? Memory served up the image of red hair and a wide smile, but the details were faded and indistinct, like a tapestry left too long in the sun.  
 
    “What of it?” she whispered. “It was not my mother’s crime when you raped me.” 
 
    “It was,” he spit out. “After all she said of me, not a woman in all of Rome would look at me. Ruined me, that whore did, just as you are trying to…” 
 
    Betta shoved the gagback into his mouth, stopping the foul words. Ruberto tried to stop her, to clench his teeth against the gag, but the blade she pressed to his eye forced calm. Betta caught the brief flash of emotion as he relaxed back against the bonds, no longer fighting against the restraints. It made her laugh, she could read him so easily. His face had gone flat, expressionless, but she could see the rebellion in his eyes. That was a skill that he had taught her, the reading of the eyes, where the evil thoughts lay. For years he had talked of her sinful eyes, and he had been right. She had hated him from the first.   
 
     She stood, smoothing out the folds of her skirt.  "I can see the plans forming in your mind. You will free yourself, and then you will teach me another lesson," she teased, rising from her seat and stepping to the brazier to where a liquid bubbled in a pot. "My mistress sends me out for such things," Betta said, wrapping a thick cloth around the handle, shielding her hands. "Distilled spirits," she said, answering the question see could see in his eyes. "Useful in many decoctions, though very dangerous because it burns." She walked back to him. "Pain is a teacher. You taught me that, lessons with your lash when I fought against you. When you feel the burns in the next weeks, remember this and think you how much easier it would have been to kill you." She held the pot out, level with her chest, and turned it over.  
 
    Red blossomed, spreading over the white skin like a drop of paint in a bucket of milk. The sounds he made, screaming through the gag, were heart-wrenching. If she could not remember her own cries, she might have felt moved to mercy hearing him scream and beg and gibber. Tears streamed down his face, oceans and rivers and lakes of tears; they made her smile. 
 
    When the screams had faded, becoming moans, she reached down and removed the wad of leather, tossing it to the side. Ruberto was done. There was no fight left in him, or strength left in his body, though his eyes watched her with dull hatred.  
 
    From the top of the stairs, Betta caught a flash of red. Ginevra peeked into the room, her face wet. Betta waved her away. Later there would be a need for her sister's tender care.  
 
    Once again, she reached into her sleeve and removed the knife. Walking to each of his limbs in turn, she sawed through the rope. By the end, she was forced to brutally hack through the hemp strands as the knife blade dulled.  
 
    Ruberto flopped on the floor, unable to sit up. A smell caught her nose, and she wrinkled it, thankful that the task of cleaning his hose would belong to her sister. Knowing that it would gall him, she ignored the disgusting miasma and went to the shelf and retrieved a bowl, which she filled with the beans that had been simmering over the brazier all the while. Bending her head, she filled her nose with the smell, blotting out the other. Ginevra cooked them in a way she was unfamiliar with. Herbs floated in the broth, and small pieces of meat. Finding a spoon, she sat at the table and ate the beans, never letting her eyes leave the man still gasping for breath on the floor. Finished, she set the bowl to the side and stood, preparing to leave. She covered her basket with a cloth and draped the shawl over her head.  
 
    "Until next Sabbath," she said, turning to leave. It did not surprise her to hear the croaking sound of his voice as her shadow crossed the door.  
 
    "If you kill me, they’ll burn you." 
 
    "It would be worth it to see you dead."  
 
    Rolling to the side, he attempted to sit up, only to fall back with a pant and a low moan of pain. The burn on his chest was still spreading, the color crimson and furious.  
 
    "Better… whore in any alley." He wheezed, thinking to wound her, but his attempt only made her laugh.   
 
    “See that you use them.” With a last look at the stairs where her sister still hid, she left, sliding the latch up. 
 
    Dusk had fallen during her hours in the bodega, and the setting sun was beginning to paint colors in the sky. Betta filled her lungs as she walked through the streets heading back to the Palazzo. The air was crisp, almost cold, and tasted like freedom.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 46 
 
      
 
      
 
    Juan Borgia stretched long legs wide and slouched in his chair.  Droplets of wine had spilled from his lips, staining the linen of his shirt and velvet doublet with red. The Turkish robes had been cast aside, and his light brown hair was disordered with drink and the long ride to the brothel on the edge of Rome.  
 
    “The girls are pretty,” Juan said, tilting his head and surveying them with the air of an expert. “Not as worn as the whores near the Vatican.” 
 
    Giovanni Sforza turned. “Pretty,” he agreed, slurring the words. Sitting on a stool instead of the more elaborate chair that Juan occupied, he was hunched over his taza, lips only inches from the red fluid. He drank with few words, intent on the task. A candle the length of his arm was centered on the table, dripping wax in a hardening puddle on the worn boards.  
 
    “Do you see the blonde lapping at that Colonna dog? She is one of my brother’s favorites.”  
 
    Giovanni grunted, never raising his eyes. Juan pressed his lips together in annoyance. The man was dense as iron. For weeks now, he had taken Lucrezia’s loutish husband to every fleshpot in the city, pointing out the whores that his brother favored, always fair-haired and slim, and yet Giovanni had missed the similarity they shared. 
 
    “He always takes after the fair-haired ones. Have you noticed that, Giovanni? Why do you think that is?” 
 
    At the insistent questioning, Giovanni’s face finally lifted from the wine. “Dunno. Likes the…” he belched softly, then swallowed as the wine threatened to emerge. “Flaxen haired girls. Pretty blonde curls…” 
 
    Juan breathed a sigh of relief as the conversation turned in the way he wished. “Precisely. Never understood it, myself, panting after her from the time she was in the nursery.”  
 
    Leaning back, Giovanni frowned. “After who?” 
 
    “My brother, you fool, lusting after your sweet wife. Don’t tell me that you have not heard the stories. Lucrezia has spread her favors wide in our family. First our father, and then, Cesare. And he had been sniffing after her for years. Surprised me that she did not offer herself to me.” 
 
    A snort emerged from Giovanni’s nose, and he bent toward his wine again. “All lies. A virgin when I took her. S’blood on the bedsheets.” 
 
    “And you believed it? There are a dozen whore’s tricks to make a man think he is the first in a woman’s bed. My delicate little sister did not leave the nursery with her maidenhood intact, the way my brother hung on her every word.” 
 
    Sforza’s forehead crinkled. “Don’t believe it. A lady, your sister is. A good wife. Even when I... don’t deserve it.” 
 
    “She has played you false a dozen times, Giovanni Sforza. Wait, and I will show you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 47 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stairs leading from the Papal Apartments to the Passetto di Borgo wound through darkened corridors and along narrow passages that turned, and turned again. Lucrezia paused, listening for the sounds of footsteps following behind. There was no metallic rattle of armor or the whisper of velvet from the pages who had escorted her to the audience with her father. She had managed to elude their watching eyes. The breath she had been holding, clenched tight in her chest, eased, the tension draining from her shoulders. She was finally alone.  
 
    The stones beneath her shoes were heavy with grit. The whitewashed corridor was marred by the stain of a hundred fingerprints; those who passed used the walls to steady themselves as they traveled, circling upwards toward the place where the corridor entered into open air and safety far above the streets below.  
 
    Music whispered through the stones as she began to walk forward. The man her father had commissioned to adorn the Papal Apartments, Pinturicchio, sang as he worked, the bawdy, earthy songs he favored burning the ears of churchmen who hurried from the Vatican and meetings with her father to spend evenings at the homes of courtesans kept in luxurious splendor.  Their thinly veiled aura of superiority amused her. Few abstained from the pleasures of the flesh, but that her father had dared to openly acknowledge both his children and the women he loved scandalized all.  
 
    The scent of heavily perfumed candlewax and incense drifted through the walls; in the chapel below, prayers were being sung by voices of unbearable sweetness. Other noises intruded on her thoughts, the scufflings of rats, the clang of weapons from soldiers in the piazza, the whisper of secrets.  
 
    She ascended the stairs quickly, making the bruises on her shoulder and legs ache. Giovanni had come to her rooms after a night spent drinking with Juan, and his inability to lay with her had driven him into a rage. It was a blessing that the marks were easy to conceal, for it was not yet time to reveal them to her father. Soon, however. She would not stand his heavy-handed brutality for a moment longer than was needed.  
 
    The first time that he had struck her…it had been an accident, the blow a reaction to the pain of his injury that had sent her to the floor nursing a bruised shoulder. Then it had continued, gaining in frequency as he sought comfort in wine. The nights spent in the city had worsened the problem, Juan’s evil humor seeping into Giovanni, turning his malleable mind into something darker, filled with rage. Had this marriage proved a benefit to her family, she would have continued to tolerate him, but even her father, who had been so eager for the Sforza alliance three years before, had soured on the family who had invited the King of France to invade Italy, almost dooming his Papacy. After the last of the French forces were expelled and the Orsini were dealt with, she would tell her father of his treachery, his continued dealing with Il Moro and the French, and see an end to the marriage, one way or another. 
 
    Lucrezia opened the door and stepped out into a golden Roman sunset. Flocks of pigeons rose from the piazza, startled by a noise, feathers drifting down in sacrifice for flight. Faintly, she could smell the scent of the pine and fruit trees from the orchards surrounding the city. She breathed deeply, savoring the air. The Passetto was high above the cesspools and the rot of the streets; the air was sweet on the walkway, untainted by filth. Winds stroked against her cheeks, the touch light, catching strands of her hair. It had darkened during the years in Pesaro, as had her mood. But hair could be lightened; her mother had taught her that, and diversions could be found to mend the spirit.  
 
    She stood alone on the elevated path that stretched to the Castel San’Angelo and sipped wine from the taza she had brought. Time dripped slowly by. A soldier in the green and gold uniform of the papal army opened the door onto the passage, only to stop when he saw her face. The soldier bowed and left. Lucrezia smiled. She was the beloved daughter of the Pope of Rome. For as long as she wished it, the Passetto belonged to her.  
 
    The sun began to set, uneven tile rooftops dusted with shimmering gold and a thousand spires spreading out over the hills. Pink and orange bled through the clouds as the murmuring voices below changed, signaling the coming of night, the return to home.  
 
    The side of Lucrezia’s mouth lifted. Homecomings could be sweet. That much the journey to Pesaro had taught her. The weeks since their return to Rome had passed in a blur of festivities and pageants, wine and song. She was at the center of a whirlwind, the honoring of the Borgia children; her father had presented her with a king’s ransom in jewels and feasted her return even as he heaped honors upon Juan, welcoming him back to the city with titles and gold, visiting him often in the palazzo that had become his new residence.  
 
    All of the Borgia children had returned. Joffre and his wife, Sancia, had journeyed from Naples to share in the festivities. She sighed, thinking of the brother that had become a stranger in the years she had been away, their bond nothing but a faded memory. Once a sweet but simple-minded child, he had matured into an indolent youth with a pouting, sneering mouth whose bones were buried beneath layers of fat. Content to pursue his own indulgences, Joffre did not seem to mind that his wife had bedded half the men in Rome, including both of his brothers.  
 
    And Cesare…no, she would not think of him. Not yet.  
 
    The crenellations at the top of the passetto threw shadows on the walkway, jagged as waiting teeth. The stones of the path warmed her shoes; the fabric of her skirts whispered as she walked.  There was a noise behind her, the scraping of wood over stone as the door opened, and the aroma of bergamot on the breeze. Cesare.  
 
    Without turning to look behind her, she set the lip of her taza on the stone. There were only a few swallows left, but it would not do for him to see the cup tremble in her hands, a display of weakness. It was a chess match between them now. Since she had returned to Rome, he had advanced forward even as she retreated, making him chase her. Frustration made him wild, unpredictable. Last evening as they had dined at the Vatican, he had tried to catch her eye and then her hand, every line in his body entreating her for a word, a moment's private communication. She danced away, light on her feet, partnering in the dancing with Juan, her husband, her father. He had stormed from the hall.  
 
    The memory made her smile.  
 
    There was no noise as he approached, but she sensed his presence, the release of pressure like a fist slowly unclenched. The shadows near the covered passageway were his refuge; he hovered there, thinking he could watch her in secrecy. She felt his eyes, moving down her back. She wondered what changes he observed; after so long apart, could he sense her moods, feel the cloying despair that had dogged her every waking movement apart from him?  
 
    "Cardinal Borgia," she greeted him, taking the taza when she was sure that her hands would be steady and tilting it in salute. Light caught the silver so that it glowed against her hand. 
 
    "Lady Sforza," he returned, matching her formality. The red biretti and scarlet robes suited him, she thought idly, turning to face him and taking no care to disguise the thoroughness of her stare. Some official occasion must have warranted his formal church garb instead of the hunting leathers he customarily wore to perform his duties, sword and dagger kept close at hand. Age suited him as well. Though he had not a score of years, his face held the calm assurance of a man in his prime. "You look to be in good spirits." 
 
    "Don't mock me," she said, bringing the wine up for another sip. She was in a wretched humor and knew that it showed on her face.  
 
    His eyebrow quirked, and he took a step forward, onto the passetto. Too late, she realized that it was the most honest exchange they had had in years, and she was no longer running from him. "My attempts at humor used to meet with your favor."  
 
    "Many things once met with my favor that no longer seem appealing." 
 
    Their eyes met and clashed.  The pain of it was a knife, and she dropped her gaze, turning to look out over the city. Mist was floating down, coating the furthest reaches in a soft blanket, gentling the vibrant greenery of the gardens. From her position on the passetto, she could see it all, men hurrying about on their business, beggars and pickpockets following closely behind, women in wide-brimmed hats that left their hair exposed, sunning themselves. There were children, laughing and playing. A boy and a girl caught her eye, walking together, heads bent close as they conversed.  
 
    "Do you remember the hours we spent on the loggia?" she asked, recalling the happy, golden afternoons, whiled away in dreams as snatches of songs drifted out over the rooftops. 
 
    "Hiding from our tutors or Juan in one of his rages?" The smile had returned to his voice.  
 
    "Did you never wonder why they could not see what he is?" She shook her head, the memories of his thousand cruelties a bright splatter of blood-red across her childhood. Without Cesare, he might have carried through on his threats instead of venting his frustrations on her things, dresses torn and treasures stolen, pets broken and dead upon the tiles.  
 
    "They knew." His hand rested on the stone pillar a foot away. A long, elegant hand, the marks of swordplay carefully hidden. 
 
    "Are you sure? Our Holy Father is remarkably adept at lying to himself.  None of us are as he imagines.” 
 
    He stepped closer, narrowing the distance between them. His eyes were golden in the light. With an impatient gesture, he swept the biretti from his head, crushing the wool in his fingers and exposing curling hair that brushed against his jawline. 
 
    “We have all changed. You, more than any.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she allowed, bringing the taza up to her hide a cat’s smile.  
 
    “It seems I scarcely know you any longer.”  
 
    "Perhaps you do not. I am certainly no longer the princess that I imagined." She leaned her head against the stone. The passetto was deserted, and they were hidden from view by the crenellation.  The copper of her gown glowed in the fading light, and she ran a finger along the jeweled band stretching across her breasts, drawing his eyes. "Our father once delighted in telling us that people are either sheep to be led, or the lions who feed on them. But I think he was wrong. There are sheep…there are lions… and there are Borgia." 
 
    "You could still be a princess," he said, a wistful note in his voice as he stepped closer, the hem of his robe brushing the vibrant silk of her gown. "The Holy Father bargains with Naples. The Sforza are no longer favored, perhaps in time...." 
 
    She shook her head. "No, I am done with fruitless dreams. Even if he decides to free me from this marriage only to wed me to another," her lips twisted, "I shall never be anything but a Borgia." 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. "As Juan is a Borgia?" 
 
    Lucrezia wrinkled her nose. The wine created a pleasant euphoria in her thoughts, tasting of plums and the sweetness of early spring. "Our brother Juan is a mad dog that snaps and bites at everyone he sees." She faced him again as she spoke, noting the stiff set to his shoulders. “He is nothing like us.” 
 
    "And yet you seemed so cordial with him, far more so than with me.” Though his lips were thin, his tone was mild, and Lucrezia felt a shiver run down her spine.  
 
    "We must take our pleasures where we can find them, brother. The day I returned from Rome, the hurt which you wore for all to see was a very great pleasure, indeed." 
 
    The meaning of her words hit him like a slap; Cesare recoiled. Quickly, he recovered, and in two steps he was looming over her, face cold, and she was suddenly aware of his size, the supple strength of the body hidden beneath a cardinal's robes. "Has hurting me been a game to you?" 
 
    Lucrezia's voice dripped ice although the pounding pulse in her neck betrayed her excitement. "I am acting exactly as you counseled, or have you forgotten? What were the words that you used? That I was to treat you as a brother, in the hope that memory of our great sin would soon pass?”  
 
    “Lucrezia…” Cesare bent forward until their foreheads touched, breath disturbing the curls of hair at her temples as he grasped her shoulders with his fingers. The touch was light, gentle, but she could not control her wince as pain speared through her, radiating out from the place where Giovanni had struck her. 
 
    He felt the motion. “What…” he began, impatient, then stopped as he saw the purple crescent on her shoulder exposed by their movement. He reached forward and edged aside the low, square neckline of her gown. The bruise was purple against white skin. Cesare’s nostrils flared. He released her shoulders and took her hand, walking the short distance back to the covered passage that formed the beginning of the Passetto.  
 
    Warm air caressed her shoulders as he brushed aside the wide neckline. He hissed to see the bruises, the clear outline of Giovanni’s hands, purple and yellow fading to brown. His finger reached out, tracing the marks, then pushed the gown again, displaying her upper arms, the curves of her breasts, all covered with bruises.  
 
    “Sforza is a dead man.” His voice was a harsh whisper. 
 
    She jerked away, pulling the gown back in place. “He has hurt me not half so much as you.”  
 
    "Lucrezia..."  Though he dropped his eyes, she continued to look at him, the seconds stretching. "I am sorry. That night…No matter that I had thought of it…desired it. You are my sister, the only person in the world with any claim on my affections. What I did to you..."  
 
    Her finger on his lips stopped the words. "What you did was to still my fears and give me greater happiness than I have ever known." Her head dropped down, resting against his chest. Unthinking, his hands rose, curving around her shoulders, the touch light as air. "If memory serves, it was I who came to your room that night." 
 
    "The fault was mine. You could not have known..." 
 
    Her laugh stirred the air between them, citrus flavored with horse and steel and the spiced floral of her perfume. His robes were soft beneath her cheek, concealing the muscled breadth of his form. "If you think that, then you truly do not know me." 
 
    Cesare's hands crept up, finding the arch of her neck beneath her hair. His face turned to the side, and he rested his cheek against the top of her head. It seemed to Lucrezia that he breathed deeply, again and again, savoring her scent in the way that a man freed from blindness watches the sunrise.  
 
    “I am not a good man,” he whispered. “But I thought to leave you for heaven. Can you not see that?” 
 
    “I have never longed for heaven, Cesare. Only for you. Do you know what I thought of, each time that my husband claimed his rights?” Though Cesare’s face twisted, a denial forming on his lips, she continued, the words rushing out. “I remembered your face in the sunlight, and your body, cold from the mountain water. I remembered…” her voice cracked, growing lower, as she reached out and laid her hand on his chest. “I remembered crying when you came inside me, not because it hurt, but because it was more beautiful than I could have imagined. Before that night, I had thought that I knew what love was, that it was poets and words and sweetness, but I was wrong. Love was that night, and you taught it to me.  It was a precious gift, and you called it a sin.” 
 
    “It is a sin, Lucrezia. Incest damned Cain and Abel, Lot and his daughters. It is the unpardonable sin of Gianpaolo Baglioni, who receives visitors lying in the bed he shares with his sister. It is…” 
 
    “The sin of Cesare and Lucrezia Borgia, and known to all of Rome.” His lips tightened into a thin line, and she laughed, brushing away the tears which had fallen onto her cheeks. “Even before Caprarola, they talked of it. The nobles who bow to our father, the ladies who serve me. They whisper of the Pope’s wicked children. And they were right. I desired you long before that night when I did not even know the word to name the feeling. If Paul speaks truly and thoughts are sin, Cardinal Borgia, then I have sinned a thousand times, and never once have I regretted it.” 
 
    “It will come,” he whispered, and beneath her hands, his arms clenched. “A day will come when you look at me with horror, realizing what we have done. There is always a reckoning, Lucrezia. For everything, there is a price. I am willing to pay it, but I will not have the weight of your soul resting on mine. I could not bear it.” 
 
    “I am no child, Cesare Borgia, no matter the lies you have told yourself. When I came to you, I knew full well the sin I committed. It rests on my shoulders, no other, and if I grieve for that night, it is because of how it ended.” Lucrezia reached up, stopping his protest with her finger pressed against his lips. “You ran from me. I could still feel your kisses on my lips and you moving inside my body. And waking, to find your letter…” 
 
    “Lucrezia…” 
 
    She stepped back from his arms.  
 
    “No, you have had your say, and I will have mine. For two years, I have done as you asked. I tried to forget that night; I have been that fool’s wife, and buried the part of me that went to you in Caprarola. I behaved as our father wished,” her jaw trembled before she clenched back the tears. “I was a countess without fault, devout and obedient and noble, and each day, I wished that I would die. Had I done as you asked and forgotten that night, I would have thrown myself from the tower; dying with that memory would have been better than living without it.” 
 
    A thought, an aching moment shimmered in the air between them. The sadness was gone from his eyes, the regret, replaced by a dawning awareness. He closed the distance between them again and rested his hands on her shoulders. The skin of his palms caught the gold lattice of her gown, and the warmth of her skin beneath. The touch was light, fingers curving down and lightly stroking.  
 
    “We cannot be as we once were.”  
 
    “No,” she agreed. “Too much lies between us.” 
 
    “Then what are we to do?” 
 
    His finger traced her cheek and she lifted her face to his touch. They were close enough to touch, to kiss, though he held back, watching her with the golden eyes of a hawk.  
 
    “That is for you to decide. There is a glorious path laid out before you, Cesare Borgia. It takes no prophecy for me to see it; I know it to the marrow of my bones.” 
 
    Another step brought them closer, his arm around her waist bending her back so that her neck formed an arch, white as a swan. His fingers traced a path downwards, following the tracery of blue veins. Sweat gathered at Lucrezia’s temples, in the hollow between her breasts.  
 
    “You are right,” he pressed his lips against the hollow by her ear.  “When the time comes, I will do…monstrous things. War and murder and evil.” His hips shifted; Lucrezia felt him through the layers of cloth, rigid against her stomach. “Desire for the one thing that I can never claim. A thousand sins committed in the Borgia name. To protect our family, I will become the thing they fear.” His fingers caressed her jawline and she leaned back, savoring the feeling.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, closing her eyes as his mouth moved, tasting the air against her lips.  
 
    “And what of you?” Cesare turned his head to the side, pressing their cheeks together; his hands trembled. Lucrezia felt tears prick at the inside of her eyelids. No matter the temptation, he held himself back. Despair overwhelmed as she realized the futility of the plans that she had made. Their battle was over, and he had won. 
 
    Lucrezia blinked, clearing her eyes. She smiled up at him.  “I will do what I must. I am a Borgia, Cesare, and unafraid to do what is needed to find happiness. This farce of a marriage will end soon. Giovanni is a brute, without worth, and his stupidity is a danger to our family.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Her words seemed to amuse him, deepening the smile playing around the edges of his lips.  
 
    “No. Someday, I will have a child, one that I can protect, one who will not be forced to endure what I have done for the good of the family. And someday, I will find the love that I have sought.” 
 
    “You are loved, Lucrezia.”  
 
    “I had thought so.” She wiped the underside of her nose with a linen square tucked into her sleeve. Replacing it, she looked up, meeting his eyes. There was grief in their depths, and something darker, a violent force barely contained. His jaw clenched into a hard line, and a pulse fluttered at his temples.  “Once I would have said nothing could alter our love for one another. But that was a lie. You left, and I knew that all of your words were empty promises. Even now, you hold yourself back from me. You have my congratulations, brother.  I have finally learned the lesson you wished, and I am done with living in the shadow of what has happened. Perhaps there is another that I can love, someone who will love me, and I will finally be able to do as you wish, and forget that night ever happened.” 
 
    Without a word, Cesare moved, hands clasping her waist as he carried her back into the shadowed well of the door leading out onto the passetto. Her back met the stones as he leaned forward, holding her in place with his body. His hands traveled upward, marking the swell of her hips, palms caressing the pointed tips of her breasts straining through the silk gown, meeting around the column of her neck. He squeezed and bent down so that their foreheads touched again. The well of his eyes glittered in the shadow, and he pressed closer, muscles flexed and sinews straining, the careful control he exerted over himself gone, ripped to tatters by her words.  
 
    Lucrezia’s eyes closed; her head fell back, inviting his touch, the sweetness of his lips caressing the skin of her throat as his hands delved inside her skirts, finding the bare skin beneath. His mouth opened hers, and his tongue swept inside, hungrily mating with her own. There was a moment of adjustment, a parting of the cloth that separated them. Lucrezia cried out to feel him, the strength of his hands trembling as he separated her legs to receive him.  
 
    “Look at me,” he commanded. Her eyes opened as he surged forward. The feel of him was fire burning through her like heaven, like home, tumbling into madness.  “Marry a dozen times,” he whispered, and his hands left her throat to roam downwards, cupping her breasts, the heat of his palms making her moan. “Take a score of men to your bed. Fuck them and lie and cheat and steal.”  
 
    Her nails sank into his scalp, urging him onward. Cesare responded with a flurry of movements even as his fingers clenched, returning to her neck and tightening the band around her throat.  
 
    “But if you ever love another, I will kill him for it.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 48 
 
      
 
      
 
    The summons came at the noon hour as Cesare finished his meal.  A page hesitated in the door, twisting his fingers through the fabric of his livery. White showed at the edges of his eyes and sweat glistened on his temples. Cesare raised his eyebrows and motioned him forward. The page gasped and bowed low, refusing to meet his eyes.  
 
    "The Holy Father bids you attend him."  
 
    Cesare nodded, letting his gaze wander over the page in idle speculation as he thought. There was no need for the fear pouring off the young man in waves. If he had been Juan, there would have been reason for the terror. Juan loved nothing better than to harm those weaker than him, often with no provocation. But he did not think it was he that the page was frightened of.  His activities were well concealed; only Micheletto knew the extent of them, and as much as was possible, he trusted the man. No, the page was not afraid of him.  The boy was one of the Colonna, he decided, noting the tilt to the nose and the sallow complexion which had distinguished the looks of the family for generations. 
 
    No, this boy had recently learned something that had scared him so thoroughly he was unable to conceal it. A pity. If the news he brought were portentous, this youth would need to be dealt with. From his seat, Cesare watched as the boy shifted his weight from one leg to the other, twisting his head to glance out of the window and measure the position of the sun. From the relentless fidgeting, Cesare guessed that the pope would not be pleased that he had been kept waiting.  
 
    Cesare looked down at the meal arranged on silver plate and took another bite. The meat had been well prepared, spiced with pepper and cooked until it melted on his tongue; he could have eaten more, but the edge of hunger kept him sharp, as did the water he added to his wine. Let others drink until their wits were as soft as pottage and eat until the strength of their bodies was buried beneath a layer of fat. He would not suffer the price of overindulgence. 
 
    Finally, he took pity on the sweating page. He rose from the chair and walked through the Vatican until he entered the papal apartments. The smell of paint assaulted his nose, dissipating as he crossed into one of the older chambers.  
 
    The pope waited in the sala next to his bedchamber, silhouetted against the window as he watched the approach of another envoy across the Via Flaminia. A twitch of thick shoulders beneath the white robes told Cesare that his presence had been noted.  
 
    He wishes me to speak, Cesare thought, to enquire after the summons and ask in what manner I can serve the Holy Father. Cesare remained quiet. The pope would make his wishes known in time. This game was one that they had been engaged in for years. Perhaps if he had been able to swallow his pride, to speak the words that the Holy Father had wished to hear, he would have been the favored son. No, he decided. Even then, Juan would have been the beloved prodigal.  
 
    Words that his mother had spoken years before came into his mind. "There has never been a man with a greater need to be adored than Rodrigo Borgia." It was a truth, and it had taken one of the few people who had never surrendered to his formidable charm to see it. For all of his intelligence, his boundless energy and deft handling of complicated political problems that would have left average men blubbering with frustration, inside Rodrigo Borgia there remained the heart of a young child, needing to be loved.  
 
    The side of Cesare's mouth lifted. As failings went, it was not a crippling one, and he allowed the Pope this weakness without despising him for it. The need for love and the pleasures of the flesh were a heady temptation.  
 
    Memory served up the image of Lucrezia standing before him, her hair turned to flame by the setting sun. Tightness gripped his chest. His need for love was bound up within the body of one woman; it fulfilled him, and he was done trying to pretend that he was a good man. 
 
    The Vicar of Christ finally spoke. "The French envoy approaches."  
 
    "As we expected, to offer congratulations to Juan for being named Gonfalonier." Cesare kept his face smooth. "Would not the Vice Chancellor be better suited..." 
 
    The pope made a gesture with his hand. "No, I have summoned you on other matters." For the first time, His Holiness turned to face him, and Cesare felt his stomach clench with trepidation. Rodrigo Borgia appeared...anxious. The lines on either side of his hawk nose were deeply carved; beneath the splendor of his white robes, the muscles of his back were taut.   
 
    Cesare switched to Catalan, the tongue affording them some privacy.  
 
    "What is it, Holy Father?" 
 
    The pope twisted the ring on his hand, shifting his eyes from left to right. "A problem has arisen. I require your assistance." 
 
    The pope's obvious discomfiture increased his feelings of unease. Cesare held up a finger, then turned and walked across the room, closing the doors. The pope was silent until he returned to his original position, standing in front of the table.  
 
    "We are to be blessed with another child." The words emerged in a rush, the pope’s face beaming with mingled pride and concern.  
 
    Cesare was quiet for a moment before answering. "Madonna Giulia?" 
 
    The pope shook his head. "No, we have parted ways. Her abandonment of us during the French invasion..." he bit his lips.  "No, it is another." 
 
    Cesare resisted the urge to roll his eyes. "That you are yet a virile man with another woman would surprise no one. To claim another bastard will do you little harm, in any case." 
 
    The pope was already shaking his head. Looking past Cesare, he called out a single word in an unknown language. A creaking, the sound of shushing fabric followed, and the door to the papal bedchamber opened, allowing a shrouded form to emerge. She crossed the room to the Holy Father and sank to the floor, arranging her robes in a gleaming pool around her slender body. Dark eyes outlined in kohl stared up at him in silent appeal.  
 
    Cesare felt a vein begin to pulse in his forehead.  
 
    "A Moor?" he hissed. "Are you mad?" 
 
    The pope had the grace to look abashed. "Though a nonbeliever, she is the sweetest creature ever to have graced our bed. In the months that she has been with us, not one request, not one reproach. She is a marvel of virtue, a source of constant comfort to me in my time of tribulation..." 
 
    "And where did you find this paragon?" Cesare asked, mind frantically working. Not a season past, the pope had faced condemnation from his greatest allies, the Spanish king and queen, for refusing to banish the Jews flocking to Rome and camping outside the city gates. The scandal had invigorated those who called them Moroscos and questioned the purity of the Borgia’s Christian blood. And there had been other matters. The pope’s sheltering of Prince D'Jem and his tolerance of those accused of witchcraft had attracted widespread criticism. Should it be known that he kept a Moor as mistress… 
 
    "Juan brought her back with him from Spain. Of course, Safiye informs to him, but when she realized that I spoke a few words of her tongue, she confessed all and only told enough that he would be satisfied." 
 
    A pounding began behind Cesare’s eyes. "If she is Juan's gift to you, then why have you sent for me?"  
 
    The pope pulled the girl to her feet and ran a gentle hand down her stomach. The girl, Safiye, looked up into his eyes with melting tenderness. Either she was a master at concealing her emotions, or she had developed feelings for her lover, a man old enough to be her grandfather. If she had previously been one of Juan's lovers, her regard might not have been feigned; after his brutality, the kindness of an older man would have seemed a godsend.  
 
    "Juan is ill-suited for a task of this nature. Conceal her for us, Cesare. Find a safe place where she may bear the child in secret. Later, we will manufacture a tale that will allow the child to be raised as one of my blood." 
 
    The child of the Pope and a Moor. Cesare tightened his jaw, feeling a sharp pain behind his eyes. Were this to be known, it could give those calling for a Grand Council a reason to have him declared a heretic pope.  
 
    "Does Juan know she is with child?" 
 
    The pope shook his head and sent the girl forward with a gentle pat on the hip. As the girl passed, she graced Cesare with a smile that he felt from the tips of his fingers to the bottom of his feet.  As traps went, Juan's had been masterful. The girl was almost unbearably lovely, exuding an air of innocence despite her trade. She slid the door closed behind her.  
 
    "Juan..." he lifted his shoulders in a shrug. "He knows little of stealth, and I would not see the girl harmed. Cesare, make arrangements. When her condition becomes noticeable, take her through the passage in the chapel and find somewhere that she can be safe." 
 
    Cesare thought. There was a home near the convent of San Sisto that he had used for one of his mistresses, discarded long ago though the property remained. Micheletto could find servants and guard them until her time came...And the timing. That, he thought, would be perfect.  
 
    Even as he planned, he nodded. "As you wish."  
 
    He left the papal apartments. The page who had summoned him waited outside, trying his best to blend into the shadows encroaching on the halls, turning the angles and saints into leering, devilish figures.  
 
    Cesare stopped in front of the page. A shame. The boy was intelligent, or he would not have been aware of the peril.  Had he seen the girl and realized what she was? Perhaps, which made him a danger that could not be allowed to remain. The time had come to eliminate the enemies of the Borgia. All of them. Even as the Holy Father had spoken to him, he had recognized it, the tingle of awareness up his spine, the knowledge that the time was finally ripe for his plans to come to fruition.  
 
    "Come, I require you this day." 
 
    The boy swallowed, the apple of his throat moving up and down with exaggerated slowness.  
 
    "Will h.h.his holiness not..." 
 
    Cesar reached forward and clasped the boy's shoulder, propelling him forward. "We must find my henchman. There is much to be done." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betta paused in the corridor outside of the dining hall as the last of the guests left, finding their way to the streets, where litters and horses waited. Some staggered as they walked, leaning against servants who had milled about in the corridors, waiting for the festivities to be over.  
 
    It had been a magnificent feast, three days in preparing. Betta had stepped away from her duties to watch as the porters carried in the roasted suckling pigs and elaborately decorated tortes. The smells of roasted flesh and sweets wafted up to the second floor. Breathing deeply, she allowed the scents to fill her mind; her time in the scullery with Master Bartolomeo returned with fondness. None of the chefs in the Palazzo could equal him in skill. How it would have pleased the old man to hear it.  
 
    Eyes looked at her from the halls, nervously whispering. As soon as the lord and lady retired, the maids could begin removing the platters of food and disjointed meats, the carafes of wine whose remnants never made it back to the large barrels in the cellar but were instead enjoyed by the servants.  
 
    The Lord of Pesaro refused to leave the dining chamber. Even as his wife fidgeted in her seat, he slumped back, drinking wine until the fumes formed a miasma around his person.  
 
    Lucrezia drummed her fingers on the table and glared across at him.  
 
    Ignoring the thinly veiled hint, he poured more wine from the carafe and burped, patting his chest as the noise settled.  
 
    Bright flags of color flamed on Lucrezia’s cheeks.  
 
    “I shall retire, then,” she snapped, and rose. In less time than Betta would have credited, the Count pushed back his chair and crossed the hall, grasping Lucrezia’s arm as she turned to leave.  
 
    “Not until I give you leave, wife. I may not be lord here, but I am Lord of you,” he growled. 
 
    The Countess lifted her chin and pressed her lips together until they formed a thin line.  
 
     "Come to bed with me." His fingers dug into the white linen pulled through the red slashes of the Countess’s gown. The Countess grimaced in pain before the expression smoothed away, replaced by a look of condescending indifference. The lack of response increased Sforza’s anger. Muttering a low curse, he yanked her closer, pulling the low neckline down so that the tops of her breasts were exposed. Bending forward, he began nuzzling at them, abrading the soft skin with his whiskers, leaving behind a red flush. 
 
    There was a noise, a muffled gasp from one of the girls. Turning to them, Betta made a flapping motion with her hands. The girls obeyed, leaving the hall to the Count and his wife.  
 
    "For what purpose, Giovanni? My womb has opened again." Boredom rather than anger colored her words. 
 
    "A lie." The word came out hard and vicious, and he pushed her back so that the Countess stumbled. "You used the same excuse not ten days past." 
 
    Lucrezia placed her hand on the table. "I thought to spare your feelings. I tire of attempting to build a tower out of wet clay. Or perhaps your visits to whores with my brother has revived your vigor?" The cold snap brought a flush and a glance around the room to see that they were unobserved. Betta hid behind a pillar.  
 
    "Before our marriage, there was none to complain about my vigor." 
 
    "Before our marriage, you had not been kicked by an unbroken stallion! If my father had known that he was tying me to one unable to perform his husbandly duties..." 
 
    Before her words had ceased echoing, Giovanni Sforza delivered a slap to her cheek that snapped Lucrezia’s head back. In the corner, the page, the only servant remaining, gasped and fled.  
 
    "That's stopped your mouth." Giovanni panted. "Perhaps I could...take you to bed if I did not have to fight for my place against your bastard family." 
 
    "Fine words from another bastard." Lucrezia did not cower, even when her husband raised his hand and slapped her smartly again, the force of the blow jerking her head roughly to the side.  
 
    Giovanni glared. "No more from you, incestuous bitch! That's stopped your mouth at last. Oh yes, I know your little secret. That you hid behind a virgin blue cloak at our wedding, but you've been rutting with your own brother all the while. Or do you fuck your father too?" His chuckle was obscene, low and wet. He began shaking her, snapping her head back and forth. "Little matter that I can't bed you, with your family waiting to do the deed." 
 
    A laugh that sounded of broken glass escaped as Lucrezia wrenched her arms free. "Is that the poison Juan has been spewing in your ear? You fool, Juan has never said a word in his life that isn't to his own advantage. Think of what that means, that my own brother would say such things to you." She stepped closer, their chests touching, and Betta edged closer to the pair as Lucrezia's voice dropped into a harsh whisper. "And if what he says of us is true, what will Cesare do when he sees the marks you have left on my face, the one he loves more than any other? Or my Holy Father, when he knows what I have suffered? What words would you have said at your funeral oration, Giovanni Sforza, Lord of Pesaro? Perhaps I will even shed a tear when I think of the pain you suffered."  
 
    A quick, indrawn breath was her only answer.  
 
    "Let me be, you fool, for I swear to Almighty God that you will never touch me again." 
 
    Footsteps sounded on the tile floor. When they had receded to the distance, Betta stepped from the shadow and met her mistress's eyes, hard and bright with rage.  
 
    "Fetch my mask and cloak." 
 
      
 
    The guard outside of Cardinal Borgia's Palazzo on the Borgo appeared ill at ease as they approached, two hooded figures, and his hand gripped the sword at his waist.  
 
    "What ye want?" He barked, looking past the serviceable brown cloak concealing her gown to the hooded and masked figure behind.  
 
    There was no time for such foolishness, and His Eminence would not be summoned to attend anonymous figures. "Bring Micheletto." 
 
    The guard's head jerked back, and he worked his jaw, attempting a winning smile. "Now see here, I can't go calling for him, he's important..." His voice trailed off as Betta took another step closer and laid her hand against his chest. This close, she could see that the guard had an unfortunate complexion, pitted with angry red pustules capped with white.  
 
    "I must speak to Micheletto, he expects me," she breathed and ran her hand down his chest. Beneath his doublet, the guard's breathing began to heave. Nervously, he licked his lips. "If my …words… are not to his liking, perhaps I will stay here with you. My time has already been purchased." 
 
    "I...I.." A bead of sweat ran down his temple.  
 
    Opening her mouth, Betta trailed the edge of her tongue over her teeth and watched as the guard swayed. "Be quick about it, or I’ve others to attend to." 
 
    The sound of heavy boots pounded out a rapid beat as the man ran across the courtyard.  
 
    "A clever strategy, making us seem summoned harlots. I doubt anyone would believe I would seek entry under such pretense." 
 
    Betta nodded, not trusting her voice. Her nerves were stretched taut, a headache pounding behind her eyes. Their trek through Rome had been fraught with danger, half of which Lady Lucrezia had not realized. A pickpocket had attempted to cut the leather purse dangling from her waist, and a man in a sky-blue tunic had jostled her Lady, allowing one long blonde curl to escape the confines of the hood. Every noise, from the screeches of the sellers and the crying of babies at the breast wound her tighter, like a coiled spring.  
 
    She felt Micheletto approach before she saw him. Silence followed him, careful steps to avoid his notice, a hushing of meaningless conversation. A horse snorted, then the gate was opened.  
 
    He stepped out, face already set into the lines of a scowl. "Who..." he began; seeing her, his eyes widened, a quirk darting across his lips that was almost a smile.  
 
    Micheletto leaned his bulk against the wall. "And here she is..." his eyes caressed her, full of heat that he did not disguise; he opened his mouth to speak again, then noticed the dark figure waiting behind. He straightened, the mocking light that had gathered in his face replaced by quiet watchfulness. He cocked an eyebrow in inquiry and Betta nodded in reply. 
 
    "This way," he murmured, all teasing gone, then instructed the guard to close the gate. As they walked toward the hall, Betta looked back in time to see the guard still watching them, a morose expression on his thin face.  
 
    Betta turned away, following behind. The bulk of Micheletto's back obscured the frescoes that decorated the walls. As he walked through the hall, Betta could not help but admire the breadth of his shoulders in the fitted leather doublet. The manner of his walk, so quick and easy, was like watching a dancer perform a complicated series of steps, but never had there been a dancer who possessed this man's strength and air of dangerous ability. Could Bernaldino have bested him? She thought not, and the thought sent a thrill of excitement down her spine.  
 
    A flight of stairs brought them to the next floor. At the end of a long series of rooms, a single large window matching the one at their backs let in strong sunlight, allowing her to see a single closed door.  
 
    "Does he sleep?" Lucrezia spoke for the first time.  
 
    Micheletto nodded.  
 
    "Then there is no need to accompany me." She walked to the door and disappeared into the closed room. 
 
    They were alone. Suddenly nervous, Betta could not look up to Micheletto's face. She hastily turned, surveying the room. It appeared too plain to be the home of the most powerful cardinal in Rome. A single tapestry decorated the walls, and the heavy candlesticks resting on the carved wooden chest were of pewter, not silver. The only resemblance she could see to the splendor that she had become accustomed to while working for the family was in the excessive cleanliness. Not a speck of dust could be found, even in the small areas around the legs of the heavy wooden chairs. The small panes of glass in the windows were free of dirt.  
 
    A measured footstep sounded behind her, and a puff of warm breath heated her neck.  
 
    The gasp she could not contain made Micheletto chuckle though he came no closer. Still leaning against the wall, he crossed his ankles, the movement flexing the long muscles of his leg.  
 
    "Little Betta." His voice caressed her name, tongue wrapping around the sound. "Wondering when I would see you again. Still have the knives I gave you?" 
 
    Nodding, Betta pulled at the wrist of her gown until the hilt of the blade appeared, dark against her skin.  
 
    "I'd see that you're keeping an edge to it," he said, extending a hand.  
 
    Betta crossed her arms over her chest. "You would leave me defenseless?" 
 
    A lazy grin split his face. "You can hold one of mine, though it's bigger then you are used to." Reaching into his doublet, Micheletto removed a blade, this one as long as her foot.  
 
    Though her cheeks were flaming, she refused to drop her eyes. "I've handled larger."  
 
    His bark of laughter caused a momentary silence in the muffled conversation which had provided a soothing backdrop to their words. Shaking his head, Micheletto reached out and took hold of her arm. They walked to the end of the long corridor, where the single large window provided an ocean of bright light on the floor. Betta felt the warmth of it seeping into her scalp, dispelling the last of her headache.   
 
    "Bernaldino said you learned much." 
 
    Betta nodded. Unable to meet his eyes, she looked over his shoulder to the window beyond, which showed the frantic activity of the Roman street, teeming with life. Recent rain had left puddles that crowded the men and women to each side of the thoroughfare, and in doorways, words and coins were exchanged.  
 
    “Came to see me, before he left for Jativa Said that he had taught you, and you were skilled.” He chuckled again and ran a finger down the edge of the blade. “He would not look at me. Had I said a word against you, I think he’d have split my throat.” 
 
    “He was an able tutor.” The memory of their last meeting was a pleasant one. During the quiet moments of the night, she sometimes pictured him in a large house surrounded by sons who were formed in his likeness and a sour wife more used to his absence. He would hate it, she thought, the life most men dreamed of. As Micheletto would. Bernaldino and Micheletto were like spirits, too wild to be tamed. 
 
    "There may be more that I could teach you." 
 
    "For what price?" Betta could not keep the weariness from her voice. A flash of something caught her eye, the movement as quick as the flapping of a bird's wing. She squinted, trying to discern what had caught her attention.  
 
    "No price, only pleasure." He took a step, crowding her back against the wall. She let him, though her hand itched for the hilt of the blade. “Do you take no one to your bed?” 
 
    "What did Bernaldino tell you?"  
 
    "That you were quick, and mean." He bent his head, speaking the words near her temple. “I think he might have been in love with you." 
 
    Her laugh rang out, hollow sounding even to her ears.  
 
    “What could you teach me that he did not?” 
 
    In a movement so fast that it raised the hair on the back of her neck, Micheletto snatched a fly that had begun to buzz angrily overhead. He closed his fist, ending the sound, and then opened it, letting the insect fall to the floor. "You could come here again, and I will show you." 
 
    Betta bit her lip, trying to find a way to keep him distant. Her heart was pounding with fear and another more dangerous emotion, warmth and longing and the wish for something she could not name.  A flash from the street caught her eye. The hand that had been about to push him away stilled, and she leaned closer, trying to see more clearly.  
 
    Below them, the same guard that had allowed their entry was speaking to a man in a sky-blue tunic.  
 
    "Micheletto," she whispered; her tone must have alerted him, for he straightened and looked to where she was pointing.  
 
    "What?"  
 
    She chose her words with care, trying to convey the sudden sense of danger winding through her mind. "As we came, that man jostled my lady." 
 
    "Could he have recognized her?" 
 
    Betta touched her coif. "A lock of her hair came down. The blonde, it is rare, even here." 
 
    He nodded. They watched in silence as the man in the tunic left the gate after clasping hands with the guard, coins passing between them in a furtive exchange. Moving with a suddenly jaunty step, he strolled up the street before finding a deeply recessed doorway. A moment passed, then another approached him, a man dressed in street garb, linen tunic and striped hose. After a quick exchange of words, the second man hurried off, leaving the man in the blue tunic to return to his shadowed hiding place, a broad grin visibly stretching his features.  
 
    Clamping a hand around Betta's wrist, Micheletto hurried her back down the corridor, stopping at the closed door. The knock shook the paneled wood.  
 
    Seconds passed before the door opened, and a disheveled Cardinal Borgia appeared clad in a linen shirt and hose. He looked sleepy and tousled, as though only recently awakened from pleasant dreams.  
 
    "Trouble, my lord." Micheletto quickly explained what they had seen, and all expression fled from cardinal's face, leaving it smooth and expressionless. He opened the door, and Betta followed Micheletto inside. Lady Lucrezia was standing near the bed, her cloak and mask a pile on the floor.  
 
    "What..." she began, then quieted when the Cardinal crossed the room and removed her cloak from the floor and enveloped her in the folds. 
 
    "You were followed," he answered, turning her to fasten the mask. "Micheletto, see her back to the Palazzo."  
 
    Micheletto nodded. Betta had pulled the concealing hood of her cloak up when the cardinal, who had been waiting in the center of the room, looked at her.  
 
    "They expect to find a woman in my bed."   
 
    Betta nodded, seeing the wisdom in it, and made shooing motions with her hands. "Go, go. Along the river, through the fish market. They will never look for her there. And keep the cloak pulled low." 
 
    They left in a swirl of perfume, the muscled arm of Micheletto curved protectively around her lady's shoulder. It gave her a strange feeling to see them together, the two halves of her life that never seemed to meet. His care of her, the gentleness in the way he shepherded her from the room as though she were a precious treasure, sent a stab of some hot emotion through her chest. She watched them leave, a frown gathering the skin between her eyes.  
 
    Without Lucrezia's bright presence, the details of the room flared into focus where before there had only been shadow. As with the hall, the Borgia's famous love of luxury was in little evidence in the Cardinal's sparse chamber. Save for the enormous bed carved of some dark rich wood and draped in midnight colored cloth, there were no softening touches, only a table covered in books and maps. Weapons were placed throughout, swords and daggers; the candle flames caught their edges. 
 
    "Undress." 
 
    Betta plucked at the laces that bound the two halves of her bodice together. When it was loosened, she pulled it down her shoulders to land in a puddle on the floor, the sleeves still attached. Her fingers found the small knot of cloth at the base of her skull; she began unwinding the long strip of fabric.  
 
    Borgia was watching her; heavy lids had come down over the hazel eyes, concealing them, but she had already seen something in their depths which made her breath quicken in fear.  
 
    She untucked the two ends of the linen cloth concealed in the twists that bound her hair. After a pull, it slithered free, falling in a straight, heavy curtain of black past her hips. Hair like a horse, she thought, without a trace of beauty.   
 
    She began to walk towards the bed, but the cardinal stopped her. 
 
    "The camicia as well." A new note roughened his voice. 
 
    The camicia billowed, free of the heavy woolen gown, into a cloud hanging to her knees.  Betta expelled a breath and loosened the tie.  She pulled the undergarment from her shoulders. Borgia's eyebrows rose at the sight of the wide band around her chest. He stepped closer, placing his fingers over hers when she reached up to untie it.  
 
    "For your courtesy," he said, freeing the knot and then rolling, keeping the bundle tight, the edges perfectly aligned. "You bind your breasts." 
 
    Betta made no reply. 
 
    "Why?" His hand reached out, brushing his knuckles against the hardened tip of one breast as the fabric fell to the floor. She stepped back, avoiding the caress, traitorous excitement flooding through her veins. 
 
    "Why?" he repeated. "I will have an answer." 
 
    "I do not wish men to look at me." She answered honestly.  
 
    "Then you have utterly failed, despite your efforts." He reached down and touched her thigh, the place where the knife rested, bound tightly by leather thongs. “And these.” He paused, running a finger across the steel. “The blades Micheletto gave you?” 
 
    Betta nodded, not trusting her voice.  
 
    “Have you used them?” 
 
    Memory sparked an image in her mind, a drunken man stalking her as she walked along the shore. When he had tried to grab her, the knives were there before she had the chance to think, hot blood spurting on her hand the answer to a question. Little mouse, Micheletto had called her.  She was no longer a little mouse, though neither, she thought, was she a wolf.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    His eyes closed, the skin across his cheekbones tightening. "The stockings." 
 
    Bending from the waist, she untied one garter, rolling the wool stocking down her leg before moving to the other. The ties binding the blades to her arm and leg were loosened, weapons tucked beneath the pile of garments, but carefully, where she could find them if the need arose. Naked, she stood before him and straightened her shoulders. She lifted her chin, prepared to see anything in his eyes.  
 
    He reached out and drew a finger down her straight black hair. "A treasure well concealed." His eyes shuttered, and he took a step back. "The bed. It will afford you some modesty." 
 
    She walked toward the bed. Her unbound hair feathered down, caressing her backside as though a finger were drawing a gentle line. Linen sheets met her hands. The bed smelled of Cardinal Borgia and oranges, as though his skin carried some memory of the hot Valencian sun. Perhaps a hint of musk as well. And, underneath it all, steel. The woolen coverlet caressed her neck and fingers, arms and thighs as she lay back, the feathers airy as clouds beneath the smooth cloth.   
 
    He stood looking down at her for a minute, linen tunic brushing his thighs. "How lovely you are." He sounded surprised. "I confess that I never noticed. But then, you made every effort to conceal your charms. Why, I wonder." Hands went down and clasped the hem of his tunic, drawing it overhead in a swift motion that left Betta breathless with shock. His was not the body of a man such as she had become accustomed to, hairy and large, jiggling with fat and sweat. Borgia was slim but well-muscled, with a breadth of chest concealed by scarlet robes.  
 
    She would not look below his waist. For a moment, she savored the feel of the linen against her skin, letting it calm her nerves. Then, when she could stand the fear no longer, she rolled onto her stomach and came up in a crouch, raised on hands and knees.  
 
    "Do what you must." 
 
    Feathers shifted as he sat on the bed. Though he reached out and stroked the toughened skin on the bottom of her foot, he came no closer.  
 
    "Do you expect me to ram myself into you like the gate of a castle being breached? Your introduction into the arts of love must have been an occasion for little joy if you treat it as a task to be completed with such expediency." 
 
    Betta flinched, the motion so pronounced that there was no hope of disguising it. She blinked back tears.  
 
    The cardinal's voice gentled. "And yet you agreed to this..." his voice trailed off. The coverlets draping the bed moved. "Come, lay beside me. You need have no fear that I will mount you like a rutting bull. Closer." Betta stopped when she was a hands breadth from his chest; waves of heat emanated from him, as though he were a stone removed from the fire. "Drape your leg across my hip. There. Lovely." He leaned closer, breathing into her ear. "And now we wait."  
 
    Silence descended, so profound that her shuttered breaths echoed from the corners where paintings and mirrors formed spots of color. Head resting against the bolster, he looked across at her, and she was struck again by his youth, his comeliness. It was said by many that he was the most handsome young man in Rome, and she agreed. There was nothing coarse or weak about his face or person, only chilly perfection concealing a dark maelstrom. 
 
    "What shall we speak of, if the other way we could spend the interim is so repugnant to you?" 
 
    "The war with the French?" Betta offered, hopeful. "Or the rains?" 
 
    A chuckle moved his chest against her, and she scooted back. "I think not." He brushed the hair back from her brow. "My Micheletto is fascinated by you. I could not understand why, at first. The skinny little girl who served at my mother's home. The one my sister trusts."  
 
    Betta shrugged. "He is unused to a refusal." 
 
    The Cardinal's arm came up and laid across her waist, the hand on her back. The warmth of it was shocking; vividly she could feel each finger, the rough callouses overlaying the bones. Betta had to resist the urge to squirm against the sensation of heat. "A failing, I share." Fingers danced along her spine, making her shiver.  
 
    "He will soon tire of it."  
 
    "Perhaps." His hand had come up to rest on her hip, his thumb making small circles. "Though should he know of the beauty I have seen today, he would redouble his efforts." 
 
    "Beauty?" she scoffed, suddenly noticing that he had bridged the distance between them. His chest pressed lightly against her breasts, making the skin prickle. Betta shifted her legs, uncomfortable with his proximity, and her thigh brushed something smooth and hard.  
 
    The iron clasp of his hand kept her anchored in place even as she gasped, panic making her heart race and sweat explode in a thousand tiny droplets that misted her body.  
 
    "Shhh," he murmured, placing a hand on her shoulder, making soft, comforting noises. “I have said that I will not harm you.” They were silent for endless moments while he caressed her. Gradually, her breathing slowed, and she relaxed under his gentle touch. The hand slid up, finding the skin of her neck and brushing along it with delicate fingertips.  
 
    Though she pressed her lips together, Betta could not restrain a giggle. Her neck had always been sensitive. When she had been a girl, her brothers would pin her to the ground and tickle her until she dissolved into fits of laughter. Next to her, Borgia startled; she could feel the movement in his body, the sudden clenching of his muscles at the unexpected noise. Slowly, he reached out and stroked her neck again. Though she tried to flinch away, it only made the touch more delicate; she giggled again, helpless to resist.  
 
    “A weakness,” he murmured, a grin stretching across his face. His hand came up to caress the skin beneath her ear. Wiggling and unable to restrain her laughter, Betta tried to resist, shifting herself back and forth, trying to escape his tormenting fingers.  
 
    “Please…please, my lord,” she laughed, wedging her hand between them to press against his chest. The skin was soft. 
 
    “When I have found a gap in your armor?” he whispered, sliding his hands down her neck to rest against her shoulders. Betta was so relieved that his maddening tickles had stopped that she did not protest when she felt him shifting, the side of his chest laying against hers as his lips found the place where his hands had so recently been. As soft as featherdown, they drifted up to her neck, caressing the hollow beneath her ear. The sensation was strange, filling her body with something that was like hunger, only sharper.  
 
    “No giggles this time?” he whispered against her neck, warm breath and the edge of his teeth. 
 
    “No, my lord,” she whispered, hating the way that she sounded, the breathy note in her voice that reminded her of the painted women stretched out in men’s laps.  
 
    “A shame. The sound makes me wish to devour you.” His mouth was tracing a path down her neck. “You have aroused my curiosity, little Betta.” His other hand found her hip. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    There was the wet brush of his tongue, dancing along the skin where her heartbeat drummed. “You take no man to your bed, not even my Micheletto, who has pursued you for years. And you care for my sister so tenderly. At first, I thought you must be one of the daughters of Sappho.” 
 
    His words made no sense, but she could not respond. His mouth whispering against her neck and his hand, finding and then caressing the taunt skin stretched over her stomach, captured her attention so utterly that she was aware of nothing else. 
 
    “Perhaps I was mistaken.” 
 
    Abruptly, he rolled, the arm around her waist keeping them pressed together. His cock was pressed tight against his belly, and he slid her back and forth against it. In the light of the candle, he was almost unbearably beautiful, long hair fanned out across the pillow and the diamond light blazing from between his slitted eyelids. His fingers drifted down, seeking and finding that place between her legs. Plucking, rubbing, his fingers arched and danced as his hips shifted beneath, drawing her closer to something she could not imagine, the pressure building and building until it enveloped her mind in heat. They moved together like dancers, faster and faster.  
 
    For the first time, Betta discovered an emptiness existing inside of her, a hungry place, desiring to be filled. There was nothing for her hands to hold, so she placed them on top of his, teaching him the movements of her pleasure, drawing it out until her thighs were clenched together in protest, aching and straining.  
 
    His hips flexed, lifting her. The need was growing in him, the careful control that held him immobile shredding beneath their movements. The knowledge of her effect on him was another pleasure. Her knees came up, resting on the feather mattress to either side of his chest; she sat astride him, feeling his involuntary shudder.  
 
    Her blunt nails dug into his chest, painting red lines from his neck to his stomach. Borgia cursed, his hand gripping her shoulder and then pulling her onto the bed beneath him.  
 
    “This will not be over soon,” he promised, hands catching her ankles and drawing them up to rest on his shoulders. “And there is no one between us. Who am I?” 
 
    “Cesare,” she murmured. There would be no barrier, no pain, Betta thought, lifting her hips to accommodate the head of his shaft as it found the slit between her legs. She was wet, like a spring, and he would slide inside, filling her… 
 
     The door swung open with a deafening crack. Betta’s eyes flew open, her mind returning from the place of heat and pleasure where Cesare had led her, back to the bed, and the danger that was staring at them from the open passage. She trembled. Without her knives, she was naked. 
 
    Her eyes found Borgia’s, and she knew that although she had utterly forgotten their purpose during the moments when they had tangled together on the bed, he had not, even for a moment. He winked, the quick twitch of one eyelid, before pulling back to look over his shoulder. Her feet were still balanced there, and he laid his teeth along the edge of her instep as he spoke in a voice heavy with passion.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    There were men at the door, more than one from the sound, struck to silence by the sight of them.  In her mind’s eye, Betta could see how they appeared- the woman, shoulders caught between the large bolster pillows, concealing her in shadow. The young man, shoulders and legs turned to gold by the candle, bending over the woman spread open to receive him. The scent of it was heavy in the room, lust and oil and sweat, something she had never experienced before but would be unable to forget now that she had.   
 
    The silence continued on for a moment, then was broken.  
 
    "Brother!" The shout rang out, drowning out the slamming of the door against the opposite wall. "Fine work for a cleric, in bed with a whore at the noon hour."  
 
    The voice was beautiful, Betta thought, full and golden, like…she recognized it, the same tone as the one who had whispered to the Holy Father that terrible night at the Palazzo so many years before. Still poised above her, Borgia’s face twisted as their eyes met; she nodded, the confirmation needing no words. There was no surprise on his face; he had already guessed the identity of the man who had attempted to see Lucrezia raped.  
 
    “Juan,” he said, looking over his shoulder, and his smile was equal parts mocking and sensual. “I am…occupied.” 
 
    “Indeed. What do you must think of our family, Giovanni! I bring you to council with my brother about the troubles with Lucrezia, and we find him in bed with a whore. Let us see her, Brother, this woman that you are sampling. She may provide a diversion from our troubles." 
 
    “Why?” The Cardinal let go of her ankles, allowing Betta to scoot back on the bed, hiding from view in the curtain.  
 
    “Perhaps we wish to sample her as well.” 
 
    "When have I ever shared that which is mine with you?" Positioned as she was beneath him, Betta could feel the rigid lines of muscles that flexed, reflecting the strain of the tense conversation. “Or do you seek to create another scandal for our family?” 
 
    Another scandal, the emphasis on the word a message. Betta had been a part of the story from the beginning and could see the intersecting lines of the tapestry as they came together, painting the scene into sudden bright focus. This was the reason that Lady Lucrezia had been followed, the careful crafting of a scandal that could destroy the standing of the children of the pope. If Gandia had surprised his siblings in a delicate situation, the tumult could be avoided. If the Lord of Pesaro had found his wife in bed with her brother, however, the resulting furor would have forced the Pope to banish them from Rome, perhaps forever. 
 
    “Let us see her, brother. Or…is there a reason you do not wish her to be known? Some dark secret that you are concealing?” 
 
    Betta patted him on the waist, and he obligingly moved to the side. Sliding free of the coverlet, she rose to her feet, taking care that the motion was languid and slow. The smile that stretched her face was no pretense; Gandia's look of disappointment felt like gold tipped into her hand.  
 
    "Does my Lord wish aught from me?" she asked, cocking a hip out after placing a hand on it. Gandia's cold eyes rested on her breasts for a moment, a sneer curling his lips. Disappointment radiated from him.  
 
    "So dark, brother. I thought you preferred... fairer game." A cold smile twisted the narrow lips beneath the short beard. In his flamboyant Turkish garb and turban, he appeared like a mummer in a play, a less attractive reproduction of the man reclining lazily against the pillows. 
 
    "I take my pleasures where I can find them, brother. As our dear Sancia can attest. Now, unless you have a pressing need of me, I would return to my previous occupation." His hand emerged from the covers, a black pearl set in gold gleaming against his knuckle, and he beckoned to her.  
 
    "My lord," Betta bobbed a curtsy and then turned, adding an extra sway to her hips as she moved to the bed. Borgia opened his arms, and she snuggled close. The cold chill of fear made her grateful for his warmth.  
 
    He rolled, and she was beneath him again, feeling the insistent press against her center. Her breath gasped out and she did not muffle it, and there was a low, appreciative chuckle from the man poised above.  
 
    “This is not over,” the Duke of Gandia promised, perverse satisfaction in his voice. “I know the truth, and soon, we will resolve this.” Steel and cloth rustled as he spun, stalking from the room. From over Borgia’s shoulder, Betta could see the Count of Pesaro turning to follow him, then stopping, clutching at his head. He looked confused and so thoroughly drunk that it was a wonder he could stand upright. His mouth lifted in a smile as he waved.  
 
    “Foolishness,” he muttered. “Did not think he was in earnest. Nasty…nasty mind.” His arm brushed the molding surrounding the door as he withdrew, swaying back and forth.  
 
    Breathless and silent, they stayed locked together on the bed as the sound of retreat echoed through the halls. When the snorting of horses and a shout from the street signaled their withdrawal from the Palazzo, Betta felt her chest relax.  
 
    “The Duke,” she whispered, feeling the words on her tongue. The younger son of her former mistress and the pope, plotting against his own family. “Why?” 
 
    The cardinal shifted on the bed, taking the weight which had been on her chest and moving it to his side. His arm bent, supporting his head while the other began to play with a strand of her hair.  
 
    “He is mad.” For the first time, a hint of sadness entered his expression. “An accident when we were children. From that moment on, he has been like a dog, snarling at his own tail, never content unless there was some mischief to be done.” 
 
    “But it was he that I heard outside my mistress’s room that night…” Borgia made no response. “You knew?” 
 
    He nodded. “I had guessed. He schemes to banish all from our father’s side. Lucrezia, myself, we are threats to him. Stories have been spread about Lucrezia and me from the moment our father took the tiara. Should the scandal grow too great, His Holiness would be forced to banish us from his side. And…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Borgia looked away, focusing on the panes of weak light as they shone through the shuttered window. “Someone near to His Holiness’s heart informs to the French. They knew too much of our plans and the strength of the city. Juan was seen in the company of a man known to all as a French spy many times before he left to Spain.” 
 
    “Why would he do such a thing?” 
 
    Borgia sat up from his reclining posture, balancing his head against the pillar that supported the enveloping bed curtains. “Why does anyone deal in betrayal? Gold, revenge, hatred. A woman. With Juan, it could be all of these or none of them, and he simply seeks my destruction for the amusement it brings him.” 
 
    When she made no replay, Borgia continued. 
 
    “I tell you these things because you have proven that you can be trusted, and so that you understand what forces are at work. It is a war between my brother and me.” 
 
    Something was niggling at the back of her mind. “How did he know so soon that we had left the palazzo?” Her mind supplied the answer to her own question. “Someone informs to him from the house.” 
 
    His smile was a reward for her cleverness. “Discover who it is for me, little Betta. Be my eyes and ears that we may keep my sister safe.” 
 
    “I will, your Eminence.” Betta paused. “Does she know?”  
 
    The Cardinal shook his head. “Some of it, though not all. I was telling her before we were interrupted. Tell her what we have discovered this day, that she may prepare herself.” 
 
    “Yes, Eminence.” 
 
    “You called me by another name a short time before.” 
 
    The memory of it heated her cheeks.  
 
    "Betta." 
 
    She looked up from the pile of garments and found him still lounging back in the bed. Color glazed a thin wash over his cheeks, whether from anger or some other emotion, she could not tell, and his smile contained equal parts invitation and warning.  
 
    He held out a hand.  
 
    She dropped her eyes and shook her head. The invitation did not frighten her, as perhaps it should have. At this moment, he was only a man, and he wanted her. And she desired him. There was nothing to stop them save her own fear and sense of obligation; she wished to say yes, her body hungered to say it, and that frightened her more than anything which had yet occurred that day.  
 
    “My lady would not approve.” 
 
    He shrugged. The look he gave her was slow, beginning at the top of her head and traveling down in a heated slow glide. "Someday, we will finish this."  
 
    "Perhaps," she allowed, and bent to retrieve her stockings from the discarded pile of garments.  
 
    The band she used to bind her breasts was left on the floor. She would need it no longer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
    The walls of the tent flapped in the wind, scattering smoke and ashes from the brazier. The remnants of the dying fire flew through the enclosed space in a glowing whirlwind, touching the pots and dried herbs. Betta watched in horrified fascination as Mother Nuca sprang up and began beating at the embers with a broom.  
 
    From outside the tent, thunder rumbled. Betta drew her cloak tighter around her shoulders, feeling a chill. Though the early summer rain had fallen soft and warm in the morning, as the day had worn on, the clouds overhead had grown darker with the storm. The journey through Rome during the rain had left her soaked to the skin 
 
    Grunting, muttering under her breath, Mother Nucca extinguished the last of the tiny flames before sinking back to the stool. Sweat drenched her forehead; her hands trembled. The backbone beneath the ragged gray gown was bent with exhaustion. 
 
    “It must be difficult, to live like this.” 
 
    Mother Nucca nodded, eyes bright with emotion behind the fall of gray hair.  “Many of my people have sickened. My son has lost two of his children to the fever,” she nodded in the direction of the other tents clustered around the gates. “And his cough has grown worse.” 
 
    Betta leaned forward, clasping her hands around her knees. Always, the sight of this place left her sick with terror- the scent of cloves, the bitter tang of blood in the back of her throat. Betta swallowed past nausea.  
 
    “A house would be better. Something small, with a garden where you can grow herbs and worship without fear.” 
 
    Mother Nucca leaned forward and cocked her head. “It would,” she agreed. Though her voice was steady, Betta saw the bright flash of avarice. 
 
    “My mistress is a generous woman…” 
 
    A harsh laugh interrupted her words. “Spit it out, girl, less I die before you make the offer that brought you here.” 
 
    Betta bit her lip. “A man waits outside who wishes to speak with you. Help him, and my mistress will see that you are rewarded. Betray him, and you will burn. The Jews will be expelled from Rome, as they were from England and Spain. Your people, your family, will die.” 
 
    The old woman said nothing, only watched her with diamond bright eyes.  
 
    “Serving the Borgia brings rewards, but also risks. Should…” 
 
    The old woman made a violent gesture with her hand, chopping through the air. 
 
    “Bah, life is risk, child. You know that well enough. Bring your man in. For what they offer, I would nail your Christ back on his cross with my own two hands.” 
 
    Betta nodded. “But first, something for my mistress.” 
 
    “Something she does not wish the other to know about?” The old woman cocked an eyebrow at her. Outside, the wind howled again. Waiting beneath the fallen pine tree, Micheletto would be protected from some of the rain. 
 
    “Teach me about poisons, Mother Nuca. My mistress has need of them.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 50 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cesare let his thoughts drift aimlessly even as he formed words on the page, each letter perfect, the formal language flowing effortlessly from the nib of his quill.  A necessary part of his day, correspondence was a task that he undertook early, before the morning darkness had left the sky, allowing him time for other matters closer to his heart. A web, His Holiness had likened it to when explaining the importance of letters, of tokens of esteem and careful flattery. In this, as with other matters, Rodrigo Borgia was correct. Connections formed the links that had brought him to the throne of St. Peter’s.  
 
    The words of this letter flowed swiftly, even as he knew that each word contained therein would be passed along to the King to whom Juan Castellar de Borja owned his ultimate allegiance. Borgia he might be, but his cousin was a Spaniard first, perhaps the reason that his father had passed over him to be elevated to the cardinal’s biretti.  
 
      
 
    To his Grace the Archbishop of Trani, 
 
    Cousin,  
 
    May the peace of our Lord Jesus Christ be fully bestowed upon your holy office and that by the blessing given by the shedding of Christ’s precious blood you may achieve the ultimate peace and tranquility of those nurtured within the bosom of the Holy Church  
 
    In answer to your recent inquiries as to the state of affairs in Rome since the removal of the invading army, our most Holy Father, though he has ever labored to increase the merit of the church, has felt it beholden to him to answer their recent incursions into his Papal domain and the aid rendered to that monarch by those who hold dominion over lands in Rome. Called by a command from on high, our most Holy Father, with the Lord’s help, undertook to subjugate the will of the Orsini, and to render them into a more fitting relationship with Christ’s representative on earth.  
 
    To serve as his captain, his Holiness selected the Duke of Gandia, our Brother, who was recently named Gonfalonier, together with Guidibaldo da Montefeltro, the Duke of Urbino.  
 
      
 
    Cesare rubbed a finger along his lips to keep from sighing at the idiocy of the appointments. The pair of Captains together could not boast of a single command between them, and possessed nothing to suggest that they were in any way suited to lead the armies of the papacy against skilled Orsini backed and funded by Charles of France. Their cause had been doomed from its inception, and he had watched the slow unwinding of their plans with resignation, expecting nothing less than a disaster.   
 
    It had begun well enough, with pennants floating in the wind and the smell of wildflowers thrown before the Papal Armies, girls in their best gowns come to see them off. Shiny and new, Juan’s armor had glittered like polished silver, never marred by the stench of battle or the advance of a blade. The Holy Father swelled with pride as they had marched from the city, confident of Juan’s ultimate triumph. Ten castles fell in two months, and even he had begun to hope that the Holy Father’s name alone would carry them to victory. Then the brave captains had come up against the stronghold of the Orsini, the fortress of Bracciano, which had repelled their attacks with laughable ease.  
 
      
 
    Whether, as you inquire, there is any truth in the persistent rumor that a missive from the Orsini was delivered to the Duke in the anal passage of a donkey bearing the emblem proclaiming it to be an ambassador for the Duke of Gandia, I can not say, not having been a witness to those events… 
 
      
 
    Cesare pinched his lips together, fighting the urge to laugh. A copy of the note had been delivered to His Holiness, its contents detailing every scurrilous rumor circulating about their family, from its Jewish origins to the bacchanalian feasts celebrated in the halls where their incestuous trysts were conducted in full view of Holy Relics. It had taken the Holy Father a full hour to recover his speech, so enraged was he by the contents of the letter.  
 
      
 
    Forced by the incipient arrival of Carlo Orsini with an additional force that would have left the Papal Armies enveloped, the Gonfalonier lifted the siege only to encounter the armies of the Orsini at the town of Soriano, where the Duke, despite his personal bravery and a wound that he sustained, was overcome by superior forces and the Duke of Urbino was captured. It was only with the blessing of the Lord Jesus Christ and his personal protection that our brother was spared a similar fate. 
 
    A truce between Spain and France in their recent war allowed the control of the armies to pass to the Spaniard Gonsalvo de Cordoba, and with his aid, the campaign against the Orsini was brought to a successful conclusion. Emboldened by their victories and the late arrival of the troops commanded by the Count of Pesaro, the husband of our dear sister, the armies of the Papacy continued their campaign and were able to capture the last stronghold of the French within our borders, the harbor of Ostia.  
 
    Even now, the triumphant armies journey back from their victory, and the Holy Father plans a grand celebration whereby they may be honored according to their merit. 
 
      
 
    Tension flowed from Cesare’s shoulders as he finished the recounting of Juan’s recent failures, softening their import with half-truths, lies, and evasions. Duty completed, he moved onto pleasanter matters, news from their family.  
 
      
 
    Through the envoys that the Holy Father maintains in his homeland, word has reached us that the son of your gracious sister, Don Bernaldino Serranda, a man lately known to us as a captain of great skill, though he chose to maintain a position of lesser honor than might have been warranted so that he could more easily see to the needs of our family, has returned to Valencia to take up the title that lately belonged to his father. He left with the gratitude and felicitations of his Holiness and myself for seeing to the safety of that sweet lady, the Countess of Pesaro during the time apart from our family.  
 
      
 
    Another smile formed at the thought of Lucrezia, and this time, he allowed the motion to form on his lips instead of hiding it safe within. Lent had come, a time for fasting and abstinence, the repenting of sins, a task that was proving difficult this year. The night before, he had escaped his duties and even his name for a few hours and danced with her in the square, a thousand candles forming trails of fire in the dim light. 
 
    Blonde hair surrounding him, love in her eyes. The ecstasy of it, finding a home, the place that he belonged when he had seemed a stranger to all the world. Her mouth against his ear, a frantic whisper. “Cesare.” 
 
    No, he must not remember the desire which rose upon her face, blooming like a rose. Dancing, whirling through the throngs of revelers, the jingle of bells and the sweet melody of the pipes, feeling her body close up against him as they moved through to the strains of the music. They had been alone and hidden from view in their masks and cloaks, and the lust had ridden up on him in a great rush. A house was nearby, a small dwelling for one of his mistresses, now long discarded. They had spent an hour there, frantic for another touch, another memory to keep the darkness at bay. If his plans went awry, his life would be forfeit. He knew it and accepted the risk. But Lucrezia could take no part in what was to come.  She would be kept safe. 
 
    A cough signaled another entering his study.  
 
    “Yes?” he barked, knowing that he was angry, aroused, desirous of being anywhere but here, cleaning up his brother’s mistakes. 
 
    Cesare placed his quill to the side as Burchard shuttled in. The cleric was a tiny man with a way of tilting his head that made it appear as though he listened to all conversations so that he could relay their contents later.  
 
    The cleric fidgeted, digging beneath the nails of his left hand with the right, shifting back and forth on his heels.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Your Eminence…” 
 
    Cesare took a moment to draw a breath, controlling his temper. “What is it you wish?” 
 
    “If you please, your eminence, your Holy Father has several…uh, changes he wishes made to the order of precedence during the Palm Sunday mass of thanksgiving.” 
 
    Cesare rubbed his head, an ache beginning again behind his eyes. 
 
    “What changes?” 
 
    “T..the Duke is to receive the palm of victory first, and his ceremonial chair is to o.o.occupy a place that is higher than that of the General.” 
 
    Coldness swept through Cesare’s veins. Anger pulsed, turning the colors in the room more vivid, sharpening his hearing until he could faintly make out the whispers in the hall next to them, the distant buzzing of the flies that were enjoying the warming sun as it passed through the mullioned windows.  
 
    “Perhaps you were mistaken. Surely the Duke is to be honored equally to that of Cordoba, whose actions alone were responsible for the victory.” 
 
    Burchard couldn’t raise his eyes from the tiles; his entire body quivered. “No, your Eminence. His Holiness was very…explicit in his order.” 
 
    Cesare allowed his voice to lash out, though he knew that his anger was misplaced.  
 
    “Are you mad? Cordoba is the greatest general in all of Spain, and a close confidant of the Queen. To offer them such a slight will be an insult they will never forget.” 
 
    Burchard shrugged his shoulders, face pale. Were he as rash as his brother, he would give his fury free reign, striking out with fists or words; swords, if he felt slighted. Cesare checked himself. It would be of no benefit to lash out at the cleric for what had been the decision of another.  Softening his tone, he nodded.  
 
    “I shall make the necessary arrangements,” he said, noting the relieved look which flowed over Burchard's features before he bowed and left the room. Yes, he would make the necessary arrangements. Letters to their most Catholic Majesties, attempting the salvage the pride of the two most revered monarchs in all of Christendom when their deputy was passed over in honor for one who had publicly scorned them, humiliated their niece, his wife, with his intemperate living and constant whoring. Letters of groveling and explanation to Corboda, who would consider the move a mortal insult.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    Juan Borgia leaned his head against a block and felt the narrow stone passage and arched roof revolve slowly around him. Pressing a hand against his chest, he swallowed and tasted vomit at the back of his throat. Breathing deeply, he filled his lungs with dank prison air. Clammy sweat covered his face; he fought to keep from throwing up again.  
 
    Ahead, the guard paused and looked back at him, torchlight glimmering off of his breastplate. “Your Grace…” he began, only to stop when Juan glared at him. He was the Duke of Gandia, and could order the guard to be thrown from the walls of the Castel as easily as other men could purchase a whore. Perhaps he would do so, Juan thought, annoyed that anyone would think him incapable of something so inconsequential as walking.  He required no help to answer the mysterious summons that had brought him from a night spent in revelry.  
 
    The guard was a fool to think him drunk. The amount he had consumed that night was nothing. He had drunk twice or thrice that much for years. And yet he could not deny the effect that the potent drink was having on him. Below his knees, he could feel nothing, not the thunk of his boots impacting the ancient stones, nor the crunch of the generations of beetles that had lived and died within the ancient mausoleum. His hands… he flexed, gripping the wooden handle of the torch tighter, wanting the splinters to dig into his flesh, the pain from the wound on his palm to softly pulse. Nothing.  
 
    A harsh reek cut through the fog of his thoughts; Juan looked down to see a dark stream emerging from beneath one of the barred doors, followed by a harsh chuckle. Piss, trickling out from under the door. 
 
    “Who is here?” he asked.  
 
    “One of the Orsini dogs,” the guard answered.  
 
    From beneath the door, a high-pitched voice began to whisper in a sing-song voice, drawing out the last word. “I am sent by the Duke of Gannnndddia.” 
 
    Juan hammered his fist against the door, and the song cut off. Fool. As though anything could save him now. His knuckles crunched, and a trickle of red painted the skin black in the dim light; still, he could feel nothing, as he could not feel his feet, or his hands or his cock. They were like dead things, cold, lifeless, unfeeling, the sensation growing, creeping up his arms like a worm, slowly devouring him from the inside. Soon, it… 
 
    No, he would not think of that. There were other pleasures to occupy his thoughts, other deeds. Revenge against those who had brought him to this sorry state, and his kingdom, yes, the empire that his father was building for him, that was a worthy goal, one that he could pass on to his sons, which he already had in plenty. Two strong sons, more than enough to prove his virility, unlike that fool, Giovanni Sforza.  
 
    The thought of his sister’s husband caused his lips to curl. Impotent bastard. No matter the paths that he had taken the fool on, the hints he had dropped, Giovanni had refused to take the bait, had even begun to question his leadership during the campaign to capture Ostia.  
 
    “Impotent bastards are we both,” Giovanni had responded to one of Juan’s jibes, the words enough to stun a room full of men into silence. The fool. He would be dealt with soon enough, as would those whores who must have talked despite his threats. The girls should have been drowned in the river, as he had done to those found with copies of the picture that haunted his dreams, an ass wearing a white turban. The French had thrown sheaves of the drawing from the walls of Ostia, singing all the while. “I am the Duke of Ganddddia.” 
 
    It was Cesare, he was certain. He had brought about this weakness, as he had brought about the other calamity which had almost claimed his life. The potions that the Jews brought from Spain, they could render a man incapable, even one of his strength, and there was talk of a new contagion that was sweeping out, sickening all in its path. The French Pox. That was what had caused this sudden wasting of his parts, the numbness and stupor that claimed him. Cesare had done this to him. All knew of his familiarity with Jews and cutthroats. 
 
    He would find a cure. All he needed was to resolve the matters at hand, the dissolution of his enemies, leaving himself left in the position he craved. Then he could set about discovering a cure for the sickness that plagued him.  
 
    Juan stepped back from the door. “Throw him from the walls.” 
 
    The guard paused and looked back. “My lord? This is…” 
 
    Juan cut in. “Did you not hear my words? Perhaps you wish to join him?” 
 
    The guard’s face turned white. The sight pleased Juan, the knowledge that he was feared. He nodded. “I shall see it done, my lord.” 
 
    “As soon as we are done. And not towards the river. I want to hear him land.” 
 
    There was another nod, and the guard gestured ahead. “Only a little farther, my lord.” 
 
    The cell was at the end of the long passage. Placing the torch in the sconce mounted on the wall, the guard unbarred the door. A low groan sounded from the corner as Juan entered, hand on his dagger.  The light from the torch provided only the faintest illumination into the cell, enough for him to see a man huddled in the corner on a pile of straw and a bucket overflowing with refuse.  
 
    “Leave us,” Juan ordered.  
 
    Although he hesitated, the guard bowed low. “I shall wait ten paces back, my lord.”  
 
    Juan waited until the man’s footsteps had receded into the distance. “You sent for me?” he asked, mocking. “The guard said you had information.” 
 
    The voice in the corner was hardly more than a whisper, raspy with disuse. “It must please you to know that you were correct.” 
 
    “Correct?” Juan asked.  
 
    “That my king could not hold Naples. That your father was victorious. I had expected you to have me killed before now, knowing what I do. What I could tell.” 
 
    Instead of replying, Juan left the cell and retrieved the torch. Light flared in the small chamber. The man in the corner covered his eyes with a skeletal arm shrouded in the remains of a gray doublet. Juan grabbed him by the throat and hauled him forward, bringing the prisoner’s face to within inches of his own. He thought back, placing the face in the sea of prisoners taken at Ostia. Another of his skills, one that he kept silent: the ability to remember faces.  
 
    “The harbor,” he said. “The last French ship, you were trying to reach it, but were left behind.” 
 
    The man closed his eyes against the light, turning away. The bones of his face showed through pale skin, and wispy gray hair sparsely covered the top of his head. All of the color had been leeched out of his skin by long imprisonment. 
 
    “What information would a French dog have that would prove of use to me, especially one whose own men left him behind?” 
 
    Despite the hold on his throat, the man looked up at Juan and smiled, speaking his words in Latin. “You know it as well as I. You sold secrets to my king for gold, things that your father would have preferred to keep hidden. We met in taverns all over the city…” his voice trailed off as he looked up Juan, watery gray eyes moving over his face. Confusion settled over his features. “But…you are not so beautiful as you were before.” 
 
    Juan smiled wider, displaying the teeth which had begun to rot and darken. The meaning of the Frenchman’s words penetrated through the fog, sharpening his wits. He began to laugh at the pieces fell into place, the trap which his brother would have sprung on him. It was diabolical, using their shared looks a tool with which to wound. The delicious irony of it sent a thrill of pleasure through him, sharper than lust, sweeter than the strong Romanescho wine Lucrezia had brought for him from Pesaro.  
 
    He released the prisoner’s throat, allowing him to slide to the floor. Still chuckling, he fit the torch into the sconce on the wall and leaned his shoulder against it.  
 
    “A man sold you secrets. One who looked as I do?” 
 
    The man nodded.  
 
    “I think my brother has been playing a little game with you,” Juan said. “Tell me how it came about. Leave nothing a secret, no matter that you may think it unimportant.” 
 
    “Do you have any wine?” Berenger de Gany asked. “Two days with nothing but a mouthful of water.” 
 
    Juan smiled wider, the ruin of his mouth flashing in the torchlight. He lowered his voice so that the whisper crawled along the weeping stones. “If what you tell me is of use, I will see that you have all the wine you could wish.” 
 
    Clearing his throat against the dryness, Berenger began to speak of his meeting with the man he had been told was the Duke of Gandia, the passing of information, of troop movements and the defense of the city. 
 
    “He wished for you to betray me.” 
 
    The words had swallowed the remaining moisture in Berenger’s throat.  Instead of speaking, he cocked his head, looking up from under shaggy brows. 
 
    “If I had been branded a French informant by one of your men, my father would have had no choice but to banish me.” 
 
    “Why?” the words were a rasp. Berenger hauled himself upright on one arm. “Why would he do this? Or you? One of your own blood?” 
 
    “D’Jem explained it to me. Do you recall him? He was passed to your king when you invaded Rome and died soon after. Cesare saw to that, I believe. The coward had no wish for another Crusade. It matters little any longer. D’Jem said that in his country, it is known that only one heir must survive, the rest must be dealt with or else they will always try to usurp the throne. Pedro was easy enough and Joffre is an idiot; he is no danger to me, though the sooner he dies, the better. Cesare has sought my death for years, and that whore he lusts after, she is no use to anyone. D’Jem wanted her, you see, that is why I have allowed my sweet sister to live this long. A Christian wife to add to his harem after he reclaimed the throne. He used to talk about it, the things that he would do to her. But she is loyal only to our brother, with whom she ruts.” 
 
    ‘You know this for certain? How?” Beranger’s throat was dry, parched.  
 
    “A little mouse whispers it into my ear. Come, my friend, tell me how it all came about, what secrets my brother planted in your ear to try and destroy me. We may be of use to one another. You serve the king, of France, and you have a means to pass information to him?” Berenger nodded, and Juan tapped his fingers against his mouth. “Their most Catholic Majesties no longer esteem my connection with their family. In fact, they would relish my death. It is time to look for new alliances. Charles still longs to claim to Naples, and that kingdom is held by a weak king. My father would support an expedition to topple him if I were to be offered a position of power. Alliances can be formalized with another marriage.” 
 
    “What of your wife?” 
 
    “She is an encumbrance easily dealt with. Women are so fragile, and my wife has never recovered fully from childbed. Were she to die, no one would question it.” 
 
    “And in return?” 
 
    “Something his majesty Charles could find of use. A weapon that could be used to control His Holiness.”  
 
    “What weapon?” 
 
    “One that will exploit my father’s greatest weakness- his overwhelming love for his children.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Lord of Pesaro stormed into his wife’s sala, water sluicing off of his sodden garments and leaving damp marks on the polished floor. Stringy hair plastered against his head, the gray darkened by moisture and mingling with his beard. Despite the early warm rain which had washed Rome, leaving puddles in the street and breaking the moisture from the air, he shivered.  
 
    The women observed him from beneath lowered eyelashes and smiled sidelong at one another. The wet garments only increased the air of dissipation that had clung to him. Compared to the splendor of the Pope and the potent masculinity of the Borgia men, he was a comic figure, one easily ignored.  
 
    “Out,” he ordered, looking around to the half dozen ladies who glanced up from their sewing only to note his arrival.  
 
    Lucrezia lifted her eyebrows. “Is something amiss, husband?” she asked with a slight lift of her eyebrow. The movement of her head brushed long amethyst earrings against her cheek, the jewels offset by the golden hair pulled into a black net. While her husband had shriveled into insignificance in the last months, the countess had blossomed. The midnight purple of her giornea swallowed the light as it entered through the open windows, making the pallor of her skin even more pronounced. The color and style of the gown, its vibrant color and subtle embroidery, reflected a new side to the countess. She no longer allowed her garments to be selected by her relatives or attendants; each was made according to her own specifications as to the color and styling. Weight had begun to settle lightly on her frame, enhancing her beauty. The pale globes of her breasts rose high and firm against the square bodice of her gamurra, and the roundness of her cheeks softened the line of her chin, which had always been too harsh for beauty. 
 
    “As you can see, my ladies and I are occupied.” The acid touch of her voice stung. Beneath his wet robes, the Lord of Pesaro’s back straightened.  
 
    From her place in the shadow of the doorway, Betta watched as he crossed the room to the credenza and poured himself a goblet of wine. His hand trembled, spilling the fluid on his doublet. Mouth open, he appeared ready to say something before he noticed the women still seated in a group around his wife, colorful gowns like the plumage of exotic birds, puddling against the gleaming floor. Sitting in a high-backed chair at their center, Lucrezia smiled up at him before placing another stitch into the framed linen on her lap, the image of the Holy Mother and Child half completed. The other women worked on similar pieces, linen stretched taut over frames, silk threads jewel-like in the bright sunshine.  
 
    A purple flush moved over his face, and a vein began to pulse in his temples. “I said OUT!” Sforza shouted, his voice filling the room, startling the women from their labors. He flung the cup of wine in his hand. It exploded against the opposite wall. The tapestry quivered under the impact, and a wash of red drained down off the image at its center, that of a young maiden with golden hair holding a unicorn in her lap.  
 
    The women gasped and looked at Lucrezia. Elizabetha of Siena held her embroidery frame outstretched at arm’s length, as though it were a shield against attack. She cowered back, hiding among the colorful skirts of the other women. 
 
    Lucrezia sighed. Appearing not at all concerned, she looked around, gaze lingering on the ruin of the tapestry. “Since my husband seems to wish it, you may retire.” There was subtle mockery in her voice. It brought another flush to Giovanni’s face, and his fists clenched.  
 
    Peeking out of the doorway, Betta caught her mistress’s eye. Lucrezia nodded, and Betta settled back in place, her eye pressed to the gap between the door and the molding surrounding it. Her heart was pounding in readiness, muscles tight and ready. Fear was pouring off of Giovani Sforza in a slick wave, anger and suppressed rage. A potent combination and Betta could smell their scents mingling with the layers of old wine and perfume floating about him.  
 
    Although Lucrezia appeared unconcerned as she placed a last stitch in her frame before moving it to the side, Betta could see the tenseness in her posture, the subtle trembling in her hands and shallow breathing. Betta’s fingers clenched on the dagger at her sleeve. 
 
    Lucrezia opened her mouth, but before the words could escape, the Lord of Pesaro cut in.  
 
    “I have ordered your things to be gathered.” 
 
    Lucrezia cocked her head. She leaned her arm against the side of the chair and rested against it, her cheek supported by two fingers. “My things?” 
 
    Giovanni turned his back on her and poured another taza of wine. “Your gowns. We leave Rome within the hour. On horseback. Your gowns and jewels will follow behind.” 
 
    Lucrezia’s jaw tensed, and she sat erect; the trembling in her hands stopped. “Leave?” she asked. “I think not. I have no desire for a journey.” 
 
    The temper which had been shimmering around the count exploded. Crossing the room in two strides, he grasped Lucrezia by the arm and hauled her from the chair. Bending down, he spoke directly into her face. “I say that we shall. You are my wife, no matter that you have lain with half of the men in Rome, and I say that we shall leave.”  
 
    Betta’s feet were already in motion toward the door when she heard the splintering of glass. Looking through the open door, she could see that the positions of the count and countess had shifted. Giovanni Sforza lay on the floor surrounded by the splinted remains of a taza; Lucrezia stood over him, angry spots of red color burning on her cheeks.  
 
    “Strike me again, Giovanni Sforza!” she spat. “I beg you to do so. My brother already longs for a reason to split your throat, and I would see it done before the evening is out. Do it, and I shall weep convincing tears at your funeral.” 
 
    Giovanni shook his head. He shrank back from her anger, becoming a paler, weaker man. “I… that was ill done of me.” Pulling himself to his feet, Giovanni wiped the wine from his eyes. “I have made a jumble of it. I planned what words to say to you, Lucrezia. As I rode here, I thought of it and planned what I would say to convince you, but words have never come easily to me, or if they do, they are the wrong ones. I am a fool.” 
 
    “On that, we are agreed.” 
 
    Sforza’s shoulders hunched at the insult. ”They plan to kill me, Lucrezia,” Defeat added decades of age to his face. “Your father and brother. Unless I agree to divorce you, they plan to kill me. My page heard them discussing it this morning. My ties with Milan no longer matter and my uncle… now that he had claimed the Duchy for himself, he no longer cares for anyone but the heirs he may get on his wife. I am without allies, Lucrezia. All but you. Come with me. I have told our servants that we will attend a pardoning ceremony outside the gates of the city, but there will be fresh horses waiting to take us to Pesaro. None can force an annulment there if we stand united.” 
 
    For the first time, Lucrezia appeared to hesitate. “When do they mean to act?” she asked.  
 
    “When your brothers travel to Naples for the investiture of Federigo. The discord with the Spanish grows, and your father seeks other alliances. Naples…he wishes to free you from me and wed you to Naples.” Giovanni rubbed his hand across his face. 
 
    “It has been decided, then.” Lucrezia sank back into her chair. “It would be best to allow the divorce, Giovanni. It is no true marriage between us.” 
 
    “Once it was. Come back with me to Pesaro, Lucrezia.” The sound of her name of his lips made a shudder run through the countess. “It was sweet between us in the beginning. Do you remember the days on the shore? The time we hunted boar together and laughed when none could compete with us. We could find that sweetness again, I am certain of it.” 
 
    “Is it sweetness when you strike me?” 
 
    “The wine…it makes me lose my temper. But I can change, Lucrezia. I will put away the wine, and find some cure for this affliction of mine. We could make a pilgrimage together, to pray that it passes and that we would be blessed with a child. If you say that you are my true wife...” 
 
    The Countess of Pesaro stood and brushed splinters of glass from her gown.  She looked down at Giovanni Sforza, and for the first time, pity showed in her eyes. “It is over, Giovanni. Those days…they were nothing to me. Less than a lie. Go to Pesaro with my blessing. I would not have your blood stain the hands of my family.” 
 
    “Are you not my wife?” 
 
    “I was never your wife. Our marriage…that was the lie.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gardens surrounding the convent of San Sisto were an explosion of color in the June sunshine. Fruit trees hung heavy with blossoms, and scores of bees danced through the branches, the noise of their song rivaling that of the nuns entering the chapel.  
 
    Though the convent was only a short distance from the Vatican along the twisting narrow road overarched with trees called the Via Trionfale, it seemed to Betta that they had traveled a thousand leagues in the days since the Countess had retired to the convent after her husband’s flight from Rome. Quiet reigned in the walled enclosure, which echoed with the hushed voices of the Dominican sisters and the whisper of woolen robes; men’s loud voices seldom found the grounds, the clang of steel from armies sounded like distant thunder from across the mountains.  
 
    It was an earthier world than the one Betta had grown accustomed to, following the rhythms of the harvest. Long beds of vegetables and herbs were planted in stretches along the southern wall. Some of them Betta could name, melons and beans beginning to swell as they ripened, squash blossoms the color of sunshine dotting the freshly turned soil. Many of the herbs were those she could name because of her instruction by the old Jewish woman- sage, with its pleasing scent and long tapered leaves, the long, upright stalks of hyssop, and yellow rue.  
 
    The nuns slowed when they neared the arbor where the Countess sat and bowed their heads in greeting.  She was a well-loved figure, even among the nuns whose names had once been Orsini or Colonna. The Countess had given generously to the order of Dominicans, and despite the scandal of her crumbling marriage, she had been welcomed into the convent where she had been educated as a child and given the room at the top of one of the square towers reserved for revered holy sisters or royal guests. The simple bed had been dressed with velvet hangings, and tapestries and paintings adorned the white plaster walls. Candles burned long on the nights she did not join the sisters in prayer, soot darkening the ceiling as she wrote letters to her father, refusing his instructions to leave her seclusion, curt missives to her husband in response to his pleading and letters to the cardinal, sealed with wax before any could spy the contents.    
 
    A bell tolled, calling the faithful. Rising from her seat in the arbor, Lucrezia joined hands with Catherina Spagnola and began walking toward the open doors of the church. The rustling of their skirts, the striking of wooden heels against the tiles, startled the doves; they rose up from the trees in a gray cloud, blocking out the light. 
 
    Still clutching the peacock fan she had been wafting overhead, Betta concealed herself behind an apricot tree until the last of the women had crossed the arches of the loggia, entering the chapel. Her heart was pounding. Soon, prayers would begin, Latin rising up in a melodious harmony that echoed and danced along the roof of the ancient chapel.  
 
    Betta leaned the fan against one of the stools and looked away from the chapel. Freedom. The word whispered softly in her mind, a wild, seductive voice. Escape. Betta covered her ears as she walked toward the far wall of the garden, trying to block out the sound of singing and worship. The days since they had come to the convent had preyed on her mind, an unending procession of devotion.  The heavy weight of the sister’s faith pressed down on her like an accusation; she feared what they could see, her own lack of belief, the anger she buried deep. 
 
    Walking toward the gate, she smiled at the guard who stood outside, holding a heavy truncheon.  He winked back at her as he swung open the iron grate. Theirs was a comfortable understanding. In return for the smiles, he let her pass at all hours and asked no questions, even when she delivered packages to the Countess. 
 
    There were no letters to deliver this night, no herbs or potions that the Lady Lucrezia required, only escape from the women and their collection of icons, the Madonna with the golden hands who watched over the nuns, her face beatific and terrifying with the simplicity of its faith, and the bones of a long dead saint.  
 
    “Bring me a bit of bread,” the guard called after her; she could feel his eyes lingering on her hips as she walked. Though a man approaching middle years, he treated the servants who visited the convent far differently than the nuns, for whom he showed a profound reverence. Betta added more swing to her skirts and tossed a look over her shoulder.  
 
    “Perhaps something a little sweeter,” she called, flashing another smile. He grinned back.  
 
    “Say the word, little one.”  
 
    The light in his eyes lingered as she threaded her way along the Via Trionfale, the smooth stones like sand beneath her feet until it became the Via Lata, the widest road in Rome, where Pope Paul had once raced his horses.  
 
    Thoughts swirled through her mind as she walked, the same that had preyed on her for months. A word only, and she could have a man. Many, if she wished; for her, there was no danger. The need for it was growing inside, a seed planted by midnight rides and dusty fights until the blossoming edges pressed against her skin, which felt tight and aching. A word only and it could be done, but for her, the word was fear and pain, the ripping, the weight of a man’s chest pressing down upon her. No matter that she had been taught to kill and carried knives with her at every moment, when it came to the act of love, she was still a mouse, afraid to reach for what she desired. 
 
    Betta put her dark thoughts aside as she turned down another street, entering Trastevere. The hectic weeks of removal and upset had allowed little time for her to visit her sister, and her purse was heavy with coins. Some she had placed to the side, a small savings towards her sister’s dowry. Red painted shutters of the bodega flashed in the distance, the color fresh, clean, reminding her of a time many years before.  
 
    Her mother would have been proud to see them prosper. She served the preeminent family in Rome, and Ginevra would be married as soon as the agreed upon dowry was raised. The arrangements had taken weeks of haggling, meetings with the baker’s family where the mother sat stone-faced and disapproving, a match for Ruberto, who refused to contribute a copper to the bride price. Tentatively, she had begun planning the ceremony. At one of the merchant’s stalls, there was a length of bright blue wool that would suit her sister’s fiery hair and pale skin, and the sturdy cloth would serve her for years. There would need to be food for the wedding feast, roast pork and tarts and cakes, enough to see her family and that of Paolo’s fed. It would have honored her family to see all the families on the street feasted, but there would scarce be enough coin to see her sister safely married.  
 
    Pushing open the door of the bodega, Betta looked around, expecting to find her sister hunched over the worktable while something bubbled on the brazier in the center of the room. The downstairs shop was empty though the windows were open, and the door was unbolted. Ginevra was not so careless as to leave the tools Ruberto had acquired out where they could be stolen. Though of poor quality, they were dependent on them for bread.  
 
    A noise sounded from upstairs, a harsh moan and the squeaking of floorboards. Betta’s heart began to pound in fast, heavy beats as sickness roiled in her stomach. The noise was a familiar one. Shifting the balance of her weight forward, she moved across the shop to the stairs, softly, making no noise as she swept upwards, remembering, even after all the years away, what spots to avoid, which places made them squeak. Each step began in her toes and was rolled back as she crept forward. 
 
    It could be nothing, she thought, trying to calm herself. Ginevra had some task that occupied her above stairs. It might not be what she feared. Tomorrow, her sister would take the linens down to the river, perhaps she was gathering them early. Or Paolo, her betrothed, had ventured over when Ruberto was off on some errand, and they were anticipating the wedding. There would be little shame if they had; many bellies were rounded by the time formal vows were said.  
 
     Betta took the last step, waiting until the very end to turn her body toward the bed in the corner, wanting, hoping, that it was not what she feared. The breath held in her chest was released in a slow exhalation. 
 
    She took in each part of the scene as though it were a painting observed through the prism of a crystal, cloudy fading to bright focus slashed with lurid color: a man was sprawled out on the pile of straw in the corner, wide legged, his hose parted in the center. Above him, the girl crouched, hair unbound so that the bright stream of copper flowed onto his chest; his hand rested at the back of her neck, moving her head up and down, taking his rod into her mouth.  
 
    The knife was in her hand, cold steel and polished handle. Betta rushed forward, silent on her feet, wanting death to find him now before another moment had passed. There was no time for gentleness; ignoring Ginevra’s start of surprise, she flung her sister back, though not before Ruberto had let loose with a pained cry. Ginevra must have clenched her teeth, because a trickle of blood was already seeping through the skin of his cock, painting the organ scarlet.  
 
    “Wha…” he began, sitting up, fists clenched.  His eyes narrowed. “You.” 
 
    Before he could say another word, Betta flew at him, the knife an extension of her arm, sweeping out to carve a line across his chest. For all of his bulk, Ruberto was fast, and he had seen the danger. Flinging himself back, he escaped the full force of the strike, and what would have carved a deep line in his skin became a minor wound, the skin separated by the width of a hair. He twisted and flung out with his legs, knocking her to the floor. By the time she had recovered her feet, Ruberto was standing on the other side of the bed, a long, curving blade in his hand.  
 
    “Bitch,” he panted, grimacing as pressed his other hand to his chest, feeling the blood.  Then he smiled, showing gapes in his teeth. “I’m going to cut you ugly, whore. You’ll beg to come back when I am done.”  
 
    “Never. I’m going to kill you, Ruberto,” Betta whispered, fear leaving her. She had wanted it for years, this fight; it did not matter if she died, as long as she felt his blood coating her hand, she would think it a fitting end. Never moving her eyes, she pulled the second blade from her sleeve, holding each of them so that the flats protected her arms from his strikes. Anticipation thundered through her veins; he could not harm her. Though he was more than twice her weight, he had no skill, it was plain from the way he held the knife, too far from his body, the cutting edge pointed away. Betta had skill, and had been taught by a man of unmatched prowess. She could kill him in a hundred different ways, and laugh all the while.  
 
    “You’ve not the guts to do it.”  
 
    Betta shifted her hold on the knife, aiming it forward. She knew the place to strike; Bernaldino had shown her a spot in the center of his body that would kill slowly, days of agony paying him in kind for the horror that had been her life.  
 
    Betta smiled. The time for words had passed. She would cut him and cut him and cut him until even the memory of his touch was a dead thing, buried beneath a sea of scarlet.  
 
    A soft hand touched her arm. “No.” 
 
    Betta could not look at her sister, she could not see the pleading that was in her voice. Blood was roaring through her, hungry for the taste. “He hurt you.” 
 
    “Don’t kill him. Please. He is my father. Please. I’ve never asked anything of you. Please.”  
 
    Tears. They were falling on her arm, still poised for the strike. And hair, the softness of red curls, cascading over her fingers. Ginevra had draped herself over Betta’s hand, trying to shield her father. 
 
    A step back, and then another. Ginevra was drawing her towards the stairs; Betta could not take her eye’s from Ruberto’s face. If he took a step forward, she would force her sister away and strike. If he threatened them, no force could make her stop; only her sister’s plea had saved his life. The edge of the steps formed a darkened recess in the floor. Ginevra halted, unable to force her down without risking injury.  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Ruberto had begun to pull the edges of his hose together one-handed, still clutching the knife. There was still time. Half a moment to fly across the room, her feet like wings, and then the parting of skin beneath her blade. She had dreamed of it, wanted it for years, the thought of that sweet day all that had kept her from madness.  
 
    But Ginevra was crying.  
 
    “Soon,” she said. Turning, she followed her sister down the stairs.  
 
    After taking a moment to slide the knives back in their sheaths, Betta grasped her sister’s hand. Together, they ran from Trastevere, a wild, headlong flight through the city, pushing past horses and carts, around the faded stone monuments of Empire, dodging merchant’s stalls and children playing in the street as they headed north, following the path of the river. Regret hung like a stone in her chest, the weight increasing with every step. This had been her fault. She had known the kind of man he was, and she had deceived herself, thinking fear or some last lingering hint of decency would keep him from reaching out and taking what he wanted. Her mother would never forgive her for allowing this to happen.  
 
    The excuses were ashes in her mouth. She had been occupied by other matters; the dissolution of her mistress’s marriage, the part she had played in the scheming of the Borgia siblings against one another; she had put the danger facing her sister to the back of her mind.  
 
    It was her fault. She had failed. 
 
    They slowed as they neared Ponte, crowds of soldiers and merchants clogging the road.  Betta pulled her sister into an alley. Panting, trying to catch her breath, Betta turned and faced her.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” This had not been the first time. The dead look in her sister’s eyes contained a list of her stepfather’s crimes.  
 
    Ginevra wiped her running nose on her sleeve. “He hasn’t…he’s not… 
 
    “He’s not fucked you, that’s what you are trying to say?” Her words were sharp, and Ginevra recoiled. Betta took her shoulders and pressed her back against the wall. “He’s not pushed himself between your legs and held your mouth while you screamed? How long until he does, you little fool? He will never stop. Never! You should have let me kill him. He deserves to die!” 
 
    “Don’t hurt him.” 
 
    Ginevra’s whispered plea enraged her.  
 
    “Why do you protect him?” She grabbed Ginevra’s arms and began shaking her, raging, wanting, needing to strike her sister, who had allowed herself to be used, and him, that bastard. He would not survive the night. She would kill him for doing this after she had found a place to hide Ginevra. His blood would be spilled today, she swore. His life belonged to her. 
 
    Ginevra yanked herself away.  “Him?” she cried, skin splotchy and red around her eyes, the contrast making the color appear very blue. “I am not protecting him, you fool, I’m protecting you! They know, Betta! All of them. I’ve heard them talking about it. Paulo’s mother did not wish us to wed because my father had made a whore of his own daughter? She only agreed because of the dowry you promised. I heard them talking about it with my own ears!  If he dies, they will hang you!” 
 
    “Who will hang me? Do you think the city guard cares for wine drunk fools like him?” 
 
    “Others might,” Ginevra spat.  “Men have begun to come to the bodega at night. I hear them whispering through the walls. They are Orsini, I’ve heard the names. He tells them about you, that you work for the Borgia and when you come here. And now he has gold for wine, and he says that he is not afraid any longer, because he has friends that will protect him.” 
 
    Another betrayal, one that she should have expected long since. Ruberto had found a way to profit from her connection with the Borgia, even though she had always been careful to keep the nature of her service a secret. But even a scullery maid such as they thought she was could be threatened into poisoning a cup or a dish if her sister was in danger.  
 
    He had to be stopped. A plan formed in Betta’s mind with perfect clarity, steps leading from the dark alley across the river to a place of safety, a way to protect her sister and see her safely married.  
 
    She let go of Ginevra’s shoulders and brushed away the tears. “I am sorry.” Ginevra hiccupped and tried to smile although her shoulders were still trembling. She was so young, only three and ten. Had Betta ever been that young? She thought not. “Come, I will take you to meet a friend. She will take care of you.” 
 
    “What friend? And Father said that if I ran, he would send the city guard after you.” 
 
    Betta allowed herself a chuckle as she pulled Ginevra along, away from the path to the Convent. “I serve his Holiness’s beloved daughter. How can he harm me?”  
 
    Another lie, though a small one meant to comfort her sister. Her stepfather had harmed her for years, and she had allowed it. No longer. She would see justice done, no matter the consequences, and her sister would be safe.  
 
     Up, through the streets of Rome again, walking until her feet were a tapestry of blisters. At her side, Ginevra hobbled. There had been no time for her to put on shoes, and each step of her foot left a damp mark. It was the same journey she had made a thousand times by herself, and once with her mother. The smooth façade of the kitchen gate familiar to her, as was the page who answered her urgent knocking.  
 
    “What?” he began, voice losing its exhausted rasp when he saw her face. His face was framed by a halo of brown and gray tousled curls. The cooks and pages woke early in the dei Cattanei household, finding their sleep in snatches and starts throughout the day when the mistress rested. “Betta?”  
 
    She nodded, pushing past him. “Where is Donna Maria? I must speak to her.” 
 
    Confusion clouded the elderly page’s face. “Her’s ill. Nearly gone, I think. Been expecting it for weeks.” 
 
    Though the kitchen was hot from the banked cooking fires, Betta felt the cold seep through her.  
 
    “What? When?” The housekeeper could not be near death. Despite her stoutness, Donna Maria was an immovable figure, like the church of St. Peter’s, which had stood for a thousand years.  
 
    “Since the French came. One of ‘em took her eye. She’s on the mend for a time, but then, she starts fading. Can’t remember the day, thinks she’s a girl again. The mistress has let her keep her own room, and a kindness it is. Sent a physician to see to her, even. Didn’t think she had it in her.” 
 
    There was no room in her thoughts for shame, but she felt the stinging edges of it. Her friend, one of her family, had been sinking towards darkness for almost a year and Betta had not known of it, had not found time in all of those months to visit her. What phrase had Donna Maria used, all those years ago? The pitfalls of service, when the lives of those you serve become more important than those who had been family. Maria had been right. The lesson was one she had learned twice this day.  
 
    “Who does her duties now?” 
 
    “Clarita watches over the house.” 
 
    Relief flooded her. “Summon her.” When the page looked in askance at the cook, who had listened to their conversation silently, Betta stepped forward and raised her voice. “Now!” The tone of command was one that she had heard a thousand times, allowing no opposition. As expected, the page stepped back and nodded.  
 
    “Aye, Madonna.” He said, disappearing through the door.  
 
    Moments later, Clarita returned, and it was a relief to see that she, at least, was unchanged, a plump, gray-haired woman with a kindly face. She recognized Betta immediately.  
 
    “Betta? Why are you here, and in such a state!” she paused, looking behind her to Ginevra, who was staring at her feet, muddy, bloody things peeking out from beneath her patched skirts. “And who is this? A fine way to visit, this is, and your cousin in the next room, near breathing her last. Is something amiss with our Princessa? We’d heard that she went to that convent when her fool husband flew the coop…” 
 
    Betta threw up her hands, stopping the flow of words. “No, it’s nothing to do with my lady…” Betta searched her mind for words, but images were crowding in, filling her thoughts- her stepfather, the betrayal he was dealing, Borgia, the convent…It was too much. Gray swam at the edge of her vision; she realized how long it had been since she had anything to eat or drink. Pain cramped her stomach; she almost slumped to the floor, the tears flowing down her cheeks. “Please, my friend, hide her.” She reached back, seeking and then finding her sister’s hand. “She is my sister. Please, only a few days, and then I will find another place for her. Please, I beg you.”  
 
    Clarita straightened, fishing into the folds of her apron, she found a square of linen, which she passed to Betta. “Your sister, eh? Hmm, yes, we can keep her about, though she looks like she could do with a good scrubbing. Likes a clean house, my mistress does, won’t want no filth around. I shall have to find you some shoes to wear as well…’ 
 
    Betta lifted her skirts, preparing to take her shoes off when Clarita shushed her.  
 
    “Oh, stop now, I find something for her to wear, and I’ll not be sending you back to the Countess with no shoes on your feet. It’s all for the best. My mistress will be pleased to have another girl around. Some of them have run off in the last months and never returned. Come, my dear,” she said, gesturing to Ginevra. “I’ll set you to washing, and then we’ll find a bit of bread for you to eat. My, you are a pretty one, beneath all of that mud. The men will be buzzing about you like flies after a honey pot, not that you’ll have much time to enjoy it. We’re to journey to my lady’s vineyard on the morrow, and a fine place that is, with cool breezes even in this heat. She’s a mind to have her sons to a feast there, though it will do no good, to my mind. Those two have been like dogs fighting over a bone for the longest time.” 
 
    Betta straightened her back, tears drying as she listened to the maid’s chatter. Ginevra was visibly brightening under the woman’s maternal influence. She nodded her thanks to Clarita and prepared to leave. Someday, she would find a way to repay this kindness.  
 
    “Best you go and see Maria before you leave,” Clarita called after her. “You’ll not have another chance.” 
 
      
 
    Betta pushed aside the canvas flap separating the housekeeper’s chamber from the passage. A single candle had been left burning; the flame danced in the rush of wind.  
 
    On the bed, Maria turned toward the candle, its light throwing flickering lights over her face; a linen bandage covered the right eye, the center stained with dark fluid. A scent filled the room, the sweet rot of decay.  
 
    A sob escaped. It was true, then; the old woman was dying, shriveling into nothingness, her former bulk melted away. White hair formed a matted tangle on the blankets, and bright red spots of fever were painted on her cheeks.  
 
    Betta knelt at the side of the bed and reached for the old woman’s hand. The joints were twisted and large, the skin as rough as stone.  Though the day was warm, there was a small brazier burning in the center of the room, heating it to a blaze. Even so, Maria’s hand was cold, the beds of her nails a dusky blue.  
 
    The housekeeper followed her with a single cloudy eye, blinking, trying to clear the film. Lips parting, she moistened them with the edge of her tongue. “Constanza?” she whispered, the words faint. “Wine…I thirst.” 
 
    Betta reached behind her, finding the wine jug where it had always been, and pouring a little into the earthenware cup. Placing a hand beneath Maria’s head, she lifted; Betta was shocked at the slight weight as she guided the cup forward for a drink.  
 
    Though she coughed, the drink seemed to revive her. The fog cleared from her eye, and the side of her mouth lifted in a smile. A hand twitched on the blanket as though she meant to touch Betta’s cheek. “Pretty Constantza,” she murmured. “All the boys following about.” 
 
    Betta blinked back her tears. “It’s not Constanza, Donna. It is Betta. Do you remember?”  
 
    Brow furrowing, Maria closed her eyes. “Betta? Little girl… Good worker, but too silent. Sad.” Her hands began plucking the blanket, and Maria closed her unblemished eye. “Should have…should have…” 
 
    “Should have what?” Betta took the other woman’s hand, feeling the tremble, the coldness.  
 
    “Should have stopped him. I smell it, when she comes back on Sabbath. Blood and seed and his stink on her.  Poor little thing. Cries at night.” 
 
    Betta squeezed the housekeeper’s hand. “The fault is not yours.” 
 
    “It is!” Donna Maria wheezed out the words. “For you and for her. That man you married. A pig, I saw it from the first, but I was too proud…though I’d little reason for it. My family had stopped talking to you. That churchman you took up with, I called you whore then, to your face, but was I any better? Bedding Paulo Bracchis behind his wife’s back. Years it went on. And my baby, my sweet little boy, dead and cold in his cradle…” 
 
    Another wound, this one deeper. She had wondered at her mother’s estrangement from her family; finally, she had an answer. Her stepfather had been right, though it mattered little now. And Maria. The pitfalls of service had haunted the housekeeper also, unto the edge of the grave.  
 
    “Do not trouble yourself, Maria. You are ill.” 
 
    “But your girl. Who will save her?” Maria’s head tossed back and forth on the bolster, hectic red burning beneath the linen bandage, which loosed with her frantic movements, allowing a glimpse of decaying horror, the blackened flesh where an eye had been removed.  
 
    Betta searched for the words to console a dying woman. She had no faith, no belief in God; those things were for churchmen who painted pretty pictures of heavens and angels to the dying. She had only herself, the small sum of knowledge that her years had given her. 
 
    “Perhaps she needs to save herself. You taught her well, Maria, though she never thanked you. You taught her to work hard to get what she wanted. You taught her loyalty and the honor of service. If she were here…” Betta had thought that all the tears were shed for that day; instead, there were more, an endless well of sadness. “If Betta were here, she would thank you, and tell you that she loves you.” 
 
    The ghost of a smile passed over Maria’s face. “That’s well, then. As a daughter, that one has been to me.” 
 
    It was time for her to leave, past time if she was to accomplish all that was needed to see her sister safe. But she found that she could not depart yet. Another drink of the wine, a hand smoothing the tangled hair back from her forehead, Maria’s eyelid drooping as slumber approached, and the blanket, tucked in so that the air would not touch her skin, the blue tips of her fingers matching that of her lips.  
 
    “Goodbye,” she whispered, pressing a last kiss on her forehead. After a final long look, she walked to the door.  
 
    “Constanza?” 
 
    Pausing, Betta turned to look at the woman who had been both friend and Mother, knowing it was the last time. “Yes?” 
 
    “Those times by the river…laughing when we were girls…feeling my son inside of me…it was so beautiful...All…so beautiful. Tell her it was beautiful.” 
 
    Gradually fading, Maria’s voice choked on the last word, and she lapsed into silence. A moment later, she closed her eyes. It was not the final sleep; Betta could see the slight rise and fall of her chest. The end would come soon, however. Death hung in the room, waiting.  
 
    “I will tell her.” 
 
    Betta walked through the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, we can’t find her?” The jug of wine flew from Juan’s hand and exploded against the opposite wall, inches away from the page’s head. 
 
    From his place on the carpet, Perrolto shivered, hunching his shoulders, trying to lessen his bulk. This was not the first time that his master had thrown things at him. If God was good, he could deliver his news and escape before the Duke of Gandia remembered the knives on the table and began hurling them as well.  
 
    “She’s gone, your Grace. No sign of her. The…ah gowns and …ah chains your grace had for her, they are all still there. But the girl is gone.” 
 
    Juan massaged his forehead with a hand, trying to think. “Her attendants. What have they to say?” 
 
    Perrolto shrugged. He had expected the question. “None of them speak the heathen tongue, my lord. The girl, she had a few words of Roman, not enough to speak with them as you or I would. That flock of crows…” Perrolto ducked as another taza exploded inches from his head. “Her ladies said as how it had gone as you expected. His Holiness could not keep his hands from her, all those months. Sending for her every night, and on those days he could not come here, I’d see her to the passage that brought her to his apartments. She starts rounding, just as you expected, and I think it’s all to work out as you wished, my lord. Only, when I wait at the Palazzo to bring her back to your apartments, I am taken by two of the guards! They march me through the halls to the top of the Castel, and I think as how they mean to throw me off when one of them starts to laughing and saying how they might as well let me go, one is hard to tell from all of the others. Well, I know how to shift for myself, so I run from there as fast as my legs can carry me back to your palazzo, my lord. By the time I think to send someone to fetch your little Arab girl back…Pardon my lord, His Holiness’s concubine…Please, my lord, not the knife!” 
 
    Juan paused, arm raised to throw the dagger in his hand. If Perrolto had not proved so useful in the past, willing to do anything that Juan might require, he would have killed the man long since. His flapping tongue was like shards of glass, pressing against his mind. He took another long drink of the wine, savoring the taste. The vintage his sister had sent him was robust; he could feel the burn swimming through his thoughts. Her gift to him had been a thoughtful one; there were times that he almost liked his sister, enjoying the gentleness she exhibited, the elegance of her person. It would not be enough to save her, however. Lucrezia Borgia would end her days in a nunnery, the disgraced sister of the King of Naples.  
 
    “What did the guards say when they took you? What were their orders?” 
 
    “No order so that I heard, your Grace. They seized me by both arms and dragged me off as though I were a criminal fit to be hanged. Laughed a fair bit about it, the pair of them, said it was the easiest coin they ever had.” 
 
    “And no one has seen her since? Did you ask the beggars in the street? The whores? A woman with her beauty is difficult to forget.” 
 
    “None saw her, my lord, or even one that could have been her, masked and cloaked.” 
 
    Juan pressed his fists hard against his temples, needing to think, to plan.  If he could not secure the woman, he had nothing to offer the French. Berenger had a group of men set to take charge of the woman as soon as she showed signs of the pregnancy. Together, they had planned how the change in her captivity was to be accomplished. Men would storm the Palazzo, killing every servant they encountered until they reached the rooms where Sarifye was kept. One woman would be left alive to tell His Holiness that his lover had been taken by men speaking the French tongue. This would give his new ally, King Charles, sufficient leverage to ensure that Federigo was not invested with the throne of Naples. Juan would lead the armies of the Papacy and claim it for himself, eventually wedding his cause to that of the French with a bride of Charles’s choosing.  
 
    But all of their plans were wasted without the girl.  She alone could ensure his father’s cooperation. The capture of her was Cesare’s doing, he knew it. Somehow, he had discovered Juan’s plans for Sarifye and her spawn and snatched her for himself, as Cesare took everything that Juan needed. No longer. Though he had planned an ending for his brother years in the future after his eventual disgrace and banishment, he would alter his plans. Cardinal Borgia would commune with the Almighty as soon as he could arrange it. He would speak to Berenger this very night.  
 
    “Send men out. My brother and his henchman are to be followed every moment. I wish to know where they are in the morning, what whores find their beds, what food they eat for cena. The spies we have in his household. Tell them I will pay in gold if they can discover her location.” 
 
    “How much in gold?” Perrolto asked, a hopeful tone in his voice.  
 
    “Say any amount you would like. The ones that find her will have to die. All of them will have to die, no one can know what we are doing.” 
 
    “No one, my lord?” 
 
    At the page’s suspicious tone, Juan waved his hand. “Not you, fool. You are too valuable to me.” 
 
    “My thanks, your Grace,” Perrolto said, cheer returning. “Should I cozy up to that little piece in the convent? Mayhap your sister knows something, maybe his Eminence whispered it into her ear.” 
 
    Juan rubbed his chin. “While he was fucking her, you mean? Yes, get word to her. Perhaps she knows something. There will be gold to the one who finds where my brother has hidden my little prize.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 56 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betta returned to the convent as the last rays of light were fading from the sky, leaving it the soft purple of amethysts. Crickets chirped from the gardens, and frogs thrummed their songs from the puddles left by a rain-soaked fortnight.  
 
    The guard she knew was gone, replaced by the lay brother who slept in the shed, ready to attend to any emergencies. Only after Betta had threatened to wake the Countess did he agree to let her through the gate, and she felt his eyes boring into her back with fierce intensity.  
 
    The maids who had accompanied the Countess to the convent occupied one long room on the ground floor of the lodge, a long, narrow building that served to house the pilgrims that flooded Rome, seeking miracles or intercession. After taking a moment to wash and change her mud-spattered gown, Betta went to the tower in search of her mistress. Dread was a leaden weight in her stomach; she had thought she would never prey on the favor that the Countess had shown her, but there was no other way. Pride would be sacrificed to save her sister. 
 
    The Countess had already retired for the night. The bed in the cavernous convent chamber was small, the curtains enclosed a space ample enough for one. Added to it, the feather mattresses and embroidered coverlets were touches of luxury in the small chamber. Other beds had been made along the wall with downy mattresses and blankets, comfortable resting places for the attendants who had chosen to share in her retreat from the world. Behind the door, there was a straw mattress for Pantasilea, that she could attend her mistress at all hours.   
 
    Shadows showed like bruises beneath light eyes as Lucrezia smiled in welcome. The maids said she had not been sleeping; something preyed on her mind, more than the scandal of her crumbling marriage or her brother’s failed campaign to punish the Orsini. Her fingers plucked at the ties of her camicia as her head tossed and turned on the pillow. A statue of the Virgin stood in an alcove, blue eyes staring at the room.  
 
    Betta paused, hand extended, almost touching Lucrezia’s where it rested on the coverlet. The words caught in her throat, and she had to force them out.  
 
    “My lady.” 
 
    Lucrezia looked up from the rosary in her hand. Her smile was distant. “Yes?” 
 
    “May I speak to you, my lady? Alone?”  
 
    Lucrezia’s eyes sharpened. She looked over her shoulder to the place where Pantasilea’s cot was placed against the wall; the maid was bent over a piece of mending while Catherina Spagnola stood over her and frowned, inspecting the work. “Leave us,” she called. Grumbling, Pantasilea rose from her bed and shuffled over to the door, which Betta had left open. Catherina followed close behind. “Go to the chapel,” she commanded. “Pray for a happy resolution to my troubles.” 
 
    Betta stayed silent as the two women left the room, her ears attuned to the sounds of their feet as they crept down the halls, the whispers between them gradually fading. The words she needed to speak were lead weights in her mouth, impossible to dislodge.  
 
    Lucrezia sat up, the covers falling to her waist as she moved back. Her hand indicated the empty place on the bed. “Join me,” she asked, not a command, a simple request, and Betta felt tears start in her eyes. She shook her head, trying to conceal her tears.  
 
    A hand touched her shoulder. “What has happened?” The kindness in Lucrezia’s voice made the tears start again. Reaching down, Betta used the edges of her apron to wipe them away. The fingers clenched. “Tell me what has happened. Has someone hurt you again? Did Micheletto…” 
 
    Betta shook her head. “No, my lady. Not that.” 
 
    “Then speak the words. Are you with child? Did you poison the cook? What?!”  
 
    “Did the Holy Father buy you a slave?” Betta hunched her shoulders, the shame overwhelming. She could not bring her eyes to lift above the coverlet. 
 
    Lucrezia’s head jerked back. “What nonsense is this?”  
 
    “A slave.” Betta’s words came fast, tripping out from her tongue. “The first time we spoke, you said that your father would purchase you a slave to carry your packages. Did he?” 
 
    Lucrezia shook her head. “No, and you know that full well.” 
 
    Betta reached forward and took Lucrezia’s hands into hers. “You can still have one, my lady. I will sell myself to you.”  
 
    Lucrezia wrenched her fingers back. “Are you in jest…?” 
 
    The anger was more than she could bear. Betta pressed fists against her eyes and crumpled, sagging to the bed. To speak the words, knives and swords and fists, anything but the words she had to speak, to feel the last remnants of her pride draining away. It was no longer possible to contain her tears, they fell to the coverlet, a warm rain of them darkening the velvet.  
 
    “Why?” The rage had fled, leaving Lucrezia’s voice gentle.  
 
    “I must have twenty ducats, my lady. I must.” 
 
    “For what purpose? Twenty is no small sum.” 
 
    “My sister. To see her wed.” 
 
    Lucrezia’s eyebrows rose, pale and blending with the curls streamed down her back. “You have a sister?” 
 
    The words flooded out, uncontrollable. “Ginevra, my lady. She is the only one of my family that is left. Your mother’s house has given her shelter for a time, but I must see her wed, now, this very moment, then she will be safe. Fifteen for the dowry, the rest, to see her clothed. I will place my mark on…” 
 
    “Shelter, you say. Shelter from what?” 
 
    She could not say the words. Even then, the truth of what she had endured, what her sister had suffered, was too foul to be breathed into life by placing it into words. Betta looked up, feeling the wetness of her cheeks, the burn of her eyelids where tears trapped for years were beginning to escape. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Lucrezia’s head cocked to the side. Without speaking, she slid from beneath the covers and crossed to the window, the shutters barred against the night air. Cold air flooded the room when she pushed them open, ruffling the edges of her camicia. Her feet were white and bloodless against the tile.  
 
    “Twenty ducats,” she said, lingering over the words. “Twenty ducats.” Tap, tap, her finger struck the metal grating. “Thirty would have served as well, the price of a soul.” She turned. “I have no need for slaves.” When Betta would have sunk to the floor, all hope gone, she raised a hand. “But a promise, that I will buy for twenty ducats.” 
 
    Joy flooded her, honey sweet, lighter than wine, than air. She sprang to her feet and rushed forward, catching the camicia’s hem and raising it to her lips. Cold stones lay beneath her feet. “Bless you, my lady. Bless you.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Lucrezia hissed, raising Betta up to stand next to her.  “Stop crying.” 
 
    The apron was still in Betta’s hands; she used it to cover her face. The tears were coming, she could not contain them, the joy and pain of lifetime washing away. 
 
    “Will you not even ask the nature of the promise?”  
 
    The joy finally shone through the tears. “Anything, my lady. Whatever you might desire.”  
 
    A laugh sounded from the back of Lucrezia’s throat. “I shall remember that. Someday, I will set you a task. When that day arrives, even if you wish to refuse, you will not, for I have bought your sister’s happiness for twenty ducats.” Lucrezia crossed to the table where she wrote her letters. “Light the candles.” As she moved to obey, Lucrezia’s voice sounded from the shadows behind her.  
 
    “Your father must die, you know. No matter that you provide a dowry, a daughter is nothing but a vessel for her father’s wishes.” 
 
    Betta had thought of it. She nodded.  
 
    “Then it will be done.” Lucrezia sat on the stool and withdraw a sheet of parchment. Dipping her quill into the well of ink, she wrote a single line on the paper and then held out the feather to Betta. “A promise bought for 20 ducats. Come read what it says, and then make your mark if you agree.” 
 
    “I cannot read my lady.” 
 
    Lucrezia raised an eyebrow. “Truly? I never thought…Then you must trust me as to the contents.” 
 
    “I do, my lady.” Taking the quill, Betta made two slashes that crossed. The feather was alive in her hand, she could feel the texture of the parchment as she signed, the thin flexibility of the feather trembling in her hand. 
 
    “It is a bargain, then, though I would council against such blind faith in the future. I am a Borgia. What that means, you may someday discover for yourself.” 
 
    The words made little impact. The relief was a golden wave swirling inside of her. She had the coin to see her sister wed. All that remained was for her to return to the bodega and put an end to her stepfather’s crimes. She had thought to visit Micheletto instead, to remind him of the bargain he had once offered, but then she discarded the idea. This task would belong to no one but herself. The pleasure of it was one that she deserved. 
 
    The Countess could read her thoughts. “You must wait. There are other matters afoot, ones that cannot be disturbed. You say that your sister is safely housed with my mother? That is well, leave her there for now. Trust in this promise: in three days, we will see that your sister is safe.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Micheletto?” Cesare called to the next room, tapping his fingers against the planks of the table. Impatience raced through his veins; he felt a tightening, a readying similar to the need for a woman as the fruition of his plans neared. Soon, soon. The anticipation was a fire in his blood; his body hummed with it, vitality despite the multitude of sleepless nights he had spent to bring him to this place.  
 
    Micheletto’s tread whispered from the next room, his stride slow, nearly silent despite the heavy leather boots he wore. His henchman could move a thousand different ways, all of them deadly. Cesare permitted himself a smile. Rare fortune had delivered to him a servant such as he needed, one that was capable of performing any act that he might require without question. The days ahead would test his loyalty, the strength of their connection, but he had no doubt the man would fulfill his role with the usual diligence, even though the exact nature of what lay ahead had been kept hidden. Both of their lives would depend on it. 
 
    Micheletto stopped in front of the desk and inclined his head. “My lord.” Shaggy dark hair fell in front of his eyes, concealing their expression. Though his posture was relaxed, feet slightly apart, hands resting on sword and belt, Cesare knew that his man could explode into violence in the time it would take him to form the command on his lips.  
 
    “Send for the old woman. It is to be the 14th of June.” Cesare crumpled the letter in his hand before throwing it into the flames.  
 
    Micheletto allowed himself a smile. The hand resting on his sword tightened. 
 
    “As you wish. And that other matter. I am to see to that as well?” 
 
    “Of course. Exactly as I commanded.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
      
 
    June 14th, 1497 
 
    Cesare galloped into the vineyard near the Monte San Martino dei Monti. Cesare patted the horse’s lathered neck and smiled; his muscles were pliant after the exertion, blood pumping rapidly through his veins.  
 
    At his side, Juan de Borja-Llancol drew on the reigns sharply, making the horse toss his head with displeasure. The mount was one of the Spanish horses favored by the mercenaries who had followed Calixtus and then Rodrigo Borgia across the sea to a new life in Rome, a jennet with a gleaming dark coat. A troop of men halted behind them. Though he had wished for privacy during the feast, he was not foolish enough to risk his life and that of his cousin by riding unattended. The half dozen men were sufficient to ensure their safety while traveling through hills infested with robbers. 
 
    The villa was small, modest by comparison to the palazzos on the Borgo and the home on the Piazza that his mother occupied, but the stillness of the greenery-scented air and the mists descending from the hills made it a pleasant respite from the city. Shutters covered the window in the second story of the small, thickly walled tower, a remnant of a time long past when the residence had served other purposes, but those in the main level were thrown open, food smells and smoke emerging from the kitchens. An arbor-covered terrace stood a short distance from the home, beyond which the vineyards began. 
 
    Already, the plants hung heavy with the small green globes that would mature in the coming months. The leaves of the vines were vibrant and glossy, ruffling in the slight breeze that spilled the scent of them over the tables that had been laid out on the terrace.  
 
    Sliding from his saddle, Cesare tossed the reigns to a boy that stood nearby and walked toward the villa. The terrace was a wash of light in the gathering dusk, the torches set into the ground at even intervals, enough to ensure that it would be as bright as midday. Food was heaped high on the tables, apricots, and oranges gathered in silver bowls, soft cheeses glistening in the heat, small basins of water and dishes of salt and mounds of bread, crusts browned and shiny from the ovens.  
 
    Vannozza sat in a chair under the arbor, directing the servants as they positioned the dishes on the table. The golden veil she wore tucked into the graying loops and braids of her hair painted the illusion of youth over her more gracefully than the paint and colored hair had ever done. Pain struck as he recognized the likeness she shared with her daughter. Someday, Lucrezia would look the same, an aging woman surrounded by her children.  
 
    Cesare walked across the terrace and greeted his mother with a kiss. The skin of her cheek was velvet against his lips, powder and softness instead of the cloying grease of heavy paint. 
 
    “Mother,” he whispered, holding her tightly for a moment, regret and fondness at war within him.  
 
    She looked up, and for a moment, her expression caught, grief plain and as sharp as glass. Cesare rested a hand on her shoulder, a subtle reminder of the words which could never be spoken again.  
 
    Vannozza shook herself and fixed a smile upon her face. “I know, my son. It is only…” 
 
    “I am like him.”  
 
    “Yes.” Vannozza placed her taza on the table, fingers caressing the linen. “Your sister, she is well?” 
 
    Cesare took the seat at her side, reaching over his shoulder for the wine offered by a faceless servant. He took a small sip, letting the coolness drift down his throat. Only a taste for now, then watered. It would not do for him to become sodden. “As well as we might hope, until that fool of a husband is cast from her life. His Holiness now moves openly for the dissolution of their marriage.” 
 
    “On what grounds?” Vannozza cocked her head. A smile played at her lips. He thought she must have heard the story; even separate as she was from Vatican affairs, Rome was abuzz with the news. 
 
    “Non-consummation.”  
 
    The wine that Vannozza had begun to sip again turned into a wet cough as she choked. Pressing a linen square to her lips, she sought to expel the liquid from her lungs, the effort hampered by laughter.  
 
    “Non.n.n. consummation? Oh, Rodrigo, you scoundrel! Sforza will be utterly humiliated. Can he prove that it is untrue?” 
 
    A sly grin curved Cesare’s lip. “Lucrezia says that he is impotent. An injury before they returned to Rome.” 
 
     “A masterstroke. He cannot prove his vigor and were it to be demanded, a virgin could be found to take Lucrezia’s place in an examination.” Cesare took another drink of the wine, hiding his smile.  
 
    At the head of the table, a servant girl with neatly bound hair pulled at the linen, smoothing a fold. The girl turned her head, and Cesare caught a glimpse of wide blue eyes and full lips, a wisp of red hair escaping from beneath her coif.  Instantly, she captured his interest. A beautiful girl, one that exuded a fragile innocence different from the jaded beauties of Rome.  
 
    “No,” his mother scolded, tapping his arm, drawing his attention away.  
 
    “No?”  
 
    “No,” she agreed. “That one is scarcely more than a child, and she is to be married soon.”  
 
    “Marriage vows have seldom proved a hindrance to me.” 
 
    “Or your brother either. The scandal of Rome, you and he are, bedding sweet Joffre’s wife by turns. But this one you are not to touch.” 
 
    “A pity,” Cesare murmured.  
 
    From down the path, the sounds of more horses emerged, galloping hooves echoing over the tiles. “Juan approaches. Try and be civil, Cesare.” 
 
    Cesare smoothed the leather over his chest and stretched his legs long, crossing them one on top of the other. “I have never sought quarrels with him, Mother. No matter what His Holiness believes.” 
 
    A sigh slumped Vannozza’s shoulders. “I know it. Do you remember when you were boys together, running and fighting and teasing your nurses? I wish those days would return.” Drawing herself up, she touched the hair at her temples and turned, anticipating Juan’s arrival.  
 
    “As do I.” 
 
    The horses rounded the final curve approaching the Villa, and Cesare felt the muscles in his back tighten. Although his horse was limping, Juan wore a triumphant smile the way that others wore armor. The Turkish garb he favored had been discarded again in favor of a velvet doublet. At his side, riding a jennet, another figure cantered, face obscured by a black mask.  
 
    Tension danced icy fingers up Cesare’s spine. The way the man in the mask held himself, the smooth motion of his legs as he threw them over the jennet’s saddle, were familiar to him, as though he had watched the action many times before. Cesare’s thoughts sharpened, searching back through the scores of faces that had crossed his path in the last dozen years. He only needed to remember. 
 
    For a moment, he considered sending a message to Micheletto, calling a halt to his plan. But it was too late. By the time a page could traverse the distance back to Rome, a critical step would have been accomplished. Micheletto was not one to linger over a task, especially one he had desired for years.  
 
    Cesare took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax. The triumph that Juan had planned would play out, and he would counter, moves to the game they had played for years. Only this time, the game would reach its inevitable conclusion. 
 
    Juan dismounted, throwing the reins in the boy’s face. “Care for his leg, or I shall see you whipped.” 
 
    The boy’s face whitened; he cringed back, avoiding the stallion’s nipping teeth. “My lord. Is he injured?”  
 
    “A hole,” Juan said shortly, dismissing the servant and the horse with the same thought. “Mother,” he greeted Vannozza as she hurried forward, light silk skirts billowing in the dust still clogging the air. He allowed a kiss, then shrugged out from beneath her arms. “Be still,” he hissed, sidestepping when she would have taken his hand. He looked to the terrace and smiled when he saw Cesare’s relaxed posture. “I am no puling cleric, to be treated so.” 
 
    “No, you are a soldier,” Cesare said, keeping any inflection from his voice. “The bane of the Orsini.” 
 
    Juan missed the subtle mockery. “I am, and soon to be the bane of others.” Lifting an arm, he waved his companion forward.  “An acquaintance of yours, brother.”  
 
    The man in the mask bowed, sweeping one hand back in a dramatic, distinctly foreign gesture that Cesare instantly placed although he had seen it only once in a smoky tavern. The pieces fit together in Cesare’s mind.  Berenger de Gany.  Somehow, Juan had discovered the ruse with the Frenchman and now sought to use it against him. He kept his body relaxed as thoughts raced furiously through his mind, planning, considering. It had been a trifling matter for him, a way to cause Juan embarrassment while providing certain information advantageous to their cause to the French king. The effort had been abandoned when Juan had journeyed to Spain and he had discovered a more direct route to communicate the small tidbits that he wished. It could mean nothing, it could mean everything. But it could not impact his plans unless… He looked up as another idea struck him.  Sarifye. 
 
    Juan read the thoughts from his face and grinned, the sharp points of his ruined teeth like those of a predator. Strangely, he felt an urge to congratulate Juan. It was a more elaborate plan than he could have imagined from his impulsive, half-mad brother. Lifting his taza, he inclined his head. “Well met, brother.” 
 
    Taking the accolade as his due, Juan turned to the man that had taken a seat at Cesare’s side and remained without speaking, as was his habit. Cardinal Juan Borja-Llancol was everything that his cousin bearing the same name was not: silent, studious, and able to keep secrets. Though his eyes had danced around the terrace during their conversation, he kept his expression blank as he selected an orange from the display of fresh fruit and began to peel it.  
 
    “Cousin,” he said, moving his eyes to the man waiting a pace behind Juan. “And honored guest.” 
 
    Juan took the chair opposite of Cesare across the table. He sat in a jangle of metal, the sword he wore stretched out behind. With one hand, he unlaced the front of his doublet, displaying a sweat-stained linen shirt yellowed with grime.  
 
    “Cousin. I am surprised that you keep company with this scoundrel.” Juan smirked.  
 
    Juan Borja-Llancol shrugged his shoulders. He had the long face and dark eyes of the Spaniard, the cynical indifference of one who had lived as a stranger in Rome for decades. Unlike Cesare, he seemed to prefer his red cardinal’s robes; they formed a pool around him, a spot of blood in the darkening sky.  
 
    “We are clerics, after all. And he is family, Juan. As are you.” He cut his eyes between the two of them; there was gentle remonstrance in his tone.  
 
    Juan’s smile grew until it was blinding. “There are only two Borgia here, cousin.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
      
 
    A mouse was scurrying through the uppermost rooms in the convent, and Betta could not kill it.  
 
    The battle had been raging for weeks, from the moment they had entered the convent. Opening a chest, Betta had seen the small pellets of mouse dropping scattered upon the costly silks of the countess’s gowns, the lace chewed from the bodice of a mulberry silk garment hastily repaired by Pantasilea before the mistress could notice the damage. From that moment on, it had been war, advance, and retreat. Pantasilea had constructed a trap of boards propped onto sticks, but the mouse had taken the bits of bread from beneath the board and left the stick undisturbed. Small pieces of sponge had been mixed with aconite, pork fat, flour, and eggs, fashioned into balls which were scattered through the room while the Countess was at Chapel. Again, the mouse had proved more cunning than the chambermaids, leaving the poisoned balls behind while feasting on the morello cherries and Neopolitan mostaccioli that the Lady Lucrezia had consumed after she had returned from the sparse pranzo that were the Dominican’s meals.  
 
    Catherina Spagnola and the youthful Angela Borgia, who had recently entered her cousin’s service, found humor in their efforts to dispose of a single mouse; they had christened the mouse Giuliano after the cardinal who had still not returned to Rome after his humiliating defeat, and begun to wager about how long he would survive.  
 
    Annoyed at the continued battle, Betta decided on a more direct approach; from the convent garden, she had retrieved a stout stick, half again as long as her arm. She waited in a darkened corner, body concealed behind a tapestry that hung on the wall near the Countess’s bed. Though the wool and silk fibers of the hanging tickled her nose, she did not move. She controlled her breathing, the inhale and exhale soft, nearly silent, and allowed her mind to roam while she listened for the rustling of tiny paws over the stone floor.  
 
    There was much to occupy her thoughts. It was the last day. Her mistress had asked for three days to see another matter accomplished before she could begin the preparations for her sister’s marriage, and she had done as her benefactor had asked.  A message had arrived from the Piazza that alleviated some of her fear. Showing characteristic kindness, Clarita had sent a page along to tell Betta that her sister was to journey with the mistress to the vineyard and that the girl remained safe and undiscovered by any that would do her harm.  
 
    A rustling sounded, and every muscle in Betta’s body clenched. Too soon. She must wait for the moment to strike. She paused then, every sense attuned to the sounds and smells of the chamber. The shuffling noise was too loud for a mouse, and beneath it, there was the pant of labored breathing. Strange. The other servants joined the nuns in prayer at Vespers, even the chambermaids. Betta alone avoided Mass. One of them must have returned on some errand 
 
    Betta was about to reveal her place behind the chamber door when a muffled curse stopped her. She paused, one hand on the door, the other still clutching the stick. Through and around the panes of the door, the riffling of paper sounded.  
 
     Betta edged from beneath the tapestry. The shadowed area behind the door was narrow, but she had no need to move the squeaky hinges to clear the space. Taking another step, she stepped out from the shadows. 
 
    A woman stood at the table where the Countess wrote her letters; the orangewood box of correspondence was open, and pages littering the surface of the wood. She turned, bringing the page close to her face and the candle she held, squinting as she deciphered the words.  
 
    Pantasilea. Of course, it was her, Betta thought, watching the woman’s eyes shift across the page as her mouth formed the words.  
 
    Betta’s hand tightened on the club. “You.” 
 
    Pantasilea jerked, the letter falling from her hand to settle on the table. She put a hand against the place where her heart beat, and Betta saw that it trembled.  
 
    “Betta, what are you…” her words were breathless, then she caught herself. “Why are you here?” she asked, the words sharp. “You should be at prayers. The Countess wished me to…” 
 
    Betta took a step closer to Pantasilea, out of the shadows; the room at the top of the convent was generously sized, the door equally distant between them, and she did not wish the other woman to flee. Not before the conversation was finished. “The Countess wished you to read her letters?”  
 
    Hand on her hip, Pantasilea sneered. She was a pretty woman, but one unable to control her expression, to assume the imperturbable blankness that was a servant’s greatest defense. Perhaps it was because she did not consider herself to be a servant. Countless times Betta had watched her glower at the Countess, the women that surrounded her, the discontent of her life written plainly on her features. 
 
    “They were scattered over the table. I was straightening it.” The words were said in a tone of challenge. “Perhaps you were reading them.” 
 
    Betta took another step forward. Her fingers had gone numb, clutching the club, and her muscles shook with the strain. “I cannot read. But you can. I saw your mouth forming the words. You have been spying on her.” 
 
    Pantasilea lifted her chin. “I don’t have to explain myself to you.” 
 
    They were close enough now that Betta could see the shuttering pulse in Pantasilea’s neck. Her hand still held clutched a letter, the parchment a wrinkled mass.  
 
    “No, you do not. Let us call for the Countess.” Betta half turned, gesturing toward the open door. At that moment, Pantasilea leaped forward, clearing the space between them. Betta was ready; she had been poised for action from the moment that she had seen the woman at the table and discovered the traitor at last. Whipping the club around, she knocked Pantasilea in the stomach and heard the exhalation of air as the wood was driven home.  
 
    She crumpled to the floor in a heap, a weak, helpless thing, her shoulders beginning to shake with harsh sobs. The coif on her head was knocked aside; for the first time, Betta saw that the maid had pale, honey-colored hair which cascaded down her back in luxurious waves. She looked up, brown eyes swimming with tears. The surprise of the moment was complete. Though they had served together for years, the maid was beautiful, and Betta had never noticed.  
 
    The shock of it must have been plain on her face; Pantasilea laughed, tears drying, and tossed the fair waves over her shoulder as she straightened. “You never saw. No one does. That skinny little fool takes all for herself, leaving none for anyone else. And I, the granddaughter of another pope, am made to serve her, even though I am more beautiful and more intelligent.” 
 
    “Not so intelligent,” Betta said, taking a step forward. “I have seen how you hate her.” 
 
     “Not everyone loves the Borgia as you do. I know what you are, little sneak. You cower in corners watching for her as she ruts in the gutter with her brother. As though anything else could have been expected of the Marrano pope and his brood of bastard children.” 
 
    The words dripped from her lips, hate-filled. Pantasilea took a step back toward the oil lamp sitting on the corner of the table, and her expression grew sly.   
 
    “But my friends are going to see that she gets what she deserves. Her reign in Rome will end tonight. She will be banished as the whore that she is and you…you will burn.” 
 
    Pantasilea swept the oil lamp up and threw it against the tapestry hanging on the wall. The pottery exploded in a shower of flames, filling the room with orange flames that danced, hungrily devouring the silk threads.  
 
    Betta stood transfixed as Pantasilea rushed past her and down the stairs.   
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    Cesare relaxed back in the chair. “You defame our mother, Juan.” 
 
    Juan matched his posture, drumming his fingers on the arm of the chair. Though he appeared unconcerned, his body was stiff, alive with nerves that showed in his darting eyes, the relentless tapping of his feet. “All of Rome knows that she is a whore.”  
 
    At the word, Vannozza’s shoulders stiffened. “Fine talk from my bastard son,” she hissed.  Looking across the table, she spoke to the serving girl and page standing behind the arbor, their shoulders hunched as they sought to make themselves small. “Leave us,” she commanded. “This is a discussion best suited for family.” 
 
    They waited in silence until the two servants had crossed the terrace and disappeared through the open door to the kitchens, past the leaping fire where the blackened carcass of pig waited to be served.  
 
    As he waited, Cesare leaned forward and took the wine, offering it and pouring for his mother and cousin. The masked man held up a hand, refusing the wine with a gesture.  
 
    “Wine, Juan?” he offered, tilting the jug invitingly. “Something to cure your evil humor.” 
 
    Juan nodded, watching as the stream of liquid filled his taza. Taking the cup, he drank deeply, smacking his lips in appreciation. “My humor has never been better, brother. Soon, I will have all that I require for happiness. The same can not be said of you, however.” 
 
    “Oh? I have no doubt that my time will come. As yours has, brother,” he said. Selecting a pastry from the table, he nibbled a corner, then placed it on the majolica dish that had been set on the table. “Have you made your preparations to depart for Naples? Terracina and Pontecorvo must eagerly await their new lord.” 
 
     Obviously pleased at the turn in the conversation, Vannozza clasped her hands in front of her bosom and smiled. “And the Duchy of Benevento! How pleased I was to hear of it.” 
 
    “It is no less then I deserve. I will depart for Rome once another matter has been resolved.” 
 
    Ignoring the pastry, Cesare selected a ciambelle stuffed with pistachio nuts; he bit into it and sighed in appreciation. “Delicious, mother. The table that his Holiness sets is too abstentious for my palate. And what matter needs to be resolved, brother? I thought we were to travel together.” 
 
    Discarding the wine on the table, Juan leaned forward. “You know what matter.” He snapped. “You have taken something that belongs to me. If she is not returned…” 
 
    “Juan,” Vannozza interrupted, slapping her hand flat down on the table, making the cups rattle. “Guard your tongue.”  
 
    Juan turned to look at her, and there was undisguised hatred in his eyes. “Be silent, woman. This does not concern you.” He turned to Cesare. “Surrender to me what was stolen or I will go to my father and tell him all that I have discovered.” 
 
    “And what have you discovered, brother?” 
 
    “The truth of who you are. Did you think it would remain a secret for long? I heard the truth of your parentage from our sweet mother’s lips the night you were to leave for Perugia.” The light grew in his eyes, triumph and madness blended into one, the cunning of a wolf. “And I have learned other things as well. The plot my friend revealed to me, and other matters closer to your heart,” he gestured to Berenger, who was swaying back and forth in his chair. “The night she visited you in your rooms, so far away from the stink of Rome. It was careless of you to leave the bedsheets about where any might discover them. What would our father say, were I to tell him?” 
 
    “You are mad to say such things,” Cesare said flatly, and turned to his cousin. “Forgive his lack of courtesy, your Eminence. Doubtless, it was the strenuous nature of the conflict with the Orsini which has disordered his wits, that he would insult our mother so in her own home.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it.” Juan Borja-Llancol demurred, though his eyes never left Juan, simmering with anger in his chair.  
 
    A commotion caused a disturbance in their conversation. At the open door of the kitchens, a line of pages held platters of newly carved roast pork, long pale slabs of flesh glistening and pink. Cellarers and pages crowded near the door carrying wine and cheese, cakes, bread, steaming pots of sauce scented with garlic and herbs from the gardens. 
 
     Gratefully, Vannozza waved them forward, and the feast was served.  
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    For a frozen moment, Betta stood and watched the fire scuttling along the knotted threads of the tapestry, charring the gaily dressed men and women as they danced through a forest in pursuit of a unicorn. She could hear Pantasilea’s footsteps receding into the distance as she raced down the stairs. If she left now, she could catch her; Pantasilea would never triumph in a footrace. But the women who sought refuge from the outside world in the quiet shelter of the convent had been kind to her, despite her sporadic attendance at mass. She could not let them suffer.  
 
    Pulling the tapestry from the walls, she laid it on the bare stone of the floor. The center of the hanging was consumed by flames, spreading out as the oil from the lamp soaked through the cloth. Water would do no good; Master Bartolomeo spoke in her memory, lecturing his apprentice as he bound up a burn, smoothing butter over fiery skin. Smother an oil burn, foolish boy, never water, that will only make it spread. 
 
    Looking around, Betta could see nothing that could be used to smother the fire. The room was filling with smoke, making her cough. There was no sand, no ash, only… Ignoring the pain in her hands from where the fire licked her palm, she began lifting the corner of the tapestry, struggling to fold the fabric in upon itself, layering heavy fabric upon heavy fabric until the crackle of orange flames had ceased, and all that was left was a smoldering heap of charred threads in the smoke-darkened room.  
 
    Betta coughed, feeling the burn in her chest. Shouts of alarm sounded from the cloister- the smoke pouring from the windows had been seen. The nuns would soon arrive, and the porters, carrying heavy buckets of sand.  The nuns and her lady were safe.  
 
    Spinning on her heels, Betta flew down the stairs. Pantasilea was so far ahead of her that she could not even hear footsteps or see her in the distance, but as she rounded the corner into the garden, she saw that the guard was running toward the cloister.  
 
    “Fire!” he panted, pointing up to the tower which showed black against the evening sky. The smell of it was in the air, the silk and velvet flames burning the inside of her nose. The center of her chest was still tight from the smoke. 
 
    Betta caught his arm. Her headlong flight down the stairs and to the garden had left her breathless. “Pantasilea?” she wheezed. “Where?” 
 
    His brow furrowed, and he tried to pull away. “Who? There’s a fire I say, best you…” his voice trailed off as a massive billow of white smoke emerged from the window followed by the sound of women singing. A relieved smile stretched the guard’s mouth.  
 
    ”That’s all right then, isn’t it?” He looked down as though expecting her to agree.  
 
    He would be of no help. Betta released his arms and began running forward, skirts flapping around her legs. “Girl went towards the river,” he called as she crossed the gate.  
 
    Saying a silent prayer, Betta turned toward the path that edged between overhanging trees towards the river.  
 
    The wind whipped the branches overhead; a hot, summer wind, it brought with it the scents of the city, the dust of the ancient roads, open sewers, sweat, and pine. Betta increased her speed, winging along the slabs of stone until they flowed into one before her eyes, an iron-gray river; there was nothing but the coolness of the shadows beneath her feet and the warm breath of the city caressing her face.  
 
    Marco had taught her to run. Her blond brother, angel-voiced and sweet her brother had been, the son of another father, but it did not matter, he was gone, living only in her memory, one of the ghosts that rode on her shoulders. Faster, her mother whispered, and her speed increasing until she flew down the path like a deer. Smell, Master Bartolomeo reminded her, and touch. A hint of it still lingered on the air, expensive rosewater leading her forward, tracking as though she were a hound, after prey. And to kill when it was needed. Micheletto had taught her that, and Bernaldino, but it was not a lesson that could be learned, like needlework or the creation of a sumptuous dish. It rose up from a place deep inside, undiscovered until the moment of action.  
 
    A touch of white, the billow of a skirt fleeing ahead. Betta increased her speed and ran.  
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    The sounds mellowed as night approached, easing under the twin delights of wine and prepared delicacies. Though Juan could not refrain from stabbing verbal thrusts, hinting at his brother’s crimes, the other attendants seemed determined to enjoy the feast.  
 
    Every incident caused their mother’s shoulders to tense. Cesare could see the strain that the evening was placing on her. Deep circles were forming underneath her eyes, and she reached again and again for the wine jar, finding solace in it. 
 
    Finally, Cesare could stand it no longer. Rising from the chair, he signaled to the page. “Bring my horse around. The hour grows late, and I would return to the city before nightfall.” 
 
    “Mine as well,” Juan said. He listed in the chair, head leaning against the back so that the weakness of his chin was exposed, covered with dark whiskers.  
 
    As they waited, Cesare crossed to his mother’s chair and embraced her, wrapping his arms around her bulk. She had always been beautiful to him, his mother, the wisest woman he had ever known; she had taught him much, how to plan, how to see the strengths and weakness of others and exploit them. And love. She had never failed to show him love, though he little deserved it.  
 
    “My apologies, if this evening is not as you planned it.” 
 
    Reaching up, she touched his face. “They seldom are.” There was such weariness in her tone that his heart clenched.   
 
    Juan left the arbor after a slight bow in his mother’s direction and contented himself with verbally lashing the stable boy who had been unable to render his horse fit to receive his weight.  
 
    “A cracked hoof, my lord,” he groveled, pulling at his hair as he bowed and twisting his hands into knots. “Days and days before he’s fit to ride again.”  
 
    Juan surveyed the boy as though he spoke another particularly unpleasant language. “Bring another horse.” 
 
    “None to be had, my lord, unless you’d prefer…” he glanced at the troupe of men surrounding Cesare. Already, his cousin made as if to slide from the saddle.  
 
    “No,” he bit off. “I have not the time to pick through them. Bring the jennet. My companion can ride behind.” 
 
    They rode together through the streets. Juan seemed to have decided against further threats; instead, he traveled in silence. The jennet possessed a smooth, ambling gait characteristic of her breed, but the burden of two riders soon darkened her coat to black, and her breathing became labored.  
 
    At the Ponte St. Angelo, Juan pulled the horse to a stop. “We continue on alone from here.” 
 
    Cesare kept the relief from his voice. “Don’t be foolish, Juan. Whatever woman you plan to visit will wait until a troop of guards can accompany you. Only fools ride at night.” 
 
    “And only cowards hide behind other’s weapons.” Juan pulled at the horse’s reigns, halting her prancing movement. “This is my last warning, brother. Return my property, or my Father will know the tale. The entire tale.”  
 
    “Tell him, then, though I doubt any secret you have uncovered is unknown to a man as sagacious as the Holy Father.” Cesare returned, conscious of the eyes on him, the listening ears who could understand their Valencian words. “If the girl were precious to you, you would have done better to guard her closely. A thousand houses in Rome could shelter a young girl, or perhaps she has been taken from Rome and finds shelter in a villa like the one our mother owns. Give her up for lost, brother, and abandon any schemes that you had in mind to ensure her return. Something so precious is unlikely to ever be your possession again.” 
 
    “We shall see.” Spurring the jennet ahead, Juan disappeared down the street.  
 
    Cardinal Borja brought his horse alongside and watched the retreating form. A line had formed between his thick, dark brows. “He is mad.”  
 
    Cesare shook his head. “He is troubled. The time in Naples will serve to calm the fever of his mind.” 
 
    “May God ensure that it is so,” the Cardinal murmured. He slid a glance at Cesare. “Still, I think our family would have been served if Juan had been promised to the church, and you were free to lead its armies. The campaign against the Orsini…foolishness.” 
 
    Cesare said nothing, only pressed his lips tightly together.  
 
    “My king and queen are…displeased with your father’s actions of late. The time that your brother spent in Spain did nothing to add honor to the name of Borgia. And praising the Duke while spurning the accomplishments of Cordoba was badly done. They begin to listen to those that whisper of a Grand Council.” 
 
    Cesare kept his voice soft. “Are you among those who whisper?” 
 
    The Cardinal shook his head. “No, I am loyal to the Holy Father. The Borgia have risen in the years since Alonso came to Rome. Our name is known to all the Christian world, and the children of our line marry into the noblest of houses. We have prospered, therefore our family has much to lose. It would be a shame if our ruin was brought about by the actions of one foolish boy.” 
 
    “And yet, the Holy Father loves him, more than he loves his other children.” Cesare stilled the prancing horse with a touch, a murmured word. Behind them, the guards had begun to whisper, pointing to a running figure that was drawing nearer. Even from a great distance, Cesare recognized the massive shoulders of the captain he had placed in charge of those who guarded Sarifye in the house near San Sisto. He suppressed a smile. Leaving the events of tonight in place had been the correct course of action.  
 
    “The death of Pedro Luis was a tragedy from which your father never recovered. He was a true Borgia, fit to lead the family.” 
 
    “Perhaps another will emerge in time,” Cesare said, turning from his cousin to the man that stood panting next to them, red-faced from exertion. “Maximiliano. I trust all is well?” 
 
    The captain held up a hand as he struggled to catch his breath. Though the man was strong, able to lift the heaviest of burdens and fight for hours on end with unflagging zeal, his body was not made for speed.  
 
    “Eminence,” he panted. “You must…come.” 
 
    Clutching at the reigns, Cesare bent down, speaking softly, though still loud enough that they could be heard over the noise of the streets. “Is she well?”  
 
    The guard shook his head. “No, my lord.”  
 
    Finally able to stand upright, the guard took a step closer. His chest continued to heave, and he wiped a hand across wet lips. “She’s bleeding, your Eminence. Bad. The midwife, she said as how I needed to fetch you straight away, not waiting for a horse, for none of them were saddled, so I ran. And fortunate it was to find you here, without having to hunt you down in the city.” 
 
    “Fortunate, indeed.” Cesare drew up the reins in his hand. “Cousin, for your courtesy, give this man the use of your horse. Our family has further use for me this night.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
      
 
    Holiness,  
 
    The girl has sickened, and it is feared that the child will be expelled from her womb. Knowing the tender regard you hold for her, I shall remain at her side, seeing to her care in your absence. 
 
    C 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 64 
 
      
 
      
 
    The smell of water cut through the fog of Betta’s thoughts, freeing her from the red haze of pain that had become her chest, gasping for breath, and her feet, the shoes torn to worn strips of leather.  
 
    She knew this place. There, on the other side of the river, was Trastevere, which had once been her home. The stone blocks that littered the ground, the remains of the ancient bridge which had fallen hundreds of years before, only to be replaced by the arching stone construction of the Ponte San Sisto. In the center of the bridge was a circular opening, through which the sky, now fully dark, could be seen.  
 
    Bending over, Betta clutched at her chest, feeling the stab of agony between her ribs. Her eyes searched the ground ahead. The banks to either side of the bridge were crowded with the twisting, top heavy-pines of Rome, needles ruffling with a metallic sound in the wind. Betta blinked away the moisture in her eyes, trying to focus, to see what should not be there, more than the beggars clustered beneath the stairs, the pitiful children who were mounds of rags, clinging to the warmth of the stones for comfort during the night. In winter, they would die, shriveled bodies tossed into the Tiber to carry them away from the heart of the city.  
 
    There. The flash of light hair near the stone foundation of the bridge.  Betta crossed around the back of the bridge and began edging forward. Already, she could hear the maid’s labored breathing, see the way that her body was bent forward, clutching at her stomach. She began to run.  
 
    There was a noise from above the bridge, a whistling and the clop of a horse’s hooves. Pantasilea turned toward the sound, and her breath expelling in a massive sigh of relief that became a triumphant smile. In the brief flash of light from one of the torches overhead, her face was unbearably beautiful.   
 
    Taking half a dozen rapid strides, Betta sprang, knocking Pantasilea to the ground. They collapsed together in a tangle of limbs and hair. Pantasilea raked with her nails, gouging skin from Betta’s arm and pulling at her hair. Betta did not return the blows. All that she wanted was the note still clutched in the maid’s hand. She elbowed the other maid in the throat, and when Pantasilea opened her mouth to gasp, Betta ripped it free.  
 
    Indecision halted her for a precious moment, frozen in the shadow of the bridge with Pantasilea still struggling for breath next to her. She had no idea what information the note held, what secrets Pantasilea would risk her life to obtain. There was no time to plan, to weigh the options. There were footsteps overhead. Kicking the maid off of her, Betta ran toward the River. The water was cold against her skin as she leaped forward, forcing herself through the current. It enveloped her hand as she opened her fist and felt the current take the parchment away.  
 
    A tremendous force knocked her sideways into the river, forcing her head beneath the water. Hands gripped her hair and something pressed against her back, holding her in place. Betta felt a moment’s panic as her body began to struggle for air, then she calmed, relaxing her body into a limp, unresponsive form. The grip on her hair slackened. At that moment, Betta twisted, locking her arms around the middle of her attacker’s body. They thrashed together in the water, rolling back and forth; Betta submerged again and felt her strength faltering when water entered her lungs in a foul rush. Fingers closed around her throat, pressing, digging. Shadows began to creep through to the edges of her vision. The other maid was stronger than she expected, driven on by hate and anger.  
 
    A leg connected with her thigh, and the press of leather digging in was enough to remind Betta that she was not defenseless. In the fury of their fight, she had forgotten the knives.  
 
    Betta brought her hands together and clawed at the billows of wool, searching and then finding the place where her sleeve was split. The knife was in her hands, familiar and comforting, filling her with renewed strength even as her mouth opened involuntarily, searching for air. She surged upward and felt Pantasilea’s hold on her throat loosen as the blade slid into her stomach, the sharpened tip parting the skin effortlessly.  They were locked together in an embrace; the stars overhead shown in the girl’s eyes as she tilted her head upwards, mouth falling open in shock. Betta tried to withdraw the blade for another strike, but it was stuck, the tip wedged against bone. 
 
    Air, sweet, blessed air. Betta kicked the falling body away and stood, the water sluicing off her, dripping from her unbound hair. Triumph screamed through her. She had won. She had stopped… 
 
    A fist crashed into her temple, knocking her back into the water. The pain of it was crippling, she could not think, could not speak. The water closed over her head. Dimly, she was aware of fingers gripping her shoulder, pulling her from the depths. With a frustrated grunt, the hand released her shoulder to wrap a hand around her waist and haul her, body limp, to the shore. She fell into a pile on the needle-strewn ground.  
 
    There were voices around her, the words indistinct, as though she were still in the water.  
 
    “Is she dead?” 
 
    Moaning, crying. Betta heard the noises and a moment later realized they were emerging from her.  
 
    “Soon will be,” another voice said. “Blade’s stuck in her backbone.” 
 
    “Search her.”  
 
    Through the fog of pain, Betta opened her eyes to see that she was still on the bank. Pine needles were sticking to her cheek, dust coated her lips. Ten paces away on the edge of the river, someone knelt over the still body of Pantasilea.  
 
    “Nothing, my lord.” 
 
    “Go and push her far out into the water.” 
 
    Splashing, muffled grunts, then a quick exchange of looks from the two other men.  Betta watched as a man wearing a black mask walked toward the water. 
 
    He moved silently. The part of Betta’s mind that could still function through the fog saw the silent, liquid tread, the way he glided through the water without creating a ripple, the grace with which the dagger was removed from a sheath very like her own, strapped to the inside of his arm. And the thrust, finding the place in the back of the neck unprotected by the collar of his doublet. The blade slid home, and the man carrying the woman slowly crumpled into the water.  
 
    “Tie the bitch to my horse.”  
 
    The man was standing over her. Through the slitted eyeholes, she could see no eyes, not even the glimmer of a reflection. It terrified her, the eyeless face that dealt death with the speed of the boatman. She began to struggle as he came near, soundless, creeping up on her as she has always suspected the way that death might move, as it had taken her family… 
 
    A fist smashed into her temple again, and fear melted away into blackness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 65 
 
      
 
      
 
    Holy Father-  
 
    She clings to life, and the child with her. Though the physician you sent is undoubtedly skilled, the healer that I have in my employ has stopped the bleeding, and she continues to see to Sarifya’s care. Should the need arise, I will send for you. Be content in the knowledge that I care for her as though she were my own beloved, and have not left her side. 
 
    C 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 66 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betta blinked her eyes. Pain lanced through her head at the movement, and she flinched, bringing more pain and a moan that she could not stifle.  
 
    “Awake?” From the sound, the speaker was several paces away.  
 
    Phantom images floated through her thoughts. She kept her eyes closed, her body loose as she sought to make sense of them- the flight through the city, the river, and a fist flying towards her face.  
 
    Danger. Her body stiffened at the realization, heightening her senses. She could not open her eyes yet, so she relied on smell and touch. The river water was the dampness that clung to her skirts, but time must have passed because they were no longer sodden. Leather bound her wrists together. She was prone on the wood floor, the grit of dirt hard pressing against her cheek. And smell. Not a noble house. The reek of sewage and mold in the air, stale rushes and badly tanned leather overlaid with cheap wine.  
 
    “I can see your eyelids twitching. Wake, little bird, or I will cut them off.” 
 
    A golden voice rounded the words into music. Obediently, she opened her eyes to see the Duke of Gandia slouched in a chair near the brazier. Only faintly glowing embers remained in the box, enough to show the glint of light hair and the hint of a ruined mouth. 
 
    “Your Grace,” she whispered, working her hands, trying to stretch the leather cords so that she could slip them free. Bound, she was easy prey.  
 
    “You know me,” he sounded delighted at the revelation. Reaching into a bin at the side, he began tossing pieces of charcoal into the fire, stirring the embers with a poker until a blaze emerged. “I seldom do this,” he confided, “but I have sent my servant off to fetch my armor. I will need it before this night is done.” 
 
    Meek, Betta thought, frightened and awed by the grand duke of Gandia.  
 
    “My lord, there has been some terrible mistake. I s.s.serve the noble lady Lucrezia, your sister. The maid, she was stealing from her, and I followed… I was afraid, my lord..” 
 
    “No more lies.” Like a snake striking, a booted foot connected with her middle, driving all of the air from her lungs. Betta clutched her stomach, the pain of the blow where she had been struck before like a fire in her guts. “I saw you from the bridge. You stabbed her.” In his voice, the words were sensual, a delight to his senses. “Why?” 
 
    Betta said nothing. Any explanation would only enrage him further.  
 
    “She was looking for something. A piece of information that I require, and which I believe my sister may possess. Did you see her, as she searched the letter?” 
 
    He began to play with his sword, a threat she did not miss. “Yes, my lord.”  
 
    “Did you stop her?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. I thought she meant to steal.”  
 
    “Did you see what was contained in the letter? I warn you, it would do well for you to answer me truthfully. If you have the knowledge that I require, I shall make sure that your death is quick and painless. If not, it will take much longer.”  
 
    As he spoke, Betta glanced around the room, the single window darkened by shutters, the high ceiling bracketed by wooden beams where long strands of cobwebs floated down like silk. The top story of a house, she thought, perhaps one of the prosperous merchants. The smell was similar; the scent of the river was not overwhelming, except for the odor which clung to her drying skirts. If she could free herself… 
 
    “Answer me, whore!” The foot struck out, but before it could connect, Betta rolled, placing another foot of distance between them. The look on the Dukes' face was mounting fury.  
 
    “My lord, I cannot read! I saw Pantasilea going through my lady’s letters. We fought, and I chased her through the city. In the water…a madness came over me, and I took the blade from her hand and stabbed her with it.”  
 
    Betta drew herself up to a sitting position, hands on the floor behind her. The leather had grown loose enough that she thought it would be possible for her to draw them over and around her backside. Her hands would still be tied, but with them in front of her, she would be able to reach the dagger resting on the inside of her thigh. That they had not found it when she was tied to the horse and later moved into the house was a miracle.  
 
    “Why would you stab her over so trifling a matter as a letter?” There was lazy amusement in the Dukes' voice; Betta knew that he saw through her lies but was content to let her ramble on, if only for his own enjoyment.  
 
    “She was a bitch, my lord.” She spat out.  
 
    Laughter snorted out through his nose, and Betta thought how strange it was, that the man who held his life in her hands should laugh at her remark. “She was. So full of greed and hate that if I did not know better, I would think my own sire spilled his seed in her mother’s belly. But foul as she was, Pantasilea had a part to play in my plans, and you have taken her away from me. She was one of mine, and I care for them. Until I no longer need them.  
 
    “Perhaps I could serve you, my lord.” Betta looked up at him from beneath her lashes, wishing that she had paid more mind to Signora Vannozza’s lesson, that she had learned how to entice a man. 
 
    “One willing to kill because she thinks another stole from my sister? I think not. And you are not comely enough for bedsport, if that held my interest any longer. Unfortunately, it does not.” He leaned forward. “I will kill you soon, so it little matters if I speak of it. I can feel so little anymore. My cock is useless, and in my head, there is a sound like  bees.” He shook his head, as though trying to dislodge them. “So do not think to ensnare me with your whore’s tricks. I have tasted the best in Rome. You are a mongrel by comparison.” 
 
    Desperation loosened her tongue. “Your brother did not think so.” She continued to shift her wrists, forcing them into contact with her skirts, dousing the leather. The knots that held her wrists together were loosening.  
 
    “You bedded his Eminence? I thought…” dawning recognition swept across his face. “The girl in his bed that day.” 
 
    “When you brought Lord Sforza.” Keep him talking, she thought. The longer he spoke, the more she could loosen the strap that bound her hands. If it had been rope, the tightness of the fibers would have prevented her from moving, but instead of using cord, they had used a strip of leather, perhaps part of the leather saddle. Fortune was favoring her, if nothing else. They had not meant to take a captive and had no means to bind her properly. And the Duke, alone as he appeared to be, had not thought to change how she was tied. 
 
    The Duke laughed again, a sound of genuine delight. “Perhaps you will be of use after all. It was a nasty ruse he played on me that day. Our darling sister was in his bed, I know it full well. The second that she left the Palazzo, Pantasilea sent word to me. Had he not guessed my stratagem, the scandal of Lord Sforza finding his wife in bed with the Cardinal would have been on every tongue from London to Jerusalem. How did they learn of it?” 
 
    Betta hunched her shoulders. “They will kill me if I speak of it.” 
 
    “I will certainly kill you if you do not.” He still spoke courteously, and all at once, Betta saw that his behavior was different than she had observed in the past. In the dim light, she could see the ruthlessness in his eyes, but no madness.  
 
    The Duke leaned forward in his chair until their faces were close. “You see it, don’t you? The likeness between us. Our tutors and nursemaids would talk of nothing else. The sons of Rodrigo Borgia, like two swords from the same forge. But they were wrong on one count. He is not my father’s son. I heard it from my own mother’s lips. She played him false with Della Rovere and passed the child off as a Borgia, though he lacks the power our blood bestows. Cesare does not have the stones to do what was necessary to gain control of the family, to lead us to greatness.  I alone knew what to do. When I awoke from the fever that took me as a child, the way forward was like a smooth path before my eyes. Only one could claim all that my father had built. My oldest brother was too favored. Father would have passed over me and given it all to Pedro, but he was weak, I could see that, even if they could not. To run from something as small as a bee.  So I began to plan. I went to the gardener with wine, saying that it would help his aching joints, and when he had drunk his fill, I asked him about bees, how they are tamed, why they sting, and he told me. The next time Pedro came to the Palazzo, I climbed from the window and visited the hives and brought bees back in a leather sack. My hands were red and swollen from the stings, but no one noticed when they found him, only that I cried because my brother was dead.” 
 
    Throat dry with terror, her words were a whisper.  There was a fingers width of slack in the leather, enough for her to begin sawing her wrists back and forth, working at the knots, creating an opening lubricated by water and a sticky ooze that must have been blood. “How did the Lady Lucrezia harm you?” 
 
    The Duke looked down, incredulous, as though she were the mad one. “She preferred Cesare over me. I saw how it began, you know, the moment that he began to love her, stroking that long golden hair and spending hours with her, even hiding her from me. As though he would have the power to keep me from what I wanted. Instead, she became the instrument I used to punish him.” 
 
    “What do you mean? 
 
    “By making her want him, of course. Have you never seen a merchant selling their wares? They never offer to sell you the jewel or the cup or the cloth that you desire at first. They praise the beauty of it, tell you how they could never bear to part with an item so precious. Only when the desire is white hot do they name a price. That was how I played the game with Cesare. Each time we were together, I would whisper of it, of Lot and Caligula and the Baglioni. I spoke of those tight little blonde curls and how I dreamed of raping her, of spilling her virgin blood on my cock and how our father would have forgiven me for it.  And even as he hated me for it, the seed was planted, and he began to desire her as well. Nothing holds a greater lure for my brother than what is precious and forbidden. In that, we are alike.” 
 
    Betta could remain silent no longer. “He loves her.” 
 
    The Duke shook his head. “He loves himself more. Do you think I don’t know him? If it were a choice between our precious sister and what he desires, he would discard her in a moment. But she aids him, even now. They have taken what I need, and I cannot stop until I find her!” 
 
    “Her?” Another span of slack in the rope. The skin around her wrist was rubbed raw, searing with pain, but she did not stop. Even as she worked them back and forth, she kept her shoulders still so that the movement could not betray her. There was no time. She had to free herself now before the man in the mask returned.  
 
    “Sarifye, my father’s darling. That Farnese whore had too much influence with him. Naming her brother to the College of Cardinals! Had she produced a son for him, he could have taken my place.  So I found another to take his interest, one that would be loyal only to me.  My father would give the moon to see her safely returned, and the bastard she carries with her. The crowning of a king will seem a small thing by comparison. But they stole her from right under my nose. Pantasilea would have found her for me, I know it. Only you killed her.” 
 
    Folding her fingers into a long tube, Betta pulled, feeling the leather thong slip over the meaty flesh of her palm, the bony knuckles, callouses. Freedom! The bands unwound from her hands. Betta flexed her fingers, delaying the moment when they would fight because she knew that this would be no match against Bernaldino, who held back his strength in check when they fought. She would need to claw and spit and bite, every foul trick that he had taught her if she was to prevail against a man double her size, trained as a warrior.  
 
    “She would have killed me.”  
 
    “I am going to kill you,” he said. “Or perhaps I shall let my friend Berenger dispose of you. He is skilled in such matters. How he howled tonight when I forced him to accompany me to my mother’s house! I think he was afraid that someone would know him. He would only agree to accompany me if I allowed him to wear a mask.” 
 
    She needed more time. Her hands were limp and useless, like moronello fish. But there was no more time. At any moment, the man in the mask, Berenger, could return and then she would have no chance to escape. A mouse would remain crouching, letting words wash over her, waiting for the knife to descend, but she was a mouse no longer. It was time for her to attack.  
 
    “And this is your grand plan? Sending a woman to snoop through your sister’s letters? It is little wonder that your brother and sister laugh behind your back, for I have never heard anything so foolish.” It was her voice of command, the one she seldom used, learned at the feet of Signora Vannozza and Donna Maria.  
 
    Anger tightened the skin on his face; he did not rise, would not rise from his chair, and she needed him to, to rush at her, to hurt her.  
 
    “I have heard them speaking of you a hundred times when they are together in bed. Yes, I know about that. I have seen them together again and again in the last weeks, seen her gasping with pleasure when he moves between her legs. Their brother, their stupid, half-mad brother who thinks himself worthy of commanding the papal armies. It is Cesare that is the warrior, not you, and as soon as he proves it, your father will clap you in scarlet robes and keep you in the Vatican like a trained monkey. Or perhaps he will slap you in a dungeon like the madman you are!” 
 
    The Duke’s mouth hung open with shock at her words. With an inarticulate roar of fury, he rose to his feet, his hand already swinging back. The skin of his knuckles struck her cheek as he slapped her, the force of the blow making stars shine before her eyes. But the slap had done as it needed to. As she fell back, Betta was able to slide her hand beneath her skirts, retrieving the knife that Micheletto had given her, the one she had sharpened every day, wanting, needing the blade close to the heart of her, the one her stepfather had violated again and again. It was in her hand, and before there was enough time for him to see the small stiletto, she lunged, hilt held up, like a novice, the way that Bernaldino had told her to never hold the blade unless she was rising up and stabbing something that towered over her.  
 
    Flesh. Her hand registered it, the tough and yet yielding sensation meeting the knife. Again. It was not enough, she could feel the man between her knees, hear his anguished sobs as he fought.  She struggled to free herself, but she had waited for this moment for half for her life, and she stabbed again and again and again until all was silence.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 67 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother Nuca,” Cesare called into the next room, kept dim except for a brace of candles on the table near the bed.  
 
    Seen in the gloom, the woman lying on the bed was not the creature of unearthly beauty that Juan had found to tempt their father. Her face was a pale smudge surrounded by a cloud of raven hair, her hands clasped protectively over the small mound of her stomach.  
 
    The gray-haired woman at her side patted her, letting gnarled fingers rest on her stomach for a moment. When a small smile crossed the girls sleeping face, the old woman rose, crossing the room to the door where Cesare waited next to a uniformed Papal Guard.  
 
    “Tell him what you have told me. Set the Holy Father’s mind at ease.” 
 
    The old woman brushed back a lock of hair that had come loose and looked up at the Papal Guard. “The babe is well. The woman, too. Only a summer fever.” She wiped her hands on the clean white apron tied around her middle, then smoothed it over her blue gown.  
 
     Cesare watched her behind the guard’s back, concealing a smile. Lucrezia had done well, recommending the woman to him.  
 
    “She will recover?” The guard asked. He very carefully kept his eyes from the figure on the bed.  
 
    Mother Nuca nodded. “God willing,” she murmured, and only Cesare could hear the smirk in her voice.  
 
    “It is well, then. You will remain here?”  
 
    Cesare nodded, burying his hands in his robes. “All night, until the danger is past. Leave guards here, should I have a need to send for you again.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Eminence. Your father…the Holy Father sends his gratitude.” 
 
    Cesare made no reply, only nodded, hiding his face from view.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 68 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betta woke from the fever of blood lust to find that she was sitting astride a corpse.  
 
    Hastily, clumsily, she stood, feeling the wooden blade in her hand, the throb in her cheek, and above all, the blood coating her hands. Dead. Juan Borgia, the Duke of Gandia, was dead.  
 
    Her throat swelled with the urge to laugh. She had killed him. She, Betta, the cobbler's daughter with no more dowry to her name than the two copper pennies hanging from the pouch at her neck. The Duke of Gandia was dead because of her.  
 
    She looked down at them, her fingertips stained red with blood. Small hands, calloused and short of nail, rough from the years spent submerged in strong soap. The feel of the knife in them... it had been a pleasure. The thickness of the leather, the cold steel, the hot waterfall of blood sliding over her skin. Like silk, like velvet, a lover’s touch, so warm and gentle… 
 
    No. Betta took a step back, forcing herself to think of what happened, of what she must do now, rather than on what she had just done. Danger. She was in danger. At any moment, the man in the mask could return, and see what had occurred. If that happened, she was dead. Cold sweat misted her face as she realized the extent of her trouble.   
 
    She had not killed an attacker, not slit the throat of a nameless vagabond intent on her purse. She had killed the Duke of Gandia, the beloved son of the most powerful man in the world. She…she was dead. If anyone discovered this night’s work, she would be executed, and her sister with her; nothing would save the lives of anyone connected to this death. She needed to run.  
 
    The door was two paces in front of her when Betta felt the stickiness of the gown brushing against her fingers. Looking down in the faint light of the brazier, she could see a patch of darkness on her chest. She could not leave like this. A cloak. She needed something to conceal herself in. Betta searched the room, finding a small chest. Throwing it open, Betta rummaged through the contents until she found a half cloak scented with some exotic perfume, like spices, and lined with soft fur. It enfolded her in the darkness of a warm embrace, and she stole from the apartment.  
 
    Fear lent wings to her steps. She glided down the stairs attached to the outside of the house, silent except for the creaking of wood as the old building settled. Once on the street, she looked around, immediately recognizing the place: Regola, just over the river, the port of the city inhabited by fishermen and merchants. The houses were tall and narrow, two and three and four stories, slanting up and up until the tops met near the sky.  
 
    Draping the edge of the cloak over her head, she began to hurry, toward the river, the place where two lives had ended. A stone caught her toe; she stumbled, muttering under her breath as her knees crashed to the street, bruising them. The bridge was ahead, the Ponte Sisto, leading to Trastevere. Her home. Some greater power must have been guiding her steps, leading her to the place she needed to be. There was one murder left for tonight, and she would accomplish it. Even if they caught her, her stepfather would be stopped, and her sister would be happy. Would Lady Lucrezia honor her promise to see her sister wed if Betta were known to be the one that murdered her brother, unloved though he was? Perhaps not, so she would hurry, hiding in the city until she could sneak back into the convent. A half-truth would suffice to explain her absence from the convent: she had caught Pantasilea in the act of riffling through the letters, and then chased her through the city and could not return until the next day. It must suffice. It had to suffice, or else all was lost.  
 
    Betta crossed the bridge. More people milled about in Trastevere despite the lateness of the hour. Light and music spilled out from the windows of a wine shop, and the sound of laughter hung in the air. Lantern-lit green eyes watched her from the alleyways, whores and feral animals prowling through the streets. Ahead, in the distance, she could see the church, rising overhead. The bones of a saint were there. She would stop and ask forgiveness if she still believed. But there was no heaven, no hell either. The ease with which she had cut Juan Borgia from his body was proof enough of that. They were like pigs, waiting to be slaughtered. There was nothing to believe in except… 
 
    The clink of armor. Heart pounding, Betta hid in a doorway until the city watch had passed and she could join in a crowd of revelers stumbling drunkenly towards the heart of the district. Every laugh, every cat’s shriek and muted shuffling wound her body tighter until her shoulders ached with the tension. Pain thundered behind her eyes and at her temples; breath stuttered in her chest, pounding like a galloping horse. 
 
    At last, she was able to separate from the crowd. As the leatherworker’s square came into view, the night quieted, tradesmen having found their beds long before. The familiar smell of the place was a caress, well-tanned leather and oil, the lingering traces of urine unlyingthe scent of cloves. The scent of her childhood, it calmed her racing thoughts.   
 
    The sound of a man’s boots striking the stones cut through the night. Without looking up, Betta drew the edge of the cloak close around her throat. Beneath it, the knife was clutched in her hand. Foolish, with red still staining the blade. Betta tucked her chin close to her chest and increased the speed of her walk. The man paused, finally seeing her, and an appreciative growl emerged from his throat. Betta kept her head down, refusing to meet his eyes. She turned, the last corner before the bodega would come into view, but the man seemed intent on crossing her path.  
 
    “Pretty maid,” came the drunken voice; Betta looked up to see a hand stretched out toward her. “Wine?” he asked, swished a jug at her. The fumes rolled off him in waves, sickening and familiar.  
 
    “No,” she said, meaning to hurry off, but his hands grabbed for her. She scurried away, avoiding his touch.  
 
    “Here now, a drink only...” She could see his teeth in the light, gray from the reflected light of the moon. Dawn was coming. Lightness was rising in the air like mist from the river. Cold was a bright snap in the air, prickling the gooseflesh of her arms. In the distance, a dog howled, the sound echoed by another animal, far across the hills of the city. 
 
    “No,” she whispered, louder now, meaning to run off before they could attract any more attention, before someone could ask why a well-dressed servant doused in blood was stumbling through the streets of Rome clutching a knife. 
 
    “Proud little piece, aren’t you?” Anger replaced the entreaty; Betta flinched and shrank back, wanting to run, to hide before the violence soaking this night could find her again. 
 
    “Let her be,” came a new voice, a familiar voice, and Betta felt the urge to weep, to cry out in relief that somehow, it was Micheletto in Trastevere when she needed him. The thought niggled at her mind, lingering there. Micheletto was in Trastevere.  
 
    “Wha…” the word cut off at the flash of silver. With an annoyed grunt and a shrug of his shoulders, the man backed away a step, continuing on toward the bridge.  
 
    In three steps, Micheletto was at her side, seizing her arm. “What are you doin’ here?” It was a cold, grave dust voice; Betta shivered with fear and clutched the cloak tighter at her throat. 
 
    “I...I..” she could not speak the words. Micheletto served the Borgia. If he knew what she had done, he would tell his master, and she would die. Her sister too, she would die, tied to the stake next to her. Would the flames hurt, as they ate away at her flesh? Would… 
 
    “Stop!” he hissed, reaching out with his hand to grab her shoulder. The folds of the cloak parted, revealing the knife, clutched in bloodless fingers; the blade touched his skin, wet with blood, and he shied back. His eyes sharpened as he parted the halves of the cloak, revealing the spreading stain over her middle. 
 
    A calmness settled over her mind. There was nothing left. He would tell his master, and she would be condemned.  
 
    Micheletto’s head cocked to the side.  “Show me,” he commanded.  
 
    “He tried to…” she began, only to feel his cold finger against her lips.  
 
    “Not here, where any could hear. Show me.” 
 
    In a daze, Betta retraced her steps, out of Trastevere, over the bridge, through to the houses that lined the harbor. Though he paused for a moment when she stopped in front of the long narrow house, he followed her up the stairs, pushing the door open to reveal the room exactly as she had left it: the rumpled chest, the smoking brazier, and the cooling body of the Duke of Gandia.  
 
    Micheletto stood still for a moment, his eyes betraying nothing. When she was breathless from the waiting, expecting him to denounce her at any moment as a murderess, a foul witch, he began to laugh, small chuckles at first, then louder, until his whole body shook with it. The sound was deep and rough, as though he did not laugh often. 
 
    “You?” he laughed.  
 
    Betta said nothing, reasoning that only spoken words could betray her.  
 
    “The greatest jest in the world, and none I can speak of it to.” He shook his head, still chuckling. Bending down, he threw another piece of wood onto the fire, stoking the flames. “There is little time. Bring me the linens from the bed. We shall wrap his Grace in preparation for his journey.” 
 
    She hurried toward the bed and began stripping the linens off. “His journey where?” 
 
    Micheletto took the bundle from her arms and spread them wide with a snap of his arms. The fabric fluttered over the body, concealing the staring eyes.  
 
    “To the river. Here, turn toward the light. Hmm, too much blood. Strip the gown. There are hose and doublet in the chest that will suffice.”  
 
    “Men’s garments?” she said, the words emerging high and squeaky. Micheletto looked up from the act of rolling the Duke like a sausage in the protective covering to glower in her direction. A puddle of fluid stained the floor. Betta took a linen shirt from the chest and began sopping it up. 
 
    “You killed a man, yet you balk at wearing hose?”  
 
    Seeing that his argument was valid, Betta began pulling at the laces holding her bodice together.  
 
    The squeaking of a floorboard outside the door halted them in place. Micheletto reached into his doublet and jerked his chin in her direction; Betta scuttled back, concealing herself behind a post and shaking her hair, letting the long, damp strands cover her face. There was no fear any longer, only a hollow emptiness where it should have been.  
 
    The door crept open. The shape of a man was framed in the doorway, his silhouette outlined by the steadily lightening sky- a slim build, long hair, and a mask concealing his features. The hand holding the doorframe contracted, forming a fist as he looked inside.  
 
    Micheletto stood, his bulk concealing her from view. Rather than running, the man at the door took a step into the room and swept the mask over his head, revealing a face haggard with exhaustion. The mask fell to the floor with a clatter. 
 
    “Micheletto.” The voice was soft, surprised. His eyes swept the room, lingering on the linen-wrapped body. Briefly, his eyes touched the beam where she was concealed. Though he said nothing and Betta made no noise, she felt sure he knew she was there. “The Duke?” 
 
    The muscles in Micheletto’s shoulder clenched. He nodded his head. The hands clenched at his thighs shifted; Betta recognized the motion, making ready for a strike.  
 
    “Bien. As I hoped.”  
 
    The buzzing of insects and the breeze rattling the shutters was the only noise in the room. A brief memory of the past hours surfaced from the fog: the tying of her wrists with a leather thong and carrying her to the horse slung over a shoulder. A hand steadying her, bracing against the sheath at her thigh. The bindings at her wrist had been loose enough that she had been able to escape and her blade had not been taken. Not luck, then, as she had thought. The man in the mask had saved her.   
 
    “It was all a plan, then, all that happened between us. Your master sent you to me.” The lines of his throat moved in a swallow. “Did you care at all?”  
 
    Micheletto’s voice was a rasp in the darkness. “You’re still alive, aren’t you?” 
 
    A faint look, bitter and sad, briefly moved across the man’s face. His eyes touched the pillar where she stood. “Best hurry then, the light will soon be upon us. Au revoir, mon ami.” 
 
    “Mon cher.” 
 
    The smile returned to the man’s face, lighting it briefly. With a last, lingering look, the man melted back, disappearing through the doorway. The tense lines of Micheletto’s shoulders eased, and a breath moved through his chest. He bent down and began tying the last of the linen around the body.  
 
    Betta stepped out from behind the pillar and looked to the door. A lingering odor of regret hung in the room, stronger than blood and violence.  
 
     “Were you lovers?” She selected hose from the chest and began pulling them over her legs. 
 
    “What?” The question was a shocked whisper. Long hair hanging down concealed his face.  
 
    “Bernaldino told me. He said that you did not take after women, that you preferred,” she pulled on the hose and laced up the codpiece. There was far too much fabric in the center, and she was forced to gather the excess in her hands, “pretty boys and painted creatures.” 
 
    Micheletto’s movements became savage. All at once, he stood and crossed the room, his tall form towering over her.  She wanted to shrink back, to hide from the anger that was pulsing from him. His hands reached for the belt at his waist. With a jerk, he freed it from his body; Betta held her breath, wanting to run even though she could not. Never again.  
 
    Instead of striking her with the belt, he looped it over her head and cinched it hard at the waist, holding the fabric of the hose tight against her body. He was looking down, at the gap in her camicia showing between the unlaced halves of the doublet, her breasts round against the fabric.  
 
    “Lace it,” he growled. “And bind your hair.” 
 
    “What will we do?” she asked, needing to know the answer.  
 
    “Throw the bastard in the river before they burn you. Hurry! The morning comes.” 
 
    Betta fastened the doublet. There was nothing in the room to bind her hair, no cap or spare piece of fabric. Only her gown, still in a pile on the floor. Taking the knife still lying on the ground next to the body, she cut a long strip of fabric from the bottom of the skirt. Bending at the waist, she wrapped her hair and bound it to the base of her skull in a movement that had become as familiar as breathing during the last years. 
 
    She straightened, looking at him, waiting for his command. The men’s garments felt strange on her body, the fabric between her legs uncomfortable, chaffing the skin of her inner thighs. And her breasts felt too loose beneath the doublet with nothing to bind them to her chest.  
 
    Micheletto made no move to follow. As he watched her, hunger rose in his face, tightening the features.  
 
    “You want me now?” she asked. “Is it because I am dressed like this?”  
 
    “I’d have fucked you from the beginning.” His hand reached toward her, then he stopped and shook his head. “Later.” He said, and it was a promise.  
 
    Micheletto carried the body down the stairs to the stable in the yard behind the house. The small white mare they found watched with sleepy eyes as they unfastened the gate. There was no need for a saddle, and no time either. The horse shied nervously when it’s sensitive nostrils found the smell of the body, blood seeping through, and would have balked, throwing the burden from its back, but Micheletto spoke soothingly to it until it allowed him to lead it from the yard into the street beyond. 
 
     They ran through the streets, leading the horse through the back pathways until they came to the river; the sky was already lightening, blushes of pink and rose painting their vibrant colors across the gray clouds. At every moment, she expected to hear a cry, the clash of arms as they were discovered, the shine of an eye in the dark, watching them. When they reached the river, they turned, clinging to the wooded path along the banks. She waited for them to stop when they were beyond the place where they could easily be seen; Micheletto continued on, however, pulling and then whipping the horse when it balked at the speed. Betta was puffing and red-faced when they stopped. Far away in the distance, Betta thought she could see the shadow of a church steeple rising high into the sky.  
 
    “Here,” Micheletto muttered, chest heaving. They worked together to remove the corpse from the horse; the animal whinnied in relief, and Betta saw the stir of movement from across the river, a head turning in their direction.  
 
    Betta touched his arm and pointed; she was not so foolish as to use his name.  
 
    “I know. There is no time.” They untied the leather ropes and the linen that covered the body fell away. Seen in the light, the Duke’s face was terrible, the mouth gaping, showing his broken teeth. His eyes were staring, becoming opaque.   
 
    “Your gown, the cloth. Take it far out and sink it in the river.” As he spoke, he began to gather stones on the shore, large ones.  
 
    The cold of the water slapped against her bare feet. Slimy mud squished between her toes as she waded out into the water until it reached the place between the doublet and hose. She released her grip on the fabric bundle, and it floated away, blooming on top of the water like an exotic flower. There was another sound of splashing; Betta turned to see that Micheletto had joined her in the water, the body in his arms. 
 
    “Rocks,” he said, struggling the weight. Hurrying back to the shore, she piled as many rocks into her arms as she was able, ragged edges digging into her sleeves. Her foot caught on a stone as she hurried back, and she had a moment of terror as she felt something like a hand brush her foot. It could be a hand. Bodies were dumped into the Tiber every night, as she was doing, as she had killed… 
 
    “Hurry,” he hissed, and Betta saw the streaks of pink beginning in the sky. It broke her from the whirlpool of thoughts trying to draw her under; she pushed forward until she was at his side. Working together, they piled rocks onto the chest until it sank beneath the water, and Micheletto released it to slide toward the mud. As soon as the body settled, however, it began to rise. She stayed this time, holding the body of the Duke of Gandia in the mud with her foot until he returned, his arms filled with rocks that would keep him in place.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 69 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come in, come in,” the Holy Father beckoned from the splendor of his bed, inlaid wood overlaid with gold and scarlet hangings. Braces of candles were lit throughout the room, lighting it to the brightness of midday though dawn had only begun to creep through the shutters. A page waited on a stool beside the hood of the fireplace, ready should the Holy Father need him.  
 
    Rodrigo Borgia’s body was a mound beneath the covers, wide chested and strong-legged, a match for his face, the harsh lines of which did not betray his years. He turned to Cesare, focusing all of his attention on him. Cesare felt his nerves tighten at the power of the stare, which combined a formidable intellect with decades of experience. No matter that he was of the age where most men had already been placed in their graves, the Holy Father was a man to be reckoned with. Many had made the mistake of underestimating him. Cesare never had. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    Cesare took a step closer and rubbed a hand across his face. The night had been a long one; exhaustion lay heavy on his shoulders. 
 
    “Well, your Holiness. She sleeps and the child with her.”  
 
    “Praise be to God,” the Pope uttered, crossing himself, displaying the rosary threaded through his fingers; not the golden ones he used for official occasions, the plain wooden ones that had been gifted to him by his uncle in Jativa when he was a boy.    
 
    “God has worked a miracle this night.” Cesare blinked, trying to clear the sleep from his eyes. He must be sharp, clever. Tiredness must not hamper the working of his mind. “Have you given some thought for her disposition? And the child?” 
 
    The Pope looked down, still fingering the beads; his lips pressed together. “No.” 
 
    Cesare jerked his head at the page. The boy left the room with a bow. It was not until his steps had receded into the hall that Cesare stepped closer, leaning against the curtain of the bed;  he lowered his voice to a whisper. “She must be sent away, Holy Father. To keep such a woman, a Moor, is madness. It could be your ruin. All of our ruin, for we are nothing without your guidance.” 
 
    Rodrigo Borgia looked up, and Cesare was startled to see the sheen of tears in his eyes. “I know it. But my heart cries out for her as it has never before done. Sarifye is the flower of my old age, as sweet as honeyed wine and as delicate as the drop of dew on a rose petal to my eyes. To have such a woman, and send her away…The thought rips at my heart. Have you ever loved, my son?”  
 
    “Holy Father?” 
 
    “Have you ever loved a woman?” 
 
    Cesare looked away. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Could you send her away?” His hands were frantically moving through the beads; he was looking, Cesare thought, for reassurance of his rightness. There was no reassurance to be had. The Pope could have lovers, a score of them if he wished. But the head of God’s church on earth could not love a woman of another faith. 
 
    “If I knew that it was the only course open to me.” Cesare looked away, swallowing past the lump in his throat.  “Once, I loved a woman, and I sent her away. She belonged to another. If I had kept her close as my heart desired, it would have meant disaster.”  
 
    Blonde hair surrounding both of them, the love in her eyes like candleflame, or the heat of the summer sun.  
 
    Cesare. 
 
    A tear trickled from the corner of the Pope’s eyes. The Borgia Bull cried easily; he was a man prone to excesses of emotion, laughter and tears, lust and fury. And vengeance against those who wronged him.  
 
    Cesare laid his hand on the bed. “I will claim the child as my own. He will be raised here, among the Borgia. Lucrezia will look after him. Let it be known that its mother is a woman of Rome, nothing more; the gossips will say what they will.”  
 
    The Pope nodded. “And Sarifye?”  
 
    Cesare could not help but smile at the hope in his father’s voice. Sarifye would not survive the birthing; he had already discussed the matter with Mother Nuca. The old witch would see that she met a quiet and painless end. Though an innocent in the intrigues that threatened the Borgia family, she was too dangerous to be allowed to live.  
 
    “She will be kept somewhere in the city. I will find a place for her. In time, perhaps you will be able to see her again. When it is less dangerous.” 
 
    Joy lit the Pope’s face. “It is well, then. Find your bed, Cesare. You have done well for me this night.” 
 
    “Yes, Holy Father.” Cesare bowed and began walking toward the passage.  
 
    “Your brother, has he returned yet?” 
 
    “No, Holy Father.” Cesare chose his words with great care, knowing they would be remembered later. “He went off after some woman. An ill humor affected him this night.”  
 
    The Pope chuckled. “With Juan, it is always an ill humor…and a woman.”  
 
    Cesare could not restrain his yawn, and the Pope waved him toward the door. “Go, find your bed. You have served me well this night, Cesare. A more dutiful…son I could not hope to possess.” 
 
    The hesitation in the words was slight; Cesare heard it, echoing back through his childhood, the doubt expressed a thousand times in a thousand different ways. Dutiful, but not his son, never his son.  
 
    “Thank you, Holy Father,” he said and closed the door.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 70 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no hurry to their steps now. The moment of greatest danger had passed; together, they walked north, trailing the curving edge of the river as the dawn of a new day broke through the sky.  
 
    The morning sun shining on the stone buildings and streets soon dried the water clinging to Betta’s skin. Already, she had grown accustomed to the way the men’s garments felt on her body- she marveled at the increase in her stride, the way her breasts shifted with the movement.  
 
    “What now?” she whispered, peering up at him. 
 
    “We say nothing, not to anyone. Not to your sister, not to the Countess, not to the women you whisper with at the convent. It never happened. When they ask, you have no idea that he disappeared.” He spoke through his teeth, the line of his jaw cut like stone. “You go back. Tell them you followed the woman and lost her. You hid until morning. No one will suspect anything.” 
 
    “What about Pantasilea?” 
 
    His eyes shifted to her, dark blue; she could see them in the light, the midnight color deep and drowning.  
 
    “No one will miss her.”  
 
    As none would have missed her, if their fight had gone the other way. The thought struck her low in the stomach, how close she had been to death, that her sister would have been left alone, with no one to care for her. It could have been her weighted in the river. The trembling shaking started, beginning in her hands, moving to her arms and shoulders. Her lips felt numb. Exhaustion was a deep ache in her stomach, swimming through her mind, darkening the edges. She tried to conceal the motions by wrapping her hands around her middle.  
 
    They walked towards the sun as it burned off the mists of the morning, freeing the air from its heavy moisture. The sky bloomed bright and blue above their heads, the color of the Virgin’s cloak. Birds began to rise from the rooftops in enormous clouds, darting to the left and the right, swaying with the gusts of wind. 
 
     Stone blocks littered the ground on either side of the path, and above, Betta could see the upright shape of a tower far in the distance that darkened the land around it. Their walk had taken them from the barren ground of the city. Gardens quilted the earth, beans and squash opening their blossoms.  
 
    They were in the Circus Maximus, the long track where the ancient Romans had raced their horses, now a ruin.  They had walked through half the city, away from where their dead polluted the river. There was danger here, as well, though different from what they had left. The gardens in the circus were home to robbers and bravi, but they could not touch her. Even with no Micheletto at her side, she was a lion and could protect herself.  
 
    The thought made the shaking begin again.  
 
    “Stop it,” Micheletto hissed, looking ahead. “Stop crying.” 
 
    She turned towards the sun, letting the warmth bath her face. Her mouth spread into a wide grin. “Crying?” she covered her mouth with a hand. “I’m not crying, I’m laughing. I’ve never felt so… alive!” 
 
    Betta looked up at him then, drinking in the sight as though she would imprint it on her mind: Micheletto. His hair hung long, still damp from the river. There were shadows beneath his eyes, and a thick growth of beard hid the cleft in his chin. He was leather and steel, the stain of blood on his doublet, rough and dangerous and damaged, as she was. He was like her.  
 
    Warmth pooled in the pit of her stomach and the muscles in her thighs weakened. Feelings were building inside of her, hot and aching and yet joyful, that she could feel this way, that she could look at Micheletto and see in him someone who would soothe the restless need. 
 
    “What..” he began and then stopped. A hand reached out, tracing the line of her jaw. Never dropping his gaze, she caught his hand and sank her teeth into the flesh at the base of his thumb.  
 
     “Fuck,” he muttered, the flames in his eyes burning white hot; she was in his arms, then. Whether she had moved first or he had, it did not matter, they came together in a clash of steel, his hands beneath her buttocks, and he was lifting her astride his hips as he walked towards the square tower.  
 
    His hands found the binding of her hair, and he pulled at the knot until it tumbled down, enveloping them in the black strands. Her back felt the hard press of stone as his mouth found hers, his lips pressing her open. His tongue speared between her lips as they strained, trying to find a way closer together, nipping, sucking. The taste of him gained a hint of copper, blood flavoring their kiss.  
 
    His hands, rough and unsteady, pulling at the laces on her hose until a gap appeared, and he could slip his hand through, finding the bare cleft between her legs. Through the heat haze, she braced herself for the pain of intrusion, fingers ramming into her, the splitting open as the way inside was prepared.  
 
    Gentleness was a shock, making her back arch, striking the stones. The tips of his fingers slipping through, touching, caressing, mimicking the motions of his tongue as it thrust between her lips. The taste of him, wine and pepper and something else that was him alone rested on her tongue; hunger rose in her.  
 
    “Now,” she hissed, hands delving between their bodies until she could find the hardness of him pressing against the woolen codpiece, straining for release. She squeezed until he groaned. “Now.” There was no time, she had to have him inside of her before the madness passed and she learned to fear again. At this moment, there was only heat, the way he ground against her, passion coating the inside of her thighs, the ache that only he could fulfill. 
 
    He held her aloft with one hand as the other unlaced his points; he was free, hard and huge and pressing against the wet heart of her. The tendons in his neck grew rigid; she soothed them with her fingers, following the line down, letting her hands discover the slabbed muscles of his chest. The hilt of a small dagger met her fingers, the sheath strapped to his chest.  
 
    A sound rose from her throat, a scream mixed with a command. Betta tilted her neck back, surrendering to him, begging. And answering growl rose from him, and his mouth painted a line of heat as they moved up, stopping as he took her lips again. Hands tilted her hips forward, adjusting the angle of their bodies, and he was there, slipping inside of her, moving slowly so that she felt every span of him. It was as though she dissolved, and she could feel only that part of her that melted as it surrounded him.  
 
    Micheletto stilled, allowing her body to adjust to the sensation. “It doesn’t hurt,” she whispered against his lips, rearing back so that she could look at his face; joy and wonder were bubbling inside of her, that she could be like this and not feel pain.  
 
    His teeth were a flash of ivory as his fingers reached under, finding the spot where her body cupped his thrusting shaft. Fingers pressing, searching, finding the place that made her cry out.  
 
    “It will,” he groaned, swiping a thumb over her in time with his movements. “You will hurt and hunger and cry out for me before we are done.” 
 
      
 
    He did not take her back to the convent.  
 
    After a quick stop at one of the markets set up along the streets and an exchange of coin, Betta located a deserted alley where Micheletto’s bulk provided cover enough for her to pull a voluminous wool gown over the hose. She discarded the doublet in a rubbish heap, the fine cloth a treasure for any who would find it.  
 
    Now respectably attired, Betta walked without fear through the streets, her arm resting on his elbow. The splendid new palazzos of the Borgo were a bustle of activity, servants scurrying as they headed to the market, the churchmen in their robes walking to the Vatican.  
 
    The Palazzo where he stopped was more elegant than the others, sparkling with newness, and nearly deserted. The servants who remained in the whispering halls watched with suspicious eyes as he walked to a chamber on the first floor near the door to the kitchens. The room possessed only a narrow bed and chest, a stand where a washbasin rested, and blades. Knives of all descriptions, long and short, edges curved and serrated, tiny for hiding, long for display, littered the surfaces.  
 
    “Bring water,” he called over his shoulder.   
 
    Betta breathed in the scent of the place, finding it familiar and comforting, the lye tingle of soap, oil polish and road dust. Micheletto’s hands were at his laces.  
 
    “What will I tell my lady?” 
 
    There was a lazy smile on his face as he stripped off the doublet and unlaced the shirt, leaving him bare-chested. The first time, she had not been able to appreciate his body in the light. The sight of him transfixed her, the way that the line of hair narrowed as it approached his waist, the strong muscles beneath his arms and shoulders that made his chest flare, and the scars that added to his beauty rather than detracting from it. Red formed a haze around the beds of his nails, matching a streak that ran from his temple down to his jaw. 
 
    The sight made her shiver.  
 
    “Tell her whatever you wish. That I have chained you in a dungeon or locked you in my rooms.” He took a step closer. “Tell her I committed unspeakable acts on your body and want more.” 
 
    Moisture pooled in her stomach as he stripped off the hose, one leg after the other. Naked, he prowled toward her, his every move that of a predator stalking her, expecting her to run. He thought that he had conquered her, but Betta knew the truth.  
 
    “Will she believe you?” Her eyebrow cocked as he took another step forward and tugged the linen strip from her hair. His fingers tangled in the strands, bringing her face up for a kiss. 
 
    “Why not? It will be the truth.”  
 
      
 
    “I do not love you.” Her voice was a whisper in the dim brightness. Sunlight peeked through the slats of the latched shutters; outside, the bustle of Rome sounded, the striking of steel, the whisper of a thousand voices. Within the Palazzo, other noises had intruded on their interlude, the scandalized murmurs of the servants as they cleared away the remains of their bath, soap and water splashing the tile floor as heat rose between them again. Then, finally, sleep as they tangled together, still damp from the bath as exhaustion became a warm tide, dragging her under.  
 
    “I’m glad,” he whispered, surprising her. She had thought he was still asleep. “No good ever came from loving me.” 
 
    Betta scraped her nails down his chest; she felt small prickles emerge on his skin, an explosion of sensation. “But this...I like this. I’m glad to have tasted it, before…” 
 
    He heard the words left unspoken. In an explosion of movement, he rolled her beneath him, caging her slim strength with his chest. “You are not going to die for this.” He did not mention the Duke’s name. “Keep silent, and none will harm you. I swear that…” 
 
    She touched his lips with her finger. “Don’t make vows you cannot keep.” Her legs rose, wrapping around his hips. The place between her legs ached; their couplings had been fiercely passionate, his strength something she gloried in, and the need for it was rising again.  
 
    "What Bernaldino said about me..." 
 
    “What he said does not matter.”  
 
    Micheletto lifted his head and propped it up on a hand. The lines on his forehead creased as he frowned. "You do not care?" Disbelief colored his voice.  
 
    Betta shook her head. "No. You have secrets, as do I." 
 
    His fingers stroked her back, tracing the ridges of scars that striped her back, marks of the lash when she had rebelled. "Many, many secrets."  At his gentle touch, her nipples pebbled, sensitive when released from their wrapping. His eyes found them, and whatever he had meant to say faded away, replaced by a look of barely suppressed hunger. His hand curled around her knee, lifting and positioning her leg across his hip.  
 
    “I can’t be other then I am. If I could…” he whispered, and it was an apology.  
 
    Betta laid her finger on his lips. "No," she said, then leaned forward so that her breasts were pressed hard against his chest. "No excuses between us. No lies, no regrets. Only this," she reached back and touched the hard muscle of his hip, curving her fingers around his manhood until the nails dug in, hearing him hiss.  
 
    "Fucking and steel? Little one, you make me think that perhaps there is a God, and he has created you for me.”  
 
      
 
    The Papal army came, as she had thought they would, and she watched in silence as they forced their way through the bolted door and pointed their long weapons at them, curled together on the bed.  
 
    “What?” Micheletto began, only to have his mouth stopped by the butt of the mace slamming against his chin. Bone crunched, but he did not cry out, only watching the captain with deadly intent.  
 
    “Bring him,” the captain said, gesturing to Micheletto. Then he looked at Betta, naked on the bed. “Bring them both. The woman may know something.” 
 
    “What is my crime?” Micheletto asked through clenched teeth. He tossed the stained camicia at her; she pulled it over her head, thankful that she would not be marched through the city naked. He pulled on hose, letting the laces dangle. 
 
    The captain spared him a searching glance, measuring the breadth of his shoulders, the hard muscles that corded every inch of his body.  
 
    “The Duke of Gandia had disappeared. On the pope’s order, you are to be kept in the Castel San’Angelo until you can be questioned.” 
 
    The unlaced hose was not an insult, as Betta had thought, flagrantly displayed the endowment given him by God. In only the open, closely cut garments, it was clear that Micheletto had no blades on his person. He was helping them, standing acquiescent as they searched the room, not fighting back when they struck him. 
 
    That realization spawned another and then another. Micheletto had known they would come, which meant that the cardinal knew they would come. The city guard would not arrest Cardinal Borgia’s favored servant without permission.  The most powerful man in the world suspected that she or Micheletto had killed his son.  
 
    Despair crushed her. He had not kept her in the room because he cared for her, because the heat between them, seeming to grow with every coupling, was more than pleasure. He had kept her there so that she could not flee if they discovered Micheletto had been a party to the Duke’s disappearance.  
 
    She was doomed, and Micheletto had delivered her up for the slaughter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 71 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Castel San’Angelo had once been a mausoleum, the final resting place of one of the emperors who had overseen the city a thousand years before, when the vast tracts of the land within the walls had not been deserted ruins or weedy fields, but homes and shops and palaces made of marble that marched over the seven hills. 
 
     In the years since it was constructed, the circular tower had become a fortification, a refuge for the popes during times of crisis, and a prison. Few who entered the lower levels of the Castel emerged, and there were whispers of torture and punishment meted out by the Papal Army.  
 
    Betta crossed over the arching bridge leading to the Castel and knew that she would never leave alive. The same soldiers who had tied her hands behind her back held her shoulders, urging her faster, through the walled enclosure and into the courtyard. Long ago, she had lost sight of Micheletto. He was treated more gently, allowed to put on his boots and doublet and to walk through the streets instead of being bound; the Cardinal’s henchman could still prove a danger to them if his master secured his release.  
 
    She was given none of the same courtesies. Taken to a long room filled with dozens of other prisoners, her hands were held above her head by chains, the iron weights knocking against her bones. She soon lost feeling in them.  
 
    Her skin became a tapestry of pain: the pain of her wrists, bound tightly so that she could not slip her hands through the iron bands, pain from her legs and feet, the cramping of being forced to lie in the same position for  days and days, until she lost track of the time, and could only mark its passage by the water they brought to the prisoners once a morning, the food once a night. There was pain from the shame, of being forced to piss herself and feeling the warm wet sliding down her legs into a puddle, where it soon grew cold.  
 
    Gossip flourished in the dungeon, growing into a clamor as the days passed; many of the imprisoned were Orsini. They laughed to see the Pope’s beloved son missing. When his body was finally pulled from the river, the laughter ceased. Many of those imprisoned had family outside of the Castel, wife and lovers and children, and the murder spelled evil for them if it was done by an Orsini.  
 
      
 
    The guards came, carrying her from the long cell into a private room where she could be questioned. They grimaced as they pulled her along, repelled by the stench. A black-robed cleric with sad brown eyes asked her the same things, never varying in the repetition.  
 
    Had she seen Micheletto kill the Duke of Gandia? No. 
 
     Who was she, and why had she been with him? She was Lady Lucrezia’s servant, and she had become his lover. She could no longer remember why the need had been so fierce with him, the memory had grown dim, thrust from her mind by pain. 
 
     Had Micheletto told her that he had killed the Duke of Gandia? No, and no and no. The true answer trembled on her tongue, longing to escape. What would the cleric do if she confessed, she wondered even as his lips formed the words of the same questions he had asked a dozen times before.  
 
    Had Micheletto killed the Duke of Gandia? No, I killed him, she thought, he was evil and mad and he would have killed me, so I stabbed him with my knife over and over again and then we put his body into the river and the feeling of it was so good that Micheletto took me against the guard tower in the Circus Maximus and I cried out with pleasure so that I scattered the birds from the trees and laid his back open with my fingernails.  
 
    “I asked,” there was annoyance in the little man’s voice, that she had drifted off again, immersed in the seething web of her own thoughts, “If Micheletto told you that he killed the Duke of Gandia?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
      
 
    Two guards with somber faces came; Betta wondered if it would be the last time. Prisoners said that there was a scaffold outside in the yard, where she could be hung or burnt or cut open at the pope’s will. The end mattered little; she would be dead, and she would not confess even to spare herself. There was strength enough left in her body for that. None that had seen the crime, and for Micheletto to admit his part would mean his death as well. Silence might cost her a quick end, but it would save her sister.  
 
    They took her to the courtyard. Betta set her teeth, biting down until she feared that her teeth would shatter from the impact. She would not cry. What she had done was done. Her sister would be safe. She had to believe that, or else she would be unable to control herself, and she would go to her grave howling and crying and confessing all and her sister would enter the grave with her. It could not end like that. Ginevra would be happy; she would marry her baker, and they would have many fat, red-headed children.  
 
    “Strip,” the guard said, letting go of her arm so that she slumped to the stones.  
 
    “What?” She blinked away tears in the bright light. How long had it been since she had seen the sun?  
 
    “Strip,” he said, and instead of waiting for her to obey, the guard reached forward, grasping the neckline of her camicia and wrenching it in two.  
 
    “Wash.” They commanded, gesturing toward a bucket that she had not noticed before.  
 
    She was so grateful for the opportunity to cleanse herself that she ignored them. Scoping up handfuls of water, Betta rubbed it into her face, swished the liquid through her teeth and spitting. The water turned brown as it met her skin, the rivulets of it leaving streaks that she washed away.  
 
    “Not bad.” The first guard said, cocking his head as he watched her.  
 
    “Too skinny,” the other said. “Good tits, though. Say we have her after they are done?” 
 
    “We are not to touch her, that’s orders.” 
 
    When she was cleaned as well as she was able without soap, the first guard held out another camicia that although still filthy, was much cleaner than the one the guards had torn from her body. They returned to the Castel. The water had revived her. She could walk again, though her legs felt loose and she could not stop stumbling.  
 
    Instead of the long cell, they took her up the stairs, past the cavernous hall where guards mingled with robed officials who spoke in whispered voices. More stairs, until it seemed that they would touch the roof of the sky, they had walked so long and her strength was gone, and she could continue no longer. Betta collapsed into a crumple; with a muttered oath, the larger of the two guards picked her up and carried her up the last steps and into a chamber.  
 
    Gold and stink. The twin impressions assaulted her, and she reeled back, almost knocking the guard off balance as she struggled. There was death in this room, rotting death that made her want to be sick, to return to the coldness of the cell and the smell of her own shit and sweat and dirt.  
 
    The arms holding her released, and she fell to the floor. The marble was cold against her legs and cheeks; it calmed her stomach. Gradually, she was able to put her horror at the pungent smell of death aside. She lifted her eyes from the mosaic floor and looked around, aware that she was not alone. Several other figures stood silently by, watching the man at the center of the room.  He possessed a prominent hooked nose and carved chin, but the distinctive face was gray and hollow-eyed. Tears fell wet upon his cheeks. It was several moments before Betta recognized the Holy Father, whom she had not seen since their return to Rome; he had aged a decade in that time, appearing at last his true age, an old man close to death’s embrace.  
 
    The other central figure in the room was instantly recognizable. Cardinal Borgia wore his official scarlet; his face was pale and pinched at the nostrils; he stood near one of the tall incense burners that sent fumes of vapor through the room, trying to conceal the stench of the body, which rested on a low bier draped with a white cloth. 
 
    The Cardinal opened his mouth, but what he would have said was lost as the door behind opened. Surrounded by guards, Micheletto emerged.  They were only feet apart, and his eyes immediately sought hers. Rage flared, hot and bright in his dark blue eyes, and he shoved away from the clutching arms.  
 
    “God’s breath, what did you…” 
 
    “Silence!” The bellow came across the room; they froze at the anger in the Holy Father’s voice. “Bring him forward and then depart.”  
 
    Arms grasped Micheletto and propelled him forward. The Pope left his place by the bier to sit in a chair that was positioned against the paneled wooden wall. Micheletto knelt, the movement his own rather than forced by the guards. 
 
    The Holy Father would not look at him; instead, he waved to another cleric that had stood waiting in the corner, clutching a cloth-wrapped bundle to his chest.  
 
    “Bring it forward.” The cleric hurried across the room and bowed before the Holy Father, holding out the bundle with trembling hands. The Pope laid it across his knees. Only then did he look down at Micheletto.  
 
    “You see before you a broken man.” Though stricken by grief, the voice of the Pope was beautiful, as golden and rich as his son’s had once been. “The light has gone out of our life, all about is darkness. Our son, our most precious treasure, has been taken from us, cut down with vicious hands and tossed into the river as though he were no better than…” The Pope’s voice trembled and stopped. He pressed his fist against his lips, trying to gain control of his emotions.  
 
    When he spoke, the pontiff’s voice was hoarse, his eyes red-rimmed with tears. “Micheletto de Corella, did you kill my son?”  
 
    “No, your Holiness.”  
 
    From her place across the room, Betta watched the Cardinal, resplendent in his red robes and standing as though untroubled by the stinking corpse of his brother.  
 
    “Did Cardinal Borgia order you to kill our son?” 
 
    “No, Holiness,” Micheletto spoke softly, meeting the Pope’s eyes without flinching.  
 
    The Pope leaned forward. “Would you swear to it?” With the look of a man who has captured a prize, the Pope uncovered the cloth wrapped bundle in his lap. Even in the gold and red splendor of the room, the cross glowed like a star setting in the night sky. Close in size to her crossed arms, it was surrounded by large square gems that caught fire in the light; in the center, a row of massive pearls surrounded a smaller cross.  
 
    “The Crux Vaticana,” the Pope said, holding it upright in his lap. Across the room, Cardinal Borgia crossed himself, face shocked. “The cross of Justin, containing within it fragments of the True Cross. Swear upon this, the holiest relic of our Mother church, that you did not kill my son. Swear on your hope of heaven, and be damned to the bowels of hell for all eternity if you swear falsely, for we will know the truth.” 
 
    His words filled the room, reverberating with power. His eyes had grown enormous as he spoke, and the cross trembled in his grip.  
 
    Micheletto reached forward and placed his palm against the circular gray cross at the center of the relic. “On my hope of heaven and at pain of eternal damnation, I swear to our most Holy Father that I did not kill his son.”  
 
    The Pope drew the cross back with a hiss. “You make a mockery of this holy object. To be as a ghost, absent from Cardinal Borgia’s side on the very night that our son was killed? And Juan’s page, sent back to retrieve the armor that could have saved his dear life, cut down as well before he had a chance to utter a word against his attacker? Do you think to convince me that this is mere…chance?” 
 
    Micheletto let his hand rest against the cross for a moment longer. “I swear again on my hope of heaven that I did not kill your son, Holiness.” He withdrew his hand.  
 
    The Pope leaned forward, dark eyes enormous in the smoky room. “Where were you the night that our son was killed? On what task did the Cardinal send you?” 
 
    “Cardinal Borgia sent me on no tasks that night, your Holiness. I was bidden by another’s will.” 
 
    “Who?” the Pope shouted, banging his fist on the arms of the chair as his voice filled the room.  
 
    “Why did you not ask me these questions, Holy Father? They seem simple enough, nothing that you could not have asked me. Where was my henchman on the night that my brother was killed?” Cesare Borgia spoke from across the room, his voice carrying. “Of course, I know the answer. You ask my servant to speak the words which you already believe in your heart, that it was I who killed my brother.” 
 
    The Pope looked away, hiding his face with a trembling hand. 
 
    Cesare stalked forward, his movements lithe, a predator even in the robes of a churchman. Sinking into a kneeling position beside Micheletto, he extended a hand and placed it against the center of the cross.  
 
    “Upon this holiest relic and at risk of my eternal damnation, I swear to you that I did not kill Juan. Nor did I order my henchman to do so.” He withdrew his hand. “Another task filled my thoughts that night.” 
 
    For a moment, the Holy Father’s face softened before it grew dark again.  
 
    “You wished for nothing but his death from the time he was born. “ 
 
    Cesare placed his hand upon the cross once again, steadying it when it seemed that the Pope’s hold would falter.  
 
    “No. I loved my brother. What happened when he was a child was mischance.” His voice thickened with emotion; he swallowed, the muscles in his throat moving. “I would have given my life to see it undone.” 
 
    The Pope withdrew back into his chair, holding the cross to his chest like a shield.  His voice lowered, becoming a harsh rasp. “Are we to have no answers? Is the murder of our precious child to go unavenged?”  
 
    Micheletto’s head fell forward, face hidden by hair. The strands were greasy, as though he had not been allowed to cleanse himself before the audience. He was still sitting before the Pope, though he had drawn back when the Cardinal approached. His face remained expressionless. 
 
    “We will have this one, at least. Who gave you a task the night that our son was killed?” 
 
    Micheletto looked down, his mouth pressed into a hard line.  
 
    “It was I.” The soft, musical voice of Lucrezia Borgia floated over them like a calming breeze. She had entered the room silently and stood, waiting, it would seem, for the moment to speak.  
 
     “Lucrezia,” Cesare glanced toward the bier. The lines bracketing his mouth deepened. “I told you not to come.”  
 
    “And yet, here I am,” she said. Silk skirts swished as she walked forward, crossing the length of the room toward the body of her brother. 
 
    The Pope held out a hand as she passed, catching hold of her fingers. "It is not fitting that you should see him..." 
 
    There were deep shadows beneath the countess’s eyes, and her skin had gained an ivory pallor. "I will bid him farewell." She withdrew her hands from the Pope’s grasp and crossed to the cloth-draped figure. 
 
    Candles and incense could not disguise the rot that bit deeply into the corpse. The flesh had begun to pull away from the eyes and mouth, and beneath the layer of paint that had been used to render the flesh more lifelike, a gray, moist pallor emerged.  
 
    Lucrezia did not shrink from the sight; she kissed his lips and smoothed back his hair, emotion visible only in her hands, which trembled. Bending close to his ear, her whisper was clearly audible throughout the room. "Goodbye, dear brother. May you find the rest in heaven that you were denied in life."  
 
    Straightening, she turned her back to the corpse. Betta had watched the unfolding drama from beneath a bent head, out of the corner of her eyes. Delicate slippers poking out from beneath her gown as she walked, Lucrezia strode forward, not stopping until she had cleared the length of the room, coming to a stop in front of where Betta knelt.  
 
    Betta felt the beat of her heart, like thunder in her ears. The depths of the betrayal that she had wrought...there were no words, only the quiet hollow of despair. Almost worse than losing her life was the idea of losing the position of trust she occupied in Lady Lucrezia’s household.  
 
    Hands touched her chin, lifting it, the grime of her skin brushing against softest cloth. "My poor Betta, how you have suffered. Be at peace; it shall all be over soon."  
 
    The Pope opened his mouth to speak, only to close it again when Lucrezia left her side and crossed to the chair where he still sat. Frown lines had grown between his eyes. At her approach, Micheletto and Cardinal Borgia rose to their feet. Micheletto came to stand by Betta, helping her to stand and sliding an arm around her waist to keep her upright. The warmth in his eyes was like a tonic, filling her with strength.  
 
    Cardinal Borgia remained within arm’s length of his sister; for the first time, fear showed on his face.  
 
    Lucrezia knelt upon the floor, her skirts a puddle of crimson and gold edged with blue. She wore her hair bound back severely, without curl or adornment, and covered with a blue veil. The pointed edge of her chin stood out sharply when she lifted her face to look the Holy Father.  
 
    “My brother Cesare seeks to protect me, as he has always done. It was I that sent Micheletto out that night.” 
 
    “You?”  
 
    “Yes. You have not asked me to swear, Holy Father, though I will willingly do so. It was not by my direction that our brother met his death that night.” Reaching forward, she touched the cross with her fingertips. “It was another’s death that I ordered, and my fault that your suspicions have found fertile ground in the person of my brother’s henchman.” 
 
    “Who?” The Pope seemed incapable of anything but whispers.  
 
    Instead of answering, Lucrezia turned and looked at Micheletto. “Bring her forward.” 
 
    The absurdity of it roused the Holy Father from his stupor. “What is this?” He spared a glance for Betta as she was brought, limping, across the room. “This girl was found in his rooms and brought for questioning. We do not even know why she is here to witness this. We certainly did not order it.” 
 
    Lucrezia laid her arm on his, lightly touching the soft fabric. “Because I ordered it, Holy Father. She is my servant and goes where I bid her. In truth, she is more than that. She is my friend. For ten years, she had served our family, and when I discovered what was done to her, I could not help but act.” 
 
    Betta could not contain a sob, and covered her face with her hands. 
 
    Lucrezia’s voice was a throaty whisper. “She cries during the night. For hours, each time she would return after the Sabbath, I could hear her crying. And then, only a fortnight past, she offered to sell herself into bondage to me to provide a dowry for her sister, who faced a danger she would not name. How old were you, Betta, the first time that your father raped you?" 
 
    Betta felt her body folding in, arms crossed tightly across her middle as she slid to the floor. The shame of it was burning, curdling through her skin.  
 
    “How old were you?” Lucrezia’s tone was harsh, demanding an answer.   
 
    “Ten and one, my lady.”  
 
    “And yet you returned there, every Sabbath, to give him your wages and allow him to lie with you? Why? Did you enjoy what he did to you?” 
 
    “Never, my lady,” Betta hissed. “I returned for my sister. She is all that I have left. He would have done the same to her, had I allowed it.” Betta cried freely now, the sobs wracking her body. 
 
    “Why did you offer to sell yourself to me that night?”  
 
    Betta wrapped arms around her waist. Micheletto was a solid presence at her side, lending her strength. “For a dowry. That night, I found him forcing her. We fought, and I hid her in the city, but without a dowry, she will never be wed. If he finds her…” 
 
    Lucrezia turned and faced the Holy Father. “Micheletto went to Trastevere that night. Justice was done. Should you wish to ascertain the truth of my words, I sent a guard there this morning to bear witness to what was done on my orders.” 
 
    “How was he killed?”  
 
    Micheletto spoke then, answering the Holy Father’s question. “Choked him to death on his own cock.”  
 
    The Pope’s face went white; he reared back, placing a hand protectively over his immaculate robes.   
 
    “I avenged the injury done to my servant. My honor as a Borgia demanded it.” Lucrezia lifted her chin.  
 
    Instead of answering her, the Pope looked to Betta for the first time. When he spoke, it was not unkindly. “What have you to say, girl? You were found in this man’s bed. Did you know that he killed your father?”  
 
    They all were looking at her, the clerics in their dusty black robes, the silent figure in the corner that she had failed to notice before though he wore the church’s deep scarlet; Cardinal Borgia stood with his sister, an arm wrapped around her shoulders. Micheletto was an immovable dark presence at her side, eyes screaming a warning her to be silent, to choose her words with care. She was at the center of all things, the eye of a whirlwind whose strength had been building for years past memory. But Micheletto’s silent warning was too late; she was past fear, the need to watch every word that she said, to be the perfect servant, quiet and meek. She was no Borgia, to plan each moment ahead, no churchman who could rely on the strength of her faith to guide her, no henchman to trust to her strength in arms. All that she possessed was instinct, and the voice of her thoughts said that this was the moment to speak. 
 
    “I did not.” The words were ragged, and she stopped, pausing for a moment to gain her breath, that her words would emerge clear.  “Holy Father, I wish to make my confession.”  
 
    There was a muffled gasp behind her. The Pope waved her forward; she crawled, past the silken skirts of Lady Lucrezia and the scarlet robes of the Cardinal, to the white. Though he offered her his hand, she grasped his foot, resting her forehead against his shoes.  
 
    “I confess to you, Holy Father, that I wished my father dead a thousand times over, for every time that he raped me. When he said that he would do the same to my sister if I did not submit to his lusts, and I knew that he spoke the truth.” Her words ran together with tears, bathing the leather of his shoes. “He killed my baby, holiness. He waited too long to take me to the Jewish woman, and the herbs she gave me would not take. It was too close to the birth so he held me down when she cut the child into pieces with a wire. A girl, she was, a tiny, perfect little girl cut to mush on the linen. The woman said that I would never have another because of what she did to me.  For him, it only meant that he could take me without fear! That was my life outside the palazzo where I served your daughter, Holiness. A hell, and one that I endured to save my sister from harm. The man that was the author of this misfortune I wanted dead a thousand times and I thank God that my mistress sent Micheletto to him. I weep only that I could not have killed him myself!”  
 
    Betta cried as she had not done in years, aching with pain, longing for the strong arms of her mother to comfort her.  Her throat was raw, and her cheeks felt swollen and bathed with salt. Awareness returned slowly; she discovered that the Pope was stroking her hair, whispering words of comfort.  
 
    “Even in this dark hour, there is light, child. The beauty of your sacrifice shines like a beacon in a dark sky. You have shown me the error of my ways in failing to trust those who have shown me nothing but loyalty. My daughter did right to see to your freedom. Pray to the Blessed Mother, that she may have mercy on you and on your child. Your sins are forgiven. Go in peace.” 
 
    The Pope’s eyes were wet as he leaned down, embracing her shoulders; he had cried, hearing her confession, and at that moment, she loved him, that he could find pity for one such as her. 
 
    “Will my babe find peace?” The secret questions, one she had not dared to ask herself.  
 
    His hand smoothed back the tangle of hair from her face. “We doubt it not. Rest easy, my child, believing in the infinite mercy of our precious savior.”  
 
    Hands picked her up and drew her back into the room. Micheletto’s hands, holding her tight as though she were precious to him, murmuring soothing words as she continued to cry, weeping out all of the fear and grief and loneliness she had kept inside.  
 
    The Pope subsided back into his chair with a groan. He stroked the cross in his lap, letting the sunlight play across the golden surface. When he spoke, it seemed that he addressed the words to the holy relic. “It seems we are to be confounded by tragedy. Though I would give a dozen kingdoms to know the truth, it has been denied to us. We are never to know who killed our precious son.” The Pope covered his face with his hands; softly, he began to cry. “Would that we had died in his place.” 
 
    “It seems that I must speak, though I wished to remain silent.” The words emerged from the man who had remained at the edges of the room, silent and watching. 
 
    The pope looked up from his hands, eyes red and swimming with tears. “Speak, cousin.”  
 
    Cardinal Juan Borja-Llancol stepped forward, robes brushing the floor. “I had hoped to spare you this news, Holiness. At your direction, I undertook to search the rooms of the Duke, seeking to understand the meaning of his foul murder. Letters were concealed in that chamber, and the sentiments they contain may provide the true reason he was attacked.”  
 
    The Pope waved the Cardinal forward, taking several pieces of parchment from his outstretched hand. With trembling fingers, he turned the script to the light and began reading. Seconds stretched into silent minutes. 
 
    “The French,” he moaned, covering his mouth with his hand. The Pope’s tears began again. “Our poor lost son.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 72 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wedding was, it was agreed, one of the most lavish that Trastevere had hosted in living memory.  
 
    Tables groaned beneath the weight of dishes. Chickens and roast duck, fish who had been swimming in the river that morning and suckling pig, their skin crisped and brown from the fire. Tarts and pies and sweetmeats were fought over by children, and the scent of flowers filled the air.  
 
    Music from the minstrels circled the guests. The sound of the lute was high and sweet, the sound echoed by the notes of the singer. The wine had been flowing throughout the morning. Betta drank until her mind was a happy jumble of sights and sound, laughter and music. 
 
    The vibrant blue of Ginevra’s gown made her hair spark with red fire; Paulo, her husband, had the stunned face of a man who had been granted a precious treasure, which, Betta thought, he had been. The dowry provided, the wedding between the pair had been planned and brought to completion only a fortnight after the body of the Duke of Gandia had been laid to rest in the family crypt high in the hills. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ginevra said, hugging her sister around the neck before entering the bodega as a married woman, to sleep on clean new linens in a handsome bedstead which covered the blood stain on the floor.   
 
    Dancing began beneath the flowered garlands. For a time, Betta swayed by herself in a corner near the alley, holding her skirts high and feeling the rushing breeze catch at the strands of her hair. The weight of the world had been lifted from her shoulders, and she moved as though wings had been placed on her feet. As she listened to the strains of music, it seemed as though hands caressed her in passing, the brothers who had taught her to run and to fight, and gloried in her freedom; her father, and for a moment, she caught the scent of tanned leather and waxed thread on the breeze and saw the glint of silver in his beard when he sat by the fire at night. And her Mother, dearest of all. No longer an idol to be worshipped, but a woman who had sinned and erred as Betta had, and thanked her in a silent brush for the safety of her daughter.  
 
    Strong hands encircled her waist, jerking her up against the lean strength of his body. She had looked for him through the day, knowing that when this, the last of her tasks were completed, that he would be there, waiting for her. Her life was her own now, to be governed as she wished. Micheletto would be a part of it, of that, she was certain.  
 
    “I do not dance,” she whispered.  
 
    “You dance today, and you dance with me,” he growled, and whisked her out into the crowd of revelers until their bodies were concealed from view. 
 
      
 
    Far off into the hills, two figures watched the festivities from the backs of their mounts. The man wore dark leathers and a mask covering his face, the woman a dark veil holding back her hair. The summer grass was long beneath their hooves, the strands tossing in the wind. 
 
    “A happy wedding. You did well, sister.” His voice caressed the Valencian words.  
 
    “It is no more than she deserves,” Lucrezia said, her hands twisting through the flowing mane of her horse. “Without her, all would have been lost. I do not think he believed us, until she spoke.” 
 
    “He did not.” Cesare agreed. “The girl convinced him, that and the letters brought forth by our cousin. That Juan would be so foolish as to keep communications from the French agreeing to trade the child for future title in Naples was only more evidence of his madness, and I thank God for it. Without the letters and her words, I would even now be rotting in the Castel.” Cesare shook his head.  
 
    Lucrezia moved her mount closer. There had been no time to talk in the weeks since the meeting in the Castel San’ Angelo. “How did you know that she would kill him?” she asked in a whisper.  
 
    Cesare looked over at her and raised an eyebrow. “Have you not guessed?” 
 
    Lucrezia shook her head.  
 
    “I had no idea that she would kill him. Another waited to wield the blade that night.” 
 
    Lucrezia cocked her head. “Then why instruct me send Micheletto off to kill Betta’s father?” 
 
    Cesare slid off of the horse and beckoned that she do the same. Free of the mounts, they walked together, their movements shielded by the trees arching over the path.  
 
    “I was the first that the Holy Father would look to blame when Juan was killed. It was necessary that my time be occupied for the whole of the night, from the time that I left our mother’s villa until I spoke to the Holy Father in his chambers. The Moorish girl provided a suitable means to ensure that my every moment was noted. Micheletto needed to be similarly occupied, though I suspect he took more enjoyment from his task that night than I.” 
 
    “The guard said the body was missing each of his fingers and his toes, and his expression was most frightful.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. Micheletto had sought leave to end the man for years, from the time he first suspected what had been done to the girl.” 
 
    “He cares for her,” Lucrezia mused. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Cesare shrugged. “That night, had Juan continued on his usual course, he would have been met by an Orsini blade as he entered the home of Madonna Damiatta, his mistress. But plans, I have come to discover, are smoke and flames, and change with each passing wind. Juan followed his own path that night, and it led him to the river, and a dagger wielded by another’s hand. Were it not for the girl, all would have been ruined.” 
 
    “It was a well thought out plan, brother. And certainly, a knife in the dark was a kinder end than the one I planned for him,” Lucrezia smiled slyly, stroking the flank of her horse. 
 
    Cesare lifted his eyebrows.  
 
    Lucrezia looked at her gloves and flexed the fingers, each adorned with a ring that sparkled in the light.  
 
    “Did you think I would fail to act? Juan threatened my happiness as well. The wine which I brought back from Pesaro found favor with our brother during his last months. He drank it often with my fool of a husband, and asked that more be sent to him. The sublimate it contained rotted his teeth and destroyed his mind. He would have been dead within the month by my hand, had you chosen not to act.” 
 
    The Cardinal looked at her blankly for a long moment before he exploded in laughter. “You were poisoning Juan? Why?” 
 
    “I am a Borgia, brother. He would never be allowed to harm me again.” 
 
    Cesare caught her hand and drew it up for a kiss. Although the gesture was innocent, his eyes were lit with molten fire. “A Borgia, indeed.” 
 
    Lucrezia looked from his face to the scene in the hills below. “Betta is very brave, and she has suffered. I would not wish to risk her again.” Lines gathered between Lucrezia’s eyes, wrinkling the smooth forehead. 
 
    “Should you wish it, though I make no promises. Kingdoms are not won with kindness, Lucrezia, only great deeds. The girl risks no more than you or I, if she remains with us.” 
 
    “And what of us, Cardinal Borgia?” The soft brown line of her eyebrow lifted. “These last days without you have been long.” 
 
    His hand found hers. “You are mine,” he said simply. “As I am yours. I will not be parted from you again. No other shall ever come between us.” 
 
    “Aut Caesare, aut nihil?” she teased, fitting herself next to his body and lifting her face for a kiss.  
 
    “No,” he corrected. “Not Caesare. Borgia.”  
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    June 16, 1519 
 
      
 
     “Bring them in.” 
 
    The page bowed as he retreated back through the doorway, leather-soled shoes creating a whisping sound against the tiles as he turned. The boy in the distinctive blue d’Este livery had a mop of shining dark hair, carefully brushed and arranged beneath his hat; his eyes were red-rimmed from crying. As he had shown them through the halls of the castle, Betta had attempted to determine his age. Though he came up to her shoulder and the long bones of his arms and legs suggested that he would one day be a man of impressive strength, there was a softness to his face which made her think that he had not served the noble family for very long.  
 
    The impression was confirmed when the page bit his lip, hesitating at the door. He made a furtive movement with his hands; Betta leaned down. 
 
    “The Duchess…” he murmured, voice trembling over the words, “She fades with each hour, more since the babe…” The boy looked down and wiped at his eyes with a sleeve. “The Duke wishes to speak to you before you are allowed to see her.” 
 
    Betta nodded, feeling the squeeze on her arm as the young woman at her side sought to provide a measure of comfort. 
 
    The page took another step closer and stretched up so that his mouth was level with her ear. “He is distraught. Mind your words.” Straightening, he took a step back as his face regained the smooth, impersonal mask that Betta remembered from her years at the palazzo. “This way.” Opening the corridor, he ushered them inside.  
 
    The sudden influx of light made Betta blink. The late afternoon sun had been swallowed by the bulk of the Castillio Estense when they arrived, the enormous red-brick edifice allowing only glimpses of a fading blue sky, but the duke’s studiolo possessed mullioned windows as tall as a man that flooded the room with light.  And as though the illumination from the windows was not sufficient, candles had been scattered throughout, fat wax tapers as thick as her wrist dripping onto the ornate braces.  
 
    The man sitting at the table wore a red leather doublet left unlaced down the front, the linen shirt beneath was stained with sweat. Betta studied him with interest- the Duke of Ferrara, the head of the ancient d’Este family. And, for almost two decades, her lady’s husband. His body was massive, thick of shoulder and thigh, and the backs of his hands were crossed by the twisting white lines of old scars.. Graying dark hair stood up in tufts, as though the Duke had run his hands through it. The carefully sculpted lines of his beard were marred by stubble crawling up his cheeks. Bronze spectacles hinged at the top were kept close at hand.  
 
    Betta allowed her eyes to drift as she waited for the Duke to acknowledge their presence. Tiles on the floor and ceiling of the studiolo were glazed terracotta painted in vivid reds and blues. Shelves lining the walls housed thick, leather-bound books which jostled for space with pieces of sculpture. A painting of woman with naked breasts stared across the room with an inviting expression on her beautiful face.  
 
    Pieces of metal were scattered over the octagonal table where the Duke sat, a thick layer of oil and soot tarnishing the inlaid surface.  A long cylinder of bronze half as long as her body lay spread out like a gutted animal, the narrow opening along the shaft exposing the workings within. 
 
     Betta felt a chill race up her spine as the Duke’s attention finally shifted to her, beginning a thorough perusal that began at the high collar of the brown traveling dress and continuing down past the waist that motherhood had not thickened. Study boots peeked out from beneath the dusty hem.  
 
    “Closer.” 
 
    Betta released the hand still holding hers, allowing the young woman at her side to remain in the shadows near the door. Lifting her chin, she walked forward; the hands holding up the hem of her skirts itched, looking for the comfort of a blade.  Evidently reassured by what he saw, the Duke of Ferrara leaned back in his chair and inclined his head in her direction. Though he did not glance at the other occupant of the room, Betta knew that she had been studied with the same sharp attention, her unsought appearance to be dealt with in turn. 
 
    “Your journey was made in good time,” he said, tapping his fingers on the table, the soot leaving a mark. 
 
    “The roads favored us for speedy travel, your grace,” Betta murmured.  
 
    “A good thing. My well-beloved wife will not remain of this world for much longer. The child was born.” 
 
    As he did not seem to wish for her to speak, Betta did not reply. 
 
    “Tiny scrap of a thing. Named her for my sister, and it pleased God to call her home after she had been baptized, and I thank him for his kindness. The doctors thought it would help her to heal, having the babe. We tried to convince her to take herbs, hastening the birth, but my lady would not hear of it. Said the babe would come in its own time, and her life or death with it.”  
 
    The words were ones that Betta had heard before. She dug her nails into her palm, trying to stem the flood of emotion.  
 
    “And yet, in the midst of her illness, my duchess asks that you be brought to her. A servant, my lady wife says, one that was with her from her earliest days.” 
 
    “Yes, your grace.” 
 
    The duke picked up a piece of the bronze machinery, turning it over in his hands. “Have you visited before?” 
 
    Rolling tension formed a thick knot in her stomach. “Yes, your grace.” 
 
    The duke’s lips twitched as he studied her from beneath thick brows. “When Valentino died. When she…” The corners of his mouth turned down.  
 
    When she tried to throw herself from the tower. Betta remembered, the shadow of that night enveloping her mind- blackest despair, a fight, and a kiss that had brought the duchess back from the edge. “Yes, your grace. I stayed near a month that time.” 
 
    Thick fingers drummed on the table. “She sent for you then as she sends for you now, though never since. Why, I shouldn’t wonder.” His eyes shifted from her to the figure by the door. “My duchess is a silent one. Doesn’t talk about the past. But she said that you have been with her from the beginning. In the Palazzo of Santa Maria in Portico, back when it was ruled over by those the Borgia pope loved.”  
 
    “Before that, even.” Betta murmured. Memory painted a picture of Lucrezia flying along the halls, her skirts catching the light and reflecting it in a thousand jeweled sparkles in the days when they had been happy and young.  
 
    The duke began tapping the metal on his table; his eyes drifted to Lucia, standing quietly with her hands folded in the sleeves of her robe. “The Borgia pope. Already they try to paint him as the antichrist, but that is not how I remember him. A sensualist, to be sure, but an organizational genius. Brilliant in a way that I could never be. Like Valentino.” The duke smiled. “He and I were friends. He would have conquered all had the Pope not died when he did. Heady days, those were, like living in a whirlwind. And my sweet and gentle wife at the center of it. The things they said about her then...shocking. Gave my father an apoplexy when his holiness fixed on the idea of wedding her to our noble house.” His gaze turns to Lucia. “But I have no need to tell you these things. You were there. You know the secrets that my wife holds in the dark corners of her heart not illuminated by saintly good works.” 
 
    Betta kept her face smooth. The secrets of the Borgia. Images flashed through her mind- the light streaming through the arched loggia, lighting the jewels on the girl’s gown, the passion and the desperation. 
 
    And the memories that were her’s alone- intense eyes and a cleft chin behind a fall of dark red hair, the joy in her sister’s face when she entered the bodega as a married woman. And later, the chamber a wash of scarlet blood dripping onto the tiles, the serene face of the Madonna as the dusty traveler knelt before her and prayed, sacrificing the thing he loved so that the woman would live, and finally, the piercing sweetness of a baby’s cry.  
 
     Yes, she knew the darkest secrets of the Borgia family.  All of them. 
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