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      Umberto Scolari. Engineer. Thinker. Student to Il Maestro himself: Leonardo da Vinci.

      While da Vinci paints and designs machinery for his patrons, Umberto picks up the slack when someone needs a murder solved, a baby reunited with its mother, or help solving other crimes.

      Peppered with well-known historical figures and often based around actual events, these five mystery stories bring the Italian Renaissance alive.
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      “Dermatis has a love of lush language….”
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      It was to be called the Feast of Paradise.

      Umberto Scolari, so called because of his tutelage under Il Maestro Leonardo himself, stepped back from the stage and shook his head. The Duke’s astrologer had ascertained that tomorrow would be the most auspicious time for the wedding feast, but Umberto took little stock in the idea that the heavens predicted anything.

      The heavens couldn’t have predicted that the stage, which was meant to rotate, currently did not work as such.

      If he believed in omens, he would say that if they didn’t fix this, it didn’t bode well. Ludovico Sforza, the Duke of Milan, was not a forgiving man.

      The Masque of the Planets should be the shining jewel at the Feast of Paradise, and would raise Il Maestro’s status even more. Umberto hoped his own status would increase as well; if the noble guests learned he had been Leonardo’s personal assistant on the project, perhaps he could find a position with one of them as ingenarius ducalis, or court engineer-architect, just as Leonardo had here in Milan for the Sforzas.

      Umberto very much desired to leave crowded, stifling, polluted Milan for airier climes. Anywhere in Tuscany would be an improvement.

      He was about to step back onto the stage to adjust one of the zodiac windows when Isabella’s chief lady, Chiara, burst into the great hall. Her footsteps echoed as she ran to him, clutching her skirts to keep from tripping.

      “Il Maestro,” she said, hands on her knees as she gasped for air, “is he here?”

      Umberto shook his head. “He has gone back to his workshop.” He’d left nearly an hour before to set the apprentices on fixing the broken rack-and-pinion gear.

      “Then you must come,” she said. “Someone has been poisoned.”
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      Umberto’s concern increased seven-fold when Chiara brought him to the guest quarters that housed the d’Este family. Was the victim young Beatrice, whom Duke Sforza had been courting (or, rather, courting her father, d’Este, Duke of Ferrera, because any liaison between duchies was a political move, not a romantic one)?

      Or the Duke of Ferrera himself? Umberto paled at the thought.

      A member of the d’Este retinue admitted them to the suite of rooms, and Umberto was relieved to see both Beatrice and her father alive. Beatrice, sitting in a walnut-wood chair carved with rosettes and lion’s-head feet, held a lavender-scented handkerchief to her nose against the stench of vomit in the room.

      On the table, a plate of candied cherries.

      On the floor, the body of Beatrice’s maid.

      “May I examine the victim?” Umberto asked.

      Beatrice glanced at her father, who nodded. With Leonardo otherwise occupied, Umberto was a reasonable and trusted substitute.

      Umberto knelt beside the dead girl. Among Leonardo’s many interests were medicine and anatomy, and Umberto had joined him in his studies.

      The yellowish cast to her skin and the fact that she had vomited (and had convulsed, Beatrice told him through her handkerchief) brought him to the conclusion of arsenic. But something…something bothered him.

      He looked up. “May I borrow one of your bedcoverings, or a small tapestry?”

      Duke d’Este frowned but gave his assent. A servant brought Umberto a heavily embroidered cloth, which he draped over his head. It blocked out the light, although not so much the confused murmurs of the onlookers.

      He leaned over the table. His suspicions were confirmed. The candied cherries emitted a faint glow.

      La cantarella, it was called. Arsenic mixed with phosphorus.

      The personal poison of choice for the Borgias.

      He slipped the tapestry off his head and faced d’Este, sketching a short bow. “There is indeed poison in the sweetmeats,” he said.

      Beatrice gasped, her eyes wide above the handkerchief.

      As far as anyone knew, the sweetmeats had been specifically delivered for Beatrice at the bequest of the Duke himself, who knew the cherries were her favorite.

      Umberto chose not to mention the Borgia connection, unwilling to incite a political incident until he had more proof. La cantarella might be their trademark, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be adopted by someone else, either because it was an affective poison or because they wanted to throw suspicion on the Borgias.

      The question remained: Who would want to harm a gentle young noblewoman, and why?

      “It’s Isabella,” Beatrice said flatly. “I know it.”

      The bride for whom the Feast of Paradise was being held? Isabella of Aragon, wife of the Duke’s nephew Gian Galeazzo Sforza, was hardly someone who plotted murder.

      “She doesn’t like me because her father wishes to marry me,” Beatrice went on with a toss of her head. “She’s barren, you know. Everyone knows. She’s jealous of me.”

      Not such a gentle noblewoman, it seemed.

      Still, because of Duke Sforza’s interest in her, she was an honored guest at the festivities.

      Of course, no matter how the Duke preferred to couch it, this wasn’t truly a wedding feast. That event had been a year ago, and Beatrice spoke of the very rumors the Duke hoped this extravaganza would distract from: the fact that Isabella had yet to show signs of producing an heir.

      The feast wouldn’t happen at all, however, and tongues would wag for decades if Beatrice were murdered during the festivities.
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      The great hall of Castello Sforzesco was decorated with frescoes depicting the history and deeds of the Sforza family. Umberto felt their eyes upon him as he walked the length of the huge room to the stage.

      Il Maestro Leonardo had returned, bringing with him Giacomo, a new apprentice from the nearby County of Guastalla. At eighteen he was old for an apprentice, but showed an aptitude for mechanical things and a willingness to learn.

      Giacomo crawled beneath the stage to replace the broken gear, and Umberto took the opportunity to tell Leonardo the news and share what he had discovered thus far.

      “A grave matter indeed,” Il Maestro agreed. “The Borgias might fear an alliance between Milan and Ferrera.”

      “There has been gossip that a match is being orchestrated between Alfonso d’Este and Anna Sforza as well,” Umberto said. Alfonso was Beatrice’s brother; Anna, Gian Galeazzo’s sister. “Even if the Duke was unable to marry Beatrice, an alliance between the duchies would likely still occur.”

      “Who made the cherries?” Leonardo asked.

      “The cook has been with Sforza for years,” Umberto told him. After leaving the d’Estes, he and Chiara had gone to the kitchens; the cooks knew her and liked her, so it was easy for her to ask questions. “I took him into the pantry and found no trace of phosphorus.”

      It had been impossible for him to examine the kitchens for phosphorus, however, due to the sunlight streaming in the windows.

      “The sweetmeats weren’t delivered by anyone the staff recognized,” he went on. “They assumed he was a member of the d’Este retinue.”

      “That makes little sense…” Leonardo said.

      “…because if Ludovico ordered the delicacy for Beatrice, one of his people would have been on hand to deliver it,” Umberto finished.

      Unfortunately for Beatrice’s lady, Beatrice had been dressing in the other room, and her lady hadn’t been able to resist sampling the delicacy.

      “Should we tell the Duke?” Umberto asked his mentor.

      Leonardo stroked his beard, pondering. “I think not,” he said finally. “Ludovico is busy with the festivities and the guests.”

      Umberto knew that Gian Galeazzo thought he himself was orchestrating the event, but everyone else knew his uncle pulled the strings. Ludovico had become regent of Milan when Gian had been a boy, and continued as duke even after Gian had come of age.

      Gian preferred frivolities and fripperies to politics and the business of ruling, at any rate, and Ludovico indulged him.

      The d’Estes had chosen to keep the matter of the attempted poisoning quiet. If gossip circulated that an assassination had been only narrowly avoided, others would be likely to try.

      Now, Giacomo crawled back out from beneath the stage and made his way behind it to the controls. A moment later, gears ground and wood rumbled and the stage began to turn.

      “Excellent!” Leonardo said, clapping his hands. “Now we can proceed to the next stage. Giacomo, assemble the dancers for a rehearsal.”

      Because he was assisting Il Maestro with the entertainment, Umberto had to stay during the rehearsal. But half his mind was occupied with the question of who had tried to poison Beatrice, and how and when they would try again.

      Standing partway down the hall so they wouldn’t interrupt the proceedings, he stole some time with Chiara, asking her questions about various families, their political aspirations, their grudges and alliances. Although he was reasonably familiar with the common gossip, she heard more secrets; as a servant, she was often ignored when others were talking.

      Unfortunately, it all came around to the same answer, one which didn’t surprise him greatly: Every family, large or small, could be argued to have a motive, whether because of the d’Este’s alliance with Naples, the war against Venice, their ties to Savonarola, or any number of other jealousies or business rivalries.

      In other words, anybody at tomorrow’s Feast of Paradise could be a threat to young Beatrice.

      It was doubtful that they wouldn’t try again after today’s failure. Which meant the best he could do was try to help keep Beatrice safe until she and her family returned home to Ferrera.
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      The fading light of evening halted all work on the stage and the presentation rehearsal. They were partway back to Il Maestro’s workshop when Leonardo realized a tool had been left behind. As Giacomo had already left on another errand, Umberto was tapped to retrieve it.

      The great hall took on a different cast by the light of a single candle. The frescoes and portraits, the gilt ceiling, were all swallowed by darkness.

      The tool wasn’t on the stage or nearby, which meant Giacomo had left it underneath when he had replaced the gear assembly.

      Umberto sighed and unlaced his wool doublet—better that his linen shirt get soiled than the wool—then shimmied beneath the stage.

      The candle was not the only thing that glowed there.

      His breath quickened, his heart speeding as he realized the implications of what he saw.
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      Umberto spent most of the night searching for Giacomo, a task at which he failed.

      So it came as little surprise to him the next morning when he learned the apprentice’s body had been found in an unsavory area of the city. The poisoned cherries had no doubt been a test, one he had failed, and so he met the price of that failure.

      But the fact that Giacomo—who had been intimately knowledgeable about tonight’s special entertainment—was involved in the attempted poisoning reinforced Umberto’s conviction that another attempt would be made on Beatrice’s life, and that attempt would happen during the Masque of the Planets.

      Unfortunately, not being able to question Giacomo meant he still didn’t know who would be behind the attempt.

      During the night, Umberto had devised a plan—but now he had to convince the Duke of Ferrara and his daughter to agree.
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      The Feast of Paradise had begun.

      The great hall was filled with de’Medici, Borgia, d’Este, Gonzaga—every ruling family of any bearing—and diplomats and state leaders from across Italy. All were in their finest clothes, brocaded silks and gold-embroidered velvets.

      And, as required by Ludovico himself, all were masked.

      The Duke was in fine form, resplendent in Oriental robes with strange beasts embroidered upon them. Everyone jostled for opportunities to speak with him or with Isabella and Gian Galeazzo, the guests of honor.

      His mouth dry despite sips of wine, Umberto tried to keep Beatrice in sight. Her green and gold-shot gown set off her soft brown hair, which was braided with pearls and wound around her head. She was quiet, her sharp tongue unusually stilled, but no one seemed to take notice.

      Then the Duke stepped up to the stage to introduce the Masque of the Planets. Leonardo signaled to Umberto, and he stepped to Il Maestro’s side, one eye on the mechanics and one eye on Beatrice.

      The musicians began to play a bright caccia, in part to cover the creaks and groans of the stage. The curtains swept up to reveal a painted scene of craggy mountains. The assembled crowd gasped when the center mountain split open and the stage revolved to reveal a glittering dome. The signs of the zodiac, picked out in colored glass, glowed from torchlight behind them, and other torches shone as stars.

      Seven dancers stepped forth and began an elaborate choreography of the orbits of the seven planets: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the Moon, and the Sun. Leonardo smiled, nodding, as they followed the correct paths per his devising.

      As the three Graces and the seven Muses began their speeches praising the bride, all eyes were on the stage or on Isabella herself to espy her reaction to the poetic words.

      Except for Umberto, and the man creping up behind Beatrice, the stiletto in his hand glittering in the candle flames.

      With a shout, Umberto pushed his way through the crowd to where Beatrice sat. But he was too late to stop the man from pressing the knife to Beatrice’s ribs. With one swift move the blade would be in her heart….

      But the knife failed to slip between Beatrice’s ribs. Confused, the man hesitated, and then both Umberto and Duke d’Este were upon him.

      The dancers and speakers on stage continued, professional to the end, and most of the guests had no idea a near-murder had been foiled.
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      Hours later, Umberto was called to the Duke’s private chambers himself to explain what had transpired. Il Maestro sat near Ludovico, leaning forward to catch Umberto’s every word.

      As far as Umberto had been able to ascertain, Giacomo had taken the cherries from the kitchens, introduced the poison, and delivered them to Beatrice’s lady, who had no reason to suspect that he wasn’t part of the Sforza household. Then he had gone to Il Maestro’s workshop, and accompanied Leonardo back to Castello Sforzesco once the gear had been repaired.

      “But why did the assassination attempt fail?” Ludovico asked.

      “I knew they would not try poison again, because after the first attempt, the d’Estes would employ tasters for all their food and drink,” Umberto said. “The most likely form they would try was an assault with a knife. I used materials from Il Maestro’s workshop—” and he sketched a swift bow in Leonardo’s direction “—to make a sprung-steel cover for Beatrice’s corset, which a blade could not penetrate.”

      “Still, that put Beatrice in great possible danger,” the Duke protested, his dark face drawing into a scowl.

      Umberto smiled. “Ah, but are you sure of what you saw? For the woman the assassin attempted to stab was actually Isabella’s lady, Chiara.” As if he would have allowed the Duke’s future wife to come to harm.

      In the massive great room, lit only by candles, someone would have to get very close to be able to tell that the woman sitting in Beatrice’s seat was not Beatrice herself.

      Beatrice had pouted mightily at having to wear a simpler outfit and not sit at one of the head tables, especially when she learned another woman—a servant, at that!—would be wearing her gown and giornia and mask.

      Only Beatrice, her father, Umberto, and Chiara herself had been privy to the plan, to decrease the likelihood of someone learning of the deception.

      The Duke nodded. “Ah, well done there. As you know, I wish to wed Beatrice, so her continued health is of great importance to me.”

      “Indeed,” Umberto said, knowing he’d been bestowed a favor from Ludovico by being privy to that information. But he couldn’t help but ask, “Was that the motive for the attempts on her life?”

      “Indeed it was,” Ludovico said. “The conspirators have been questioned.”

      Umberto shuddered, aware of what means would have been used to elicit those confessions.

      Ludovico shared what had been gleaned. The sons of Achille Torelli, Count of Guastalla, sought to raise the status of the county to a dukedom. Ernesto and Bartolomo felt that if their sister, Elisabetta, were to marry Ludovico, their own standings would improve greatly.

      They were the ones who had installed Giacomo as an apprentice to Leonardo, as a way to keep an eye on the wedding feast proceedings. The Masque’s choreographer and a local priest had also been part of their group.

      “You have my gratitude,” the Duke said to Umberto. “Know that House Sforza considers you a friend.”

      That tide could easily turn, Umberto knew, but for now, it was a great honor.
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      The Feast of Paradise and the Masque of the Planets had been successes on several levels. The rumors of Isabella’s inability to conceive were replaced by praise for not only the festivities, but of the glory of Milan itself.

      And a few months later, Isabella showed clear signs that she would, in fact, produce an heir or a bargaining chip for Gian Galeazzo.

      Umberto still didn’t believe in astrological predictions.

      The Duke of Ferrera also expressed his thanks to Umberto by extending an invitation to Umberto to join his court as an ingenarius ducalis, but Umberto declined.

      For one thing, Ferrara wasn’t that much farther south than Milan.

      For another, he thought perhaps spending more time in the presence of Il Maestro Leonardo—and Isabella’s lady, Chiara—might be in his best interests.
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