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Chapter One

Donato Venturi

I’M SAFE AS long as I’m rowing. No enemy has ever successfully breached the mercurial lagoon surrounding Venice on all sides. For three glorious miles I row free, my stroke easy and automatic. I spent my youth on the lagoon until, at fourteen years and nine months of age, I was randomly selected ballot boy against my will and inclination. Taken from my mother, from my friends, from my home, and installed in the palace with the doge as my boss, my rowing time turned into riding and Latin lessons. I still ache at times for an oar in my hands and a breeze riffling my long black hair.

Midway between the Doge’s Palace and Marghera, one of our ports on terrafirma, with the sun in my eyes and the scent of the lagoon in my nose, I savor a moment of sweet peace before embarking on my new mission. Our neighbor and enemy, Lord Francesco Carrara of Padua, regularly burns our farms and plunders our mainland towns. Our amorphous shoreline teems with crooks, assassins, and spies. I don’t wear a sword because I wouldn’t know how to use one, but my crossbow is at hand, and my dagger hangs at my waist with a special kiss of poison along its razor-sharp edge. I’m rowing to meet a man I’ve never seen in a place I have never been. Serenissimo assured me I needn’t worry, that I would know him straight off, and I trust any man stamped with the doge’s imprimatur. He rides from Treviso fortress, ours, to meet me at the inn by the tower of Marghera at Vespers.

I tether my boat in the shadow of the three-story brick watchtower, the lower course of obvious Roman origin. The Romans never ventured onto the marshy islands of the lagoon, confining themselves to solid ground. I stash my crossbow and quiver in my boat, expecting no danger at the inn, only a new friend.

Fishermen’s huts clustered at the base of the tower enclose a crude square deserted in the late afternoon. The tower looms overhead, a rook on a chessboard spreading from Carrara Castle in Padua to St. Mark’s Square. At the back of the square, outside the inn, three men—desperados, mercenaries, or thugs—watch me approach with an unhealthy interest. None of them looks likely to be Donato Venturi. I place my hand on my dagger to show them I mean business. The doge’s ring glints on my finger. Those who respect the power of the doge see the ring as a talisman; those who don’t see only a large chunk of gold. One more step and I clearly pick out the splayed red carts, the carros of the Carrara, on their blood- and mud-spattered tunics.

“Aw, ain’t he pretty?”

“You heard about those Venetian butt boys. Better than women, they say.”

As I unsheathe my dagger, three longswords lunge at me, their wielders laughing at the notion that a dagger could protect me from them. I stumble backward, catch myself, stand as tall as possible, and hold up the doge’s ring. “Arms down in the name of His Exalted Serenity, the Doge of Venice.”

“Exalted Fucking Asshole, that one. Old Contarini got no weenie.”

I raise my dagger, knowing something they don’t know. They snigger and slash, making their steel blades sing. I cannot possibly nick all three with my blade before they cut my hands off, so I retreat. One of them slip-slides into my space, swinging. The point of his blade slices my doublet, stinging my skin. I swipe with my dagger, desperate to break his skin and deliver the poison kiss, but he flips his sword, grips the blade with his gauntlets, and swings it, braining me with the pommel. I fly backward to general laughter, rolling away as the disrespectful thugs advance to skewer me for the fun of it.

They don’t notice until their heads turn, following mine, and by then it’s too late. A whirlwind of dust whips toward the square delivering an armed soldier on a lathered white destrier showering foam. He swoops in and circles the Paduans, freeing me to sheathe my dagger and scramble to the boat for my crossbow, but before I can, he disarms all three in a shower of blood. He doesn’t kill them, but he may as well have.

He jumps off his destrier, which stands still as a statue behind him, grips my hand in his gauntlet, and yanks me to my feet.

“Are you hurt?”

“Only my pride.”

“What did they want?”

“We never got that far.”

As the wounded Paduans crawl away, he laughs heartily, slaps me on the back, and says, “Well met, Niccolò Saltano. I am Donato Venturi.”

He lifts off his helmet and shakes his head, smacking his right ear with the butt of his palm. I lack words to describe his sudden impact. Even his shadow has tangible presence. But more astonishing are his brown skin and blue eyes. His beauty shatters every canon of classical aesthetics and redefines them. His square face is made up of rounded planes showcasing Arab eyes, a Venetian nose, and plush lips wreathed in moustaches and goatee. No matter how fierce his brows or severe the crop of his black curls, his smile strikes me speechless. He covers my blush and stammer with easy conversation. “I’ve heard a lot about you from Serenissimo. He brags about you like the son he never had.”

“I wouldn’t take his word on me. His fondness inclines to dotage.”

“And also from General Giustinian, who credits you with our smashing victory at Trieste.”

“And yet I know nothing of you but your name.”

“Accompany me inside,” he says, “and we can remedy that.”

We cross the square to the inn, and he opens the heavy door with one finger, linking his arm in mine to escort me inside.

Men can be attractive in many ways, but Donato Venturi is sui generis. Serenissimo neglected to tell me about the color of his skin, like a larch oar oiled by countless palms and buffed to a rich and complex brown, or that a Roman artist crafting an African Hercules might have sculpted him in mahogany. He exudes confidence in an unselfconscious way. Astolfo, lord of Castle Moccò, my previous lodestar for manly beauty, stood well over six feet tall with red-gold curls cascading down his back—a fallen angel or radiant demon. Donato, no taller than I but immensely broader—a bull to my deer—registers as monumental.

Inside the low windowless inn where daylight never penetrates, stubby candles gutter and smoke. The innkeeper stands aside, and we seek a corner far from prying ears. Donato raises two fingers to the innkeeper and blinds him with a smile, suggesting that they know each other. He brings two glasses, a flagon of wine, and a plate of gristly pork scraps. We say nothing until he retreats, and then I raise my glass.

“Greetings and gratitude.”

Donato skates over my gratitude. “I rarely encounter a Paduan whose bite is as fierce as his bark. Three of them amount to half an Austrian brute, as you well know.”

“No need to be modest, Donato. Serenissimo advised me that you’re the greatest swordsman in Venice.”

He raises his glass. “To the hero of Trieste from Venice’s premier swordsman. I’m honored to finally meet you.”

“Although Serenissimo holds you in the highest regard, he told me nothing about you.”

“I am captain of cavalry at Treviso under General Giustinian. Before that, I was an arsenal guard. I apprenticed at the arsenal at the age of eight. They worked me like a dog and treated me worse, but as bad as it got, it was never worse than home.”

“How is that?”

“I see our beloved doge has truly told you nothing.”

“Not even the color of your skin.”

“Aha. Appearances to the contrary, I am a Venetian noble, born in 1343 and raised at Palazzo Venturi until I ran away.”

“Ten years my senior. I turn eighteen on the seventeenth of April.”

“My father is Jacopo Venturi, of the ancient and venerable house of Venturi, now the dregs of the nobility, although we are all supposedly equal. Living in the Doge’s Palace must have taught you all about that. My family was so poor that our rooms were dark for want of candles, and we often didn’t eat, but my father never failed to cast his vote in the Great Council.”

“What about your mother?”

“She died when I was eight. She was a princess of Mali, kidnapped by a slave trader and sold to my father because, like all Venetian nobles, he wanted to marry a princess. He couldn’t afford a European, so he bought an African. He paraded her in silks on Sundays and feasts and treated her like a slave the rest of the time. She was beautiful and loving and kind and did not deserve such a fate. As soon as we burned her corpse, I began planning my escape, and I told no one at the arsenal I bear a noble name. They assumed I was an escaped slave or some such, but after the great plague killed half our men, beggars couldn’t be choosers. I worked harder and longer than anyone else until I caught the eye of Orsino Bellarosa, a lord of the arsenal, who liked what he saw. He took me under his wing, directed my training, and advanced me into the arsenal guard at the age of fifteen.”

“I know Orsino Bellarosa. He is a brave Venetian, deeply loyal to the doge.”

“Like all the arsenal guard. Many years ago, Orsino introduced me to his old friend Andrea Contarini, before he was elected doge, and ever since, our Serenissimo has kept a close but distant eye on me.”

“You’ve known him longer than I have.”

“But not in the same way. You see him every day and know his thoughts. Since the election, I see him rarely. But enough about me. What orders do you bring?”

Once again, Donato’s eyes linger on mine, concealing something urgent, never wavering until I am forced to blink and turn to business to cover my blush.

“First, a small caveat,” I say. “I remember everything perfectly and can recite it to you forward and backward, which I will spare you.”

“You are a gentleman and a scholar.”

I take a breath and summon Serenissimo’s presence. “The Turks have crossed the Maritsa River into Serbia, and no one doubts they’re headed for Hungary. The Genoese are killing one another so wantonly that they had to beg Lord Visconti of Milan to keep a lid on them, a mistake they will regret to the end of their days. Lord Carrara of Padua is waging an undeclared war on our towns and farms on terrafirma, a war he can’t declare until King Louis of Hungary sends the troops he promised. All of this is well known to you.”

Donato busts out laughing. “I’m sorry,” he says, wiping tears from his eyes, “but your impersonation is perfect in tone and gesture. He may as well be here. Forgive me. Go on.”

“I asked Serenissimo how likely King Louis of Hungary is to aid Padua. He said it would be mad for Louis to send troops to Carrara with the Turk advancing on him, but Louis listens only to God, and there’s no telling what He might say. The question is—how far will King Louis go to own the Adriatic, given that he can’t build ships, doesn’t have a navy, and has neither oarsmen, sailors, nor admirals? More importantly, does he understand that Venice cannot and will not lose to him again, at any cost? We will never submit to a Hungarian yoke, and Louis hates losing as much as he hates us. If he suspects he can’t win, he will overturn the board and go home. We need to know what is most likely. Thus, I am sending you to his royal palace at Visegrád.”

Donato chuckles. “You meaning you or me?”

“Both. I asked him, ‘Wouldn’t you be better served using trained spies?’ And he replied, ‘What sort of idiot would trust a paid spy? I know I can trust you. Look and listen. Read the signs without being obvious. I want details. Get as close as you can but not so close as to endanger yourself. Talk to our people there. Find Giacomo da Murano and use my name. He is an old friend who has grown rich selling glass to Louis’s court. Heed what he says and listen to the common folk. Ask direct questions whenever you can get away with it from anyone whose word rings true.’

“I told him I wasn’t convinced I was the right man for the job, and he said, ‘That’s why I’m sending Donato Venturi with you.’

“I asked, ‘Who is Donato Venturi, and why have I never heard of him before?’ Serenissimo said it was because we live in two different worlds, the palace and the arsenal. One is a place of selfish struggles for wealth and advantage; the other is a place of selfless labor for the good of the Republic, where skill and character outweigh wealth and pedigree. He said I couldn’t ask for a better companion on this mission than Donato Venturi.”

“High praise from our beloved Serenissimo,” Donato says. “We are both honored by his confidence.”

“Yes, we are.”

“And your memory is remarkable.”

“I never wished for it; it’s how I am. No matter what I do, I can’t forget.”

“That must be torture for sure. There’s much I’m glad to forget.”

“Serenissimo relies on the accuracy of my memory. He says I am a diary no one else can read.”

“Do you know how much so-called wise men charge for memory training in Rialto? Anyone who wants to manage a convoy or enter a joint venture or run an abacus or cheat at cards pays through the nose to learn what you do effortlessly. Serenissimo understands the value of a good asset.”

“I never considered myself an asset.”

“Ah, you most definitely are, or you wouldn’t be here with me.”

“What makes you an asset?”

“Does loyalty count?”

“Loyalty’s not a skill. It’s a quality of soul.”

“Then it must be my charm.” He reaches for a candle, holds it near my face, and stares still more deeply into my eyes. “Your eyes are bluer than mine.”

For an instant, he seems as lost in my eyes as I am in his, which I doubt possible.

“I have my father’s eyes,” I say. “Who donated your sapphires?”

“My mother. You also have the same slight overbite as your father. On him, it’s menacing, but on you, it’s…something else.”

“Did you know my father?”

“Know him? No. But I saw him in action, on Crete, during the rebellion he led. Serenissimo confided that Marcantonio Gradenigo is your father. What a maniac, living for mayhem. If he didn’t have a battle, he’d incite a bloody brawl.”

“Do you know he’s not dead and walks the streets disguised as a monk? He calls himself Brother Bernardo of the Hermits?”

“I hear the same rumors as everyone else.”

“It’s not a rumor.”

“We’ll save that for later. I must return to Treviso tonight. When do we leave for Hungary?”


Chapter Two

The Secret Mission

HALFWAY HOME, I hear alarm bells summoning the nobles to an emergency session. By the time I reach the palace wharf, a thousand grim-faced nobles in black velvet robes fill the Great Council chamber, newly enlarged to accommodate them. Palace guards toss out the snoops, imposters, and spies before bolting the doors shut. I sit in Serenissimo’s shadow on the dais, his careworn golden robe dappled with dancing rainbows. His six councilors, the Ten, and Marino Vendramin, now head of the Forty, surround him. Sunlight bouncing off the jade water of St. Mark’s Basin through the new glass windows spangles us all with jewels, as well as the newly completed mural on the wall behind us, the Coronation of the Virgin by Guariento of Padua.

Marino Vendramin, youngest of the doge’s councilors when I was chosen ballot boy, my first minder, convenes the session. Not even Caesar could be heard over the din of nobles arguing, gossiping, and commiserating. Marino nods to the captain of the guards, and they beat their shields with the pommels of their swords until the nobles pipe down.

“Gentlemen of Venice. Fellow nobles…” Marino raises his hands inclusively and waits for silence. “We have been informed on the highest authority that Lord Francesco Carrara of Padua, our best enemy, yesterday received a promise from King Louis the Great of Hungary—five thousand Hungarian troops to aid Padua against us as soon as Lord Carrara successfully provokes us into attacking. King Louis avers that law and conscience forbid him to aid an aggressor, but if we attack Padua first, his hands are freed. We are not prepared for a war on land and must raise the money to pay for it. We must decide whether to defeat Padua in the field before the Hungarians arrive, or bide our time and prepare adequately, despite the Paduan raids, pillaging, and terrorizing of our mainland villages and towns, baiting us to attack.”

The floodgates holding back a fratricidal war within the Great Council burst open in a torrent of scabrous debate. Bruno Badoer of the Ten epitomizes the pro-war sentiment among the men hungriest for more territory on terrafirma—for rivers and plains with vast fields, and orchards, all of which our watery situation prevents. Short and round, a red-faced barrel covered in white fur with a white fringe around his ears like a frosted laurel wreath, Badoer always favors war.

“I warned you,” he roars. “Nip that jackal in the bud, I said, and none of you listened. Now we have to rip the whole family out root and branch before he seizes our throne and throws us the scraps from his table.”

Lorenzo Morosini, third wealthiest merchant in Venice, remains only a senator. Scion of an ancient house joined by marriage to the throne of Hungary, much to his chagrin, he has never been elected to the Doge’s Council, the Forty, or the Ten. Thus, he speaks not from the dais, but from the floor.

“Gentlemen, how many times have we heard this same foul wind blowing from Sir Badoer’s mouth? It’s nothing but bellicose posturing. We are not knights, and this is not a crusade. It is a border dispute with a neighbor. Did not our own Lord instruct us to love our neighbors as we love ourselves? Francesco Carrara is only a man. He is rational. We can negotiate a solution without waging a war we cannot afford with an army we do not possess, and which we must assuredly lose as soon as Hungary enters the field.”

“Blow it out your ass, Morosini.” Bruno Badoer swats him away like a fat horsefly. “Is your name Carrara now?”

Boisterous laughter and angry shouts volley over the insult. Federico Cornaro, the sugar king and currently one of the Ten, addresses the dispute.

“We have no cause to question Senator Morosini’s motives or loyalties, gentlemen. We all know what fighting a land war means. Our fleet, the mightiest on the seas, heroically protecting us from the Genoese, pirates, and infidels, cannot fight on land. Instead of attacking the enemy on land with an army, we need only block the rivers and canals from the Adriatic to the marketplaces of Padua, Vicenza, Verona, Milan, and Austria. See how they like it without salt and pepper. See how long their people will stand for it before rioting. Negotiate, we must. The alternative is unthinkable.”

The debate rages back and forth roughly along those lines until the vote is taken, and I count the ballots. The party of diplomacy narrowly but solidly triumphs over the aggrieved warriors.

For now.

Immediately following the vote, Serenissimo suggests he and I pray in the Evangelist’s crypt while pandemonium swirls through St. Mark’s Square, the everyday folk reenacting the battle just fought in the great chamber. When we closed the Great Council almost two centuries ago, the popular assembly—the voice of the commoners—lost its historic role as decision maker. Now, the commoners can only jeer or cheer what the Great Council of nobles decides. We may be a Republic in form, but one operated by a closed caste of a thousand nobles.

In the sanctity and solitude of the Evangelist’s crypt, deep under the high altar of St. Mark’s, we pray briefly. Then Serenissimo speaks.

“What do you make of these idiots?”

“We were lucky in Trieste,” I say. “We’d better stop Carrara before it’s too late.”

He shakes his head wearily. “No one on earth hates war more than I do. I also know that sooner or later, as sure as night follows day, we will be forced to defend ourselves against the jackals salivating around us. I don’t want war, yet here we are, between Scylla and Charybdis. We must go to war.” His head slumps. His shoulders slump. His spirit slumps.

“What if King Louis is playing Carrara for a fool and has no intention of wasting men and money on a loser?”

“Leave for Visegrád at first light. I’ll send word to Donato. Find out what the madmen have in mind.”

I’m too agitated to sleep. Instead of tossing in bed, I sneak out of the palace as I did when I was fourteen, heading to the same place, the apothecary shop on Santa Margherita Square. I shinny up the ancient vine that seems to hold the building together. Abdul, my oldest and best friend, stands on the makeshift loft outside his window studying the positions of the planets and stars with his astrolabe.

“Do you believe that the stars determine our destiny?” I ask.

My voice doesn’t startle him. “Why do you ask?”

“King Louis of Hungary does.”

“I believe determine is too strong a word. Influence, perhaps. If everything is interconnected in ways seen and unseen, which I do believe, then by what reasoning would human beings be set apart from the dance of celestial bodies? But that’s not what you’ve come here to talk about, is it?”

“No. Have you heard anything from Alex?”

“No. But that’s not why you came either.” He carefully sets his astrolabe in its case and gives me his full attention. “Tell me, brother, what creases your brow?”

“We are being forced to go to war. I’m leaving at first light for Visegrád on the Danube to gather intelligence for Serenissimo.”

“Visegrád is widely regarded as a highly cultured and civilized court, more French than Magyar.”

“What do I need on such a journey?”

“Are you going alone?”

“My companion is the greatest swordsman in Venice.”

“Just you and one other?”

“Serenissimo says that’s enough.”

“Our Exalted Serenity is no fool. We must take him at his word. It’s a journey of what? A fortnight each way?”

“More or less.”

“Have you met your companion?”

“I have.”

“Is he trustworthy?”

“Serenissimo swears to it.”

Abdul goes into his closet, opens a cabinet, and runs his fingers over vials and jars, humming a tune I have often heard him play on his oud.

“Definitely this.” He takes the now familiar bottle of poison I use to season the blade of my dagger when I’m heading into danger. He also pulls out a fat packet of kindling tissue that never fails to light, and a fresh flintstone. “You never know when you will need a hasty and reliable flame, but you assuredly will.” He strokes his chin, looking at these items, doing a mysterious calculation in his head, then spins and plucks two small vials from the top shelf. “Be careful with these,” he says. “This one makes you sleepy, and this one banishes sleep. Don’t confuse them.”

He clearly marks them in Latin for me and stuffs everything in a small goatskin packet.

“Farewell, brother,” he says. “Return safe.”


Chapter Three

The Storks of Aquileia

DONATO AWAITS ME in a skiff with two oarlocks and plenty of room for gear. We row to retrieve our horses from the stable at Castel Vecchio, the fort guarding the entrance to the lagoon and flanking the church of San Nicolò al Lido, where the saint’s bones are buried.

“We stole those bones from the church at Bari,” I say. “They’re still mad.”

“Fuck them. They stole them from their proper tomb in Myra. I imagine they’re still mad in Myra, just like they’re still mad in Alexandria that we stole St. Mark’s bones five hundred years ago. The world has good reason to call us thieves.”

“Better thieves than tyrants.” I admire Donato’s ease with an oar, his arms and thighs. “You have a very long and even stroke.”

“I rowed before I ever mounted a horse.”

“Same here. But when I became ballot boy, Serenissimo said an oar and a crossbow were well and good for an urchin from St. Nick’s, but I would never amount to anything unless I could read, write, and ride a horse, none of which I could do. Admiral Pisani taught me to ride.”

“Impressive teacher.” A certain awe tinges Donato’s voice. “Pisani is a brilliant tactician,” he says, “treated badly by our nobles for all the wrong reasons.”

“He’s a great man.” I cherish Pisani deep in my heart, both as a great Venetian and as an attractive and accomplished man I’m flattered to call my friend.

I stand astern, Donato at the prow, and we lapse into a synchronized rhythm, leaning into our stroke, pushing our oars through the water. We lift and rotate them in the air behind us, swinging them around and plunging them into the water again, stroke and lift, over and again, our arms in fluid motion. Our weight shifts as our legs flex and release, rhythmically and effortlessly. To those of us raised on the lagoon, rowing together is a conversation, a physical exchange of information about ourselves that eludes words. I learn Donato is aggressive but considerate, decisive, never tentative, and settles easily into a shared task with another, something much harder for me to do.

We dock at Castel Vecchio, secure the boat, retrieve our horses, and ride to a fat-bellied cog moored on the Adriatic side of the narrow barrier island we call Lido. After strapping our horses in slings below deck, the captain takes his place at the rudder while Donato and I stand amidships. The wind favors us, billowing our sails, pushing us east and north. The bell towers of Venice soon disappear, and the Alps loom ever closer.

“I trust you prepared our itinerary,” Donato says.

“I did. From Aquileia we take Via Gemina over the Julian Alps to Emona, Celeia, Savaria, thence to the Danube and Pone Navata, which the Hungarians call Visegrád.”

“Why do you use the Roman names?”

“That’s what my sources call them.”

“Sources, of course. And you can recite them all, forward and backward…” A bit of a jab delivered sweetly. “Did you know Seneca was like you?”

For a crazy instant, I worry what he might know about me, about Seneca, and where this is leading. Danger lurks in attraction to a man who doesn’t share the same inclination. “In what way?”

“As a student, he was easily bored, so he ordered his classmates to read two thousand names aloud, and then he astonished them by reciting them back. Another time, his schoolmates recited lines from two hundred poems, and he recited them in reverse order.”

“Where did you learn Latin?”

He laughs so hard that I blush. “That’s not my point. My point is that you are not alone with this gift, or curse, or what-have-you—your unnatural memory. But no. Of course I don’t read Latin. My school was the arsenal. That bit about Seneca was passed to me by an unknown hand I suspect belongs to Our Exalted Serenity, judging from the illegible scribble.”

The morning sun glazes the Adriatic with a golden sheen, stirring the world from sleep, but Donato’s expression takes a more somber turn.

“These roads we’re taking,” he says, “they may have been imperial Roman highways, but they are cracked and broken and infested with cutthroats, pirates, and thieves. Without an armed escort, no traveler is safe.”

“Serenissimo has faith in us.”

“So he does,” Donato says. “But I worry that you don’t know how to wield a sword.”

“It’s your job to teach me.”

He starts to say something hasty, thinks better of it, and pauses before resuming. “Everyone agrees you’re the best bowman in Venice—”

“I was. I fear counting too many ballots has dulled my eye.”

“How long did it take you to master the crossbow?”

“My mother gave it to me when I was eight. She said it belonged to my dead father, and I vowed to be worthy of him, believing he was a heroic bowman-of-the-quarterdeck murdered by pirates. Lies my mother made up out of whole cloth. I began winning contests when I was twelve after my friend Abdul trained me in the Mamluk style. I would say it took four years of daily practice to master of the crossbow.”

“It takes equally long to master the sword, even with me as your teacher, and no villain lying in ambush will wait to spring until you’re cocked and loaded.”

“You’re worried I’m putting you in danger?”

Steel flashes from his scabbard, blade twisting, gripped in his right hand, his left hand on the pommel. The point thrusts straight at my Adam’s apple until it stops, perfectly still, an inch short, all before I can blink.

“I’m not worried about me,” Donato says. “I’m worried about you.”

The captain takes uneasy notice of Donato’s swordwork and watches us with a worried eye, inching closer. To starboard, the blue Adriatic undulates like silk in the wind, and to port, islands intermingle with lagoons and river deltas and forests stretching toward the shore from the snow-capped mountains above.

“We must be very cautious in Aquileia,” I say.

“We must be very cautious everywhere.”

Donato seems to view me as a Latin-spouting little brother, educated but unworldly.

“Especially in Aquileia,” I say. “The Patriarch of Aquileia supports Padua and Hungary against us.”

“He’s a good German. His reach extends all the way to Laibach. That’s Emona to you. You do realize he no longer actually lives in Aquileia, right? He packed up and moved the palace, the markets, the money, everything but the buildings and a few spies, to Udine, leaving a handful of people and a once great city gone to the dogs.”

“It’s not as bad as all that,” says the captain, now close enough to join the conversation. “There are at least a hundred of us left.”

“No insult intended,” Donato says. “But you know what I mean.”

“Sad to say, I do. Once upon a time, Aquileia was second only to Rome. We were the center of trade across the Alps before Attila wrecked us. Cocky son of a bitch. He thought he’d take the city in a day, but our walls showed Roman resolve. He couldn’t breach them and couldn’t advance on Rome until he did. So he laid siege, and when his Huns ran out of grub and forage and patience, they started talking mutiny.”

“And then, wondrous to tell,” Donato says, “Attila saw storks fly out of the tower with their young on their backs. He believed the storks foresaw impending disaster and assaulted the tower. It collapsed, he breached the walls, and Aquileia fell.”

“Those weren’t their young’uns on their backs,” the captain says. “Those were their parents. Like Aeneas fleeing Troy with his father Anchises on his back.”

“You’ve read the Aeneid?” I can’t hide my disbelief.

“I don’t read nothing,” the captain says. “Those were the stories my grandfather told me when we fished on the lagoon. According to him, after Troy burned down, Aeneas wandered forever and a day until he ended up here and founded Aquileia. The old man knew all those stories and all about signs and portents. The more he drank, the more he knew.”

“My boss,” I say, “a man of great learning and experience, also believes in signs and portents. He sees them everywhere. He says the trick is to read them correctly. Do you think Attila believed the storks saw the future?”

“In my humble opinion,” Donato says, unbidden, “Aquileia was under siege. The people were starving, leaving no crumbs for storks. Attila read their flight as a sign of starvation and a signal to attack.”

“The thing is,” the captain says, “the storks always leave the same day every year, year in and year out, from time immemorial, regular as the bells at the monastery of St. Mary. Now Attila, being a newcomer like yourselves, had no way of knowing that. Maybe it wasn’t the storks that caught his eye but the cracks in the tower where they nested. Maybe he figured that as sure the sun rises, a tower with such cracks would buckle under his war machines and lay the town open like meat on butcher’s slab.”

“All things are possible under the sun,” Donato says, and for no reason, but to my immense gratification, he puts his arm around me as we watch the approaching islands and far-off shore. Beyond the island port of Grado, we enter a small lagoon lined with fishermen’s huts, little more than reed lean-tos. Snowy egrets and black cormorants with orange bills lurk amid the tall reeds and water lilies, awaiting the fish-laden tide. The bell tower announces that we have reached Aquileia.

My faithful Delfín, released from her sling, happily dances on solid ground, stamping and nickering. She wants to run, and she’s not easily restrained.

Donato arches his eyebrows. “Spirited palfrey,” he says, his words carrying the faintest whiff of condescension. His Mercury, bigger, pure white, stands perfectly still, nostrils quivering slightly, alert and collected.

As we lash our gear to our steeds, the captain scratches his head. “That sack’s pretty full.” He nods toward my leather-wrapped crossbow and the sword poking out of my satchel. “Where you headed?”

“We are making a delivery to the monks of Saint Mary’s,” Donato says.

The captain laughs. “Good luck finding monks there. It’s all sisters now. Been that way for a hundred years.”

“Of course. I meant sisters.” Donato shakes his head sheepishly.

“We’re bringing ink and vellum for their scriptorium,” I say. As soon as the captain turns away, I lean into Donato. “Bad mistake.”

“Stupid. From now on, I’ll keep my mouth shut and let you do the talking.”


Chapter Four

Grappling

A RUTTED STONE road of Roman handiwork leads to St. Mary’s. Our horses pick their way gingerly through the mud and scree, their pace painfully slow.

“Truthfully,” Donato says, “what’s life like in the palace?”

“Complicated and dangerous.”

“That much I know, but for you?”

I’m uncertain what I can say with Donato, but Serenissimo stands behind him, so I speak freely. “Take last month, for example, when the emperor of Byzantium came to beg for aid.”

“I hear he’s a piece of work. Had a nasty showdown with King Louis not long ago, bad blood going back to when Louis shunned the Crusade against Alexandria in 1365.”

“My friend Abdul, the apothecary’s slave, was kidnapped during that fiasco.”

“Louis didn’t go because God or his astrologer apparently told him his interests would be better served converting his Orthodox Christian neighbors in Bulgaria to the Roman church. As soon as Louis’s army won the field, legions of Franciscan missionaries marched in to baptize the heretics.”

“Before John V, not a single emperor of Byzantium had ever stepped outside the imperial palace to meet an inferior, and he groveled at Louis’s feet, begging aid against the Turks.”

“That’s what desperation does to man,” Donato says. “Free will is a bit of an oxymoron. Most men do what they must to survive.”

“It only got worse. After Louis threw him out on his ear, he went to Rome and kissed the pope’s foot, begging for a Crusade against the Turk. The pope promised the Crusade if John V converted, not only personally, but his entire people from the Greek Church to the Church of Rome. John V agreed, but six months later, the pope died, and his successor canceled the Crusade against which John V had just wagered his eyes, his freedom, and his throne. That’s when he came begging to Venice. It was truly pathetic. He demanded galleys and men to fight the Turks. Marino Vendramin reminded him he owed us sixty-seven thousand ducats since his mother pawned their crown jewels to secure his throne when he was eight. But here’s the thing. Serenissimo, two moves ahead, had tasked me to learn Greek between the time the emperor kissed the pope’s foot and arrived at our palace. John V confronted the Doge’s Council like a cornered fox, full of accusations, threats, recriminations, hysterics, really, which we endured until he called us sinners guilty of usury at which point Marino reminded him of the difference between usuary and simple interest. The emperor said, ‘Simple to you, maybe, compounded by my humiliation.’”

“Sounds pretty ballsy to me.”

“Considering he’s had a knife in his back since the age of eight and that generations of good Christian princes have killed more Byzantines than the infidel, he has every reason to trust no one and to hate us like the plague. Yes, it took big balls to kiss the pope’s foot, knowing the risk, but he’s vain, arrogant, and blind, a complete failure.”

“How did it end up?” Donato asked.

“Serenissimo offered to cancel the old debt in exchange for sovereignty over the island of Tenedos.”

“His own jewels for his island. Good move.”

“And not just any island, but the island guarding the trade route from east to west. If we don’t control it, Genoa will.

“That night, I was one of the oarsmen who rowed the emperor back to the palace we locked him up in until he repaid the debt. He spoke freely with his head minister, assuming I didn’t know Greek. He said his great-great-grandfather played a similar game with another doge, at another time, like every emperor in between. He said, ‘Here we stand, heir to the greatest empire the world has ever seen, raised high by our heavenly father above all kings, and our treasury is empty. We command nothing. We grovel on our knees before merchants.’ His minister said, ‘Others may care about God, or justice, or right, but Venice cares only about money. Give them Tenedos, and let them fight to the death with Genoa,’ which I duly reported back to Serenissimo. That’s life in the palace. A barrel of laughs. How’s life outside the palace?”

“A barrel of laughs. I spend most of my time outside our fair city. I make sure embassies return safely and traitors end up dead.”

Our horses’ hooves clatter across the wooden bridge over a stream, announcing our arrival at Saint Mary’s. Brick walls encircle barnlike buildings built around a cloister. The bell tower beside the gate casts a shadow like a sundial. We dismount and wait for the Judas door in the gate to slide open. A wary eye greets us.

“Greetings,” I say. “We are two travelers seeking refuge for the night.”

The Judas door slides shut, and the gate opens.

“Peace be with you, and welcome, weary traveler.” An ancient portress mumbles the well-worn formula. She resembles a tanned and wrinkled scarecrow in a coarse tunic the color of her skin. As we step inside, she barely looks at me. Her eyes, narrowed to hostile slits, focus on Donato.

“You.” She points to Donato. “Stable your horses.” She points to me. “You come inside. The slave can stay in the stable.”

“He’s not a slave. He’s my companion. You owe him the same courtesy as me.”

Donato tugs at my sleeve. “I’m fine in the stable.” The obsequiousness of his smile cues me to acquiesce. He dutifully leads our horses to the stable, and I follow the portress inside, where the abbess awaits. The monastery seems a dim vestige of former glory, as shabby and scrubbed as the abbess in her woolen habit worn thin by washing and mending. Her skin barely stretches over the prominent cheekbones of her noble skull. Her bony finger points the way. Her green eyes are wary, but she welcomes me with a serene smile.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” I say.

“We cannot refuse,” she says. “You speak like a Venetian.”

Betrayed by my tongue. I must be more careful.

“I am, Mother.”

“Your bearing bespeaks noble blood.”

“Oh no,” I say. “I am only a common scribe.”

She looks unconvinced. “Your manners are too good,” she says. “I know whereof I speak. I, too, was born to a noble house, though you wouldn’t think so to look at me.”

“It is clearly written in your face,” I say. “My companion is also of noble birth.”

“What companion?”

“He’s in the stable with the horses. Your portress wouldn’t allow him inside.”

“Fetch him immediately.”

Doubt clouds her eyes when she sees Donato, who bows reverently.

“Greetings, Mother Abbess. I am Donato Venturi.”

“I knew Venturis as a child,” she says. “You don’t look like any of them.”

“My father Jacopo Venturi married a princess of Mali.”

“Ah, yes, I remember,” she says with a distant spark in her eyes. She shows us to adjacent cells. “We dine anon. You may join us in the refectory.”

As we eat, a sister, invisible behind her habit, reads psalms. The other sisters avert their eyes from us. After the meal, the sisters return to work and prayer. The abbess strolls with us in the cloister garden of medicinal herbs and flowers, a profusion of abundance amid spare poverty.

Donato speaks with his usual ease. “May I ask how you found your vocation?”

“It found me,” the abbess says. “I was the second daughter in a family that could only afford one dowry, so I accepted my vocation gratefully. May I ask where you are headed?”

“We are seeking a countryman in Emona,” I say. “On the Sava River.”

“I know Emona well, but we call it Laibach. Have you been there before?”

“We have not. We plan to follow the Roman road.”

“My family had estates there before the current Patriarch sacked the town.” She cannot hide her chagrin. “Allow me to pass along a word of warning. The mountain passes are filled with German mercenaries with no war to fight and highwaymen who prey on merchants with fat purses.”

“Our purses are pitifully thin,” Donato says. “Nothing for them in there.”

“Alas, they don’t know that until it’s too late,” she says. “A word to the wise…”

“Gratefully received and duly noted.”

Donato bows as she takes her leave. In the remains of the day, we walk to the stable to humor Delfín and Mercury.

“Not good news,” I say. “German mercenaries—”

“Serenissimo didn’t send me to protect you from nymphs and naiads. You are his eyes and ears, and I am your bodyguard.”

“He also charged you with training me in swordsmanship,” I say. “When do we begin?”

“Now is as good a time as any.”

“My sword is in my cell.”

“You won’t need it.”

He strips off his sword, his tunic, and dagger. Scars embroider his thickly muscled torso. He faces me, his arms at his sides, and I can scarcely do anything but gape at his body, an anatomy lesson in perfected physique.

“Attack me,” he says.

“You’re unarmed.”

“Try to kill me with your dagger.”

“I can’t use my dagger.”

“Why do you carry it if you can’t use it?”

“The blade is dusted with poison prepared by my friend Abdul, a ninth-generation apothecary from Alexandria. One cut from this dagger will drop an ox in its tracks.”

“Have no fear. Your blade will never reach me.”

His oversized self-confidence flushes me with sheer annoyance.

“What does this have to do with swordplay?” I ask.

He darts in, slaps my cheek, darts back in a flash, goading me. “You’re blushing, ballot boy.”

Anger overwhelms caution. A slight nick will put him to sleep for several hours before waking up to profound embarrassment. I unsheathe the dagger, feint to my left, and swipe toward his exposed thigh when a lightning bolt paralyzes my arm. The dagger drops from my hand. Donato has hooked his elbow around my neck and twists my body while kicking my leg out from under me, and topples me, laying me gently on my spine, smiling all the while.

“Grappling,” he says. “Grappling comes before the sword, before the dagger, to teach you timing, coordination, and balance. You can’t properly wield a sword until you master grappling. Once you do, we can add the dagger and finally the sword. Those are the steps to mastery if you wish to excel.”

He extends a hand, pulls me to my feet, and patiently shows me the proper stance, how to center my hips and carry my shoulders, how to strike a blow and parry a blow, how to unbalance my opponent and toss him to the ground in one smooth movement. In these slow-motion dances, Donato is in complete control, sometimes too complete, too close, too enticing, his hands lingering on my hips and shoulders. He instructs me to twist him and slowly sweep his leg out from under him so that he falls back, and I collapse on top of him. He squeezes his arms around me, flips me under, and rolls on top. His weight pressing against me makes my head swim, intoxicated with the heat of his body and the scent of his flesh.

“That’s all there is to it,” he says. He jumps to his feet and wipes his wet skin with dry hay. I have no idea how much Serenissimo told him about me. I can’t fathom what he knows or intuits. What may be a flirtatious wink of his eye may not be, and I wonder what he would do if I kissed him, but I don’t.


Chapter Five

Claustra Alpium Iuliarum

WE AWAKE AT Lauds and depart before first light. The sisters don’t break fast until Prime, the first hour of daylight, but we need all the daylight possible to reach our destination by nightfall. The kitchener gives us two loaves of bread, a fat sausage to split between us, and, at my request, a pouch of dried apples for Delfín.

In order to stick to our schedule and arrive in Emona tomorrow, we must reach the Roman fort of Ad Pirum tonight. The long journey to the Danube weighs as heavily on my mind as Serenissimo’s gold cloak upon his shoulders, taking a fortnight under optimum conditions. The merchant logs I consulted in the chancery archive detail the terrain. Neither Donato nor I are willing to change horses along the way although it would have made our travel faster. We need our loyal steeds, as much a part of our armament, our readiness, and our strength, as my crossbow and Donato’s sword. We can only go as fast as the four of us can travel together. Serenissimo left these matters entirely in our hands, knowing well that we both perform best when left to our own devices.

Beyond St. Mary’s, the road tilts upward into the Alps. Donato asks what comes next.

“This is Via Gemina, named for the legion that built it for Augustus Caesar in year 14 of Our Lord. Emperor Diocletian added walls, towers, and forts, creating the Claustra Alpium Iuliarum a couple lifetimes later.”

“How could I forget?” He winks at me, and his lips frame an indulgent smile. I fear he finds me arid and didactic. “Go on, please,” he says.

“The Claustra Alpium Iuliarum is a defensive system of high walls with tall towers eyesight distance apart to fortify the imperial border.”

“That’s a lot of brick and mortar for a legion of soldiers to lay.”

I’ve piqued his interest and press my advantage. “This was called the Illyrian Gate, and armies and merchants alike seeking a land route to Europe from Asia must pass through. Where we’re going now, Ad Pirum, was the linchpin of the entire system commanding the most strategic pass. End of story.”

“You forgot to add that it’s now a pile of rubble razed by the armies it was designed to repel. Rome in a nutshell, right? Amazing builders, drunk on pride and power, and all their engineering genius couldn’t keep their world from collapsing around them.”

“Your turn,” I say with a smile. “Take our minds off the Via Gemina with stories of your own.”

“I’d love to, but I’m a lousy storyteller. I forget the punchlines to my own jokes. My mother, on the other hand, was a gifted storyteller. She knew hundreds of tales and vowed to tell me all of them. Unfortunately, she died before she could complete the mission.”

“Tales about what?”

“Her life in Africa. About my grandfather, mostly.”

“The king of Mali?”

Donato busts out laughing. “My grandfather was a mendicant monk from Nubia, king of nowhere. He plied the Muslim empire from India to the Pillars of Hercules. When he showed up at the royal court of Mali, they laughed at his jokes, marveled at his fabulous tales, and feasted him royally, and he managed to impregnate one of the king’s wives. The wife never confessed, the king never suspected, and my mother was raised as a royal princess. Grandfather always found some excuse to revisit Mali and entertain his charming daughter with new tales of the wondrous things he had seen, and my mother remembered every word he ever spoke. Although she lacked your natural gift, she devised schemes to catalog and store his tales in a library she built in her heart.

“Eventually, a squabble broke out between the king’s jealous wives, my mother’s secret was revealed, and the king sold her into slavery. She tried teaching me to build a library in my own heart to store his tales, but I’m not the architect she was. She insisted the tales would remind me who I am and my place in this world. Unfortunately, our time together was cut short by her death, or murder, depending on who you ask.”

As I open my mouth, Donato closes it gently with his right index finger. “Not now. When I know you better.”

The road, now dug into the mountainside, narrows and rises at a steep pitch while the chasm to our right falls ever more steeply. We ride single file, close enough to talk, with time on our hands because the horses can’t go any faster.

“Tell me more about your grandfather,” I say.

“He was born where the Nile River splits in two. One flows north to Alexandria and the other, which we call River Gambia, flows west to the Sea of Darkness beyond the Pillars of Hercules. The River Gambia passes through the great nations of dark-skinned peoples, and Grandfather traveled it from end to end many times. The Arab conquerors built palaces decorated with tiles and gemstones and windows of colored glass hundreds of years ago.”

“Was your mother an infidel?”

“She was born in a remote village that kept the old ways. My mother told me the paladins of the Great Caliph burned all books and artifacts of their native beliefs lest they breed discontent with the law of Allah.”

“Whenever the Romans conquered a territory, they destroyed the books, documents, and letters of the natives to erase all memory of their history. Do you hold any faith?”

“Only in myself.” Donato’s smile is sheepish and alluring. “I have seen too much of Christians and Muslims alike to believe what either believes. I trust that if there is a God, he will make himself known to me. Until then, I do what I deem right and proper. Do you accept the faith you were born into?”

“I did until I saw a man whose only crime was loving another man burned at the stake. I will accept no faith that preaches love and practices hate.”

“Nor should any man, brother Niccolò. Unfortunately, that leaves neither of us with a prayer to get us through this monstrous pass.”

The more I hear how he thinks and what is important to him, the more I hope that his glances, his winks and smiles, and the warmth he exudes are signs that his affection for me is deeper than the camaraderie of the road. We fall silent, too weary to talk, and soon dismount to relieve our equally weary horses of our weight. We walk the final distance. The ruins of Ad Pirum appear as a distant bell rings Vespers. We water our horses at a stream, and Donato inhales deeply through his nostrils.

“My favorite perfume,” he says.

“Pine? Not one of my favorites.”

“Larch,” Donato says. “Distinct and invigorating. It reminds me of the arsenal. To me, it’s the most beautiful smell in the world, especially after a day spent over boiling pitch.”

He retrieves the bread and sausage given us by the sisters. “It’s not much,” he says, “but it’s ours.” Our horses nibble grass by the icy stream. Bread and sausage in hand, we study the outer gate of the ruined fortress. Donato stoops over barely legible Roman lettering carved in the fallen keystone.

“What does it say?” he asks.

I decipher the characters as much with my fingertips as my eyes. “This fort was built in Roman year 833, counting from Rome’s founding 753 years before Christ, so this fort was built in the year 80 of Our Lord.”

Donato sits on a stone bench in the shadow of the once-lofty tower, chewing bread and waving the sausage until he takes a bite. He is about to pass it to me when he stops, motionless, his eyes closed.

“Are you blessing the sausage?”

He doesn’t smile. He nods toward the trees and gestures to his ear. I shrug, hearing nothing. “That,” he whispers, looking at me expectantly. “Get the horses behind the tower.”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“A boar got a whiff of this fucking sausage and wants it. Keep the horses quiet.”

Donato leaps to the edge of the clearing, hurling the sausage as far as he can. Head cocked, eyes closed, he listens for the beast. I pull Delfín and Mercury behind the tower and grab my bow. I cock and load as I scoot forward until I’m midway between the tower and Donato. Brute ugly, its back bristled, tusks bared, the boar tramples through the bracken toward the sausage, one eye on Donato.

Donato backs away, senses me behind him, and barks at me, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Saving your life.”

“Throw me your dagger and get back.”

I lob my dagger at his feet. The boar, weighing at least three times Donato, plunges forward, grizzled and fearless. It inhales the sausage and follows the scent toward Donato’s fingers and lips. Four rows of tusks gleam white, the lowers sharpened like razors by the uppers. As the boar reaches the clearing, Donato backs up to the brick wall, waiting for the boar to charge. If he dodges successfully, the boar’s fearsome snout and iron jaw will smash into a reasonably solid Roman brick wall. At the very least, it will slow the beast down. If Donato doesn’t get clear, the boar will gore him to shreds. He stoops and sweeps my dagger from the ground in one smooth motion. He can lunge, parry, and veer securely to either side, forward or back, brandishing the poison kiss. As the boar charges, Donato bounces from side to side to distract it, which makes it easier for him to dodge the tusks but more difficult for me, from the branches above, to get a clean shot at the boar’s heart through the base of its neck.
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