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        To my grandchildren,

        Mark and Asher Romeo, and any others who may follow:

        Nothing is impossible for you.
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        Milan, Italy, March 20, 1503

      

      

      Chaos flooded the streets of Milan on Good Friday. Thousands had turned out for the procession of the cross through the wide avenues leading up to the Duomo for the three o’clock Holy Friday Mass, the Via Crucis. What was traditionally a solemn, reverent occasion was being twisted into terrifying mayhem as several men dressed in black barreled through the faithful with smoke bombs, yelling and disrupting the parade, inflicting injuries in the process. The bishop’s miter fell to one side as he toppled to the other, his brass incense ball clanging to the cobblestones and rolling away. People panicked, trying to flee in all directions at once. One of the miscreants struck the acolytes who carried the huge cross behind the unfortunate bishop; they splayed to the pavement, pinned beneath the weight of the life-sized wooden icon.

      Men, women and children, coughing and covering their eyes, could not see to escape, leaving the most vulnerable—the oldest and the youngest—in danger of being trampled. City watchmen and constables rushed into the tumult only to be pushed and squeezed as they tried to wiggle through like worms trapped in a jar.

      Overhead soared another figure in black, this one gliding in on huge silk wings. From her bird’s-eye view, the Night Flyer squinted through the billows of murky smoke and angled toward one of the assailants. Zeroing in like a hawk on a mouse, she descended, pulling in her wings just before crashing into the rogue feet first. The collision knocked the vandal to the ground, and the Night Flyer wasted no time clapping irons around the man’s wrists. She yanked off his mask, displaying a masculine bearded face.

      “It isn’t me!” she shouted in a gender ambiguous voice tinged with a Venetian accent. “Look—he is not me!”

      The man groaned and tugged against his restraints. A few in the crowd nearest them ventured a wide-eyed stare and appreciative nod.

      “Papa, Mama, look!” called a child who pointed with enthusiasm. “It’s the Night Flyer! He’ll save us.” But the stream of terrified parishioners simply flowed around them as if they were stones in the river.

      Hearing more screams and spotting another billow of smoke ahead, the Night Flyer lit out in that direction, speed-weaving between pedestrians akin to a Calcio player. She spotted someone dressed in a costume similar to her own, even wearing a backpack; she was certain it contained no ingenious contraption that would allow him to fly. Anger began to sear through her veins at the deception these enemies employed as they once again planned to use her persona as their scapegoat. But there was no time for ire; the people were in danger.

      She was only a few yards behind him, pushing herself to catch up, when the antagonist shoved an elderly man. In the victim’s flailing attempt to stay on his feet, he thrust out his arms, knocking a baby from its mother’s grasp. The Night Flyer spied a new wave of panicked persons running in their direction, away from the villain in black trailing smoke, and she made a command decision.

      She skidded to a halt, scooped up the baby with one hand and the old man with the other just before a stampede of feet bolted over the spot where they had lain a second earlier.

      “Thank you, God bless you!” gushed the mother as the Night Flyer dropped the squalling babe into her waiting arms.

      “I’m all right,” snapped the grizzled senior as he pulled himself free of her grip. “No harm… hey, aren’t you the one-”

      “No!” The Night Flyer cut him off definitively. “I’m not one of them, and they are not me.”

      She lifted her eyes to scan the avenue and sighed, realizing that the foe was long gone.

      “Hey, there’s one of the pillagers!” She detected a deep voice from behind. Glancing over her shoulder, she spotted a watchman and shook her head. The Night Flyer was the most wanted “criminal” in Milan with a substantial reward for “his” capture. It was time to run.

      

      A few minutes later, the Night Flyer surveyed the scene below from the red clay tiled roof of a buff colored three-story brick building. Most of the crowd had flowed from the thoroughfare down side streets and alleys, but dozens loitered about, no doubt stunned and confused. In sight was the procession’s destination, the famous Duomo Cathedral, a symbol of piety and prestige for the third largest city in Europe (although Venice shared that status).  She watched as one citizen helped another to her feet; the dazed acolytes assisted the bruised and battered bishop while watchmen and constables continued to search for the other trouble-makers. She recognized one of the peace officers—Salvador Sfondrati, a friend of the Torelli family. He took the attacker she had shackled into custody. She knew the rogue would tell them nothing, just fabricate a tale about an anti-papist prank to disrupt the Catholic Holy Day. But she was certain he had been hired by the same underworld organization, known only as The Shadow Guild, who had employed assassins to try to kill her precious Madelena.

      Florentina de Bossi, daughter of an inventor who had assisted Master Leonardo da Vinci, tinker for Torelli Silk and Wool, tutor to Madelena’s children, also masqueraded as the feared and loved vigilante, the Night Flyer. She had first donned the mask to carry out an Italian vendetta against Don Benetto Viscardi, the arms merchant who had killed her father in a careless act of pettiness. However, after ruining his entire business and destroying his mansion, fortune, and reputation, Florentina stopped short of ultimate revenge and allowed him to leave Milan with his life. She had never planned on continuing in the Night Flyer role, but then she happened upon an assassin on Maddie’s balcony. How did she end up patrolling the city, helping those in distress and dissuading criminal activity, anyway?

      As the smoke began to clear, the architectural grandeur of the wealthy metropolis sprawled before her like a vision: shops, restaurants, lavish residences, ornate theaters, guild halls, the Piazza Duomo with its lively fountain, and the majestic cathedral itself. She thought of the art and learning promoted throughout Milan by prosperous patrons such as the Torelli family—her new family—and her heartbeat slowed to a contented rhythm. Relieved that no one had been killed or seriously injured, Florentina’s thoughts turned to home and the people she loved.
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        * * *

      

      Madelena sat on a spring green cushioned walnut Savonarola style loveseat in the lady’s parlor of the opulent residence she shared with her brother’s family, drawing an embroidery needle through silk cloth while watching her children play on the floor at her feet. Her older sister-in-law, the petite blond Portia, occupied the seat beside her, engaged in the same activity as they listened to Pollonia plonk away on the harpsichord. She is getting better, Maddie mused as she raised verdant eyes to the teenager. She considered it odd that Alessandro’s daughter had been born with her porcelain skin and red hair while her own little girl was as blonde as Portia, who was not related by blood at all.

      A twin love seat was positioned across from them and flanking each were three matching chairs arranged symmetrically on either side of a dormant hearth. Between each loveseat and its armchairs was a small round table for setting glasses or other items. A decorative rug woven in geometric patterns spanned the center of the pinewood floor. The furnishings were light and delicate to appeal to feminine tastes, each piece a work of art bearing architectonic elements from the Classical World such as columns, pediments, and cornices.  Coordinating drapes were pulled back from windows overlooking the central courtyard, which were open to let in the breeze.

      “You didn’t have to stay home with me this afternoon,” Portia voiced in a tone that hinted embarrassment. “Just because I’m enduring my time of the month doesn’t mean you need miss out. You should have taken the children to the processional.”

      Madelena smiled, a fond bond of affection rising within her for her brother’s wife who knew her oddities, was aware of her secret love affair, and accepted her anyway. “Do not concern yourself,” she returned. “I am tired from lack of sleep last night, considering the thunderstorm and all.”

      She noticed Betta cringe at the mention of the word as she played checkers with her brother, Matteo. The little girl with big, blue eyes had just celebrated her sixth birthday while her brother, bearing a crown of loose, light brown curls and laughing hazelnut eyes, was soon to turn eight. Portia asked in a quiet aside, “Is she still having nightmares?”

      Maddie nodded, but Betta’s bat-ears detected the question. “It’s not nightmares,” she declared with a full-lipped pout. “The noisy thunder woke me up.”

      “It’s alright if you have nightmares,” Matteo comforted in big-brother fashion. “I sometimes dream about the bomb going off in the church and the walls crashing in and all the people running and screaming. That kind of thing doesn’t happen every day, you know. It would be weird if you didn’t have scary dreams.” He jumped his checker over one of hers, landing in the last row. As he moved her piece aside, he pronounced, “Crown me!”

      Her heart full of love, Madelena beamed at her children, and was just opening her mouth to say something sweet when the sound of rushing boots clomped down the hallway.

      “Mama, Pollonia!” rang out the excited cry of Bernardo, Portia’s youngest child. All attention raised to the lanky youth as he skidded to a halt in the doorway, panting and trying to catch his breath. He tossed aside autumn-leaf brown hair with a flick of his head, eyes wide as saucers. “There was this big commotion at the walking of the cross just now! The Night Flyer swooped in to try and stop these vandals from hurting people—he is so amazing!” It didn’t matter that his voice squeaked in this instance; it had almost settled out of its awkward stage.

      At once, Maddie tensed and reached for Portia’s hand. Florentina! Her mind’s eye fashioned the image of the tall, sinewy brunette who had more than won her love. While Florentina supposed her dusky skin, thick brows, and unenhanced face made her unattractive, Madelena disagreed. The inventive intellectual was courageous to a fault and as loving to Betta and Matteo as any blood-parent could be. Every time she thought she had overcome her fears about Fiore, her partner’s pet name, being wounded or killed grappling with assassins and running from constables, the old anxiety wiggled its way back to tighten her chest. But Maddie would no longer be dissuaded. We are in this together—to the last.

      “Calm down, Bernardo,” his mother instructed, “and tell us what happened.”

      “Was anyone hurt?” Madelena asked, breath catching in her throat.

      “A few people, maybe, I don’t know,” he raced on. “Everyone was stampeding to get away. These guys dressed up in Night Flyer costumes were throwing smoke bombs and they knocked down the bishop and the big cross, and were yelling all kinds of anti-papist slogans, but everyone knew none of them were the real Night Flyer because they didn’t fly. Then, here he came, gliding in like an eagle, and wham! Knocks one of the agitators to the ground and landed right on top of him—it was fantastic!”

      “The Night Flyer is the pinnacle!” agreed Pollonia, who had stopped murdering Paolo da Firenze on the harpsichord and pivoted to face her brother.

      Maddie’s eyes closed in a minute, silent prayer of thanks as she felt Portia give her hand a squeeze before releasing it to rise and cross to her son. “Come with me to the kitchen and let’s get you a drink,” she said to him, but the room was now buzzing with excitement. The whole entourage followed, Matteo and Betta bouncing and chattering as they left their board game behind forgotten. Maddie turned in the other direction and opened the door to her brother Alessandro’s study.

      An interior chamber, the windows opened to the courtyard and were surrounded by rows of leather-bound books stretching from baseboard to crown molding. Above the bookshelves and on every side, painted arches inhabited by suns, moons, and stars curved up to the plastered ceiling. Adjacent walls were paneled in rich wood planks arranged in large rectangles, carved with leaf designs around the edges. Several paintings hung, but the wall opposite the windows displayed a striking weapon’s collection. In a place of prominence, a huge globe rested in its cradle with a representation of the continents, as they were identified by the cartographers. Europe, the Mediterranean region, North Africa, the Near and Far East had some degree of detail, while the Americas were vaguely shaped lacking specifics; the immensity of the unexplored Pacific Ocean was a dark half of the sphere opposite the portion revealing the known world. To one side of the room stood a desk and chair positioned near a sleeping fireplace with other sitting chairs arranged near a trunk and small lamp table. Another lamp sat atop the desk with more attached to the wall. The ceiling boasted a colored fresco framed by impressed wooden molding encompassing the whole dome. To the average citizen, the chamber would appear like a museum, a treasure trove of art and learning, but Maddie had grown up in this house. To her, it was just the study.

      “Ally,” she called, expecting to rouse him from reading or planning his schedule, but the extremely tall and handsome man with nut brown hair and umber eyes was already up walking toward her.

      “I heard Bernardo’s excited chatter.” He stopped right in front of her, curiosity turning to concern in his features.

      “There was trouble in town today,” she began, then paused to peer around him at an unusual scraping sound.

      “Close the door, Maddie; we need to talk.” It was Florentina.
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      Florentina glided out from behind a bookshelf while Alessandro closed and latched his study door. She noted the confused expression that veiled Madelena’s lovely heart-shaped face and clouded her leaf-green eyes. A rush and tingle washed over Florentina just at the sight of her standing there with luscious curves packed into an informal spring day dress. She reminisced running her fingers through those flaming, sunburst strands of silk that were properly braided and pinned up at the moment. If all worked out, she would be letting them loose that night and enjoying a stolen hour with the woman she loved.

      “Don’t worry, Maddie,” Alessandro said as he ushered her to the sitting area of the home office. “Did you think I wouldn’t figure out it was our own Florentina who wears the disguise and wings of the Night Flyer?”

      “No,” she uttered with a shake of her head as she lighted onto one of the chairs. “But I wasn’t aware you already had.”

      Florentina joined them, still dressed in black lace-up boots, leather trousers, silk tunic, and belt bearing a variety of pouches and equipment that the Night Flyer often used, but had previously pulled off her mask and cowl, releasing a long brunette mane. She lowered her flying pack and repeating crossbow to the floor and took the seat beside Maddie.

      “And how did you get in here?” a puzzled Madelena inquired of Florentina.

      Alessandro answered. “Father had a secret door installed when the war with France broke out, in case of an emergency. I figured it would be simpler for Florentina to use it than always having to climb to the roof and sneak in through the kitchen or an open window,” he allowed with a shrug as he sat across from them. “What happened?”

      Florentina first turned her eyes to Maddie. “I was going to tell you he found out I was the Night Flyer, but we’ve been so busy the past couple of weeks and honestly, I supposed he already had.”

      “I apologize,” Ally said, turning innocent palms toward the women. “I assumed Florentina told you.”

      “Well,” Madelena emitted with a sigh, “at least we are now all up to speed. My brother knows I am engaged in a romantic liaison with not only a woman, but a masked vigilante who is wanted by the authorities and is sworn to protect me from assassins. Please tell me that there are no more secrets between us!”

      Florentina’s eyes flicked to Alessandro’s for an instant and then down to the floor. It killed her to continue keeping secrets. First it was her identity as the Night Flyer, and hadn’t that been a hurdle to leap over! This one was so much more. But what good could possibly come of informing Madelena that the big brother she adored—the same man who was so devoted to her that he made her, a mere woman, a true partner in the family business—was a member of the Cavalieri Dell'Unità, a different secret society from the one going about killing women of Milan and bombing churches, an organization with a noble cause to unite the Christian countries of Europe into an economic and military alliance, and that this same Cavalieri, with his knowledge and consent, had slain her late husband because he discovered their existence and could not be trusted to keep quiet about it? The Cavalieri part, perhaps, but that was up to Alessandro to tell her, and he deemed nondisclosure kept her safer from their enemies. But she and Ally had agreed that Maddie must never discover what role he played in Vergilio’s death. Still, it needled at her and she endeavored to not contemplate it.

      “I think that covers it,” Alessandro replied. “Now, what happened?”

      That was Florentina’s cue, and she raised her gaze to face them. “There were three or maybe four of them, dressed like the Spanish assassin had been, like me,” she described motioning to her own attire. “At least this time they only wielded smoke bombs. I caught one of them, handed him over to watchman Sfondrati, but the others got away. A few people were injured, thousands panicked, but I do not think anyone was killed. I just don’t understand the purpose, except… to create chaos.”

      Alessandro nodded as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his spread knees, and folded his hands together across the gap. “And you are pursuing this secret society that promotes chaos, what was it, the Shadow Guild?”

      He knew full well who she was hunting; it was he who gave her the Cavalieri’s copy of their Manifesto, but she played along with the ruse. “Precisely.”

      “You see,” Maddie explained, “when Florentina, the Night Flyer, explored the catacombs in Rome the day you left, she didn’t find them; they must have already come and gone. But she did find this pamphlet they had written. Ally, it’s frightening. Those people are mad! We have studied the Manifesto for over a week now, and most of it makes no sense. The part that does praises chaos and disorder, destruction, and their representative deities Apep, Tiamat, Vitra, and various monsters like the hydra, leviathan, and typhon. They place the primordial void of Chaos on a pedestal while degrading peace and order as impudent, mundane hindrances to progress. I know how you hate war; they love it, think it’s the mother of invention.”

      Florentina envisioned Antonio, Alessandro’s oldest son, who was serving in the Italian division of the French artillery, currently stationed in Napoli, where the war with Spain and the Nepalese was ongoing. The boy who had so much of his father in him had reached that rebellious stage when he wanted to make his own decisions, forge his own path, and had volunteered for military service against Alessandro’s wishes. The whole family prayed for him daily.

      “The problem is,” Florentina added, “that they are so unpredictable. What goal is served by disrupting a Church procession?”

      “Isn’t that the point of chaos, that you can’t predict it?” Alessandro pointed out. “Random destruction, no rhyme or reason.”

      “But the attempts on Maddie’s life are purposeful and planned,” said Florentina. “Thus far I have eliminated two of their assassins; it appears they have acquired more.”

      Maddie laid a hand on Fiore’s knee. “We haven’t ascertained that these men are assassins. Trouble makers, for sure, but…”

      Florentina met her eyes. “I’m not taking any chances with your life. They must all be apprehended or else the Night Flyer will deal with them in a more permanent manner.”

      “Maddie is safe in this residence and at our production house,” Alessandro stated. “I have hired extra guards, and capable, experienced ones. But about this project of yours, Margarita’s Hope House-”

      “I am not giving up my charity work!” Madelena pronounced. “Send Luca with me, or some of your strongmen, or I’ll take Florentina, but I shall not be intimidated. We are opening this weekend so that the unfortunate women and children of Milan who slipped through the cracks of what the Church provides will not spend Easter Sunday sleeping in an alley with no meal.”

      Alessandro sat back and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “I know you, Maddie,” he admitted. “I didn’t think I’d succeed in trying to keep you away. So, what, you plan to be there tomorrow to open up, meet the new residents as they arrive?”

      “Indeed,” she declared, lifting her chin to him as if in challenge.

      “Good thing it’s a Saturday; I’ll accompany you. Florentina, if you aren’t chasing down the instruments of chaos, there are a couple of looms that need your attention.”

      Florentina nodded, then glanced to Maddie. “Who will watch the children?”

      Ally grinned. “I’ll coax Bernardo and Pollonia into playing with them for a few hours. Florentina, feel free to utilize my library in your search for clues about these chaos people. I know you to have a sharp wit and wealth of knowledge; if anyone can discover their identity and foil their plot, it is you.” His eyes penetrated hers with discernment and silent communication. She would keep his secrets because she believed it was in Maddie’s best interests to do so.

      Florentina nodded. “Grazie; I pray that you are right.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Florentina and Maddie tucked sleepy Betta and Matteo into their beds. “I don’t want to go to bed yet,” Betta pleaded. “I’m not tired.” She covered a yawn with her little hand, as if that would hide it.

      “The sooner we get to sleep, the sooner we can wake up and play tomorrow,” Matteo announced. “Bernardo is going to hang a swing for us in the courtyard. That will be so much fun!”

      “It will,” Madelena agreed as she drew up the blanket, patted his face, and gave him a kiss on the forehead. “And Florentina and I will be back home in the afternoon before too late.”

      “Florentina has to fix broken things because she’s good at that,” Betta said.

      Maddie moved to her bedside, pulled up the covers, stroked her cheek, and kissed her brow. “She is very good at repairing things,” she concurred and glanced up at Fiore where she rested tall and lean against the doorframe.

      “She fixed my kite when it got messed up,” Matteo chimed in. “Thank you again, Florentina.”

      “It was my pleasure,” came her tender reply.

      “Good night, my cucciolos,” Maddie bid to her precious ones and followed Fiore out and down the hallway. “Florentina, will you take a look at my music box, please?” she asked loud enough for anyone on the second floor of the mansion to hear.

      “Certainly,” Fiore replied.

      Only Alessandro and Portia were aware of their relationship, and likely Betta and Matteo, although Maddie doubted they understood it fully. The staff mustn’t find out; even though she hoped they could be trusted, one never knew. Someone might let something slip and House Torelli wished to avoid a scandal. Pollonia and Bernardo didn’t need to have their minds and emotions scrambled up with peculiar romantic ideas at their stages of development; Pollonia had recently attended her coming-out ball and several young gentlemen had sent notes of introduction to Alessandro asking to call on her. Madelena was overjoyed that her brother and his wife were so understanding, but she dared not take chances with anyone else.

      Once the door shut, Maddie eased into Florentina’s warm, sensual embrace, reveling in the touch and scent of her. She closed her eyes and pressed her face into Fiore’s neck with a satisfied sigh. “This is where you belong, not out chasing down assassins.”

      “So, you admit they are assassins,” her lover quipped with humor in her tone.

      Maddie felt moist, reassuring kisses cross her cheek and lifted her chin to capture those roaming lips with her own. “I always get nervous when I know you are flying about the city, possibly getting into altercations or chased by constables.”

      Florentina released her embrace to unfasten Maddie’s hair, unwinding the strands and setting them free as with a twisted grin she replied, “Would you like it any better if you didn’t know what I was up to?”

      Maddie smirked at her and gave her bum a light swat. “We’ve already been that route.” She sighed and shook out her burnished tresses. Then caressing a hand to Fiore’s face, she admitted, “I understand it is important, what you do, why you do it. I’m not going to allow fear to drive me away again; nothing in all the universe could tear me from your side.”

      Florentina’s eyes darkened, swimming with emotion, as she lowered her mouth over Maddie’s. A surge of desire swept through the young mother, as she melted into oblivion, helpless to deny, intoxicated with anticipation. In a husky voice she whispered, “How long does it take to repair a music box?”

      Between searing kisses, Fiore breathed, “Oh, I don’t know… it may well take all night.”

      Bemused, Maddie began to unlace the corset-style front of Florentina’s dress. “Then perhaps we should get started.”
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      In the fog of Florentina’s dream, she heard a plonk and thunk. Where am I? was the first thought to materialize; the lumpiness of the mattress and poor quality of the sheets answered her question. She was in her bed in the servant’s quarters third floor spartan chamber shared with a maid for whom the designation “girl” was a more accurate fit than “woman.” She felt the letdown in an instant, wishing she still lay downstairs with Maddie, understanding why she did not.

      Opening one eye, she spied Angela, fair of hair and face, dressed, bent and retrieving the items she had knocked from the small dressing table onto the hardwood floor. Morning light peeked through the window to announce the dawn. Florentina stirred to reposition herself, resulting in a startled, “Oh!” eeking from the teenager’s lips. “Sorry,” followed a loud whisper. “I didn’t mean to wake you; go on back to sleep.”

      More clanging and shuffling as Angela dropped sundry jars, a hairbrush, and who-knows-what back onto the cramped table dominated by a washbasin. “No worries,” Florentina sighed and rolled onto her back.

      “I know it’s Saturday, your day off—well, somewhat, as if we ever really receive a day off,” Angela babbled vivaciously. “But I am assigned early morning duties and free time in the afternoon. You must be tired after getting in so late last night,” she continued. “I was sound asleep. Whatever do you do so late in the evenings?”

      Florentina sighed, resigning herself to the fact she would not be returning to her dream. “I like to study the stars,” she replied with a deliberate yawn, hoping that would do the trick.

      “How fascinating!” Angela enthused. “You know so many things and still you want to learn more. Well, since you are awake now, I must tell you what happened yesterday.” The pretty blonde maid plopped down onto the side of the bed and began brushing her hair.

      Florentina pushed herself up, back against the wall, making room for her bubbly roommate. In an attempt to seem amiable, she asked, “What happened yesterday?”

      Angela stopped brushing and focused her full attention on Florentina. “It was about five in the afternoon, after all the commotion about the parade and before dinner, when a delivery man came to the servant’s entrance with a package. No one else was around at the time, so I went to the door. Anyway, this delivery man was the unsavory sort, like Iseppo.” Her eyes widened and the tone of her voice began inching higher. “He tried to make an advance on me, you know, with suggestive language, and then he put his hands on me.”

      By this point Florentina was awake and engaged in the story, the muscles in her jaw tensing as she wondered if she would need to put this scoundrel in his place. “Did he now?” she mused menacingly.

      The girl nodded and flashed a toothy grin. “But I said, ‘No!’ just like that. I told him if he did not leave at once, I would yell for Don Alessandro, and clearly the man knew who he was, how tall and muscular the master of the house is, and he didn’t wait around. He just grumbled off some insults and left. And you can be certain, I did not offer him a tip!”

      The corners of Florentina’s mouth pulled back in a satisfied smile, but before she could issue congratulations, the sanguine Angela forged on.

      “I did just what you told me to do—I stood up to him, and it felt good!” The girl glowed. “What happened with Iseppo, I’ve put that behind me now, but I was so upset because I wanted my first time to be, you know, special—not with some old man forcing me in a closet. But I guess Iseppo got his, since Don Benetto killed him and all. Do you suppose he tried that with Don Benetto’s daughter? If he did, he was the pinnacle of stupidity! Everyone knows those who cross Don Benetto end up floating in the canal or something… except for the Night Flyer.” A bubby laugh escaped her lips to add a momentary pause in her soliloquy. “So, I guess he got his reward, too. You know,” she started in apparent inspiration, “there’s been a rash of justice around here of late. I mean, I didn’t want Iseppo to be dead or anything, but he must have done that to a lot of girls. And Don Benetto losing everything and having to flee the city…”

      “Whatsoever a man sows, that shall he reap,” Florentina quoted.

      Angela’s tawny eyes gazed into hers with a sense of admiration. “Si, that’s it.” She sprung up and continued getting ready for work. “Do you think the Night Flyer is real? I mean, flying through the air like La Bafana?” Her tinkling laugh sounded again as she nudged her feet into slippers. “The stories must be overstated. I mean, have you ever seen him fly?”

      “Not exactly,” Florentina answered in truth. “But Bernardo has.”

      “Boys his age are very prone to exaggeration,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Can you imagine? It would be absolutely terrifying to jump off a building with nothing between you and hard stone streets; he must have lost his mind!”

      Florentina weighed her words. “Terrifying, I suppose, but also exhilarating, powerful, and free.”

      Angela spared Florentina a wide-eyed expression as she paused by the door. “There is not enough gold in the world to entice me to jump off a building holding onto a little strip of silk! I’ll keep both feet safely on the ground, thank you very much!”

      Florentina laughed, amused by Angela’s animation, proud of the girl, with a touch of pride in herself as well.

      “You are such a good friend, Florentina,” Angela cooed. “You gave me courage to stand up to that delivery man. No one will ever take advantage of me again.” Before Florentina could reply, Angela was out the door to perform her tasks.
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        * * *

      

      Rosetta Lucciano was nervous about her interview with the neat, proper Matron Marta di Donato who sat behind a desk in the business-like office of Margarita’s Hope House. She had almost turned back twice on her way in the Saturday morning before Easter, except for her baby, Emilio, who was so tiny and frail. She had to consider him, didn’t she? It was her responsibility to provide for him, only… she hadn’t been able to.

      “Rosetta, right?” Marta asked, glancing over her eyeglasses toward her. She was writing things down in a ledger book. Fear began to rise up in Rosetta. What if her application was rejected? What if there wasn’t enough room for her? What would happen to little Emilio then? With anxiety crawling through her like a troop of ants, she nodded. “And the baby’s name?”

      “Emilio,” Rosetta said and swallowed, repositioning the squirming child.

      The middle-aged Marta with her gray streaked hair pulled into a bun smiled at them, which helped to settle Rosetta’s nerves. “And how old are you?” she inquired and readied her pen to write.

      “Sixteen,” she answered, “I think.”

      Her shoulders slumped when she detected the slight shake of the head from the woman in charge. Was it her fault her parents didn’t keep up with her birth records, that she meant so little to them that she didn’t even know what day she should celebrate her birthday? Then she piped up, “Emilio is six months.”

      A nod and smile from Marta before the most dreaded question came. “And where is the baby’s father?”

      A quiver ran through Rosetta as she propped her child up on her shoulder as he was trying to stand in her lap. “He…” She hesitated. It was so embarrassing, so humiliating, but if she didn’t answer the questions, they may not let them in. “He turned us out,” she said, staring at the ledger on the desk rather than Marta’s face. “We had an argument, something I did wrong, and he yelled and called me names and told us to get out. Before, before I became pregnant, he said he was going to marry me, he just needed to save up some more money, but since my parents said I was old enough to be on my own and they needed the space in their rented quarters for the younger children, Arturo—that’s his name—said that I should move in with him, before we married, so that I could start taking care of him. I cleaned and cooked and everything… he was happy to have a son. Arturo was so proud of little Emilio, but…” She lowered her head, holding back tears as she recalled the brutal day. “I can’t do anything right.”

      A kind voice spoke to her from across the desk. “Who told you that you can’t do anything right? This man, Arturo?”

      Rosetta sniffed, but did not cry. “Everyone.” The bouncing boy reached over her shoulder to tug at the simple tail she had tied her mouse-brown hair into as she raised hollow eyes to the matron with the power to admit her, or send her away as everyone else had done.

      “My dear, that simply isn’t true,” the kind voice stated, causing Rosetta to blink and drop her jaw.

      “But-”

      Marta interrupted her. “I have never said that you can’t do anything right; Donna Madelena, the owner of this residence house, has never told you that. There are in fact a great many people who have not added to this fantasy that you can’t do anything right.” Her gentle gray eyes glinted from behind the eyeglasses. “You brought your child here, and that was indeed something right that you did.”

      Rosetta’s tension eased as Emilio turned around to gaze wide-eyed and drooly mouthed at Marta. The matron continued. “Many young women in your situation sell themselves or turn to crime.”

      “I am not that kind of girl,” Rosetta insisted. “Arturo said he loved me, and no one ever has before. He said he wanted to marry me, or I would never-”

      Marta held up a hand. “I am not your judge, child. I am not implying any lack of moral character on your part. Quite the opposite. You made a wise choice to come to us so that you can get the best for your baby, providing him a better start in life.”

      Now comprehending the woman’s meaning, Rosetta calmed and nodded. “I do so much want to be a good mother and take care of my baby,” she proclaimed in earnest.

      Marta made another notation in her book and set the pen down. “You will be glad to know that Donna Madelena has arranged for a number of classes to be available for our residents so that you may learn all the skills you will need to earn a living and care for your child in the way you desire.” Hope and anticipation began to swell in Rosetta’s heart, and she held her breath. “You will share room number four on the second floor with Filippa, another young mother and her baby. I think that will work out well as the two of you have much in common and can help each other out.”

      It was as if Rosetta had been immersed in liquid joy! Her eyes brightened, her shoulders raised as she filled her lungs with air. A huge smile burst wide before she remembered to close her lips to hide her crooked teeth. “Thank you!” she gushed. “Thank you so much!” She began to bounce in her seat, just like the baby who bounced in her lap. He must have sensed her emotion, because Emilio burst into gurgling laughter as he waved his hands in the air. Rosetta grabbed him tighter as he lunged forward, giddy without understanding why.

      “You are welcome,” Marta responded, squelching her own sparkling smile. “I will expect you to obey the rules, help keep things clean, and attend classes. Any disputes with other residents you will bring to me; there’ll be no fighting in our house.”

      “Oh, yes, Matron di Donato,” the young mother swore. “I’ll be as good as gold.”

      “Please clean diapers in the water closet, not the bathing room,” she added. “Where are your belongs? Bruno can take them upstairs for you.”

      “All I own is this one bag,” she said, motioning to a cloth shoulder bag that sat on the floor beside her. The arrival of someone at the door caught Rosetta’s attention, and both women turned to see a striking redhead and a herculean man stride in.

      “Don Alessandro, Donna Madelena,” Marta greeted with a smile. “May I introduce two of our first residents, Rosetta Lucciano and little Emilio.”

      

      Madelena smiled in return and greeted, “Welcome, Rosetta and Emilio, to our family here at Margarita’s Hope House. We wish that you will be happy here until the day you are ready to move on into independence.” She is so young and so thin, Maddie perceived, and fought to hide any hint of pity that may try to creep into her features. She had so loathed the looks of pity everyone gave her after Vergilio’s death. And her poor tattered dress and shawl. I shouldn’t have worn this ensemble.

      Before they left the house that morning, Maddie had debated about what she should wear. She had planned a simple day dress because she didn’t want to appear she was flaunting her wealth, but Alessandro had said she should dress for power. “No one will take you seriously unless your project your position with your attire.” However, she had drawn the line with jewelry, which she refused to wear, and she had chosen a dark color for Silent Saturday. Now she felt self-conscious in the fine garments.  Alessandro knows best, she supposed, and tried to put it behind her.

      “Grazie!” Rosetta, clutching the small child, leapt to her feet and curtsied.

      “What an adorable little piccolo,” Maddie cooed, knowing how to please a mother. “I have two myself and remember when they were that size.”

      “Marta, how is it going this morning?” Alessandro asked. “We wanted to be here sooner, but you understand how it is.”

      “Smooth as butter,” the matron replied. “So far we count three in the books and they are moving in. I suppose you saw the line outside.”

      “Yes, yes I did,” Alessandro nodded. “I think I’ll just stroll about. Madelena, ladies, if you will excuse me.”

      “Well, I want to meet everyone,” Maddie said, “so I suppose the dining hall is the best place to do that. We are so glad you have joined us, Rosetta,” she repeated. “Marta, carry on.”

      Madelena busied herself meeting and greeting those already in the room and new arrivals. They came in varying ages and appearances, but she noted a few common threads: poor, lack of healthcare and hygiene, and a duality of vibrations: despair and expectation. She fostered that hope she sensed in the air while ignoring the despair. No point even addressing it, she thought. I can’t just say, ‘there, there, everything will be alright,’ when maybe it won’t. Neither do I want them recounting sad stories, therefore bringing old baggage with them. Much better to emphasize the positive and talk of dreams for the future.

      By noon, all the rooms were filled. Maddie found Alessandro and told him she was ready to go home; she couldn’t face the prospect of informing a late comer that there was no place for her—especially if she had a baby like Rosetta. Marta assured her that all the women who had inquired in the weeks preceding opening day were accounted for, plus a few who had not. It would have to do, she decided.

      “If any more come, start a waiting list,” she told Marta.

      “Do not fret, Donna Madelena,” Marta directed in true matronly fashion. “I ran a finishing school for girls for almost twenty years; I’ll take care of everything.”

      Maddie had confidence in the staff she had chosen. “Very well. Thank you and send word to me if you need anything.”

      As Ally walked her out, he leaned down to her ear. “You have done a good thing here. You can’t save the whole world.”

      On a sigh and with closed eyes, she agreed. “I know.”

      “They will all enjoy an Easter feast tomorrow, no doubt just as marvelous as the one Bianca will serve for us,” he pointed out.

      Maddie smiled. “Thank you, Ally, for paying for this, for supporting me, for everything. No one could ever hope for a more wonderful brother than you.”

      “You forget,” Ally said, lifting a finger. “It is our money, partner, not mine alone.”

      With a wink, Madelena elbowed him. “Yes, but it was still yours at the time.” She leaned in on him before he handed her up into the carriage for the ride home.
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      The Torelli family gathered around their heavy mahogany dining table on brocade cushioned chairs still dressed in their finery from Holy Mass to partake of the Pasqua feast. Like every room in the mansion, the dining chamber was artistically ornate without being too ostentatious. One side of the room featured a large stone hearth and pieces of art, with the opposite wall covered in windows, open to let in the spring air. Double doors stood wide at both ends of the elongated hall, one leading to the main hallway and the other to a back stairway up to the kitchen. Kitchens were generally situated on the top floor of Italian houses because of the heat they generated.

      Alessandro sat at the head of the table with Madelena opposite him. Portia occupied the spot to his right, and young Matteo had adopted Antonio’s traditional seat to Ally’s left. Bernardo, to his mother’s right, heaped lamb, beans, and greens onto his plate with abandon. Across from him, Pollonia was much more graceful as she spooned strawberries and cream into a crystal bowl. Betta, bouncing in her seat between Pollonia and Madelena, looked up to her cousin with anticipation in her big, blue eyes. “Can you please put strawberries and cream in my bowl?”

      Florentina, who supposed she had the best seat at the table between Maddie and Bernardo, glanced up at Betta’s request. She noted that Pollonia had a severe expression as she filled Betta’s bowl without comment. I wonder what’s wrong with Pollonia? As if on cue, the teen turned blazing eyes to glare at her before returning her attention to her meal. An uneasy sensation began to worm its way through Florentina’s gut as she pondered what might have upset Pollonia so much.

      Full bosomed, middle-aged Bianca strode back in bearing a tray of dips and sauces and began setting them out on the table. “Bianca, you are a treasure!” Alessandro praised as he beamed at her, proceeding to take another bite of tender, succulent lamb.

      “You have outdone yourself this year,” Portia added with an appreciative smile.

      Bianca beamed. “Just wait until dessert,” she replied with a wink.

      “Dessert?” Matteo piped up as he bounced in his seat with anticipation.

      “After you have finished your meal,” Maddie stipulated, dampening his enthusiasm.

      “Did you bake a Colomba Pasquale?” Alessandro asked with the same gleam of expectation displayed by Matteo.

      “Is it Easter Sunday?” Bianca returned and strolled out the rear door toward the kitchen.

      “I was so glad we were able to celebrate mass at Holy Name Church again,” Maddie commented between bites. “This was the first Sunday they reopened it after the…” she hesitated, glancing down at Betta.

      “Since it was damaged a couple of months ago,” Florentina concluded. She understood this was not the occasion to discuss bombings that gave the little girl nightmares. And while the authorities had never caught the man responsible, she was almost certain the Night Flyer had dispensed justice to him the evening she killed the second assassin sent after Maddie.

      “It was as good as new,” Matteo added as he reached for the serving bowl of strawberries.

      “I enjoyed the music the most,” Florentina said, hoping to draw Pollonia into the conversation, but the girl just shrugged and kept her head down.

      “This lamb is delicious!” Bernardo exclaimed, “especially in this dipping sauce,” and he plunged a forkful of the meat into a petite silver dish.

      “Don’t forget to save room for dessert,” Betta advised with a grin.

      “Betta!” Bernardo exclaimed. “You lost a front tooth. When did that happen?”

      “Last night,” Maddie replied. “Our first permanent tooth is on its way.” She smiled at her daughter and patted her shoulder. “My baby is growing up.”

      “Si,” Betta agreed with a silly looking grin. “I’m six years old now; time to say goodbye to baby teeth. It only bled a little and Mama put the tooth in a box on her dressing table.”

      All eyes turned to Bianca when she re-entered the chamber. The cook placed a dove-shaped cake in the center which everyone oohed and aahed over. The outside was crisp and studded with raisins, crystallized sugar, and almonds. “Who can tell us how the tradition of the Colomba di Pasqua, the dove-shaped Easter cake began?” Florentina asked. It had become a ritual at the dinner table for Florentina to conduct Socratic lessons with the entire family as it entertained and delighted Alessandro for her to do so.

      “I know this one,” Portia perked up, raising a finger. “Let’s see, it was in the six hundreds when Theodelinda was queen of the Lombards. The Irish Saint Columban arrived in Pavia during lent and the queen invited him and his monks to a royal banquet, but because they were fasting, St. Columban and his attendants refused the meat she offered. Not understanding, Queen Theodelinda was offended, so he explained that the monks could not eat meat until it had been blessed. Then St. Columban raised his hand, making the sign of the cross, and the meat turned into dove-shaped bread as white as their robes. The queen was impressed by his miracle and granted him the land where Bobbio Abbey is built. That’s why St. Columban’s symbol is the dove.”

      “Did he really turn meat into dove-shaped bread?” Betta asked wide-eyed.

      “That’s what the legend says,” Florentina replied.

      “Can we eat it now?” Matteo pleaded.

      The adults all laughed and Bernardo stood up. “May I cut the cake, Papa?”

      At Alessandro’s nod, Bernardo picked up the knife, then glanced at Bianca who stood by the back door with her hands folded in front of her. “Did you make another one for yourself and the staff?” He asked.

      “Certainly, child. This one is all for you.”

      With a grin, he cut the cake into eight equal pieces, revealing a honeycomb of air-pockets with an aroma of yeast, citrus fruits, and vanilla, causing him to sigh with delight. As paired with the sweet table wine, Florentina found it delicious indeed. She considered that she had become quite spoiled with the quality of meals she had appreciated upon being invited to take Antonio’s seat at the table when he had left for the army and spared a moment to wonder what would happen when he returned. Would she go back to eating in the kitchen with the staff? Even then, she would still enjoy wonderful food. But it wouldn’t be the same if she wasn’t sitting with Maddie and the children.

      As she savored that first, delicious bite, Florentina caught Pollonia glowering at her from the corner of her eye. Something is definitely wrong. I’ll have to discover what it is. Did I forget something? Have I offended the girl? But she could not conceive of a reason for Pollonia’s mood.

      

      After the midday feast, Florentina started down the hallway toward the study in hopes of slipping away to examine the Chaos Manifesto more closely. As she passed the open door to the lady’s parlor, she spotted Pollonia sitting alone on the harpsichord bench staring at the keys, her arms folded across her chest. After a moment’s indecision, Florentina turned into the doorway to ask, “What’s wrong?”

      Pollonia’s back stiffened, but she did not turn around. “I don’t want to talk to you—ever. You have ruined everything.”

      Absolutely baffled, Florentina took a cautious step into the parlor. “Pollonia, please,” she entreated. “Tell me what I did to offend you. I wish to make it right.”

      The teen girl leapt up from the bench and pushed past her in a rush to exit the room. “You can’t,” she seethed, dabbing at her eyes as she shoulder-shoved Florentina in her haste to escape.

      That’s all we need, Florentina supposed, another mystery. But young ladies her age undergoing so many changes, always thinking the world is about to end… it may be anything. Admitting there was nothing she could do if Pollonia wouldn’t talk to her, Florentina shrugged and continued on to Alessandro’s study. There she withdrew the manuscript from the bottom drawer of his desk and placed in on the polished wood in the light of the open windows. Turning to the first page, she re-read the core statement:

      We in this honorable society are hereby united to preserve and promote the creative power of Chaos, to oppose the stifling decay of order, by whatever means may be necessary in achieving our goal. Take measure of these enduring principles:

      
        	Chaos represents change, and without change there is no life.

        	Chaos and war lie at the heart of invention, innovation, and progress.

        	Peace breeds complacency and immorality.

        	Chaos is observed in nature; therefore, it represents the natural order.

      

      Florentina paused to consider. “They base their thinking on half-truths,” she voiced to herself. “I have read the Chinese philosophy of yin and yang, the concept of dualism. One cannot have light without dark, hot without cold, good without evil. So, I can concede that some measure of chaos is a necessary balance to order, but these men preach the sole merits of chaos and war—and to be honest, war is not the same as chaos. Wars are planned out with careful strategies, not at all like a ship being haphazardly tossed about in a storm at sea.” She frowned at the page that continued with a long list of the same type of statements. “Aristotle taught moderation in all things, which mirrors to some extent the Chinese teaching. Solomon wrote in his Songs, ‘for everything there is a season, and a time for everything under the sun.’ Our philosophies allow for a degree, a time of chaos, but these criminals—for that is what they are—have a warped vision of anarchy as being superior to peace and cooperation, which is odd because they vow to ‘cooperate’ within their society to spread discord.” She sighed and pulled the tie that held her braid in place, freeing her long brunette strands. “Either they are mad zealots or all of this is just an excuse for them to break society's rules and laws to do as they please.”

      When the door opened, Florentina raised her gaze and frustrated countenance to Maddie, who entered and closed it behind her. “Matteo and Betta are out in the courtyard playing on the swing Bernardo set up for them yesterday. Since it is such a lovely day, I thought I would take them to the piazza to fly kites. I know you are busy, but I wanted to ask; Alessandro insists I not leave the house without protection. But I can take Luca.”

      “Luca is but a token,” she exhaled and ran her fingers through her hair. “Twig of a lad, no training, likes to think he’s a man, but… I would enjoy an afternoon in the piazza.”

      Madelena had crossed the room by then and pulled a chair around to sit by Florentina behind the desk. “Is this giving you a headache?”

      Florentina raised amber eyes to hers and smiled. “This is part of it. What is bothering Pollonia?”

      Maddie’s eyes widened in surprise. “I wasn’t aware that anything was.”

      “She seems to be angry with me for something, but she won’t say what,” Fiore explained. “And this tells me that these Shadow Guild members are all a few cards short of a deck and dangerous for it, but it doesn’t tell me who they are or where to find them.”

      Maddie reached a hand to the pamphlet and turned the page, pointing to a paragraph in the center. “What language is that? If we can translate it, we may find a clue.” She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “It looks Arabic or Middle Eastern to me. I don’t recognize the letters.”

      Florentina gave the passage a closer inspection. “Not Arabic, but there is something familiar about it.” Wheels and cogs turned in her brain and she reached in with her will and yanked out the needed memory. A broad grin crossed her face and her eyes lit as she raised them to Maddie. “Not a foreign language at all—mirror script!”

      “What?”

      “Where’s a mirror?” Fiore asked as she jumped up from the chair, scanning the study. “Ah, ha!” She spotted a small mirror built into a figurine in the glass and cherry display cabinet. Maddie was closer, so she retrieved the brass-work and set it on the desk. “Master Leonardo did this incredible thing, mostly as a means to impress and entertain, but also to hide sensitive lines of text.” Florentina held the page up to the mirror. “He could write backwards in perfect script; this was how we would read what he wrote.”

      Maddie peered into the reflection and read out, “Only the worthy can unlock the great mysteries that follow. You must find the cypher wheel, for it is the key.”

      “Of course!” Florentina cheered in triumph. “I reasoned those gibberish pages had to be something in code, but I was thinking basic substitution. That’s why every combination of numbers and letters I tried just produced more nonsense.”

      “What is a cypher wheel?” Maddie asked, returning to her seat. “And where do we find one?”

      “Not just any one will do,” Florentina stipulated. “It must be the same wheel used to create the code. Da Vinci loved codes and riddles; I can’t recall if he used a wheel or not, but we studied Alberti, an artist and inventor from Genoa, who developed several impressive codes. One of them involves a wooden wheel affixed atop a larger wheel, usually about palm size. Each one has letters or letters and numbers arranged around the edges. You turn the top wheel until the key letters line up—the ones assigned to establish the code. It would be in Latin, so there would be 23 letters on both the top and bottom wheels, allowing for scores of possibilities. To decipher the code, one needs an identical wheel and the two key letters.”

      In Florentina’s excitement, she noticed Maddie’s shoulders slump. “Oh, that’s all. Just find the exact device they used to write the cypher and determine what the key letters are.”

      Fiore plopped back down in her chair. “That does sound daunting, but as we scrutinize every inch of these pages, we may yet discover more clues. At least we know what to search for now.”

      Maddie rested her hand on top of Florentina’s and turned tender eyes to hers. “Like my brother, I have confidence that if it can be done, you will succeed in deciphering the pages and find the villains’ lair.”

      Just the touch of Maddie’s hand lighting on hers was enough to send warmth surging through her being. With her free hand, Florentina returned the manuscript to the desk drawer. “Let’s take the children for their outing. We’ll take another pass over the manifesto tonight.”
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      Antonio sat on a barrel doubling as a stool beside a canvas tent in the French army camp outside the town of Cerignola, reading a letter he had received from sweet Agnese. The soldiers had enjoyed an Easter Mass and feast, but his real treat had been the words of affection and devotion from the girl he intended to wed.

      Shards of sunlight danced through the broad leaves of the trees like pixies, while birds sang merrily, oblivious to anything as insignificant as war. Though not as scorching as high summer would be, the midday heat and humidity produced sweat beads along the line of the nineteen-year-old’s nut-brown hair above full brows and his father’s umber eyes. He was lean but had gained muscle since joining the military; he had also seen and caused death, a topic from which he wished to shield his sweetheart.

      Papa is doing much better, Antonio re-read for the third time. His entire demeanor has changed, after he got over his initial rage and depression. He and Mama and I are a family again, like we were when I was little. He doesn’t throw out harsh or careless words anymore and is softening toward the idea of you and I courting when you return. Although he didn’t say it outright, Papa has given up the notion of forbidding us to see each other. I think it was a blessing in disguise, what the Night Flyer did. Without wealth, power, and influence, he’s turning back into a regular person, a normal father. It just all went to his head and ambition twisted him into… the man you knew. But I am continuing to pray for him and have hope. When my brother Niccolo blasted Papa predicting no one would want to marry me now with no dowry and I’d end up with a dirt farmer, I stood right up and announced that Antonio would still want to marry me because we love each other, and Papa sighed but he didn’t object.

      Antonio supposed that Agnese was familiar with death, being the daughter of a notorious Don; she had told him that Benetto had killed men, some who crossed, cheated, or lied to him, those who were his enemies, and she was frightened for his safety should he incur her father’s wrath for disobeying his edict. That was one reason he had enlisted; Antonio needed to build strength, skill, and courage so he could stand before the infamous Don Benetto Viscardi and declare that he was in love with Agnese and would have her for his bride, despite Benetto’s disdain for the Torelli family. He would fight him if necessary, but reading this letter also birthed optimism that such action may not be required. He smiled, a warmth rising in his heart as he read the next part.

      I hope I am not being too presumptuous. I know my feelings for you have only deepened in your absence, but I cannot be certain of yours. People change—Papa is proof; the horrors of war can alter a man, and you may become lonely and turn to another in my place. I understand all of those things, and yet I would love you still. You are a kind and gentle soul, an artist and a poet, while at the same time passionate and valiant, one who makes decisions and takes charge. I am confident that you are a fine officer, one those under your command trust and respect. I trust and respect you. But if your heart has grown apart from mine in these months, I would rather you tell me now than to avoid the truth and leave me to suffer more heartbreak in the future.

      “You should know, my sweetling,” he said to himself before continuing to read. Antonio, know that I love you so very much—enough to let you go if that makes you happy. Just be assured that I am waiting for you with open arms and a faithful heart when you come home. If you are injured in body or mind, I will tend you with loving care. I pray for you always, to return to me safe and whole, for the day that we stand before the priest and declare our vows, and for the night to follow. How I long to give myself to you fully! My one, my only Love.

      Agnese

      “How many times are you going to read that letter?”

      Antonio looked up into the ruddy face framed by ginger curls of a youth his own age. “Roberto,” he addressed in a tone drenched in the good humor he was feeling. “You are just jealous because you don’t have a pretty young lady writing you love letters.” He wiggled his brows and snickered.

      Roberto shook his head. “Probably right about that.” Then his expression morphed into concern. “The deeper problem is that I’m not sure I’ll make it back home. Remember the attack a few weeks ago, and that was a mere skirmish. What happens when we get in an actual battle?”

      “We handle it,” replied the straw-haired, bony Papi as coming up from behind he slapped a hand on Roberto’s shoulder. “Isn’t that right, Lover-boy?”

      Antonio tried to repress a grin as his cheeks flushed. “That’s right; we handle it.” As he recalled the skirmish, his own humor faded until the chiseled jaw and brows of a much older man took its place. It was on the march from Barletta inland along the general path of the Ofanto River to Cerignola that a combination of Spanish and Nepalese soldiers attacked their caravan. Several men in their company were killed and others injured, but what stuck with Antonio was the Nepalese youth he had shot at close range with his wheel-lock pistol. Agnese was astute to comprehend that killing another human being, even in self-defense, changes one. But Antonio had yet to decide how it had changed him. Maybe it was all a process, part of maturing from boy to man. The other reason he had enlisted rang through with the clanging resonance of “I told you so’s” ringing in his brain. Like many a son, Antonio wished to become his own person, to defy his father’s authority, and to prove himself. Now he found himself fighting a war in which he had no stakes. It was France against Spain for the future of Napoli and had nothing to do with his home Duchy of Milan… nothing except that France had defeated their own Duke Sforza and annexed Milan as a conquered territory. With puzzled logic, Antonio considered that he should actually oppose the French rather than help them win another Italian War. Too late to think of that now.

      “It’s my turn to go into town tonight,” Papi announced, changing the subject. “Shall I bring you boys back anything?”

      Roberto perked up. “A pretty young woman would be nice!”

      Papi laughed as he jigged and bounced on skinny legs. “No can do, but I’ll fill you in on my exploits.”

      Exiting the tent to join them was the fourth member of their quartet of Milanese standard bearers, Conte. “More frivolity, debauchery, and fornication on the horizon, Papi?” The shorter, stockier young man with olive skin, brunette hair cut short, and a French style mustache and goatee gave Papi a stern and serious glower. “And what if the Spanish attack while you have your pants down? What then?”

      “I have confidence that my fellow soldiers would do their duty and protect the town,” Papi replied with a wide grin.

      “He has a point,” Antonio offered. “If the Spanish show up, it will be the army they attack.”

      Conte crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head.

      About that time Sergeant Beaufort marched up and halted, russet bearded chin raised as he took a stance with his toes pointing outward. He was in his mid-thirties with a sturdy build, close-cropped sandy hair, and serious dark eyes. “Standard bearers,” he addressed in French.

      The four young men popped to attention. It didn’t matter that technically they out ranked him, due to the prominence of their families alone; he was their teacher and mentor, without whom they would all be lost.

      “Captain Marseille has called for another drill,” he relayed. “Rally your artillerymen and position your cannons on that ridge,” he said, pointing. “The infantry has set up targets for you to practice hitting. And gentlemen,” he added with a nod. “One day soon it will be the real thing, so take the drill seriously.”

      “Oui, Sergeant!” they replied in unison.
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        * * *

      

      Don Giovanni Sacchi stood on the arched portico of the spacious stuccoed brick building that served as the meeting hall for the Gilda dei Maestri Mercanti, the Master Merchant’s Guild. Giovanni, the reigning guild leader, wore more conservative and subdued attire than the colorfully clad members he greeted as they entered the chamber. He repositioned round-rimmed eyeglasses over green eyes emblazoned with gold flecks beneath gray brows and a smooth cap of silver hair. He took a deep breath, filling his chest with pride as much as air as he surveyed the boisterous bunch of merchants. Guilds were of paramount importance to the economy and governing of the Italian city-states, and Giovanni was chairman of the richest and most elite of them all.

      “Good morning, Don Giovanni,” hailed Strozza da Caprio, the newest member of the guild council. The jolly, round man’s new pasta maker transformed him from a modest merchant of kitchenware into a wealthy tycoon almost overnight. “Excellent to see you well. My wife, Veronica, said I should invite you over for dinner. She worries about you being alone after… you know. Anyway, I told her you weren’t alone because that fine boy of yours, Pietro, lives with you, and of course all the employees. She thought—and I agree—that it would be good for you to socialize with your peers. And hand to God, no one makes a lasagna like her secret recipe!”

      Giovanni inclined his head. “I would be delighted to partake of your wife’s lasagna,” he replied.

      “Wonderful!” Strozza boomed and shook Giovanni’s hand with gusto. “How about Friday night?”

      Patience. Reserve. Control, passed through the guild leader’s mind as he forced a smile. “That would be lovely.” It wasn’t that Giovanni disliked the man who had clearly indulged in the pasta he created, but that since Julia’s death everyone treated him as if he were a hollowed out eggshell, ready to shatter at any moment. They fussed, and tended, and called on him, which, he supposed, only testified to the fact that he had many concerned friends. He knew he should be grateful. Still…

      Strozza lumbered on toward the hall, and Giovanni spied Don Alessandro approach. His eyes brightened, and he waved. “Alessandro, good morning.” This time his enthusiasm was not feigned, for he had a new agenda to pursue. “Good news from Napoli, I pray.”

      “Antonio is well,” the tall man ten years his junior said as he stepped near. Giovanni had heard about Alessandro’s newest silk client—the Vatican—and had been flabbergasted at first. Alessandro may hold the rank of wealthiest merchant of Milan a bit longer, but with Don Benetto out of the arms business, Giovanni had been gobbling up his clients and was sure to take his rightful position at the top before the end of the year.

      “So glad to hear it,” the older man smiled and shook Alessandro’s hand.

      “And how are you getting along? We didn’t see you at the Duomo for Easter Mass.”

      “I am well,” Benetto replied. “I decided to attend one of the smaller churches. And everyone has been so supportive, inviting me to dinner and such—like Strozza there!” He waved an arm toward the archway where the corpulent man waddled through. “Which brings me to ask a favor of a friend.”

      Alessandro’s brows rose over curious eyes. “Anything I can do.”

      “I realize I am too recent of a widower to commence courting a new prospective bride, but I was wondering if, well, maybe an informal visit—from a friend of the family,” he proceeded, a spark of electricity shooting through his nerves. “Your sister, Madelena, is a beautiful woman, and a widow for over a year now. It would not be unseemly for her to accept the attention of another man. I thought it would be nice to get to know her better… for her to see me in a different light than as her friend’s husband.”

      He recognized the instant spark of disbelief flash in Alessandro’s eyes and the rosy color rise in his sculpted cheeks. “I really don’t think Maddie would be interested.”

      Giovanni frowned. “I may be older than she, but we are closer in age than Julia and I-”

      “That’s not it,” Alessandro interrupted. “You misunderstand. My friend, you are a reputable man and Maddie always told me how you doted on Julia and how kind you were to her. I am not suggesting that there is anything wrong with you as a suitor, just that…” He paused for a moment to rub a hand on the back of his neck. Then with a flustered look continued. “Madelena simply isn’t interested in being married again.”

      “What?” Giovanni was baffled. “But I don’t understand. What would she do without a husband? Her children need a father, and, I mean, she is too young to resign herself to widowhood for the rest of her life.” This was not going according to his plan in the least. “What is a woman without a husband? What will she do? What is there to give her life meaning?”

      Giovanni was so dumbfounded he barely registered the sly grin and shake of Alessandro’s head. “You don’t know Maddie at all, do you? She has worked with the family business for years and because of the role she played in landing the Vatican account, I promoted her to full partner—a position she has earned. My sister also busies herself with charity work. She has friends, her children, and I suppose she considers me to represent a father for them. She is quite content with the life she has, and I can confirm that she does not seek nor would she accept a proposal of marriage from any man.”

      “Huh,” Giovanni uttered in amazement. He rubbed a hand over the cleft in his smooth chin.

      Feeling a pat on his shoulder, he glanced up to Alessandro’s warm smile. “If circumstances were different, my friend, I am certain she would be honored to have gained your attention. Do not fear. I understand you prefer not to live alone and am confident many suitable women will compete to catch your eye. Give yourself more time; it is not healthy to jump into a new relationship too soon after a loss.”

      Considering, Giovanni replied, “You are correct, of course.” He couldn’t fathom what purpose a woman could find in life without a husband. Then a dark shadow swept over him. If marrying Madelena is not an option, I must devise yet another plan of action. Her beauty rivals Julia’s and her mind, even sharper. I had so hoped this would have worked out. Noticing that almost everyone else had meandered inside, he said, “May as well get the meeting underway.”
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      Don Benetto Viscardi trudged across chartreuse grass that swirled around his ankles in the March morning’s breeze toward a manor that a hundred years ago would have housed a noble family in luxurious style. The landscape was framed by the high peaks of the snow-capped Alps that arose in the distance beyond the wine-growing piedmont where he now lived with his wife and daughter on the site of Viscardi Vineyards, a dead and desolate reminder of how far he had fallen.

      Benetto had determined that he would rise to the occasion, forge himself into a better man than the ruthless arms merchant who had garnered a powerful enough enemy to destroy him. His son and brother had called him out for thinking only of himself, and he had discerned the huge, widening chasm between himself and his wife and daughter. Realizing that losing his family was far worse than losing his fortune, he engaged in some serious soul-searching and concluded that if he did not conquer his inner demons, he would truly be left with nothing.

      But this morning he sensed the old fury springing up in torrents. He swiped a hand through hair of variegated iron, nickel, and granite, and down his face, passing over slate-gray eyes, a Roman nose, thin lips, and a clean-shaven chiseled jaw. Gone was the pudgy belly he had sported in his affluence. Benetto lifted his gaze toward the manor to spot Daniela, the wife he had treated poorly, and yet, she stuck with him. At once the raging sea within began to calm.

      “Good morning,” she called as he neared. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

      The splendor that artists only wished they could reproduce surrounded the couple in an incomparable display of nature’s majesty. Benetto had gone on this walk hoping it would sooth him. “Is it now?” he asked as he reached for her hand. Taking it, he touched his lips to hers in greeting, then sighed.

      “I wish you had come with us to the Duomo for Easter Mass,” Daniela lamented, concern showing in her expression. “It was beautiful and inspiring. I suspect it would have done you good.”

      Benetto shook his head and swallowed. “I am glad you and Agnese enjoyed the service, visiting all of your friends. No one missed me.”

      She reached a hand to stroke his face. “What is troubling you this morning?”

      He turned away, a quick survey of the rows and rows of grapevines clinging to their trellises. “I am just so angry all the time,” he admitted through clenched teeth. The muscles in his arms tensed before he realized it, and he ordered them to relax. With his gaze returned to hers, he declared, “Change is hard.”

      Daniela’s gentle smile disarmed him as she replied, “Indeed; if it was easy, everyone would do it.” Her sky-blue eyes did not dart away in fear as they once had, but held his with compassion and understanding. She had lost the attractiveness that defined her youth. Now she was overweight and wore a blonde wig where her natural hair had once bloomed. Her face was unadorned as she had concluded the beauty enhancement products she had used for years had created a debilitating condition for which the doctors had no cure. The day she informed him that she was dying had been the lowest point in his life.

      A smile he didn’t know he possessed crept across his face at her response. “I suppose you are correct. I’ve learned to behave better, to hold my tongue, to reach for the higher thought, the nobler action; but I can’t stop this spiral of anger and adverse emotions. I wake up in the morning and ponder, what will I do today? I own no business to manage and am reminded of all that was taken from me. And then another awareness of lack, and more similar negative ideas swarm in like flies to a piece of rotting meat. I don’t want to be rotting meat anymore, Daniela.”

      Benetto heard the plea in his own voice, but she did not reply in pity. Instead, she extended a hand and gazed out across the vineyard. “When the dark thoughts start, you arrest them. Are you not the master of your own mind? Think about something that feels good. Dwell on things that make you happy, anything beautiful or praiseworthy. See, the vineyard is in bloom.”

      “That’s what has made me so angry!” It exploded from him before he could harness his tone. He pivoted to stand beside her, facing the fields. “I’ve not even that,” he bemoaned, motioning toward the vines. “Can’t produce wine this year, and for who knows how long? He didn’t leave me one thing. The bloody bastard poured enough salt to damage the plants, but not enough to kill them outright. I examined the leaves this morning. They are dry and brittle around the edges, not as thick and healthy as they should be. With the ground salted, the grapes—few that will develop—won’t even be good for eating, much less making wine. As for those blooms, they taunt me, tease me, saying, ‘see us—we’ll make grapes that are only good for the rubbish heap. Ha, ha, you get what you deserve’.”

      He sensed her take his arm and lean in to him, her head coming to rest on his shoulder. A lump formed in his throat at the tender gesture because he knew he didn’t merit that either.

      “Then think of something that does make you happy,” Daniela suggested. “You reconnected with Agnese and she has taken to doting on you like she did as a small child.”

      At the image of his lovely teenaged daughter, the light in her eyes returning, Benetto’s spirits were immediately lifted. But Daniela continued. “You woke up this morning, your body functioning normally. You can see, hear, smell, taste; you can walk and jump and climb; you enjoy fresh air to breathe and your heart is beating in perfect rhythm. There is no one telling you what to do, but you can plan your day’s activities for yourself. You are not destitute and still retain two employees. You might go fishing.”

      “Fishing?”

      “Si, fishing,” Daniela repeated. “People engage in that activity for the enjoyment as well as procuring their dinner. I hear that a great many men and even some women plan weekend trips to a lake with the sole intent of casting a line into the water with a worm dangling from a hook so they can watch in anticipation for a fish to take a bite.”

      “Huh,” Benetto uttered as he rubbed his chin. “I would never have considered fishing, but you list a great many things that I should feel positive about.”

      “Most men anticipate the day when they can lay aside decades of hard work and enjoy their leisure,” she voiced. “Perhaps we are no longer among the wealthy elite, but we’ve enough money to survive on for many years to come.”

      “I know,” he muttered and tilted his head to touch the top of hers. “But I am not so old as to be turned out to pasture. I still possess ambition, a driving need to do something. And there is so much for which to make amends.” Benetto straightened and turned to look into her eyes. “I cannot sit about in idleness. If only my paltry grape harvest would not be so sour as to put one’s teeth on edge like vinegar.”

      Even as he spoke the words an idea clicked in his brain and Benetto blossomed with anticipation. “Vinegar is a byproduct of winemaking. Don’t people use that for things?”

      “Indeed,” Daniela confirmed. “It is used for cleaning and in recipes, especially dressings for salads and sauces to dip meat or bread in. There are two varieties in our kitchen now.”

      A wide grin encompassed Benetto’s face and his eyes lit like a child’s on Epiphany morning. “I can’t make wine, but I can make vinegar!” He was so excited that he could not stand still. “I shall write a letter to Amato Lorenzo, our old vineyard keeper. I was too hasty to dismiss him after the incident, as he is one of the best in Lombardy. He is now in the employ of another vineyard and I’ll not get him back, but I will humble myself and apologize for my unfair action. I’ll ask his advice for a new man to manage the crop, one who can produce the vinegar. With luck, he will be willing to share ideas I can try to repair the soil so that the crops will improve faster. There must be some way to treat the ground that will mitigate the effects of the salt. As we can see, the vines aren’t dead; they didn’t completely dry up. Yes, my Dearest, that is what we shall do!”

      In his excitement, Benetto took both of his wife’s hands in his, and gazed with renewed life into her smiling face. Then he placed his lips to hers in genuine affection and gratitude. “Look what you have done! Brought me back to life again.” He enveloped her in a tight embrace.

      “What did I do?” came her baffled response as she wrapped her arms around him.

      “You derailed my bitterness and set my mind onto positive thoughts. I believe that is what inspired the new idea,” he explained and relaxed his hold on her. “Change is hard,” he confirmed, “but much easier when one has help.”

      “Well,” she blushed. “I am glad to be of help. Now, if I can just remember why I came outside…”

      Benetto pulled back, once again clasping his wife’s hands, and tried to hide the sadness that clouded his eyes as he beheld her. She had good days and bad days; she had been up numerous times during the previous night and even now dark circles hung under those clear, blue eyes. Sometimes she would experience abdominal pain accompanied by loose or constipated bowels. Other days she was stricken with a severe headache or loss of appetite. His wife was almost always tired and weak. Worse, she suffered memory loss and a fogginess of the mind. The doctor had prescribed a tonic that seemed to help her stomach, but did little for her other symptoms. Worst of all, this had been transpiring for several years, slowly deteriorating, without Benetto noticing… or giving a care.

      He brought his lips to hers in tenderness, holding back a tear while at the same time rejoicing that he had progressed enough to feel compassion for her pain. “Might it be for the chickens? You toss their seeds and collect the eggs every morning.”

      Daniela smiled at him, embarrassed color rising in her cheeks. “That’s it. I’m sorry I am so forgetful these days. You may never age, but I am certainly getting old.”

      “Do not apologize,” he said as he wrapped an arm around her waist and turned them toward the house. “Remember, you will always be younger than me.”

      “Papa, Mama,” a cheerful voice called from the front door of the manor. “Breakfast is ready.” Benetto lifted his eyes to rest on his sweet daughter, Agnese. The natural nut brown of her hair fell about her shoulders in gentle waves, framing the countenance of an angel. Gone were most of the childhood freckles and the familiar round face was giving way to more mature angles. She was still petite, but her figure had blossomed with noticeable curves. His little girl was becoming a beautiful young woman, but what Benetto noticed most was the adoring glow she wore as she greeted him.

      And there it was. In an instant shone the reason that a ruthless, ambitious arms merchant had determined to become a different man. He could do this! He would reach for the higher thought all day long if it meant feeling this, whatever it was, that warmed his heart and filled his soul with wonder. Agnese was right; without happiness, without love, what was the point in life?

      “We’re coming,” Benetto answered as he guided Daniela up the short walk.

      “Your father has exciting news,” Daniela boasted. “He is so successful, he could take a worn-out shoe and build an empire with it!”

      Benetto regarded her with an appreciative smile. “My empire days are done,” he declared, adding, “but I would be jubilant to revitalize Viscardi Wines.”
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        * * *

      

      The dim stone chamber bore no windows and was only lit by a few candles. A low ceiling and heavy sides gave the space the closed in semblance of a tomb. A man in an inky wool robe commanded three others in black, each with a mask and costume resembling those of the Night Flyer. The three stood at attention with swords hanging from their belts and jaws set in determination. “It is unfortunate that Tre was captured, but he has a tale to spin that will lead them far from us. Besides,” the leader threatened, “he knows the penalty for betrayal. Apart from that, you three did well disrupting the city’s pitiful parade, but we shall move on to more pressing matters. The Night Flyer has become an obstacle which must be eliminated.”

      The men nodded in agreement. “He killed Uno and Sette,” one of them spat out in disgust.

      “Yes, two of my best assassins,” the leader mused. “He is too great a liability. We will never get what we need from the Torelli woman with him in the way. But why not engage in a little amusement while we are at the business?” A wicked grin crossed his etched face. “I propose a competition. Due, Cinque, and Nove, one of you shall advance to the position of my Number One—the one who kills the Night Flyer.” He watched the men’s eyes blaze from behind their masks. “Now, I realize it would be easier if you attacked simultaneously, but where is the sport in that? No. You must each make separate attempts. Create a plan to draw him out and then end the bastard by whatever means you choose. I place a time limit on our contest at three weeks. Only one of you may make his move each week, understood?”

      “But whoever goes first will have the advantage and the others may never get a chance,” the clean-shaven assassin protested.

      “Chaos is not fair,” the leader chided. “But I will leave to fate the order in which you may strike.” He placed one die in each man’s hand and motioned to a bare oak table. “Highest to lowest,” he declared with a sweep of his arm.

      The villains each cast their ivories, one hissing out a triumphant, “Yes!”

      The leader nodded and pinned the rogues with a severe gaze. “Cinque, you get first try, but if you do not succeed, you may not make another attempt until the others take their shots. Nove, you are up for next week and Due will be third. The dice have spoken; chance has spoken. May chaos reign.”

      “May chaos reign!” they echoed. But Due, the clean-shaven and obvious youngster of the trio, pondered the paradoxes.  Chaos doesn’t observe rules, he brooded to himself. I joined this outfit for the opportunity to steal, kill, and destroy and be paid for it, not for the theology. But still… chaos doesn’t wait its turn in line. He frowned but filed out behind the older assassins. I’ll get my chance—if not with the Night Flyer, then with the woman.
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      Florentina examined Matteo’s writing board while he bounced from foot to foot. “All of your addition exercises are correct,” she announced, inciting a cheer from the boy.

      “What about mine?” inquired Betta whose big, round eyes, impossibly blue, peered at her tutor like a bunny anticipating the reward of a carrot.

      The lessons were taught in the children’s shared bedchamber—a spacious area with a large window to the courtyard, two beds, dressing tables and wardrobes, and the student desk Alessandro had studied at when he was a child. One half of the room was all pastels and pillows, with a red-haired doll named Lena holding court in the center of the plush bed. The other half sported bold blues and earthy browns accented by a model ship, toy soldiers, and a wooden sword. A recent addition hung on the wall above the boy’s bed—a not quite museum quality representation of Castle Sforza, as Florentina had promised him. While painting was not her strong suit, she was happy that at least it looked like a castle.

      Florentina took the writing slate that Betta thrust into her hands and scrutinized it. “Your addition is correct,” she noted. “However, you drew your sevens backwards again.”

      Betta’s countenance drooped and Matteo rolled his eyes. “I know,” Betta mumbled as she retrieved her board. “I have to draw my seven’s ten times correctly.”

      “Repetition is the key to learning,” Florentina reminded her in a sage intonation.

      “But Matteo doesn’t ever have to practice drawing his numbers anymore.”

      “Matteo is older than you,” Florentina explained, gathering Betta onto her lap where she sat beside the desk. “His fingers are more coordinated than yours. That’s why his writing and drawing are better, but you still added all the numbers as perfectly as he did.”

      “And you are faster at learning French than me,” Matteo admitted with a humble shrug.

      “You are both such smart, talented, and kind children,” Florentina praised. “Thoughtful of people’s feelings, watching out for each other, playing nice together, and behaving as your mother instructs you. But every person is unique. Each individual has things he or she is good at and things that are more difficult for them.”

      “Like you and art,” Matteo said, glancing toward his castle painting. “Your teacher, Master Leonardo, is a fabulous painter, but you are…” As he paused for a moment, Florentina observed the expression on his face as he formulated his words. “A really great teacher. You know everything!”

      Florentina reached a hand over to muss his acorn curls. “And you are a dear, sweet boy! See, Betta? I may know everything, but that doesn’t make me an accomplished painter. I guarantee that you will be forming all your letters and numbers properly every time with more practice; the same cannot be said about my painting.”

      “I think the Castle Sforza picture looks just like the real one,” Betta declared and slid off of Florentina’s lap.

      “You are sweet, too.” Florentina beamed at the two children she loved as though they were her own. “Now, go ahead and erase your board and practice those sevens while Matteo counts for us in French.”

      Matteo rolled his head and proceeded to march about the room, reciting his French while Betta worked to perfect her writing. After mathematics and French lessons were concluded, Florentina shooed the children out into the courtyard to play.

      Being Thursday afternoon, it was time for Pollonia’s harpsichord lesson. But when Florentina entered the lady’s parlor, her pupil was not there. I wonder if she is still upset with me. Florentina struck out to search for her.

      Not finding Pollonia anywhere else, she knocked on her bedroom door. “Who is it?” a voice inquired from within.

      “Pollonia, it’s me,” Florentina replied. “It’s time for your music lesson.”

      “Go away,” she snapped. “I have given up music and do not wish to speak to you.”

      Florentina sighed in exasperation. “I will not go away until you explain what this is about, why you are angry with me. How can I make amends if I cannot identify how I offended you?” The door remained closed, and no sound issued forth from behind it. “I’m not leaving. Shall we have this discussion with me in the hallway where others may overhear?” That initiated the clomp of shoes across the floor.

      When the door cracked, Florentina spied a porcelain face framed by long auburn hair and ice-cold eyes that burned at her. Pollonia stepped aside, allowing Florentina to enter before closing the door and retreating across her bedchamber. She watched the girl seethe with anger, clenching and unclenching her fists until she crossed her arms over her chest and raised a defiant chin.

      “Whatever I did or said that upset you, Pollonia, I am truly sorry.” Florentina’s honest emotion was made clear in her voice. “Please tell me what it was.”

      Pollonia inhaled a tremulous breath and unloaded. “You corrupted my Aunt Maddie!” Florentina’s eyes grew wide at the accusation, but a knot tightened in her gut. “I know what you have been doing to her. On Good Friday—Holy Friday, mind you—I had to use the water closet late at night and passed by Maddie’s room. I heard voices. At first, I assumed Betta had one of her nightmares and had gone in, but it was your voice. There was giggling and then… other sounds. I may be a virgin, but I recognized the kind of sounds I overheard. I started recalling how familiar you are with her, even though she is your employer. You look at each other like, like… like my parents do! And it didn’t take much to figure out what unnatural things you are doing behind closed doors.”

      “Pollonia, please,” Florentina began. She quivered, unsure what to say.

      “No!” She snapped. “I considered telling my father so that he would dismiss you and expel you from this house, but I love my Aunt Maddie and I don’t wish her to be hurt. You should just leave.”

      “Have you talked to your mother about this?”

      “How can I?” Pollonia asked in astonishment. “I do not want to talk about it at all.”

      “But you should.” Florentina was steadier now and spoke with gentle authority. “Pollonia, I understand you being confused, unsettled, even angry, but there are some things you need to understand. I love your Aunt Maddie, and she loves me.”

      “No,” she reiterated, tangible vibrations radiating from her body like waves. “That isn’t love; that isn’t right.”

      “Who told you that?”

      Pollonia raised confused eyes to Florentina. “What do you mean, who told me? Everyone.”

      “Everyone?” Florentina queried. “Have your mother and father had a conversation about intimate relations with you, instructed you as to what is and is not love, what is good and bad? Did they tell you that a woman can only love a man and that a man can only love a woman?”

      “Well.” Pollonia hesitated, her brows furrowed. “Maybe not in those exact terms, but it’s in the Bible. The priests say that a woman is supposed to marry a man and be faithful to him.”

      “But the priests don’t marry, do they? And the nuns?” Florentina invited the young woman to reason rather than react.

      “That’s different,” she dismissed. “They don’t do it with anyone.”

      “Certain of that, are you? Pollonia, I implore you to bring this matter up with your mother, if you are embarrassed to speak of it with Don Alessandro. I have not corrupted Madelena. What we feel for each other does not hurt anyone—at least we didn’t think it had. But I can see that you are hurt and confused. Part of that is our fault because we chose not to tell you and to keep our relationship private. But this is the reason why we do not share it. Other people don’t understand, perhaps don’t want to understand. In truth, I am not that much older than you, but I have experienced enough of life to realize that not everything is black and white, right and wrong. Sometimes things are complicated. Complicated doesn’t mean the same as bad.”

      “It isn’t normal,” Pollonia said at last, with less heat in her tone.

      “It isn’t typical,” Florentina corrected. “Most women want men, and most men want women, but not all. You remember your lessons about ancient Greece and Rome.”

      “Yes, but they were not Christian,” Pollonia insisted. “Pagans do all sorts of things.”

      Florentina sighed and shook her head. “Christians do all sorts of things, too. Please, do not give up your music over this. You may not agree with or approve of what your Aunt Maddie and I share, but that doesn’t mean you should stop playing the harpsichord. You have improved so much in such a short time. If you wish to find another teacher, tell your father. I can pretend that I am too busy to instruct you further…  if that is what you wish.”

      Pollonia scowled. She pouted. She sighed. Then she relaxed her arms and sat on her bed, looking exhausted. “I don’t know what I want,” she muttered. “I want to not know. I wish I had never heard you, never figured it out so that I wouldn’t feel so sick inside.”

      Florentina wanted to go to the girl’s side, hug her, tell her it would be alright, do anything to make her feel better. But she understood that the last thing Pollonia wanted was to be touched by someone she saw as unclean, an abomination. This was Maddie’s niece, Alessandro’s daughter, a member of her family, if not by blood, surely through love. And there was nothing she could do to ease the girl’s conscience or make her comprehend. To be honest, Florentina didn’t always comprehend it herself. She simply was who she was and could not be any other.

      “You need to tell your mother,” Florentina directed. “Tell her all of it and ask her your questions.”

      Pollonia raised a puzzled gaze. “But if I tell her and she tells Papa, you will be sent away.”

      A smile crept across Florentina’s face and her heart began to lighten. “All will be well. You’ll see. Pollonia, I am so sorry that you found out the way you did and that it hurt you. I am not sorry that I love your Aunt Maddie, but I do wish that you had not been so troubled by your discovery. Even the wisest among us can be confounded, and the most well-intentioned cause another harm. Life and love—especially love—are complicated.”

      “Si,” she admitted. “Like Antonio falling in love with Don Benetto’s daughter and all the drama, and his joining the army. Some may say, ‘why didn’t he chose a girl whose father would be overjoyed to give their daughter to him?’ Antonio once said to me, ‘the head can’t tell the heart what it wants, and in a struggle between the two, the heart should win.’ I guess I was so shocked I didn’t know what to think. It still doesn’t make sense to me. You want me to tell my mother?”

      “Yes,” Florentina confirmed. “Just inform me when and if you wish to resume your lessons.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening after dinner, Madelena and Florentina found themselves alone in the lady’s parlor. “I wonder where Portia and Pollonia are?” Maddie asked. “We had plans to play cards.”

      “I suspect they may be having a mother-daughter discussion,” Fiore answered as she sat at a small table across from Maddie. “We may need to be quieter.”

      “Quieter?” Maddie looked around at the otherwise empty room. She leaned in and whispered, “Why do we need to be quieter?”

      Florentina laughed and waved a hand at Maddie. The next moment, Fiore’s leg was stroking hers under the table and those brown eyes had melted two shades darker. “I found out today why Pollonia has been angry with me. It seems I have corrupted you.”

      “Oh, dribble!” Maddie answered dismissively. Then her eyes grew wide with comprehension. “Oh,” poured from her rounded mouth. “She heard us… upstairs in my room.”

      Florentina nodded. “I implored her to speak with Portia about the whole matter.”

      “That is good,” Maddie agreed in relief. “I didn’t believe Pollonia needed to worry about things like that, but I never considered she might overhear us.”

      Florentina raised a brow. “We can get a little enthusiastic.”

      “A little?” Maddie questioned with a grin and a wink, followed by a sigh, dissatisfaction drawn across her face. “We should be more mindful. It wouldn’t do for the entire household to hear or for Ally to come over and shush us like we were children.”

      “No. Preferably not.”

      Maddie brushed her leg between Fiore’s and batted her eyes. “Does this mean you won’t be coming to see me tonight?”

      Florentina folded her hands on the table. “That would be a good idea, all things considered.”

      Maddie withdrew her tempting leg and settled. “Just as well. There is something I wanted to tell you about anyway. The chatter at the shelter today was all about some brigand who has been harassing the poor people down on Slues Street.”

      Florentina straightened, her eyes growing hard, and Maddie discerned her intent. “Is that so?”

      “Indeed,” Maddie replied. “They said he wore a mask, but they recognized it wasn’t the Night Flyer. He beat up a few fellows, stole from others, knocked out some windows, general mayhem.”

      “Sounds a bit chaotic to me.” Determination cut through Fiore’s tone. “The Night Flyer needs to pay a visit to Slues Street tonight.”

      The sudden jerk of fear stabbed at Maddie’s heart like it always did. “Fiore, it could be a trap.”

      Florentina laughed. “It is most certainly a trap! But because I know it is, I’ll be ready. We’ll see who is the hunter and who is the hunted. I’ve had enough of these malicious men harming others because they have it out for me.”

      “Do be careful.” Maddie pinned her with sincerity glowing through verdant eyes. She laid a hand across the table atop Fiore’s.

      “Always,” came the reassuring promise.
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      The Night Flyer sailed on wings of black silk, the stars shining above her while Milan slept in cozy darkness beneath. Each time she donned the flying machine and took to the sky was a singular experience of exhilaration and liberty, filling her soul with wonder and her emotions with no small measure of electrifying terror. Florentina loved to fly and wished that someday she could share her discoveries with her former tutor, Master Leonardo da Vinci. Realizing human flight had been his passion, but she doubted he could have imagined what a rush would consume the participant. Some nights she came out to soar over the city when no danger was anticipated, just to feel the wind thrust her upward, the breeze across her face, and the complete awe-inspiring power and freedom of the ride.

      While the initial leap from a high rooftop always caused the sensation of her stomach bounding into her throat, Florentina was convinced it was no death-defying feat. She had designed her invention based on Leonardo’s sketches and had added some elements that improved the practical workings of the device. The wings spanned eight feet when deployed, constructed of sturdy silk affixed to hollow bronze tubing that mimicked the bones of a bird’s wings. She included handles to use for steering and a pulley system similar to a parasol to fold them in where they could be conveyed and concealed in a backpack which she secured not only over her shoulders but also with metal snaps to her belt. Florentina was confident she would never slip out of her glider mid-flight. Using springs and carefully crafted joints, the contraption would rapidly unfurl from the pack with the pull of a cord. While a simple glider did not realize da Vinci’s dream of flight, Florentina liked to think he would be proud of her creation.

      But this night did have a strategic purpose: to ferret out a chaos assassin and put an end to his destructive rampage. With any luck, I can take him alive and coerce him to give me information or lead me to their hideout. Based on her previous encounters, however, that would not be the case. Self-defense or not, Florentina did not wish to kill anyone—even an agent of her adversary. She had established the Night Flyer’s reputation as one who defended the common people against those who would rise to power by crushing them underfoot, and from criminals who prey on the weak, who stole from the rich and distributed to the poor, who used wit and clever tricks, but not as a violent vigilante. The three men she had killed flashed through her mind in an instant: Zuane in Casa Viscardi, the assassin on Maddie’s balcony, and the Spaniard in the Pantheon. She once again defended the actions as required to preserve her own life and to shield those she loved. No, the Night Flyer was no killer, but she would use any measures necessary to protect, even if that meant sending an enemy to his grave.

      As the Night Flyer followed a slow decent toward Slues Street and the impoverished neighborhood it bisected, the wind shifted and she had to land on a rooftop two blocks from her target. She folded in her wings and with her repeating crossbow at the ready, stole across the terra-cotta tiles on soft-soled boots. The weapon was also based on one of Master Leonardo’s designs, this one for a rapid-fire cannon that had never been manufactured. However, the revolving cylinder bearing eight slots for bolts had proved practical indeed. Florentina designed it smaller than a standard crossbow, light and portable with a cord attached to her belt or baldric for when she wasn’t holding it. Fitted with a firing mechanism, she only needed to draw back the bowstring and squeeze the trigger with no reloading time required between shots.

      The Night Flyer crouched on the edge of the last rooftop overlooking a dilapidated alley where vagrants were known to congregate. All was quiet, so she sat and waited, contemplating options and formulating strategies.

      From the height and angle of the moon, she determined that it was around midnight when a man dressed in black, his face hidden behind a mask similar to her own, bulled his way down the lane kicking trash, smashing things, calling, “Here piggy, piggy. The wolf is hungry!”

      She heard a latch lock on a door and watched someone close his wooden shutters. Those who often occupied the alley on dry nights were nowhere to be seen. The Night Flyer poised and waited to pounce. If she simply shot him, she would gain no information, so she looped the loaded crossbow back on her belt.

      “Doesn’t anyone want to come out and play tonight?” the man taunted. She noted that he spoke with a Milanese accent—no foreigner this time. “Perhaps I will break your door down and come inside.”

      Florentina grumbled in disgust. The city had a fleet of watchmen, but none were assigned to this part of town. The French magistrate only cared about protecting businesses and well-to-do citizens, leaving these poor souls to rot. Then again, she expected it had been no different under the Milanese dukes. Those in power only ever care about the rich.

      The moment the rogue was in range, the Night Flyer dropped from the eave onto his back, knocking the man to the scattered stones that remained paving this section of street. She yanked his wrists behind his back and slapped shackles on them. “Tell me what I want to know,” the Night Flyer uttered in a menacing tone, “and I will let you live.”

      The man beneath her chuckled. “So easy!”

      Detecting the slight scrape of a boot on stone, Florentina rolled in the opposite direction and spun as she leapt to her feet. That is when she spied the true villain, sword drawn, advance on her. In an instant, she whipped out her dagger, gripping it backwards along her forearm, which she threw up as a bracer to deflect the blow that was meant to kill her. While taking two steps in retreat, her other hand dug into a pouch on her belt coming out with a small glass vial. She smashed it at her attacker’s feet as he made his preparatory move for his next attack. Smoke laced with noxious gas billowed up into his face that set him coughing and staggering back. The action would only buy her seconds.

      The Night Flyer jogged away from the wall into the center of the empty lane and aimed her weapon.

      “Clever to use a decoy, but your sword is no match for my crossbow. Tell me, Chaos Assassin: do you want to live?”

      The ruffian shielded his eyes with his sword arm and tossed out his own smoke device, turning the already murky night into an opaque cloud. The Night Flyer let a bolt fly, only to hear it bounce off a brick wall. Sensing this encounter was not over, she darted down a familiar alley to escape the smoke. With the grace of a deer, she bounded around clutter and found a drainpipe to scuttle up, seeking the rooftop’s vantage point. From there she made slow and careful steps, surveying the ground below. The man she had accosted no longer lay on the broken cobblestones. Probably ran off, she decided. But she couldn’t spot the true attacker anywhere… until the crackle of a boot on clay tile sounded behind her.

      As she spun, Florentina could make out the tall, muscular assassin with a rapier extended in the moonlight. He granted her an appreciative nod and salute with his blade. “Now, Night Flyer, you must die.”

      “Not going to happen,” she stated as fact with a determined set to her jaw and raised her crossbow. This time she did not hesitate to fire, but like the professional she had fought in Rome, he deflected her bolt with his steel and raced in her direction. Sudden inspiration struck, and Florentina fired two consecutive shots at the roof tiles in front of him. She knew the disrepair of these buildings and counted on exactly what happened next.

      The shingles broke and began to slide into an avalanche off the side of the roof, causing the assassin to slip. His advance was hindered, and he struggled to stay on his feet, forcing him to shift his attention from her lest he be swept away with the crashing tiles. In three swift strides, the Night Flyer had claimed the peak above her foe and stomped at the terra-cotta squares to his side of the slope. They gave way, rushing down to his position. It was like watching a man try to keep his footing while running across billiard balls. She noted with satisfaction the instant his eyes lit with the realization of the inevitable and smiled in relief as he tumbled off the edge.

      Taking a safer route around the wreckage, Florentina made her way to the eave and peered over. It was not a long drop to the ground two floors below. She spied him limping away and sighed. She should run after him, but injured or not, her assailant still had a superior weapon. Her sense of morality forbade the option of shooting him in the back as he fled, but she could try following him.

      The Night Flyer slid down the drainpipe and trotted behind, keeping her distance while trying to retain her quarry in her sights. She tracked him for several blocks into a better part of town lit by streetlights with taverns and gaming halls showing signs of activity. That’s where she lost him.  Probably ducked into one of those establishments. She deemed it a tie.
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        * * *

      

      While Florentina spent a few hours inspecting and repairing equipment, or whatever it was she did over at the production house, Madelena occupied her Saturday morning with a visit to Margarita’s Hope House. It was a distance from their mansion, but she wanted to walk and had worn comfortable shoes for the occasion. Ally had insisted that Carlo, a robust and trusted employee of Torelli Silk, accompany her since they both agreed the scrawny errand boy, Luca, could provide little protection.

      “Donna Madelena, I could easily have hitched horses to your carriage or hired a driver,” Carlo pointed out as he kept stride with her down the sidewalk.

      “True,” she replied, “and I may be ready to employ a ride for our trip home. I have so much excess energy to burn and walking is good for one’s health.”

      “Si, Donna,” he sighed.

      Maddie glowed as she recalled the Friday night activity that left her so energized. The fact that the villain escaped from the Night Flyer troubled her, but Florentina had more than proved that the encounter had left her fit and fine. Memory of last night’s finale had her floating more than striding along the way. And yes, they had been quiet about it.

      Once inside, Carlo took a seat by the front office while Madelena removed her hat, hung it on a hook, and strolled about the main hall. The women were engaged in various activities throughout the room. One small group gathered around a loom where an instructor she had chosen from their own production house demonstrated how to operate the machine. Maddie kept her distance as she stopped to observe.

      “Now you try,” the sturdy woman at the loom said as she rose from her stool and beckoned Rosetta to take her place. After a hesitant glance at her baby, who slept comfortably in a basket on the floor, the wan girl complied.

      Maddie noted that Rosetta looked terrified as she sat before the massive wooden frame of the loom. It had been loaded with wool thread, as it was less costly and easier for beginners to work with than linen or silk. “Use your foot to push that pedal,” the craftswoman instructed, “to shed the yarn.” Rosetta depressed the brass pedal with a toe. A bar on the loom rose, drawing the threads up, creating a triangular space beneath them. “Now, push the shuttle through. The spindle resting inside the smooth wooden shuttle will trail thread behind it through the hole. Once the shuttle is through, pull this lever to batten, let up this foot pedal and press the other one, then push the shuttle through in the opposite direction.” She raised her eyes to the circle of women. “You merely keep repeating that process until the piece of cloth is finished. It is quite simple.”

      The look on Rosetta’s face indicated she found it overwhelming. But to the girl’s credit, she gave the shuttle a shove; the miserly amount of momentum had it slowing to a halt half way. Rosetta looked up at her instructor in horror.

      “Not bad for a first try,” the woman said. “But you must use more force, really shove hard so that it can glide across the threads to the other side. Here,” she directed as she retrieved the loaded shuttle. “Try again.”

      This time Rosetta took the polished wooden cylinder and threw it with all her might through the shed; unfortunately, the device skidded out of control, toppled over spilling the spool of thread out before it rocketed off the side of the loom barely missing hitting one of the other women.

      “I’m so sorry!” Rosetta cried. “I broke it!” She leapt from the stool and grabbed up her baby’s basket as tears started to flow. “I can’t do anything right!” she cried and bolted from the room toward the stairs.

      “Come back!” called the weaving instructor. “You haven’t given it a chance. No one gets it perfect their first time.” But Rosetta was gone.

      Madelena followed her and gave the closed door to room number four a gentle rap. “May I come in?”

      The mousey youth, her face streaked with tears, opened the door and her eyes popped wide. “Donna Madelena!”

      “Rosetta, may I please come in to speak with you for a moment?” Sensing the waves of fear emanating from the young mother, Maddie added, “You are not in trouble.”

      Seeming unsure what to do, Rosetta stepped back and retreated to her bed where she sat and checked on little Emilio who stretched, yawned, and crammed a fist in his mouth to suck. “I guess you saw what I did,” she uttered in shame. “I didn’t mean to,” she rushed to add, looking back to Maddie. “I hope I didn’t break something. I can’t do anything right—I’m a total fuckbucket.”

      Maddie’s eyes widened as she sat beside Rosetta. “I’m afraid I have never heard that expression before,” she admitted aloud. “And who labeled you this? Who said you can’t do anything right?”

      Rosetta shrugged and wiped at her tears. “Everyone.”

      “Well, now, that simply is not true,” Madelena declared as she straightened her back and squared her shoulders. Rosetta caught her scrutinizing gaze and blinked. “Have you ever heard me say that? What about Matron Marta or your weaving instructor?”

      “Maybe not everybody,” Rosetta admitted. Maddie noted that her tears were drying up. “But Mama and Papa told me that all the time.”

      Where command had once been, compassion seeped into Maddie’s tone. “Is that so? Why would they say that about their own daughter?”

      A dry laugh escaped her lips. “Because it’s true.”

      “I suspect it is a gross exaggeration at best,” Maddie concluded. “Give me an example. What is something you can’t do right?”

      “Well.” After a brief pause to think, Rosetta launched into a story. “One time when Mama was sick, I had to make dinner for Papa and the other children. When he got home from work, he took a spoon and tasted what was in the pot. I followed the directions just like Mama gave them to me, but he spat it out and threw the pot on the floor. Stew went everywhere. Then he yelled and told me to clean up that garbage, that it was not fit to eat. I had gotten the spices all wrong, that I was a horrible cook, would never amount to anything, and that I was a… fuckbucket… only good for one thing. Once Mama suggested that I might could make it as a prostitute, but Papa only laughed and said I was too ugly, that no one would pay for me.”

      “Drivel!” Maddie declared with an air of authority. “Complete and utter drivel.” Maddie noticed that Emilio was waking. “May I see your baby?”

      Rosetta blinked, then picked him up and handed him to Madelena. “He just woke up and will be wet. I need to change his diaper.”

      Maddie laid the baby on her lap to examine him. He wiggled and made faces at her trying to roll away, but Rosetta moved in close and said, “It’s alright, Piccolo, Donna Madelena is our friend.” The boy grabbed hold of one of her fingers and smiled.

      After giving him a sound once-over, Maddie handed Emilio back to her. “Your baby is clean and well cared for. He seems happy and you strike me as a very attentive mother.”

      “I have to be,” Rosetta replied.

      “Therefore, I declare that you are good at being a mother,” Maddie announced. “You made an excellent decision to come here; you are trying to give him a better start in life than you had. I suspect if you give yourself a chance, you will find that you can do a great many things well. Just because a person we look up to says something bad about us when he is in a foul mood does not make it so. Here at Margarita’s Hope House you have the opportunity to re-invent yourself. It will take time to learn new skills and you must be patient with yourself as you are patient with your son.”

      Rosetta looked down at Emilio who had a hold of her fingers and was pushing up in her lap trying to stand.

      “Do you scold him and call him names because he isn’t walking yet?”

      Rosetta laughed. “Of course not. He is not old enough to walk.”

      “When he starts walking, he will fall down, a lot—trust me!” Maddie assured her with motherly experience. “What shall you do then?”

      “I will help him up, make sure he is not hurt,” she explained. “Then encourage him to try again.”

      Maddie pinned Rosetta with an insightful gaze and smiled. “Do the same for yourself. You are a young woman now, moved out of your parents’ home. It is time for you to become your own parent and treat yourself as good as you treat Emilio. Will you try to do that for me?”

      A misty expression swept over Rosetta’s aspect and she nodded, hugging her baby to her breast. “I will try.”

      Maddie gave her an approving nod. “Change his diaper, wash your face, and return to weaving class. Do not give up; that is an order.”

      The crooked teeth showed through the smile that beamed from Rosetta’s lips. “No giving up,” she agreed. “If I can’t conquer weaving, there must be at least one skill I can learn.”

      “That’s the winning spirit I expect to see in my girls!” Maddie left feeling satisfaction at the thought of providing food, shelter, and enrichment for the souls of the women at the home and not sustenance for their bodies alone.
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      April arrived with a gentle shower which was fortuitous as it would set the flowers Florentina had assisted the children in planting on a fast track to displaying their blooms. Betta and Matteo were not ready for botany texts, as they would be reading children’s books for several more years, but their keen intellects were ripe for absorbing knowledge. She had taught them to recognize every plant in the gardens by its leaves and blossoms and often quizzed them to keep the lessons fresh in their minds. Now bursting with spring colors, the courtyard—and in fact the entire mansion—had been constructed around two prized olive trees, though no one knew just how old they were. They were so distinctive and significant that even Betta had already learned much about them before Florentina began their studies. Small clumps of whitish flowers had begun to emerge from the long, slender leaves of the short, twisted trees; they would continue blooming well into May, the fruit maturing over the hot summer months for a fall harvest. Commercial orchards were primarily grown to produce the valuable oil, but family trees like these were treasured for their table olives.

      Florentina sat at Alessandro’s desk studying the manifesto by lamp light while gentle droplets of water rolled down the window panes in long streaks. There must be more clues within these pages, she reasoned as she turned a leaf in the pamphlet. She was so deep in concentration, she almost didn’t notice a large figure stride into the chamber.

      “How goes your investigation?” Alessandro asked as he approached.

      Florentina looked up at him with a baffled expression. “Do you need your study? I can continue in my room.”

      Ally scoffed. “That closet? No, you are welcome to stay here. I am just curious as to your progress. Maddie informed me about the assassin who laid a trap for you this time.”

      “Yes, that is quite fortunate,” she commented. “I would much rather the Night Flyer be their focus than Madelena.”

      Alessandro nodded and pulled a chair around beside her, positioning himself at her right elbow. He peered down at the page she had open.

      “We have to find this cypher wheel in order to interpret the last pages as they are written in code, but I haven’t a clue where to look.” Florentina leaned back in her seat and stared at the ceiling with a frustrated sigh.

      “What is a cypher wheel?” he asked.

      “It’s a decoding device with two sets of the alphabet arranged on a wheel within a wheel and you line up the letters for transposing the passage, but even when I find it I’ll need a key to know which letters to line up,” she explained.

      Alessandro rubbed his chin. “A wheel within a wheel, you say,” he mused aloud. “I am no Biblical scholar, but I seem to recall a passage regarding a wheel inside a wheel.”

      Florentina perked up. “Yes! Ezekiel had a vision about a wheel within a wheel. But surely you don’t think that chaos worshipers would reference a scripture verse?”

      Ally shrugged. “Why not? The Bible is classic literature even to one who does not believe.”

      “Do you have a Bible in here?” she asked with growing urgency. Perhaps there was merit to this line of inquiry.

      He rose, walked to a bookshelf, and returned with a large leather-bound copy of the Latin Vulgate and set it before Florentina. She flipped through to the book of Ezekiel and began skimming. “Here is the reference, chapter 1 verse 16: ‘and their appearance and work was like a wheel in the center of a wheel’.” She flipped a few more pages continuing to scan. “There’s a problem,” she stated, initiating a puzzled look from Alessandro. “It seems he repeats telling about the vision in chapter 10 verse 10. So, even if Ezekiel is a clue, would the corresponding numbers be 1:16 or 10:10?”

      Ally rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “I am neither a Bible scholar nor a cryptographer, I’m afraid.”

      “Besides,” Florentina reasoned, “the more famous of Ezekiel’s visions is the one where he prophesizes over the dry bones and they come back to life. Maybe it has nothing to do with the numbers,” she considered. “Mayhap Ezekiel is part of a place name. Is there by chance some obscure chapel in the city, or a street called Ezekiel?”

      “You are asking me?” he replied with raised brows.

      “Well, you have lived in Milan twice as long as I have,” she noted, referring to the difference in their ages.

      Alessandro laughed while she continued scanning the text in the book. “I am aware of no place that bears the name Ezekiel, but about the dry bones… there is the bone chapel.”

      Florentina stopped scrutinizing the page and stared into his face in total amazement. “The bone chapel?” she questioned in disbelief.

      “The Church of San Bernardino alle Ossa,” he stated with assurance. “It has an ossuary attached that is completely covered in human bones.”

      “Why have I never heard of it?”

      Ally shrugged again. “It is not well publicized, but my father took me to see it when I was young. It seems that back in the early 1200s an epidemic killed numerous citizens in a short time and the cemeteries had no more room. So, they dug up the old dry bones of those long dead and transported them into a chamber built to store them near Santo Stefano Maggiore so they could bury the newly deceased in those spots. A few decades later, the clergy, probably feeling guilty, deemed that the skeletons needed their own church, so they erected San Bernardino adjacent to the ossuary. About a hundred years ago, initial Renaissance artists began to arrange the bones into decorations, works of art some consider, adorning the interior of a side chapel which I suppose was meant to memorialize or honor those unknown dead whose skeletons had been moved to the holding chamber. It is very odd, but… dry bones, Ezekiel… the only thing I can think of.”

      Florentina’s curiosity had been lit on fire, and she was sure it shone through her expression. “I must visit this chapel! With luck, I shall uncover a clue there, but even if not—from what you say, I must witness this peculiarity for myself.”

      “I have an hour or two,” Alessandro admitted. “I’ll show it to you.”

      

      It did not surprise Florentina to find no wheels, name plates emblazoned with “Ezekiel,” or arrangements of the numbers 1:16 or 10:10; however, she deemed the trip had not been wasted. The chapel was the most bizarre, macabrely beautiful room she had ever observed. Though diminutive, the walls towered upward to a high arched ceiling, and on every side, shelf, column, and over the doorpost were bones—a grim reminder of man’s mortality. The bone room, removed from the primary chantry by a narrow hallway, was illuminated by candles as it only contained a few small windows at the top. A massive cross composed entirely of human skulls dominated one wall. Rather than being cemented in place, the bones were arranged behind wire-faced shadow-boxes of sorts that were mounted to the masonry. Skulls arranged within a sea of vertebrae, femurs, and long bones formed into shapes, even displays of the skull and crossbones flanked each side. Skulls stared down at the visitors from lofty ledges which filled Florentina with a kind of morbid wonder.

      “Bones as art,” she voiced in a chamber that had been as silent as a tomb. “Who would have imagined? And so close to the Duomo. Why did I not know this was here?”

      “Why would you?” Alessandro replied. “If it was not important to your father or Master Leonardo, they would not have brought you here. Besides, they may have considered it inappropriate for a girl.”

      She stood in the center of the room absorbing it all, then ambled along each wall, searching every niche for anything relevant; but the significance she found had nothing to do with the Shadow Guild. “There must be hundreds of them,” she commented.

      “At least.”

      “I wonder who they were,” she mused. “Now they are memorialized forever in a massive tribute to the dead, an inexplicable work of art.” After a time of gazing at the morbid display, she turned to Alessandro. “This is fascinating, but not what I’m looking for. Thank you for bringing me; you understand that I want to learn everything, but unfortunately…”

      “It was a dead end,” he concluded.

      Florentina shot him a sardonic glance. “Ha, ha, very funny.”

      “I try to be clever,” he replied with levity. She appreciated his timing and intent as the room had a darkening effect on one’s soul.

      “Now, if only you were clever enough to find that cypher wheel,” she returned as she took his arm to be escorted from the chamber.

      “If I were that astute, Florentina, then I wouldn’t be so reliant on you to protect our Maddie.”

      Florentina thought to herself, if I were truly clever, I would have solved this mystery by now and the city and Maddie would be safe.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a week since Don Benetto sent an epistle to his former vineyard master, Amato Lorenzo, and he was starting to fear the worst, when that morning a reply arrived by messenger. He tipped the young man as he eagerly gripped the sealed letter and strode back into the great hall of the manor, so nervous he was afraid to open it. His heart raced as he considered both possibilities. Could he have accepted my apology and made a recommendation? Does he know how to minimize the effects of the salt? Or will he give me the scathing rebuke that not so long ago I would have dished out? At least he gave a response, which is a good sign.

      He tucked the letter into his pocket and stopped near his girls. Daniela was using the dining table for folding laundry and Agnese sat on the comfortable, well-worn settee embroidering. Benetto hesitated and then frowned. “You should not have to fold laundry,” he grumbled, feeling a pang of guilt at having lost the funds to employ a full staff.

      She chuckled and glanced over at him. “At least I didn’t have to wash it,” she returned and winked. “Marsilia is washing all the clothes and linens and Tomas is out back chopping wood for the stove.”

      “I am going to assist Marsilia with making the lasagna tonight,” Agnese beamed as though it were a singular privilege.

      His daughter’s cheerful tones drew Benetto’s attention. “What are you working on?”

      In her lap lay a navy-blue velvet garment with puffy mutton sleeves bearing slashes lined in silvery silk. A circular wooden frame was snapped around a portion of the fabric and she stitched patterns with gold, green, white, and silver threads. “I am decorating this giornea as a welcome home gift for Antonio when he returns.” A line of frustration crossed her face as her fingers stopped and she gazed up at him. “The only problem is, I can’t predict if he will change sizes while he’s away—if he’ll gain or lose weight. So, I made sure there is room in the seams to let it out, and it is easy to take in. I used the most stylish pattern and mama helped me with the sewing. Oh, Papa, I want it to be perfect for him!”

      There was no point denying his daughter was smitten, nor any purpose in opposing her. But there was also no assurance that the Torelli boy would come home alive, or that he would still be inclined to marry Agnese. Young men his age had a penchant for changing their minds. However, he would not weigh in on the subject of Antonio. The moment he had stopped berating the lad was the one that she had begun to return to him, and Benetto would not lose his daughter’s affection again.

      “It is quite stylish indeed,” he commented with a smile. “And your needlepoint is the embellishment that will make Antonio’s coat stand out from among the rest.”

      His compliment was rewarded with joy and love radiating from her face. “Thank you, Papa!” she gushed.

      “Agnese, dear, would you do something for me?” he framed the request. “I just received an important letter and my reading glasses are upstairs on my dressing table. Would you please fetch them for me? Your feet are much quicker than an old man’s.”

      Agnese giggled. “You aren’t old, Papa!” Setting her embroidery aside, she sprang up and left to do as he had asked.

      As soon as she was out of earshot, Benetto stepped to his wife’s side and twisted a large gold and ruby signet ring off the middle finger of his right hand and handed it to her. She took it but regarded him with confusion.

      “I want you to take this to Giano Venetia, the most trustworthy jeweler in Milan, and sell it for the highest price you can get. Haggle with him,” he instructed. “He will expect that.”

      Worried blue eyes searched his as she gazed up at him. “This is your family ring,” she observed. “It is very valuable. Are we that destitute?”

      “No, my dear,” he replied with a comforting smile and reached a hand to stroke her round cheek. “But it will be our daughter’s sixteenth birthday in a few weeks, an important milestone in her life. I want her to have the grandest party of the season, and this shall pay for it.”

      “Benetto, I can’t,” she protested. “Perhaps she can invite a few friends out to the manor.”

      “No,” he said as he withdrew his hand from her face and folded it around hers that held the ring. “Once you have sold it, you must rent the finest event hall in the city, hire musicians, a caterer, a decorator, and purchase a hundred invitations. Niccolo was not wrong when he accused me of ruining Agnese’s chances for an advantageous match. I recall your sixteenth birthday celebration,” he added with warmth and moved into her with a soft glow in his gray eyes.

      Daniela blushed. “So do I. It was the first time we met. Mama had sent invites to every eligible bachelor in Milan hoping I would be noticed.”

      “I certainly noticed you,” he cooed. “You were so sassy and glamorous it was hard to believe you were a mere sixteen.”

      “And you so handsome and dashing I was shocked to learn you were ten years my senior. You exuded confidence, charm, and a hint of danger,” she recalled with pleasure. “You took my breath away.”

      Benetto leaned in and placed his lips to hers. “Agnese deserves the same.”

      “You know her heart is set on Antonio,” Daniela responded.

      He nodded. “But what happens if he is killed in the war? Her heart will be broken, but she will recover. Besides, I would rather give my daughter the experience of a lifetime than hold on to this cold, hard, chunk of rock. What good is it compared to seeing elation in her eyes?”

      This time Daniela kissed him and slid the heirloom into her pocket. “Why don’t you come with me?” she suggested. “I am not accustomed to making arrangements on my own.”

      He shook his head. “You are the innocent wife, not the devious arms merchant who met his just demise. You’ll fetch a better price for the ring and vendors will be sympathetic to you and offer you a fair deal on party provisions. Take Agnese if you like, and Tomas can drive you to town.”

      “On one condition,” she demanded, pinning him with eyes uncharacteristically stern. “You must attend the party. Agnese will be devastated if you miss it.”

      Benetto sighed and lowered his head, retreating a step, but acquiesced. “I will go.”

      Daniela was back to folding and Benetto fingering his letter by the time Agnese rejoined them. “Papa!” she declared in dismay. She skipped across the floor and handed him the gold-rimmed eye-glasses. “These were not where you said they were,” she stated in accusation. “I almost never found them.”

      “Sorry, Piccolo,” he admitted as he placed them over his nose. “I must have forgotten where I laid them down.”

      “And I never see you wear them,” she added in suspicion. “Did you just want me out of the room so you could kiss mama? I detect that look on her face she gets when you have done something sweet.”

      “Me?” Benetto inquired and blinked innocently. “Do something sweet? Bah! It would never happen.” That rousted a giggle out of Agnese.

      “Open the letter, Benetto,” Daniela urged. “Tell us what it says.”

      Benetto’s hands were steady as he broke the seal and unfolded the paper. His daughter’s birthday celebration would be the grandest spring event in Milan, so what became of his vineyard took second seat. He glanced over the contents first, rather than read it aloud in case the news was undesirable. Then a smile crept over his face and his eyes blazed with exhilaration.

      “He recommended a new master, Romeo Ricci, who served as journeyman under his instruction. Young Romeo is paying us a visit tomorrow to inspect the ground and the vines. He says vinegar is a strong possibility, but Romeo will need to bring him a soil sample to test to determine the salt content. He writes here that the best thing to do is to flood the field with fresh water and if that is not possible to pour as much water from buckets every day as we can. Maybe it shall not take countless years after all.” Benetto raised his eyes to his excited girls, the two people in all the world who had not left him in his hour of desperation, and a tear crept into his voice. “He forgives me for dismissing him, says it was a blessing in disguise as he is now courting his new employer’s sister.”

      Daniela and Agnese both threw their arms around him in a big family hug. Where ever was my mind these past years? No gold coins are worth this! Benetto enthusiastically embraced them in return.
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      After dismissing the children from their lessons to play on Thursday afternoon, Florentina took quick strides toward Alessandro’s study, intent on searching every book it held for references to wheels, when she detected the distinct sound of strings being plucked on a harpsichord. Her heart filled, and a smile enveloped her face. She only wanted to peek into the ladies’ parlor to be certain, but Pollonia must have sensed her presence. The teen’s head curved in her direction, then back to her music. “You are late,” Pollonia announced and proceeded to perform the scale, its arpeggio, and accompanying chords.

      Florentina inched in, acting contrite. “I am sorry, Pollonia. Matteo was being difficult, and Betta couldn’t stay on task. But I am here now. That A major scale was smooth as butter.”

      Pollonia scooted over on her bench, leaving room while she opened a soft bound music book on the instrument’s stand. “This is a popular tune,” she commented. “I would like you to help me learn to play it for Agnese’s birthday party.”

      Florentina blinked. “She’s having a birthday party?”

      “Si,” Pollonia replied as Florentina took her traditional spot on the bench. “The invitations arrived today.”

      “Well, by all means,” she confirmed. “Let’s see if we can get you to master this Compère chanson. When is the event?”

      “Saturday the twenty-second,” Pollonia replied as she studied the notes and began trying out the right hand on the keys. Then she paused. “I don’t like it,” she stated. “I don’t understand it. But I talked with Mama and she said when you love someone, you have to overlook things that you don’t like, especially when they are family. I love Aunt Maddie and there is enough good about you to overshadow the weirdness, I guess. Let us not discuss the matter further.”

      Florentina nodded. “Very well. Now, pay attention to that rhythm in the fourth measure. Try the right hand again.”

      It wasn’t a glowing embrace, but Florentina was overjoyed as it was more than she expected. A potential disaster had been averted, thanks to Portia’s understanding. For a moment, Florentina’s thoughts ventured elsewhere as she tugged at the few memories of her mother that still held residence in her mind. She and Maddie had both been mostly raised by fathers as their mothers had passed away long before either was Pollonia’s age. As mothers went, Florentina considered Madelena to be the pinnacle, but Portia now ranked a close second in her estimation.
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        * * *

      

      Madelena and the family congregated around the big mahogany dining table, ready to consume the delectable meal Bianca had prepared. The bread was still warm from the oven with plates of spiced olive oil to dip in, a bowl of fava beans to pass around, and roast chicken, first boiled in citrus water with leeks and garlic, then roasted so that it was tender, tasty, and succulent. Two whole birds were arranged on silver serving trays at each end of the table, along with complementary sauces. Glasses of watered-down table wine sat before each from oldest to youngest, with promises of cherry tarts topped with sweet cream for dessert.

      Agnese’s birthday celebration was the topic of conversation. “We all got invitations,” Pollonia said. “And I am learning a song to play for her.”

      “I’m not surprised that Portia and Maddie were invited,” Alessandro commented. “But I was stupefied to see one with my name on it. Benetto hates every hair on my head.”

      “Yes, Papa, but you are Antonio’s father,” Pollonia explained. “They have to invite you.”

      “Maybe they just suppose you won’t come,” Bernardo offered as he ripped a leg and thigh from the chicken nearest him. “I don’t know why they invited me either. Why would I want to attend a silly girl’s birthday party?”

      “Because,” Portia answered in a strained voice that hinted at practiced patience. “You are a member of an important household, soon to be considered a young man. It is vital that you meet people who will play a role in your future. Besides, there will be others your age there.”

      “Free food, Bernardo,” Matteo added. “And cake, flavored iced cream, and wine—the real kind.”

      “Mama,” Betta inquired, batting long lashes at Maddie. “Why didn’t Matteo and I get invited to the party?”

      Madelena smiled and spooned some beans onto her daughter’s plate. “Because it is for young people Pollonia’s age. There won’t be games for children your age. There will be nothing there to entertain you.”

      “Nor to entertain me!” Bernardo exclaimed and stuffed a fork full of food in his waiting mouth.

      Betta was not dissuaded and tugged on Maddie’s sleeve, her eyes more mournful than before. “But the flavored iced cream,” she implored.

      “When is this party?” Fiore asked, then answered herself, “On a Saturday in a few weeks?” Maddie nodded at her with an appreciative smile. “Well Betta, Matteo, it seems that Agnese and her family have never met me, so I didn’t receive an invitation either. Why don’t we plan a special outing while the others attend a dull, uninteresting gathering? I happen to know a place where we can get real flavored iced cream squeezed between two cookies.”

      The children’s eyes grew wide and danced with delight. “Fantastic!” Matteo exclaimed right after taking a bite of his bread.

      “Matteo, don’t talk with food in your mouth,” Maddie reminded him with a stern look. But he was too excited about the prospect of a special treat to appear very repentant. “Thank you, Fiore,” she added. “That was an excellent proposition.”

      She noticed that Pollonia was no longer glowering at Florentina, and she had heard them during their music lesson before dinner. A feeling of satisfaction settled over her as she determined the crisis had been resolved.

      Discussions of the party were disturbed when the Torelli’s majordomo opened the door from the front hall into the dining room. “Pardon the interruption, Don Alessandro, Donnas,” he said inclining his head. Geppetto’s attire was immaculate, his chestnut hair stylishly groomed, and his bearing the proper fusion of aloof arrogance and loyal submission.

      “Yes, Geppetto,” Ally replied as he set down his fork. “What is it?”

      “The watchman Salvador Sfondrati has arrived with urgent tidings.”

      Maddie tensed and noted Florentina’s snap to attention as well as the concern on her brother’s face. The old friend of their father’s always kept them informed; unfortunately, the news he delivered was most often bad.

      “Send him in at once,” Alessandro commanded. He rose from his seat and strode toward the door when Salvador entered, his felt uniform hat in his hands displaying sparse graying hair.

      “Don Alessandro, Donna Portia,” he greeted grimly.

      “Si, Salvador,” Ally prompted. “What has happened?”

      “Donna Madelena’s favored chapel, the one that was bombed, the Holy Name Church,” he started. Maddie’s stomach leapt into her throat and she heard herself gasp. “It is on fire, my lord. The city bucket brigade is working to extinguish it, but I assumed you would want to know at once.”

      Florentina caught Maddie’s eye, and she recognized the flame that sparked there. A silent understanding passed between them, and Maddie sent her an almost imperceptible nod.

      “That is terrible!” Madelena exclaimed, focusing everyone’s attention on her horrified face. “Why is someone so intent on destroying that loving, peaceful church! All they do is pray and aid the poor. Oh, Ally, we must do something; what can we do?” As she continued to perform her part as the outraged parishioner, Fiore slipped through the back door leading to the servants’ stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Dusk had chased most of the day’s light away as the Night Flyer crouched on a rooftop across the street from the small Holy Name Church. Its stone facade was undamaged, but smoke billowed from broken windows and a crack in the roof; wooden benches, prayer and song books, and silk vestments fueled the fire within. A line of bucket-brigade volunteers assisted the city watchmen putting out the flames by throwing pails of water on them. But the masked vigilante’s attention was not on the chapel or those trying to save it, but searching for the chaos hireling who had set the blaze. She presumed the entire purpose was to draw the Night Flyer out of hiding so that the assassin could strike. The Shadow Guild must have been spying on my nighttime activities for some while, she concluded.  They knew of my connection to Slues Street and to this church. They clearly know I have been protecting Maddie, and I’m sure that is why they want me out of the way.

      Her senses heightened and her focus shifted when she noticed a figure in a charcoal cloak flit around the side of a corner and dart off down an empty alley. The warmth of the evening belied any need for a cape. But at the last attack, the assassin used a decoy to distract her. Was this suspicious man her true foe, or another ruse? Florentina considered allowing the Night Flyer to show “himself” in hopes her opponent would make his move, but that could endanger citizens below and she feared the watchmen may stop battling the fire to chase after her.

      With stealth and urgent speed, the Night Flyer scurried along the roof after the cloaked figure while glancing left, right, and behind to scan for a second man. When she reached the end of the building she topped, she had lost sight of him in the shadowed backstreet. She didn’t spy a second assailant lying in wait on a gable lining the narrow corridor, but that did not mean a clever assassin wasn’t there. This time she wished to get the drop on him, but she could not leap across the wide boulevard to that set of rooftops, and if she chose to fly the span, she would be noticed by the crowd below. I can slide down on the backside of this structure, dash across the street, and then climb up to one of those roofs to continue my search, she strategized.

      Florentina crossed the terra-cotta tiles with care to avoid making noise and braced her grappling hook on a stovepipe near the edge, tossing the length of cord to the ground. Before she started to descend, she was struck from behind propelling her into the iron pipe which she gripped with gloved hands to steady herself. The blow felt oddly sharp and direct, and she sensed no presence in her vicinity.

      The Night Flyer spun to spy a man in black on the peak of the opposite roof holding a crossbow. Immediately, she drew out her own distance weapon, but by the time she had it cocked and aimed, he had vanished.  Damnation! She swore under her breath.

      Florentina didn’t feel injured, no stinging pain or dripping blood. She slid the pack from her back to examine it and cursed again. God’s teeth! He shot my wing device! A steel bolt stuck out of her backpack where it had lodged in the brass frame and fittings, tearing a hole in the silk and jamming the deployment mechanism. I won’t be flying after him.

      After snapping the harness in place once more, Florentina tried to shove the frustration of needing to repair her wings from her mind and focus on the task at hand. She took a calculating look, judging the distance from her rooftop to his across the small side-street and pulled up her grappling hook and cord. A few quick steps backward up the roof’s slant and then with long determined strides she sped down it. She leapt like an Olympian spanning the space below as easily as a gazelle; however, her landing on the opposite roof was not as graceful as she had hoped. The crash bruised her knees but her hands were saved from scrapes by her leather gloves. Ignoring the poor landing, Florentina scrambled to her feet and raced over the peak of this house, her eyes probing the darkening dusk for her enemy. A city lamplighter was at his chore below on the main avenue, lifting his pole to light each oil lamp with care to not break its glass shield. She could still hear the commotion from the church, but focused her ears on footsteps.

      Then the Night Flyer spotted him at the far end of their roof, about to climb down. He saw her at the same time and raised his weapon, but she readied hers to let the first bolt fly, followed by a second insurance round. She wasn’t sure which, but one of them struck as she heard his muffled cry of pain. He fired his shot, but she dropped flat to the clay tiles, allowing it to whiz over her prone body. When he began his descent, she sprang back up and raced full speed toward him. When she arrived, she found a rope dangling to the sidewalk and no assassin in sight.

      I know I wounded him, she thought, but was unsure how severe it was. It was foolish to slide down after him, but she needed answers. Who had hired him? Who was terrorizing the city?

      Florentina hooked her crossbow back on her belt and withdrew her dagger, which she placed between her teeth. Taking the cord, she faced the wall beneath her, pushed off as far out as she could, and slid using very little grip to slow her descent. She hit the walkway in a crouch and took the knife in her hand, giving the area a quick survey. There was blood near her foot and a trail leading to her right. The Night Flyer followed it, careful not to focus too much attention on the ground.

      As she peered around the next corner, she spotted him leaning against a wall, possibly attempting to field dress his wound. Her brows drew together in consternation as she determined this was not the same assassin she fought with last week. This one had a slighter build, a shorter stature, and a light-colored French style mustache and goatee. Placing one silent foot in front of the other, she approached, steel blade clasped in her hand. By the time he looked up, she was only a couple yards away. She saw the flash of fear and disbelief strike his eyes.

      “It is not my intent to kill you,” she spoke in a hush. “As it clearly is yours to kill me.”

      In haste, he drew his rapier. From the angle and awkwardness he used, it was not with his regular sword hand. “Night Flyer, I’ll have you know I am a master with a blade, and you have only a dagger. Shall we both live to fight another day?”

      “You’ve lost a lot of blood and while you may be skilled with your right hand, I doubt you could best me with your left,” she stated as she made a slow advance on him. “Who sent you? Tell me about the Shadow Guild, about the clan of chaos that seeks to destroy Milan.”

      The surprise that lit his eyes indicated she had discovered more than they realized about their cult. He raised his sword to ready position and tried to take up a stance, but his face winced beneath his mask and his arm shook with the strain of bearing his blade. “I can tell you nothing save that our intent is not to destroy, but to… reimagine Milan. Chaos is not evil; it is a natural course and you-” Pain shot across his mouth as he stumbled back.

      The Night Flyer was cautious, lest it be a pretense, but she thought not. “Allow me to take you to a surgeon,” she offered. “If your wound is treated you may yet live.”

      “Live?” he questioned. “In a cage like an animal? To be interrogated by clueless French constables? Or to be held as your prisoner and tortured until I talk?”

      “Listen to me,” she commanded. “We can decide those matters later. If you do not see a doctor soon, you will bleed to death. Isn’t alive better than dead?”

      He shook his head. “Finish me, Night Flyer, or let me go.”

      Florentina stopped advancing, gazing on her enemy with compassion. “Why would your leader wish to kill innocent women of Milan? Why does he want Madelena Torelli dead? Can you at least tell me why?”

      He sucked in air and a tremor waved through him as he gripped his bleeding side. “The master directs us and pays us well,” he eked out and shook his head. “He does not explain why.”

      Florentina threw her head back with a long sigh. “Go,” she groaned, waving him away with the tip of her dagger.

      For a moment the assassin just leaned against the wall, a disbelieving expression emanating from behind his mask. Then with a nod, he turned and stumbled off. She followed at a distance until she witnessed two hooded men slip from around a corner and finish him off. Shaking her head in sorrowful disgust, she pivoted and trotted toward home.
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      Florentina was about to slip out of the house Saturday morning with a heavily laden bag over her shoulder when Madelena met her in the hallway.

      “Off to repair equipment again?” Maddie inquired.

      Florentina shrugged. “Alessandro asked me to look at a couple of looms. You have your ladies’ circle brunch this morning, don’t you?”

      “Actually, this week’s meeting was canceled; next Saturday Portia and I are hosting,” she said with a sigh. “Portia enjoys decorating and planning the menu,” she went on. “My sole function is to be present. But today,” she entreated with a faint smile and fluttering of lashes, “is completely open for me.”

      With a cautious glance behind them down the hall, Florentina whispered, “I really must do some training, especially with this trail of assassins creating havoc to lure me into one trap after the other.”

      Maddie’s eyes lit with an incandescent glow. “I want to come,” she cooed with intrigued excitement. “I promise to stay out of the way.”

      Fiore bit her bottom lip and checked the hallway for servants again. “You may find the venture tiresome, and it is a long walk.”

      That only served to further ignite the zeal in Maddie’s gaze. “Where do you go? Is that where you disappear to every Saturday when you are supposedly working on equipment at the production house?”

      “Your brother purchased top quality looms,” she explained in a hush. “They need only the occasional adjustment and it takes no time at all. It’s just better that everyone assumes that is where I spend most Saturdays. There’s an abandoned barn a couple of miles out the north gate of town.”

      “Oh, Fiore, please take me with you!” Maddie appeared as giddy as a teen headed off to a ball.

      Florentina chuckled and shook her head, her own brown eyes taking on an impassioned glow. “I warn you,” she cautioned as she fought to keep a grin off her lips. “I must spend the time practicing my skills, not entertaining my beautiful lover.”

      “Watching you do amazing things shall be most entertaining.” Madelena took a finger and crossed her heart. She glanced at her feet and then back to Florentina. “Good. I’m wearing sensible shoes. Allow me to grab a few light refreshments to bring along, as you say it will take all day. I’ll let the staff know we are out so someone will mind the children.”

      “And Alessandro?” Florentina questioned with lifted brows.

      Maddie huffed out an impatient breath. “There is nowhere safer than in the company of the Night Flyer—a fact even he cannot deny.”
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        * * *

      

      Madelena found herself winded by the time they departed an old dirt road to traipse through knee high grass to the dilapidated wood-plank structure with an obvious hole in its roof. She was indeed thankful for the sensible shoes. Once inside, she set down the bag containing their lunch and wineskins, and settled herself onto a wooden barrel to catch her breath. The scent of rotting hay permeated the space which offered an abundance of natural light through the open double doors, cracks between siding planks, and the gap overhead. Cobwebs draped the corners, and dry balls of petrified horse manure littered the earthen floor.

      Her initial excitement was rekindled as she beheld Fiore change into the black silk tunic and tight leather trousers that never failed to kindle her passion. She brimmed with anticipation while Florentina laced the soft-soled footwear over the bottoms of her leggings. With no need of a mask and cowl, Maddie enjoyed a full view of her face and long brunette braid.

      Eyes glowing, Maddie purred, “Seeing you in that attire takes my breath away and inspires me to… well,” she added blushing. “I promised to let you work.”

      Florentina flashed her a grin. “Happy to please you, my dear.” Then she proceeded to race toward a reinforced portion of the rear wall and up it, running one, two, three vertical steps up the planks followed by a backflip, landing on her feet in the powdery dust. Maddie’s eyes flew wide as she had not imagined such a feat was even possible.

      She witnessed Fiore scale ropes up the sides of walls, swing from one to another, hang upside-down with her ankle wrapped in a cord, and run, hop, leap, and climb over every inch of her lair. Observing the tall, lean frame of her children’s tutor pass from one athletic exploit to the next with the dexterity and strength of an Olympian set her heart racing with desire, but also terrified her. Maddie knew that she would do these same exercises at great heights and risk to her person. A fall here may hurt a little, but a fall from a three-story building… don’t think about it!

      After a bit, a sweaty Florentina, breathing heavy from her exertion, walked over for a sip to drink. “Mi Tesoro!” Maddie exclaimed. “I knew you could do things, but you are truly magnificent. How did you ever-”

      “Practice,” Fiore answered as she wiped her face with a cloth. “Much practice and determination.”

      Next, Florentina withdrew her multi-fire crossbow from her shoulder bag. “You invented that,” Maddie said as a half statement, half question.

      Fiore nodded. “It was Master Leonardo’s idea, in a way,” she replied with a shrug. Florentina then fired off eight shots in rapid succession at eight separate targets situated around the barn. Some were painted circles, others sets of clothing stuffed with straw, and a few burlap sacks filled with sand that hung from cords. Fiore retrieved her bolts and reloaded the weapon.

      “You hit every one!” Maddie gushed in amazement.

      “Yes, but I’ve practiced with these marks for months,” the skilled vigilante replied as though unimpressed with herself. “Moving targets or hitting them while I’m running is more difficult.” Florentina pushed the burlap sacks so that they each started to sway in different directions and at varying speeds, then raced across the barn, pivoted, and began to fire. She first shot at the moving targets, then fired at the dummies as she ran traversed the dirt floor. “See,” she said, motioning as she skidded to a halt in front of Madelena. “I hit that one in the knee—I was aiming for its shoulder. And that bag?” she motioned. “I was supposed to strike the green circle, not just anywhere on it.”

      “But still,” Maddie replied in amazement. “You hit every target, even if not in the spot you intended. That is quite astonishing.”

      Florentina smiled, bent down, and placed her lips to Maddie’s. “Grazie,” she said. “Now, I want to show you something new,” she announced, a twinkle in her bright, tawny eyes. Madelena stood and followed Fiore over to where she had set her bag; the barrel was getting uncomfortable, anyway.

      Fiore withdrew a polished wooden case, set it on a rickety work table, one of the few excuses for furniture in the barn, and opened it with care. “I found these when I went into the Oriental shop to acquire more opium.”

      Maddie frowned. “I didn’t know you use that drug.”

      “Oh, I don’t,” Fiore assured her. “Only for medicinal purposes and to subdue city watchmen without causing them any actual harm.”

      “I’ve been in that shop,” Madelena commented. “They have some unusual merchandise and a few very popular items. I purchased one of those painted silk fans that are in fashion.”

      Florentina nodded. “They have nice things.” Then, from the plush black velvet interior of the box, she retrieved a silver five-pointed star about three inches long. The edges appeared sharp and Fiore held it judiciously in her gloved hand.

      “What is it?” Maddie asked.

      “The shop owner didn’t know,” Florentina answered with a sly grin. “But I had read about these in an obscure book on Oriental weapons. It’s a Chinese throwing star. There are five in the set.”

      “A throwing star,” Maddie echoed as she moved in for a closer look.

      “The Spaniard threw a knife at me in the Pantheon,” Fiore recalled. “Throwing-knives are deadlier, can do more damage than these, but it is a skill that is difficult to master. With the star, I have five small blades rather than one longer one with which to hit my target. They are good to distract or throw a foe off balance. Strikes to the eye or weapon hand are debilitating and may take an enemy out of the fight. Because the tines are short and cannot penetrate deep into flesh, only a strike to the big artery in the neck or severing the windpipe in the throat can kill. I think these will prove quite useful, but I’ve only been practicing with them for a few weeks.”

      With admiration and anticipation oozing through her voice, Maddie sang, “Show me.”

      Florentina removed all five stars from the box and positioned herself in the middle of the barn. “Stand behind me,” she instructed as she lifted one from her left hand. “I’ve had no teacher to instruct me, so I had to guess as to how to throw them. I have developed three techniques, hoping to perfect at least one.”

      Maddie withdrew, studying her partner’s every move. Florentina gripped the object horizontally in a curled hand with her thumb on top and her forefinger beneath it. Rotating her upper body from the waist, she drew her right arm back then spun, releasing the small weapon with the motion a child may use to toss a pie pan. The star whirled through the air at an astonishing speed until it lodged into the shoulder of one of the dummies. Florentina frowned. “A nuisance hit.”

      “But you hit it!” Madelena exclaimed. Florentina continued to practice the move, thrusting at different targets and from varying angles, collecting the projectiles once all five had been expended.

      “Semi-successful,” Fiore admitted. “Another way I have tried is a basic overhand throw.” She demonstrated by taking a star in her right hand, holding it vertically, and throwing it as one might a ball, rock, or piece of fruit. Her first attempt landed low on the target, so she adjusted the second by releasing it sooner, gaining better results. After dozens of pitches, Fiore returned to Maddie’s side. “The third method I’ve been trying is trickier, but has far greater potential. I’ll be at this a while if you want to curl up and take a nap.”

      “What? And miss witnessing an act no Milanese woman has ever seen?” Maddie exclaimed. “But if you will point them in that direction,” she indicated, “I’ll sit back down over here for a while.” On impulse, she leaned in and kissed Fiore’s lips before retreating to her stool.

      She has so much focus and intensity, Maddie contemplated. She is like a force of nature.

      Madelena watched in rapt fascination as Florentina slid one of the tines of a star between her first and second fingers on the back of her hand. How odd. She wondered how that would work since it seemed backwards. Florentina raised the hand to about shoulder level and flicked her wrist hard and fast. If Maddie had blinked, she would have missed it. The projectile whirled through the air and stuck one of the hanging sand-sacks. “I don’t have as much distance on this maneuverer,” Florentina said as she positioned a star for her next attempt. “But the method conceals the blades from anyone in front of me, and I’ve been working on two at a time.”

      “I saw you throw two at once from that side stance you used at first,” Maddie recalled.

      Florentina nodded. “I’m still experimenting.” She slid two stars between her first and second, and second and third fingers at the back of her hand, lifted it and popped them both out. They struck two separate areas on a stuffed foe. She repeated the move with the remaining stars before retrieving them all.

      “That is truly amazing, Florentina,” Maddie declared.

      “Well, I’m sure the Chinese masters are far better,” she replied. “I must be able to hit with more speed and accuracy, a more powerful strike, and from greater distances—and that’s before I even start practicing on moving targets or while running. But I think these will prove quite beneficial.”

      An hour later, Maddie was getting hungry, so she brought out the wine, bread, cheese, and fruit and set them on the worn work table. “Even the Night Flyer needs to eat,” she declared.

      “A break may do me good,” Florentina agreed. “I’m so close!”

      “You’ll get it just as perfect as you desire, my dear.” Maddie smiled as she passed the wine skin to Fiore, who downed it in gulps.

      She returned the drink to Maddie and wiped her mouth with the back of her glove. “But there is one issue I have yet to resolve.” She took a significant bite of bread.

      “What’s that?”

      Florentina sat on a crate to rest for the first time in half a day and shook her head. Maddie squeezed in beside her. “These assassins—and there are several—are all skilled swordsmen. I had been able to utilize my whip against the Spaniard… until he sliced it in two.”

      “Ally has numerous fine swords,” Madelena noted. “I’m sure he would be happy to give you one.”

      “It wouldn’t matter,” Florentina concluded. “I could have the best Toledo steel, but without the skill to use a sword, it is a greater liability than asset.”

      “If you can accomplish all this, surely you can learn to fence?”

      Fiore swallowed a morsel of cheese and leaned against the wall. “I never learned to wield a sword. Papa said he had to draw the line somewhere, and that was his line. It takes years to become as proficient as these men, and besides, I have no one to teach me and no one to spar with. No, what I need is a new weapon.” Florentina rose and began to pace, concentration overtaking her features. “I require something long enough to offset the effectiveness of a blade, something that can keep my enemy at a distance; the whip did that for a while.”

      Maddie perked up. “A pike or a spear!”

      Fiore nodded, but continued pacing. “That would do, except where would I carry it? I can’t hold a spear while I’m flying; it takes both hands to operate my wings, and it would be far too long to hang on my belt. It has to be less than three feet in length.”

      Maddie set her food aside and rose to join her partner, not knowing how to respond. “You want something that is as long as you are tall, yet can fit in a space less than half that span. It seems to me, that would be impossible.”

      Florentina planted her feet and turned to her with an inspired grin. “Every day of my life, my papa would say, ‘Nothing is impossible.’ I took that to mean nothing was impossible for me, though I am sure that wasn’t what he meant. Still, the belief that anything is possible, that no riddle is too difficult to solve, no limits to what we can achieve, has defined my life thus far. It’s how I was able to look beyond what everyone knew could not be done and create a contraption for flight. It is how I dared believe that a woman, a woman as remarkable as you, could ever love me.”

      Touched and further amazed, Maddie placed a kiss to Florentina’s lips. “And I do love you. Speaking of remarkable,” she laughed. “I think you have hit the pinnacle in that regard.” Then she peered into Fiore’s eyes as a unique sensation flooded through her veins. “How fortunate you were, so very blessed, to have a parent who encouraged and inspired you, who fed your desire to learn and experience everything life had to offer. From the time I was a small child, I was taught, trained, and expected to become a merchant’s wife. That was to be my purpose in life. If it wasn’t for Ally’s insistence that I be given the best tutors, I would never have been able to pursue my talent with mathematics. Father said, ‘what does she need tutors for? She can read well enough for the Bible. She only needs a lady’s education.’ Thank Heavens, Ally was persistent. My father, God rest his soul, along with most of society I suppose, thought that a woman’s only reason to exist was to be a wife and mother. Don’t get me wrong,” she amended. “Those are fine pursuits, and I wouldn’t trade anything in the world for my precious little ones, but… I always wanted more. Some women don’t; they are content to run the household, serve their husbands, and raise their children. But for women like us…”

      “That isn’t enough,” Florentina concluded and ran a hand down Maddie’s arm.

      “I wonder what I could have done if when I was young someone had told me that anything was possible, that even the sky was not the limit.”

      Florentina chuckled. “Considering all you have accomplished without such encouragement, my guess is you could be the one governing Milan!” Maddie laughed, blushed, and shook her head. “Back to the challenge of a new weapon. I have a dagger,” Fiore stated, pulling it from the sheath on her belt, “but I am not very proficient with it; besides, it is too short to counter a sword.” She studied the blade, turning it over in her hands, then slid it back into its holder. She paused, then withdrew the knife again, and again pushed it into the sheath. The third time she slid out the dagger, she held its tip to the edge of its scabbard.

      Florentina raised brilliant honey eyes to Maddie’s as a glow enveloped her countenance. “I have an idea!”
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      Florentina completed the children’s lessons early on Monday and took a stroll down Via Torino, turning up a side street toward Piazza Mentana into the main artisan district of the city. Here on these narrow stone-paved streets, the houses and shops were more colorful and distinctive than those in the mercantile blocks where large lettered signs vied for attention. Here, despite the fact that each building shared a wall with the one beside it, flowers grew in baskets and in pots on balconies, and music wafted from strings and flutes through the air along with the inviting aromas of the neighborhood bakery. It was common to see social rebels wearing beards or women with skirts that showed their ankles, even daring to display their hair loose and uncovered. In the piazza, artists set up their easels and paint trays to generate a portrait of a passerby or capture the quaint ambiance on canvas.

      A nostalgic feeling infused Florentina as she smiled and waved to familiar faces, took in the accustomed scenery, and reveled in the sense of belonging. It was less than a year since she had vacated this area to move into the uptown Casa de Torelli with a wealthy merchant family, one who had patroned her father. Old memories flooded through her mind as she opened the bright red door of a blue-faced facade to the tinkle of a little bell.

      “Ah, Florentina!” greeted an older man with a square wiry beard, rosy complexion, and sparkling deep-set eyes. “Welcome home. I thought you had forgotten us, it has been so long.” He enveloped her in a huge bearhug which warmed her heart.

      “Giorgio,” she replied and kissed his cheeks.

      “I think you’ve sprouted another inch or two, but just as lean and lanky as ever,” he noted with a broad grin. “Have you decided to abandon tutoring and return to work with us?”

      “No.” Florentina shook her head with a smile. “I am looking for Cesare.”

      “But of course, you are,” he replied, backing up a step, granting her room to breathe. “You were like two peas. My boy will be delighted to see you. He was one of the artists commissioned to make a copy of Master Leonardo’s Last Supper; did he tell you?”

      “Si,” she said, noting the pride on his weathered face. “I had a chance to see him working on it.”

      “Such an honor,” Giorgio beamed. “Ah, well, you didn’t come to reminisce with an old man. Cesare!” he called out, angling toward a staircase in the back of the room.

      “Papa, I’m creating,” came an irritated voice from above. Giorgio shrugged and gave Florentina an apologetic look.

      “It’s alright,” she assured him. “I’ll just go up to him.”

      Giorgio patted her shoulder with a smile. “Having you here feels like old times. Please come visit more often.”

      “I should,” Florentina agreed. “I shall try to make time.”

      She knew her way to her old friend’s studio and walked in without hesitation. “Papa, I told you,” Cesare began in the same annoyed tone, but when he turned an expression of elated surprise bloomed across his blocky face lit by luminescent olive eyes. He dropped his brush onto its pallet and rushed to scoop her up in an exuberant hug, his flowing acorn-brown tail flapping at his back. The gangly young man, only a few years her senior, had shaved off his errant facial hair. “Fiore!” he cooed. “It’s about time you came to see me.”

      “You have a clean face now,” she noted.

      He rubbed long fingers over his smooth chin. “I decided to go with the Raffaello look,” he mused. “Do you like my latest painting?” he asked motioning to an almost completed still-life setting of a bowl of fruit, wine cup, candle with its wax dripping down to the tablecloth, and a little gray mouse at the edge of the table looking hesitantly hopeful with whiskers seeming to twitch.

      “I do!” she exclaimed, moving in for a closer examination. “That hungry mouse looks so lifelike, and you have given him such emotion. Does he risk going after the food on a human’s table?”

      “Grazie,” he replied with a smile.

      “And I really like how the candle is almost spent, the wax dripping down, as if the fruit was set hours ago and no one has come to eat it yet. You do have quite the talent, one I sorely lack.”

      “Dribble!” Cesare declared with an incredulous expression. “You have countless talents. Isn’t it fair there exists a single aptitude I excel at more at than you?”

      Florentina laughed. “I suppose. But you have other gifts as well, my friend, and one of them is social. You are acquainted with all the right people and enjoy the best connections.”

      He shook his head with a laugh. “You never cared about such things.”

      “No, I didn’t, and still don’t,” she admitted. “But I find myself in need of being connected with the proper person… one who is consummately discrete.”

      “Ah.” Cesare leaned back on his heels, considering her with keen eyes. “Another mystery to solve, like the sketch of the suspect I made for you?”

      “Something like that.” Florentina caught his gaze. “I am working on a new invention—a very secret one. I need an artist of metallurgy, not an ordinary smith. Do you know a sculptor who works with rods or pipes?”

      The skinny Cesare lifted a brow. “I might,” he mused. “Would you join Mercutio and I for dinner this evening? He is my most recent interest, a madrigal singer and fabulous dancer; but before I move forward into a relationship, I would like your opinion of him. Sometimes I am blind when it comes to a handsome man and, well, you are not.”

      Florentina smiled, a blush rising in her cheeks. “I could do that.”

      “Excellent!” he beamed. “By the way, are you still with that stunning redhead?” Cesare laughed at her raised brow and added, “It didn’t take an empath to notice the spark between you.”

      “Yes, Maddie and I are proceeding quite satisfactorily,” Florentina conceded.

      Cesare flashed her a grin. “Now,” he continued, “tell me what you want and I’ll arrange the right person for you.”

      “I need four carbon-steel rods about two feet long each, hollow in the middle with rims as thick as a dagger blade. The largest should be around two inches in diameter, with each of the other three progressively narrower, such that they can be slid inside each other with no space to spare,” she explained.

      “I see,” he said as he concentrated on her description. “I am familiar with a fellow who does bronze and brass work for large clocks, like those that appear in a tower. He has the skill to make your rods, but I’m not sure if he has ever cast steel before.”

      Excitement lit Florentina’s face and filled her voice. “Clock-maker, that’s good. I need some pins and small springs as well.”

      Cesare crossed his arms and tilted his head at her. “What are you up to?”

      Brown eyes gleaming, she answered, “Secret invention, remember? Set me up with your trusted artisan and I’ll meet your new handsome madrigal singer and share my perception of him.”

      Taking her hands in his, Cesare replied, “Deal!”
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        * * *

      

      Alessandro stood bare-chested in front of the mirror at his dressing table with soap lathered on his face. He took a straight razor and proceeded to scrape off the stubble that had sprouted there overnight. It was Tuesday, the morning he typically spent at the printing house he had acquired purveying the copy for the Wednesday edition of the city’s broadsheet—the Milan Gazette. As owner, he steered the direction of the stories, approved or disapproved, suggested topics, and occasionally wrote an editorial.  A stroke of genius on Maddie’s part to suggest I purchase the Gazette.

      An arm wrapped around his waist as his wife’s pixie face appeared beside him in the mirror. Just the casual touch created pleasing feelings of warm satisfaction, comfort, and pride. While many a wealthy man endured a marriage that had been contracted for him, Alessandro loved Portia and considered himself quite fortunate indeed to have reeled in a woman whose beauty and congeniality had only ripened with the years. “Don’t forget to include the announcement about the play Sofonisha by Giangiorgio Trissino opening Saturday at Il Nuovo Teatro di Milano,” she reminded him with a gentle stroke.

      “This is why we had to start a Saturday edition,” he stated, holding the razor still for a moment. “Between you and Maddie insisting on adding every cultural event in the city, there was barely room for the real news.”

      Portia raised a delicate brow above eyes of indulgent blue. “Real news? Music, theater, gallery showings, festivals, and balls are real news, husband. Some people are interested in more than financial reports and predictions about the weather that seldom come to pass. And haven’t you noticed an increase in sales since adding the society section?”

      Having concluded the shave, Ally patted his face with a warm towel and smiled at her reflection in the glass. “You are, as always, correct, my dear. I shall not forget.”

      “And it needs to be in the Wednesday edition,” she instructed. “It will be too late for citizens to make plans to attend if they are unaware of the play until the day it opens. They will want to secure tickets for the best seats in advance.”

      He pivoted, leaned down and kissed her cheek. “The next thing I know, you’ll be entreating me to buy the theater.”

      Portia laughed, then turned a sparkling gaze to him. “Don’t give me ideas.” She brushed her hand down the sculpted muscles of his chest and stood on tip-toe to reach his lips.

      “Indeed!” he declared in amusement. “Pretend I never mentioned it.”

      “Shall I help you dress?” she offered.

      “That would only be fair, seeing how you aided so successfully in undressing me last night,” he answered with a flirtatious wink.

      

      Several hours later, Alessandro was finishing up at the printers having approved all the proofs for the type to go to press. The Gazette had three printing presses: two for the broadsheet so that the large quantities needed for circulation could be generated faster, and the third for contract work. Since they owned the only printing presses in Milan, business owners, the magistrate’s office, various nobles, and the well-to-do would come in with sheets of which they wished to have multiple copies produced. Writers and poets would pay to have their books printed for sale, and the occasional priest or bishop would have a new prayer pamphlet or song book to reproduce. Often, they had to wait in line as it took time to set each letter in place in the iron frame and then have a copy editor double check it for accuracy before they began the process.

      The machine was hand operated, and the worker had to be sure the ink was applied precisely so that the words would not be too light or too much ink blur the lines. Each sheet of paper had to be printed individually by being lined up and inserted in the timpin and frisket. Tiny pins poked through the paper, forming little holes so that he could later flip the paper over, line up the holes, and print the back side of the pages in exact alignment with the front. A second man worked as the puller, a job less precision and more strength oriented. He pulled the handle that tightened the pressing mechanism which pushed the press into the paper that lay over the inked type slate. It would take Alessandro’s team all day to turn out enough broadsheets for Wednesday morning’s sale.

      Alessandro was about to leave when he was surprised by a visit from a grim looking Salvador. In an instant his back straightened and he switched into a state of hyper-vigilance. “What has happened?” he asked as he strode toward the watchman.

      “Nothing that involves your family,” Salvador assured him. He removed his cap, a weary expression on his aging face. “Is there somewhere we can speak in private?”

      Ally motioned to a small office, escorted Salvador inside, and closed the door. “Would you like to sit?”

      With a nod, cap in hand, the watchman settled onto one of the hard, wooden straight-backed chairs and Alessandro sat across from him.

      “I don’t know, nor do I wish to, how your family is connected to the Night Flyer,” he began in earnest. “And while I have said nothing and doubt anyone else has linked you in any way, I have observed that the vigilante protects your House.” Alessandro remained quiet when Salvador paused to breathe out a sigh. “I do not believe he is a criminal, not really. He clearly does more good than harm.”

      “Salvador, out with it. Tell me what this is about,” Ally entreated.

      “If there is a means for you to contact him—and again, I don’t want to know,” he insisted, pinning Ally with a serious gaze. “One of those trouble makers who likes to dress up in black and masks so they appear like the Night Flyer, but anyone with sense knows they are imposters… one of them has snatched a boy and is holding him on the balcony over the main entrance to the Duomo. He has a knife to the child’s throat, making him stand on the ledge, and he’s threatening to kill him unless the Night Flyer surrenders to him. A crowd has gathered, but nobody has tried to rush him from inside or shoot at him for fear of the lad being killed. He gave an ultimatum of noon or the boy dies. I have no idea how he thinks he will escape capture once he has completed whatever it is he has in mind.”

      “He intends to kill the Night Flyer,” Ally stated gravely. “He is not the first. But this… who is the boy; do you know?”

      Salvador shook his head. “Just an urchin. No one has come forth claiming to be his parent. I understand that the Night Flyer seldom appears in the daytime and has no reason to meet this villain’s demand, but it would be tragic to watch the child die.”

      Alessandro met his eyes. “Be ready,” he demanded. “Don’t allow the other watchmen to shift focus to the Night Flyer. He can’t be expected to deal with a kidnapper and potentially a killer while worrying about being shot by the supposed good guys.”

      “I will be insistent,” he promised. “Besides, I think even the magistrate himself would be willing to give the Night Flyer a pass under these circumstances. Thank you, Don Alessandro,” he said as he pushed up to his feet. “I was never here, and we never had this conversation. May God watch over us all.”
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      A crowd had gathered below the dreadful scene on the balcony above the Duomo’s entrance off the piazza. Onlookers were horrified by the prospect of seeing a small child splat on the steps of their beloved cathedral, and yet most could not tear their eyes away. Nuns wept, mothers clutched their babes close, priests prayed, and frustrated law keepers stood tensely by, unable to fire their imprecise arabesques lest they miss or hit the boy.

      “Be reasonable,” called up the chief constable. “You don’t want to harm a child. Let us discuss the matter. We can help you apprehend the Night Flyer. Tell us what crime he committed against you.”

      “You waste your breath,” the assassin shouted down. “It is near noon; if that Night Flyer doesn’t show, you will be cleaning his blood from your church,” he vowed, shaking the boy.

      The Night Flyer wrapped her grappling hook around one of the many Heaven-pointing spires that adorned the Duomo, one that was almost directly above the balcony. Using gloved hands to control her descent, she slid down the rope to land on the opposite end of the platform about twelve feet from her adversary. “I am here,” she stated as her eyes bored into the man. His smooth skin showing beneath his mask and his slight build told her that he was young, possibly younger than herself. A quick glance to his left detected a boy Matteo’s size teetering on the ledge in the grip of his captor.

      The assassin yanked the urchin down in front of him as a human shield and pressed a sharp blade to his throat. “About time,” he snapped. “Thought you would let him die.”

      “This is between you and me now, so let the child go,” said the vigilante.

      “First, lay down your weapons—all of them,” he demanded.

      The Night Flyer detected the truth in the antagonist’s feral eyes and knew that he would likely kill the boy regardless of what she did just because he could. She would not allow that to happen. Neither could she let herself be sacrificed; there was too much at stake. She had to protect Maddie and put an end to the violence perpetrated by the Shadow Guild. That left her with only one recourse.

      Florentina lifted her crossbow’s cord from its hook and held it out between two fingers. “I am laying my weapons on the platform, see?” she said in a calm tone. In a slow movement, she set it down gently to the side. “Now I will remove my dagger and lay it aside,” she added. While making a dramatic show of sliding the knife from its sheath with her right hand, her left slipped undetected into a small pocket sewn into her belt. “I’m putting it down now,” she announced.

      The Night Flyer knelt, setting her dagger beside the crossbow, and then rested her left hand atop her right for a moment, taking in a slow, deep breath. When she rose to her feet, she held up both hands, palms forward so he would see she was unarmed. “Now, release the boy. Let him walk toward me while I step toward you. I am yours, to do with as you wish, but release him first.”

      The glazed, blank look in the quivering child’s expression told her that he was in shock and sweat moistened his mop of brown hair. He wore a white surplice over a black cassock. Most likely he was an orphan ward of the church who was to serve as an altar boy at the noon mass. The assassin had strolled in, scooped him up, and conveyed him to this spot for maximum effect.

      The Night Flyer trained a determined stare into her enemy’s eyes. At this distance, she knew she couldn’t miss. “No,” he sneered. “You walk to me, slowly with your hands raised like they are. Only when I have my knife to your throat, will I let him go.”

      Her wrist flicked faster than a viper’s strike, such that the assassin never registered the movement. In an instant, his hands dropped the dagger, released his hostage, and clamped to his neck in a vain attempt to plug the squirt of blood pulsing from the wound inflicted by the throwing star. With anger and shock burning in his eyes, he ripped the metal piece away, which only resulted in an unimpeded arterial spray and his quicker demise.

      Florentina took two steps, bent down, and reached out a hand. “Come, son. You are safe now.”

      Seemingly awaked from a dream, he rushed to her and threw his arms around her hips. “You came!” he cried.

      “Yes, I came,” she confirmed.

      “I knew you would. He said you wouldn’t, that you were a coward, and that he would cut me and throw me off the church.” The words spilled out of his mouth like water from a fountain. “But I knew you would come for me, that you would beat him; and you did.”

      The Night Flyer glanced over to see the young assassin crumple into a pool of his own blood. “You need to go back inside the Duomo; your priests will be singing praises that you are safe. And I must go now. You will be all right.” She smiled at him as he released his hold and wiped tears from his eyes.

      After gathering her weapons and replacing them in their holders, the Night Flyer pulled the bar from the balcony door handles that the chaos agent had used to block them from opening and took a firm grip on the rope she had lowered from. “Thank you, Night Flyer,” the lad called after her. “God be with you!”

      She gave him one more misty-eyed look and replied, “And also with you.” Then she placed her feet on the wall and scaled the face of the cathedral, hand over hand, step by step, at a swift pace. She had almost reached the roof by the time two priests and a nun burst through the balcony doors to embrace their altar boy. Voices lofted from below, but she was too focused on the current task to pay them much attention. These people must be stopped! Righteous indignation seared through her veins. Endangering the innocent, not caring who they kill, assaulting the church and children! He would have killed that little boy no bigger than Matteo, and why? Really, why?

      The Night Flyer hoisted herself onto the Duomo’s high-pitched roof and retrieved her grappling hook, fastening it to her belt. A peek over the edge spotted watchmen scurrying about in the piazza and the chief constable examining the body of the dead assassin. She would rather have not had to kill the man, but would lose no sleep over it. With a running start across the roof’s apex, the Night Flyer pulled the handle that deployed her wings and soared out over the city, filled with both elation and trepidation.
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        * * *

      

      When Florentina had returned home and changed back into her tutor’s day dress, she ventured to the mansion’s second floor to see what the children were up to. Betta and Matteo met her in the hallway amid excited chatter. “Florentina, you’re home!” Betta announced with a bright smile.

      “Where did you go, anyway?” Matteo asked.

      She knelt down and gathered them both up in a tight embrace, fighting to retain tears that so much wanted to burst free. My sweet piccolos, she thought. You are safe, and you will stay that way!

      “What’s the matter?” Betta asked as Florentina loosened her hold enough for them to breathe.

      “Nothing, my cucciolos,” she replied. “Just happy to see you. What have you been up to while I was away?”

      Each child held up a hand bearing a sock with painted eyes and yarn hair glued on top. “We made puppets!” Betta bubbled.

      “And we are going to put on a puppet show for you and Mama when she gets home from work,” Matteo continued. “It was Betta’s idea, but we both made up the story together.”

      Betta stroked her sock-puppet with her other hand. “Gluing yarn on top for hair was Matteo’s idea. It will be the best puppet show ever!”

      “You are such good, smart, and creative children!” Florentina exclaimed. “These are fabulous puppets. I know your Mama and I will just love it.” Her heart overflowed with joy and love, triggering those tears to pound at the back of her eyes more insistently. “Where do you want to have it?”

      “In the parlor,” Matteo said.

      “Do you think Pollonia and Bernardo will want to watch, too?” Betta asked.

      “Maybe,” Florentina considered. “I’ll hang up a sheet that you two can stand behind and hold your puppets up for the show.”

      “Terrific!” Matteo cheered, a broad glow shining on his fair countenance. “Come on, Betta,” he ordered. “Let’s go practice some more.”

      “Agreed!” she beamed with joy. The children bounded back toward their room with giggles, racing each other to the doorway.

      As Florentina looked after them, she noticed the moist warm trickle on her face and wiped it away. I love them so much! Children are a treasure and should be guarded as such. Then a determination steeled in her and she put her shoulders back with a set of her jaw. I will never allow anything or anyone to harm them, so help me God.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after dinner and a puppet show, Fiore lay nestled on Maddie’s shoulder, breathing in the aroma of her hair, tracing her fingers along a pale pink silk night gown. Florentina wore a low-cut shift of white silk that Madelena had given her as a more alluring alternative to the frumpy sleepwear she had brought with her when she moved in. They had determined that with Betta’s reoccurring nightmares and her propensity to come to her mother’s chamber in the middle of the night, it was better to be clothed the majority of their time alone together. Soon she would have to slip out and back upstairs to her own room lest Angela start wondering where she was.

      “You did the right thing,” Maddie assured her. “A monster that would threaten a little child, and probably would have killed him for sick pleasure, deserved to die.”

      “If there was another way,” Fiore sighed, “I would have taken it. I’m just glad the boy was uninjured—though I’ve no doubt the experience will have an effect on him.”

      Maddie balled a fist at her side. “And they are trying to kill you because of me.” She bit out the words in a bitter tone.

      Florentina moved her hand to stroke Maddie’s cheek, tipping her face toward her own where she followed with a kiss. “Try is the operative word, my love. They will not succeed, and I’d rather them be coming after me than you.”

      With a groan, Madelena replied, “But I don’t understand why! Why are these Shadow Guild chaos people so intent on murdering me? What did I ever do to them?” She stared at the dark ceiling, frustration blaring through her voice.

      Florentina contemplated the idea that perchance they had discovered her brother was a member of the Cavalieri Dell'unità, but then wouldn’t they target him? Killing Maddie would cause him pain and heartache, but it would not halt his activities with the Cavalieri.

      “The only thing I can think,” Fiore voiced, “is that they object to women being in any position of authority or influence.”

      Maddie turned back to her, a pensive look on her face. “Countess Anna Marie was a major patron of artists in the city, and influential in the court. Julia was a trend-setter when it came to hair styles and fashion; most of Milan society followed her lead in those areas.”

      “And you are a successful business woman who runs a charity house,” Florentina added.

      “Still…” Maddie bit her lower lip, drawing her brows together. “None of the three of us were or are that important in the grand scheme of things.”

      Florentina danced her fingers along Maddie’s arm as she nuzzled close, trailing kisses down her throat to the little hollow spot at the base of her neck. “We will figure it out and stop them,” she vowed in a whisper. She slid herself over Maddie’s rounded body and lowered her mouth to hers in a kiss of passion and promise.
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        Saturday, April 25, 1503

      

      

      The finest event hall in Milan exuded extravagance for Agnese Viscardi’s sixteenth birthday celebration. Chandeliers hung from vaulted ceilings above a checkerboard marble tile floor of ivory and ashen patterns. Two parallel walls stood in red brick while the perpendicular sides were stucco and painted natural sand with tapestries and velvet curtains to adorn them. Along one masonry wall were tables lavished with every sweet treat and delicate hors d'oeuvre a discerning pallet might imagine served with a fruity wine punch. Across the open dance space, the musicians gathered in a corner. As they played lively tunes on the flute, viol, lute, and harpsichord accompanied by the rhythm of tabors, party guests wearing the latest spring fashions danced, ate, and mingled. Men were attired in giorneas and cioppas, some with contrasting colored sleeves, over coordinating hosiery, many donning felt berets or a hat accented with a feather, while women showed off flowing embroidered gowns of various colors that flared out below tight bodices accentuating the hips.

      Don Benetto stood a few yards in from the open door in a forest green cioppa over a charcoal shirt and matching leggings with an olive mantello draped over one shoulder. He was as nervous as a bride on her wedding day since he did not know how to relate with his old peers now that he was no longer a member of the wealthy elite. He had fallen from grace and was aware that many present were probably glad. But today was not about him. It was for his daughter; therefore, he sported a pleasant expression. Benetto greeted everyone who ventured his way, but chose to stand away from the entrance in case guests preferred not to interact with him.

      A genuine smile lit his face as he watched Agnese in animated conversation and laughter with her friends. He noticed that Portia, her daughter Pollonia, and her youngest son were in attendance along with Madelena, but Alessandro, the patriarch of House Torelli, was absent. As antagonistic as I have been toward him, it is no wonder. Just as well, Benetto supposed. But deep inside, he recognized a pang of disappointment. Was it because he missed the verbal bouts they had engaged in, each striving for the more impressive insult? Or was it that a part of him wished to be Alessandro’s friend rather than his enemy? Benetto shook his head to clear the muddle.

      “How have you been getting along at the family vineyard, brother?” Benetto turned to see his burley younger sibling Stefano approach, a large slice of cake missing one bite on a small plate in his broad hand. The last time they spoke was at Christmas when they had quarreled. Benetto had not wanted to accept the truth of Stefano’s accusation: you only ever think of yourself.

      “You came!” Benetto exclaimed.

      “Certainly, I came,” Stefano said. “Agnese is my niece. I brought a gift, too.”

      “I’m so glad to see you! And I am faring better,” he replied to the question asked. “Congratulations on the award you received from the city, Stefano. I read about it in the broadsheet. I am very proud of you.” A misty look of remembrance of a time when the two had been close sparked in Benetto’s gaze to match the warm smile that graced his lips.

      Stefano’s eyes widened and with them his grin. “Thank you,” he said in a voice betraying his surprise. “When those bandits snuck in under a foggy, starless night to steal the goods that had just been unloaded at the dock, I was there with my crew to stop them. The magistrate declared that every merchant in Milan owed me a debt of gratitude. Me, Stefano Viscardi! Who would have guessed?” He then proceeded to take an enormous bite out of the cake.

      “I would,” Benetto answered. He ambled a step closer and rested a hand on his brother’s broad shoulder. He’s let his hair grow, he observed. “Just like it came as no surprise to hear how highly you placed in the primero tournament a couple of months ago.” Benetto laughed when Stefano’s eyebrows shot up. “Yes, I’ve been keeping up with you. You have done very well for yourself, you seem happy, and I am pleased for your success. I never considered that by insisting you work for me, under me, in Viscardi Arms and Weapons that perhaps I was holding you back. I thought I was doing you a favor, retaining you as my Number One, but away from me and the business you have thrived.”

      Stefano swallowed his bite, pink rising in his cheeks. “It wasn’t so bad to work for you, and we both know I was never adept at book learning, languages, and mercantile affairs, so perhaps you were looking out for me in that regard. But I am good at what I do—protecting shipments, a bit of enforcement, watching out for thieves, and such.”

      Benetto frowned and removed his hand from Stefano’s shoulder. “I sometimes asked you to do things that weren’t exactly legal, certainly not ethical; that I deeply regret. We argued at Christmas, and I regret that as well. You are my only brother, Stefano, and I do not want us to drift apart. What you said to me was true, and I have been trying to change.”

      Stefano laughed. “I don’t even remember what was said! I haven’t been out to visit because I didn’t know if I was welcome… and I’ve been busy with my new career and recreational activities. I’ve even been courting a woman on occasion,” the bachelor admitted.

      “Indeed, you are welcome!” Benetto stated with enthusiasm. “I never meant to imply otherwise. And I am happy for you, truly.”

      “I do see a difference in you,” Stefano said. “What did you need to sell to afford this gala event? You lost your fortune.”

      “The family crest ring, the gold one with the big ruby.”

      Stefano almost choked on the bite of cake he had just taken. “What?” He coughed and swallowed. “That’s what I mean. You sacrificed for someone else. I understand Agnese is your only daughter and youngest child, but a year ago you would have done this out of your excess, to impress your peers, to outdo the competition. Now, it is clear that you did it for her, and for her alone.”

      Benetto raised his gaze to his lovely daughter, whose tinkling laughter touched his ear. She stood in the midst of a group of young ladies and men her own age, the center of attention, with a glow of joy on her face. “That I did, brother. I truly wish Daniela was here as well.” In a moment, his mirth faded.

      A grave look of concern gripped Stefano’s aspect. “Why did she not come?”

      With a weary sigh, Benetto said, “She has been enduring a sickness of late. The symptoms come and go. She has good days and bad days; unfortunately, today was a bad day. She insisted that Agnese and I come and revel with our friends and she would celebrate with us this evening at dinner.”

      “I am sad to hear that she has been ill,” he empathized in a sincere tone. “Daniela was always kind to me—to everyone, really.”

      “Thank you; I am sorry, too,” Benetto agreed with his head bowed. Then he lifted his chin, taking in the sounds of the music, sensing the levity and mirth that filled the hall. “But this is an occasion to enjoy!” he professed, bringing a smile back to his lips. “Come, eat more, dance,” he invited steering Stefano toward the party. “Did you bring your new sweetheart?”

      Stefano shot him a toothy grin. “She is the voluptuous vixen with light brown hair in the daffodil gown,” he said, pointing across the room. “No twig for me! I want a woman who won’t break when I take her in my arms.”

      At that, Benetto let out a laugh. “I’d like to meet her if we get the chance. Let’s get you some wine to wash down all that cake.”
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        * * *

      

      Madelena greeted Agnese, who glowed in her sky-blue silk gown, her hair woven with gold ribbons, and radiant gladness beaming from her youthful face. “Happy birthday!” She hugged the guest of honor, placing a kiss on each cheek as was customary.

      “Thank you,” Agnese gushed. “I am so glad you and Pollonia and her mother came. It is so good to see my old friends again.”

      “We aren’t old friends, Agnese. Just because you moved to the countryside doesn’t mean we aren’t your friends anymore. Pollonia speaks of you and asks about you often. She even learned a chanson to perform for you on the harpsichord.”

      “Really?” Excitement burst forth from the girl and she practically bounced. “That is so wonderful! I can’t wait to hear her play.”

      Portia stepped over to join them. “Happy birthday, Agnese,” she greeted with hugs and kisses.

      “Thank you, Donna Torelli,” Agnese gushed. “Have you word from Antonio?” With wide blue eyes, she stood breathless, awaiting a response.

      Portia laughed and waved a hand in the air. “I am certain you receive far more letters from him than we do.” That caused Agnese’s cheeks to turn red.

      About that time Pollonia joined them with her happy birthdays, hugs and kisses. Then the reunited friends scurried away to discuss Antonio, visit with other youths, and dance in a group to the music. Maddie spied Bernardo milling around the food table, piling delicacies onto a plate. “Oh, to be young again!” Portia sighed. “I remember my sixteenth birthday party.”

      Madelena listened with fondness as Portia recounted the event. She mingled with other guests, making small talk and catching up on social news. After filling her wine glass, she wandered nearer the side of the hall where Benetto had been loitering. She studied him as he spoke with his younger brother. There you are, Don Benetto Viscardi, you rat’s bastard. Maybe you didn’t kill Vergilio after all, but you did murder Fiore’s father. How do you like it now that you are powerless?

      Her brows narrowed and her lips drew into a tight line as she pondered the man, his past, and what fate had brought him. He seemed… different. She could never have imagined Benetto throwing a grand celebration and not making himself the center of attention, and yet… he faded into the background allowing his daughter the spotlight. Her mouth fell open in astonishment when he smiled and then laughed. I don’t recall him ever bearing a pleasant expression, much less an amiable smile! Maddie tilted her head in curiosity. He was not ordering Stefano about; he was… inviting him to partake more food and drink? Could it be? Was it possible that the selfish, ambitious arms merchant who callously stepped on whoever got in his way had become human? She sipped her wine and contemplated what she witnessed, uncertain whether or not to believe it.
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        * * *

      

      That evening Alessandro joined Madelena and Florentina in his study to discuss the progress being made with deciphering the Chaos Manifesto. “How was the birthday party?” he asked as they settled into the seating area. He took the chair across from the matching cushioned armchairs the women occupied. Florentina held the manuscript in her lap, and Maddie had let her hair down. Here, in the refuge of his inner-sanctum, they may be candid with each other—almost. He still harbored secrets from his sister, ones that Florentina was sworn to keep.

      “It was very nice indeed! I don’t see how you’ll top it for Pollonia in a few months when she turns sixteen,” Maddie gushed. “You should have come.”

      Alessandro lowered his chin and shook his head. “I wasn’t snubbing the Viscardis,” he explained. “I just didn’t want my presence to cause any tension or unease. Agnese deserved a special day for herself, not to be marred by any disturbance.”

      “The children and I had a wonderful outing, and they were so enthused over their flavored iced cream and cookies that they forgot all about missing out on a party,” Florentina reported with a warm glance at Maddie who beamed in return.

      “I am so glad!” she cooed.

      Knowing the intimacy of the women’s relationship, Alessandro found it astonishing that no one else noticed the adoration that passed between them with every look, smile, sound, and motion. They were as comfortable with each other as he was with his wife of twenty years, but still in that early stage where every day was a Sunday, when they hung on each other’s every word, when they treated each moment together as a treasure. I think I should like to relive that freshness with Portia, he contemplated. When this is over, I will take her on a holiday somewhere special—just the two of us, like when we were young.

      “Naturally, Matteo wanted a second serving, but-” Florentina began.

      “You didn’t let him, did you?” Maddie asked.

      Fiore shook her head with a smile.

      “Florentina,” Alessandro addressed, getting to the point at hand. “Have you been able to glean any more information from the manifesto?”

      She straightened in her chair and turned a serious aspect toward him. “I need to find the cypher wheel, but have no clue where to search, and I’m curious about who might comprise this group. The writings praise war, but why would anyone do that? Who stands to gain from senseless wars?”

      “I suppose the kings and rulers would gain if they win,” Madelena ventured. “More land, more tax revenue, more power and prestige.”

      “That’s true,” Florentina offered in partial agreement, “but going into it, they don’t know who will win. One king stands to lose money, soldiers, land, even lose face by being defeated. It seems to be quite a risky undertaking.”

      Alessandro rubbed the back of his neck as he listened, pondering the question, unhappy with the obvious answer. “The arms merchants,” he said, drawing the attention of both women. “They sell to both sides, and it doesn’t matter who wins or loses; they still profit. In times of peace they do make solid weapons sales, suits of armor, side arms, and the like, but…” he sighed and leaned forward. “Sales can easily triple in a period of war and unrest. I hate to think any member of my guild may be involved,” he bemoaned. “But it is a possibility we must consider. Benetto, perhaps?”

      Florentina shook her head. “I am certain I cleaned out his financial resources,” she stated. “He cannot afford to hire assassins.”

      “Unless he isn’t paying them,” Alessandro speculated. “What if the Shadow Guild provides the gold?”

      “But how would Benetto then benefit?” Maddie questioned. “He is no longer an arms dealer and wouldn’t receive any profits from continuing the war.”

      “He could have in the past,” Florentina considered. “Don Benetto has more reason to want the Night Flyer dead than anyone.”

      “True,” Alessandro concurred. “But why would he desire to harm Madelena?” He wished to God it had nothing to do with him, but how could he be certain?

      “I don’t think Don Benetto is behind this,” Maddie ventured. “You didn’t see him at the party today.” She caught Ally’s gaze and peered at him in sincerity. “He is changed. It’s hard to explain, but I sensed that he is now somehow different. He smiled.”

      Alessandro sat back, a puzzled expression crossing his face. Maddie shook her head and continued. “He didn’t act or speak the way I have always known him to do. There was no malice in his eyes when he looked at me.”

      “It may be that losing everything, coming face to face with death itself, put the fear of God into him,” Ally offered.

      Florentina nodded. “I tend to agree. He may have reason to want me dead, but he is a defeated man; who would follow him? Who would take orders from one who was laid low? So, who does that leave?”

      “The second, first now, most successful arms merchant in Milan is Giovanni Sacchi,” Alessandro voiced doubtfully.

      “Julia’s husband?” Maddie’s eyes widened. “That frumpy old man with the eye-glasses?”

      “That frumpy old man,” Ally explained, “is the leader of the most influential guild in the city. He has scooped up Benetto’s former clients and almost doubled his profits. If not for the Vatican contract, his business would have already surpassed ours in wealth. No doubt, if the wars continue, he stands to become not only the richest merchant in Milan, but on the entire peninsula.” He moved his gaze from his sister to Florentina as they both soaked in his words. “Still…” He paused and signed. “He is so settled, organized, and predictable. I don’t see him as a chaos lord.”

      “I’ve never met Don Giovanni,” Florentina said, “and I know little about him. What I do know, is that someone with a wealth of money and information has gathered a score of followers and some paid assassins to throw Milan into disarray, seeming to target the Catholic Church, prominent women, and the Night Flyer. Might it be a sect that opposes French rule? Maybe they want to make things difficult for the current magistrate.”

      “What about the Spanish?” Maddie suggested. “At least one assassin was from Spain. They would wish to cause trouble for the French in Milan because they lost their war over us, but that doesn’t mean they have given up.”

      “If it was just about controlling the Italian peninsula,” Florentina deduced, “then they would not need to create an elaborate chaos cult with manifestos and such. However, they may well be antipapist zealots.”

      “It is almost certain that their influence extends beyond Milan,” Alessandro added in a metered tone.

      “How do you determine that?” Maddie asked.

      He shrugged. The Cavalieri was aware of Shadow Guild activity in other cities across Europe, but he couldn’t let Maddie know he was part of a secret society with such knowledge. He needed to keep her safe.

      “I’m not concerned with possible foreign branches of the organization,” Florentina declared. “My mission is to stop whoever is trying to kill Madelena. To do that, I need the secrets buried in the coded pages.” She tapped the manifesto.

      “I’m afraid we won’t find them tonight,” Alessandro said with a sigh. He rose to his feet. “Donnas, I am off to bed. Florentina, I pray one of these books will help you. In the meantime, I am keeping my eyes open everywhere I go for a sign that may point to your wheel. They wouldn’t leave a clue if it wasn’t something that could be found.” After saying his good-nights, he left the women in his sanctuary and headed upstairs to his lovely wife to try to escape this dilemma, at least for a few hours.
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      “I’ll stay awhile and begin searching the manifesto for another clue,” Florentina told Maddie once her brother had left.

      Madelena stepped in close and wrapped her arms around Florentina’s neck. “You will be more successful when your mind is fresh rather than at the end of a long day.”

      Fiore responded in kind as she enveloped her lover in a willing embrace. Sparkling fern eyes gazed at her, tempting her from her task. “I don’t want to lose valuable time,” she explained, and touched her lips to Maddie’s.

      Madelena pulled back and frowned. “Is time spent in pleasure with me not valuable? Do you find it wasted?”

      “No, silly goose!” Florentina declared and tugged Maddie tight again. “I treasure every moment with you.” This time when she captured Maddie’s mouth, she delved deep, pressing with ardent intent. Having made her point, Fiore continued. “I just wish to get this done so that we can move on with our lives; I want you to be free from this shadow of malice.”

      “I know,” Madelena admitted. “I was only teasing. But this is true: if we allow our enemies to hinder us from living our lives and from enjoying ourselves in the process, then they have won. I refuse to let them win.”

      Florentina considered that notion for an instant and smiled with a nod. “Mi Tersoro, you are correct. Now,” she mused, her amber eyes darkening with passion, “what do you have in mind?”

      An inspired light ignited on Maddie’s face. “I wish to dance with you,” she cooed.

      “Dance?” Florentina’s eyes widened, and she was so surprised by the suggestion that she let go of Madelena. Dancing was a staple of upper-class education; even if a noble, courtier, or wealthy socialite never learned to read or write, he or she was most assuredly instructed in every nuance of dance. However, Florentina’s schooling had not been the same as Madelena’s. Having skimmed over social graces to delve deep into science, philosophy, and history, she had always felt awkward and lacking in that regard. A lump of insecurity formed in her throat as she considered the frightening possibilities: getting all the steps wrong, trampling on Maddie’s feet, losing her balance and sending them both careening to the floor. The prospect was absolutely terrifying!

      Maddie laughed. “Don’t look so shocked! It is a common practice to dance with one you are courting, and I do not intend to miss out on everything that other couples enjoy. I thought of it at the party today. People were dancing, young and old, and it stirred me to dream of dancing with you. Perhaps we will never spin about together at a public ball, but there is enough room here in Ally’s study. All we need is some music.” She took Florentina’s hands in hers and led her away from the desk into an open area of the floor.

      “There’s a music box on one of these shelves,” Florentina replied, “but…” She bit her lower lip and hunched her shoulders. “I do not know how to dance.”

      Madelena blinked and her mouth fell agape. “You what?”

      Fiore shrugged. “I never had an occasion to learn. I didn’t attend balls and spent my youth studying and exploring unconventional activities.”

      “Well, I have seen you flit across rooftops and move with the utmost grace,” Maddie commented, having regained her whimsical expression. “I have no doubt that someone with your intelligence and athletic ability could learn to dance in, say, one evening.”

      Encouraged by Madelena’s enthusiasm and confidence, Florentina retrieved the wooden music box, which was about the size of a large hatbox, and set it on the desk. She wound its crank, and it began to play with the tinkling quality of brass striking brass. She took a steadying breath and swallowed her nerves before joining Maddie.

      “Relax!” Maddie commanded. “I’ll lead, and you copy what I do. And don’t be nervous,” she instructed with an encouraging smile. “The entire point is enjoyment. It doesn’t matter if you get the steps perfect. This is only you and me.” There was a reassuring eminence in Maddie’s tone and expression that whittled away at Fiore’s nerves.

      Florentina nodded and mirrored Madelena as she stood across from her. Maddie raised her right-hand fingers to her lips and Fiore did the same. “We kiss our fingers before touching hands as it hints at kisses that are to come,” Maddie explained with a frisky wink, then reached out and took Fiore’s hand in hers. “This dance is a Salterello. Copy my movements, but above all relax and enjoy.”

      Maddie flowed through the steps and hand changes, spinning and twirling, leading Florentina through a tenuous romp. Soon Florentina had to rewind the music box, and on her second try, having memorized the steps, was able to flow with the tune. “See!” Maddie praised. “You are a natural.”

      “I have a wonderful tutor,” Fiore replied with a twinkle. She was surprised to find herself exhilarated by the frolicking Salterello and flushed with the heat of body and soul. A novel sensation swept through her as she watched the joy and anticipation grow in Maddie’s aspect. Florentina’s blood pumped and her heart beat with expectation as she swirled with the rhythm, swapping hands when they spun in the opposite direction.

      Within a few minutes, the turning cylinder began to wind down again. This time, the couple slowed their movements with it, drawing nearer together, until they simply swayed while holding each other close. Florentina breathed into Maddie’s ear. “This is really nice.”

      “Especially when done as an expression of affection.” Madelena nestled her head into Florentina’s shoulder, one hand still held, and her other circled around Fiore’s waist. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Florentina asked as the music ground to a slow halt. “I thank you for teaching me and for showing me that I could enjoy something I previously considered to be a trifle.”

      Maddie leaned back to gaze up into Florentina’s eyes. “Thank you for making so many of my dreams come true.”

      With a heart melting and head whirling, Fiore possessed Madelena’s mouth in a surge of desire.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning, tingling with exhilaration, Madelena struck out for Margarita’s Hope House in her carriage with Luca as driver and escort before going in to her work at Torelli Silk. She intended to make an unannounced visit, to be sure things ran well when no one expected her. She was pleased with what she saw.

      “Donna Madelena,” Matron Marta di Donato greeted with a smile. “So good to see you on a weekday.”

      “Greetings, Matron,” she returned. “Luca, you may stay with the carriage if you like.”

      “Si, Donna Madelena,” he said with a relieved look on his youthful face.

      As she entered the house, Maddie found everything was clean and in order, and several instructors were present teaching their lessons. The weaver was set up in the main hall with a gathering of pupils, a gardener was holding session in the courtyard, and a cook was giving instruction in the kitchen.

      As she strolled through the first floor and grounds, Maddie’s gaze happened upon Rosetta Lucciano, who had her baby wrapped in a sling around her petite body so her hands would be free for cooking class. The girl beamed when she saw Maddie approach.

      “Good morning, Rosetta,” Maddie greeted. “Filippa, Joanna, Serena; you are all looking well today. And who is our distinguished cook?”

      The middle-aged woman with her hair in a severe bun raised her gaze from the pot to Maddie. “I am Piera Mancuso, from Milan’s premiere cooking school,” she replied. “I am the only woman on the faculty. Pleased to meet you, Donna Madelena. I have heard so much about you.”

      “It is I who am pleased to make your acquaintance,” Maddie responded.

      “We have just completed learning a dozen different ways to prepare eggs, and I was going to give the girls a break while I set out new ingredients for the next lesson. Would you care to sample a few of the dishes?” Piera asked.

      “Grazie,” Maddie said.

      “Try mine!” Rosetta exclaimed and handed her a small plate. “On the right is an egg poached in milk and on the left is a Tuscan omelet.”

      “I’m sure they are delicious.” Maddie carried her dish over to a preparation table where she set it down. Rosetta produced a fork for her. After sampling each, she acclaimed, “These are both quite good!”

      Rosetta clasped her hands together, a broad smile revealing her crooked teeth. “I’m so glad you like them! I’ve been doing much better at cooking than I did at weaving—not that I’ve given up weaving,” she amended. “It’s nice to have a skill come easier. My mama taught me some basics, but Donna Piera is a professional and she is very precise. I am beginning to have confidence at cooking—at least the dishes we have practiced. Next week she is going to teach us to make ten varieties of lasagna!”

      “Ten!” Maddie exclaimed, glad to see young Rosetta excited about something and presenting any degree of assurance. “I only know three lasagna recipes.”

      “Indeed; isn’t that just the pinnacle?”

      “If you prepare those as well as you did these eggs, you could end up with your own eatery one day,” Maddie encouraged.

      “That’s unlikely. I simply want to be able to cook tasty meals for family,” Rosetta replied.

      “I am so proud of your progress,” Maddie said. “I knew you could be successful if you gave yourself a chance.”

      “Oh, thank you so much for not giving up on me,” the girl gushed. Baby Emilio began to stir, then wiggle, and then let out a cry. Rosetta lifted him out of his bundle to her shoulder and patted his back. “It’s time to feed him,” she said. “I declare, he gets heavier every day!”

      “He is a fine boy,” Maddie noted. “You go on and I’ll visit again soon.” With a joyous gleam in her eye, Rosetta dashed off with her son and Maddie turned her attention to the other women. She offered each encouraging words, sampled more egg recipes, and left sensing she could do without lunch. Satisfaction and deep contentment gave her a light sensation as she strolled to the carriage, as if her feet rested atop a cloud. The sun shone brighter, the breeze blew fresher, and the birds sang livelier. This was a good day!
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        Ceringola, Napoli, April 28, 1503

      

      

      Mist evaporated in the morning sun as Antonio sat with his sketchbook and pencil, creating an illustration of the gathering of officers. He tried to capture their tense postures, worried expressions, moments of discord. He paid special attention to Louis d'Armagnac, Duke of Nemours, who was the supreme commander of the French troops in Napoli. It surprised Antonio that the fair faced brunette in the highly decorated general’s uniform was so young—mid-thirties or less. That placed him no older than Sergeant Beaufort (whose non-officer status excluded him from the conference) and near to Lieutenant Chevrolet and Captain Marseille in age. Three other officers of high rank whom Antonio did not know joined the circle; he drew them in as well to preserve the record of the meeting. In his most recent letter from home, he had learned that his father now owned the Milan Gazette, and the lad was inspired to begin recording events in art in case they might be reproduced on woodblocks and be included in the broadsheet.

      Sgt. Beaufort paced between rows of tents, serious eyes trained on the officers’ conclave, and occasionally scratching his wiry beard. His marching brought him to Antonio’s side about the time the gathering broke up.

      Papi peered over Antonio’s shoulder. “Hey, that’s pretty good! Can you do a portrait of me as a gift to my mother?”

      “Grazie,” Antonio replied. “I could do that—if you ever sat still long enough.” Papi laughed, tossing back his sandy hair.

      Antonio closed his sketchbook when Captain Marseille approached. “Sergeant, Lt. Chevrolet, Standard Bearers,” he called in French. Beaufort snapped to attention while Antonio and his friends circled around to listen to the artillery commander’s instructions. At once, Antonio detected the concern etched on the handsome captain’s face and the stress in his posture. He wore his uniform hat over dark hair, his aristocratic eyes and straight-lined mouth beneath a thin mustache betraying his ill-ease. Antonio’s senses shot into high alert.

      “Spanish troops under the command of the highly regarded General Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba took positions on the ridge overlooking Ceringola just after dawn. It seems the war has come to us,” Marseille explained in a tone straining to remain calm. “Their army appears to be half the size of our forces, so even though they hold the high ground, we have the advantage. General Nemours believes that our superior cavalry, the gendarmes, in a swift strike followed by the undefeated Swiss pikemen regiment will break their lines.”

      “Should I commence positioning our artillery to cover the charge?” Sgt. Beaufort asked.

      Did I hear him right? Antonio sensed the pumping of blood and energy that every man felt at the onset of a battle, only this would be his first genuine test of combat. Yes, there had been the skirmish on their march to Ceringola, the one where he had lost his innocence and killed his first human being, but the encounter could hardly be called a battle. The Spanish are attacking us here? General Córdoba is their supreme commander. The realization set his nerve ends stinging like an attack by a thousand ants.

      Marseille sighed and shook his head. Resting a fist on his hip, he said, “The matter was discussed, and the consensus was that it will take too long to get the cannons in place. Nemours suggested that we hold off the attack, scout out the Spanish positions to see their strengths and weaknesses, if there were more reinforcements waiting in the forest; that would leave plenty of time to position the artillery, but…” Frustration colored with anger veiled the captain’s countenance and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “The other officers, likely bored from inaction and seeking fame and glory, accused him of cowardice if he did not order an assault immediately.”

      Sgt. Beaufort crossed his arms over his brawny chest and shook his head. Lt. Chevrolet’s mouth dropped and his eyes rounded in disbelief. Antonio caught Conte’s gaze; the serious-minded young officer displayed a sober expression as they locked eyes. Then Antonio scanned his other friends’ faces to note Papi’s levity had evaporated like the morning mist, and Roberto’s ivory freckled skin was paler than ever beneath his red curls.

      “It is foolish to mount a cavalry charge without artillery cover,” Beaufort stated. “Have none of these officers engaged in an actual war before? The general should not have given in to their taunting.”

      “I admit that I, like them, received my commission not based on military experience, but rather titles of nobility and political connections,” Marseille admitted. “Still, I have enough sense to know that Sgt. Beaufort is correct. That is why I am ordering you to hitch the draft teams to your cannons and munitions wagons at once,” he commanded with renewed energy. “We may be slow, but perhaps we will arrive in time to save some poor infantryman’s life. Standard bearers, get your squads ready. Beaufort, make sure they are moving toward the field of battle within the hour. If the general decides we are needed, we will be prepared!”

      “You heard the Captain,” Sgt. Beaufort barked. “Hitch up those teams, ready your side-arms, get the cannoneers organized and prepared. This is not a drill, men—it is the real thing. Remember what I taught you and we will take the day!”

      Antonio and the others saluted, and then each broke toward their squads with hearts and thoughts racing. While Antonio oversaw the harnessing of horses to their culverins, he perceived the thundering of hooves, stomp of feet, and clanks of steel as the main army moved out of the camp to meet the Spanish on the field of combat. Energy was high. Some men cheered and had to be quieted by their superiors. Excitement permeated the air, but the artillerymen were anxious because they were being left behind. The thought they would miss out on the action caused them to hasten their work.

      “Let’s beat our best time, men,” Antonio called to urge them on. “This is the real thing—the Spanish army, and we outnumber them. We don’t want to be too late to share in the victory.”

      Then he stepped over to hook chains from a harness to one of the culverins himself. He thought his heart would knock a hole in his chest. This was it—the reason he had joined the military, the chance to test his metal. Courage, he told himself.

      

      The French had forty cannons total, twelve operated by the Milanese detachment, and twenty-eight by French artillerymen. Even the modern culverins were heavy and cumbersome to move about, so it did take time. As Antonio and the soldiers under his command maneuvered the draft horses pulling their culverins and munitions carts, he noticed a breeze bending back a sea of tall grass, a flock of geese winging over them, and the first volley of reports from arabesques followed by the boom of Spanish cannons. A sense of urgency struck him as he realized that their army had no arabesques. “Come on, men!” he called out. “Our enemy is firing their cannons; we must meet them!”

      From the camp, Antonio could not see the battlefield, but the maelstrom assaulted his ears. Round after round of gunfire in brisk succession was only interrupted by the horses’ screams and the clamor of metal. A cloud of smoke began to rise into view. Things seemed to move in slow motion as the minutes dragged by. He and Roberto had theirs crews lined up and ready to move to the front, and Papi and Conte were filing up beside them. Antonio glanced over at Roberto and gave him a reassuring nod, then caught sight of Sgt. Beaufort. “Sergeant!” he called out. “We are ready; should we march ahead?”

      Beaufort set out with a swift stride in his direction, but Captain Marseille in the saddle of his gray Andalusian cantered in faster. He pulled his steed to a halt and pointed at the sergeant. “The French cannoneers are farther away and started preparing after you did,” he stated. “But we cannot tarry. Position your culverins just out of enemy range, and be quick about it,” Marseille ordered. “We shall join you directly.”

      “Oui, mon capitaine,” Sgt. Beaufort replied with a salute. He spun on his heel to face his squad. “Move out, men; allez vite!” Drawing his sword, the big seasoned warrior led the Milanese artillery out of camp and toward the sounds of battle.

      The closer they got, the more evident it became to Antonio that things were not going well for his side. The smell of smoke mingled with the coppery scent of blood and the unmistakable odor of death. Shots of the arabesques continued to ring out and the enemy artillery thundered through the morning air. After a few more trudging steps, he began to get a glimpse of the battlefield. The Spanish troops were arranged into colunellas, fighting units organized into rectangular blocks, spanning the ridge. They were too far away for him to see clearly, but the puffs of smoke indicated that the arquebusiers formed several rows at the front with the Landsknechts, Austrian mercenaries armed with fourteen-foot long pikes, in the rear. Cavalry squads took positions on the flanks with around two dozen cannons filling in gaps between the colunellas.

      However, Antonio’s gaze was quickly drawn from the Spanish ranks to the dismal devastation that lay before them. The French cavalry had all but been annihilated in under half an hour! Men and horses were piled up in trenches the enemy must have dug in front of their lines as a trap. Their charge had been cut to ribbons by the thousand or more fire-arms that continued to spout destruction from their barrels.

      At once aware that he had been staring slack-jawed at the mayhem, Antonio straightened and turned to his men. “Order these cannons on my mark,” he shouted, “ten paces apart.” He drew his sword and dug it into the dirt, dragging it behind him to draw a line. He sensed the anxiety and fear radiating off his soldiers as they went through the practiced motions of turning the teams of horses so that the barrels faced the right way, then backing them until the iron-rimmed wheels met the line.

      Antonio was in the midst of directing the munitions carts when a nearby movement caught his eye. He turned to witness a French infantryman, face smeared with blood and soot, clinging to the stump of his right arm with his remaining hand. The wounded man’s gait might only be described as a slog, and he peered around with a far-away aspect in his wide eyes. “I can’t find it,” he said, though not to anyone in particular. “I can’t find it!” The man stumbled toward Antonio. “Do you know where I can look?”

      Intuition told the young officer what the wounded man sought. “This way.” Antonio took the briefest moment to step away from his charges and point the lost man in the direction of the camp. “Go to the white tents,” he instructed. “The medics can help you find it.”

      “The medics will help,” he repeated absently, then tramped off to the rear.

      Antonio shook his head. In an instant he was seized with a terrible dread: What if I become disfigured? What if I lose an arm or leg or eye? How would I care for Agnese? Would she still want me? What would I do? But he knew such thoughts were as much his enemy as the army on the ridge, so he battled them back, steeled his jaw, and immersed himself in the business at hand, which was to set the arc and range for the culverins.

      Blocking out the horrendous casualties, he studied the field before them. “Raise the barrels three degrees,” he called out. “Then get them loaded. We must be ready to fire.”

      His crews did their jobs, but a few of the lads were beginning to succumb to their nerves. It was with shaky hands that Paulo cranked the barrel up and Martino dropped his pants where he stood rather than soil them. “Bleeding Christ!” he moaned with an anguished grimace.

      “Never mind that,” Antonio instructed in as calm a tone as he could muster. “Let us all keep our nerves in check. We have practiced this dozens of times. You know what to do.” Stay calm, be steady, set the example, he repeated to himself as he paced in front of his squad.

      Just then, a frantic rider on horseback charged from the field in their direction. Antonio snapped alert and jogged toward him. “Where is Captain Marseille?” the rider asked. Sweat poured from the man’s brow above an ashen mask of terror. Before Antonio had time to direct him, the man announced, “The general is dead! Louis d'Armagnac is dead!”

      Antonio felt the collective heart sink as his own spirit plummeted like a stone cast into a lake. The panicked soldier jerked his mount to the side and raced away down the line of cannons. It won’t be long, he thought. We’ll need to cover our army’s retreat.

      “Sound off as you are loaded,” Antonio ordered. “Get ready to fire—on my mark!” He looked back toward the meadow, which now seemed to be paved with bodies. The Spanish had begun a counter-attack and those Austrian pikemen were pushing forward into what was left of their own Swiss pike units while the enemy’s light cavalry pinwheeled in from the two flanks.

      The young officer swallowed a huge lump in his throat and turned to scan for Sgt. Beaufort. “Roberto, are you ready?” he called to his left.

      “We still have one culverin setting its angle,” he shouted back.

      Antonio looked to his right. “Papi, are you ready?”

      He had never seen Papi look so shaken as in that moment. His friend stared at him and blinked. “Four of my soldiers ran off,” he said in disbelief. “I can only fire two cannons.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Antonio called to him. “From the looks of it, we will all be running soon. You have this, Papi; we’ll spill some Spanish blood before we turn tail.”

      The twiggy standard bearer nodded and returned to directing his men. Antonio’s eyes searched again for Beaufort. At last he spotted him marching back from farther down the line. “We are ready, sergeant,” Antonio shouted. “When do we fire?”

      “The French artillery is not in place yet,” Beaufort replied as he trotted toward Antonio. Then a shocked expression overtook his seasoned face as he skidded to a halt. Antonio crooked his head in the direction the sergeant was looking and felt all the blood drain from his limbs. The French army was in full retreat, being pursued by the Spanish cavalry.

      “Now,” Beaufort acknowledged. Then he shouted with great urgency. “Fire all cannons! Fire now!”
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      All time ceased. Antonio’s mind conjured a scene when he had danced with Agnese at a ball last autumn. He was gazing into her pale blue eyes, a sensation of floating permeating his being. She smiled at him so sweetly as he held her hand and moved through the steps to gay music as if they were characters in a fairy tale. In a flash he was in a lane behind a shop, kissing her deeply, torn inside by the fear that had driven her to tell him farewell. Then she was at the Milan fortress, proclaiming her love, declaring that nothing would ever keep them apart.

      Antonio blinked his eyes to the onslaught of the Spanish cavalry and their mercenary pikemen in pursuit. They were cutting down the French like sheaves of grain in a field. I will not die this day! He told himself. I will make it home for Agnese.

      His feet wished to flee, his belly wanted to heave, and his heart threatened to beat through his chest. This was the moment of destiny. Now was do or die. Antonio dug down into his soul seeking courage, wisdom, strength… and he saw his father—tall, powerful, cool and graceful under pressure. He discerned the inner power that so epitomized Don Alessandro Torelli, and he realized, That is who I come from; that is what I by rights possess. I am my father’s son!

      Time resumed, and a resolute young standard bearer stood like granite before his troops. He raised his sword, shouted, “Fire!” and sliced it downward through the air. The first cannon boomed, followed by the second, and third; then his squad raced to reload.

      Antonio heard more culverins sound off down the rows along with shouts, cries, and the scattered reports of the arabesques. They were firing fewer shots now, likely to avoid hitting their own men, but they had done their grisly task so well that Antonio scarced believe it.

      He turned back to his crew, urging them on. “Ready,” he called, lifting his sword. He spotted the man with the ramrod pull it out of the first cannon and nod while keeping his other eye on the approaching enemy. “Fire!”

      The lead ball sailed into a clump of Austrian pikemen at the backside of the battlefield, but the lighter of his second cannon’s shaky hand dropped his torch, setting his fuse before the load packer was done. The man let go of the ramrod and as it blasted out of the barrel of the cannon, it impaled a Spanish cavalryman fifty yards away, knocking him from his mount. The horse continued to gallop ahead without hinderance. Then his third cannon boomed out its ball.

      If there was time for another shot, they would have to change trajectory as their targets were now much closer. “Crank down the angle five degrees,” he ordered. “Get the shot packed in now!” But there wasn’t going to be time.

      French soldiers in retreat rushed past them, feet pounding the grassy field. One fell ten yards in front of Antonio. It seemed surreal as Antonio tossed his sword into his left hand and drew out his wheel-lock pistol with his right. He took a steady aim at the nearest enemy rider and fired. The bearded man in light armor, sword raised to strike, slid to the ground beside the dead Frenchman.

      A few French crossbowmen pivoted behind the row of cannons to get off a few shots of cover for the fleeing infantry. Antonio’s nostrils were filled with the smells of smoke, blood, and fear, and his mouth was as dry as a desert. “Fire!” he shouted. Only one of his culverins boomed forth, its shot sailing beyond the fray and landing in the midst of bodies that had been left in the Spanish wake.

      He stuffed his pistol into its holster and switched his rapier back to his right hand just in time to deflect the blow of an enemy sword. The horse thundered past him as he stepped aside, and he heard the anguished scream of someone behind him. In the center of the tumult, he perceived the mournful cry again, stirring a memory. His brain said to face the onslaught, but a feeling in his gut told him to turn around. In a compromise, Antonio glanced toward the sound and saw Papi on his knees holding Roberto’s bloody body.

      Antonio ran to them, standing in front to block any who may try to trample between the cannons. His crew, in disarray, began to take off with the retreating infantry. Let them go, he thought; the battle is lost.

      “Roberto!” Papi’s heartache rang out. His pleading face lifted to Antonio. “He’s not moving; there’s blood all over him!”

      Antonio’s blade deflected the tip of the long pike plummeting toward him. He rolled into his own move, spinning up close to plunge his rapier into the charging mercenary’s lower abdomen below his breastplate. “Is he breathing?” he called as he yanked his sword free of its host.

      “Nooo,” came Papi’s pitiful wail. “He’s cut open.”

      “We must retreat with the others,” Antonio told his friend. “We can’t stay here. There’s no line to hold anymore.”

      “But we can’t leave him here!” he howled.

      Antonio whipped around behind Papi and jerked him to his feet, causing Roberto’s head and torso to flop onto the blood-soaked ground. An enemy cavalryman was bearing down on them at a gallop. Antonio took a gamble, pulled Papi’s pistol from his belt, aimed, and fired. The shot slammed into the Spaniard’s face and he was propelled backward off his steed. Antonio dragged Papi out of the path of the stampeding horse. When its hooves crushed bone and flesh in Roberto’s body, Antonio almost wavered. Seeing the lifeless body of his friend trampled beneath indifferent hooves was nearly more than he could bear. A part of his heart broke, but the rest of it remained steadfast.

      “This way!” he ordered Papi and shoved him to the rear to follow the retreat. “There’s more of them coming.”

      “Roberto!” Papi whimpered through sobs as he looked over his shoulder and reached back with one hand.

      “We’ll return for him later,” Antonio promised and continued to push, pull, and drag his friend.

      As they fled the pursuing Spaniards in small, unorganized groups, Antonio realized a stark reality—they had lost. They didn’t just lose the battle, they were trounced! Their esteemed general killed, the celebrated gendarmes slaughtered, the undefeated Swiss pikemen vanquished. This probably means we’ve lost the war as well, he supposed.

      He spun, sword at the ready, as he was aware of pounding hooves behind him; his tension eased as he recognized Captain Marseilles. “Standard bearers, where are your squads?”

      Antonio pointed ahead of them. “In retreat with the others, Captain.”

      Marseilles’s Andalusian, who seemed as panicked as everyone else, reared and neighed; the captain tightened his reins and shushed the animal. “Sergeant Beaufort fell,” he reported, “and the general is dead.”

      “We lost Roberto, Standard Bearer Gallo,” Antonio added in despair, further crushed by the loss of Beaufort, whom he had respected and liked.

      Marseilles’s eyes passed over him and Papi. “And the other one?”

      “I am here!” called Conte as he trotted up to join them. He was sweaty and had blood on his uniform, but appeared to be in sound condition.

      “We will rendezvous with the others once we are clear of danger,” Marseilles stated while his horse danced. Then he clicked, kicked, and cantered off.

      “Conte, Roberto is dead,” Papi said, his voice still ringing with disbelief.

      “I heard; I’m sorry,” Conte replied. “But we need to quicken our pace if we don’t wish to join him.”

      As Antonio took Papi’s arm in a firm grip, Conte grabbed hold of his other one and they began to jog, then run as the sounds of war grew nearer behind them. The screams of the dying tore at Antonio’s soul, and his heart ached for the loss of his friend Roberto, but he would not stop to grieve, not now; he promised Agnese he would return to make her his bride, and that was one vow he intended to keep.

      

      Stragglers continued to wander into the make-shift camp of the tattered remains of the once proud French army and its Milanese attachments. They had no tents, no supply wagons, no cannons or munitions, no provisions at all save what each man had on his person and the few horses which had been saved. The commander of the Swiss mercenaries had assumed charge over the survivors and had ordered that they would march north to find refuge at the fortress of Gaeta; but tonight the men were hungry and tired, with crushed spirits and a collective hollow sense of profound loss.

      Antonio sat with his sketchbook, putting pencil to paper to record all that he had seen that day. It seemed a calming release to him as he poured all his emotions into his art. Papi rested near him, nursing a rare cup of ale Conte had procured for him. With a blanket wrapped around his shoulders he said, “Tomorrow Roberto and I are going into town to dance with the girls at the tavern.” His voice was peaceful and his eyes held the distant look of one in a daydream.

      Turning a page, Antonio gazed at his traumatized friend and began to draw him. His ears picked up voices around the campfire. “How many did we lose?” one asked.

      Captain Marseilles answered, “Close to half; maybe four thousand, but more are trickling in.”

      “Perhaps our losses were not that great,” a tenor voice steeped in hope mentioned. “What about the enemy? They must have lost just as many.”

      “My intelligence says not,” Marseilles bemoaned. “Only a tenth the number—five hundred at most.”

      “How is that possible?” a baritone sounded in disbelief.

      Antonio had been unaware he was listening so intently until he heard himself reply. “We charged into a trap. They had dug trenches that our cavalry fell into, and those arquebusiers cut our troops to pieces. I saw thousands of them, kept hearing those shots firing over, and over, and over… I’ll hear them in my sleep for months.”

      Marseilles stepped over to him and Antonio looked up into the captain’s scrutinizing gaze. “You see things,” he observed, then his eyes fell upon the sketchbook. “May I?” He held out a hand.

      Antonio passed it up to who was now the officer directly above him in the chain of command. Marseilles turned the pages with care and nodded, a grave expression on his face. The man looked ten years older tonight than he had that morning. “Yes, you do see things,” he confirmed and handed the art book back. “You have a gift. Thank you for honoring our fallen with this record of what happened today.”

      He may have noticed hunger gnawing at his belly if his heart had not been overflowing with grief. “Thank you,” he responded.

      “I believe your assessment of the battle is accurate,” Marseilles concurred. “Nemours’ instincts were correct; we should have waited, scouted, and had our artillery in position. But alas, he was too easily influenced by others and well, here we are. He is dead, and we are defeated. Did you know it was a hand pistol that took his life? A tiny lead ball fired from a wheel-lock?”

      Antonio glanced down at his in its holster and Papi’s still tucked into his belt. He had killed men with those tiny lead balls today. He thought about inventors and inventions, arms dealers and armies. “That is the future of warfare,” he predicted. “Today a battle was won with arabesques—fire-arms, not swords or pikes, not crossbows or cavalry, not even cannons. New strategies will have to be explored, new tactics put into use. A shot I fired today from my wheel-lock bore right through the Spaniard’s breastplate and killed him dead. His armor did nothing to protect him. The face of war is changing, Captain, and the victors will be the ones who are quickest to embrace that change.”

      Marseilles shook his head and sighed before walking on to the next campfire. Conte handed over a wine sack. “Have a drink,” he offered. Antonio took it gratefully.

      “Any news about Lt. Chevrolet?” Antonio passed the wineskin back to Conte.

      Conte lowered his chin. “He lost his leg, but the surgeons suspect he will live if he doesn’t develop a fever. They usually do, you know. How’s the cut on your arm?”

      Is there a cut on my arm? He looked at a bloody spot on his left upper-arm, then felt at it. In that instant, he noticed a hitherto blocked out pain. “Not bad, I don’t think.”

      “Let me examine it,” Conte said as he knelt beside Antonio’s seat on a log.

      “It’s a pleasant evening,” Papi commented, his blank eyes staring up at the twilight sky. “Do you fellows want to play cards? I have some here somewhere,” he invited as he patted his pockets. “Roberto likes to play. I’ll let him go first.”

      Conte shook his head and released Antonio’s arm. “You should tend it so that it doesn’t puss up. I’ve known men to have even a small wound turn red and nasty leading to amputation.”

      Antonio did not want amputation! He pulled at his sliced sleeve to get a better look. “I’ll wash it good and pour wine on it,” he said. “I don’t have any salve.”

      “That should work,” Conte concurred, then glanced over at Papi. “What about him? I can’t fix what is wrong with him.”

      Antonio didn’t think his heart could sink any lower until that moment when it did. Tears welled in his eyes and he covered them with his hand. Conte slid in beside him on the log, and together they mourned the losses of the day.
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        Milan, a few days later

      

      

      

      Alessandro stood alone on the portico to his guild hall on the afternoon of their first May meeting staring intently at a shrub, his arms crossed over his chest. News had reached Milan of the French army’s rout at Cerignola, but no casualty reports were yet available.  I’m sure Antonio is safe, he told himself. Wouldn’t I know if he wasn’t? Besides, word is that the artillery was uninvolved in the battle. He is a smart boy; shouldn’t I have an intuition if he was dead?

      He was so intent in contemplation that Alessandro didn’t even hear the approaching footsteps.

      “Don Alessandro, my friend,” Giovanni addressed as he placed a hand on the tall man’s shoulder. “I heard of the army’s defeat; I am so sorry. But, no bad report is good news, is it not?”

      Alessandro nodded and forced a smile toward Giovanni. “I suppose. I must have faith that Antonio is well,” he said in earnest, adding, “at least until I learn otherwise.”

      Giovanni patted his shoulder before removing his hand. “That is sound reasoning. Come, perhaps our assembly today will distract your thoughts.”

      “You are probably right,” he agreed and started to trail the guild leader into the hall when his eyes fell upon the sundial resting on its pedestal. He stopped and gazed at it intently as an indescribable sensation set his nerves to tingle. He drew closer to examine its face as if he had never seen the decoration before. It was indeed an ornament, an artifact of centuries past, as in the modern era accurate timepieces were available to all, whether or not the sun was shining.

      He ran his fingers along the round edges of the brass plate mounted on its stone base, noting the greenish oxidation, and then around its circular face that lay in the center atop the plate. The angular gnomon extending from the exact middle cast a shadow on the dial’s surface, which displayed twelve Roman numerals in raised engraving.

      Awareness surged through him stronger as he read the inscription: Every day the sun will rise; all else is chance. “Giovanni,” he called out, his eyes still fixed on the sundial.

      “Si?” The elegant guild leader turned toward him.

      “Where did this come from?” he asked. “It’s been here as long as I can remember, and I never paid it much mind,” he further explained. “But recent events have caused me to give closer attention to everything that I often take for granted.”

      Giovanni stepped back beside him to observe the courtyard fixture. “I’m not sure where it came from, nor how long it has been here. The building was constructed before my day, and like you, I always remember it sitting in this spot. I suppose it predates clocks, and maybe the earliest Merchant’s Guild used it to determine the time of their meetings.”

      Ally nodded as he continued to examine the curiosity. A wheel within a wheel, he pondered, and a sense of urgency and excitement swept through him like a rush of wind on a stormy night. Outwardly, however, he remained as cool as ever. “And this inscription,” he said, pointing to the written Latin text. “Curious, don’t you think? We merchants prefer to consider ourselves movers and shakers, men who make things happen rather than endure the whims of fate, right?”

      Giovanni peered in and read the words aloud, translated into the vernacular. “Every day the sun will rise; all else is chance. You know,” he paused and rubbed his chin. “I wonder if this isn’t a genuine relic, a piece left over from the time of the Roman Empire? The pagans believed in the fates, you recall. If anyone could have gotten their hands on an ancient artifact, it would have been the merchants.”

      “You may be right,” Alessandro said and turned his eyes to Giovanni. “Let me not hold up our meeting. I just find myself noticing every little thing these days, and I never paid the sundial much attention.”

      Giovanni nodded. “It is understandable. Come back and study it more after our conclave if you like. It will still be here.” Alessandro walked calmly with Giovanni inside to gather with the other merchants, all the while flying on the rush of excitement that roared within him.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Florentina lay on a blanket in the courtyard of Casa de Torelli, Betta on one side and Matteo on the other, all gazing up at the stars. “And over there is Orion’s belt,” she pointed. “The three right in a row. They are easy to spot and then you can make out the rest of Orion’s image from there.”

      “I see it!” Betta bubbled.

      Matteo pointed to a different pattern in the sky. “There’s the Little Dipper.”

      “So, this is where you all disappeared to!” Madelena’s voice sounded as she strolled across the walkway to the grassy spot where they reclined.

      “Mama,” Betta greeted as she sat straight up and grinned. “We are learning about the conste, cons…”

      “Constellations,” Florentina supplied.

      “We’re learning about the stars!” Betta proclaimed.

      “Look up, Mama,” Matteo instructed as he pointed. “There is the Big Dipper, and that really bright star at the end of the handle is the North Star. It is the one that sailors use to steer by at night. It always points north so they can always tell which way to go.”

      “Fascinating!” Maddie exclaimed as she settled herself on the blanket. As Florentina changed her gaze from the heavens to her love, she spied eyes that gleamed as bright as any star. “Fiore, Ally is looking for you,” she said. “Why don’t I let the children repeat to me everything they have learned while you go see what he wants.”

      “An excellent plan,” Florentina concurred. It was a perfect night—cool, but not cold, void of annoying humidity, calm air, and crystal-clear sky. It was the kind of night that she would have loved nothing more than to lay outside on a blanket with Maddie and know her by moonlight, but… that was never likely to happen. Florentina counted herself blessed to simply gaze into those verdant pools of light and feel the warmth of their accompanying smile.

      “The really bright one isn’t even a star at all,” Betta exclaimed as she craned her neck upward. “It’s Venus, a planet!”

      “Venus was the goddess of love,” Matteo continued, “and Mars was the god of war. All the planets and constellations are named after mythical characters of the ancient world.”

      “Is that so?” Maddie’s hand brushed Florentina as they exchanged places, as if in invitation to come visit her later that night.

      “Enjoy the lovely evening,” Florentina bid them all as she strode toward the entranceway. She felt Madelena’s pull on her heart and understood that she longed for the same type of freedom. Florentina wished she could give it to her; she would lasso one of those stars and pull it down to earth for Maddie if was within her power, but even that would be more realistic than the two of them enjoying an open relationship. It is what it is, Florentina concluded as she walked. And I am so grateful for it!

      She met Alessandro outside his study, where he ushered her in and closed the door. “I heard the reports today,” Florentina said with sympathy in her tone. “But that doesn’t mean-”

      “I know,” Ally interrupted. “I shall not worry about what might be,” he assured her. “I am, however, glad to be surrounded with loving family and friends who will be here for me if… if I need you. There is another matter that I wish to speak with you about.”

      Florentina perked up with interest. “I noticed something today that I never paid much attention to before, but today my eye was drawn to it—an old sundial on the grounds of the Master Merchants’ Guild Hall. Its design is a circle on top of a circle, a wheel within a wheel.” Florentina’s heart fluttered and enthusiasm sparked in her eyes as he spoke. “It has an inscription: Every day the sun will rise; all else is chance.”

      “Chance, chaos, I get that connection,” she said eagerly.

      “I’ll take you to see it, after midnight when no one will be about,” he said.

      Florentina grinned. “The only question is, would you rather risk being seen with the Night Flyer, or with a woman not your wife?”

      Alessandro mirrored her grin. “Neither.” He produced a bundle which he handed to her. “I borrowed some of Luca’s clothes from the laundry,” he explained. “He’s lanky like you, so I’m guessing they will fit. Bring your tools; you’ll need to take it apart.”

      Florentina nodded, anticipation tingling across her senses at the prospect of a breakthrough.
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        * * *

      

      Florentina was not recognizable as either tutor or vigilante in the boy’s work clothes and her hair stuffed under a cap. Alessandro wore common attire as well, with a little soot wiped on his face for good measure. After they concluded no one was stirring in their vicinity, Alessandro lit the lantern he had brought and Florentina took out her tools. The screws holding the dial’s face in place had not been worked in so long that she had to squeeze a few drops of oil around them before they would budge. Then she unscrewed the fastenings, palmed the screws, and used the flat of her tool to pry up the bronze circle.

      Her anticipation swelled. She realized that could be a set up for disappointment, but it didn’t stop her heart and breath from increasing their rhythms. Lifting the round face from its mounting plate, Florentina peered within. Ally held the lantern close, and there it was—a deep purple velvet bag tucked away inside a void! She retrieved it.

      She was so excited that her hands trembled as she loosed the silk cord and opened the bag. Florentina’s eyes shot up to catch Alessandro’s gaze where she spied the same eagerness that seized her soul. With a deep breath, she eased her hand in and withdrew a round, polished wooden object—one circle bearing letters around its edge, affixed atop a larger sphere with letters etched about its rim. This was it! The cypher wheel and hidden in plain sight! Her heart leapt into her throat as elation burst within her being.

      Alessandro breathed a sigh of relief and his expression shone with the same jubilation. Wasting no time, she slid the object back into its bag and handed it to Ally, who in turn deposited it into the inside pocket of his coat. She quickly screwed the sundial face into place again and they did their best to walk casually all the way home.
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        * * *

      

      Madelena was waiting up for them in the study when they returned. “Did you find it?” she burst, brimming with hope once Ally had closed the door.

      “Yes!” Florentina flashed her a radiant grin.

      Alessandro removed the velvet bag from his pocket and laid it on his desk. They gathered around while Florentina withdrew a wooden circle about six inches across and held it up for Maddie to see. She studied it as Florentina showed them how the top wheel could spin and line up the corresponding letters, but soon Maddie’s excitement began to wane.

      “So, what now that we have the cypher wheel?” she asked. “We still don’t know which letters to line up?”

      “True,” Fiore answered, undeterred by the seeming dilemma. “But we are closer than we were this morning!” She clutched the cypher wheel to her breast, then held it out with pride. “I never thought I would ever see one of these, much less have the opportunity to use it.”

      “But, Fiore,” Maddie questioned. “We don’t have the key. Didn’t you say it needed a key?”

      “Yes, yes.” Florentina set the object on Alessandro’s desk. “We’ll just have to scour through the manifesto with fresh eyes seeking a clue for the key.”

      “I for one,” Ally chirped, “enjoyed a grand adventure today which took my mind off of my own worries. I am incredibly glad that I could contribute to solving the mystery. And now, I am off to bed. Portia will be beside herself.”

      Maddie hugged him and placed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you, Ally. If you hadn’t noticed the sundial, we would not be one step away from the solution. Give Portia my love.”

      “I will.”

      With her brother gone, Maddie turned to Fiore. “This is a breakthrough, I recognize,” she admitted even as her spirits fell. “But-”

      “Shhh,” Florentina soothed as she took Maddie in her arms. “We will find the key, unlock the coded pages, and discover the Shadow Guild’s secrets.”

      Maddie was comforted by the shower of kisses flowing over her forehead, cheeks, and lips. She held Fiore even tighter, as if somehow the embrace itself may reveal hidden treasures. “Then the Night Flyer shall put an end to all of this,” Florentina breathed into her ear. “And you will be as safe anywhere as you are here in my arms.”
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      A week later the casualty reports arrived. Alessandro had been camped out on Magistrate Girart Delafosse’s doorstep, waiting for them to be read. Madelena was tremendously relieved when he returned home with word that Antonio’s name did not appear with the dead or missing. She treasured her nephew, but she loved her brother more and understood how such a loss would devastate him. She hugged and kissed Portia, whose tears of joy fell freely, as did Pollonia’s. Bernardo had said, “I don’t know why everyone is so emotional. I knew Antonio was too smart to get himself killed. You should’ve had faith in him like I did.”

      Alessandro further reported the army’s plans to return to Milan as the leaders worked out the details of an armistice. “Magistrate Delafosse actually seemed relieved,” Ally said as the family gathered in the parlor to celebrate the news with an aged bottle of Prosecco. “It made him nervous that the army was away in the south instead of here to defend Milan should the Spanish take a renewed interest in acquiring our Duchy.”

      “I am so overflowing with joy and gratitude that our son will be coming home soon!” Portia exclaimed after wiping her eyes and nose with a handkerchief. “I must speak with Father Joseph about performing a special mass for him and our other Italian boys in uniform when they return.”

      “That is a brilliant idea,” Maddie concurred. “I lit prayer candles for him every Sunday he’s been away.” Florentina sat with Bernardo across from the others who huddled together while Betta and Matteo danced around the room. This was one worry off of Madelena’s heart; now there was only finding the Shadow Guild and ending their agenda.

      “You are such a dear!” Portia reached over to squeeze Madelena’s hand. “All of you have been so wonderful—Florentina carving the soldier figurines, Pollonia for giving me someone else to fuss over, Bernardo for having faith, and Ally for being a strong rock upon whom all of us could lean.” She had to release Maddie’s hand to dab new tears from her eyes.

      “If you are so happy, why are you crying?” Betta asked as she stared at her Aunt Portia with compassion in her soft expression.

      Portia smiled at the little girl. “Sometimes when you are so incredibly happy that you can’t comprehend it, tears just pop out.”

      “Too much crying,” Matteo said, rolling his eyes. “Betta, let’s go out and play.” He tapped her shoulder. “You’re it!” And away he raced, out the parlor door, around the corner, and through the arched doorway into the courtyard with his sister fast on his heels.

      “I’m sorry about them,” Maddie apologized.

      “Don’t be,” Portia replied. “They are delightful. Antonio and Pollonia were no different at that age.”

      “What about me?” Bernardo asked.

      Alessandro laughed and quipped, “You are still that way!”

      “If that is what you think,” Bernardo said, pushing to his feet, “then I should go outside and play with the children, to make sure I don’t disappoint you.” But the mischievous tone of his voice and gleam in his eye assured the family that he wasn’t offended by the comment.

      “Florentina, I hope you get the opportunity to spend some time with Antonio when he is home,” Ally said once his youngest had left. “You never had the chance to know him.”

      “I do wish to,” Fiore replied. “If he is anything like his parents and siblings, he is a fine young man indeed.”

      Her statement cast a warm glow over parents and sister alike, and further warmed Maddie’s heart. They were a family—all of them, and she loved them all so much that it was like Portia’s explanation to Betta:  Sometimes when you are so incredibly happy that you can’t comprehend it, tears just pop out. And they did.
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        * * *

      

      After the impromptu celebration, family members drifted to other parts of the house to engage in their regular activities; Florentina went outside to check on the children. “It is hot out!” Bernardo announced. “I’m going in to finish my school work for tomorrow’s classes.” He slung sweat droplets from his hair as he passed her. It was quite warm, Florentina noted, especially in the direct sun.

      Betta ran up and around her with Matteo in pursuit. He stopped right in front of his tutor and peered up at her with a scrutinizing expression. “You promised that when it got hot out you would take us to the lake for swimming lessons,” he declared. “Well, it is hot.”

      “Yes, swimming lessons!” Betta chimed as she rounded Florentina to stand beside her brother.

      “I did indeed promise you both swimming lessons,” she recalled. “And it is warm enough to go in the water. We’ll talk with your mother about making plans before dinner.”

      The children cheered and bounded up and down. “Now, go wash up and change into clean clothes,” Florentina instructed. “You can’t expect a positive response when you resemble mud pies.” They giggled and raced away to freshen up for dinner.
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        * * *

      

      After a delightful meal, Florentina took the children upstairs for their bath and to read them a story—tonight’s was David and Goliath—while Madelena went in search of Luca. Alessandro had approved of the outing to the lake on Saturday, weather permitting, as long as they had an escort. “But the Night Flyer will be with me,” Maddie had protested. “How could I be any safer?”

      “You’ll have Florentina with you,” Ally had corrected with a point of his finger. “Will she carry her entire complement of weapons while standing chest high in water in her bathing clothes?”

      “There haven’t been any recent attempts-”

      Alessandro had cut off her arguing with a stern look. “Luca shall drive you out in the carriage; he may want to bring that girl of his along. The more the merrier,” he directed. “Spies might be watching your every move, waiting for the opportunity to catch you in a vulnerable position. I would accompany you myself if I didn’t need to make a quick trip to Rome for a meeting about our silk contract. The Vatican was well pleased with their first shipment and we will be drawing up an order for their next. You must take every precaution, Maddie.”

      Madelena decided that her brother could be quite convincing when he wished to be. She supposed that is part of what made him such a successful merchant. After climbing to the third floor and making her way to the kitchen, she found Luca eating with the staff. Fortunately for him, he had just cleaned his plate.

      “Luca, I need to speak with you,” Maddie said from the doorway.

      The lanky, sandy-haired young man leapt up from the table and trotted toward her. “Good evening, Donna Madelena,” he greeted. “Can I be of assistance?”

      She took him on a stroll down the hallway to a servants’ common room. “Not tonight, but on Saturday,” she explained. He trailed her through the open doorway into a less ornate version of the family’s parlor. The seating was not as plush, and the lamps were of burnished brass rather than gold or silver, but it had its own hearth and the walls were adorned with artwork—not of the great masters, but paintings that Antonio had created before he joined the army. Seeing them displayed with pride in the staff’s room caused Maddie to smile.

      “Florentina and I want to take the children on an outing and Don Alessandro insists that we receive a proper escort to protect us from… anything that may go wrong.” Maddie did not wish to bring up the prospect of trained assassins.

      Luca straightened his shoulders, which appeared broader since Maddie had last taken notice. “I would be honored to accompany you women and children,” he said with manly pride. “We had such an exciting trip to Rome a few months ago; where are we going this time?”

      An amused grin crossed Maddie’s face. “Nowhere that exciting,” she replied. “We are taking the children to Cava Lake, that pretty ‘U’ shaped one out the east gate of town, about an hour’s drive past the city walls. Florentina is planning to give them swimming lessons and we are having a picnic.”

      Luca’s eyes lit up. “That sounds delightful! May I bring Livia along, too?” he asked. “I thought about what you said a while back, about my future, and I took your advice and talked with Don Alessandro. He is going to send me to farrier training in the fall so that I can learn to shoe horses and all about caring for them properly. He said that our stable master is getting up in years and will be stepping down from the position before long. I like horses and work well with them, so he said if I have the necessary education and experience serving under our stable master after completing my training, I could move up one day. I can’t be an errand boy all my life,” he expounded. “I’m a grown man now, and I need to watch for ways to advance up the ladder. Livia and I discussed it, and once I’ve finished my apprenticeship and start assisting at running our stables, we might get married.”

      “You have been giving this thought,” Maddie declared. “I am proud of you!”

      Luca grinned and shrugged. “I’m not sure if Livia will wait for me to complete my training or if the separation will change how we feel, but right now we are like two blue birds on a branch! And like you said, we are young, so if either she or I have a change of heart in the meantime, it will be alright. But like you and Don Alessandro said, I need to consider my future. I prefer to stay with House Torelli, as you all have been so good to me. Stable master is an honorable position within the household, one with increased pay and status.”

      “You are quite correct,” Madelena agreed. “You may bring Livia along to enjoy the day at the lake,” she consented. “Only be sure that you are not so busy playing with her that you neglect to watch out for our safety.”

      “Oh, I won’t!” he declared. “I’ll be watching out for Livia’s safety, too.”

      “Very well. Be ready to leave the house just after sunrise and pack a lunch for yourselves. We want the whole day for the adventure.”

      After leaving an excited Luca, Maddie ran into Fiore on the staircase. “Are you coming up to retire for the evening so soon?” she asked, her heart sinking at the prospect.

      Florentina shook her head with a shimmer in her honey eyes. “I own no swimwear,” she stated. “And I have only two days to fashion something that will suffice.”

      “Oh,” spilled out of Maddie’s surprised mouth. “I didn’t consider that. I mean, you must know how to swim if-”

      “No cause for alarm,” Fiore assured her. “I excel at swimming; it has just been a few years and I no longer fit the swimming clothes I wore to the lake as a youth.”

      “I have a better idea,” Maddie suggested with a coy expression as she inched closer to Florentina in the narrow confines of the stairwell. “The children need swimming clothes, too, so why don’t I take us shopping tomorrow? There are numerous establishments in the shopping district that sell already made clothes for every occasion. That will also free you up for this evening,” she added in a hush.

      A relieved expression washed over Fiore’s face. “I am glad to hear it,” she breathed. “Sewing is not my forte. I would hate to be an embarrassment if a seam were to fail.”

      An iridescent laugh bubbled out as Maddie shook her head. “You are so precious! Shall I meet you in the parlor for a game of backgammon before bedtime?”

      “Why don’t I merely change directions and walk down with you now?” Florentina proposed. “By the way, I found a line in the manifesto that may hold a clue.”

      As Maddie accompanied Florentina down the stairs, hope surged through her. “Really? What is it?”

      “The key can only be discovered through illumination,” she quoted. “That could mean a lot of things, but the word ‘key’ leads me to think along the lines of ‘key to the cypher wheel’.”

      “I agree,” Madelena said. “When we return from our outing to the lake, we will lock ourselves in the study until we find the answers.”

      Florentina smiled, a sensuous sparkle in her eyes, as they reached the bottom of the stairs. “I remember what happened the last time we locked ourselves in Alessandro’s study.”
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      It was a splendid day for an outing, Madelena observed as Luca drove their carriage through the city gates into the countryside. As spring matured into summer in mid-May, flowers bloomed in the fields, the sun shone radiantly in the eastern sky, and a slight breeze wafted in from the south. Betta squeezed in between her and Fiore on their seat while Matteo sat with Livia across from them. Everyone was making small talk, but Maddie’s thoughts drifted.

      Cava Lake was close by, but there were much more celebrated lakes in Lombardy, the most illustrious being Lake Como to the north. Maddie recalled the holiday she and her late husband Vergilio had taken to Lake Como shortly after they were wed. Lying at the base of the Alps, its water was pristine, and the banks were littered with restored Roman villas from antiquity complete with lush gardens, terraces, and a variety of trees including cypress and cedars of Lebanon. On one side of the lake was nestled a quaint village where visitors could shop. And to think, she had slept in the same grand estate that had once housed such notable guests as Plutarch, Cicero, Pliny the Elder, Marcus Aurelius, and the female philosopher, mathematician, astronomer, and writer, Hypatia.

      Our ancestors recognized the value of women and their contributions, Maddie mused as she remembered the innkeeper’s stories of the columned resort. It is fitting that in our current rebirth of ancient knowledge and wisdom we do the same.

      She also recalled the largest lake in the region, the glacial fed Garda boasting exquisite panoramic views, Lake Verbano with its botanical gardens and numerous islands, and Lago d’Iseo, home of the Sanctuary of the Madonna della Ceriola built atop an island mountain in the lake to honor the Virgin Mary. Maddie hadn’t visited all of those sites, but she knew of them as popular holiday destinations; however, they were all too far away for a day trip.

      A modest sign pointed the way off the main road to a dirt trail. “This is where you turn,” Madelena called to Luca, who steered the equine team onto the path.

      “We’re almost there!” Betta bubbled.

      Matteo held tight to the carriage side and stood up, trying to peer around the driver and horses to see ahead. It was not long until he pointed. “There it is!”

      “Please sit down, Matteo,” Maddie instructed. “If you bounce out, we will continue forward and you’ll have to run to catch up.”

      “I won’t bounce out,” he insisted, but must have thought better about disobeying and returned his bottom to the bench.

      The cart trail cut through tall grass growing thicker with trees as they neared the water’s edge. Madelena recognized evergreen cork oaks, cypress, cherry laurels, and poplars. Wildflowers of violet, yellow, white, and blue spread out like an artist’s paint wheel against a backdrop of green. A flock of geese winged through the clear sky overhead, and she smiled as the water’s scent reached her senses. In the distance rose the monumental Alps, and Maddie could make out the caps of snow draping their peaks.

      “Keep going around the lake until we find the perfect spot,” Maddie instructed.

      “Why can’t we stop here?” Matteo complained impatiently.

      “Matteo,” Florentina addressed him correctively. “Your mother knows the best place to get in the water. You wouldn’t want to hop out where there are stickers or rocks that would hurt your feet, would you?”

      Matteo sent a contrite expression to both his mother and tutor. “No. But I’m so excited!”

      “Patience,” Maddie said, careful to hold back a smile.

      As they proceeded, Luca had to make a few detours around clumps of trees too close together for the carriage to fit. Here the only sign of ancient Roman villas was a crumbling stone foundation overrun by vines and determined weeds that somehow clawed their way through rock and its adjacent steps descending into the clear water.

      Upon reaching the opposite side of the lake, Maddie pointed, “There! See that clearing with the sandy beach and the pretty meadow? That’s the place.”

      Florentina smiled as if in approval. “I think you have been here before,” she commented.

      “A few times,” Madelena concurred.

      “This is so beautiful!” Livia exclaimed. “Look at all the flowers, just growing untended, and the water is so blue!”

      “Not even Solomon in all his glory,” Fiore quoted.

      “What does that mean?” Betta asked, her curious face tipping toward Florentina.

      “It’s from the Bible,” she replied. “Jesus said, ‘Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these’.”

      “They are pretty,” Betta agreed with a dreamy sigh. The moment the carriage wheels stopped, she and Matteo jumped out. Luca handed the women down and unhitched the horses, securing them with a long, loose lead so they could graze without wandering away. In the meantime, Maddie retrieved the picnic basket and Florentina spread out a large blanket where grass met sand.

      “Luca, you turn around now and face the forest while we change into our swimming clothes,” Madelena instructed.

      “Si, Luca,” Livia echoed in a teasing voice. “We wouldn’t want you to see us undress.”

      The children giggled and Maddie poked Livia in the ribs. She assisted Betta into a knee-length linen sleeveless garment that approximated a woman’s shift, which she wore over her bloomers. Matteo’s change was simple—he merely removed his tunic and short trousers, ready to go into the water in his braies. The women each took off their day dresses and chemises, then pulled on pastel colored garb that resembled their undergarments in every way. The point was that they would now have dry chemises to wear on the trip home beneath their dresses. Luca stripped down to his braies as well and waited for the signal to turn around. While it was common for men to swim nude and for women in bathhouses to do the same, outdoors and in mixed company, that practice was unacceptable—hence the swimming clothes.

      

      In no time, Luca and Livia were frolicking, giggling and splashing each other. Maddie observed no one else at the lake except two elderly men with cane fishing poles far to the other side, so she determined they were safe. Betta and Matteo were already wading in the sandy shallows, exploring the feel of the water. “A tiny fish is nibbling at my toes!” Matteo exclaimed behind a grin of discovery.

      Maddie and Florentina stepped in next. The water was still cool from overnight, but the sun radiated enough heat to balance out. “Fiore,” Maddie said, casting interested eyes at her partner. Seeing her in the thin linen garment that soon would be slicked to her body made it difficult for Madelena to remember that they were on a family outing and must behave as such.

      Desires in check, she nodded to Florentina, who took up the lesson. “First, let’s all just get comfortable in the water,” Fiore said. “The only reason a person can’t swim is that he believes he doesn’t know how.”

      “Having never done it before is a good reason to believe you don’t know how,” Matteo replied with confidence.

      “Oh, but you have swum before,” Florentina contradicted with a gleam and sly smile. “Everyone has. Before you could walk, before you could crawl, before you were even born, you,” she stated pointing to each child, “were swimming.”

      Betta giggled and Matteo waved the notion away. “Were not,” he said.

      “Inside your mother’s womb your tiny little unborn baby self moved around in fluid that filled her womb, fluid just thicker than lake water,” Fiore explained. “You were born knowing how to swim—you only forgot. Today, I am going to remind you.”

      Matteo’s and Betta’s eyes were as wide as their grins as they shimmered with excitement. “Your mother is going to help. The first thing we will do now that we are used to the water, is to float. Floating is easy—anyone can do it. Maddie, if you will assist Betta I’ll assist Matteo.” Maddie nodded, fascinated by the way her lover explained swimming and set the children’s expectations.  It isn’t difficult; it is easy. Anyone can do it. You were born knowing how to swim. Brilliant!

      Florentina placed her hands at Matteo’s back and nodded to Madelena to do the same for Betta. “Now lay back and put your feet up,” Fiore instructed. “Matteo, I will support your body in the water and your mama will hold Betta.”

      Matteo gave a serious nod, leaned into her arms, and lifted a tentative foot. “That’s it,” Florentina coaxed. “Just relax, like you are lying on a cloud.” She helped by spreading her hands to support his weight in the water, and Maddie copied her with Betta.

      “Don’t let my face go under,” Betta pled in a nervous tone.

      “I’ve got you, Piccolo,” Maddie reassured her and Betta relaxed in her arms.

      “Now,” Fiore continued, “the key is to fill your lungs with air. Take a deep breath and hold it.” Both children sucked in air and puffed out their cheeks as they sealed their lips. Maddie smiled down at her little girl then glanced at the stalwart Matteo who struggled to relax.

      “Close your eyes so the sun doesn’t hurt them,” Florentina said. “Pretend you are a little boat at sea, floating on your sound hull, bobbing happily in the gentle waves… no worries, like a leaf adrift on a pond or a puffy white cloud sailing across a blue sky.”

      The tone, timbre, and inflexion of Fiore’s voice was so calm and relaxing that Maddie felt she was being lulled into a trance. When she noticed Florentina had gradually lowered her hands out from under Matteo and he was floating on his own, she did the same for Betta.

      “It’s ok to breathe,” Florentina said in the same cadence. “Just keep air in your lungs like that in a ball; exhale about half, and breath in again and relax. The air in your lungs will keep you afloat, even if your feet sink a little.”

      “Hey, you aren’t holding me anymore!” Matteo blurted out. “I’m floating!”

      “Me too!” Betta echoed. Splashes and giggles from down the beach drew Maddie’s eye to Luca and Livia for a moment, then back to her children’s beaming faces.

      “That is very good, children,” Florentina praised. “Floating doesn’t require much effort, but it also doesn’t get you anywhere. You may not always want to lie on your back either. Now, lower your feet back down into the silt and we are going to wade out a little deeper. The next step is treading water. It is easy to do, too, and even less scary.”

      Maddie led Betta out until only her chin was above the surface and Fiore did the same with Matteo. “You’ll want to wave your arms across the water like this,” Florentina said while demonstrating, “and pump your feet up and down like you are marching. You don’t have to do it fast, only make sure your arms and legs keep moving—back and forth, up and down. Now you try.”

      “Hold me, Mama,” Betta insisted. “I don’t want my head to go under.”

      Maddie stroked Betta’s cheek. “It won’t, Cucciolo,” she assured her daughter. “You can still touch the bottom if you put your feet down. There is nothing to be afraid of.” Then she added with a whisper, “You don’t want Matteo to surpass you.”

      With wide eyes, Betta shook her head and swirled her arms across the top of the water and pumped her feet.

      “Look at me!” Matteo announced. “I’m swimming!”

      “You are treading water,” Florentina revised. “But you are doing it very well indeed.”

      “Me too!” Betta chimed.

      Florentina beamed. “You are like a real-life mermaid!” she declared, winking at Maddie.

      After several minutes of treading water, Florentina had them stand on the bottom to rest their limbs before moving into phase three. “In a mere hour you two can float and tread water; next is the part of swimming the one you move where you want to go.”

      “Like a fish?” Matteo asked.

      “We might do fish swimming another day,” Fiore said. She reached out a hand to muss his acorn curls that were now beset by water droplets. “Next we will learn the type of swimming where you stay on top of the water like a duck, not under it like a fish.”

      “Thank goodness!” Betta exclaimed in relief. “I don’t like the other kind.”

      “How do you know?” Maddie asked with an incredulous expression. “This is the first time you have ever been swimming.”

      Betta shook her head. “I was swimming inside your belly before I was born,” she repeated. “But I don’t even want my head to go underwater in the bath; I REALLY don’t want it underwater in a lake!”

      They all laughed, and Fiore continued her instruction. “There are only three viable excuses for drowning,” she stated, “and yet people die that way all the time. The reason most people drown is that they are afraid. They believe they don’t know how to swim, and because they believe it, that belief becomes true in the moment. They panic and sink like a rock.”

      “But why don’t they just float?” Betta asked. “I can float now, and it is easy.”

      “Maybe no one ever taught them like Florentina is teaching you,” Maddie suggested.

      “But you two will always know what to do and not panic,” Florentina continued. “If someone gets hit on the head and falls unconscious into the water, that is a legitimate reason to drown.”

      “Because they can’t float or tread water if they are unconscious,” Matteo stated the obvious.

      “Correct,” Fiore agreed. “Second is if they get caught up in a net or a sunken tree branch or an anchor chain from a boat—if there is an object that drags them under the water and they can’t break free.” Matteo nodded. “And if their boat sinks too far away from the shore, and the person swims and swims but becomes exhausted before reaching land.”

      “If I started getting tired,” Matteo reasoned, “I’d stop swimming and float for a while, and swim some more when I was rested.” Maddie was impressed with his survival instinct and determination.

      “But what if it was days and days,” Betta conjectured, “and you finally fell asleep? Then you would drown.”

      “Alright, enough of these scenarios,” Maddie said. “No more making stories to scare your mother.” The children giggled.

      “Those are three things to watch out for,” Florentina said. “That is why you should never go swimming or boating alone. You must always have at least one other person with you so there would be someone to pull you from the water if you hit your head and fell in, someone to make sure your foot wasn’t caught in a net, and that is why ships have life boats. Now, swimming is like treading water, only you propel yourself forward, like this.” Florentina demonstrated. “There are many strokes, and none is better than the other; just do what feels best to you. You can pull your arms through the water right and left, turning your head back and forth to keep water out of your face like this.” She performed a typical freestyle stroke. “Or you can keep your head straight and push the water away from in front of you like this.” She parted the water in front of her, pushing it to the sides and repeated. “You can flip on your back and paddle,” she said, and performed a back stroke. “Or pretty much anything. You kick your feet and paddle your arms with hands cupped for best pull through the water. Confidence,” Florentina stated. “The main thing you need is confidence.”

      Betta and Matteo nodded and put the lesson into practice, paddling and kicking, stopping to put their feet down if they got tired or felt insecure. “Look, Mama!” Betta called out. “I’m a duck!”

      “Quack, quack,” squawked Matteo. “Me, too!”

      

      They practiced their strokes, floating, and treading water until hungry and exhausted. Maddie sensed her children’s feelings of accomplishment and pride, and though in a single morning they had not become Olympic swimmers, she felt reassured that neither one would panic and drown if they happened to fall or be pushed into the canal.

      “We are ready to eat!” Luca announced as he and Livia bounded up to the sand bar.

      “Dry off first,” Maddie insisted. “I don’t want our blanket getting wet.” The young couple giggled again and nodded, heading off to the carriage for towels.

      Madelena laid out the picnic plates and cups, poured lemonade for the children and a light wine for the adults, and opened a jar of antipasto of salami and prosciutto, olives, peroncini, mushrooms, anchovies, artichokes, provolone, and mozzarella preserved in oil and vinegar. After spooning some onto each plate, she removed plums, apples, and pears from the basket along with a loaf of bread. It was an enjoyable lunch if she thought so herself.

      Tired from the exhilaration of the morning activities and full from the wine and meal, Maddie lay out on the blanket, her swimming clothes dried from the sun and Florentina lay near her. She could sense her proximity even with her eyes closed. She listened to the children as they played in the clover.

      “These swimming lessons will help me when I grow up,” Matteo said. “I was thinking about being a pirate, but pirates hurt people and steal things. That’s bad, even if it is exciting,” he pondered aloud. “I know! I can be an explorer like Christopher Columbus. That would be exciting and not hurt people. I could discover new lands and maybe even have places named after me.”

      “That is an admirable ambition indeed!” Florentina said. “You are smart and brave; you would make an excellent explorer.”

      Eyes still closed to the bright sun overhead, Maddie could picture her son’s ear to ear grin at Florentina’s words of encouragement. She heard Matteo ask, “Betta, what do you want to be when you grow up?”

      Maddie turned on her side and ventured a peek. Betta sat in a patch of clover tying flowers together in a chain. “I’m going to be a princess when I grow up,” she declared and placed the flower laurel on her head.

      Matteo laughed and pointed. “You can’t be a princess! The only way to be a princess is if your father is a king or you marry a prince.”

      Betta’s countenance fell, but she lifted her chin high. “Can if I want to.”

      Matteo rolled in the clover laughing, and in defeat Betta removed her clover crown.

      Then Florentina sat up and addressed the children. “Look up,” she said, and they obeyed. A group of geese were flying in a V overhead. “How many geese are there in that flock?” she asked.

      Both children started counting. “They are moving away too fast,” Betta noted in dismay.

      “I think a dozen or more,” Matteo guessed.

      “See the trees across the field?” Florentina pointed. “Count how many there are.”

      Betta began to count aloud, but Matteo interrupted her. “There are too many and they are too far away to see clearly. Why are you asking us to count?”

      Florentina ignored his question and posed one more. “Now, how many blades of grass are there in the meadow?”

      This time both of her students laughed, bright eyes shining. “Too many to count!” Betta exclaimed.

      “Millions,” Matteo conjectured. “Millions of millions!”

      Florentina crawled off the blanket to sit beside the children as Maddie watched with great interest, curious herself where this led. “I want you to look closely at the trees in the forest and the grass in the meadow,” Florentina said with the voice of a sage. “As many birds as fill the air, as many trees that comprise the forest, as many blades of grass as there are in the meadow, as many stars as God painted across the sky, as many grains of sand grace the seashore, that is the number of possibilities that exist for you. Your futures are overflowing with potential, limitless paths lie before you, and you can be anyone and anything that you choose to be. Nothing is impossible for you; nothing is beyond your grasp. If you can dream it, you can become it. If you can see it, you can be it.”

      Betta and Matteo gazed across the field and forest, over at the sandy beach, and up into the sky before fixing their eyes on their tutor. “Anything?” Betta questioned. “Even a princess?”

      Maddie recognized the love in Fiore’s eyes as they fell upon her treasured children. “Is a princess truly only the daughter of a king or the wife of a prince?” she asked. “Or is a princess a woman whose actions are noble and praiseworthy? Must her crown be of gold when a wreath of flowers is far more lovely? I tell you the truth—everything in life is as you perceive it to be. Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  Doesn’t the Bible tell us these things? You are kind and wise children who obey your mother and uncle. Will you not be blessed just as God promises? Even the sky is not the limit of what you can achieve.”

      Matteo’s eyes lit. “The sky isn’t the limit for the Night Flyer. He can fly!”

      A sly grin crossed Florentina’s lips. “That’s true.”

      While the children marveled at their teacher’s words and continued to put voice to their own dreams and possibilities, Maddie watched and listened, her heart swelling within her. She is so wonderful! See how she loves Matteo and Betta, how she fuels their imaginings, how she builds their confidence. How could I not love her as I do? One day, when they are older, when they comprehend the importance of keeping a secret, I will tell them that the intellectual woman who taught them to read and write, to speak French and understand science, that their second mother, the one I adore, was also the masked vigilante who championed the poor and flew through the sky, battling assassins and keeping us safe. And you know what else? she pondered. I do not think it will surprise them one bit.
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      Florentina and Madelena sat at the oversized desk in Alessandro’s office that evening pouring through the Chaos Manifesto by lamp light. Matteo and Betta had been so joyfully exhausted from their day at the lake they fell asleep right after dinner. They had all gone back into the water after the lunch break and the children had practiced their swimming more until Maddie, concerned their skin may burn from the sun, insisted that everyone get dressed and return home. While Maddie had been tucking them into bed, Florentina had dug through her trunk and retrieved a soothing aloe salve in case they woke up pink in the morning.

      “From the beginning,” Florentina said as they studied each page. “These pages spell out all the reasons why chaos is so wonderful: war is the mother of invention, chaos gives rise to progress, and so forth.” She turned several sheets. “This part is paying homage to all the chaos deities from every known myth or religion.” She flipped the next one.

      “There’s the backwards writing on this page,” Maddie pointed out.

      “Yes. It says, only the worthy can unlock the great mysteries that follow. You must find the cypher wheel, for it is the key. But there was no key with the wheel when we found it.”

      “Could we have overlooked it?” Madelena suggested.

      Florentina retrieved the velvet pouch holding the cypher wheel from one of Alessandro’s desk drawers and set it before them. She removed it and examined the front and back. “Nothing here.” A thought came to her, and she turned the velveteen bag inside outwards. She sighed in disappointment. “Nothing inside here either. Certainly, we needed the wheel to unlock the coded pages, but it would be too easy if the key to the device was hidden with it.”

      “It seems the writers of the manifesto wanted it to be a challenge, but not impossible, to reveal the manuscript's secrets,” said Maddie.

      Florentina turned another leaf. “This is the odd page, the one with random sayings on it. Here is one by Sun Tzu: in the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity,” she read.

      “And this one from the Buddha: chaos is inherent in all compounded things,” Maddie read, marking the text with her finger. “And there is nothing permanent except change, from Heraclitus.”

      “But this line,” Florentina pointed to the exact center of the page, “doesn’t list an attribute. The key can only be discovered through illumination. Illumination,” she repeated and began racking her brain.

      “Could it be a reference to the Illuminati?” Maddie mused aloud. “I mean, the Shadow Guild is a clandestine organization, and the Illuminati is possibly the most famous secret society.”

      Florentina frowned. “That’s why I don’t think it references the Illuminati. Why would one surreptitious group mention another? And from what I’ve heard about them, they are more interested in order than chaos—world domination, perhaps, but not indiscriminate death and destruction.”

      “I suppose.” Maddie crossed her arms on the desk and leaned in closer, huffing out a frustrated sigh. “We have studied these pages so many times. What else is in there?”

      “After this sheet comes the coded ones that read as gibberish, and then the last page is a proclamation of curses on their enemies and boasting of how chaos will prevail,” Florentina recalled. “This line must be the clue, but what does it mean?” She combed her fingers through her unbound hair and took a moment to lift her gaze to the ceiling and close her eyes. Lord, what am I missing?

      “You know,” Maddie said in a curious tone that brought Florentina’s attention back to the manuscript. “This is the only page that isn’t filled with text. I mean, there was the one with the mirror writing and it had a little space before and after the backwards message, but here the whole bottom half is empty. Do you think it is because the writer exhausted the supply of famous quotes concerning chaos?”

      “I had noticed that peculiarity before,” Florentina said with interest. “Perhaps it does hold a meaning.” Her knee bounced with static energy beneath the desk.

      “Or not,” Madelena offered with a sigh.

      “Do not be so indecisive,” she commented, almost without thought. “You shouldn’t be dissuaded so easily.”

      “I can’t help it,” Maddie replied and leaned back in her chair. “You are aware I have difficulty making decisions and am always second guessing myself.”

      Florentina took a moment to turn her gaze upon her partner. “I hope that no longer applies to us.”

      A sweet smile of affection overtook Maddie’s countenance, and she leaned in to place her lips to Florentina’s. “Not in the least. I know who I love, who I want and need at my side forevermore, and that, Mi Tesoro, is you.”

      Her words and the sparkle in those luscious green eyes reinvigorated Florentina. “I love you so much, Madelena, that sometimes I just can’t…” She returned the gesture placing a tender kiss to Maddie’s lips before turning back to the manuscript. “The key can only be discovered through illumination. Discovered,” she mused. “Illumination. An illuminated manuscript? But which one.” She glanced at the rows of books gracing Alessandro’s library. “I must discover it,” she pondered aloud, “through illumination. Through,” she repeated, and ran her fingers over the empty portion of the page. “And why would this half be void of writing?”

      At once a light sparked in her imagination, a memory of something Master Leonardo had shown her long ago. A tingling sensation overtook her body and her mouth dropped open. “Could it really be that simple?”

      “What?” Maddie asked with a puzzled expression. “You have an idea!” she pronounced.

      “Mayhap, God willing,” she uttered as her heart rate jumped into overdrive. “Pull that lamp closer,” she said. As Maddie moved the lamp, Florentina recounted, “I remember Master Leonardo showing me a way to record secrets. He said that whenever he wished to write something down but didn’t want anyone else to be able to read it, he would use invisible ink.”

      “Invisible ink?” Maddie exclaimed in disbelief as Florentina held the page out away from the others in front of the lamp to back-light it.

      To her absolute glee, light brown ink strokes appeared before the lamp’s brilliance on the bottom half of the page. Florentina read, “Of the four cardinals, left to right.”

      “Is that all it says?” Maddie gaped. “And what is invisible ink?”

      An excited grin crossed Fiore’s lips. “There are many ways to create it—lemon juice, vinegar, spit, even urine,” she enthused.

      “Urine?” Maddie backed away from the page with a disgusted look on her face, causing Florentina to laugh.

      “Anyway, you use the clear organic or bodily fluid as the ink for your pen. When it dries, it can’t be seen on the paper unless heat is applied, in this case the flame from the lamp.”

      “The key can only be discovered through illumination,” Maddie repeated. “Well, my love, you reasoned out how to illuminate it!” she cheered in joy, before adding, “but what on earth does it mean?”

      “Good question,” Florentina stated. But by that time, she was feeling the momentum of accomplishment and was eagerly anticipating imminent success. “Four cardinals.”

      “There are sooooo many more than four cardinals,” Maddie pointed out in dismay. “Even if we limit them to the Italian ones, how will we determine which are the four the clue refers to? And how do you decide in what order to arrange the cardinals from left to right?” While Maddie continued to enumerate hurdles to overcome, Florentina’s eyes drifted across Alessandro’s study, which contained much of the knowledge accumulated by scholars from both past and present. “Then what do we do—use their initials as the letters to match on the wheels? Which initials? Each cardinal has a name a mile long. We may as well simply pick letters at random and attempt to decode the pages forever!”

      Books lined the walls, along with a weapons collection, paintings, artifacts, maps, and then there was the newest edition—the spherical representation of a round earth resting in its cradle, one of the first globes produced in the wake of discovery. Earth wasn’t flat; it was round. But maps had been in use for over a millennium, and they had keys; maps had directions—four cardinal directions!

      Excitement swelled within Florentina as the answer struck home. Her glow must have radiated like the sun because in that instant Maddie stopped offering objections and proclaimed, “And you just figured it out!”

      Florentina turned bright eyes to Maddie. “Not church cardinals—cardinal directions: north, east, south, and west. Left to right is west to east, W to E. We set the inside wheel to W and the outside wheel to E. And since Latin doesn’t have a W, we can assume to use Italian letters, which makes sense with the rest of the manuscript being written in the vernacular.”

      Maddie took her cheeks between her palms and kissed her in triumph. “I am so glad you are the smartest person in Milan, if not the whole world!”

      Florentina let out a laugh. “That’s a bit of a stretch, my dear. You helped. I never considered that something else may be written on this page until you pointed out the void. Who notices empty space?”

      With an amused grin, Madelena pushed back from the desk. “Well, now that is solved, it’s time for bed.”

      “What??”

      Maddie burst into laughter. “You should see your expression!” Florentina swatted a hand at her, but Maddie caught it and brought it to her breast. “I am as thrilled as you, Fiore. Feel my heart racing?” She felt it, and it almost tempted her to go with Maddie upstairs. “Wild horses couldn’t stop you from decoding those pages tonight!”

      “You understand me so well,” she cooed. “But you may retire if you wish.”

      “I am with you, beginning to end,” Maddie promised and scooted her chair back up to the desk. “When you sleep, I sleep. Mayhap I can take dictation while you call out the letters to me.”

      “Brilliant! Your penmanship is better than mine, anyway.”

      

      An hour later, the decoding of the last two pages was complete. Florentina took the paper from Maddie and glanced over it. “A beautiful job,” she commented. “This will be easy now. City of Flowers is obviously Florence, where they gather to celebrate Chaos on the longest and shortest days of the year—the solstices. Go deep beyond the grave of he who changed the world, in the place where it all began; into the crypt and there we dance by candlelight when Giotto’s bell strikes twelve.”

      Maddie’s face twisted. “I don’t know what that part refers to.”

      “I do,” Florentina replied. She lifted her gaze to Maddie’s with a twinkle of exhilaration. “It is widely agreed the Renaissance began in Florence with a particular event. Florence’s Duomo, the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, took over a hundred years to build and now only required a spectacular dome to span its basilica. So, a contest was announced in 1418 and architects, engineers, and every brilliant intellectual of the time arrived to compete for the prize of 200 florins and a contract to create the cupola. Filippo Brunelleschi won the competition. Skeptics said it was impossible to construct a masonry dome that would span the chasm, that the weight would cause it to crash before construction was completed, but Brunelleschi and his assistant, sculptor Donatello, resurrected a technique from the ancient Romans and proved that anything was possible. With news of his success, painters, sculptors, writers, musicians, architects, and every creative mind flocked to Florence. Giotto built the bell tower, while Ghiberti, Michelino, Bandinelli, and many others contributed celebrated works of art to the Florence Cathedral. It was where it all began. Brunelleschi is interred in a crypt beneath Santa Maria del Fiore.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard the story and Brunelleschi’s name,” Madelena responded with a look of recollection. “But what does the birth of the Renaissance have to do with chaos?”

      Florentina smiled. “Before this event launching an age of discovery and invention, change occurred most slowly. Everyone knew their place and stayed in it; one year was like the other. The world was organized under kings and popes, and people’s lives revolved around the same routines as their parents and grandparents. Then bang!” Fiore clapped her hands together. “Something new is being discovered every day. The foundations of society are shaken. Innovation pushes people out of their comfort and all of civilization is in upheaval. Things everybody took to be true were being overturned. Man is no longer a worm in the dust depending on the church for survival—he is the exalted epitome of creation, fashioned in God’s own image as a creator himself. The wisdom of the ancient Greeks and Romans is unlocked to guide us along a groundbreaking path of existence. To those clinging to the past, rapid innovation was, and still is, chaos.”

      “But we have brought order and beauty out of that confusion,” Maddie noted. “We value life and cooperation rather than war and ruin.”

      “Quite true,” Fiore agreed. “However, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. One’s perspective dictates how he views any subject. Three people can observe a painting and all perceive something different in it.”

      “So, the Shadow Guild looks at the birth of the Renaissance, but instead of seeing the elevation of mankind to a higher level, they construe upheaval and dissonance. Rather than realizing the creation, they see the destruction of old paradigms and outdated systems. We witness rebirth…”

      “They see anarchy,” Florentina concluded. “Therefore, on June twenty-third, the Night Flyer will be in Florence to put an end to this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      The following Saturday morning, Madelena paid her weekly visit to Margarita’s Hope House. Luca drove the carriage and elected to stand in the front portico out of the drizzling rain rather than venture into a hall filled with women. Maddie made sure her bonnet was secured before negotiating her way inside from the covered vehicle across the wet pavement.

      Florentina had found it necessary to practice her skills out at that leaky barn and had insisted on walking there besides. “I can’t just take Alessandro’s coach,” she had explained. “And although I can ride, how would it look for a woman to be seen trotting out of town atop a horse? I have been doing this for nearly a year now; I won’t melt.”

      “But it isn’t right that you should be soaked before you even begin your training,” Maddie had pouted. “I am completely dissatisfied with this arrangement.”

      “What else can we do?” Fiore had asked. “I am a woman, a member of the staff, and your employee. You and I may view our relationship differently, but that is what the rest of the world expects to see.”

      Madelena had replayed the conversation in her mind all the way across town. It isn’t right. Fiore and I are partners—she is not a mere employee. And yet, Florentina had been correct in pointing out that was what everyone outside the family perceived, and what they must. She couldn’t just announce their relationship to the world. And so, the woman she loved was obliged to walk for two hours in the rain while she was driven in a covered carriage ten minutes' ride down the road.

      Therefore, Maddie was already in a contrary mood when she passed through the front door, although she did don a pleasant countenance and cheerful voice when addressing Matron Marta and the residents. After making her customary rounds, Madelena returned to Marta’s office with a disconcerting expression. “Matron, where is Rosetta? I’ve searched everywhere and not come across her. I wanted to see how she is progressing.”

      Marta shook her head, slid off her glasses, and set them on her desk with a sigh. She motioned to the visitor’s chair, which Maddie sat upon, a knot of dread twisting in her gut. “She has left us.”

      “What?”

      “An older man, said his name was Arturo—and he didn’t look all that reputable to me,” Marta added with a glower, “came to call on her earlier this week. The girl was surprised and a bit hesitant at first, but when she saw him her eyes lit up like stars. She told me he was her baby’s father and she would like to see him. So, off they went for a walk. When they returned a few hours later, her face was as radiant as a child’s on Epiphany morning.”

      “He said he wanted her back,” Maddie supposed.

      “Indeed,” Marta confirmed, her lips pressed tight together. “He stated he was too quick to turn her out, that he missed her and his son and wished them to return. She said he apologized and bought her a gift.”

      “And what happens the next time he gets angry with her?” Maddie asked, wide-eyed in dismay. “Rosetta was making such wonderful progress. We were working on her self-esteem and self-sufficiency. Why would she throw all that away?”

      Marta shrugged. “At one occasion or another, doesn’t love make fools of us all?”

      Maddie slumped, leaned her elbow on the desk, and cradled her chin in her hand. “I failed her. The first time he shows up she drops everything and goes running back to be his maid, his servant, his doormat. That man did not treat her right. If he had, she would never have needed to seek refuge here. What makes her reason this arrangement will be different? He apologized and bought her a present? What if he does worse than evict her from his house next time?”

      “What if he marries her now?” Marta countered. “True, I didn’t get an honest sense about him, but we can’t assume he intends to harm her.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t intend to,” Maddie uttered.

      “We did not fail,” Marta declared, catching Maddie’s attention. “Rosetta and all the women make their own choices. You can’t expect miracles. That girl has been treated like trash since the day she was born by her family and society in general. You can’t assume to change her ground-in beliefs about herself in just a few short weeks. She so desperately wants to be loved; you should have seen the elation in her eyes when he came for her.”

      “But she needs to learn to love herself first,” Madelena explained.

      Marta offered Maddie a gentle, motherly smile. “You and I understand that, but it may take years for her to discover it for herself. Perhaps he will mistreat her or become drunk or angry and throw her out to the street again, or maybe not. We don’t know. But Donna Madelena, you planted a seed. A seed needs time to grow and develop. You gave her hope and some degree of accomplishment, mayhap enough for her to build on in the future.”

      “I suppose.”

      “I sense you are disappointed, but isn’t it best for a boy to have his father?”

      Maddie sat up and responded with a slight nod. “If I were convinced this Arturo had changed his ways and would treat her with respect, I would be overjoyed for Rosetta and Emilio, but like you said, we don’t know. I hope you told her the door was open if she ever needs to return.”

      “Si, Donna, I did,” Marta replied. “We are helping many women and children here; do not become melancholy over one who still seeks the approval of others over herself.”
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        * * *

      

      The house was all abuzz when Madelena returned home. “We got a letter from Antonio!” Portia beamed. “He will be here tomorrow!”

      Smiles lit the main hall as servants dashed about cleaning, preparing his bedroom, and planning a feast. Betta and Matteo raced in, circled their mother, and began bouncing up and down like little bunnies. “Antonio is coming home!” they enthused.

      “I heard,” Maddie replied and reached down to hug them both. “I am so excited!”

      “Me too!” Pollonia emoted as she danced through the room. Then she came to an abrupt halt, a contemplative expression covering her face. “Mama, what is Antonio’s favorite song? I must learn to play it for him on the harpsichord. Where is Florentina? I need her help.”

      “Uh, she is off doing that thing your father sent her to do,” Maddie stammered. “But she can help you select a song when she returns.”

      “I have to go up and pick out a dress to wear for the occasion,” Portia declared and turned toward the stairs. Alessandro was just coming down.

      “Now everyone, we don’t want to overwhelm him,” Ally cautioned. “We are all excited, but Antonio will be tired from the long journey. We should consider his needs.”

      “Yes, yes,” Bianca gave token agreement as she bustled by. “But he will wish to eat, and the kitchen staff shall have all of his favorites hot and ready!”

      “Except things that are supposed to be served cold,” Angela amended as she carried a stack of clean linens past them.

      Matteo’s brows drew together and his mouth twisted. “I will have to return to my regular seat,” he noted, “because Antonio will want his spot back.”

      Maddie felt a tug at her sleeve. “Mama, where will Florentina sit then?” Betta asked.

      Before Maddie could form a response, Alessandro answered her question. “Luca, get out the leaf that goes in the table to make it longer and bring in an extra chair.” The lad nodded and scampered off to comply. “Betta, don’t worry, dear. There is plenty of room for everyone.” Maddie’s heart leapt in gratitude and she beamed a smile of thanks at her brother, who winked at her in return.

      Geppetto, the household’s chief of staff, appeared at the doorway in a smart suit with his hands properly folded behind his back and his chin raised. “Enough of this confusion,” he announced. “Let us establish proper organization.” He then proceeded to appoint tasks to each domestic and in no time, all was flowing smoothly with cheerfulness and enthusiasm.

      What an emotional ride this day has been, Maddie reflected. I can’t wait for Fiore to come home. Then she perceived Matteo’s voice saying, “When will Florentina be home? We need her to help us make gifts for Antonio.”

      “I need her,” Pollonia insisted, “to help me learn a song to play.”

      A warm smile blossomed across Maddie’s face. I need her, she thought, just to hold me. “Matteo, Betta,” she said, “I can help you make something to give Antonio.”

      Betta tilted her head with a puzzled expression as she peered up. “You can? I didn’t know you could make things too.” Maddie laughed and tickled Betta until she squealed.

      “I can’t craft as many things as Florentina, and perhaps they won’t be as artistic,” she confessed, “but I suppose we will manage.”
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        * * *

      

      The mid-May Sunday proved more fabulous than Christmas as the Torellis celebrated the return of their eldest son and heir apparent. Antonio had been nervous about the reunion, not sure what to expect considering the terms on which he had left in the fall of 1502. Whatever he thought he had expected, it was not the five-course feast with presents, and gushes of hugs, kisses, and praise that were lavished on him. There was far more food than he could eat, and he wished his mother could go five minutes without bursting into tears, but he knew they were tears of joy. He was indeed glad to be home and hadn’t realized how much he had missed it until he sat at the table with his family gathered around.

      “You missed everything!” Bernardo exclaimed as he proceeded to recount tale after tale. “Papa bought the broadsheet and now owns the only printing presses in Milan, so naturally Mama and Aunt Maddie are making him publish all these society and entertainment segments,” he said. “Then there’s the Night Flyer.”

      Antonio’s mind spun around itself three times as he tried to bring that name into focus. “Isn’t that the bandit who stole all of Don Benetto’s money and burned his mansion and warehouses to the ground?”

      “The very same,” Bernardo confirmed. “He’s been doing a lot more than that since the Viscardi’s moved off to their vineyard. He rescued Aunt Maddie from assassins and saved a little boy from this mad man who tried to throw him off the balcony of the Duomo, and all kinds of things.”

      Antonio turned a concerned gaze to Madelena. “Someone was trying to kill you?”

      Maddie nodded. “But the Night Flyer fought the villain and defeated him, so there is nothing for you to worry about now.”

      “Except why someone wanted to kill you in the first place,” Antonio replied in a worried tone.

      “Tell us about Napoli,” Pollonia suggested. “What is it like down south?”

      Antonio shrugged. He understood she was not referring to the war, but since Cerignola it was difficult to view it any other way. “Not much different from here,” he said. “Maybe warmer and wetter.”

      “Let’s not pester him with too many questions,” his father advised. “Pollonia, have you told your brother you can play the harpsichord now?”

      As conversation continued, Antonio became aware that his Aunt Maddie’s tutor joined them at the table sitting on the other side of little Betta, but he didn’t think much of it. He was still at home when she had been hired, but he had rarely interacted with her. He noticed that she was quiet and cut Betta’s food into small bites for her.

      Antonio was certain that eventually he and his father would retire to the men’s parlor or perhaps the study, and Papa would ask questions of him. He had things to say to Don Alessandro as well and played them over in his head all evening. He had been unable to predict how he would feel to be home after everything that had happened, but Antonio’s heart swelled as he was immersed in a singular sensation: he felt loved!

      “Open my gift first,” Matteo said as he handed him a box.

      “No, open mine first!” Betta demanded.

      “Children,” followed the pointed warning from Florentina, the first thing Antonio recalled hearing her say.

      “Why don’t you both open them for me at the exact same time,” he proposed and was rewarded with two broad grins beneath shining eyes.

      Emerging from boxes before him were two dissimilar objects, reflecting divergent parts of Antonio’s complex persona. Betta held up a clay pot bearing a bluish-violet flower cluster supported by a short stem and a circle of long, thick, blade-shaped emerald leaves. “It’s a Hyacinth,” Betta announced with surprising accuracy in her pronunciation. “I dug it up from the garden and replanted it in this pot for you,” she explained, then added. “Mama helped.”

      “It is lovely,” Antonio replied with a misty glow in his eyes. “I’ll place it on the window sill in my room. Can you remember to water it for me whenever I’m away?” Betta nodded and grinned.

      “Look at mine,” Matteo insisted as he withdrew a homemade representation of a cannon from its box. It was made of an inch-thick wooden dowel cut to an appropriate length affixed to an empty thread spool whose wide ends appeared like wheels. “I made it myself!” the boy boasted with a proud smile, before adding with a shrug, “Mama helped.”

      “That is a terrific cannon,” Antonio exclaimed. “It looks like the ones I was in charge of. There’s a place on my bedchamber desk I can display it. Thank you both,” he said.

      “I’ll carry them upstairs for you and leave them outside your door,” Florentina offered. “I am heading that way now, anyway.”

      Antonio nodded. “Grazie,” he said to her, then pulled the little ones into his arms and hoisted them each to a hip. “My, how big you are getting? Soon I won’t even be able to toss you in the air anymore.” They both giggled and hugged him.

      Later, as the plates were cleared away and his cousins went upstairs to bed, a sudden exhaustion overtook Antonio. His mother squeezed and kissed him again, as did Pollonia, whose music had been a delight, if not a perfected one. Bernardo started to shake his hand like some sort of formal, manly exchange, but Antonio pulled him into a hug with a pat on the back. At last he and his father were alone.

      “Would you care to bring your wine into the parlor?” Alessandro asked. Antonio nodded, swallowed a lump in his throat, and rose to follow him.
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      Antonio accompanied his father across the hallway into a room rich with deep colors. Walnut wainscoting encircled the chamber beneath walls painted forest green decorated with landscapes, maps, and old family portraits. In one corner was the square game table surrounded by four matching chairs where he and his father had played cards with his grandfather and great uncle when Antonio had been a child. He recalled Alessandro teaching him to play checkers and chess at that table. “I like checkers better,” his younger self had said. His father had responded with an amused expression. “Is that so? Checkers is a quick game for the here and now, while chess is a more thoughtful, longer reaching endeavor.”

      The two moved into the seating area of walnut armchairs stuffed and upholstered in a tapestry-like pattern of deep green, red, and gold velvet and silk arranged around a dormant brick hearth. Alessandro sat on a wide, two-seater settee and extended a hand toward Antonio, but unsure of his standing and status after directly defying Alessandro’s wishes, he elected the armchair on the other side of a marble-topped end table. After taking a steadying sip of his wine, Antonio set the glass on the small stand.

      “Antonio, we are overjoyed you are back home with us safe and sound,” his father began. “It was an especially tense few days after we learned of the army’s defeat at Cerignola.”

      “I’m not all the way home,” Antonio replied. “There’s still a year on my enlistment. However, it is most likely I will spend that time stationed at the fortress here and will be granted weekend leave regularly to come visit everyone.”

      Alessandro sipped his wine and set his glass beside Antonio’s. “You are looking good, son,” he commented with a smile. “You’ve put on muscle and are taller as well. I suppose you want to call on Agnese soon.”

      “Yes,” he said with more enthusiasm, catching his father’s eye. “That is one of the things I wished to speak with you about. I wanted to go see her tomorrow, but I don’t know where their country estate is located.”

      “I do,” Alessandro answered. “You take the north gate out of town and travel a few miles until you come to that big fork in the road, the one where you would keep going straight to get to our sheep pasture.” Antonio nodded. “Turn left and head northwest up the hills and there are a number of vineyards. Viscardi’s is the third or fourth on the right, as I recall. Anyway, there used to be a sign by the road, and I imagine it is still there.”

      “Grazie,” Antonio said with a nod. Now came the hard part. He squirmed in his seat and took a deep breath. “Papa, I know I’ve no right to ask; I refused your offers of attending the university or working with you to learn the merchant business. I ignored your wishes and willfully disobeyed your directives to do something that surely broke Mama’s heart. I guess I’m a bit like the prodigal son in that regard, but if it is possible, I would request to borrow a horse from the stable to ride out to the vineyard and see Agnese.”

      “Son.” Antonio detected the break in his father’s solid voice and the moisture welling in those eyes that looked like his. Alessandro swiveled in his seat toward him with hands palm upward to say, “Everything I possess is yours; don’t you know that? You are no prodigal. You did not take your inheritance and throw it away on wasteful living. You made a choice, a decision to guide your own ship in a direction different than mine, but that is no sin. Antonio, don’t you realize how proud I am of you? It takes a man to stand up to his father, to forge his own way. And you have been successful. Look at you, so strong and mature! Understand that I love you, and will support you in whatever decisions you make—even if I disagree with them.”

      Antonio dabbed at his eye, refusing to allow sentiment and emotion to flow. He nodded and lowered his head, both relieved to hear the truth echoing in his father’s voice and sorry that he had doubted it.

      “Take the gray,” he said, “your favorite. That horse has missed you too, I presume.”

      “Thank you,” Antonio managed. “I am going to speak with Don Benetto about marriage,” he continued. “I may not be in a position for a few years yet with completing my commitment to the French, but I will demand a formal engagement be announced. It would be fortunate if he were to give his blessing; however, I will challenge him if necessary.”

      Alessandro relaxed in his seat. “I doubt it comes to that. Madelena says he is different, mellowed somewhat. They all attended Agnese’s birthday celebration, one I haven’t a clue how he afforded, and yet they say he did it for her, not his own glory. Mayhap he has changed his ways.”

      “You did not attend?”

      His father shook his head. “I did not want to cause trouble. Agnese is a nice girl, and she looks at you with radiance. I was always impressed with how Daniella presented herself with pleasant grace and hospitality, despite what must have been a difficult home-life. There is every reason to believe Agnese would make an excellent wife.”

      Antonio was feeling much relieved by then and took another sip of his wine. “I love her, Papa, like you love Mama. I do not care that her family has fallen upon hard times and cannot present a sizable dowry.”

      Alessandro smiled and nodded. “Agnese is indeed a most fortunate young woman.” A silent pause fell between them for a few moments before his father spoke. “Do you wish to tell me about it?”

      A shaky sensation of dread began to course through Antonio’s body until he noticed his hand tremor. He feared this would come up and was not certain how to respond. Pushing down the trepidation, he reached into his inner coat pocket and removed the sketchbook he always carried on his person. With a somber expression, he handed it to his father.

      Antonio watched as Alessandro studied the pages one by one. At times, Antonio’s eyes would dart away until soon they began to scrutinize a knot in one of the wooden planks of the wainscot. Then he heard his father’s voice. “These sketches are… revealing. You have a marvelous gift of seeing, capturing emotion with your pencil and then releasing it onto the canvass. And,” Alessandro stopped to swallow. “What you must have witnessed.”

      He had waited all evening for his father to say, “I told you so,” but those words never came. There was no rebuke, no chastisement, no insensitive remark or note of superiority whatsoever. That in itself informed Antonio as much as anything else what kind of man his father was at his core. He wanted to laugh, to cry, to dance for joy, to fall in a heap on the floor in grief.

      “I was wrong,” Alessandro said, causing Antonio to jerk his head up, mouth agape. “You display exceptional talent as an artist, and I should not have treated it as a trifle. If you wish, I can secure an apprenticeship for you with one of the great masters, as I regularly fund them with abundance… unless you intend to pursue a career with the military.”

      “No, Papa,” Antonio replied. “I am the one who was wrong. You gave me everything, every advantage and opportunity, but I did not appreciate them properly. No military career for me. I will pursue my art… as a pastime, a creative outlet to express myself through. But if you permit me, I would like to join you, to learn to be the best merchant I can become, and perhaps one day stand as your partner in Torelli Silk.”

      Tears of joy seeped from the corners of his father’s eyes as his face shone with radiance. “There is nothing I desire more—if you are certain that is the course you wish to take.”

      Antonio nodded. “I learned everything I needed to from this past year. Now I must think of Agnese, of my future family, and how I can best contribute to the world. I am ready to learn from you, Papa.”

      In an instant, Antonio’s eyes clouded and the well of emotion within him began to swirl. “I wanted to prove myself, to be my own man. I’m aware that you instructed me time and again what war was like, the waste and destruction and loss it causes. But there are some things that a person cannot learn from being told; there are things that he can only comprehend through personal experience. Only now do I understand. I killed people; I almost died. My friends were cut down and trampled beneath hooves and boots, and there was smoke and blood and screams, and the fear was so tangible you could have sliced it with a sword.” He sighed and swallowed, attempting to hold back a flood. “I stood. I thought of you, drew on your strength, and I survived. I survived.”

      “Oh, my sweet son!”

      The sobs came in waves that Antonio could not control. He buried his face in his hands, sweating and vibrating as he released the tidal wave he had held in his gut since the day of the battle. Antonio didn’t know how long he wept, but presently he felt the reassuring weight of his father’s hand on his shoulder. His eyes opened to see Alessandro kneeling beside his chair, compassion and love emanating from his papa’s core to envelope him. He turned into that strong shoulder and allowed Alessandro to enfold him in a father’s arms. Why had he not seen it before? How had he dismissed his papa as some stuffy, boring being of business? Don Alessandro Torelli, mild tempered, kind hearted, draped in restraint—this was true strength; this was the kind of man he aspired to become.
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      The sun beamed overhead as Don Benetto inspected his grapevines. He lifted an inflorescence and scrutinized it. Several flowers remained, some had fallen off, and only half of them had developed grape berries. He expected a low return due to the poor condition of the plants struggling to overcome salted earth and was pleased to see this many.

      Benetto was also of a cheerful disposition because Romeo Ricci had agreed to contract with him and oversee the fields. The young master had some innovative ideas of how to neutralize the salting and had suggested an untraditional compensation arrangement. Since Benetto had no cash with which to pay him a salary, Romeo proposed that he receive a percentage of the profits when the products were sold—fifty percent for vinegar and table grapes, and twenty-five percent for bottled wine once the grapes were back to top quality. Glancing across the rows, Benetto caught sight of two field workers Romeo had acquired constructing a portable flume to carry water downhill from the well to the plants. “The key to revitalizing the vines,” Romeo had explained, “is to inundate them with water which will wash away the excess salt and reverse the drying affect it has had on the plants. We shall have them restored within a couple years, God willing.” The idea seemed sound to Benetto, and he was encouraged by the optimistic timeline.

      As he strode across the lawn from vine rows to the manor, something caught his attention and Benetto turned to view the path up from the main road. There was someone cantering toward the house on horseback. He stopped, squinted, then held his hand to his brow to shade the sun from his eyes, but he scarced believe what he saw: a young man in a military uniform heading straight for him. God Almighty. His jaw fell slack as his brain registered Antonio returned from the war. Well, I’ll be a donkey’s ass! And he’s riding a white horse, no less.

      Benetto had read about the French defeat in the broadsheet and Agnese had been beside herself with worry for days. He even swallowed his pride and rode into town to view the casualty reports at the magistrate’s office in hopes of calming his daughter’s fears. He was beyond grateful when he brought her the good news that Antonio’s name was not listed. But he certainly was not expecting the intrepid standard bearer to be paying a visit today.

      At once, Benetto’s emotion sunk and a wave of dread overtook him, entombing him in irredeemable despair. He’s coming to take my Agnese away from me, and I’ve only just won her back! She is my joy, my reward, my reason for getting out of bed, and now she will be gone. But if I refuse them, if I say no and stand in the way of her happiness, then I will lose her again, anyway. Benetto could see no path forward that did not deny him of what his heart desired most—to enjoy more time with his sweet child.

      He was paralyzed as he watched Antonio dismount and tie his horse to a fence rail. He glanced over his shoulder when he heard voices behind him. “Antonio!” Agnese exclaimed in elated triumph.

      She started to run to him, but Daniella caught her elbow. “Let your father speak with him first,” she instructed.

      “But what if-”

      “Have patience, and give Papa a chance, Sweetheart,” Daniella insisted. “There will be time to greet your young man anon.”

      Benetto turned his attention to Antonio, who strode up the path with confidence and a determined expression. This is no longer a foolish boy, he considered as he studied Antonio’s bearing.  He is a man—one who intends to get what he came for. He noticed how tall and muscular Antonio had grown, along with the rapier that hung in its sheath from his belt. A red beret topped his brunette hair, and smoky-brown eyes bore into Benetto’s soul.

      While managing to hold tremors at bay, Benetto extended a greeting. “Welcome, Antonio. We are all so pleased to see you in good health.” He tried to smile, but suspected it came across as forced.

      Antonio halted a yard in front of him and offered a polite bow. “Greetings, Don Benetto. I have come to speak with you about your daughter’s future. It is my intent that she becomes my bride. I can assure you that she will never want for anything, and that I will treat her with affection and respect all the days of her life.”

      Benetto responded with a slight nod. He stood eye to eye with the lad, who no doubt was now much stronger than he. But knowing the Torelli family, he did not fear physical harm from Antonio, only the tearing away of his heart. “I presumed that was your purpose in coming today,” he admitted as he held his voice steady. “But tell me, please, what your plans are for the future. Will you pursue a military career?”

      “No. I will be joining my father in the management of Torelli Silk and Wool.” Antonio stood in a posture that Benetto understood to be “at attention,” and maintained a formal tone.

      When last we met I was forbidding him to associate with Agnese, Benetto recalled. He must assume I still hold that position. “If I may ask, Antonio, why did you join the army? It is a hard and dangerous occupation, one that placed your life in jeopardy. If you intended to come home and work with your father, why take the risk?”

      Antonio’s muscles stiffened and his jaw was set, but he did not burst out in anger or defensiveness; instead he embarked with the commanding tone of a leader who knew exactly what he was speaking about. “When you banned Agnese from seeing me and avowed that my House was your enemy, that I would never be allowed to marry her, I had to make a decision. I admit that you intimidated me, with your reputation for violence, so I did what I had to do to become the man you see standing before you today. I needed skills, strength, resolve, and courage, and the army is a breeding ground for those qualities. Therefore, against my own father’s wishes, I enlisted and gained those attributes. I tell you the truth, Don Benetto—I understand what it is to kill a man and to lead others into battle. I stood in the face of a Spanish cavalry charge and did not waver. You just aren’t that frightening anymore. I know who I am, and flaws notwithstanding, am proud of who I am. I will wed Agnese. I prefer it is with your blessing, but I will proceed without it if necessary.”

      Benetto had been gripped by Antonio’s speech, recognizing the sincerity with which he spoke. But he was still confused. “You are a handsome, talented, capable young man whose father is the richest merchant in Milan,” Benetto stated. “You could have any young woman in the city. I just don’t understand why. Why put yourself through that?”

      Antonio’s aspect turned to puzzlement, and he lost the attention stance as he blurted out, “Because I love Agnese! I would walk through hell itself for her. Do you not comprehend? Do you even understand what love is?”

      Hunching his shoulders, Benetto lowered his head and sighed. He took a labored breath before returning his gaze to the determined young man. “Once, long ago,” he acknowledged, “but for many years I forgot. I think I’m beginning to remember; I am trying.” Benetto glanced back at his wife and daughter, who stood several yards behind, clinging to one another with anxious expressions. He was in a no-win situation; whatever he said or did, he would lose Agnese. He may never be truly happy again, but he could make certain she would be. Then he straightened and locked eyes with Antonio. “No matter what mistakes I made in the past, I would not deny my only daughter the opportunity to know love, to enjoy happiness, to have the life she deserves. Tell Alessandro that I will meet him at the time and place of his choosing to discuss the arrangements.”

      Surprise registered in Antonio’s eyes, to Benetto’s amusement. Immediately the atmosphere transformed from tense to joyful as Antonio’s tough demeanor melted away beneath the brightness of his smile. “That, that is wonderful,” he stuttered. “I am so pleased to hear it, and I do wish to become engaged right away. However, because of my commitment to the French Army, it will be over a year before we can be wed. I am required to live in the barracks and while we expect to remain stationed in Milan, anything can happen in a year.”

      It was as if a weight had been lifted from Benetto’s chest, and he was instantly as light as a feather. I get to keep her another year or more? Agnese will be happy in her betrothal, but she will still be living with me! This is the best possible outcome! I will be able to smooth things over with the Torellis, he planned as his mind raced. Alessandro is an even-tempered, forgiving sort. We may even be invited to family gatherings. I will be able to visit Agnese often. Antonio isn’t taking her away from me at all—and the grandchildren!

      In a blink, Agnese had thrown her arms around him, showering him with hugs and kisses. “Oh, thank you, Papa! I knew you loved me! I knew you wanted me to be happy!”

      Then those arms were gone as she hugged Antonio’s neck. He whisked her up in a jubilant embrace and twirled her about as the couple laughed and cried at the same time. Elation radiated from them so brilliantly that Benetto found himself caught up in the sensation. He felt Daniella take his arm as she eased in beside him.

      “You did a wonderful thing, Benetto Viscardi,” she beamed at him. “You have made our daughter the happiest girl in the world.”

      Benetto reached around his wife’s shoulders and pulled her close, still watching the celebration. Antonio had the nerve to kiss his daughter on the lips right in front of him, but he could not be angry. “Everything is working out in the best possible way,” he commented. “Agnese gets her fine young man, and I get to keep her for another year.”

      Daniella dabbed tears from the corners of her eyes. “It will give us plenty of time to plan the perfect wedding.” She didn’t say it, but he supposed she was thinking, if I’m still here to enjoy it.

      In that moment a singular sensation tugged at Benetto’s dizzy emotions, a remembrance that seemed to dash around him just out of reach, until at last he caught it. At first, he let it lie as he basked in the realization. Presently, he pressed a kiss to his wife’s forehead and said, “Daniella, it may have been some time since I told you this, but I love you. Maybe I didn’t for a while; could be I didn’t love anyone, especially myself. I think I forgot what love was. But now, today, I can say with all honesty, I love you.”

      She clung to him as another wave of tears flowed. “I love you, too.”
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      The next several weeks passed quickly as Madelena and Florentina prepared for their travel to Florence. Portia had offered to watch the children, and Maddie accepted with gratitude. “But why can’t we go, too?” Betta asked, batting her lashes above big, blue eyes.

      “Because.” Maddie sat beside Betta as she tucked her into bed. “This is a business trip and we won’t have time to visit interesting places.” That wasn’t entirely true. Alessandro was meeting with a fellow silk merchant that he rescheduled to fit the necessary timetable, insisting on being present in case anything went wrong, but she had no affairs in Florence. And she was planning to ask Fiore to show her some of the outstanding works of art and architecture while they were in the city.

      “But Florentina gets to go,” Matteo complained. “Why does she get to and we don’t?”

      While retaining her seat on the edge of Betta’s bed, Maddie turned toward Matteo who had pulled up his own covers. “Florentina has been to Florence on several occasions,” she explained, and that was true. “It is easier for her show me where places are than to gain a stranger as a guide.”

      Madelena had always made a point of being honest with her children, but it was unnecessary to tell them it was too dangerous for them to come along. That would only cause them to worry. It was better for them, especially at their ages, to remain unaware of the risks involved.

      “We will only be gone a few days,” she soothed with a loving smile and kissed Betta’s cheek. “And it isn’t as if we’re going sneak off without saying goodbye.”

      Betta hugged Lena, the doll Florentina had made her for Epiphany, the one that looked like her mama. “You better not!” she demanded with a pout. Madelena laughed and strolled over to Matteo’s bed to give him a kiss good night.

      “Watch over your sister and mind what Aunt Portia tells you while we are gone.”

      He raised his arms and plopped them at his sides with an exaggerated sigh and a roll of his eyes. “We won’t break anything or tear the house down. I know how to behave.”

      She ruffled his light-brown curls with a hand as she rose. “Yes, you do.”
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        * * *

      

      In the spartan servants’ quarters, Florentina packed the portion of her trunk that rested above the secret compartment containing her Night Flyer gear. Her roommate, Angela, breezed in. “Good, you are here!” she bubbled. “It seems like you are never here. I only ever see you first thing in the mornings, and often you are still asleep when I start my day.”

      Florentina glanced up at the sanguine blonde girl and offered her a smile, but before she could respond, Angela’s eyes flew wide and she exclaimed, “You are packing! You aren’t leaving us, are you? You are so smart and talented—did you find a better paying position elsewhere?”

      “No, no,” she interjected before Angela descended into a full-fledged panic. “I am accompanying Donna Madelena and Don Alessandro on their trip to Florence, that’s all.”

      “Oh,” Angela breathed in relief, pressing a hand to her chest. “Thank goodness! If you were to move out, it’s no telling who would take your place. You are such a good roommate, so easy to get along with,” she babbled in appreciation.

      Perhaps because I am never in the room? Florentina mused, according to the first portion of Angela’s soliloquy. “Grazie,” she replied. “I enjoy your company, too.” As she selected a dress to stuff into the chest, she detected a slight gasp and looked up into a distressed face. “What? I shouldn’t take this one?”

      “Well, it’s just that…” Angela bit her lip before continuing. “You will be escorting Donna Madelena, and she is so fashionable. I fear that would detract from her elegance.”

      With a grimace, Florentina yanked it out and tossed the garment on her bed. “Which dress should I pack?” she asked. For St. Francis’ sake, I must concentrate on battling assassins and uncovering a secret cadre of criminals; I can’t be concerned with wardrobe!

      The tiny room had no closet and no space for an ambry, so their dresses hung on hooks on the walls. Angela bounded over to browse Florentina’s humble collection. She bit her thumb while her brows crunched together. “Mine won’t fit you, or I’d loan you something,” she offered.

      Florentina sighed. She realized she should pay more attention to her clothes, but then what she had was acceptable for teaching children’s lessons. “Do not worry about it,” she began, and then Angela’s eyes lit up.

      “This one!” she announced as she pulled a gown from the back. “The style is a bit antiquated, but it is much nicer than the other ones.” She was holding the same dress Florentina had taken to Rome to wear to the Vatican. It seemed that was her only acceptable garment.

      “Grazie, Angela,” she replied and folded the frock into the top of her trunk and closed it. “I have a few things to check on downstairs, but I’ll be back after a while.”

      

      Florentina knocked, then eased open the door to Alessandro’s study. He was alone at his desk and waved her in. “There is something I need you to do,” he stated in a commanding tone. She crossed the room to sit opposite him. Alessandro slipped her a small piece of paper. “This is the address where you will find the Cavalieri Dell'unità representative from Florence. Do you remember meeting her?”

      Florentina nodded and took the dispatch. She did recall the attractive woman she had met in the catacombs of Rome. “Good,” Alessandro stated. “You should to meet with her in my stead. Our membership makes a practice of not visiting each other outside of semiannual meetings, lest we raise suspicion. Besides, I have no business in a woman’s boutique, so a rendezvous could garner attention. You, however, will seem quite natural in her shop.”

      “You want me to convey to her everything we discovered?”

      “Si,” he said. “She commands assets with which to help us. The two of you can discuss it in private while Maddie shops.”

      “It seems my wardrobe is in dire need of updating, so I possess a legitimate reason to be seeing a dressmaker. But I do not wish to place her in any danger,” Florentina added.

      Alessandro shook his head. “Florence excels at what she does. No one shall suspect her.”

      Florentina nodded and placed the paper scrap bearing the address into her pocket. “I don’t want you in harm’s way, either,” she stated soberly.

      “Do not concern yourself with my safety,” he assured her. “I plan to let the Night Flyer take the lead and will only step in if I am needed. It is of great import that Milan remains anonymous. If my identity was to become compromised…” Alessandro shook his head.

      “I know,” she said. “You could no longer serve the Cavalieri.”

      The door opened and Maddie joined them. “The children are in bed now, sorry they are missing out, but I told them it would just be uninteresting business this time.”

      “We’ll take them to Florence in a couple of years on an educational holiday,” Florentina suggested. “They will appreciate and remember everything better when they are a bit older.”

      “Luca is going load the carriage in the morning and we shall depart after breakfast,” Alessandro instructed. “I reserved rooms for us at an inn near the Florence Cathedral. Luca and I are staying right across the hall from you. Maddie, when the Night Flyer leaves to seek out the Shadow Guild on Monday night, I want you to barricade the door and open it for no one but she or I—not even Luca. I also hired two additional bodyguards and assigned them lodgings on either side of yours at the inn.”

      “Do you not think that is excessive, since the Shadow Guild will be meeting in the crypt, and they don’t even know I am traveling to Florence?”

      “We are unaware of what information they have gathered,” Alessandro said.

      “We’ve seen they employ spies and assassins,” Florentina added. “No precaution is too much.”

      A wave of potent emotion swept through the chamber as Florentina gazed seriously into Maddie’s eyes. Alessandro rose from his desk. “Donnas, I am off to pack now. I’ll see the both of you in the morning.”

      “Good night,” Florentina bid him while Maddie added a hug and kiss to his cheek.

      “Remind Portia of how grateful I am to her for watching after the children,” Maddie requested.

      “And assure her that the Night Flyer will keep you both safe,” Fiore added.

      Once they were alone, the vibrations in the air intensified. Maddie broke the silence. “Did you ever finish creating your new weapon?”

      “Yes,” Florentina replied as she eased nearer. “It does everything I designed it to and will be a much-needed asset.”

      Maddie stepped in and entwined her fingers with Fiore’s. “That is good. I wish I could have seen it in action before we go.”

      Florentina took a deep breath, followed by a deliberate exhale, peering with apprehension into Maddie’s eyes. “I don’t think you should come.”

      “What!” Maddie dropped Florentina’s hands and stepped back.

      “Listen to me,” she insisted, pushing into Maddie’s personal space. She reached out and stroked her cheek before resting her hand on her partner’s shoulder. “There is no reason for you to travel to the very place where those who are trying to kill you will be gathered. What if one of their spies spots you? I don’t want you putting yourself in this kind of danger.”

      Maddie raised an impatient brow. “What have I told you? The safest place for me to be is within arms’ reach of the Night Flyer.”

      “But when we are strolling about the city, you will be with plain Florentina. I won’t be carrying all my weapons then,” she explained. “And when the Night Flyer runs off to catch them in their chaos celebration, I won’t be back at the inn to protect you.”

      “You heard Alessandro,” Madelena reminded her. “He has hired extra guards.” She lifted her hands to run them along Fiore’s arms.

      Florentina sighed and leaned her forehead to rest on Maddie’s. “I can’t lose you,” she emoted. “You are everything to me.”

      Maddie brushed her cheek with a kiss and gazed up at her with a light of wonder on her face. “The philosophers say that our lives are not measured in years as people think, but rather in moments. I would not trade the moments we have shared these last months for fifty more years of life without you. Fiore, we may be friends and lovers, but we are also partners, and I am in this with you every step of the way. Whatever fate awaits you in Florence, we will face it together.”

      A rush of euphoria mingled with awe and a touch of fear engulfed Florentina, catching in her throat and causing her to tremble in Maddie’s embrace. Unable to speak, she nodded, and drifted into a kiss, then another, and another, until a fever overwhelmed any restraint and she fell completely under Cupid’s spell. Physically and metaphysically, the two had become one, and both were stronger for it.
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        Florence, June 22, 1503

      

      

      Luca drove the Torellis’ carriage down a gently sloping road leading southwest from the Apennine pass through forests, meadows, pastures, grain fields, and vineyards until the distinctive walls of Florence began coming into view. Florentina’s curiosity was lit as she spied colorful tents, banners, and kites surrounded by crowds of people, vender stalls, and painted wagons, interspersed with wooden platforms and scaffolding. She could hear the buzz of excitement amid the wafting tunes of musical instruments and an aroma of tasty food being grilled or boiled over fires.

      “Look, Ally!” Maddie exclaimed. “A fair!”

      Alessandro, who sat behind the driver’s seat, twisted and peered over Luca’s bench.

      “That must be part of the celebration of Saint John’s Feast Day,” he supposed. “It is the pinnacle of summer for Florence, what with John the Baptist being their patron saint. The actual holiday is June twenty-fourth, but there will be activities all week.”

      “Can we stop and see what is happening?” Luca asked over his shoulder.

      “I would love to attend a mystery play,” Maddie added with enthusiasm.

      “I visited a traveling fair that came to Milan when I was a child,” Florentina recalled. “There were jugglers and acrobats and exotic animals. It was quite entertaining.”

      “I don’t have my meeting with Galeazzo until tomorrow,” Alessandro said. “And since it is not yet noon, I think a few hours exploring the fair is an excellent idea. Then we can get settled at the inn and still have time to visit the Florence Cathedral.”

      “Fantastic!” Luca responded with a whoop, then added, “and that food aroma is making me hungry.” The women laughed, but Florentina felt the same way.

      Luca parked the carriage and Alessandro paid an attendant to guard its contents while the foursome wandered through the maze of attention-catching marvels. The tumblers were in tights with their faces painted as were jugglers, while Commedia dell’arte performers improvised their comedy in masks and costumes throughout the crowds. Wonder filled the air as musicians strummed, played, and sang popular tunes. Glass blowers crafted unique bowls, goblets, and vases from colored glass right before the onlookers’ eyes, twisting and expanding molten masses, fashioning them with great skill and finesse. Other craftsmen offered carved figures, woven baskets, exclusive toys, Indian carpets, and silk fans from the Orient for sale in their booths. Across from them, budding new artists enticed fair goers to sit and have their portraits painted for a modest price.

      Florentina’s awareness was drawn to large, iron-barred cage-wagons housing unusual animals. “Step this way, fine citizens, and see beasts from Africa and Asia, foreign to your eyes,” a man in a blue hat with a white feather called out in a booming baritone. In his hands he held the reins to a camel, complete with a padded saddle. “Only one florin to ride the camel, the ship of the desert.”

      They stopped to witness an angry looking leopard snarl at them, a bored lion napping, and a pair of chimpanzees making faces at passers-by. “Look how big that lion is!” Madelena declared as her eyes rounded. “I’ve never seen a live one before.”

      “The monkeys are funny,” Luca commented as he put his thumbs to his ears and wiggled his fingers, amused when the apes copied his motion.

      Florentina could not help herself. “They are not monkeys,” she corrected in the tone that only a disapproving teacher could muster. “They are chimpanzees—great apes, not completely unlike yourself. Monkeys have tails and are not so large.”

      “Do you know everything?” Luca questioned and walked on to examine the leopard.

      Alessandro scrutinized the exquisite spotted cat. “He does not appear to enjoy his accommodations,” he noted with compassion. “I don’t blame him. Such a creature belongs in a jungle somewhere, not in a cage.”

      Maddie took his arm. “I agree,” she said, peering up into his face. “But we would never get to see such a magnificent cat as this if he had not been brought here with the fair. I am sure his keepers feed him well. And look,” she motioned. “His cage is clean.”

      “Even if the bars were made of gold, a cage is still a cage,” Florentina added with a sigh. “But I understand your point. It is a dilemma. How can people learn about and appreciate rare animals if they never have a chance to behold them? I have seen a drawing of an elephant—tall as a house with huge ears, a ten-foot-long snout called a trunk, and ivory tusks as big around as a man’s leg and twice as long… but I have never seen a real one. I read about how Hannibal’s army rode upon the giant beasts over the Alps to attack Rome; but alas, they were not accustomed to snow and climbing mountains, and most of them perished. I would very much like to see an elephant one day.”

      As they strolled through the bustle of fair goers, another voice caught their attention as a man shouted, “Soup in a bread bowl! Take your lunch with you to watch the mystery play or pantomimes! Hurry—the mysteries are about to begin!”

      “Shall we?” Alessandro asked. Everyone agreed.

      Florentina had seen a few of these and had enjoyed them thoroughly. They were the highlight of any major festival. The mysteries were acted on some ecclesiastical subject, while the pantomimes were mythological, illustrating some story involving the ancient gods and heroes. She recalled attending a court celebration with her father held by Duke Sforza for his wedding to Isabella that was directed by Master Leonardo, who had engineered a marvelous apparatus representing the heavenly bodies with all their movements on a colossal scale. Whenever a planet approached Isabella, the divinity whose name it bore stepped out of the globe and sang some verses written by the court-poet Bellincioni. The audience was completely amazed and amused. Later Leonardo, who gained great praise and favor for his production, had admitted to her, “This was but a trifle; you should have seen some of Brunelleschi’s productions!”

      “I’ll take four minestrones,” Alessandro told the vendor. “Which play is reported to be the best?”

      “Why, the life of John the Baptist, of course,” the plump man replied with a grin. “Although many people are praising Daniel in the lion’s den and Perseus’ battle with Medusa as well.”

      Alessandro turned to his troupe and raised questioning brows. Madelena answered, “We may as well attend John since it is his feast day.”

      Luca’s shoulders slumped, indicating he would have preferred something with more excitement. But the young man shook back his blond hair and took his bread-bowl soup with gratitude.

      They were able to get seats on a bench near the rear in the crowded outdoor theater before the curtain was drawn open. A scaffolding soared upward housing the “Paradise” from which surely some angels or saints would descend at the proper time, and trap doors in the stage floor would open to “Hell” allowing evil forces to creep up or evil doers to fall through. The scenery on the platform represented a desert environ with an adobe house to one side, a royal palace on the other, and a river complete with actual water flowing between them. The play opened with two apostles extolling John’s virtues, then proceeded to the small dwelling where a pregnant Mary visited her equally expectant cousin Elizabeth, picking up with the prophet John eating honey and locusts in the wilderness, to his preaching beside the river and the baptism of Jesus. An angelic figure dropped from the heavens to proclaim, “This is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased.” Next followed a light-hearted intermezzo of singing and dancing in celebration of the blessed event before the dark scene in Herod’s palace. Herod’s step-daughter, Salome, dressed in her Arabic garb of many veils, ascended from the depths to demand John’s head on a platter if the king wished her to dance. Her dramatic, fevered cavort served as the climax after which Herod dispatched the executioner who came back with a realistic bearded head on a silver tray. After the horrifying spectacle, the audience’s attention returned to center stage where a glowing, white-robed John stood by the River Jordan. Two angels were lowered from above to escort the saint upward into Paradise while the apostles once again praised John quoting the words of Jesus: “Truly I tell you, among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist; yet whoever is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.”

      The curtain fell and cheers arose from the crowd. “That was good,” Luca admitted.

      “That Salome,” Maddie spat out with disdain. “What was wrong with her?”

      “What is wrong with anyone who prefers hate and violence over love and kindness?” Florentina asked in reply.

      “There are always those kinds of people,” Alessandro said, “and those like Herod who consider their own momentary desires above all that is good. But,” he added with a shrug as they exited the seating area, soup and bread bowls completely consumed. “There are always those like John as well, who speak truth and strive to make the world a better place.”

      Like you do, Florentina thought as she considered his character and the work he did through the Cavalieri Dell'unità. Taking a moment to herself, Florentina contemplated the men in her life—her father Luigi de Bossi, kind inventor and artisan; her mentor Leonardo, brilliant and bursting with vitality; her friend Cesare, jovial and talented; and now she had bound herself to House Torelli, led by Alessandro, a man of integrity and understanding.  How fortunate I am to have been surrounded by men of quality all my life! I know this is not the case for many women. Who would I be and how would my story have turned out if my father had been a brute, my teacher judgmental, or my friend a drunken whore-monger? Am I who I am because of me, or because of those who influenced my formative years? Unable to reach a decision, Florentina simply gave thanks to God for having been blessed with good men to affect her mind and spirit.
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        * * *

      

      After another hour perusing the fair, Madelena, along with Florentina and the rest, piled back into their carriage and rode through the north gate in the fortified walls down Via Faenza into the heart of the beautiful city. Though not as populous as Milan, Florence was of extreme import for its banking, art, and innovation. As she viewed the buildings, piazzas, and parks, Maddie thought it was quite lovely. Flowers bloomed everywhere, and the avenues were kept clean. As she raised her gaze, Maddie sucked in a breath.

      “That dome—is that the one? Is that the Florence Cathedral?” she asked.

      “Si,” Florentina replied. “The Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore.”

      “That is gargantuan!” Maddie exclaimed. “It dominates the skyline of the city. It is the first thing you notice upon entering the gate, even though it is many blocks away.”

      “Quite impressive,” Alessandro agreed as he sat sideways in his seat, staring over Luca at the monumental cupola. “Once we are settled in our quarters, we shall go examine it up close.”

      “I do look forward to that,” Maddie said, and absently reached for Fiore’s hand. She hesitated, then thought, why not? In the comfort and relative privacy of their coach, despite the top being down to the open air, Madelena entwined her fingers with Florentina’s and flashed her a brilliant smile. She felt welcome warmth and a thrill of excitement the moment she did so.
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      The nearer Madelena drew to the Duomo complex of Santa Maria del Fiore, the more astonished she became. Luca had stayed behind to get the horses settled into the stables near the inn and seemed far more interested in returning to the fair than viewing art, so Alessandro had excused him and escorted the women to the cathedral. Their approach down Via Faenza brought the trio to the famed Baptistry of Saint John across the Piazza del Duomo from the massive sanctuary, so they stopped to admire it.

      “The baptistry is one of the oldest buildings still standing in Florence,” Florentina began. “It was constructed in the eleventh century in what is called the Florentine Romanesque style. Notice the octagon shape,” she pointed out. “It is said that it was built upon an even older octagonal baptistry erected by the Lombards.”

      “Why the eight sides?” Alessandro asked as he gazed up the three tiers of the structure.

      “Baptism represents the spiritual rebirth of man,” Florentina explained. “So early Christians assigned it the numeral eight because there were the seven days of creation and next would come the eighth day for rebirth or renewal.”

      Maddie moved closer to brush her hand to the wall. “It is so beautiful with these patterns of green and white marble,” she commented. “And smooth to the touch. See the attention to detail.”

      “Wait until you see the doors,” Florentina responded with enthusiasm. “The south facing doors were bronze-cast and gilded by Leonardo d’Avanzo, a renowned bronze-smith of the past century, depicting scenes from John’s life, and they are quite remarkable. But the west facing doors by Lorenzo Ghiberti are so fabulous, Michelangelo has called them ‘The Gates of Paradise’.”

      As they rounded the building, Maddie stopped before a pair of towering doors which shone with ten brilliant golden panels set in ornately fashioned frames of bronze. Her mouth fell slack as she examined the intricate details that covered every inch. She allowed her fingers to trace their way across the figures of men and women that rose from a panel in gleaming relief, and the saints depicted in the panel’s border. “These are beyond beautiful,” she declared. “The artistry is phenomenal.”

      “Ghiberti also did the doors on the north facing side,” Florentina said. “To complete both sets took him forty-eight years.”

      “WHAT!?” Alessandro exclaimed as he turned from viewing the masterwork to Florentina. “That’s practically a lifetime.”

      “He did create other art,” Florentina replied. “But these bronze panels depicting stories from the Old Testament and the others representing the lives of Jesus and St. John are his most noteworthy.”

      “I can understand why,” Madelena concurred as she examined the scene featuring the story of Abraham and Isaac. She stroked the wings of the angel announcing to the elderly Abraham that his wife Sara would have a son. Her eyes traveled upward to spy another representation in which an angel stayed Abraham’s hand before he could sacrifice his son, Isaac. To either side of the panel were more golden figures of Biblical characters, popes, saints, and who she assumed to be prominent men of Florence. Awe and appreciation flooded Maddie’s soul as she marveled at the artistry. Fiore said her father taught her that nothing is impossible. I would not have thought this possible had I not seen it for myself.

      “We should view the other doors as well,” Florentina suggested, and they rounded the building examining every detail.

      Maddie did not know long they spent admiring the gilded bronze doors as to her it was as though time stood still. “Shall we go inside?” Alessandro proposed as he opened one of the exquisite ingresses. Maddie nodded.

      “After we walk in, look up,” Florentina said, and they did.

      “Saints above!” Maddie declared as she stared upward into the cupola.

      “Are those frescos?” Alessandro inquired as his gaze rose forty feet above where they stood.

      “They are mosaics,” Florentina clarified, “and were fashioned centuries before the doors taking even longer to complete. The Franciscan friar Jacobus began the project and other members of his art school completed it after his death. It is a Byzantine style masterpiece.”

      “My attention is immediately drawn to the grand figure of Christ in that circle there,” Madelena pointed.

      Alessandro added, “And note how the happy people are all to one side of Him while devils torture those on the other side.”

      “It is called The Last Judgment,” Florentina said as she walked along the marble tile beside Madelena.

      “There’s a row of angels at the top, which is fitting,” Maddie commented. “But it is too high, too far away to view all the details. What a shame. It is so amazing and so many years of work went into it all and yet it is so high. And to think, all those scenes are made of tiny colored bits of tile set together to form the pictures.”

      “You know,” Alessandro said, turning to Maddie. “Antonio is quite an artist, and I didn’t pay enough attention to his talent, didn’t give him the credit he deserves. He could have become a master, painted or sculpted or whatever you call someone who makes mosaics, but now he says he will follow in my footsteps. A merchant may make far more money, but when he departs this world, what does he leave to show for it? Art lives on.”

      Maddie’s gaze fell to her brother’s face. “You will live on in the life of your son, and his son, and his after that,” she said. “Character lasts as well.” He granted her a smile before his eyes began to scan the walls and floors.

      Niches along each wall showcased various statues separated by monolithic columns of Sardinian granite. “Is that just a representation, or is there actually someone buried in there?” Alessandro asked, pointing to a tomb effigy beneath a marble canopy raised high on one wall.

      “Indeed,” Florentina replied. “Antipope John XXIII is interned in the monument which was carved by Donatello and Michelozzo. You remember the whole antipope debacle,” she prompted. “Turns out John XXIII had helped out the Medici family, so when he died they did this to commemorate him.”

      Maddie peered up at a gilt statue in repose upon its deathbed supported by two lions under the triangular drapery. “Nice way to be remembered,” she remarked. “And all the geometric designs in green and white marble,” she added, glancing around. “And these floors!” Suddenly overwhelmed, she was aware of intricate detail on every surface. “Look at the window enclaves. All the individual portraits, the embellishments, are just everywhere. It is too much to take in.”

      She felt Fiore’s hand on her arm. “It is splendid indeed,” Florentina concurred. “As I believe it was meant to be. The marble intarsia tile floor has many intricate patterns including this gnomon,” she said, stepping over to a large design under the center ocular of the cupola. “Even five hundred years ago, when this portion of the floor was laid, people were interested in the apparent motion of the sun. When the sunlight shines through the hole in the dome, it focuses on the various signs of the zodiac engraved on marble here as it moves across the opening.”

      “Fascinating,” Ally said, and he squatted to examine the images.

      “And over here is the baptismal font,” Maddie said as she crossed to its placement off to one side. Alessandro and Florentina joined her there. “Odd,” she thought aloud. “Everything else is so ornate that the font appears quite plain.”

      “We could easily spend all day in here and not view everything,” Florentina observed, “but we should go on to the cathedral itself.”

      Maddie’s eyes widened, and she sucked in a breath. “If this is only the baptistry, I’m not sure I can endure the magnificence that the Duomo will present.”

      “Fear not,” Fiore said with a wink. “The focus within the sanctuary is more on the spiritual than the artistic.”

      With some measure of relief, Maddie took Alessandro’s arm, and he offered his other to Florentina. Together they walked out of the sublime structure to cross the piazza. Before them stood the anterior edifice of the grand basilica featuring three sets of entry doors—beautiful, but not to compare with those of the baptistry. Above each was a mural painting, the one over the center entryway displaying The Annunciation. The flanking door archways were not as high and had fabulous rose windows set above them. Four buttresses were built into the front wall, each exhibiting marble statues of some important person or another. Niches along the top row of the towering I had yet to be filled.

      To the left soared the campanile, a square shaped bell tower composed of five oversized levels stretching higher than any structure in the city—any that Madelena had ever seen—save the top of the impossible dome itself. “Now who did you say built the campanile?” she asked.

      “Giotto,” Florentina replied as she joined Maddie in admiring it. “At least he designed it with the perspective you observe gazing upward. The higher stages actually get larger than the one at ground level, such that when you look up, they all appear to be the same size. Sadly, Giotto did not live to see his architectural magnum opus completed. We could climb the stairs and have a phenomenal view,” she proposed.

      Staring up in amazement, Maddie sighed. “Perhaps before we leave Florence,” she replied, certain that her legs would never make the hike that afternoon.

      “Let’s step inside,” Alessandro recommended, and escorted them through the center doors.

      Maddie appreciated the semisweet relief wash over her as they stepped into the lightly adorned gothic interior. While immense with a lofty ceiling overhead, the sanctuary calmed and relaxed her, inspiring wonder without extravagance. Light streamed through stained glass windows and while the marble floors were laid out in geometric patterns, they repeated, allowing a sense of ease. Footsteps echoed through the expanse as they proceeded down the center aisle. “This is fitting, I think,” she commented. “You wouldn’t want your parishioner so distracted that he didn’t listen to your homily.”
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        * * *

      

      Florentina’s heart had thrilled to witness the works of the great masters once more. She felt like the young school girl of thirteen who had traveled with her father and mentor to meet the artists and see the masterworks of the baptistry and various cathedrals of Florence. But now she had a different purpose, and her focus shifted to scoping out the several entrances and exits to the building and finding the crypt. She reached a hand to Madelena’s arm. “You and Alessandro enjoy exploring the Duomo; there is more to observe in the chapels.” Then she added in a whisper. “I am off to find Brunelleschi's tomb.”

      Maddie nodded. “We’ll wait for you in the piazza.”

      Taking her leave, Florentina exited the chamber through an archway in a front corner and began making her way through the maze of hallways, rooms, past chapels and priests’ quarters until a young man in black vestments asked, “May I help you find something?”

      Florentina smiled and with enthusiasm said, “Oh, bless you, father! I am an art student and I have made a considerable pilgrimage to visit the final resting place of the great Brunelleschi. Could you please point me in the right direction?”

      The young priest returned her smile and extended his arm. “Certainly. Right this way, but mind the stairs; they are not in the best of repair.”

      “Grazie,” she replied and followed his lead.

      “Occasionally we have visitors request to view at his tomb, but by and large no one goes down there. Here, let me get a lamp,” he said and took one from a small table in the corridor. “You aren’t afraid to enter the crypt?”

      “Oh, no,” Florentina replied dramatically. “I have you to protect me. Besides, it is worth a little darkness to pay homage to the Father of the Renaissance.”

      The priest laughed and showed her through an unassuming door. “Hold the railing now,” he directed, then amended. “Let me go first to hold up the light.”

      Florentina followed him down a winding stairway that creaked and wobbled but held together. Into pitch they descended, save for the lamplight. The air turned old and musty with a damp odor that typified catacombs, bringing to mind her journey under Rome.

      When they reached the bottom, the young priest forged ahead and around a corner. “Over here,” he indicated and held the lamp high.

      There, set into the floor against a crumbling stone wall, lay a marble slab framed in bronze and watched over by a simple cross. Florentina knelt and brushed away some dust. “The body of the man of great genius Filippo Brunelleschi Florentine,” she read. She did not have to feign a deep sense of appreciation for the architect. “That he was,” she agreed. “A genius of the highest degree.”

      “We are most fortunate that he lent his considerable talents to the Cathedral di Santa Maria del Fiore,” he said.

      After a taking a moment to silently thank Brunelleschi, Florentina’s eyes drifted across the dusty stone floor still inlaid with a few remnants of old tile from many centuries ago when this had been the sanctuary, before the current structure had been raised atop it. She spied an opening between chipped masonry walls that led into obscurity. “What is back there?” she asked as she rose to her feet.

      “Oh, we don’t go beyond this chamber,” the priest said. “Old crypts, spiders, and I don’t think the passageways are completely sound. I was told not to enter as something may collapse on top of me.”

      “Oh my!” she answered and gave a shudder. “Like the catacombs?”

      “I would think so. We don’t venture into the ancient remains back there,” he repeated. “It isn’t safe.”

      “Thank you for allowing me to pay tribute,” she said and took a step toward the stairs. “Father, do you know what time the outside doors are locked?”

      “Locked?” His brows rose, and he gave her a puzzled expression. “The doors to the Church of Florence are always open. One never knows when a soul will need prayer.”

      Hiding her smile, Florentina followed her guide out of the crypt.
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      “Is there time to visit Santa Maria del Carmine?” Florentina asked as she joined her party in the Piazza Duomo. “It is across the river, but the Brancacci Chapel has some wonderful works.”

      “It will be light out for hours yet,” Alessandro said as he peered at the sky. “Tomorrow is the solstice after all.”

      “I would love to see it,” Maddie agreed. “And we can keep our eyes open for a fine eatery.”

      “Crossing the bridge gives us an opportunity to view the full city as well,” Alessandro added, and they strode off down Via dei Calzaiuoli. “This route goes by the Palazzo Vecchio and across the acclaimed Ponte Vecchio bridge. We’ll pass shops and places to eat all along the way.”

      “Ummm,” Maddie sighed as she breathed. “Something smells delicious.”

      Dozens of people paraded up and down the thoroughfare, conversing with each other in animated ways beneath the watchful gaze of angelic statuary, historic edifices, and banners proclaiming St. John’s Feast Day. But Florentina was noting more than the architecture and aromas as they passed; she was scrutinizing signs and street numbers. When her eyes fell upon the one she had memorized, she called out, “Look, Maddie; a dress shop. You are always complaining about my wardrobe. Maybe we can peruse their selections.”

      “An excellent idea!” Alessandro declared. “I’ll just stroll about and find us the perfect place for dinner while you ladies admire Florence’s fashion—perhaps even buy a few things.”

      “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt,” Madelena conceded, seeming a bit baffled by Florentina’s uncharacteristic interest in stylish attire.

      A little bell tinkled as they entered into a world of color, fabric, and style. Finished gowns of the finest quality hung on hooks around the walls while tables covered in bolts of silk, velvet, and wool in every hue and pattern enticed the eye. An attractive brunette of about Madelena’s age stood behind a counter, modeling what was certain to be the summer’s most sought-after apparel.

      “Good afternoon, good donnas,” the woman Florentina only knew as ‘Florence’ greeted with a warm smile. “May I be of assistance to you today? We stock ready-made gowns in the most common sizes for those who are in a hurry, or I can give you a fitting and custom craft any style dress in any colors and fabrics you find here.”

      “What a fabulous shop!” Maddie exclaimed as she gazed admiringly at the merchandise. Then turning to the proprietor, she added, “My friend, Florentina, needs a new dress… perhaps several of them.”

      “Hummm,” she replied, eying Florentina. “I doubt I’ve anything finished with a lengthy enough skirt, as most of our customers are somewhat shorter. Florentina, if you would accompany me to the back, I’ll take your measurements and am certain we can collaborate on some pieces that will charm you.” She motioned with her arm toward a door behind the counter. But when Madelena started to follow, she stopped short. “A fitting is a private matter between a woman and her dressmaker. Feel free to examine the merchandise. I am sure there are many selections in your size, and if you find a style you would prefer in a different color or pattern, please inform me. Our turnaround time is swift and you would not need to wait long for your order to be filled.”

      “Very well,” Maddie grumbled, causing Florentina to feel a little tickle, pleased with the notion that Maddie didn’t like her being alone with another woman.

      Once behind the closed door, the dressmaker, Florence’s Cavalieri agent, flashed Florentina a dazzling smile. “Where did you find that gorgeous redhead?”

      For a moment, Florentina was stunned as her expression no doubt showed. “I, uh, that’s Donna Madelena, Don Alessandro’s sister.”

      Tongue in cheek, her eyes sparkled at Florentina. “I see,” she winked. “I will fashion you a gown to complement whatever she chooses.”

      Warily, Florentina ventured, “Is it that obvious, or do you perceive what others miss?”

      With a laugh, the dressmaker pointed to a low stool. “Slip off that excuse for a gown so I can measure you. I am Cavalieri, remember? It is my business to observe what others do not; how else could I be an affective agent, or businesswoman for that matter? If only I was as fortunate in matters of love.”

      “You?” Florentina blinked as she slipped out of her dress, frowning at it as she laid it aside. “You are attractive, talented, and successful; one would never dream you would experience trouble finding a love interest. By the way,” she hesitated as she stepped onto the stool. “What should I call you?”

      “The sign out front says ‘Caterina’s’,” she said as she stretched her measuring tape up Florentina’s leg. “You may call me Cat. The problem is,” she continued, “those same attributes attract men of every variety. But how do I inform other women of my interest? I am considering having my portrait done with an ermine and hanging it in the main shop area.”

      Florentina caught herself laughing. “Cat, surely you don’t need to advertise!”

      “Well,” Caterina mused as she wrapped the tape around Florentina’s waist, “I haven’t had a plethora of female callers to choose from. Just how did you happen upon that rare beauty?”

      “A combination of good fortune and destiny,” Florentina replied, her mood sobering. “Which is my main reason for coming today.”

      Caterina sighed. “I supposed as much. Did you decipher the manifesto?”

      “Si,” she announced while the dressmaker completed her measurements. “The Shadow Guild will meet tomorrow at midnight in the crypt below the Florence Cathedral for their semiannual gathering to praise chaos, or whatever. I already spied out the location and am prepared to… do… something. I’m not sure if I should just spy on them, or rush in and kill the lot. We’re not sure of their numbers or if they’ll be armed. I’m only certain they sent half a dozen assassins after Madelena and the Night Flyer, and I will not allow them any more opportunities to try to kill her. But why?” Exasperated, Florentina stepped off the stool. “I thought perchance they had discovered her bother was Cavalieri, but then what would be gained by killing her? He is the logical target.”

      Shaking her head, Caterina replied, “One cannot expect those who worship chaos to be logical.” Then she took hold of Florentina’s arms and looked her in the eyes. “I shall send two of my best, a spy and an assassin, to meet you in the Duomo at half-past eleven. They will be seated on the third from the last row, left side, in prayer, awaiting you to join them. I doubt you can plan exactly what to do until you discover the makeup of the meeting.” Florentina nodded. “But I trust the Night Flyer to make the best possible decision and be successful in her mission.”

      “I appreciate your confidence, Cat,” she replied.

      “I can’t believe they have been gathering right under our noses here in Florence,” Caterina reviled, “and twice a year! I thought I had used the finest spies.”

      “It is difficult to spy on shadows,” Florentina consoled. “I know you have done everything possible to keep Florence safe. For some reason of late their attention has been upon Milan.”

      “Because Milan is stable now that it has been under French rule for a while. Our government has changed several times in the past decade. The Medicis may have seemed power-hungry despots to most, but they provided stability and prosperity, and were being guided into alliances that might have created a northern Italian confederacy, a united set of city-states with which to build a nation.” She sighed and her eyes darkened under narrowed brows. “But while we were manipulating the Sforzas and Medicis into unity, the Shadow Guild was busy stoking France and Spain into wars, wars that destroyed our window of opportunity.”

      “It may come again,” Florentina encouraged.

      Caterina let go her grip and picked up her notepad to jot down the numbers. “I shall make you several dresses that are not too fussy but will serve you as Madelena’s escort. It is evident you are unconcerned with fashion, but honestly dear, you do not want to detract from her elegance.”

      “No,” Florentina said as she pulled her plain dress back on. She lowered her chin, peering down at it. “I do not.” Then she raised her eyes to Caterina’s. “How is it you understand me so well when this is but our second meeting?”

      A wry smile crossed Cat’s lips. “Intuition is a woman’s secret weapon. Be true to yours in all things, but especially tomorrow. Now, shall we?” She opened the door and escorted Florentina back into the gallery.

      Madelena stood at the counter with two gowns laid over it. “At last,” she breathed. “Did the fitting go well?”

      “Splendid,” Caterina announced with a flare. “They will be ready by St. John’s Day.”

      “Oh, that fast!” Maddie declared. “Marvelous! We shall pick them up on the way out of town. And I’ll take these,” she motioned. “I simply love the blending of three fabrics on this gown,” she said picking it up, “and the colors are perfect for fall. And this one I can wear tomorrow!” she exclaimed. “It is so fresh and light, just right for summer.”

      While Maddie was paying the shop owner, Alessandro burst through the door with a gleam of anticipation lighting his countenance.

      “Ally, you are just in time to carry my purchases,” Maddie said before he had a chance to speak. Then her expression shifted to wonder. “What is it?”

      “You’ll never guess!” he announced. “In honor of St. John’s Feast Day, the sculptor Michelangelo is hosting a special unveiling of his most recent work—a marble David that the city has been buzzing about for a year. It will be held in back of his studio tomorrow morning at ten o’clock for the Church Operai, prominent citizens, and notable artists. We’ll be among the first people to see it!”

      “Really?” Florentina’s eyes lit.

      “Will they allow us in?” Maddie asked as she handed him her dresses now folded into a bag.

      “Indeed,” he declared with confidence. “Am I not the leading merchant of Milan? And Florentina knows all the artists—they will let her pass. How fortuitous for this once in a lifetime event to occur on the very day we are here to witness it. I shall write an article for the Gazette,” he said with sudden inspiration.

      Florentina pivoted to the lovely brunette behind the counter. “Good day, Caterina, and grazie. We’ll return in two days for the dresses.”

      “Be sure that you do,” Caterina commanded with a sober expression. Florentina nodded and joined Maddie and Alessandro as they exited the shop.

      “Isn’t that just the pinnacle?” Maddie bubbled as they strolled the thoroughfare toward the covered Ponte Vecchio bridge. “We get to view a brand-new masterpiece—the first people ever!”

      Florentina was also thrilled, and would have been gushing with enthusiasm were it not for her trepidation over facing the Shadow Guild and her uncertainty of what to do when she did. At least two trained resources would be at her disposal, thanks to Caterina.

      “Did you select a fine eatery as well?” Maddie asked Ally while Florentina marched silently beside them, considering a barrage of probable actions the Night Flyer could take.

      “On the corner by the bridge, across from the Palazzo Vecchio,” he replied. “Those I talked to said it is the best in this part of town.”
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        * * *

      

      After a satisfying dinner, the trio crossed the Arno River to the other side of Florence, but were uncertain of the most direct route to Santa Maria del Carmine. Maddie felt as if her senses were on overload and may explode at any moment. She would need to sleep for a week when they returned home. Then she was struck with anxiety over the entire purpose of their holiday; it wasn’t truly a holiday at all, as Florentina would likely be facing down a host of chaos worshiping Shadow Guild ruffians on the next night. The very idea formed a knot in her stomach, which was not pleasant after having just completed a filling meal. She needed something else to occupy her mind.

      Maddie spotted a slight man with dark hair and a failed attempt at a beard clothed in a tattered and stained gray tunic adopting long, swift strides in their direction. The man she deemed to be about her own age stared ahead, oblivious of them as he sped along a collision course toward her. Maddie stopped in his path and addressed him. “Excuse me, but can you direct us to Santa Maria del Carmine?”

      He did not stop, but executed one slight sidestep such that he merely brushed her rather than knock her to the ground. “Do I look like a tour guide to you?” he growled and barreled on by.

      “How rude!” Madelena exclaimed, then wrinkled her nose and waved a hand in front of it. “And take a bath!” she called after him. “Some people,” she sighed, turning back to Ally and Florentina. “Are either of you familiar with the way? I thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask someone, but…” Seeing the humorous expression blossom on Fiore’s face, Maddie stopped and raised a palm to her hip. “And you know who that was,” she supposed.

      “I do,” Florentina replied with a wry grin. “Do you recall the sculpture that struck you so at the Vatican, the Pieta? And the unveiling we are going to see tomorrow?”

      “Saints above, don’t tell me that was him?”

      “Michelangelo,” she confirmed.

      Amazed and baffled, Maddie snapped her head around to watch him stride through others on the street behind them and out of view. When she turned back, the astonishment still registered on her face. “Not what I expected.”

      “No,” Florentina agreed. “Don’t you remember what the priest at the Vatican said about him?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t consider…”

      “Let me tell you about artists and inventors,” Florentina said as they began to walk again. “I think we swing right in a couple of blocks. Anyway, I recall times when Master Leonardo would be so intensely focused on a project that Cesare and I had to literally put food into his mouth and hold a cup to his lips to drink. He would lose all track of time and go days without sleep. My papa was the same way, absorbed in his work, consumed by thought and imagination, determined to complete a design—and to perfection. Often, I would push a chair under Papa and say, ‘just sit for a minute and relax your eyes so you can focus better.’ It was the only way to get him to rest. I understand this compulsion well, as it has overtaken me on occasion. When I was fixated on creating my wings,” she explained in a hushed aside, “I did nothing save work on them, solving every challenge in turn, until I achieved a functioning pair. I lost several pounds and neglected pretty much everything else for a month. Although,” she added with a smile, “I do endeavor to remain polite and avoid producing unpleasant odors.”

      Maddie laughed and shook her head. “Qualities of yours that I appreciate,” she confessed with a coy expression. “Artists and inventors, a breed of their own I suppose.”

      “One can never judge a man by his exterior,” Alessandro added. “Nor a woman, for that matter.”

      As they rounded a corner, they caught sight of a Romanesque cathedral down the street with the evening sun waning behind its sand-colored silhouette. “And if I am not mistaken, there is our destination. Interesting,” Alessandro mused. “It doesn’t look like much on the outside.”

      “You’ve made your point,” Maddie said and poked him in the ribs for good measure.
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      Maddie awoke the next morning refreshed and satisfied after spending an entire night snuggled with the woman she loved; that was a rarity, and an experience she treasured. She had gone to bed exhausted and overwhelmed after days of travel and then taking in so many awe-inspiring sights and fresh experiences in a fabled city she visited for the first time. A tingle glided across her skin as she anticipated the events of the upcoming day. Beside her, Florentina still slept, her slow, steady breathing a comfort to Madelena. They had made plans to attend the unveiling of the new statue, then view the Basilica of Santa Maria Novella. Maddie imagined nothing could surpass the baptistry until they had stepped inside Santa Maria del Carmine where the Bible came to life through the artistry of master’s Masaccio and Masolino, whose use of light and shade effects gave the impression of three-dimensionality. Florentina had said they were two of the first to transcend the old medieval style of painting and create the realism which typified Renaissance art.

      When Florentina began to stir, Maddie smiled and placed a tender kiss to her cheek. “Are you well rested? Do you wish to sleep more?” she asked, entwining her fingers in the long, brunette hair that stretched across the pillow.

      “Is it morning?” Fiore yawned, peeking open one eye.

      “Yes, my love,” Maddie cooed. “But there is no rush if you wish to stay in bed.”

      “No,” Fiore replied as she pushed up on an elbow. “This is an important day; I doubt I could go back to sleep.” Then she smiled and greeted Maddie with a light brush of her lips. “Do not fear for anything,” she said in an assuring tone. “It will be a good day.”

      

      After breakfast at the inn with Alessandro and Luca, the party set out for a stroll in the direction of Santa Maria del Fiore Cathedral once more. This time they paid attention for Michelangelo’s studio, which lay behind the great landmark. The unassuming wooden structure was easy to overlook amid the procession of fabulous buildings that lined the piazza. Madelena could not conceive of any figure crafted of stone surpassing the beauty and passion displayed in the Pieta they had seen in Rome. Sometimes she would close her eyes and try to picture the faces of Mary and Jesus as Michelangelo had carved them. To think that ill-tempered young man with no regard to his personal hygiene is the same master whose hands fashioned such perfection! She wondered what she would see when the statue was unveiled.

      A small crowd had gathered around what could easily have been mistaken for a barn at the far side of the Duomo complex, half of them wearing ecclesiastical robes. A distinguished older man was speaking, and Maddie listened as they approached.

      “This enormous block of marble, riddled with imperfections, dubbed by some ‘The Giant’ remained therefore neglected for twenty-five years, lying in the courtyard of the Opera del Duomo, shunned by every sculptor in the city. Then, the young Master Michelangelo agreed to take up his hammer and chisel and as he says, ‘release the figure that lies within it.’ The Duomo Operai of Florence then commissioned him to carve us a David to represent the undaunted spirit of our great city. We have other Davids; Florentine artists like Verrocchio, Ghiberti, and Donatello all depicted their own versions of the giant-slayer standing over Goliath’s severed head in victory, but none on the scale of this one. We shall display it at the very apex of our beloved basilica for all the world to see.”

      “If it is as big as he says,” Maddie whispered to Florentina, “how would they ever hoist it up to the top of that cathedral?”

      Florentina raised her brows. “Using the same pulleys and scaffolding that Brunelleschi used on the dome, I would imagine.”

      “Tomorrow,” the host of the event continued, “we celebrate the Birth of St John the Baptist, our patron saint, and in honor of this feast, our esteemed artist Michelangelo has agreed to pull back the veil and bless us with the first public viewing of his incarnation of David, the ancestor of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, author of the Psalms, and a man who was fearless in battle. It is fitting that David represent Florence, for as a musician and poet he created art. And now, with no further ado, I present to you the symbol of Florence—Michelangelo’s David!” Holding out an arm, the old bishop stepped to the side and two attendants pulled cords that parted a towering curtain hung across open barn doors. The sun poured in through the east-facing aperture, bathing the interior in brilliant light as merchants, clergymen, artists, and city officials strained to see. A collective gasp went up from the crowd as they took in the statue's magnitude.

      They processed by in an orderly fashion so everyone would have an opportunity for a closer examination, but the sheer size of the piece gave them all a good look from the start. “It’s so big!” Maddie exclaimed. “Alessandro, are you certain he did not use you as a model?”

      Her brother laughed. “He must have used Apollo or Adonis,” he replied. “Praise Mary’s tender soul, that is fabulous!” he declared.

      “Amazing!” Luca proclaimed as his mouth fell open. “I’m getting a closer look!” and the skinny lad squeezed through the crowd and out of sight.

      The seventeen-foot-high subject was mounted upon a lofty pedestal, making it easier to view from a slight distance than up close. At once Maddie’s reaction was to reflect, he is the image of the perfect man in physique, face, and attitude. This David is no puny teenaged boy, but every sinew, every muscle—my God, every vein pops from the marble as if he shall begin to move at any moment! She also noted that he did not represent the victor in battle, but rather was depicted before the fight began. Tall, fit, and confident, he stood with his sling over his shoulder and a few pebbles cupped in his other hand. His face was turned toward his foe and showed neither fear nor doubt. His stance, slightly leaned back on one leg, was relaxed rather than tense, but his eyes and the set of his jaw displayed his focus.

      As the flow of the crowd allowed them to step nearer, Florentina said, “He knows he’s going to win.”

      Maddie made a closer observation with that in mind. “You are correct,” she agreed. “It is all right there. The battle has not yet been fought; Goliath is out there taunting him, but he has already won. He knows—that isn’t hope or even belief,” she commented. “You can see that he knows he cannot fail.”

      Maddie turned her attention to Florentina, who was also studying the amazing figure. Is that how it is for you? Do you know you will win? And must you know you will win in order to do so?  She glanced from statue to woman and reasoned, Long legs, perfectly toned muscles, complete and utter confidence. He isn’t a representation of Ally or even Apollo—it’s a male version of you, Fiore.

      As if she had read Madelena’s thoughts, Florentina turned her head to the side and in a hush said, “He has to know he will win; that is the secret. That is how the Night Flyer does it. There can be no doubt, no hesitation, no second guessing. It is not enough to have no fear,” she explained. “You must see the outcome in your mind, perceive it in your heart before you embark. That is what makes it happen. That is how Michelangelo created this—he had to see it and sense it and realize it before it existed, when it was just a rejected piece of stone; then, and only then, could he bring it forth. Then, and only then, could the Night Flyer take down a tyrant or defeat skilled assassins.”

      Sinking in a sea of wonder, Maddie’s mind strained for the concept that floated all around her understanding, yet seemed so elusive to her grasp. It did not materialize in words for her brain, but as a comforting blanket around her heart. She cannot lose. All will be well.

      “That is so amazing.” Alessandro’s voice brought her back to the moment. “The detail is beyond compare,” he gushed. “How can anyone take a hammer and chisel and produce something that looks alive?”

      “Remember that focus I mentioned earlier?” Florentina commented.

      “He must have a superior capacity for concentration than most men, and a generation’s worth of talent in addition,” Alessandro considered. “Just look at that hand, the lines in his chest, the neck, well… everything.”

      The figure was nude and fully detailed in every regard, but there were no murmurs from the crowd, no disapproving frowns from the nuns, no mother covering her daughter’s eyes. The sculpture displayed the beauty of God’s creation, the perfection of man. There was nothing obscene here. Maddie heard the voices of those around her. “No other artwork is its equal in any respect,” a man declared. “It is the perfect representation of Florence,” avowed a woman behind her. “This monument surpasses the imagination,” professed another. Maddie conceded they were all correct.
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        * * *

      

      As the crowd began to disperse, Florentina caught sight of a familiar character across the piazza. Could it be? Buoyant anticipation propelled her forward, and when she realized she was right, joy burst forth with unbridled enthusiasm. “Master Leonardo!”

      The older man raised his gaze to meet hers, and a smile blossomed across his face as recognition lit his eyes. “Fiore, is that you?”

      She rushed to him, catching him in a tight embrace, his gray beard soft against her cheek. “Oh, Master, I can’t believe it is you! I wasn’t aware you were in Florence.”

      After a squeeze and a pat on the back, he released his hold, and she mirrored his motion. “You are taller than when last I saw you,” he commented as he considered her with kind eyes, wrinkled at the corners. And though his face was lined and spotted, to her nothing was so beautiful.

      “Maybe a little,” she conceded, noticing that they now stood the same height. Florentina became aware of Maddie at her side and said, “Master, this is my friend, Donna Madelena Torelli and her brother, Alessandro. Maddie, this is Leonardo!” she gushed as giddy as a school girl.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Maddie beamed. “We have heard so much about you that it’s like you are a member of the family.”

      He smiled in return and asked, “The Torelli Silk Torellis?”

      “Si,” Alessandro replied and extended his hand. “We are honored to meet you.”

      “Well, well,” Leonardo chuckled modestly. “I trust you have been taking good care of my girl. Fiore, how is your father getting along? Did he travel with you?” The old man looked over her shoulder out at the crowd as if he would soon spy his former assistant.

      “No,” Florentina replied. “Papa went to be with the Lord about a year ago.”

      “Oh, Piccolo,” he sympathized, shaking his head. “So sorry to hear. He was a wonderful man, never complained, always found another way to accomplish a goal. Speaking of which,” he said, his timber lightening. “Did you ever complete that self-washing machine for dishes you used to work on?”

      A flush rose in Florentina’s cheeks as Maddie and Alessandro snickered. Then she pointed a finger into Leonardo’s chest. “If cleaning the dishes had been your chore, you would have already invented one,” she accused in jest.

      “Quite true,” he admitted with a wink of a bright eye. “So, what is your assessment?” he asked, motioning back toward the statue.

      “Magnificent,” Alessandro remarked.

      “Stunning,” Maddie echoed.

      “Your horse would have been as well,” Florentina replied with a bittersweet smile.

      “Ah, well, all water under the bridge,” Leonardo said. “The project brought me great joy, and isn’t that the point? Fame, fortune, bah!” he dismissed with a wave of his hand. “But that young Michelangelo, he has a rare gift, that rascal. The church directors have asked me to sit on a committee to determine where to display The David. It will be back in isolation for the artist to do his final polishing whilst we decide. You know, the original plan was to place it high over the front doors of the Duomo, but the first thing the Operai declared upon seeing it was that this must be at ground level where the citizens can appreciate all the intricate detail and craftmanship. Of course, it is a Church matter, so it will proceed slowly. Oh, Fiore, I am so glad you were here to witness it!”

      “So am I,” she agreed with an ear to ear grin. “Almost as joyful as I am to see you. What brings you to Florence?”

      “Well, I spent about a year traveling around the peninsula with that Cesare Borgia, acting as his senior military architect and engineer. Mostly I made maps for the boy and studied his approach to life. I didn’t care for his brutality, but I learned from him—frightening and fascinating man. In his service I met some other interesting characters, one writer, name of Niccolò Machiavelli. But there’s only so much one can take consorting with tyrants, so this past spring I when I was invited to Florence to work on a canal project, I accepted. There is an unnavigable stretch of the river between here and the sea, but I intend to build a work-around that would ease transportation immeasurably. And I want to paint some more. I miss painting.”

      “I have no doubt your canal will be a great success,” Florentina declared. “And no one can touch your mastery with a brush.”

      “Dribble,” he waved. “But I thank you for the praise and confidence. I earn my living by inventing better weapons for the cursed military. I paint for the love of painting, I learn for the joy of understanding, and poor is the master whose pupil does not surpass him. I have a tingling in my spine that tells me you, Florentina, have become more than you appear to be.” He winked at her.

      Florentina bowed her head and took his hands in hers. “I only hope that through my life I make you proud.”

      “My dear Fiore,” the old master addressed as he gave her hands a squeeze. “I have been proud of you for many years. The first time I observed your thirst for knowledge, your hunger for wisdom… the hours I spent listening to your questions and spouting new ones back to you… the love that rises in you, your appreciation of nature, and the indomitable spirit that blazes within your dwelling of flesh and blood—do you not understand? What you do is but a tiny pile of acorns compared to what you are. Besides, you should not concern yourself with others’ opinions; your power is derived from that you believe about yourself. You have brought me great delight over the years, Florentina, and for that I am grateful. I would rejoice to watch you fly, but even if I never have the opportunity to do so, I have already witnessed it in my imagination, and that has also filled this old heart with joy.”

      A tear escaped the corner of her eye as Florentina was overcome with emotion. This was the most brilliant, most intuitive human she had ever encountered; did he suspect what she had created and what she did on dark Milan nights? Then the realization struck her chest: she not only adored him as a teacher, but more like a grandfather. She loved his soul and found herself at a complete loss of words. So Florentina did what she could and hugged him again.

      “You have given me great joy, too,” she finally managed.

      “Master Leonardo,” the old bishop called out. Florentina had lost any sense of others in the vicinity. She pulled her arms from around his neck and stepped back, dabbing at her eyes. “It is time for our meeting.”

      “Ah, yes,” he sighed. “Duty calls.”

      “I am sorry,” the bishop said, turning to Florentina, Maddie, and Alessandro. “Am I interrupting a reunion?”

      “Indeed,” Leonardo confirmed. “But I think we are in a good place, so I will do as I am told. Fiore, Torellis, so wonderful to see you. Perhaps we can get together over a meal before you leave the city.”

      “We would enjoy that very much,” Alessandro replied.

      “We would love it,” Maddie concurred. Florentina, with a lump in her throat, nodded.

      “I’m staying at a townhouse in that out-of-the-way little square on Via Teatina,” he said. But before following the bishop away, he added with an astute smile, “Fiore, never forget what your papa taught you: nothing is impossible.” Then he turned and departed with the bishop’s entourage.

      “Here you all are,” Luca said with a relieved expression on his face as caught up with them, fracturing the moment.

      “It’s time for my meeting with my merchant friend, Galeazzo,” Alessandro noted aloud.

      “I’d better go check on the horses,” Luca proposed. “I don’t trust that stable-keeper to give them hay and water. He doesn’t clean after them either.”

      “I suppose Florentina and Madelena will be safe on Florence’s streets in broad daylight,” Alessandro decided.

      “And with a festival going on,” Maddie added.

      “We were planning to walk over to view Masaccio’s Holy Trinity fresco at the Basilica of Santa Maria Novella,” Florentina said. “It is only a few blocks down this street,” she added, pointing to an avenue leading off to the west of the Piazza Duomo.

      “Let’s plan to meet at the inn at one o’clock for lunch then,” Alessandro stated, and all agreed.

      

      Florentina and Maddie were still flying on their high emotional plain as they walked along with an unhurried pace, chatting about the statue and Leonardo and what a wonderful day they were experiencing together when without warning, two men dressed in charcoal doublets with swords at their sides reached out from an alley and grabbed Madelena.

      Distracted and feeling safe, Florentina did not register the movement until a third assailant had knocked her to the cobblestones. “Quick,” one called as they started to drag Madelena away.

      “Let me go!” Maddie yelled loudly, followed by one of them clamping a hand over her mouth. Her eyes shot wide as she struggled against the men’s hold.

      Florentina leapt to her feet, fists clenched at her sides, her jaw set, and eyes blazing. “Let her go, now!” she commanded with the Night Flyer’s voice. But she had no weapons, no tools, and no plan. She only knew she could not allow them to take Maddie.

      Suddenly, the man with his hand over Maddie’s mouth cried out in pain and pulled it away from her ivory teeth. “Run, Fiore!” she shouted with steel conviction. “Run and get the Night Flyer. Go, now; get the Night Flyer!” she repeated before the kidnapper slapped a rag around her mouth. “Stop the servant,” he snapped. “Don’t let her get away.”

      It was as if someone had thrust a dagger through her heart! Florentina did not want to flee. She wanted to pound these upstarts into the ground with her fists, but she realized that wouldn’t happen—not now, not like this. The third ruffian, the man who had pushed her down, started after her while the other two dragged Maddie down the backstreet. She had only seconds, and there was a single viable choice. Though it tore at everything within her soul, Florentina spun on her heel and dashed away, far swifter than her chunky pursuer could follow, to take the only chance she had to save Maddie—she made for the inn and her transformation into the Night Flyer.
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      Breathless and white as a clean linen sheet, Florentina threw wide the stable gates, franticly searching for Luca. There he was, distributing hay to their team. His head popped toward the noise of the doors slamming open.

      “Go find Alessandro,” she commanded between pants. “Some armed criminals have abducted Madelena. I’ll secure aid from the authorities.”

      His eyes popped wide, and he dropped the pat of hay. “Go on, now; hurry!” Florentina charged, then pivoted and dashed for the inn.

      Inside the locked door of their room, Florentina tried to steady herself. She understood that she would be of no help to Maddie if she remained in a panicked, fearful frenzy. So, she slowed her breathing, knelt beside her travel trunk, and closed her eyes. I am the Night Flyer, skilled, fearless, and invincible. I will get her back, and those who dared abduct her cannot stand in my way.

      With deliberate intent, she pushed the buttons that opened the hidden compartment in the bottom of the chest and removed her garments, weapons, and tools, but she left her wings and their harness behind. They wouldn’t be needed in narrow alleyways or in the basements of buildings. But this, she glowed as her hands grasped her new weapon sheathed in a leather scabbard, is going to serve its purpose well.

      Dressed in black, a mask on her face and coif covering her hair, the Night Flyer buckled on her belt with its pouches and weapon cases securely in place. She clipped her revolving crossbow onto a baldric that crossed her chest and steadied herself. No hatred, only love for Maddie. She had no room for malice or revenge; all of her attention was focused on one thing—rescuing the woman she loved. She would do whatever she must, be that slice down a thousand men, but her intent was not to kill or destroy, rather to save. She knew who she was in every fiber of her being. “Nothing is impossible,” she said aloud. She closed her eyes once more and inhaled another deep breath. In that instant she pictured herself holding Maddie in her arms, safe and sound. That was the goal, all that mattered. And then, like a steed at the races, she was off.
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        * * *

      

      Madelena had been shoved and dragged down the lane, into a building, down a flight of stairs, through narrow corridors, before being pushed into a chair and told to stay. The armed men in the dark gray doublets left her, closing the door to the cell; she heard the bolt slide in its latch. Maddie blew out a breath and began to observe her surroundings. It was a masonry room with a stone floor, no windows, and a few candles that provided some light. There was a table with a wash basin and a leather bag resting on its dusty surface, a tapestry on one wall, the chair in which she sat and another beside the table. In a corner was the most disgusting looking excuse for a bed she had ever seen, probably laden with creepy, crawly lice and bedbugs; the sight of it made her shudder. The opposite back corner held a chamber pot.

      Well, Fiore said she didn’t wish me to come, she recalled in resignation, but it was I who insisted; therefore, I have no one to blame but myself for being in this unfortunate situation. No worries. She will come for me. It won’t be long now. Madelena glanced around the room once more, this time noticing the wee mouse that scurried along the wall. I take it as a good sign they didn’t kill me outright. They must want something first. If I can just stall long enough…

      The bolt slid in its latch and the door opened. In walked an elegantly attired man in his fifties, with well-groomed silver hair, green eyes bearing amber flecks beneath bushy brows. He lifted a studious, long, clean-shaven face with a crooked nose toward her, then reached a hand to adjust his eyeglasses. The door shut behind him.

      Maddie’s jaw dropped in astonishment and she bolted up from her seat. “Don Giovanni!” As her heart raced at the shock, for though his name had arisen in their investigation, he was the last person she expected to see.

      “Why act so surprised, my dear,” he said as he took a step closer. “I deduced who you are; certainly, you had me figured out as well.”

      “You… and the assassins? You are the one who’s been trying to kill me?” She didn’t recognize the high-pitched shriek that emanated from her lips. It was as if Maddie stood apart watching herself, hearing a voice not her own so fraught with bewilderment. Then, with a calculated effort, she pulled herself together.

      “I tried other paths, more pleasant ones,” Giovanni said as he meandered a slow circle toward her. “I wanted to court you with intent to marry, but Alessandro assured me you would have none of it, that you preferred to remain a widow. Now, I can’t ascertain if that was because you lack interest in me particularly or another marriage in general, but the result was the same.”

      “You!” she said in accusation as anger replaced disbelief. “You killed Julia! And we went to your house to console you!”

      “Si, well, a very unfortunate course of action,” he admitted with a shake of his head. “I was truly fond of her and her devious mind, quite like my own. Did you know that she kept secrets on the prominent citizens of Milan for the purposes of extortion? No doubt she would have uncovered something about you sooner or later. Yes, I did care for the beautiful girl, but, alas, she walked in on a meeting between me and my best assassin—the one your Night Flyer dispatched at the Pantheon.” He stopped his motion and stood unapologetically in front of Madelena. “With her curiosity, she would have soon discovered his identity, and while I do not believe she would have informed the authorities, she would have tried to coerce all kinds of things from me in return for her silence. So, you see, I had no choice but to kill her.”

      “You are a fiend!” Maddie declared. “And what about Countess Anna Marie? Why did you murder her?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “That wasn’t me,” he answered. “Her husband caught her in a tryst with another man and pushed her down the stairs in a fit of jealousy; I saw the whole thing.”

      “Why did you not then report the incident to a constable?”

      “Why should I?” he replied. “It was none of my business. Besides, I learned a few things from my beloved wife. There may come a day when I would need a favor from the count. Having witnessed him committing murder would be a wonderful bargaining piece, don’t you think?”

      Maddie was having a hard time believing what she was hearing. She had been acquainted with this man her whole life and never suspected anything that would suggest he was a criminal mastermind. The entire exchange seemed unreal to her, but she had to press on to learn what he wanted with her.

      “And my late husband, Vergilio Carcano?”

      “Ah, yes,” Giovanni mused, raising slender fingers to his chin. He took on a relaxed posture, shifting his weight to one leg. “For many years I suspected he was the Cavalieri representative in Milan. He fit: sustaining such vocal support for the Sforzas, nicely positioned as a middle man, not too important yet always in the company of those who were. But after his ‘unfortunate demise’, Cavalieri activity continued in the city uninterrupted. That is when I figured it out!” he declared with a dramatic raise of his hand.

      Maddie waited, but he just stared at her. Baffled, she inquired, “Figured what out?”

      He laughed and then considered her with gleaming eyes. “That it is you. You, Madelena, are the Cavalieri agent.”

      She blinked and her mouth fell slack. In bewilderment she asked, “What is this Cavalieri, and why on earth would you think I am one of them? I don’t have the slightest idea what you are talking about.”

      In an instant, his face twisted into a mask of rage. “Do not play games with me, woman!” he shouted in fury. He raced the few steps to the table and poured out the contents of the leather bag. From the pile of metal objects, he pulled a surgeon’s blade and pointed it at her with malice in his eyes. “I am prepared to torture you until you give me the information I require. Who are your other members? Where can I find them? What have you planned as your next pathetic move?”

      For the first time, Maddie felt a serpent of fear crawl up her spine. He is insane, she concluded. A murderer I might could deal with, but he is completely mad.

      “Don Giovanni,” she addressed in as calm a tone as she could muster beneath the gleam of the razor-sharp knife. “Obviously, a mistake in identity has been made. I am not suggesting that it is your fault, by any means, but I am not this Cavalieri person who you suppose me to be. I am merely a businesswoman, uninvolved with secret societies, politics, plots, or anything of the kind. Please,” she said, giving him her most innocent expression. “You must let me go. I will tell no one of this misunderstanding as you are my brother’s friend.”

      His eyes turned to ice and his face to stone. “You cannot fool me,” he hissed between his teeth. Still gripping the menacing blade, he lowered it and stepped to within a hair’s breadth of her, standing only a bit taller and heavier. She briefly considered plunging her knee into his groin, but realized madness often endowed one with extra strength, and he might overpower her. Besides, just how many thugs stood watch behind that door?

      She straightened her spine, pulled back her shoulders, and raised her chin, glaring at him with defiance. “The Night Flyer will rescue me,” she said in a quiet, resolute tone. “He will come for me and Heaven help anyone who stands in his way.”

      “Indeed,” Giovanni cooed with satisfaction. He relaxed his stance and humor overtook ire in his expression. “That is precisely what I have intended,” he explained, causing Maddie’s heart to race with dread. “Why else would my men have allowed your servant to get away? I have set a trap for him, and you, my dear, are the bait. My ten best assassins will be waiting to ambush your lover…” He must have seen the flash of rage in her eyes because he stopped to emit an evil laugh. “Yes, and that was simple to construe. A young widow with children who is not interested in remarrying; a masked vigilante who happens to show up every time you are in danger. He is likely a man of low status or you could allow your relationship to play out in the open. But he is never far from you, always watching and standing guard over your person. Perhaps a neighbor or a servant in your household?” When Maddie only glared at him, he shrugged and continued. “At first, I was amused. I calculated he was just someone out for revenge against Don Benetto Viscardi. But after taking Benetto down, he stayed around, primarily protecting you. So, you see, not a stretch to deduce.”

      Ten assassins! With a trap for her? Oh, no, Lord, please! Steady, Maddie; don’t let him see fear in your eyes, only loathing. Have faith. Trust Florentina. Trust your ability to manipulate him. Trust God in the Heavens. Using her best acting skill, Madelena relaxed, raised a hand to her hip, and let out a short laugh. “Only ten? You think a mere ten assassins can even slow down the Night Flyer? Haven’t you been paying attention?”

      “Shut your mouth, you whore!” he bellowed and lifted the shining blade.

      On instinct, Maddie stepped back, bumping into the wooden chair causing it to topple over. “Watch your temper, Giovanni,” she chided, trying to mask the fear that was quaking within. “Assassins aside, the key point here is that you have the wrong person. I am not this Cavalieri; in fact, I do not even know what a Cavalieri is.”

      “So, that is the game you wish to play,” he clipped and put her chair right. “Sit,” he commanded and whirled the other seat away from the table, setting it opposite hers. She sat, and he did the same.

      “There are two primary forces in the universe,” he began. “Order and chaos. Order creates stagnancy, decay, and death, while chaos spurs on innovation, prosperity, and progress. The Cavalieri employ their schemes all throughout Europe to promote peace and cooperation at the expense of competition and conflict. If your plans succeed, all of society would grind to a halt. Why can’t you see that war is the mother of invention?” He leaned forward, one elbow on his knee and his other arm outstretched in invitation. “Why do you seek a false success? Without chaos, there is no growth. In fact, growth is chaos in action. There must be constant upheaval and war in order to achieve advancement. Where do most new inventions originate? What pushes civilization to evolve? What balances the scales between population and resources? War. War and chaos. They are essential, and so easy to generate.”

      Maddie listened to his words; they resembled what she and Florentina had read in the manifesto. But to hear them coming from the mouth of the head of the Master Merchants’ Guild sounded preposterous. He continued to preach his gospel.

      “While you peace and love, la-de-da Cavalieri agents spend decades convincing leaders to form alliances and make treaties and such, our agents can spark a new war in a matter of weeks. There is nothing so simple as to convince a king to go to war. We have operatives on the courts of both France and Spain, so we merely instructed them to arrange some wars in Italy to disrupt your little plan of unification. Kings are a vain lot. Tell them, ‘look at the Italian peninsula: so ripe with wealth for the taking. They are weak, divided, all their focus on economy rather than military. If you conquer a city-state, you will receive their tax money and add land and prestige to your monarchy.’ We say the same thing to both kingdoms and in no time, they are fighting each other over who shall get the biggest share.”

      “While you sell arms to all sides, gaining further wealth for yourself,” Maddie supposed in dismay.

      “Certainly, it is a bonus if my business prospers by the move, but your family hoards more riches than many a small principality, so you have no right to lecture me where money is concerned.”

      “We do not hoard it, and we do not sell out our own country!” she retorted in offense. “I tell you the truth, Giovanni: I am not one of these Cavalieri of whom you speak, and I do not know who is, but I must admit I prefer their philosophy over yours.”

      He sat back, confusion etched on his features. “But it has to be you… because of the miracle.”

      Warily, Maddie ventured the question. “What miracle?”
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      The Night Flyer ran back to the corner where Madelena had been abducted. It was fortunate that many people were going about in costumes because of the festival. And while most were dressed as Biblical figures or characters out of Roman mythology, as least she didn’t stand out as much as she would have otherwise and had no time to spend attempting to sneak about. Frankly, she did not care who saw her speeding around in a mask nor their opinions about it; her entire focus was set upon rescuing Maddie.

      Here she had to slow her pace to search for clues as to where they had gone. Maddie would have done everything possible to mark her path, so Florentina walked down the back-alley alert for signs where they had passed. There, she noticed, was an overturned barrel. She continued on, scanning left and right and pointed, drag marks from Maddie’s heels turning this corner. She advanced down the side street, noting a freshly broken branch on an ornamental tree springing from a planter along the sidewalk. At the end of that block was an intersection with three possibilities—right, left, or straight. The Night Flyer sought evidence of a trail in each direction, but detected no blatant signs. Raising her eyes, she noticed that the road straight ahead bore a slope directly to the water. Her mind raced. There would be warehouses bordering the river, and perhaps other locales fitting a secret hideout. The river would make for easy transportation or an escape route for them. Oh God! What if they put her on a barge and have already set off?

      With no time to waste, the Night Flyer made an intuitive leap and rushed down the lane leading to the Arno. When she skidded to a halt, she saw no barges pushing away, and the only gondolas were steered by proper boatmen with well-dressed tourists in fine suits and stylish hats sitting within. She breathed a sigh of relief, but the question as to where they were holding Madelena remained.

      I still feel this is the right area, she thought, and studied the surrounding buildings. An imports store with an “open” sign in the window; a shipping office with two men who appeared to be a merchant and a clerk engaged in a heated discussion, likely over pricing; a row of warehouses farther up around the corner facing the river. Down the other direction came the sounds of gaming halls and taverns, no doubt surrounded by houses of ill-repute. Too many people over there. A couple who passed by stared at her in disapproval. “What are you supposed to be?” one asked in derision. “An executioner or a demon?” She ignored them and was about to head toward the warehouse when a placard beside a door on a simple stucco two-story wedged between the imports store and a larger building bearing the notice “rooms for rent” caught her eye. She stepped over to examine it.

      Set in a circle within a square panel was etched the image of the Roman goddess Discordia, and beneath it an inscription in Latin reading, “In the beginning was Chaos.” A marriage of the first line of the Greek poet Aristophanes's comedy entitled Birds and the opening lines of the book of Genesis, she considered. A sign over the window read, “Discordia’s Classical Books and Curiosities.” This cannot be a coincidence.
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        * * *

      

      Every moment spent in this room with Giovanni took Madelena further down a spiral of unsettling bewilderment. What “miracle” might have convinced him that she was a member of his rival group?

      A corner of his mouth pulled back in bemusement and his eyes brightened. “Are you unaware? Did Alessandro never tell you?” Giovanni removed his eyeglasses and set them on the table behind him.

      “Tell me what?”

      “Madelena, you died,” he stated as fact. “I know, because I was there and witnessed it all.”

      Now she was certain she had lost solid earth and been cast into some alternate reality where up was down and right was left. It made her head spin.

      “When you were a tiny child, smaller than your little girl is, you and your siblings were all taken by the whooping cough,” he began to relate the tale.

      “Yes, I remember,” she affirmed. “My brother and sister who fell between Alessandro and myself in age died from it, but clearly I did not.”

      Giovanni’s smile broadened and a knowing gleam shone from his hazel eyes. “I was but a young journeyman merchant at the time while your father was an important master in the profession, so naturally I wished to be in his good graces. I went to your house to pay my condolences on the loss of his children and brought him a token gift of my compassion and sorrow for his ill-fortune. While I was there, I detected a frantic wail and your mother—who you quite resemble, by the way—came rushing down the stairs holding a limp little girl in her arms. Her eyes were barren with horror as she cried, ‘she’s not breathing! Maddie isn’t breathing; she’s turning blue!’”

      Madelena was riveted as she listened in utter disbelief.

      “Your father directed a servant to run fetch the physician, and then he took you from your hysterical mother. He jostled you and patted your back and rocked you about, but you lay still and quiet like a rag-doll. I felt bad for them—truly I did. But I must admit that I was fascinated by it all. I had never seen anyone die before. There was much weeping and praying, and then your brother—he was about the age that his son Bernardo is now—said to let him have you. He cradled you in his arms as if you were the grandest treasure in all the world and spoke prayers over you. He lifted you to his shoulder and slapped your back and cried out, ‘do not die on me, you hear? Don’t you dare leave me as an only child! Breathe, Maddie—just breathe!’ he commanded.” Giovanni tilted his head, his eyes staring past her as he recalled. “Yes, he commanded you to breathe; that is what his voice sounded like. I shook my head thinking, what a foolish boy, but then something inexplicable occurred. There was the raspy sound of air being sucked in as through a sieve of gravel, followed by the distinctive whoop of the dreaded cough, and you were alive again. It had been maybe four or five minutes since your mother rushed you down those stairs wailing her despair, and you had been quite lifeless; then you weren’t. That is when I became certain, for the very first time. I had entertained the concept of chaos, read the teachings of others, but at that moment I comprehended the power that chaos held. The unexpected, the unexplained, the unplanned for moments when impossible things just happen all by themselves; when a volcano erupts, an earthquake strikes, a blizzard descends from the mountains; when a giant wave swamps a ship, when fortunes turn on a coin; when the dead come back to life—that is chaos!”

      Maddie’s head was still spinning from the story he had told. Why hadn’t Alessandro or her parents ever spoken of what happened? Why did they not tell her? She would have been too young and too sick to have remembered it herself. Did this really happen, or was it an invention of Giovanni’s crazed mind?

      She peered at him questioningly. “If this occurred, as you say, then the miracle came from God. He answered the prayers of my family, took pity on them having already lost two children, and restored my breath to me.”

      “Don’t you understand?” he questioned, his eyes growing wilder by the moment. “Chaos IS God!”
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        * * *

      

      The Night Flyer settled herself, hands running over her gear. The new weapon hung at her left side, a dagger nestled at her back, while her crossbow swung at her right hip. Pouches contained vials of smoke and drugs, and the five throwing stars occupied tiny pockets along the front of her belt where she could easily pluck them out. She was ready for whatever lay beyond that egress. With her intention set and confidence formed from months of training, she turned the latch and pushed. The initial room displayed bookshelves containing volumes for sale, figurines, ornate candlesticks bearing ancient Greek and Roman likenesses, wall hangings and décor in the classical style, and a gaming section with dice, cards, board games, and the like. Other than the merchandise, the shop was empty. That signaled a warning.

      Florentina scanned the area until she spied a closed door behind a counter in the back. She took light strides on the balls of her soft-soled boots across a wood-planked floor, which made no sound. The exit opened away from the store into some hallway or inner room; the only way to determine what was on the other side was to push it open. Old hinges squeaked as she tried to ease it ajar. Giving up on stealth, she threw the creaky door wide.

      She found herself in a large chamber with a high ceiling and no furniture. There were four doors leading into the room, which rather reminded her of the barn in which she trained. Perfect place to lay a trap, she considered eying the dark egresses at each corner. I walk in and they surround me. But one of those doors might lead to where they are holding Maddie; I have no choice but to enter.

      The Night Flyer gripped her loaded crossbow, raised it to the ready, and stepped into the space. Her eyes darted between the four doorways, keen to detect any motion. Instead, they slid down cords from the tops of the walls to surround her. Their descent was swift, but not so unexpected that she got off no shots. Two of her bolts hit assassins at the far end of the room, but two more missed their elusive targets. Those she struck did not appear dead, but were out of the fight for now. Two bolts left, she counted to herself as she let the weapon swing back to her side.

      Without taking time to look behind her, the Night Flyer sped toward the opposing wall where two attackers groaned and gripped their wounds. She predicted they would close in around her, so having the bricks to her back would at least provide some protection. As she ran, Florentina drew three throwing stars from her belt, twisted to her left, and let them fly at a trio closing in from that side. She detected their utterances of pain and annoyance, but took not even a second to assess her accuracy or the severity of their injuries. Instead, she dug in for the wall.

      Three strides before smacking into it hard enough to knock her unconscious, the Night Flyer pulled a two-foot-long pipe from a scabbard. With her next step, she pushed a button at one end of the cylinder, and as her last foot hit the floor before the solid masonry wall, lengths of steel rod began shooting out, doubling, tripling, quadrupling its length. Her next steps propelled her up the side of the bricks and as she performed her twisting backflip, Florentina pushed a second button on the weapon. When her feet struck the floor, her back to the wall, an eight-inch blade sprang forth from the far end of her polearm transforming it into a spear. She jabbed it into the nearest assassin’s midsection, withdrew it as he fell, and slammed the butt of the weapon into the foe closing in from her right.

      Six attackers moved in an arc toward her with swords drawn, but they reeked of fear, surprise, and confusion. Rather than take up a defensive posture, the Night Flyer raced toward the center of the formation. Just before reaching the enemy line, she smashed the blunt end of her pole onto the floor and gripping it near the top, vaulted over her assailants, assuming a position behind them. She struck the nearest one with the double-edged spearpoint in the back before he had time to react. The other five spun around to charge her again.

      Excitement of the battle gleamed in Florentina’s eyes as she felt power like she had never known flow through her veins. She depressed another button on her expanding polearm and a second blade shot from the other end. Now her spear had two lethal points. She gripped it in the middle and proceeded to jab left then right, the reach of her weapon rendering her enemies’ swords useless.

      Two more assassins fell, likely with mortal wounds, but two of those struck by throwing stars re-entered the fight. Still six to one, she thought with a grin.  I’ll take those odds!
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        * * *

      

      He has completely lost his mind, Maddie determined. And he seemed so normal. Then again, Michelangelo seems like a dirty, rude commoner, and Fiore seems like a mild-mannered tutor. Alessandro was right—you can’t judge people by what they present on the outside.

      At once, Maddie’s thoughts were interrupted by the sounds of feet stomping and crashes above them. Her chin jerked up and her hands clamped to the sides of her chair as she stared upward.

      “Ah, our guest must have arrived,” Giovanni commented with a pleasant smile. “What you hear is the sound of my assassins doing away with your lover once and for all. Any moment they will bring me his severed head.”

      Anger shot through Madelena at his boasting. She hissed through clenched teeth, “Any moment my lover will burst through that door and end you.”

      He laughed. “So, you are willing to admit that you and the Night Flyer are carrying on a secret affair, but you refuse to provide me information on the Cavalieri.”

      “Because for the hundredth time, I have no knowledge about this Cavalieri!” This was getting tiresome, and Maddie was worried about Florentina. Maybe there was something she could do to disable Giovanni so she might breakout. What did he do with that surgeon’s knife?

      As her eyes darted about the chamber, Giovanni must have guessed what she was considering. “No, my dear,” he directed as he pushed out of the chair and shoved it away. “Don’t start thinking of escape. That will not do at all,” he added in a menacing tone. Giovanni took the blade from the table in his right hand and picked up a blacksmith’s hammer with the other. “This is good for inflicting pain,” he explained. “It can break fingers and knee-caps, long bones, too. It can smash noses and bust out teeth. I could give you an entirely new face,” he mused with lifted brows, a faraway look in his demented eyes as if he were picturing it. “I don’t have to kill you,” he said with a wicked grin. “I can do worse.”

      Maddie refused to let him frighten her. Instead, she sighed and looked at him as she would a disobedient child. “Really, Giovanni,” she chided. “All of this threatening behavior is unnecessary.”

      “True,” he admitted, but kept hold of both weapons. “You could marry me and become a double agent. Continue your work with the Cavalieri and then report back to me everything they do. You would have a comfortable life and get to keep your beauty.”

      “You aren’t comprehending!” she groaned. “I can’t spy on an organization that I don’t belong to.” Please hurry, Florentina! I fear he is losing any hold on reality.
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      The Night Flyer spun, plunged the narrower end of her spear into the man rushing her left, then swung the now bladed hilt end into the abdomen of the enemy to her right. Before she could withdraw the steel from his gut, the two straight ahead rushed her, swords held high to strike. She wrenched her blade free of the man’s body just in time to raise her rod and block their twin blows. Stepping back, she began to twirl her weapon like the blades of a windmill as she assessed her situation. Four standing, these two uninjured, and the pair on the flanks with minor wounds. She needed to neutralize the strongest threats first.

      They readied their swords again and pressed in. With a firm grip near the thick end of her polearm, Florentina squatted down and swung it in an arc in front of her, sweeping both unsuspecting foes off their feet. Her right flanker rushed in, thinking his higher position gave him the advantage. She drew back her spear and in an upward strike drove it through his ribcage into his heart, but her blade did not pull out easily. An instant’s frustration hit her as she realized it must be stuck in there. Dropping the versatile weapon, the Night Flyer snapped up her crossbow and fired a bolt into the assassin rushing in from her left. He fell into a heap at her side.

      With a foot planted on the dead man to her right for leverage, she managed to yank her spear free as the last two able-bodied attackers closed in on her with swords in striking pose. Only an arm’s length away, the reach of her polearm held no advantage. Rather than lunge with it, she spun it again, catching both sword blades and ripping them from the men’s hands. She slammed them both in the face with the center of the steel rod, no doubt causing stars before their eyes.

      “Truly,” she declared, speaking for the first time. “Look around you. Must you insist on dying today? Do they pay you enough for this?” They took a moment to glance about the room. Half of their fellows lay bleeding, moaning, and writhing in pain; the other half were quiet and still, the life having already drained from their once robust bodies.

      “Haven’t you people in Florence heard of me? I am the Night Flyer. I eat assassins for breakfast! Must I kill you, too?”

      The men’s stunned eyes darted from each other to the Night Flyer; as one, they spun and fled the room. Florentina sighed, a pang of regret eating at her stomach at the sight of agony and death. But what choice had she? They ambushed her, and—more importantly—they stood between her and Maddie.

      The Night Flyer repressed the buttons and triggers on her expandable spear, pulling its blades back into their ends, retracting the pipes in on themselves, until it was once again only two feet long, and she returned it to its sheath. She rolled her head and flexed her shoulders. Now, which door leads to Madelena?
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        * * *

      

      “It has gotten quiet upstairs,” Giovanni said as he weighed the hammer and the knife in his hands. “That didn’t take long. I suppose your Night Flyer is not as invincible as you would like me to believe,” he taunted. “Will you turn to my arms when his are no longer there for you?”

      Maddie was about to tell him what he could do with his proposal when she noticed a crack open in the door behind him. Ever so silently, a face wearing a black mask peeked in. Relief washed over her and joy sprung eternal in her heart. She tried not to let it show in her expression. “Perhaps,” she offered in response to Giovanni. I must keep his attention focused on me. “If you would stop threatening me with these weapons of torture. I am certain this was not the technique you employed to woo Julia.”

      Giovanni exhaled a laugh. “No, no,” he confessed with a shake of his head. “But she was not of my enemy. She was crafty, that one, but not Cavalieri crafty,” he said with a grin.

      As this exchange was happening, the Night Flyer crept up behind Giovanni with her collapsed weapon in hand ready to hit him over the head. Some imperceptible vibration must have alerted him, for he spun an instant before she struck the blow. He raised the mallet to block her swing and cut her other arm with his knife. Maddie gasped and Florentina took a step back to prepare an attack.

      Giovanni was swifter of foot than Madelena could have imagined, and in the blink of an eye he had grabbed her and thrust her in front of him as a human shield. He had dropped the hammer and now she felt the chilly edge of the blade against her throat.

      “Stop!” he bellowed. “Where are my guards?” Wild eyes darted about the room and through the open door behind Florentina. She stopped, not risking to move a muscle. “Why, why are you still alive? My assassins, my trap—you should be dead!”

      Maddie noticed the terror flicker in Florentina’s eyes and sensed she had to do something. Aware that Fiore did not know Giovanni’s name, she spoke in a very calm tone. “All is well, Giovanni,” she soothed. “The Night Flyer won’t hurt you if I tell him not to. All you have to do is let me go.”

      “You see, you see?” he squawked in frenzy. His voice ranged higher and the hand holding the blade to her throat trembled. “This is chaos at work. You cannot predict which way she will turn. One man against ten trained assassins, and yet who walks away unscathed but the one?”

      “Yes, yes, I finally understand,” Maddie said as convincingly as she could. “Chaos is supreme.”

      “And I am the servant of chaos,” he said. “I get to decide if Madelena lives or dies. Yes, that’s right—me, Giovanni. I have the power now!”
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        * * *

      

      “That you do,” the Night Flyer confessed. “Watch. I am going to place my weapon down and raise my empty hands for you to realize that I am not a threat. Then we can talk, just the three of us. We will listen to your teachings about chaos.”

      Florentina knelt to the floor and placed the steel pipe in front of her with her right hand, while her left swept over her belt. As she had with the young ruffian who threatened the boy on the balcony of the Duomo, she palmed a throwing star and slotted it between the back of the fingers of her right hand as she rose and held up her palms.

      “Lower the knife,” Florentina proposed, “and we can have a friendly conversation. Tell us about chaos.”

      Giovanni’s voice trembled. “Where are my assassins?” he repeated. “You are going to kill me!”

      “No,” came her swift response. “I had to defend myself against the assassins; you understand that,” she explained in a gentle tone. “But if you lower the knife, you no longer present a threat. There will be no reason for me to harm you.”

      Florentina stared into Giovanni’s eyes, watching for a clue as to what his next move would be. She took a slow step nearer, wanting to be certain she did not miss and strike Maddie by accident. “See, I am unarmed,” she said, showing him her empty raised hands. “You are a great master, and I only an apprentice.”

      “You killed all my soldiers,” he accused in a voice that cracked as he spoke. He sounded and looked rather pathetic, she thought, but spared no empathy. The man held a blade to Maddie’s throat. In an instant she saw it, the shift in his eyes as they turned to ice. “And for that, you must pay,” he growled as a dark shadow of hatred fell over his face. Instinct informed her what he was about to do. Before he could make the slice, the Night Flyer flicked her wrist sending the star-shaped spiral of sharpened metal flying toward him. It struck him with force in his left eye.

      Giovanni cried out in pain as his hand let go of the knife to pull the offending object from his ruptured eyeball. Blood and fluid spat out of the socket, and Maddie sped away from him and into Florentina’s arms. “I knew you would come!” she breathed as if the words were a prayer. Florentina gave her a quick embrace, then pushed Maddie behind her.

      “This isn’t over yet,” she stated while they listened to Giovanni’s howls and curses.

      He seized up the hammer from the table and threw it in their direction, but not seeing all that well at the moment, it flew wide and clamored against a wall. “You deceitful bastard!” he yelled. “You demon from the pit of hell! Look what you have done to my eye!” Grabbing up the nearest chair, he rushed the Night Flyer brandishing it as a weapon.

      She reached for the dagger sheathed at her back, but he slammed into her, knocking both her and Maddie to the floor. He howled in fury as he stood over them, bringing the wooden chair down on Florentina until it broke to pieces.

      Florentina raised her arms to deflect the blows, enduring the punishing bruises. Giovanni tossed the fractured remnants aside and tore open his garments, howling like a wild beast.

      In that instant, Florentina understood what must be done. Last fall she knelt over the man who had murdered her father, a defeated foe, and looked into his eyes. She had recognized what remained of pride, greed, and ambition, but she had not seen evil. Benetto Viscardi would never hurt anyone again. He didn’t have to die, so she had granted him a second chance; she let him take his family off to the countryside to live out his days, and she hadn’t given him another thought. But now, in this moment, as she gazed up into the unfettered ferocity, the complete lack of humanity and sanity that she perceived, she determined this encounter had to end differently. It was without malice that she raised the crossbow from her side and aimed it at his heart; it was rather with pity that she pulled the trigger, sending the last steel bolt speeding to its mark.

      Giovanni’s eyes widened with the shock and his mouth fell open. A maniacal smile crossed his lips, and he uttered a few last, crazed words. “Witness the hand of chaos; it strikes me down.” And with that, he collapsed into a heap on the stone tiles.

      “Are you all right?” Florentina asked, turning to Maddie who lay beside her.

      “Yes, but you took the blunt of his blows, are you?” she echoed with tears welling in her eyes.

      Florentina dropped the crossbow, turned, and stroking Maddie’s cheek, claimed her lips in a life-affirming kiss of passion. Satisfied that love reigned, rather than chaos, she said, “We need to get back to the inn. I sent Luca to fetch Alessandro, and we don’t want to be here when the constables arrive.” Maddie nodded, and they helped each other up.

      Florentina took one last look around at broken furniture, scattered weapons, and a dead Shadow Guild madman, and shook her head at the waste. She recovered her retractable polearm and escorted Maddie past more death and gore upstairs, glad to be rid of the den of desolation.
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      “What happened?” Alessandro asked with concern as he met his sister and Florentina in the hallway outside of the women’s room. “Are you all right?”

      “Let’s go inside,” Maddie instructed as she unlocked the door. He followed them both in, anxiety radiating from his normally cool and collected demeanor.

      “Luca said you had been abducted,” he declared and closed the door behind them.

      Florentina pulled off her coif and mask, allowing her hair to fall free, looking exhausted and even a bit disgusted. But his sister peered at him with a scrutinizing gaze. “Yes, I was,” she confirmed. “And there are a host of things you never told me about.”

      “Huh?” Alessandro’s brows drew together in confusion. “You both have been through an ordeal,” he observed. “Come, sit down and tell me what happened.”

      He pulled a chair over beside the bed and motioned for the women to take a seat. Maddie’s new dress was in disarray, and Florentina’s Night Flyer suit had blood splattered all over it. “I trust none of that is yours,” he said.

      “Mostly some bruises and one cut,” she replied. “But the assassins did not fare so well.”

      “It was Giovanni!” Maddie blurted out.

      “What?”

      “Giovanni, your guild master, was a chaos worshiping Shadow Guild member who has been trying to assassinate me because he was convinced I belonged to some rival gang called the Cavalieri,” she explained with a strong measure of irritation in her voice.

      Alessandro was suddenly pricked to the heart with shock and guilt. He alleged it was her? No, it’s me! They tried to kill my baby sister because of me! Oh, God, what shall I do? What can I say?

      “And that isn’t all,” she continued as she unpinned her hair from its arrangement around her head. “He murdered Julia because she saw him meeting with one of his assassins and proceeded to mourn how empty his life was without her. Bastard!”

      Alessandro’s mind was spinning and his gut twisting tighter and tighter with each word. “He says the count pushed his wife down the stairs, but wasn’t clear about whether they killed Vergilio, although he gave that impression. At first, he concluded Vergilio was the Cavalieri member, but after his ‘unfortunate accident’ he decided it had to be me because of the miracle. Why didn’t you ever tell me?” she asked, sounding offended.

      “What miracle? What did I not tell you?” This brought Ally’s thoughts to a whole new point of dismay.

      “He said that when we had the whooping cough, that he was there when I stopped breathing, and that everyone tried to do something, but you commanded me to breathe, and so I did.”

      Alessandro searched his memory for a moment until a long-forgotten corner lit up. “Oh, yes, that… I thought,” he began. “Well, didn’t Mama or Papa ever?” Maddie crossed her arms and shook her head. “I didn’t not tell you, I just didn’t think I needed to. I assumed you knew.”

      “How would I know, Alessandro Torelli? I was a baby!”

      “And I was a big brother who loved you,” he said tenderly. “That moment, when I held you in my arms and you started to breathe again, you became mine. It was like some Heavenly cord bound our lives and souls to one another.”

      Maddie unfolded her arms, relaxing her posture, and a mist of emotion gentled her features. “That is why you have always doted on me so,” she realized. “That is why you always took my side, looked out for me and stood by me… and why you still do.”

      Tears stung Alessandro’s eyes. He rubbed the back of his neck and nodded. “I suppose so.” He sniffed and raised his regard to Florentina to catch her attention. “There is something I need to tell you.” He kept his gaze fixed on Fiore’s until he perceived her concurrence. “It will not be easy for you to hear, nor for me to confess, but, under the circumstances…”

      “What?” Maddie questioned. “What do you want to tell me?”

      “That I am the Cavalieri representative in Milan. Your life was in danger because of me, and Maddie, I am so sorry. I never considered-”

      “Wait!” she commanded and raised blazing eyes to his. “You were keeping more secrets from me?”

      “I was trying to protect you,” Ally clarified. “I thought if you had no knowledge I was involved in something… potentially dangerous… that you would be safer, and that you wouldn’t worry.”

      “Oh, yes, because that plan has worked out SO well for everyone!”

      Florentina cringed, and Alessandro’s heart sunk into an oblivion of regret as Maddie’s anger mounted.

      “Your brother loves you, Maddie,” Florentina ventured in a sympathetic tone.

      “The same way you loved me so much that you felt the need to lie and hide the truth from me like I’m some fragile schoolgirl,” she fumed.

      “But Madelena, members of the Cavalieri aren’t allowed to tell anyone. It is a secret society—I’ve never even told Portia. And we serve a noble purpose. We do good.”

      “Yes, yes, Giovanni expounded about how you promote peace and unity and prosperity and happiness for all!” she declared, throwing her hands into the air. “Well, don’t you think I would have supported that? Did you even consider I may wish to help in such a worthy goal? Or were you too busy protecting me to contemplate the possibility that one so undeserving as I might have been an asset to your organization?”

      At the end of her tirade, the room was silent enough to detect their hearts beating. Alessandro glanced over at Florentina again, but she had her head in her hand, looking as dejected as he felt.

      “At least Florentina allowed me to collaborate with her in solving the mystery of the Shadow Guild, and I was of some assistance,” Maddie declared.

      Florentina nodded. “You were wonderful help. I would never have solved all the pieces without you.”

      “And then we wouldn’t have come here, I wouldn’t have been abducted, Giovanni would still be alive, but he’d still be trying to kill me because he had you and I mixed up. Now, don’t you reason it would have been helpful had I known the truth?”

      Her glare shot fiery arrows through him. “You’re right, Maddie,” he admitted. “And I was wrong, but now you know. I only hid this from you because I thought it was the best thing to do.” He sighed and rubbed his neck again, the burning in his stomach growing hotter and more demanding. “But that isn’t all. There is more I must tell you, and you won’t like it either.” He paused a moment, hoping she might calm down, knowing things were about to get worse.

      Never having been a coward, Alessandro raised his eyes to Maddie’s and opened his mouth to speak. However, it was Florentina’s voice that said, “He knew.” Maddie turned a questioning gaze to her partner. “The Cavalieri was aware that the Shadow Guild killed Vergilio, but Alessandro decided it was better if you believed he had died in an accident. He didn’t want you to do what I did and embark on a vendetta. He wanted you to be safe; that’s why he didn’t tell you.”

      Madelena looked from Florentina to her brother and back to Florentina. Suddenly surprise darkened to raw fury. She leapt up from the bed to stalk the room, Ally and Florentina rising to their feet with her. Alessandro swallowed and started to speak when a stream of venom flew from his sister’s mouth aimed at Florentina.

      “That means you knew also, and you didn’t tell me either, after you swore there were no more secrets between us,” she accused, pointing a finger at Florentina. “How did you find out? When?”

      “Don’t be angry with Florentina,” Alessandro interjected. “It is my fault. I vowed her to secrecy.”

      She shot him a glare, then pinned Florentina once more.
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        * * *

      

      Florentina had not experienced such trepidation when she faced down ten assassins. This was much more trying, and the stakes were higher. She never wanted to hurt Maddie, never wished to hide the truth from her, but what else was she to do? And now she had lied to her again, burying a story that would never be revealed, because she was compelled to save the relationship between a brother and sister, both of whom she loved.

      “When we were in Rome,” Florentina confessed, “when I delved into the catacombs to find the secret society written about in the diary. I did discover the manifesto,” she declared, shooting Maddie an uneasy look. “I just found the Cavalieri as well.”

      “Oh, you found a whole secret society, with my brother as a member no less, and decided it wasn’t important to share that with me!”

      “I told you,” Ally repeated, stepping between the women. “I swore her to secrecy.”

      “So, Florentina can be trusted with a secret when I cannot.” Maddie bit off her words and crossed her arms over her chest again.

      “I made a mistake,” Alessandro said, his voice pleading with her. “I wanted to protect you; can’t you understand that?”

      “I can understand it,” she huffed. “That doesn’t mean I like it. And you,” she snapped, pivoting toward Florentina. “I may still love you, but I am so angry with you right now that I could spit pins. How can we engage in a relationship without trust? And here both of you knowing what I didn’t, hiding the truth from me as if I didn’t matter.”

      Her words tore at Florentina’s heart. “Oh, no, Maddie,” she beseeched. “You matter to me more than anything in this world or the next. That’s why…” The hitch in her voice alerted Florentina that tears may burst out at any moment, so she paused and pressed her fingers to her eyes.

      Alessandro picked up her explanation. “That is why we didn’t tell you. We figured if you ever found out you would be angry with us, but we determined that was better than putting you in further danger. The Cavalieri is a very old organization, dating back centuries. We hope to be around generations from now. We are playing a long game, one that we hope will one day result in a united European Union of sovereign states, governed by the people themselves, free from war and poverty and oppression. And yes, we attracted enemies, and there are men and women in high places who do not share our vision. What we do matters, but the truth is, after our plans were shattered by the French-Spanish wars over the peninsula, I will never live to see our unity. It is now for future generations to achieve. But you are important, too, Madelena. You matter to us so very much. Why do you suppose I do this work? It is for those who will come after me, for my children and yours. I would never intentionally do anything to hurt you, and neither would Florentina. She has risked her life repeatedly to save yours.”

      Maddie nodded and relaxed her posture. “I know,” she sighed as the aura of anger evaporated from her shoulders. “But you left me out of it all.”

      “Oh, Maddie, I am so sorry,” Florentina said, hoping against hope that she had not destroyed the relationship she had worked so hard to build. “You are right to be angry with me, but please believe me when I say everything I did is because I love you more than words can express. Do you not sense the truth of my heart?”

      “Oh, come here,” Madelena relented and opened her arms to Florentina and Alessandro into one big group hug. “Please don’t do that anymore.”

      Florentina looked over Maddie to catch Alessandro’s eye. A knowing gaze conveying all they could not say passed between them, and she registered his appreciation for the way she had intervened to rewrite his story. What good could come from the knowledge that it was the Cavalieri, not the Shadow Guild, who had killed her husband? And with Giovanni dead, there was nobody to ever contradict her version of events. One last secret, one she and Alessandro would take to their graves.

      Tears were falling as they loosened their embrace and stepped back from each other. “And now,” Alessandro began. “Considering everything that has transpired today and for the past few months, I am compelled to make a staffing change. Florentina, when we get home you will be moving out of the servants’ quarters, because you are no longer an employee of our household.”

      Stunned, Florentina blinked her eyes. Did she hear him correctly? Her heart plummeted into a chasm, a dark abyss. That can’t be right, she thought as her mouth fell agape.

      Then a broad smile crossed his face, “Because I am granting you a promotion, one you richly deserve. Henceforth, you will be Torelli Silk’s Production Manager, a position only surpassed by Maddie and myself.”

      Florentina was still stunned, only for a different reason. “But, but,” she stammered. “I don’t know anything about silk or business or…”

      Maddie was beaming with delight as she wrapped an arm around her brother. “You don’t need to,” Alessandro said, sporting a joyful grin. “It is an honorary title. You just keep doing what you do, only your salary will be considerably higher and your quarters much more satisfactory. Let me see,” he mused with a twinkle in his eye. “There is a vacant room right beside Maddie’s on the second floor being used for storage at the moment. We shall furnish it to your specifications, put in plenty of bookshelves, a work table for your tinkering, and a place for all your tools. It will need a bed, of course, to maintain appearances, although I doubt it will get regular use. If I recall correctly, this room adjoins Madelena’s through a shared closet, so you won’t be obliged to tiptoe around at night and we won’t have to pretend we don’t hear you coming and going. So, you continue to repair our equipment, keep tutoring the children, and by the time they start off to secondary school I suspect Antonio and Agnese will have some the right age to enter your instruction. Just do what you do,” he said with a wink. “Invent a better mouse trap.”

      Elation surged through every fiber of Florentina’s being and she threw her arms around him in jubilant appreciation, but she was too choked up to produce any words. He patted her back. “There, there,” he reassured her. “It is the least I can do after you saved Maddie’s life and shut down the Shadow Guild’s operative in Milan. We can enjoy a brief respite before they send another our way. Now it is time for me to take my leave. You must be tired after such a trying experience.”

      “Thank you, Ally,” Maddie said and hugged him as she saw him to the door. Once he was gone, she crossed back to Florentina, who was certain her feet rested on air rather than mundane wood-planks. “And as for you,” she mused, green eyes darkening. Madelena unbuckled the Night Flyer’s belt that still hung around Florentina’s waist.

      Florentina studied her eyes with bated breath. “I thought you were angry with me.”

      Maddie lowered the belt and all its trappings to the floor while Florentina pulled off the baldric holding her crossbow and set it aside. “Well,” Maddie said as she moved into Florentina’s personal space. “We are in beautiful, romantic Florence, and we do have a private room.” She took a fist full of Florentina’s black silk tunic and pressed in with a whimsical look on her face. Florentina reveled in the swell of glory at Maddie’s touch, at her forgiveness, at the presence of her love, relieved that all was right between them.

      “You’re aware how excited I get seeing you in those tight leather leggings. And there is the part about your saving me from a raving lunatic who couldn’t decide if he wanted to marry or murder me. So, I suppose I will just have to be angry with you tomorrow.” Their lips met in a searing affirmation of love, a seal of devotion, and the promise of a lifetime yet to come.
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        Milan, two weeks later

      

      

      The Night Flyer stood at the foot of the Count of Como’s bed with her arms crossed over her chest. She and Caterina’s men had investigated the crypt under Santa Maria del Fiore’s Cathedral at midnight on the solstice, but nobody was there. Undoubtedly, the cadre had gotten word of the Night Flyer’s rampage through Don Giovanni’s lair and his ultimate demise, and had called off their meeting. She hadn’t succeeded in stopping the Shadow Guild; they would continue to lurk in royal courts, urging rulers into reckless wars and promoting their philosophy throughout Europe, but no one was out to kill Madelena anymore. That knowledge made her smile.

      Presently, the man stirred and opened a sleep-filled eye in her direction. He then bolted up in bed, shock enveloping his aspect as he hollered, “Guards!” All color faded from his clean-shaven face, and he pulled up his covers, his knees with them, to squeeze against the headboard in terror.

      “No one is coming,” the Night Flyer stated in a cool, steady tone.

      “Are you here to kill me?” Count Como asked with a tremor in his voice.

      Florentina shook her head. “I am neither your judge nor your executioner. Tonight, I bring you a message,” she said.

      “What message?” he quaked.

      Reaching into a pouch at her belt, the Night Flyer withdrew a folded piece of paper and tossed it on the bed beside the count. “That is an advance copy of tomorrow’s Milan Gazette,” she stated. “Open it and read the headline.”

      With a quivering hand, the count obeyed. “I need to light a lamp,” he said, and she inclined her head in permission. Once there was illumination, he began to read. “Witness comes forward in the unsolved death of…” he stopped and raised his eyes to the intruder in his room.

      “Read it all,” she commanded.

      He swallowed and continued. “The Countess Anna Marie.” If it was possible for his skin to become paler, it did at that moment. The count cleared his throat and read aloud. “Over one year ago, the admired Countess Anna Marie of Como, socialite and philanthropist of Milan, fell to her death while attending the May Day Gala. The incident was considered suspicious by most in attendance, but was deemed an accident by the authorities. In recent days, the esteemed Don Giovanni, leader of the Gilda dei Maestri Mercanti, told the editor of the Milan Gazette that he had witnessed the event. He had not come forth previously out of respect for Count Como, wishing to grant him time to report the matter out of his own sense of honor, but felt he could wait no longer. Don Giovanni stated he was in the upstairs hallway when he heard shouts and in curiosity peered around a corner. There he observed an argument between the count, his wife, and another man whom the count accused of unseemly behavior regarding his wife. After the other man departed, the count charged the countess with infidelity; they struggled, and he pushed her down the stairs upon which her neck was broken and she subsequently died.” He lowered the paper and stared up at the Night Flyer. “It was an accident!” he declared, quivering like a convict being led to the gallows.

      “Keep reading,” Florentina demanded. “There is more.”

      Count Como licked his lips and wiped sweaty palms on his sheets, then lifted the page into the lamp light. “In a twist of fate, shortly after relaying his story to this editor, Don Giovanni died while on a business trip to Florence and cannot repeat his account to our constables. And whereas the editor of this broadsheet does not believe our city officials will arrest the count, nor take any measures to bring him to justice, I consider it my duty to the residents of Milan to bear witness to the deathbed account of one of our city’s most prominent citizens, a friend and colleague whose testimony I trust. So, good people, I leave it to you to decide: when the Count of Como shoved his wife down the staircase to her death, was it an accident or was it murder?”

      The count wore an expression of doom as he cried out, “It was an accident! I didn’t mean to kill her, I didn’t go there intending to murder her,” he explained, waving his arms about. “I was just so angry when I saw her with that other man, kissing him instead of me. And then we argued and…” his eyes shot to the left and he cocked his head toward the statuary Night Flyer, “and then she turned to storm off and she fell.” His brows lifted and a pleased light shone in from his face. “She must have missed the first step and tripped!”

      “You may tell yourself that story, Count, if it helps you sleep. Why then, did you not call for aid? Why not cry out for help, seek a physician? Instead, you ran away and then pretended to have no idea what had happened. You wept for her and her ‘tragic accident’.”

      “It was a tragic accident!” he insisted. “I loved my wife; I didn’t want her to die. I ran because I was afraid.”

      “You ran because you had a guilty conscience,” The Night Flyer stated. “But that is not my concern. I think, Count Como, that no other young ladies will be eager to be alone in your presence, much less consider a marriage.”

      “But,” he protested, his voice shaking again. “But I am courting Veronica, the Marquis’ daughter. This, this news will ruin things between us. It shall ruin me altogether!” In dismay, the count clutched his throat and stared at Florentina through horrified, hollow eyes. “People will gossip about me. I won’t be welcome in any of the courts. I shan’t receive invitations to events. I’ll never gain an heir!”

      The Night Flyer tilted her head and placed a hand to her hip. “That is not my concern. Mayhap you should not have killed your first wife, least not before she produced a son for you. No, Count, you may never be prosecuted for your crimes, but the Milan Gazette has assured that justice will be served. Perhaps it was an accident, and maybe in that one moment of rage you let the animal inside you loose and murdered Countess Anna Marie, but that is not for me to say. The good citizens of Milan shall decide for themselves.”

      She turned away from the trembling excuse of a man and strode to the window from which she had entered his bedchamber. The guards downstairs would wake up the next morning having experienced very odd, opium induced visions, she supposed.

      “Wait!” he yelled. “They can’t print this. This is a jest, right? A copy made to frighten me. Money! Do they wish me to pay them? I can do that,” he suggested.

      With a look of disgust over her shoulder, the Night Flyer replied, “In your dreams.”

      Feeling great satisfaction, Florentina stepped onto the ledge, took hold of the rope that hung there, and scaled the stone wall of his palace to the roof. There she retrieved her grappling hook, wound the cord, and secured it on her belt.

      It was a beautiful night—bright stars gleaming, a quarter moon hanging lazily in a milky sky. I wonder about the stars, she mused, gazing at their familiar arrangement above, constellations she knew by name without the knowledge of what the stars actually were. Is it like young Copernicus theorizes, that the earth moves round the sun, rather than as the Church says? The Church was wrong about the world being flat, and they should have known. Didn’t the prophet Amos write, “he builds his spheres in the heaven, and has laid the foundation of his globe of elements in the earth”? I think the stars must be round, like earth, and they spin about in their places as we do in ours. But what makes them shine so, and when they look at our planet, does it shine for them? Is anyone else out there, and will I live to see these discoveries made?

      Florentina took a deep breath as she appreciated everything that she understood and all those mysteries she did not. Her heart pulsed for the love she and Maddie shared, a love that most could not comprehend, but seemed as natural as a heartbeat to her. She thought of Leonardo, her father, and the marvelous things they had taught her. Then she brought to mind the images of two precious children, and the many wonders she had yet to impart to them. “Poor is the pupil who does not surpass his master.” She repeated the words her master had spoken to her. In a way, she had surpassed him, because she had achieved and experienced what no one had before—the singular sensation of flight. It was with high spirits and a joy of purpose that Florentina unfurled her mighty silk wings and soared from the rooftop into a spectacular starry night.
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      I hope you have enjoyed reading Chaos in Milan, book three of the Night Flyer Trilogy. If so, please take a few moments to drop a review at Amazon, Goodreads, or your favorite book site.

      

      In case you haven’t read books one and two of the series, you can find them here:

      

      Merchants of Milan:

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083H6WNKD

      Secrets of Milan:

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B088HFM7Q5

      

      If you liked the Night Flyer Trilogy, you are sure to enjoy Heart of Sherwood.

      https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07W4M3R5L

      

      I invite you to visit the Past and Prologue website to explore all of the novels and collections by Edale Lane and her counter-part, Melodie Romeo. Thank you again for supporting indie authors and spending a bit of your valued time with Florentina and Maddie experiencing their world. It is my wish that you have come away informed, entertained, inspired, and enlightened.

      https://pastandprologuepress.lpages.co/
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