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        Milan, Italy, April 5, 1504

      

      

      The Night Flyer glided over the sleeping city on immense black silk wings, a silhouette passing in front of the moon. It had been a year and a half since Florentina had created the persona and the various inventions she used in her quest to keep those she loved safe. She was amazed to discover those she loved had grown to envelop everyone in Milan. It was a populous and important city-state, a leader in business and trade, fashion and invention, art and innovation. And even after coming under the auspice of French rule, it retained its unique character and charm. But did she truly don her wings at night to stop crime, or because she loved the exhilaration and freedom of flight? Perhaps a bit of both.

      As she veered toward the canal district, the Night Flyer’s keen senses detected the distinctive report of arquebuses accompanied by shouts and clamors; she steered straight toward the commotion with singleness of purpose. When her feet landed on a warehouse rooftop, Florentina pulled the cord that folded her wings into the pack on her back and shimmied down a drainpipe affixed to the brick facade. A few dock security workers held torches while others raced about hollering, “Where did they go?” and “There’s a man down over here!” She surmised a robbery must be in progress.

      The Night Flyer kept to the shadows as she suspected the thieves would, while her discerning gaze scanned for anyone fleeing the scene. The closer she got to the dock workers, the more apparent it became she had arrived too late to intervene. Then she caught sight of a familiar face attached to a recognizable stocky frame.

      “Didn’t you see them?” Stefano Viscardi demanded as he caught hold of one of the security men’s arms. “Thieves cannot disappear into thin air!” His voice was as distinctive as the ash-brushed coal of his short-cropped hair or the set of his broad shoulders. The last time she saw Stefano Viscardi, she had just dropped a chandelier on his head; no, it was the night she surveilled a gaming hall watching for the Spanish assassin who had tried to kill her beloved Madelena. In any event, it had been a while. Now the brother of her old enemy seemed to hold a respectable position guarding canal warehouses. She inched closer to hear what they were saying.

      “It’s not my fault!” The younger man insisted as his anxious eyes darted about. “I never saw anyone.”

      A bearded man with drooping brows trotted up. “Alexi is dead, and Buccio is soon to follow,” he reported. “We need a surgeon now.”

      “But they will get away with the stolen goods!” Stefano rubbed a hand over the fuzz on his head and cursed, adding under his breath, “They probably already have. Go fetch a physician,” he instructed. Now standing alone, Stefano peered down the stone paved canal street and spotted the Night Flyer.

      Not sure what he would do, Florentina spun and began to dash away. “Wait!” he called in a pleading voice. “Don’t run away!” She heard his feet coming after her. Knowing she could outrun the big man if necessary, she stopped and faced him.

      “I did not do this,” she declared in the tenor tone she used for her alter-ego.

      “I know,” he answered and slowed his pace. “I need.…” Stefano stopped, grimaced, and kicked at the ground. “I’m asking for your help.”

      Florentina was glad to be wearing a mask that hid her expression of utter surprise. She would have never expected to hear those words coming from a Viscardi.

      “Someone has been attacking and robbing the docks for a couple of weeks now,” he explained, “always at a different time on a different night. Once they took valuables off a barge that had not even been unloaded yet. I am good at my job, Night Flyer. I received a medal from the magistrate and everything, but this crew.…” He shook his head and glanced back to the scene behind him with his guards attending to their own injured. “They killed one, maybe two of my employees tonight, one with a wife and children. You have no reason to help me; still, for the sake of my man’s widow and orphans….” With a sigh, he lowered his hands and his head.

      “What do you need me to do?” Florentina asked.

      He raised hopeful dark eyes to her. “You are smart. You have contraptions and weapons and you can figure out things. Hell, you can fly!” he declared in amazement. “They swoop in and snatch small valuables which can be easily transported, things like gems and diamonds, gold, silver, and church things like crosses and candlesticks, imports like pocket clocks and jade cats. Then they just vanish—poof,” he said, making a motion with his hands. “I have had every street and alley blocked with no path for their escape; even so, they are gone with the goods. I’m at my wits’ end, and now they have killed people. Will you please help me figure out how they get away and help me catch them? It isn’t just my job I’m concerned about here, and I know you are no killer. You spared Benetto and me when you could have killed us last year. We may have been on opposite sides of whatever that fight was about, but I know you are a good man who cares about widows and orphans. Help ensure I have no more created under my watch.”

      Well, except for the man part, you’ve got me pegged, Stefano, and intrigued, she considered. Another mystery to solve. No point revealing my identity by informing you it was my father Benetto murdered, and you were right there at his side helping.

      “Chief Viscardi,” a voice called from several yards away. “We may not need the physician after all. Buccio stopped breathing.” Stefano shook his head and uttered a muffled curse.

      “I will look into the matter,” Florentina replied. “If I can find these elusive thieves, I will help you catch them, but mark my words: should anyone ask, you caught them all on your own. Do not mention the Night Flyer. Understood?”

      Stefano nodded. “But how will-”

      “Don’t worry; I’ll find you,” she replied cutting him off, then sped away into the obscurity of a dark lane.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you expect me to do about it?” Pietro Sacchi complained as he slammed his wine goblet on the table. He spared his older brother an irritated, impatient glare. A maid scurried over to wipe up the small spill.

      “I expect you to help, to do your part!” retorted Ambroso. He waved the girl away. “We need some privacy.” With a meek nod of her head, the reedy maid shuffled away, leaving the two brothers alone at the immense walnut dining table complete with six empty chairs besides the two they occupied. The room was lush with a woven carpet, exquisite draperies, and fine art adorning every wall. Quality silver serving platters and crystal decanters had been set before them, and the clock over the mantle rivaled any displayed in Milan’s great houses. But for the past year, home had not been a cheerful place.

      Pietro sat up straight and brushed back his honey-touched light brown locks that curled gently to the tops of his broad shoulders. He considered Ambroso with mischievous gingerbread eyes and a confident cock of his head. “I do my part, and quite well I may add.”

      Ambroso snorted, presenting Pietro with a sneer of derision. He wore a fine pleated maroon giornea with wide, puffy brocade mutton sleeves slashed with golden silk linings. Dark straight brunette hair, cut shorter than Pietro’s, hung beneath his maroon beret and above bushy brows. Add in his Roman nose, square jaw, and piercing dusky eyes, and Ambroso had the look to intimidate anyone in the business world; but he did not intimidate his little brother.

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” Ambroso declared, drawing his mouth into a frown, his orange duck and vegetables untouched on his plate. “Father should have been here to ease me into the business, to teach me all the nuances. But just as I was about to complete my education at Bologna, he gets himself killed. I still don’t know what happened in Florence.”

      “That is hardly my fault,” Pietro said in his defense. “As far as I’m concerned, losing Julia was much worse of a blow. Papa was never the same after she died. She was the one who brought joy to the house.”

      “How would I know? I was away for most of the time they were married. The point is, Father died and left us this mansion and a thriving arms business. While you enjoy the life of luxury, I am left doing all the work—and having to learn it as I go. You can’t believe the customers who lie to me saying, ‘Giovanni always gave me this good deal,’ and so forth.” Ambroso shot his brother a glare.

      “But I contribute, much more than you give me credit for,” Pietro spoke up, unphased by Ambroso’s mood. “I am a famous athlete—the best Calcio player in the city, if not the best anywhere. I have led the Minatuars to several championships. My image appears on canvases all over Milan. I have made the Sacchi name a household word. I bring in business with my celebrated status.” Pietro leaned back in his chair, a satisfied smile gracing his pretty lips, and linked his fingers behind his head. “I dare say my success has gained us more clients than all your business strategies combined.”

      “Well, aren’t you a cocky little bastard!” Ambroso pushed his chair back and threw his cloth napkin onto his plate. “Who came to get you when you passed out drunk at the tavern last month, or lied to protect you from a jealous husband, or covered your gambling debts with the gaming halls? No more! If you insist on this irresponsible lifestyle, living off of your fame and some small measure of talent, then you do not deserve an allowance.”

      The implied threat roused Pietro from his frivolity. He jumped to his feet, his fair, smooth face reddening. “You can’t do that! Papa left everything to us to split equally. You forget I was the one here keeping him company, consoling him after Julia’s death. You can’t cut me off—I’ll hire an attorney, and we’ll see who wins!” Although Pietro was taller, stronger, and infinitely more fit than his bookish brother, he had no interest in a physical altercation. He regularly pummeled men on the Calcio field where the basic rule was to get the ball to the other end by any means necessary. Ambroso would probably break if he struck him. Besides, Pietro respected and loved his brother, even if he was acting like a bull’s-pizzle at the moment.

      Ambroso threw his hands in the air. “Just please try acting like an adult for once! I need your help. We are losing business. Half of our staff has quit since father died, and I can’t pull all the threads together by myself. Can’t you be the pinnacle of athletes and a responsible gentleman at the same time?”

      Pietro’s anger dissolved as quickly as it had formed. With a laugh, he slapped a hand to Ambroso’s shoulder. “I suppose I could give it go.”
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        * * *

      

      Dawn’s fingers stretched through Maddie’s window the next morning, touching her face and luring her to awaken. A smile crossed her lips as she felt the warm and welcome presence of Florentina’s body pressed against hers. She reached an arm across her sleeping lover and nestled her head onto her dusky bare shoulder. Opening her eyes, Maddie’s heart filled with appreciation as she drank in Fiore’s features—long brunette hair, olive complexion, lean, toned body. While they had become comfortable in their relationship, Madelena never ceased to be amazed by the sensations Florentina ignited in her with just the slightest touch or the whisper of her voice or even an amorous glance across a crowded room. Not a drop of doubt lingered in Maddie’s mind; she was completely in love with this singular woman, even if she must share her with all of Milan. Deep contentment swelled in her heart, and Maddie hugged Fiore tighter.

      Florentina stirred in her arms and opened an eye. “Good morning,” she uttered in a sleepy tone.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you,” Maddie whispered. “I just wanted to snuggle.”

      Florentina lifted her arm and drew Maddie in, placing a kiss on her forehead. “I love waking up with you, feeling you in my arms, the first thing I see being your beautiful face,” she offered as she closed her eyes again.

      “Me too,” Maddie confirmed, and slipped her hand under the sheets to caress Florentina’s silky bare skin. When her fingers passed over the scar on her side, it made Maddie frown, as it always did. She got it fighting off assassins to save her life.

      “I had a flying dream last night,” Maddie said with a twinkle in her forest green eyes. “I know you actually do fly, but do you ever have the dreams—you know, where you fly without the wings?”

      Florentina’s tawny eyes danced at hers. “Indeed.”

      “What do you think they mean?” Madelena wondered. “I think they have something to do with the way you make me feel when we are intimate together. You can certainly send me flying!” Maddie flashed her a dazzling smile, which made Fiore giggle.

      “You send me to the moon, mi amore,” she voiced, followed by a sweet good morning kiss. “I have actually given this some thoughtful consideration for years.”

      “Of course you have!” She continues to amaze me every day! “Is there any subject you have not contemplated?”

      Fiore pulled Maddie on top of her for a longer, deeper kiss before continuing. “I think we aren’t so much dreaming we can fly, but remembering. It is likely when our spirits were in Heaven before we were born into these bodies, that we could fly—that we did, in fact, fly most of the time. So, sometimes our unconscious mind remembers flying. That may be why mankind has always been fascinated with flight and for centuries has tried to achieve that goal.”

      “Huh,” Maddie mused, as she pondered Florentina’s theory. “A distinct possibility. Do you remember flying when you are actually up there doing it?”

      “No. I’m too busy enjoying myself—and trying not to crash!”

      Maddie laughed, tickled Florentina, then plunged in for another kiss before rolling back to her spot on the bed. “You better not crash.”

      “Don’t worry,” Fiore assured her. “Guess who I saw last night?”

      Maddie’s attention shifted. “Who?”

      “Stefano Viscardi.”

      “He wasn’t causing trouble, was he?”

      “Quite the opposite,” Florentina explained. “He’s chief of security at the docks now, and they have been beset with a band of thieves of late. Last night a couple of his employees were killed, and he asked the Night Flyer to help him catch them.”

      Maddie’s eyes shot wide, and she pushed up on her elbow, burnished red-gold strands cascading to her pillow. “He asked the Night Flyer for help?” A stunning revelation, to say the least. “Well, that took swallowing a lot of pride. Did he say why he wanted you to help?”

      Fiore flashed a winning grin. “Because I’m smart.” They both fell into laughter, at which Fiore put a finger to her mouth. “Shhhhh! No waking the children to have them find us unclothed.”

      Maddie clamped a hand to her mouth, admiration beaming through her expression. She whispered, “Brains are not Stefano’s strong suit, but at least he is smart enough to ask a genius for assistance.” She placed another kiss to Fiore’s lips.

      Madelena sighed with honest regret when Florentina slid out of bed and scooped up her black costume from the floor, even though it had become their designated routine. When her brother Alessandro created an honorary position of leadership in Torelli Silk, it carried with it a tremendous increase in rank, affording an excuse for Florentina to have the room next to hers on the family floor of the estate, rather than upstairs with the servants. Their rooms adjoined through a closet, so every night Florentina could slip into her room and go back each morning. Even though Alessandro and his family knew about their relationship, they desired to avoid scandal by exercising discretion and hopefully giving the staff nothing to talk about. It wasn’t perfect, but so much better than when Florentina still stayed upstairs sharing a room with Angela.

      “I’ll see you at breakfast,” Fiore said, and she scooted through the passageway.

      Maddie lay in her pastel sheets, her head propped on soft, down pillows, for a few minutes longer before she stirred to dress, just lingering in the feel and smell and presence of the woman she adored. Nothing bothers Fiore, she thought. Not before, when she shared a cell with a teenaged girl, not sneaking around, not pretending to be a mere employee of the household, not risking her life on a regular basis… I am so filled with joy to have her as my lover, my partner, and my very best friend! I just wish… It does bother me she has to go back to her room, that no one can know how happy I am. Well, Ally, Portia, and Pollonia know, and I suppose on some level my children do too. She sighed and resigned herself to the fact that a secret relationship would just have to be good enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Their dining table had grown, Madelena observed as she took her seat at the end opposite its considerable length from her older brother Alessandro. The heavy mahogany dining table had a leaf inserted and two additional brocade cushioned chairs added to accommodate ten rather than its original eight. The wall of windows provided ample natural light, while the immense hearth along the opposite wall lay dormant in the warming days of spring. To Ally’s right sat his petite wife, Portia, with her glossy, buff strands gracefully arranged on her head and wearing a uniquely fetching gown Alessandro had brought her back from his business trip to Granada last month. Maddie understood not all of her brother’s business trips centered on Torelli Silk; after having secrets kept from her for years, he at last informed her he was a member of a secret society called the Cavalieri Dell'unità, which worked behind the scenes across Europe to influence peace and cooperation between the various nations, empires, and city-states rather than a string of endless wars. Neither he nor Florentina would have likely ever told her had she not found out from the chaos lord Giovanni Sacchi when he abducted her last summer. Secrets!

      Maddie continued her glance around the table, spotting Ally and Portia’s younger son, Bernardo, whose voice had finally settled on a masculine tenor, beside his mother, and to Alessandro’s left sat his oldest son, Antonio. Everyone had been overjoyed when he returned safely from the war; that’s when they added the leaf to the table so Fiore would not need to return to eating in the kitchen with the servants. Though not approaching Alessandro’s extreme height, Antonio had grown a couple more inches in the past year, and looked every bit his father’s son, from his umber eyes and wood-brown hair to his unconcerned smile and confident demeanor.

      “Mama and I are going to our dressmaker’s today for our fittings,” Pollonia offered with enthusiasm. A vacant chair rested between Antonio and his younger sister Pollonia, waiting for Agnese, his soon to be bride. Madelena often considered how Pollonia’s burnished locks and ivory skin more closely resembled her own natural coloring rather than Portia’s warm ivory complexion and blonde hair. “I am so excited to be Agnese’s maid of honor!” the youth beamed.

      “Don’t start entertaining ideas of a wedding of your own too soon,” Alessandro admonished as he held back a grin. Pollonia was the same age as Agnese and had been called upon by several suitors in the past year. Maddie, privy to her brother’s reservations about giving his daughter to another man, understood a wedding would indeed grace Pollonia’s future sooner rather than later.

      Pollonia giggled. “Papa, you know I haven’t decided on a man yet,” she replied, with color rising in her cheeks.

      Maddie turned her attention to Florentina, who entered from the hallway door bringing with her an energetic eight-year-old boy with bouncing acorn curls and laughing brown eyes, and an enchanting six-year-old girl whose enormous blue eyes and soft flaxen hair could charm even the grouchiest old cuss in town. “Sorry we are late,” Florentina offered, as they took seats around Maddie’s. It thrilled Maddie’s heart to see how much her children loved Fiore and knew from experience her lover would use her own body as a shield to protect them.

      “It was Betta’s fault,” Matteo announced.

      “Was not!” she pouted in her defense.

      “You aren’t late,” Portia pointed out with matronly finesse. “See, Bianca and Angela are just now bringing out the breakfast.”

      Bernardo perked up and spun his head to see what lay on the platters. “A modest meal this morning,” Bianca announced. “Porridge and fruit with pastries. Donna Portia said she and Pollonia must be off soon, so I served something quick and easy.”

      “Porridge,” Matteo grumbled and plopped fists on the table.

      Bianca winked at Madelena as she and Angela passed around the bowls. “Eat it up with a smile and there may be plum pudding for dessert tonight,” the middle-aged teapot shaped cook promised. At once, Matteo straightened and picked up his spoon.

      “Not having second thoughts about the wedding, are you, son?” Alessandro asked as the family ate.

      “Not one bit,” the handsome young man replied, flashing a brilliant smile. “And thank you and Mama so much for reserving us the Villa at Lake Garda for our wedding holiday. I can’t wait to move Agnese into my room here, but having a week all to ourselves is divine!”

      “I only suggested the locale,” Portia said. “Your father made the reservations and paid for the villa. Agnese will simply love it!” she gushed. “The gardens with spring flowers in bloom, the village shops, and the eateries have the best food. Be sure to take her on a boat tour around the lake to see the Roman antiquities.”

      “I’m certain we will have time to see everything,” Antonio answered his mother with an appreciative smile.

      “As long as there aren’t too many storms,” Matteo declared, and crammed a heaving spoon of porridge smothered in berries into his mouth.

      Bernardo gave the lad a dismissive glance. “What storms?”

      Matteo swallowed his bite and sat up on the edge of his seat as if reciting a lesson Florentina had taught him. “Thunderstorms occur in the spring and autumn. Some scientists believe this is due to the position of the stars in the sky, why spring often has such violent storms when other times of the year do not. Aristotle deduced that thunder and lightning are caused by wind striking inside the cloud. Florentina observed temperature change may also be a contributing factor in big thunderstorms happening in spring, because that’s when it’s changing from cold to hot. Her records show most thunderstorms occur the night or day after an unusually hot day. Florentina says nature loves balance, so when it gets too hot it rains to cool things off. Simple science.”

      The whole family stared dumbfounded at little Matteo. He shrugged.

      “Matteo, I am amazed you know all of that,” Portia stated with an expression to match.

      “It’s interesting. I may want to be a weather scientist when I grow up,” he said and poked in another bite.

      “You said you were going to be an explorer,” Betta replied, clearly unhappy her brother was garnering so much attention.

      “Exactly!” her brother exclaimed. “A good explorer has to be able to predict the weather. I don’t want my ship to get sunk in a storm.”

      Antonio turned aside to Alessandro with a bemused gleam in his eyes. “I may not mind being trapped inside by a thunderstorm.” Young love, Maddie mused. I know exactly how you feel.

      Matteo was not distracted by his cousin’s sub-textual statement. “Florentina says Betta and I are the best, smartest students she has ever had!” he proclaimed in triumph. Maddie bit back a grin, as she was privy to the fact they were the only students Fiore ever had.

      “Matteo.” Spoken with grim warning, Florentina’s pronouncement had him shrinking back into his chair with a contrite expression. “Didn’t we also have a lesson on humility?”

      “Yes,” he ventured, peeking up into her impassive expression. With a sigh, he recited, “Knowledge and skill are apparent to all, but boastful words precede a fall.”

      “Indeed,” Maddie agreed. “One who is truly smart doesn’t need to announce it to people; they will know.” She knew well her little boy had an exceptional mind, which made her further grateful he was under the instruction of one as brilliant as Florentina. Once she questioned Fiore’s excessive employment of praise lavished on Betta and Matteo, to which she had replied, Little children believe whatever you tell them. If you tell them they are bad, dumb, worthless losers who will never amount to anything, they will believe it, and that’s what they will become. However, if you tell them they are smart, talented, kind, generous, and successful, they will believe that – and it is what they will become.

      “I’m sorry,” Matteo said. “I didn’t mean to boast, but I’m not best at everything; Betta is much better at languages than me. Why do I have to learn French and Latin anyway?” he added with a glower.

      “Because,” Bernardo chimed in. “Latin is the language they use at church, and you need to understand what is being said, and we have to learn French because they subjugated us by force, annexed us into their empire, and destroyed our sovereignty. Heaven forbid we offend them!”

      “Enough, Bernardo,” Alessandro stated in a quiet, stern tone. “We do not discuss politics at the dinner table; is that clear?” Such was as strong of a rebuke as one would likely receive from Maddie’s cool, even-tempered older brother, but it bristled enough to strike a chord with Bernardo.

      “Yes, Papa,” his youngest replied and returned his attention to eating.

      “You better behave, Bernardo Torelli,” Pollonia cautioned in biting warning. “The magistrate is going to be at Antonio and Agnese’s wedding, so you need to be the pinnacle of diplomacy. It is important to Papa’s business and to the Milan Gazette to stay on his good side. Besides, it’s not like the French are taking away our homes or throwing us into dungeons. We just pay our taxes to them instead of someone else.”

      “Pollonia?” Portia caught her daughter’s attention. “You are still discussing politics.”

      “I was discussing my little brother, but I’ll be quiet now,” she concluded.

      “I know how to behave in public,” Bernardo replied, rolling his eyes at Pollonia. “Antonio, do you want to go to the Calcio game with me Saturday? You’ll still have a week to be ready for the wedding.”

      “I would enjoy it,” Antonio replied. “You don’t miss a game, do you?”

      “I wish I could play,” Bernardo said with a disgruntled frown, “but Papa keeps saying it is too rough, and I’m not big enough.”

      “Oh Heavens!” Portia exclaimed. “If you stepped foot on that field, they may as well bury me! Besides, there are much more constructive ways you could occupy your time than getting beaten to a pulp over a ball.”

      “Well, I can’t paint like Antonio or play a musical instrument like Pollonia,” Bernardo complained. “I like athletics.”

      “There are other sports, less bloody and lethal you could engage in,” Antonio suggested. “What about gymnastics, wrestling, swimming, or bocce?”

      “Bocce isn’t a sport,” he grumbled. “I may like gymnastics. I want to learn stunts like the Night Flyer does.”

      Maddie glanced at Florentina, who was occupied helping Betta finish her meal by spooning porridge into her mouth like a baby bird. Alessandro shook his head, but agreed. “Gymnastics is a respectable sport and requires skill rather than simple brute force. I would approve of it.”
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        * * *

      

      Benetto Viscardi was rousted from his book by an unexpected knock on the door to his country manor house at his one remaining property—the Viscardi vineyard. He set aside the volume of Petrarch poems he had given to his wife and pushed himself out of his worn stuffed chair, glad he had dressed that morning. His slate-gray eyes vacillated between sorrow and hopefulness above a Roman nose, thin lips, and chiseled beardless jaw. He reached a hand to smooth his hair, an alloy of iron, nickel, and granite, in case he had forgotten to comb it.

      Before he could reach the door, an enthusiastic blue-eyed girl with a dangling brown braid bounded down the stairs as nimble as a mountain goat. “I’ll get it, Papa!” she proclaimed. “It may be the dressmaker with my gown!”

      He stepped up behind Agnese just as she opened the door to her Uncle Stefano. Immediately, her countenance fell.

      Stefano’s eyes shot wide at her expression. “Sorry to be such a disappointment,” he said, “but I brought you a box of sweets from the city, if it is any consolation.”

      A bright smile flashed across Agnese’s cherry lips, and she reached up to hug him. “I was just hoping for the dressmaker,” she said. “I am never disappointed to see you, Uncle Stefano, especially when you bring me presents!”

      He handed her a pink box tied with a white ribbon and she danced toward the kitchen with it. Benetto ushered his brother inside. “This is a pleasant surprise,” he said, trying to manage a smile. The past couple of months had been a struggle for Benetto. He had wished more than anything that his wife Daniella would live long enough to see their baby girl wed; unfortunately, her debilitating condition had taken sudden turn for the worse over the winter, and she had passed on February fourteenth. Benetto thought it a cruel irony, but Agnese had said it was the best possible date to enter Heaven. “Come in and have a seat,” he offered and returned to the chair he had been occupying.

      Stefano had been out to visit several times since then and had been a comfort to him. Still, there had been times, as recently as that morning, when Benetto felt the pressure of guilt, regret, anger, and remorse wrap their shadowy iced arms around this chest and give it a squeeze. His own ambition had created a rift in his family which almost destroyed it, and when he thought of the wasted years, it made his heart sick. Then Daniella’s voice cut through like a lifeline to tow him out of the muck and mire. Don’t you dare look back, Benetto, she had made him promise as she lay on her deathbed. From now on, you only look forward to the future—your wine, your children, your grandchildren. He realized she was right; he would not be a bitter old man who hated everyone, including himself. And while he continued to be a work in progress, he had changed. It isn’t fair they will never know their grandmother. It would have to be enough that because of her forgiveness, love, and encouragement they would know a far different grandpapa than the man he used to be. He wondered about his son, Niccolo, who swept in from his university studies just long enough for his mother’s funeral and then left without a decent conversation. He understood why his son distrusted him; he just hoped he would put old wounds aside and attend Agnese’s wedding.

      Looking forward, Benetto reminded himself. Next Sunday will be a joyous occasion, Daniella. I have no doubt you will be looking down on us with a smile in your heart and a tear in your eye. Turning his attention to Stefano, he asked, “And to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

      “I need to tell you about what’s been going on at the docks,” Stefano began with a most serious expression. “And who I asked for help.”

      When Stefano had finished relating the story, Benetto was dumbfounded. This certainly gave him something else to think about other than his own loss. He shook his head. “The Night Flyer is helping you?” He reached a hand to brush the scar on his chin left by the vigilante’s blade the night he burned House Viscardi to the ground and spared his life. I’m giving you a second chance, the masked menace had said. But if he had not stripped me of everything, would I be who I am today? Would I have reconciled with my wife and daughter? Would I know any measure of peace in my life? Benetto thought not; therefore, gratitude had germinated in his heart toward the Night Flyer, even though he had never said as much out loud.

      “He said he would, and I believe him. He’s always helping widows and orphans and chasing away criminals,” Stefano explained. “I don’t know why he had it out for us before,” he shrugged. “It doesn’t mean we can’t be on the same side now.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Benetto allowed. “Let me know if there is anything I can do.” He offered, but he knew the answer. After his devastating fall from wealth and power, Benetto’s friends and connections all dried up, more completely than his grape vines had after the Night Flyer salted his fields.

      “So, the wedding?” Stefano brightened, changing the subject. “What other good news have you?”

      “Romeo says the irrigation operation we undertook last year has paid off,” he replied, hope rekindling in his gray eyes. “We may be able to bottle table wine this year. He says within five years, the Viscardi label will have regained its reputation.”

      “Excellent news indeed!” Stefano cheered. “I can’t wait to try some.”

      “Well for now, try this,” Agnese proclaimed as she re-entered the main hall, bearing a tray full of food and a brilliant smile. Benetto and his brother both laughed and got up to join her at the table. Si. One day, Night Flyer, I will have to thank you for that second chance.
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      The preliminary arrangements for the wedding had all been completed. While almost all noble marriages were arranged, and many of the lower class considered security of greater importance in a union than love, there existed a small window of possibility within the wealthy merchant class. Many merchants employed match-makers or negotiated with their peers to find wives for themselves or their sons. However, with the rise of humanism and the popularity of romantic poems and courtly love, there were those who allowed for the importance of affection in choosing a life partner. Divorce was not allowed, but if a couple developed serious problems, they could separate and even take on lovers without tremendous scandal.

      Alessandro Torelli was a forward thinker who enjoyed the loving relationship he shared with his wife; wishing the same for his son, he had agreed to let Antonio select his own bride—even if she happened to be the daughter of a former competitor and most disagreeable man. Alessandro and Benetto had been in a bloodless feud for years before the Night Flyer stole or destroyed the Viscardi financial empire. They had been the two richest merchants in Milan, which would have made a marriage between their children as expected, had it not been for the feud. Everything had changed now, leaving Benetto’s daughter in a most undesirable position from society’s perspective. Still, Antonio adored Agnese, and she was devoted to him, which was enough for Alessandro’s approval.

      He had met with Benetto months ago to discuss the marriage contract and who would pay for what. Alessandro’s friends thought he had lost his mind, since most of the expenses fell to him and Benetto could not manage a respectable dowry. It was clear from a financial standpoint the union favored Benetto far more than it did Alessandro, but he had learned much about not trusting appearances since meeting Florentina, and he understood much more about love having witnessed the lengths of her devotion to his dear sister Madelena. Although he couldn’t predict how, Alessandro felt certain his family would benefit from the marriage in the long run.

      Maddie is convinced he has changed, Alessandro considered. On the occasions we have met, he spoke and acted in a much more agreeable and civilized manner without a single insult or jab. He even smiled a few times. Portia felt so bad for him and Agnese when Daniella died. She was a kind and patient woman; mayhap she had a soothing effect on him. Yes, having a relative in the countryside could hold some advantages, he mused. And who can argue with free wine for life! The thought brought forth a laugh.

      Alessandro had brought his accountant to the marriage planning meeting, and Benetto had brought his beefy younger brother—who in no way intimidated Ally. The accountant wrote all the points while Stefano ate meat pies and agreed with whatever Benetto said. In the end, Alessandro took pity on the father of the bride, and went to great lengths to prevent Benetto’s further humiliation. An Italian wedding between two important families was a spectacle beyond compare for the entire community, with the most elaborate processions, games, feasts, and pomp imaginable, often lasting several days. And usually it was the bride’s father who paid the lion’s share of the expense, which was not possible in this case. Antonio had impressed upon him the importance of keeping the festivities reasonable and had requested the vows and ring exchange take place in the small San Satiro instead of the Duomo. The chapel across the plaza from the famed cathedral had been designed by master artists and architects with the optical illusion of appearing much larger inside than its actually size “Benetto’s friends have all deserted him,” Antonio had made the case. “Our friends will attend, but we don’t want the sanctuary to appear half empty.” Besides, since they chose the luck of a Sunday for the ceremony, they would avoid the regular mass crowds at the Duomo.

      Alessandro did not suffer from the vain desire to flaunt his wealth, so it was easy for him to agree to a one-day affair, modest pageantry, and mere above-average reception hall, which he would pay for. There would be flowers, musicians, and ample food for the meal, and Benetto could supply the wine from reserves he held in his cellar from years past. He offered to secure an artisan to create and ornament the bride’s and groom’s cassoni, or wedding chests, but Alessandro was certain Florentina, who had vast connections in the art world, could find someone to do exquisite work for less than anyone would charge the fallen-from-grace Benetto Viscardi.

      As for the marriage contract itself, per law, Agnese would become the “property” of Antonio and a member of the Torelli family, but it further provided a binding alliance between both families’ Houses. At first, the thought had made Alessandro’s skin crawl; however, he felt better after the meeting with Benetto. There was no exchange of currency included in the contract as often occurred, since Benetto had no wealth and Alessandro was paying for the wedding. Agnese brought with her a modest dowry, and Alessandro agreed to provide her with an allowance should Antonio die prematurely, to be paid until the day Agnese would remarry. Any children they may have would remain part of the Torelli family, but would not be denied contact or the possibility of living arrangements with their mother. Benetto agreed to provide free Viscardi wine to Alessandro for the rest of his life, divided proportionally among vintage qualities.

      With only days until the event, Alessandro had been going over the process and preparations in his mind to be sure he hadn’t forgotten a detail. He stood in the copy room of the Milan Gazette, the broadsheet he had purchased complete with printing presses, scrutinizing the wedding announcement slated for the front page of the mid-week edition making certain it bore no errors, when he heard a shuffle of feet and a slight cough behind him. Ally peered over his shoulder at one of his employees, who looked rather anxious beneath his felt beret and work apron smeared with ink. “What do you need?” he inquired.

      “There’s a man here to see you, a merchant I think,” the print assistant said. “He’s out front, said his name is Sacchi, I think.”

      The name snapped Alessandro’s attention to the present moment in an instant. What does some Sacchi want from me? he wondered, and became too distracted to thank his employee for delivering the message. Without a word, he marched into the front office to find a pale and worried looking young man dressed appropriately for his merchant class status.

      “Don Alessandro!” he declared when Ally entered the room. “Please, you must help me!”

      Seeing he was agitated, Alessandro suggested, “Come into my office here, where you can tell me what is wrong. Then we will see if I can help you.”

      The young man nodded and followed Alessandro into the next room, outfitted with a desk and a few armchairs. Rather than move behind the desk, he took one of the guest seats and motioned to his visitor to sit in the one beside him.

      “I am Ambroso Sacchi,” he began and removed his hat. “My father was your guild leader and friend.”

      “Si, Ambroso, such a terrible tragedy about your father,” Alessandro said. “What is it I can do for you?”

      The young man’s shoulders slumped, and he ran a hand through his fine brunette strands before lifting haunted eyes to Alessandro. “My brother, Pietro, is missing,” he stated with distress. “He and three of his teammates.”

      Ally sat back and considered the revelation. “My sons attended the game Saturday and mentioned some of the regular players were absent, that substitutes took their place and the Minotaurs lost the game.”

      “Exactly!” Ambroso declared. “I know my brother is irresponsible. He enjoys women, wine, and gambling too much, but he lives for Calcio. He would never miss a game, for any reason! That is why I am so concerned.”

      “Did you go to the constables?”

      “Yes, right away,” he explained, sitting up on the edge of his seat, his dusky eyes pleading with Alessandro. “They dismissed me saying he is a grown man and there was nothing they could do. They insisted he and his friends must be off gallivanting somewhere, not to worry as they would turn up in a week or so. But Don Alessandro, he would never have missed a game! Pietro’s entire identity is wrapped up in his celebrated status as an accomplished Calcio player. So, I went to the magistrate’s office; then after sitting waiting all day, I was told to go away, that Lord Girart Delafosse was too busy to hear my request.” He sighed in apparent frustration.

      “Do you think I can find them?” Alessandro asked with a dry laugh.

      “No,” Ambroso replied, “but you can write a story about their disappearance in the broadsheet. Once Pietro’s admirers find out he has disappeared without a trace, they will march to City Hall and demand something be done to find him.”

      “Ah,” Alessandro mused. He sat forward, giving his guest his full attention. “When is the last time anyone saw the lads?”

      “Friday night. They were together at the L’ultima Cena Tavern with some young ladies, then they ventured over to Getti’s Gaming Hall. I spoke with a serving girl there who said they stayed about two hours, then left before eleven that night. She remembers flirting with them, but they said they had to get some sleep before the big game on Saturday… then they never showed up. I wasn’t worried when he didn’t come home because he often spends the night with one of his friends, or a young woman. But when he missed the game, when they all missed the game-”

      “You became suspicious,” Alessandro concluded. “And concerned, because it was unlike him.”

      “Si, si, more like worried to the point of distraction,” he agreed. “Something must have happened to them.”

      “Now, Ambroso, do not panic,” Ally soothed, as he perceived the anxiety radiating from his visitor. “It occurs to me, perhaps a competitor accosted them temporarily to prevent them from playing so the Minotaurs would lose. As you are aware, wealthy men place large wagers on the games. Someone had a fortune to win or lose depending upon the outcome.”

      “I thought of that; however, if it was the case, why have they not been released? I know if enough citizens bring demands upon the magistrate, he will have to appoint constables to go in search of them. And while the other three players are not from wealthy families, no one has asked a ransom of me. You know House Sacchi overflows with money, even with one as inexperienced as myself running the business.”

      Alessandro rubbed the back of his neck, trying to reason out what might have happened. “I will do as you ask. You have provided enough information for me to write the story and I will make sure it appears in the next edition. Hopefully, Pietro will be home safe and sound by then, but… I understand your concerns.”

      “Grazie, Don Alessandro,” Ambroso gushed with a sigh of relief. His face brightened for the first time. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me. With one as influential as you helping me, I know everything possible will be done to find my brother.”

      Alessandro was happy to help; nevertheless, after the events of a year ago, he couldn’t help being suspicious of Giovanni’s son. Changing the subject, he asked. “Tell me, did your father ever discuss philosophy with you? I ask because I sometimes share philosophy with my oldest son and wondered if other fathers do the same.”

      Ambroso’s mouth drew up, and he scrunched his brows in deep contemplation. “As I recall, before I left for University, he kept trying to sell me on his theories of chaos; I admit I paid it little attention. Mayhap it is a generational thing,” he shrugged. “Young men tend to be interested in different ideas than their fathers.”

      Alessandro nodded with a slight smile. “Indeed. And what about Pietro?” If Pietro ran off to join the Shadow Guild and take his father’s place, he might have persuaded a few friends to join him.

      “Pietro and my father were never close,” Ambroso admitted. “Papa gave all his attention to me, grooming me to take over the business one day. So, Pietro became our mother’s favorite. When she died, he was broken-hearted, lonely, and starved for attention. That was when he was entering puberty, and being big for his age discovered his athletic talent. He craved attention from anyone to make up for what he lacked from Papa. When my father married Julia, he struck up a relationship with her using his considerable charm. She was enough older than him he could look at her as a stepmother, but I never did. I left for my studies a year after they wed. He took it very hard when she died… the way she died. How horrible for both of them she was murdered.”

      Alessandro studied Ambroso as he told the story, hearing the sorrow and dismay in his voice, reading his eyes and body language. If he was being deceitful, he was a far better actor than any on Milan’s theater stages. He has no idea Giovanni killed his wife, or that he was a mad chaos lord. It would be best if he never found out.

      “Your family has seen enough misfortune these last few years,” he stated sincerely. “I know you are young; nonetheless, you are the head of House Sacchi now, and you are administering the business. I think that qualifies you to be invited for membership in the Gilda dei Maestri Mercanti. We have a meeting the Wednesday after Antonio’s wedding, which you should have received an invitation for. If you come, I will personally recommend you for membership.” He knew Ambroso to be older than Antonio and younger than Madelena, perhaps in his mid-twenties. By all accounts he was a quiet, responsible young man—the complete opposite of Pietro—and about the right age for Pollonia. But might he have inherited Giovanni’s madness, even if he had no interest in chaos?

      An astonished expression consumed Ambroso’s aspect. “You would do such a favor for me? Oh, Don Alessandro, you are too kind! Thank you, thank you so much.”

      Alessandro rose from his chair and took a step away, afraid the young man would burst into tears or grab him in an enthusiastic embrace; neither scenario appealed to him. “It is no less than you deserve. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a story to write if it is to make the deadline for print.”

      “Certainly,” Ambroso agreed as he leapt from his seat. “You are a Godsend, Don Alessandro. I will find a way to repay you.”

      Ally’s brows rose, and he shook his head. “We haven’t found Pietro yet.”
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      Pietro had awoken to a throbbing headache lying on the floor in a dark room with his three teammates, Giulio, Michele, and Leo. They did not know where they were or how they got there. For almost a week they were yelled at, shoved about, and ordered to sit on stools and push strange pedal contraptions with their feet until their legs cramped. They were fed and provided with water and wine but never allowed outdoors, nor did anyone explain what was going on. When Michele complained about having missed their ball game, he was struck. When Giulio demanded he be allowed to go home, he was beaten, and when Leo asked for a bath, the rough men assigned to guard them urinated on him and laughed. Pietro had endured enough.

      Last night when they were placed back in their blackened cell, Pietro had whispered with them, devising a plan of escape. “Listen,” he had instigated. “We are bigger, stronger, and more fit than they are. When they come for us in the morning, we will overpower them and flee using the hallway they never take us down. It must be the one that leads out of here.” Pietro was a natural leader and his teammates agreed to his plan. Unfortunately, it had not worked out as Pietro had hoped. He knocked the first guard senseless with one blow, and the other three were not much more difficult to render unconscious, but they became hopelessly lost in a dark labyrinth of hallways and rooms, none of which sported a window or exterior door. In short order, more guards in hickory-brown leather jerkins and baggy trousers cut off their path with sharp pointed halberds. When they spun to retreat, they discovered another group bearing swords had filed in behind them. Pietro swore and raised his hands.

      They were directed into a larger, well-lit chamber to wait for “The Master” to arrive and determine their fate. “I’m sorry, miei amici,” Pietro sighed.

      “Silence!” snapped a guard. Glancing around, Pietro counted ten mercenaries. One of the larger men approached them with leather bindings and strapped their wrists behind their backs.

      “Foolish youths,” he chided, as though they were children. “Now it will be worse.”

      “No one has told us where we are or why we are here!” Leo declared. “We are important men; people will come looking for us.”

      “How will they know where to look?” the big guard teased as he snapped the cord around Pietro’s wrists. He had taken a deep breath and tightened his muscles beforehand so that when he relaxed, there might be some give in the bindings. He studied the room: bare paneled walls, slate floor, no windows, only the one door. Pietro closed his eyes. It felt damp; they were certainly underground. Hearing the pace of confident footsteps, he opened his eyes.

      Through the doorway strode a tall man in an exquisite forest green doublet embroidered with gold threads. He had broad shoulders, narrow hips, and wore a Greek mask of comedy, its absurd grin appearing grotesque to Pietro’s gaze. Dancing at his side like a mongrel on a leash was a shorter fellow with a snickering laugh and cruel eyes gleaming beneath thick black brows. His hair looked as if it had been dipped in oily ink, and his dubious grin revealed a gap between his front teeth. Pietro would not forget this man, who clearly was not important enough to hide his identity.

      “So, you tried to escape,” the man in charge pronounced.

      “We are Calcio players,” Pietro said, straightening with pride. “What did you expect?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “But now you must be punished.”

      Pietro steeled his jaw and declared, “It was all my idea. I led the escape; punish me. I can take a beating.” He tried to stare into indiscernible eyes behind the mask. “Come on, now; do your worst,” he huffed in defiance. The slightest of the four, Michele, stood at his left, with dark-haired, olive-skinned Leo and hulking Giulio to his right, all shoulder-to-shoulder in solidarity.

      The disgusting little man rubbed his hands together, his grin widening as he hopped from one foot to the other. The Master inclined his head slightly to the big guard who had tied their wrists, and he stepped in front of Pietro. Pietro lifted his chin and tensed his muscles. I may be able to pop this cord, he considered as he felt the slight space between leather and skin.

      Without fanfare, the big guard withdrew a stiletto and plunged it into Michele’s neck. Pietro’s eyes flew wide in terror as his face paled. “NO!!!” he screamed in disbelief. A slight gurgling sound emanated from Michele’s throat as the guard slid the blade out as smoothly as he had thrust it in, and Pietro’s friend crumpled to the floor, issuing a river of blood. He could barely hear Leo and Giulio’s cries through the throbbing pulse in his own ears. “No, dammit—it was me! It was me,” his last cry softening to a whimper. Tears stung Pietro’s eyes; he became light-headed, weak in the knees, and sick to his stomach as he resisted the physical urge to pass out. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Panicked eyes glanced down to Michele’s body on the floor, and it stopped twitching. Then he snapped them to the man in the mask, still glazed with disbelief.

      “Pietro Sacchi is too important to kill,” The Master stated. “When we are through with your labor, we can sell you back to your wealthy family. Now you all know we mean business.” He nodded toward a pair of hired soldiers who carried Michele’s body from the room. Pietro was aware of Leo and Giulio’s sobs as guilt gripped his heart and squeezed. “Make no mistake,” he threatened. “You will do exactly what you are told or more of you will die. I had others before you, street people no one would miss, but they proved… inadequate. A couple drowned and another’s heart gave out. One was killed trying to escape, and another developed a sickness and had to be disposed of lest he infect everyone else. Fortunately, Luigi remains able-bodied enough to take that one’s place,” he explained as if giving a financial report. “Vito, go fetch Luigi and put him with these three,” he commanded the gap-toothed lackey.

      “Si, Master,” Vito eagerly replied, and rushed from the room.

      Pietro’s disgust and despair ballooned in his stomach and the fire of hatred burned in his eyes toward their captor. He clenched his jaw lest he blurt out a string of curses which might render another of his friends dead.

      “Now, escape attempts aside, I am quite pleased with your abilities,” the man in the ridiculous mask allowed in a satisfied tone. “Tomorrow night will be your first real test. Save your energy and strength for pedaling. Be sure to keep the rhythms you are instructed to, never faster or slower. You four must be a unit, moving your legs in precision. It would be sad for an athlete to lose a hand or foot as punishment for poor performance,” he chided with sick humor.

      The inky little weasel called Vito returned with a skinny man ten years older than Pietro and his teammates. “I’m sure Luigi will tell you anything you need to know about our little excursions. Now, I must be going. Vito, I leave you in charge, but please be a dear and don’t permanently harm any of them.”

      Vito’s dance waned to a shuffle as he lowered a weak chin. “Yes, Master,” he muttered.

      As the guards hauled them back to their holding cell, it dawned on Pietro that for the first time in his life, he was truly and deeply afraid.
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      “Must you go down to the docks tonight?” Madelena inquired once she had Fiore alone in the security of her bedchamber. “The wedding is tomorrow.”

      Maddie’s room was spacious, with large windows and a balcony overlooking the courtyard where the family’s treasured twin olive trees were nestled amongst flowers and shrubbery, neatly clipped grass, patio stones, benches, and a sculptured water fountain. She could hear the children playing through the open window. Paintings and small sculptures adorned her space, along with blown glass vases holding fresh flowers, fixtures of gold and silver, plastered walls with hardwood wainscoting and matching carved molding. Pastels dominated the bright, feminine space which included a woman’s writing desk, dressing table with mirror, full bookshelves, cherry wardrobe, a dormant fireplace, and her ample bed upon which lay three gowns.

      “Better they show up tonight,” Florentina reasoned. “Then I won’t have to concern myself with missing anything to search for them tomorrow night.”

      “Surely you wouldn’t miss any festivities for Stefano!”

      “Maddie.” Florentina spoke her name in a dulcet tone and took her hand. “This is important.”

      “I know,” Maddie conceded, and stepped in close to Fiore. She had determined to accept the fact she must share their time together with the Night Flyer’s mission of protecting Milan, but it didn’t mean she had to like it. Madelena caught Fiore’s cheeks between her palms and drew her into an enticing kiss. She wished to linger there longer, but there would be time before or after the Night Flyer’s venture.

      “Please try not to have your nose broken or get a black eye or encounter some traumatic injury on the eve of Antonio’s wedding?” she pleaded.

      Fiore’s honey eyes twinkled at her. “I will endeavor to ensure all of my cuts and bruises occur on portions of my body that will be covered by clothing.”

      A smile broke through Madelena’s pursed lips, and she swatted at Florentina playfully. “Better yet, do not sustain any injuries at all!” Leading her lover toward the bed, she motioned to the dresses. “I can’t decide what to wear to the wedding and I was hoping you might help me.”

      Florentina’s jaw dropped, allowing a chuckle to escape. “You are asking me for fashion advice? Have the stars fallen from the sky?”

      “Oh, silly, you have eyes,” Maddie said, rolling hers. “And you know I have difficulty making decisions, especially important ones.”

      Fiore shook her head with a dry laugh. “I never consider what to wear as an important decision.”

      “Yes, I know,” Madelena sighed. “By the way, what are you planning to wear?”

      “The gown you had made for me in Florence, of course.”

      “No question? No decision?” Maddie asked in curiosity. “You just pronounce it like stating the day of the week.”

      “My sweet,” Fiore explained with radiance in her gaze. “This is a wedding, a celebration of love. You had an expensive gown made especially for me because you love me and wanted me to have something exquisite to wear. Since then we have added suitable pieces to my wardrobe, but that one has always felt special to me.”

      Maddie’s heart swelled and her smile with it. “That is the best explanation ever.” She paused worrying over clothing just for a moment to appreciate the extraordinary woman who shared her life. “Now, look at these. I have narrowed it down to three. This one,” she pointed, “is a classic, but I have worn it to many occasions already. This one is new, one of the latest fashions; however, it came from a boutique in town and another lady may arrive in the same dress. And then there is this one,” she motioned to a form-fitting gold satin gamurra with a tight bodice and low neckline.

      Florentina’s eyes flashed as if in memory and she declared, “Definitely not that one.”

      Madelena tilted her head drawing in her brows. “Why not?”

      “Do you want anyone to notice the bride?” Fiore exclaimed. “That dress accentuates all of your assets in such a way every eye in the chapel will be on you, my dear. Trust me.”

      Maddie brushed her lips across Florentina’s and returned the gown to the armoire with a satisfied laugh. “I’ll save it for a more intimate occasion then.” Returning to her choices, she pondered some more. “Well, at least there are only two left. I could always flip a coin.” She turned to Fiore with warm green eyes dancing with desire. “I want you to sit with me at the ceremony.”

      Florentina shook her head. “You know I cannot. There is no suitable reason for an employee to be seated with the groom’s family.”

      Discontent rose in Maddie, stiffening her back and firming her jaw. It wasn’t fair! Why should society rule their lives? Who gave others the right to judge? “But-” she began.

      Fiore put a finger to her lips. “Portia has asked me to play the music on the church organ. I’ve played the organ before; it is very similar to the harpsichord and I know I can do it justice. That way, I am included in the service without sitting suspiciously near to you.”

      The tension she had held subsided as contentment returned. “Leave it to Portia,” she said with a smile. “When it comes to etiquette, Portia is queen. That was a stroke of genius on her part, and yes, your music will be beautiful. You will sit with me at the feast, right?” When she received no immediate response, a little jolt of disappointment shot through her.

      “You mean at the main table with the newlyweds and Don Benetto,” Florentina supposed.

      “Oh.” It suddenly dawned on her Fiore may not wish to celebrate with the man who murdered her father. “I, I’m sorry, I didn’t think,” she stammered. “That would be uncomfortable.”

      Florentina slipped her arms around Madelena and placed a tender kiss to her lips. “That is not it. The Night Flyer punished the man who killed Papa, and I have put it behind me. Besides, you say he has changed, and I pray it is true. I count on the fact most people see what they expect to see, nothing more. However, Don Benetto is an intelligent, observant man. The night I burned his mansion to the ground I straddled his chest on the floor, my face as close to his as it is to yours right now. Mask or not, I fear if we spent any time up close together, he would recognize me. It was a moment neither of us will ever forget. What would even a kinder, gentler Don Benetto do with such a realization? I simply can’t take a chance on him finding out who I am—not yet, anyway.”

      The explanation made sense. Maddie nodded. “Well, he is essentially part of the family now. You can’t avoid him forever.”

      “No, but mayhap when I become more familiar to him as one always around on the periphery, he will come to expect my presence like a piece of furniture which he knows is there but need not pay attention to.”

      Maddie laughed and hugged Fiore. “You are not a piece of furniture; nevertheless, I understand what you mean. Come to think of it, the banquet will be a very long affair, quite tedious for the children. Maybe you could take them somewhere entertaining for them when we all sit down to eat, and that can be your excuse for leaving.”

      “Brilliant as always, mi tesoro,” Florentina replied with a flashing grin. “I can get them to bed at their regular time and still wait up for your return.”

      Then the issue which began their conversation resurfaced in her awareness. “As long as you aren’t off tracking down canal thieves,” she groaned.

      “Let’s count on me catching them tonight then.” In an instant, dissatisfaction was washed away by the fervor of Florentina’s lips on hers, and Madelena was caught up in a sensation of belonging. Love permeated her being so powerfully it smothered all other desires. Dresses, seating arrangements, even the necessity of hiding from the world—nothing else mattered, because the energy, attraction, and dedication binding Fiore to her superseded all other things, rendering circumstances irrelevant. She comprehended the mystery of two becoming one and reveled in it.
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      The Night Flyer sat on the roof of a warehouse overlooking the docks while Stefano and his guards made their rounds… again. She rested her elbows on her knees and her chin in her hands, gazing up at the string of clouds parading across a midnight blue sky illuminated by moon and starlight. She occupied herself by deciding what animal or object each one resembled to stay awake. Over a week of spending most of each night watching for the robbers’ return, Florentina was woefully lacking sleep. As a large sheep-like cloud passed in front of the moon, a sound snapped her to attention. A scrape, a scuffle, the voice of a man below, and the Night Flyer sprang into action.

      Crouching low, she stole across the rooftop on soft-soled boots, her keen eyes scanning the area below. There! She spotted a fellow dressed differently from Stefano’s men—no, two, one behind the other, creeping along behind a stack of crates. As she reached the edge, she placed two fingers to her mouth and blasted a whistle, then leapt onto the second man who stood just beneath her, knocking him to the ground. While she wrestled with him, she heard Stefano’s voice barking commands and a stampede of feet heading their way.

      This one is strong, Florentina thought as they thrashed over the ground. She had just gotten positioned on top of him and was about to give him a head-butt when the felon seized hold of her mask. Panic exploded through her in a most unfamiliar blast, shaking her sense of control. Her only aim at that moment was to keep her face concealed. If her identity became known, it would ruin everything she had built with Alessandro and Madelena, plus do them irreparable harm. She leaned back, snatched the black cloth from his gripping hand and rolled off of him, all her attention on re-securing her covering. When she glanced up, he was running away from her. Oh, no, you don’t!

      The Night Flyer pulled her bola from her belt as she jumped to her feet, made her preparatory swing, and let the weapon fly. It hit its mark, tripping the assailant, and sending him to the ground once more, but as she started to pursue, her attention was drawn to the whiz of a crossbow bolt close enough to her ear to be of alarm. It landed in a nearby crate, and she spun to search for who was shooting at her.

      The din of commotion grew as dock guards and thieves sped around, knocking over things and shouting; through the confusion, Florentina could not be certain who had fired the shot. She pulled her own specially designed cylinder-action repeat-firing crossbow to the ready as she ducked behind a row of crates. I promised Maddie no injuries tonight, went through her mind. Then she snapped her head back to the bandit she had downed with her bola. He was still lying on the pier, but had kicked his feet free. Just as she supposed he would get away, she watched in astonishment as he crawled a few feet and dropped into the murky waters of the canal. With a cautionary glance over her shoulder and still seeing no one aiming at her, she sprinted to the spot he had gone into the water. Then she recalled something which had not registered at the time: he was wet when she touched him earlier.

      “We’ve got one!” she heard a deep baritone call out in triumph. Still, the Night Flyer kept her focus along the edge of the canal, watching for him to resurface or climb out somewhere; he didn’t. She trotted out to the end of the wharf, rapidly searching each barge and gondola, but she found no one. Despite the instant of horror at possibly being unmasked, Florentina’s brain was now functioning at full capacity, ticking off ideas in rapid succession. She raised her eyes to peer across the canal to the other side where gaming halls, taverns, prostitution houses, and poor tenement buildings dominated; however, she did not witness him emerge. Puzzled and intrigued, she jogged back to a congregation of guards standing around the thief they had captured.

      Stefano stood in sharp contrast to the smaller, younger man. “Who do you work for?” he demanded in a stern voice. “How do you robbers always get away?” The man said nothing, only stared at him with steely eyes. “If you will not answer my questions, I will turn you over to the constables and they will lock you in a cage.” As Florentina approached, Stefano glanced up at her with satisfaction in his eyes. “Or mayhap I will just hand you over to the Night Flyer and let him dispose of you in some horrific way.”

      Florentina halted beside Stefano, noting the bandit’s shift of expression. She crossed her arms over her chest, studying him; he was also wet. “I do not enjoy torture to gain information,” she stated coolly, followed by a shrug. “Doesn’t mean I won’t use it.”

      She watched as the young man swallowed and followed his eyes as they rolled about, no doubt seeking a path of escape. In a shaky voice, he replied, “There is nothing I can tell you.”

      “Indeed, there is,” Stefano corrected him with authority in his tone. “You can tell us who hired you, where your base of operations is, how you disappear. You can tell us everything you know, and you will, by God!”

      By now, a hopeless, frightened look had spread over the robber’s visage. “But, but I don’t know. It’s true!” he insisted at Stefano’s sneer. “We don’t know the name of the person in charge. And I don’t know how to find the base; I’m very low level.”

      “Where do you go after the robberies?” the Night Flyer demanded. “How do you seem to disappear?”

      The man’s shoulders slumped, and he cast his gaze to the ground, shaking his head. “You would not believe….”

      “Try me,” Stefano grunted.

      “Kill me,” the man uttered in despair. “You don’t understand, you don’t know. Lock me away,” he added. “My life is done.”

      The Night Flyer exchanged a look with Stefano and motioned over her shoulder with her chin. He followed her several yards away from the others. “Did they get away with any merchandise this time?” she asked.

      “I have men checking the inventory as we speak,” he answered. “What do you think of this guy?”

      “He is wet,” she stated. “And so was the one I fought with, who, oddly enough, jumped into the canal and disappeared.”

      “He what?” Stefano exclaimed in disbelief.

      “This man you caught is of low rank and may not possess the information,” Florentina considered. “It is clearly a large operation, and it would be unwise for the foreman of such to let the common thugs know who he is, precisely because of situations like this. I would suggest turning him over to the constables,” she recommended. “You will have a success to your credit and they can interrogate him all they desire. But, tell them you need city watchmen placed to guard all access points to the sewer system at night until they are all in custody.”

      Stefano looked at her as though she had grown horns. “Sewers? Nasty,” he added in disgust.

      The Night Flyer inclined her head. “I suspect that is how they are moving about undetected. The sewers empty into the canal. They could enter anywhere in town, but more likely somewhere close-by, emerge into the canal, creep into storehouses and onto barges, and exit the way they came. You said they only take small items which could be easily carried… or swum with.”

      Stefano rubbed his chin. “That is a reasonable possibility.”

      “Monsieur Viscardi,” addressed a chubby man with a French accent. “The inventory is complete. Only a few items from one shipment are missing. They were some jewelry, clocks, and silverware—you know, like spoons and forks and such.” The Frenchman gave Florentina a wary glance. “This is the Night Flyer, no?”

      Stefano nodded, and Florentina commanded, “You did not see me; I was never here.”

      “It’s true,” Stefano confirmed. “The Night Flyer played no part in scaring off the thieves.”

      “Yes, of course,” came his meek reply. “But I would guess if the Night Flyer had been here tonight, he would have played a major role in scaring away the criminals.”

      Florentina fought back a grin. “You must be a valuable asset to your chief of security, and the entire city,” she complimented him.

      He smiled and shook his head. “One of the men they killed was my friend. Whatever you do to help catch those responsible, I thank you, and maybe one day I tell my grandchildren about the time I met you.”

      The Night Flyer nodded. “I need to be going now.”

      “I thank you, too,” Stefano said. “How will I let you know if the sewer vigil works?”

      With a grin on her lips and a sparkle in her eye, Florentina replied, “I’ll know.”
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        * * *

      

      The wedding processional on Sunday morning drew a large crowd of onlookers—some who were friends or acquaintances of either the Torelli or Viscardi families, and curiosity seekers who wished to join in on the entertaining festivities. The Torelli household rode on horse-drawn floats decorated with flowers and silk cloth. Florentina sat on a stool playing the harpsichord displayed amid a sea of colors, while Madelena and her two beaming children appeared to be resting on a cloud of bleached wool in front of her, waving and smiling at the onlookers. Ahead of them Alessandro, Portia, and Pollonia occupied an even more elaborate float displaying a flower-embedded, larger-than-life representation of a loom weaving crimson cloth bearing the symbol of the Vatican. In the lead, Antonio stood on a rumbling float adorned with a mock cannon standing guard over his splendid wedding chest. Bernardo along with his army friends Papi and Conte, flanked him from seats painted to look like rocks. Antonio remembered their other friend, Roberto, struck down in the war, and a ripple of sadness touched him for an instant. He was glad, though, that Papi was almost back to normal after the trauma of Roberto’s loss. Between the floats paraded jugglers, tumblers, and dancers, all in bright attire, some performing on the backs of white Andalusians. Behind the family were marching musicians and more decorated carts ridden by the household staff, the production house workers, the Milan Gazette, and Margarita’s Hope House.

      Antonio was giddy and nervous at the same time. He was young compared to most grooms, who could be ten or fifteen years older than their brides. To marry, one must enjoy money, which usually meant having completed their apprenticeships and journeyman work, but he had been born into privilege. Antonio had not fully understood or appreciated that benefit until his time spent in Napoli during the war; however, he had matured much in the past two years and considered himself ready for marriage. He was joyful to be wedding the woman he loved, and anxious because he wanted everything to be perfect for her special day. Warmth lit his heart as his fingers brushed the puffed sleeves of his blue velvet giornea with silver silk lining the slits in its mutton sleeves. His attention now drawn to the garment, he traced the meticulously stitched patterns in gold, green, white, and silver threads which turned a mere coat into a work of art. Agnese made this for me while I was away with the army, he marveled. It is the perfect thing to wear today.

      Next his eyes traveled to the ornate cassoni decorated with heavy wood carvings called intarsia that Florentina had secured an artisan to create for Agnese and him. His displayed a chivalrous scene of two knights jousting on the long sides and both the Torelli and Viscardi family crests on the ends. Agnese’s was the same color and style with the same end panels, only hers bore biblical scenes depicting the virtuous woman of Proverbs. Antonio beamed with appreciation at his wedding chest because he was an amateur artist himself. It was so considerate of Florentina to go out of her way, calling in favors to ensure we had the most exceptional cassoni. It is an item I will keep with me my whole life. Antonio didn’t ask questions, and he did not want to pry, but he was pretty sure he knew why his Aunt Maddie’s tutor had been promoted to some honorary position of authority in the family business; he was alright with that.

      As they approached the north gate to the city, the spot the Viscardi’s would join the procession, Antonio vibrated with jubilant energy. He stretched to view the archway ornamented in greenery, flowers, and every manner of artistic display for the bride to ride through upon entering Milan. Per the parade planning, the Viscardi’s floats were to file in behind the rest after they had passed so the bride would be the last to arrive at the church, but Antonio hoped to see her now.

      Joy poured over him at his wish fulfilled. As the caravan passed the gate, he had an unobstructed view of Agnese sitting upon a floral throne beneath an arched trellis on which were intertwined living, blooming grapevines growing out of oversized terracotta pots. She was a glowing vision in a sleeveless, floor-length women’s giornea dyed the exact shade of blue to match his and adorned with pearls sewn into designs in the fabric. It was open in front, with slits on the sides revealing the white gamurra underneath. Her platform-soled, high heel shoes bore the same shade as her draping giornea; the heels were for function rather than fashion, to protect long skirts from dirt and puddles as the lady walked outdoors. Her hair, a lighter shade of brown than his, was arranged in a trio of braids, updo, and flowing tresses. Don Benetto stood behind her, smiling and waving. Antonio waved back to them, his heart as light as a feather.

      As Antonio gazed upon Agnese, he pondered the depth of his feelings for her. She was attractive, but not the most beautiful young woman in town. She had a sweet disposition, interspersed with a certain determination. Agnese was not dull, not lacking in talent; however, he supposed others were smarter, better dancers, or more skilled in some regard. It made him chuckle to consider it was not an inheritance which drew him to admire her so. No, it was not because she was special in the eyes of the community that he loved her with a burning and abiding tenacity—it was how he felt whenever he was with her. Agnese made him feel like he was king of the world! He liked who he was when surrounded by her aura and immersed in her presence. She had already spurred him to grow into a wiser man, and it thrilled him that he did not have to wait for years to make her his wife. If Antonio had replayed the Battle of Cerignola countless times for its horrors, he knew he would relive this day in his mind far more times for its jubilant satisfaction.
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      Antonio thought he would burst as he waited at the front of the chapel for his bride to arrive. Standing to his immediate right was his father, who he had asked to serve as best man. They had grown closer over the past year, and he could think of no one he would rather have at his side. Bernardo and his friends were positioned near him, dressed in their best suits. The priest was there, in his liturgical robes, and Florentina was playing music for the occasion on the pipe organ. As Antonio gazed out over the spectators, he smiled at his mother and Aunt Madelena, who sat together with Betta on the front left of the center aisle with all the women guests, while the men sat on the right. Matteo was with Geppetto, Casa Torelli’s majordomo, and Luca, a servant Antonio’s age whom he had known most of his life. Antonio was pleased to note Agnese’s older brother Niccolo had arrived, even if too late to take part in the proceedings.

      While many weddings of couples from all classes took place in the bride’s home or another secular setting, church weddings were becoming more commonplace in Roman Catholic Italian city-states, and while a priest was not required to preside over the vows, it was smiled upon by the Church. Another advantage was having the marriage specifics preserved in Church records. Besides, Agnese’s countryside manor house was too far from town and in too much disrepair to be a viable option; the last thing he wished to do was cause her any embarrassment.

      “Are you sure she is coming?” teased Bernardo in keeping with groomsman tradition.

      “Agnese finally came to her senses and fled back to her father’s manor,” Papi added in glee.

      “Hush!” Antonio scolded them. “If there is no ceremony, there will be no feast for you.” He felt in his pocket for the lucky iron nugget he had put there for the occasion.

      “I don’t think she’s coming,” added Conte, but Alessandro touched Antonio’s elbow and turned his attention to the door.

      The music changed to the song Agnese had chosen for her processional, and Antonio felt a lump rise in his throat. His skin was alive with vibrations, and he straightened, gazing forward in bright anticipation. Pollonia and three other young ladies wearing fine gowns and smiling faces walked in a line ahead of the bride, carrying bouquets of flowers. They filed in across the front, opposite Antonio and his attendants. He noted Pollonia looked beautiful and considered the possibility he might soon witness her ring day.

      His heart leapt when Agnese started down the chapel’s center aisle, escorted by her father. Antonio felt misty and raised fingers to touch his eyes in discouragement of any tears, joyful or otherwise. Don Benetto looked distinguished in his finest maroon suit, but the expression he wore spoke to the mix of love, pride, joy, and sorrow that must be swirling within him. Agnese said he was broken-hearted because her mother did not live to see this day. It must be very difficult for him to have her move away, leaving him all alone. We will invite him to visit often.

      Benetto and Agnese stopped when they reached the altar and so did the music. The priest stepped forward and said, “We are gathered here on this blessed Lord’s Day to witness the joining together of this man and woman in Holy matrimony. Who gives this woman to be so wed?”

      “I, Bernardo Viscardi, her father,” Benetto stated with authority and the priest nodded. His part concluded, Benetto took a seat with the other men.

      Next, the four bridesmaids took the corners of an ivory silk pall and held it up high to form a canopy over the altar, and Agnese knelt beneath it. “The Bride’s Blessing is an important tradition,” the priest said. He stood in front of her, raised his hands, and proceeded to quote strings of phrases in Latin. The words were familiar, and Antonio could have translated them in his head, but he was too busy entertaining loving thoughts toward Agnese.

      Yes, God, please bless her with a long and healthy life and many children, so she may realize all her dreams and never want for anything. Most of all, guide me to be the best husband possible.

      “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,” the priest concluded, making the sign of the cross. “Amen.”

      The bridesmaids moved to the side and tucked the cloth away, returning to their spots. That was his cue. Antonio stepped up to face his bride, the priest standing just behind and between them. As a light-headed euphoria swept him up, he prayed he would not fall over.

      “Antonio Torelli, do you wish to have this woman as your wife, and to love her, honor her, keep her and protect her, in health and in sickness, as a husband should his wife, to keep from all other women except her, as long as your lives shall last?”

      “I do.”

      The priest turned his gaze to the bride. “Do you, Agnese Viscardi, wish to have this man as your husband, and to love him, honor him, serve and obey him, in health and in sickness, as a wife should her husband, to keep from all other men except him, as long as your lives shall last?”

      Heaven could contain no greater bliss than Antonio felt as she uttered the words, “I do.”

      Looking back to Antonio, the priest asked, “Do you have the ring?”

      Alessandro handed it to him, and he gave it to the priest, who said a blessing over the gold band before returning it to Antonio. He took Agnese’s right hand and placed it in Antonio’s. “With this ring, I thee wed,” Antonio voiced, and placed the ring on her middle finger with the engagement diamond he had already given her.

      The priest did the same with the other ring, and Agnese slid the thick gold band onto Antonio’s finger. “With this ring, I thee wed.” Not all grooms took rings from their brides; society viewed the ring as a symbol the woman belonged to the man, therefore she had to wear it while he was free to do as he pleased. Antonio looked at their union differently. From his perspective, they belonged to each other. He had grown up under the blessing of his parents' loving partnership, and that is what he intended to create with his wife.

      Gazing into her pale blue eyes, he sensed the adoration and dedication they conveyed to him, and though they were chaste, having waited for this night as was fitting and proper they should do, he perceived the feeling of oneness. This was right; it was real; and it was forever. While the thought of permanency may frighten some young men, it was like a comfortable blanket to Antonio.

      “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      With shaky hands, Antonio lifted Agnese’s white-laced veil. It was certainly not the first time their lips had met, but it was their first kiss as a married couple. To Antonio, it was a singular sensation, too shy in front of a crowd to be passionate, too permeated with love to be anything less. Merry voices rang, and the organ played once more. Antonio and his wife held hands as they practically danced down the aisle, followed by their friends and family members. He heard Don Benetto announce, “Join us for the feast at Antiche Mura Reception Hall.”

      Outside, cheers arose from the many parade spectators who had not fit inside. Most citizens were far more eager to attend the festival. Antonio handed Agnese up onto her float, where he joined her. Once the rest of the wedding party had assumed their positions atop ornamented horse-drawn wagons, the procession continued to the next stop.

      Antonio glowed as brightly as the light that consumed Agnese’s sweet face. She had never appeared so beautiful. He held her hand and beamed at her. “I am so, so happy,” he bubbled. “I love you so much.”

      “Oh, Antonio,” she gushed. “I am the blessed one! And I love you even more.”

      They may have been rumbling down the street amid hundreds of enthusiastic pageant watchers, but Antonio felt as if they were the only two people on earth.
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        * * *

      

      Madelena observed Antiche Mura Reception Hall was not as extravagant as the building Benetto had rented for Agnese’s sixteenth birthday party; however, it wasn’t shabby either. The facade bore enough windows to allow natural light inside, and the floors were marble, if not inlaid with any artistic designs. There was a dance floor and a group of musicians had already begun to play. She spied Stefano with a bouncy, buxom woman attached to his arm, stepping forward to take part in the dancing. Off to one side was a table with an ample supply of fruity wine-punch, sugared almonds, and hundreds of tiny gift pouches, probably filled with candied almonds, for the guests to take home. At the far end of the spacious chamber were long tables with place settings ready for the feast which would begin in an hour or so. The walls were of painted brick and heavy wooden rafters spanned the width with tavern-quality chandeliers hanging from them, but at least there were some decorative tapestries and potted plants to add color.

      Portia had wandered off and Matteo and Betta were collecting sugared almonds when Maddie’s ladies’ circle friends approached.

      “It was a fabulous celebration,” Isabella della Gazzada commented as she patted her light brown updo. Although more voluminous than was considered attractive, Isabella shone in her fashionable gown and rubies. Maddie was at once relieved she had chosen her classic dress rather than the new one, which was exactly the same as Isabella’s.

      “And the food smells delicious,” added flaxen-haired Rose Bombello with a sincere smile.

      “Who would have guessed a Viscardi wed a Torelli?” tinkled Tomasina Luino’s laugh. “Their feud is a thing of legend.” The tall, willowy woman sipped from her punch glass.

      “They look so happy, Maddie,” Dolce Leonetti beamed as she touched Maddie’s arm. Her creamy, heart-shaped face was splashed with freckles, adding to her youthful appearance. Maddie liked this newest member of their group. However, at that moment, she remembered Julia; she felt they were just becoming friends when… she ended up dead, murdered. She shooed away the thought.

      “So, any weddings in your future, Madelena?” inquired Tomasina with arched brows.

      Maddie smiled and shook her head. “No plans.”

      “Look!” Isabella exclaimed in a hush. “Maria Fontana is wearing my gown! Quick, let’s move to the other side of the hall.” And in a poof, the ladies were all gone, leaving Maddie by herself. Just as well, she decided. I want to find Florentina anyway.

      Spinning on her heel, Madelena bumped square into an attractive brunette in a stunning green and gold Paris trendsetter with a plunging neckline. She was taller than Maddie, with a tan complexion like Fiore’s. “Pardon me,” Maddie said, and took a step back, but the sultry woman before her only smiled.

      “Surely you have not forgotten me, dear Maddie,” issued the smooth, husky tones of an older, more experienced woman.

      Maddie blinked and looked at her again—the feline face, those calculating eyes, and lush lips. Her eyes flew wide in a recognition which threw Maddie into an awkward state of near panic. “Veronica!” She drew on all her willpower and well-rehearsed manners to appear unphased. “I haven’t seen you in years. What brings you here?”

      Veronica Moretti, a onetime employee of the Torelli household, the older maid with whom Maddie had engaged in a lover’s tryst while in her teens, inched her way closer. “Why, Antonio’s wedding, of course!” she laughed and flashed dazzling white teeth. “I looked after him as a child, you remember. I see he is grown now, with all his experience as a military officer.” She shot a gaze at the groom where he was stationed at Agnese’s side, greeting the guests as they arrived.

      “Yes,” Madelena managed. “He has turned into quite a handsome and accomplished young man.”

      “And you?” Veronica motioned as her attention zeroed in on Maddie. She couldn’t help but notice the years had been quite kind to Veronica. In the fine clothing, skin enhancers, and expensive jewelry, she looked more striking than ever. “Let’s see, since we parted ways you married, had two children, were widowed, and took a position in your brother’s business; do I have that right?”

      Maddie swallowed and nodded. “Si. That sums it up. You seem to do well for yourself these days.”

      Veronica’s eyes flashed and the corner of her mouth curved. “Indeed.” Then she let out a hardy laugh, shook her head, and placed a casual hand on Maddie’s arm. “Don’t look like you are staring death in the face! I am not here to damage your reputation. If I had wanted to do that, don’t you think I would have told everyone in town when I was summarily dismissed from the household staff?”

      After a quick glance around, Madelena brought anxious eyes to lock with her former paramour. “You tell me.”

      “Sweet Maddie,” Veronica chided in a soft tone. “As it turns out, a change in occupations was just what I needed. I have moved up in the world in the past ten years, as have you.” The woman’s discerning gaze made Maddie want to grab her skirts and flee the banquet hall. Just standing here talking to Veronica tied her stomach in knots, made her palms sweat and her temples throb; but what could she do?

      “What wonderful news,” she managed. “What are you doing now? Have you married?”

      “Married?” Veronica’s expression was difficult for Maddie to read. “No one owns me. However, I am engaged in a mutually beneficial relationship with a most generous man.”

      Code for I’m someone’s mistress, Maddie deciphered. “How nice. Does he live in Milan?”

      “Don Cosimo d’Este is an up-and-coming jewel merchant who currently resides in Genova and is considering moving to Milan. We were here on business when I saw the wedding announcement in the broadsheet and knew I must attend. I am Cosimo’s buyer.”

      Madelena blinked. “His ‘buyer’? What is that?”

      When Veronica shifted positions, Maddie suspected it was to give her a better view of the room. “I excel at shopping. He gives me a list of what he wants and I visit all the shops in town to find the best quality at the lowest cost and obtain the items on the list. It saves an important man like Cosimo valuable time and money. He says I more than earn my keep,” she added with a wink.

      “Oh,” Maddie let out, not knowing what else to say.

      Then the dark-haired fox leaned in to Maddie’s ear. “I know your secret.”

      Madelena froze. She didn’t breathe and was sure her heart had ceased to beat. All the times she had wished she could tell the world she was in love, when she had desired her relationship could be open, were swept up in a cyclone of desperate terror. She can’t know! How could she know? She has no proof!

      “What secret?” she asked in a steady voice.

      “Come on,” Veronica teased. “I’ve heard people talk about it. You and the Night Flyer,” she suggested with a sly grin.

      With a deep exhale, Maddie’s nerves calmed, and her heart returned to a normal rhythm. “Drivel,” she laughed with ease.

      Veronica was not convinced. “Tell me, does he satisfy you as thoroughly as I did? Does he send waves of ecstasy rushing through you like the swells of the sea? Tell me, who is he?”

      Her voice danced in Maddie’s ears as the light danced in her mysterious eyes. “No,” Maddie said, taking a step back. “I mean, no, I am not engaged in a secret romance with the city’s legendary vigilante.” Of course, that was a lie, but at least Veronica’s suspicions were not new or potentially devastating. “There was this time the Night Flyer saved me from an assailant who may have intended me harm, and I admit he is intriguing; however, I am far too busy raising my children and helping run Torelli Silk to be engaged in some illicit liaison with anyone.”

      “But you’ve missed me,” Veronica taunted in a playful voice.

      Relaxed, Maddie could tell the truth. She looked the woman in the eye and with complete honesty declared, “I have not thought of you in years. I had a good husband, and now I am devoted to my family and my work. I have moved on, and it would appear you have as well.”

      Veronica straightened, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Indeed. Cosimo satisfies me in ways neither you nor anyone else ever could. So, let us leave things at that.”

      With a sigh of relief, Maddie concurred. “Agreed. It was nice to see you again, but I need to find my brother.”

      “Of course you do,” Veronica added with a toying expression, and she turned to sashay away.
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      Florentina watched with an intuitive gaze as the disturbingly attractive vixen walked away from Madelena. She didn’t intend to march up and take Maddie by surprise; nonetheless, when she touched her elbow, Maddie whirled around with a gasp. “Oh, Fiore,” she uttered in relief.

      “That was her,” she stated, rather than ask the obvious question.

      “You mean Veronica, a former maid of the household whom I haven’t seen or thought of in years?”

      Florentina fixed her eyes on Madelena’s. “You know precisely who I mean.”

      “Yes, well,” Maddie fidgeted. “That was her.”

      Casting a glance in the woman’s direction, Florentina whispered. “She is up to something.”

      “Drivel,” Maddie dismissed with a laugh. “She is in town on some buying business for her new wealthy employer—and I suspect her paramour as well. She saw the wedding announcement and wished to attend.”

      Her eyes followed Veronica until she was out of sight, then she turned back to Madelena. “Why? I don’t like this.”

      “Amore mia, you have nothing to worry about,” Maddie cooed in a hushed tone, her face radiant with affection.

      Florentina responded with a wary twist of her lips. “I trust you implicitly; I do not trust her at all. What if she is here to make trouble for you?”

      “If she wanted to do ruin me, she could have done it ten years ago when the wound of being dismissed was fresh,” Madelena reasoned.

      “Not if she ever wished to work in this town again,” Florentina countered. “Without a reference from your father, no one would have hired her. She could not afford to create a spectacle. But now that she is clearly in a more secure financial condition, she can do whatever she wants. She was standing far too close to you for my comfort, and did you see the shine in her eyes?”

      “Fiore, I think you are reading too much into a chance meeting.” Maddie’s voice was unconvincing. “If she wanted to reconnect with me, why wait over two years after Virgilio’s death? Why not come calling when I was in a vulnerable state?”

      “Yes,” Florentina mused. “Why indeed? Maddie, I want you to be cautious of her, especially if she arranges another ‘chance encounter’.” Florentina’s gaze scanned the room with purpose. “I intend to keep an eye on her.”

      “Speaking of keeping an eye on people,” Maddie said in dismay. “Betta and Matteo are gallivanting through the dancers! Dinner will be served soon; I think it is time you take them on your outing, and please, be sure to correct them for this embarrassing behavior. I don’t want every household in Milan saying I cannot control my children.”

      Florentina’s expression softened. Just thinking of sweet, empathetic Betta and energetic, intelligent Matteo filled her heart with indescribable joy. “Society places far too much importance on discipline and far too little on creativity,” she stated as fact. “Do not worry; I will take them in hand so you will not be ridiculed. They are good children, Maddie.”

      “I know,” she replied with an adoring smile. “I wish I could kiss you now.”

      “Speaking of giving the neighbors something to talk about,” Florentina snickered. “I will wait up to collect that kiss when you get home tonight.”

      “You’d better.” Maddie flashed her a grin and Florentina proceeded to collect the children.
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        * * *

      

      Late Sunday night Pietro sat on his bench in a small cell with Giulio, Leo, and Luigi, each with their own bench and blanket. It was a step up from the floor where they had begun, but not by much. When they dared speak to each other, it was in a hush so as not to draw the brutal guards’ attention.

      “What was that thing we were in?” Leo asked. He brushed a hand through his black curls as he looked at Pietro. Those sky-blue eyes stood in sharp contrast to his tan face, now darker due to the lack of bathing opportunities.

      Pietro was beyond caring how he smelled anymore. In fact, he cared about very little since the morning… He couldn’t shake the image of seeing Michele’s throat cut or hearing the blood gurgle through his airway as he had tried to breathe. It was his fault, and he could never make it right. Even though he was a carousing professional athlete who depended on his body for his reputation, Pietro possessed a keen mind. He had been curious.

      “It had to have been a boat,” Giulio guessed. As physiques go, Giulio’s was Herculean, with a broad chest, brick-like muscles, and a thick neck. Long, light brown hair tied with a small band trailed down his back. Pietro liked to have Giulio in front of him to clear a path through the opponents while he ran behind with the ball. It was a strategy that worked well… when playing a game. This was not a game, but what was it?

      “It couldn’t have been a boat,” Leo dismissed and lay back on his bench, pulling up his blanket. “It was made of metal. Boats are made of wood.”

      “What do you think it was, Pietro?” Giulio repeated.

      Pietro recalled the events of the previous night. The four of them had been marched through corridors and up a set of stairs to another room without windows, but it did have torchlight. There he witnessed a strange sight. One of the men in the brown jerkins held a bellows pumping it into an unfamiliar roundish thing that expanded as he pumped. “What is that?” Pietro had asked. “A whale bladder,” the man said. When he stopped filling it with air, he stuffed a cork with a cord tied to a ring in its top into the opening. “What is it for?” he had asked. “None of your concern,” snapped the man. Then they had all been blindfolded, and a hood placed over his head so he could see nothing but blackness. They were led further along, then told to climb a ladder. More men at the top guided them along what he thought was a gangplank because of the spring, and they were ordered to take care climbing down another ladder. They were led further until instructed to stop.

      When the hood and blindfold were removed, Pietro saw they were in a small space about eight feet by eight feet. Three walls, the floor, and the roof appeared to be constructed of bronze and a curtain separated them from whatever lay beyond. There the four captives were shackled to arm-height rods protruding from a bizarre contraption. Each man sat on a stool with his feet on pedals just like the ones they had practiced with, only these were connected to pipes that seemed to shoot out through the back of the… whatever it was. The big guard who had killed Michele (he had learned his name was Borso) commanded them when to pedal forward, backward, and how fast, along with when to stop. He recalled at first, he had felt disoriented, as if they were sinking; however, no water came in and all was well. Pietro had suspected they were in the hold of some type of ship from the occasional rocking motion, probably one with an experimental propulsion system that used foot pedals instead of rowing with oars; then why abduct them and press them into forced labor?

      They stopped for a while, and he could hear footsteps and voices beyond the curtain. All was quiet, and then the footsteps and voices returned, and Borso ordered them to pedal. Pietro had done as he was told. Curiosity or not, discovering the answers to his questions would not bring Michele back, nor would it get him home again. He wondered if Ambroso was worried. He probably thinks I’m off consorting with gamblers and prostitutes, drinking my way from town to town. I wonder if anyone is looking for us?

      “Well?” Giulio insisted. “What do you think?”

      Pietro raised weary gingerbread eyes to his friend. “I think we are not supposed to know what it was. Maybe we will live longer if we don’t press the matter.”

      “I agree!” Luigi spoke up. “I just want to go home. I only lived in the slum, but it was better than this, and I could come and go as I pleased. Oh, Saint Ambrose, where are you now?” he pleaded with upraised palms.

      Where indeed, Pietro thought, and he lay back on his hard bench, pulled up his blanket, and prayed sleep would quiet his mind.
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        * * *

      

      A gentle rain fell in the courtyard Monday morning while Florentina conducted an outdoor lesson for the children from the comfort of the covered portico. She had given each of them a large pot and there were gardening supplies in sacks and wheelbarrows set under the eve. Betta sat like a perfect lady with her skirt smoothed over legs crossed at the ankles. She stared up at Florentina with the biggest, bluest eyes God ever bestowed on a human, her eager face framed by yellow-blonde tresses arranged with a blue bow on top. Matteo bounced his knee as he studied the array of supplies surrounding them.

      Florentina produced two small, gray, oblong, rough-coated objects. “What are these?” she asked.

      “Olive pits!” Matteo announced. “We spit them out and throw them away.”

      Florentina suppressed the grin that tugged at the corner of her mouth. “What else are they?”

      “Seeds!” proclaimed Betta in joyful triumph.

      “You are both correct,” their tutor declared. “While we do not eat the pits, we always keep some to plant. Do you know what is inside this little seed?” she inquired, holding one up.

      Matteo took it from her hand and scrutinized it; then she handed the other one to Betta. A studious expression possessed Matteo’s visage, and Florentina could see the wheels of his brain spinning. After a moment, he answered, “Seed stuff.”

      Betta giggled, and Florentina reached a hand to muss his acorn curls. “Inside that seed is a whole new olive tree. Everything required to produce a full-grown tree lives in that small encased plant material we call a seed. It just needs soil, water, sunlight, and time.”

      In an instant Matteo’s eyes brightened, and he popped up tall on his stool. Holding up the seed, he proclaimed, “The seed is like me! When I was little, everything I needed to grow into a man was inside that baby. I’m like a sapling now, but in a few years, I’ll be a big, strong man just like this seed will be a really tall tree.”

      Florentina beamed at him with pride. “I am so pleased you drew that conclusion all on your own, Matteo. You are exactly right. God made every creature and every plant to reproduce after its own kind. A tiny baby or a tiny seed both start out with all the plans for the mature living thing inside. If they are cared for properly, they will grow up healthy and strong and share characteristics with their parents and grandparents. It is easy to notice family resemblances, but each of us is also unique–one of a kind and special.”

      Betta and Matteo both smiled with delight. “I’ll bet we are going to plant these seeds today,” Betta suggested. “I like planting lessons.”

      Florentina winked at the little girl and she giggled. “These are singular seeds,” she explained. “They come from your family’s olive trees right here in our courtyard. These trees are so old that no one knows how old they are, at least hundreds of years. They are so valuable, the mansion was built around them so they would be preserved.” The children turned awe-filled eyes toward the ancient trees. “Your Uncle Alessandro and I thought it would be a legacy for each of you to grow a tree that was a child of these and take it with you to your new houses when you grow up.”

      “Fantastic!” Matteo cheered.

      Betta tugged on Florentina’s sleeve and peered up at her with concern. “But this is our house; we live here. Why would we move away just because we grow up? Antonio still lives here.”

      Florentina took Betta’s hand with a comforting smile. “This is Casa Torelli; you and Matteo are Carcanos. One day you will marry a wonderful man, like Agnese married Antonio, and you will move into his house and become part of his family. We will all still love you and visit you often, but you will go to live with him. And Matteo, one day you will be the head of your own household like your Uncle Alessandro is head of his household.”

      “But Mama married Papa, and he moved in here with her family,” Betta offered.

      “That is true,” Fiore nodded. “However, your Papa worked for your Grandpapa in the Torelli Silk business. His family did not have so grand a house and it was more convenient for him to live here to be close to work. I think they planned for him to be a partner in the business one day.”

      “Then what if I marry a silk merchant?” she asked. “Could he move in here with us?”

      Florentina laughed. “Perhaps.”

      Distress filled Betta’s empathetic eyes, and she squeezed Florentina’s hand. “What if I don’t get married? You aren’t married.”

      “Most men and women get married, but some don’t for different reasons,” she explained.

      “Like priests,” Matteo said, “and nuns. Besides, Florentina isn’t old. She may find someone.”

      I found someone, Florentina mused. “Some people just choose not to marry, but I think you are the kind of girl to grow into a beautiful bride.”

      Betta beamed. “If you never get married, you can just live with us forever and ever.”

      Florentina’s heart was touched as it so often was by this child she loved as her own. Then Matteo crossed one foot over his knee. “I may not get married when I grow up.”

      “Is that so?” Florentina inquired.

      “If I’m an explorer, I can’t take a wife on a ship to dangerous, unknown places,” he reasoned with a most serious expression. “And if I leave her at home while I’m discovering new lands, she would get lonely. I will have to consider this more closely.”

      Florentina shook her head. What a guy! “Now, do you remember how to prepare the pots?”

      “Rocks on the bottom,” Betta quoted, “then sand, then soil. Put the seed about three fingers into the dirt and add a light layer of mulch. Then water it thoroughly.”

      “Very good, Betta!” exclaimed Alessandro, who had walked up behind them. She tilted a glowing countenance up to her uncle. “Do you think you two can proceed without Florentina’s help? I need to steal her away for a moment.”

      “We know how to plant things,” Matteo replied with a confident nod.

      Florentina rose and followed Alessandro into his study. When he had closed the door, she asked, “Is something wrong?”

      “Actually, there is,” he sighed as he rubbed the back of his neck. “A week ago, Ambroso Sacchi came and asked me to run an article in the Gazette about his brother and three other Calcio players who had gone missing.

      “I recall reading the story,” she said with growing concern.

      “They still have not turned up. I know Giovanni tried to kill Madelena, but Pietro is not his father.”

      “No, he is not,” Florentina agreed. “And you want the Night Flyer to find them.”

      “I would not ask, because I know you are working on those dock robberies for Stefano, but I would hate for the boy to fall victim to foul play. Bernardo admires Pietro and is such a follower of his team, and he has been after me to do more to help find them,” Alessandro explained.

      “It is no imposition,” Florentina assured him. “I’m sorry; I have had so little sleep of lately it slipped my mind. Certainly, I desire to help find them and return them home safely, if it can be done. But Alessandro, it is also possible when I do find them….”

      “I know. I’ll deal with Bernardo if that is the case, though it would be sad for all of Milan to lose an athletic hero.”

      “Are there any clues?” Florentina asked. “Anything to go on?”

      “They were last seen leaving L’ultima Cena Tavern,” Alessandro reported. “The constables made inquiries and no witness saw where they went.”

      Light flashed through Fiore’s honey eyes and a grin tugged at her lips. “I know many unfortunates who live in that part of town who would never speak to a constable,” she noted. “However, with the right incentives, they may answer the Night Flyer’s questions.”

      Relief lit Alessandro’s face and he smiled at her. “I do believe so. Thank you, Fiore. And be extra careful. It would not do for you to go missing too.”

      “Count on it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day Alessandro sat in a visitor’s chair in the foyer of Magistrate Girard Delafosse’s office with his elbows resting on his knees, studying the fleurs-de-lis pattern woven into the carpet. That morning he had received an odd summons to appear before his Lordship, the French administrator of Milan, but he did not know why. Being unable to conceive of any offense he might have committed, he supposed Delafosse wished to purchase some silk. It isn’t polite to direct a busy merchant to come to your office and then leave him sitting for two hours, Alessandro contemplated. Then again, the French are not known for their courtesy and etiquette.

      As his stomach gurgled from having missed lunch, a squat man with a pencil moustache stepped into the hall and snapped his heels. “The magistrate will see you now, M'sieur Torelli.” In relief, Alessandro rose, towering over the secretary, and followed him into Delafosse’s office.

      The magistrate sat behind his walnut desk in front of a window overlooking a central courtyard. He was a man about Alessandro’s age with smooth black hair, a thin mustache and goatee, and displeased expression. Dressed in French fashion with a high ruffled white collar above his wine-colored velvet jerkin, Girard Delafosse kept his seat and motioned for Alessandro to take the chair opposite his desk.

      “Good day, M'sieur Delafosse,” he greeted with a polite smile as he sat. “How can I be of service to you today?”

      “You can stop printing those stories about the missing Calcio players,” he barked in a gruff tone. “I have had nothing but a steady line of citizens in here for a week demanding I find them,” he complained.

      “I believe that was the intent for publishing the story,” Alessandro answered in a relaxed manner. “Ambroso Sacchi runs one of the city’s most prominent businesses and contributes a healthy sum of tax florins. Is it unreasonable for the constables to search for his brother, who we believe was abducted along with his teammates?”

      Delafosse sighed and sat back in his chair, eying Alessandro with veiled intent. “I suppose, but it is also reasonable to assume that a high-ranking government official could shut down your broadsheet if he thought it was causing an uproar in the city. It makes me look incompetent.”

      He wouldn’t dare! Would he? “Not so, Your Lordship; no one blames you for anything. The Milan Gazette is a non-political publication that keeps our citizens informed as to what occurs in our city, and as you know, Calcio is very popular, as are its players. I suspect the story of our athletes’ recovery and safe return by the constables under the direction of our own esteemed magistrate will prove to be the most sensational in the Gazette’s history. I in no way desired to shed a poor light on you or the government’s efforts to return Pietro and the others, but people have a right to know why their players are not on the field. If you wish, I will desist in writing any more stories about the matter,” Alessandro said. “Then again… I could print weekly updates praising the efforts of Milan’s leaders to return them home safely.”

      Delafosse frowned and stroked his goatee. “You merchants, with all your wealth and influence, think you run the city instead of me. I am the arm of the king himself in Milan. I could confiscate all of your merchandise and shut down your businesses.”

      Well, aren’t we in a temper! Alessandro shrugged and offered a cool expression of nonchalance. “What you say is true,” he agreed. “But why would you kill a cow that provides you with such an abundance of milk? Didn’t France desire Milan because of our prosperous merchant class? Are we not an asset to the crown? Nonetheless, you, M'sieur Delafosse, are the one in charge. I trust you will make wise decisions.”

      Delafosse smirked and shook his head before laughing out loud. “I’m afraid you have caught me in a foul mood,” he replied. “You know I would not endanger the, as you put it, abundant cow. So, you wish to make me the hero of your stories now?”

      Alessandro smiled. “You were never anything other. In truth, if you wish me to stop the stories, I will be glad to do so. There are plenty of events to write about.”

      The magistrate placed his palms on his desk and pushed to his feet. “Perhaps a short line saying that we are pursuing all leads and will soon have recovered our athletes would be appreciated, Don Alessandro, as are your tax florins.”

      Alessandro stood and bowed before the government official. “Consider it done.”

      

      As he passed through the columned open-air portico, Alessandro ran into a familiar face and his countenance brightened. “Salvador!” he greeted and shook the hand of the balding man in a city watchman’s uniform.

      The long-time family friend smiled and changed directions to fall in beside him. “Don Alessandro, I pray you and your family are well. The wedding and feast were exceptional. That son of yours has turned out so well.”

      “Yes, he has,” Alessandro concurred with pride.

      Salvador’s comportment shifted as they passed out onto the street. “Did the magistrate tell you about what happened?”

      Alessandro peered down at the watchman with concern. “No. What happened?”

      “I am certain he does not want word to get out, so please, my friend, this is for your ears only,” Salvador advised in a quiet voice. Ally nodded, and he continued. “You have been covering the story of the dock thieves, and you must know they captured one.”

      “Did he talk?” Alessandro inquired with interest. “Did he say who had orchestrated the robberies?”

      “No,” Salvador replied with a despondent shake of his head. “While he does not employ such barbaric methods as the Spanish, the magistrate’s inquisitor can most often draw information from prisoners, but the man said nothing. Then this morning, he was found hanged in his cell. M'sieur Delafosse ruled it a suicide.”

      Alessandro’s mouth fell agape, and he stopped to face Salvador. “Suicide? What do you think happened?”

      Salvador removed his beret, ran a hand over the sparse gray hair left on his head, and replaced the red cap. “I don’t understand why a man would forfeit his place in paradise rather than risk spilling information on a criminal who employed him.”

      “How well guarded is the prison? Could someone have gotten in and done this to keep him quiet?”

      “I know there are always at least two guards posted overnight,” Salvador explained. “However, it is possible they were distracted or fell asleep.”

      “Or were paid to look the other way,” Ally added. He let out a long sigh. “Thank you for telling me about this, Salvador. Rest assured, it will not appear in the broadsheet.” The two shook hands before parting ways, and Alessandro pondered the implications all the way home.
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        * * *

      

      It was dusk when the Night Flyer glided over the neighborhood where L’ultima Cena Tavern was located. She had every intention of enjoying a good night’s sleep in the arms of her beautiful Maddie to ensure no meddling former lover got anywhere near. She leaned into her left handgrip to curve in that direction and determined which rooftop she intended to land on across the street from the tavern. Gravity already had her in a gradual descent, but pulling cords that folded in flaps on the backside of her wings brought her down in the desired spot. She trotted along with her momentum, slowing her pace as she pulled the wings into their folded position inside the open pack strapped to her back and halted.

      Florentina loved flying! It never ceased to exhilarate and inspire her with the sensation of total freedom. Sometimes she felt like a force of nature, and at other times as if she was one with the universe, and it was, in fact, that very unseen energy which flowed through her. She had constructed her gliding wings based on some of Leonardo’s sketches and the early prototypes she had tested for him as a tween. She also drew upon the opening and closing mechanism of a parasol to make it compact. Yes, Florentina had studied the science of what she had created and understood its potentials and limitations, but the metaphysical experience of touching the sky in a singular way was what thrilled her heart and ignited her imagination.

      Dressed in the black mask and costume of the Night Flyer and carrying an array of tools and weapons on her belt, Florentina scanned the area in search of the best potential witness. A man in common attire used a long pole bearing a small torch to ignite the streetlights which lined the thoroughfare. The taverns, gaming halls, and low-class theaters on this street made most of their profits after dark, as did the women who stood on corners to lure passers-by into their rooms for an hour. Sounds of music and laughter along with the clomp of hoofbeats emanated from below, accompanied by the aroma of roasting meat and the pungently sweet smell of alcohol. The sun had sunk below the rows of business establishments and tenements, although the fading glow allowed her to see well enough.

      She didn’t focus on the merrymakers exiting taverns and entertainment venues, but crept along the eave overlooking a side alley. This lane was cast in shadows and lacked the cheeriness of the primary avenue. A back door swung shut, a baby cried, a cat growled. The odors wafting from this dank passageway were not so alluring. She overheard the angry sounds of an argument through cracked, thin walls of an upstairs boarding room across the way. Then she spotted a diminutive figure wrapped in a colorless tattered shawl with a toddler rapping a stick on a can. A voice from somewhere inside her urged, this is the one.

      Florentina did not want to frighten the unfortunate, so she stole to the far end of the building before climbing down and then padded up leisurely. As she neared, she discerned this was a young woman, probably with her child. She noted the woman held her arm protectively while talking to the little boy in a soothing hush.

      “Good evening,” the Night Flyer addressed, causing her subject to spin about with a gasp. The woman grabbed the tot with her good hand and backed away, terror filling her eyes.

      “Night Flyer!” she uttered. “I have nothing for you to steal.”

      “I can see that,” Florentina replied in a stern tenor. “Yet I believe you may indeed possess something I need.”

      Horror swept over her youthful features. “Not here, now. Not in front of little Emilio!”

      The Night Flyer shook her head. “You misunderstand. I seek information.” Falling into a less intimidating stance, she motioned toward the woman’s arm. “Your arm appears to be broken. When did that happen?”

      She glanced down at the swollen, misshapen limb and then back to the Night Flyer. “A few days ago,” she offered with a shrug. “Maybe a week.”

      “Why have you not been to a physician to have it properly set? If you do not have it looked after, you will lose its use and then how will you care for your son?”

      Tears welled in her sunken eyes and Florentina deduced she could not be any older than Pollonia. “I have no money to pay a physician and nowhere to turn for help.”

      Florentina’s heart was pricked, but she maintained a tough facade. “What about the Church? Surely the nuns would help you. Have you heard of Margarita’s Hope House?”

      A shimmer shone for an instant in her moist eyes. “Yes, I once stayed there. They were very kind to me, but….” She sighed and sat on a crate. She ran her hand across the little one’s cheek.

      “Mama, eat,” he said. “Who’s dat?” Emilio turned round eyes to Florentina.

      Then it dawned on her. Madelena had told her all about one of the residents at the charity house she had founded in honor of her mother. “Rosetta,” Florentina said, hoping she called the correct name.

      Astonishment captured Rosetta’s face. “How do you know my name?”

      Florentina brightened her tone to one of mysterious mischief. “I am the Night Flyer; I know many things. I am here to discover what you know. May I suggest we make a deal?” Rosetta met her gaze with curious eyes. “I will pay for you to have your arm repaired, and you tell me what you witnessed a week ago from last Friday night. Four Calcio players left the tavern across the way and disappeared. What did you see?” Rosetta shot nervous eyes around the alley but saw no one. She swallowed. “There is nothing to be afraid of, Rosetta; I can protect you if you are concerned. Just start from the beginning and tell me what you witnessed.”

      “I,” she began, then looked down at her son. He was chewing on the stick he had been drumming with. She started to cry.

      Florentina stepped closer and knelt in front of the distraught young woman. She could not imagine what it would be like to be her, and she sensed a well of compassion rising in her heart. “No one else will ever know what you tell me. I need to find the young men, for I fear something terrible has happened to them. Pietro’s brother is worried. He misses his brother and is afraid for him. You can help, and in return, I will help you.”

      Rosetta nodded. “I left Margarita’s Hope House last year when Arturo, Emilio’s father, came for me. He wanted us back.” A momentary light of joyful hope shone through the misery, then vanished. “Things were good for a while; then he began to have financial problems. He said I would have to earn money too, or else Emilio and I could no longer stay with him. I tried to find a job, although I don’t have many skills. I was learning to cook, but no one was hiring for that. Besides, I had no one to look after Emilio while I was working. Arturo said for me to come out here and stand on the corner and smile at the men when they left the taverns and gaming halls. He said for me to be nice to them and they would pay me.” She lowered her head and wiped her tears. When she raised her chin there was more fire than shame in her eyes. “He said I had to do it or he would throw us out.”

      Florentina nodded. “No one is judging you, Rosetta. Were you out on the corner the that night?”

      She nodded. “Emilio was home with his father when I was out here that night. I saw the ballplayers leave, and I thought, what nice, clean, well-to-do men; one of them would be a good choice. So, I smiled and followed them, hoping one would notice me, you know?” She paused for a moment, her breath quickening. “Then a whole gang of men wearing leather jerkins jumped them. They hit them over the head with boards, tied them up, and threw them into the back of a wagon. Then they covered them with a big sheet of canvas and drove the wagon away.”

      “Why didn’t you tell a watchman or constable? They might have been able to recover them right away.”

      Rosetta lowered her gaze and wrapped her good arm around herself. “I was afraid. They would want to know why I was in the alley. They may have taken Emilio away from me!”

      “Alright. Do not upset yourself,” she soothed. “You have helped me; now I will help you. Where is this Arturo, and why did he not take you to have your arm set?”

      “Because,” she sobbed. “He is the one who broke it! He threw us out anyway. I did what he said. I brought home money, but he got angry a few nights ago and pushed me down the stairs. He said to take my bastard son and never come back.” She broke as surely as her arm had. Florentina still empathized; however, she was becoming increasingly impatient with the girl.

      “So, what? You just wander the alleys looking for food among the trash? Is that any way to care for Emilio?” Her voice came out sharper than intended, but it snapped Rosetta out of her breakdown. “Why did you not return to Margarita’s Hope House?”

      “Because of what I had been doing,” she replied in her defense. “I was ashamed. Donna Madelena didn’t want me to leave when I did. She wanted me to finish my classes, but I thought I knew better. Then after, you know, with all the men, I was too ashamed.”

      “Rosetta, you are not a child anymore, and you now have one who depends on you. Get over it! What happened yesterday doesn’t matter. What happened last week or last year, or what name someone called you when you were a child, or that person who criticized you, or when you made a mistake or burned the bread or dropped a bowl—none of those things matter. The only thing that counts is right now, this very moment. Today is all there is; today and visions of a better tomorrow. You can’t go back and change the past, but you can stand up today and take charge of your own life now. If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for Emilio; sitting here feeling worthless will only put you in an early grave.”

      Rosetta blinked and firmed her chin. “You are very direct,” she pronounced.

      “Yes, and irritated at present. Four young men, minding their business, preparing to entertain Milan with their athletic prowess, were smacked in the head, bound, and taken against their will, possibly killed, and you are free to live your life—so do it.” Florentina shook her head and pushed to her feet. She removed a small coin bag from a belt pouch and tested its weight. “This should pay for your medical care.” She placed the money in Rosetta’s tiny hand. “Come. I will escort you and the boy to the physician’s office to ensure your safety.”

      Rosetta sniffed, wiped her nose, and stood, taking Emilio’s hand. “Thank you, Night Flyer. I am sorry I didn’t tell what I saw. I do not wish those men any harm.”

      Seeing she was about to burst into tears again, Florentina spoke in a calmer tone. “The important thing is that you are helping them now.” She led mother and child at a slow pace, taking a glance at Rosetta’s arm. “He will have to re-break it, you understand. It has been too long, and the bone has started to reform wrong. You have a lot of swelling so it will hurt more this time than the first. He will set it correctly, put a splint on, wrap it tight, and give you some ice for the pain.”

      Rosetta nodded. “I didn’t know what to do. I was alone and afraid and feeling worthless, but I think you are right. Babies and children die about half the time before they become adults. If Emilio is to have any chance, I must step up and take responsibility for our futures. I will return to Margarita’s Hope House, and if there is no room for me, I will ask to be placed on a waiting list. You know, at first, I was afraid of you, then I thought you were nice.” She paused, shooting what could pass for a grin at the Night Flyer. “Then I thought you were mean. Now, I suppose you are a wise and compassionate man who knows when to wipe away a tear and when to take a switch to someone. I hope you find the Calcio players. I hope my delay in reporting-”

      “No looking back,” the Night Flyer commanded and walked with them all the way to the physician’s office before disappearing into the shadows.
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      Florentina slipped unseen through a hidden doorway from a narrow lane into Casa Torelli. Alessandro’s father had installed it years ago when the war with France was going on, and Ally showed it to her to aid the Night Flyer’s coming and going. She struck a spark to light a candle to give some illumination to the blackened passageway. She navigated the space between the walls until it opened into a three-foot by five-foot transition space. There she deposited her Night Flyer gear into an empty wine cask and changed back into her regular clothes. Setting the candle into a wall mount, she pulled the lever that caused a section of bookshelves to slide open. She then blew out the candle and emerged into Alessandro’s study. Florentina felt satisfaction as her gaze passed over the familiar assortment of books and curiosities, along with the wall displaying a fine weapons collection.

      When she exited the library, she stepped into the hallway opposite the ladies’ parlor, where the sounds of laughter rang out.

      “Oh, Florentina, there you are!” Pollonia exclaimed. “Have you been in there reading this whole time?”

      Florentina leaned in the doorway with a soft smile. “So many books, so little time.” Her honey eyes swept over Madelena, so gorgeous with her flame hair down in the comfort of her family room. Satisfaction brimmed in Florentina’s heart. She loved this woman who miraculously loved her in return.

      Portia and Maddie joined Pollonia in laughter. Then Portia suggested, “Come join us. We can play one more hand of cards before retiring for the evening.”

      “Grazie,” Florentina replied. “But the last book was so dry it was putting me to sleep. Tomorrow night for certain.”

      “If it was that dull, why continue to read it?” Pollonia asked.

      “Because Florentina believes it is her duty to read every book ever put into print,” Maddie replied with a sly grin. “If someone went to the trouble of writing it, she thinks she must read it.” All four women laughed.

      “Just think,” Florentina said. “This time next week, Antonio and Agnese will have returned from their holiday and there will be an addition to our family circle.”

      “I can’t wait!” Pollonia beamed. “But she will still spend extra time with Antonio, I suspect.”

      Maddie yawned and lay down her cards. “I think I am ready for bed as well. See you in the morning.”

      “Good night,” they all bade each other, and Maddie joined Florentina for their walk upstairs. Each entered her own bedroom door, and Madelena had scarcely gotten her door locked when Fiore passed through the shared closet to meet her.

      Maddie danced across the room to grab her up in a tight embrace. “I am so glad you are home early tonight!”

      “So am I,” Florentina agreed and brushed her lips. “You’ll never guess who I ran into.”

      Maddie’s eyes sparkled and her mouth drew into a bow. “I’m sure I could not.” She unfastened the ties of her dress and stepped out of it. Florentina let her gaze wash over those lush curves before doing the same.

      “Rosetta, the young mother you told me about.”

      “Oh?” Laying her dress over her dressing table chair, Maddie turned an interested expression to Florentina. “Is she faring well?”

      “Not so well.” Florentina tossed her dress into the closet and returned to take Madelena’s hands.

      “What is wrong?”

      “She would not want you to know the entire story,” Florentina admitted, “but things did not work out with Emilio’s father. Her arm got broken, and I took her to the physician. She said she will come back to Margarita’s Hope House.”

      Maddie emitted a frustrated sigh. “I was afraid of that. Broke her arm? How?”

      Florentina placed her lips to Maddie’s, then led her to sit on the side of the bed. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “She’ll tell you if she isn’t too embarrassed. The important thing is she saw the Calcio players being abducted.” Florentina leaned back and rolled over to her side of the bed.

      “Really?” Maddie turned down her covers and slid between the sheets, with interest shining on her face. “Can she identify them?”

      Florentina shook her head and slipped in beside Madelena, inching her way to the middle until their bodies touched. She moved her leg between Maddie’s thighs and glided one hand across her tummy. “Are the children sound asleep? There should be no thunderstorms tonight,” she cooed. Betta still came to her mother’s room on occasion when there was loud thunder at night that reminded her of the bomb going off in the church a year and a bit ago.

      Maddie’s eyes darkened, and she offered Fiore an alluring smile. “I think you are wearing too many underclothes.”

      “So are you,” Florentina echoed in a playful tone. “But we can remedy that.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day was the bi-monthly assembly of the Gilda dei Maestri Mercanti, the Master Merchants’ guild. Alessandro had invited Ambroso to join him as a guest so he may submit a request for Ambroso be extended membership in the prestigious organization.

      “Ah, there you are,” Ally greeted when he spied young Ambroso standing beside the ancient sundial that adorned the outdoor space adjoining the stuccoed brick guildhall. Arches reminiscent of Roman ruins dominated the architecture, while lilies of every hue painted the garden. Alessandro was dressed more casually than his eager young friend, wearing an olive doublet and short, baggy brown trousers over his leggings. But he needn’t impress anyone. Ambroso was in his finest red giornea with a feather in his matching hat.

      “Don Alessandro!” Ambroso’s countenance lit, and he shook Ally’s hand. “I appreciate so much you making my introduction today.”

      “Ah, it’s nothing,” he said with a humble shrug of his shoulder. “I thought after the meeting you may like a tour of one of my production houses and then be so kind as to join my family for dinner.”

      Ambroso’s eyes widened and his mouth curved. “You are too kind, Don Alessandro. I would be honored.”

      The two were surrounded by a cacophony of colors worn by dozens of loudly conversing merchants. “Shall I introduce you around?” Alessandro asked. “Strozza,” he called to a portly gentleman with a boisterous laugh. “Come and meet Ambroso Sacchi.”

      The kitchenware merchant, who made a literal fortune from his interchangeable pasta maker, waddled over with a raised hand in greeting. “Ambroso! You are all grown up and administering your father’s business. So glad you have joined us today.”

      “We have another guest,” a voice behind them interrupted. “Don Alessandro, I wish you to meet Don Cosimo d’Este.”

      The three merchants turned, and Alessandro recognized the speaker as Cambino Acolti, a local jewel merchant about his age. The younger, taller, more striking man beside him caught Alessandro’s attention. His broad shoulders and narrow hips were accentuated by his stylish suit, which most likely came from Paris. Chestnut shoulder-length hair framed sculpted cheekbones, and his clean-shaven chin sported a small cleft.

      “Cosimo,” Cambino directed as he made the introduction. “This is Don Alessandro Torelli, one of Milan’s most prominent merchants.”

      “How do you do?” Cosimo asked, inclining his head.

      “And Alessandro, this is my new benefactor, Cosimo d’Este.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Ally replied and shook the man’s hand. He noted a smooth palm with a firm grip. “Benefactor, you say?” he asked with a raised brow.

      Strozzo and Ambroso also made their introductions while Cambino spoke with Alessandro. “These robberies at the docks these last few weeks,” he explained in a hush, “have all but ruined me. Every time an attack came, it was mostly my merchandise that was targeted. I have not been able to fill orders, have lost all of my new inventory, even some shipments that were headed to customers who had already paid for them. I was about to lose everything when Cosimo walked into my shop.”

      Alessandro listened with interest. He had known jewels and precious metals were among the items stolen, but he hadn’t realized how bad it had hurt Cambino’s business.

      “He is a successful jewel merchant from Genova who was here on a mixed business and pleasure trip. We began talking about the thefts, and when he learned what dire straits I was in, he offered to buy me out at a fair price,” Cambino related with relief in his voice. “What’s more, he is hiring me to manage the shop for him and will pay me a just wage. I cannot tell you what a Godsend he is! And if things go well for him on this trip, he is considering moving his primary residence to Milan. That is why I invited him to the assembly today.”

      “I am happy for you, Cambino,” Alessandro said with a smile.

      “Everyone, come inside,” called Francesco della Gazzada, the acting guild leader since Giovanni’s death. “It is time to begin.”

      The merchants shuffled in and took their seats. Alessandro had to leave Ambroso on the floor as he sat with the council members. “Today’s primary piece of business is to place into nomination the names of those to be voted upon to become our next guild chairman. I nominate Don Alessandro Torelli.” Polite applause followed, and Francesco continued. “Alessandro has been a council member for many years now and has proven how to successfully run a business. I believe he would make an excellent choice.”

      

      During the gathering, two other names were placed in nomination, and they determined the vote would occur in two weeks. Additionally, Alessandro had sponsored Ambroso for membership and the council had approved him. “It would be the pinnacle if you were to succeed my father as guild leader,” Ambroso gushed. “Especially since you are going out of your way to help me.”

      “Oh, don’t go thanking me yet,” Alessandro grinned as he and Ambroso strolled down the lively, colorful streets of Milan toward his side of town. “I may have an ulterior motive.” He winked, and Ambroso blinked. Then Ally laughed. “I plan to introduce you to my daughter this evening.” The young man blushed. “But, I shall not give her to any man she does not desire. I just thought it would be nice for her to meet you.”

      “I am doubly honored,” he replied.

      After a short walk, Alessandro ushered his guest into his primary production house. It was an impressive structure with a high ceiling and rows upon rows of windows inviting light and fresh air into the workspace. Tall wooden-framed looms weaving out bolts of silk bloomed in neat rows like a well-planned garden, and they were alive with activity as the workers operated the machines. Off to the side were smaller chambers for storage and Alessandro’s office. “Here’s the heart of the operation,” he announced with a hint of pride. “We provide healthy conditions and a fair wage to our workers, and in return they produce an excellent product.”

      With a look of interest bordering on amazement, Ambroso wandered closer to one loom. “The cloth is all the same off-white color,” he noted.”

      “The next building over houses the dye vats,” Alessandro explained. “I have a dye-master employed who is constantly improving and expanding our color selections such that Torelli Silk offers a larger variety of colors and patterns than any of our competitors. We also employ an artist who carves delightful designs into a press the exact size as a section of cloth. It is rolled with the desired color, or set of colors, and pressed onto a bolt on the tabletop, not unlike how a printing press works. My specialists know how long to leave it for the colored design to permanently set into the silk.”

      “Fascinating,” Ambroso said, and he reached out to feel a portion of woven fabric. He rubbed it between his fingers, stroked his hand along its length, then bent close to examine it. “I have never encountered so fine a weave,” he acknowledged, turning admiring eyes to Alessandro. “I can find no flaws, no unevenness of the threads as is common.”

      Alessandro brushed his hand across the same piece of material with a smile. “Florentina is to thank for that,” he credited.

      “Isn’t she the woman everyone criticized you for hiring as a tinker?”

      Ally caught the subdued grin on the woman’s face who operated the loom, and he gave her an appreciative wink. “Yes. Now as Manager of Production, she has made improvements to our looms. Her adjustments have created a more even weave with less possibility of variance. And our weavers do a fabulous job,” he praised, returning his gaze to the woman.

      “She must be quite the tinker,” Ambroso commented in surprise. “Who would have thought?”

      “Her father was an inventor,” Alessandro explained, “and she has a very creative mind. One reason for our success is that I am less concerned with what others think and more focused on what works.”

      As they strolled on toward Alessandro’s office, Ambroso said, “I guess I never thought of a woman engaging in that kind of activity, but I suppose women have brains too. Your sister is a partner, correct?”

      “Indeed,” Ally said as he opened the office door for Ambroso to pass through. “She possesses a gift for mathematics, and we have prospered with her as our accountant. She is also very attractive and well mannered; many of our customers prefer to interact with her than me.”

      “With the quality of your product, I can understand how you won the Vatican contract.” Ambroso took a seat in the cushioned chair Alessandro motioned to, and he sat beside him. “Tell me, what shippers do you use to transport your products?”

      “My father used Bartinelli, but I bought my own shipping company,” Alessandro said as he crossed his leg in a relaxed repose. “We have barges, caravan wagons, and a few seaworthy ships. It was a financial investment, however, one that paid off rather quickly. Not only do I pay no one other than myself to transport my products, but we take better care than would a mere hireling.”

      Ambroso was on the edge of his seat with keen attention. “And do you use your large ships to import the silk from the Orient?”

      A satisfied grin crossed Ally’s lips. “No, we have our own silk farm in Milan’s countryside where we raise the sheep for the wool division. The Po River Valley has adequate conditions for silkworms, and I made my first purchase about six years ago. Now it is a thriving operation with over a dozen families tending hundreds of thousands of worms. In fact, last year, we had such a surplus we sold to other silk merchants at a lower price than they would pay to import from Sicily or China.”

      Alessandro watched as the thoughts came together in Ambroso’s brain, and he enjoyed seeing the light of deduction brighten on his face. “So that is how you do it!” he proclaimed. “You control every phase of your operation, from growing the worms, to weaving and dying the cloth, to selling to customers all over the peninsula, to shipping the products to their buyers. You control it all, so you rake in all the profits!”

      Alessandro shrugged. “We don’t employ tailors to sew the clothing, but….” He slid his leg back to the floor and leaned his elbows on his knees. With the smile of a pleased tutor, he concluded the thought. “You are correct. Owning every aspect of the industry makes for tremendous profits. I don’t share these secrets with everyone, Ambroso,” he admitted. “But that is how you become the richest merchant in Milan.”
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      Madelena sat on a spring-green cushion on the chair opposite Florentina’s, studying the backgammon board on the small table between them, while Portia relaxed on the nearby loveseat, working away at her needlepoint. When Florentina made her move, Maddie frowned. Why did she do that? Is there a strategy I am overlooking?

      Of all the games they occupied their evenings with, Madelena most often won at backgammon, Fiore at chess, and they were evenly split at cards, but why? This game has a factor of luck, she considered, still, it requires strategy as well. Florentina possesses the most brilliant of minds, so how do I win so often? Am I lucky, more practiced at backgammon, or… Maddie paused and raised an eye to Fiore’s satisfied, unconcerned expression. Does she let me win?

      With a sigh, Maddie rolled her dice—doubles. Mayhap I am lucky!

      Florentina’s leg brushed hers under the table. “You and your doubles,” she uttered with affection and shook her head, tawny eyes gleaming.

      “I believe I am lucky,” Maddie declared with a grin as she moved her checkers closer to the finish-line. Lucky indeed to have you, she thought, then amended, no, blessed; very blessed to have you.

      For a moment, her thoughts drifted as she recalled her journey to this point. Her youthful experience with Veronica had revealed she was far more attracted to women than men, just not Veronica in particular. Her parents and the whole of society expected her to marry. While she was not granted as much say in the matter as Alessandro was extending to Pollonia, she wasn’t forced into an undesirable situation, as was the case with many women. Vergilio wasn’t too much older, had a pleasant disposition, and treated her with respect, but he never confided in her. They did not discuss hopes, dreams, and feelings, and were only ever partners in decisions regarding the children. She supposed that was simply how a marriage worked and determined to be happy, yet it did not stop her from dreaming. Maddie entertained wild imaginings about meeting the perfect woman, falling in love, and living happily ever after. What she now enjoyed with Florentina far surpassed those wild imaginings.

      “Good evening,” greeted Pollonia as she strolled into the parlor to join the others.

      Portia’s interested eyes popped up as she shifted focus from her embroidery to her daughter. With a smile, she asked, “What do you think of the young man Papa brought home for you to meet?”

      Madelena and Florentina also turned their gazes to Pollonia.

      She shrugged. Portia patted the space beside her, and Pollonia smoothed her skirt and sat. “He’s alright, I suppose. I thought he seemed old, yet Papa said he’s twenty-four, the perfect age for a husband for me.” Another shrug followed. “He’s younger than some of the others.”

      That’s the same age difference between Fiore and me, Maddie calculated. I don’t think I’m too old for her.

      “I know Antonio is only a couple of years older than Agnese,” Portia conceded, “but that is rare. A man has to be established enough in his career to afford a wife.”

      Pollonia sighed. “At least he asked questions and showed an interest in me,” she said. “Some of the potential suitors Papa has brought to dinner did nothing other than drone on about themselves.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s not homely or vain; however, he seemed sad and distracted. I think he is too worried about his missing brother for me to get a genuine sense of his personality.”

      “I believe you are right,” Florentina agreed. “Your father told me he is beside himself with worry.”

      “I do feel sympathy for him and Pietro,” Pollonia said with heartfelt sincerity. “But….”

      “But what, Cucciola?” Portia stuck a threaded needle into the silk and set hoop and cloth aside. Turning toward her daughter, she took her hand, prodding with a concerned expression.

      “I don’t know,” Pollonia began with apparent frustration. “Maybe it is me, but shouldn’t there be a spark? I mean, Papa has brought a half dozen different men home to meet me, and I have socialized with others at church and parties, but….” She lowered her eyes and her voice. “I’m not attracted to any of them.” Then she popped her gaze to Maddie. “None of the girls either, so it isn’t that,” she added. “I just thought I would feel some excitement, entertain thoughts of a special man in my dreams, be eager to see him again—something. They are all so… ordinary.”

      Maddie thought of what she might say while Portia spoke first. “It’s not always love at first sight. Your father and I grew to love each other very much over time, though I admit it was a boon to my self-esteem when I became engaged to such a handsome man from a wealthy family.”

      “I felt an attraction to Florentina the first time I saw her,” Maddie offered softly, with a glance at the doorway. “Still, it wasn’t until I got to know her better that I fell hopelessly in love.”

      Florentina’s eyes darkened toward Maddie at her words, then she suggested, “You could make a list of the four or five who you like best, then jot down aspects for each that appeal to you and those which do not and count them up in a logical fashion. But love isn’t logical, and it doesn’t follow set rules. What works for one person may not for another. So I would ask, what does your intuition tell you? What do you feel deep in your core when you consider your prospects?”

      Pollonia assumed a pensive expression, a faraway look in her eyes. She leaned her chin into her palm as she rested her elbow on her knee. Portia rubbed her back lovingly as she pondered. “It tells me there must be someone else out there, that these cannot be all of my choices. Oh, Mama,” she sighed, turning to Portia and straightening. “I know I should not be so particular and fussy, that I am not the most attractive girl in my class, that I am truly nothing special; so why should I demand so high a standard? And it’s not because I think I am too good for any of them—far from it. I just want to have what Antonio and Agnese do. I want to marry a man who I love, and I fear I may never find him.”

      Portia squeezed Pollonia’s shoulders. “Why do you say such ridiculous things? You are indeed attractive and possess many wonderful qualities! There is nothing wrong with you.”

      “You are still plenty young,” Maddie noted. “No one is saying you must choose this very minute. You have time to get to know your suitors better and time to meet someone new. Don’t put pressure on yourself.”

      “It’s just that Papa is trying so hard to find me the perfect husband and I don’t want to let him down.” Pollonia mopped at her eyes.

      “You could never let Alessandro down,” Florentina said in the encouraging tutor’s voice she assumed with the children. “He dotes on you and only wishes for you to be happy.”

      “It’s true,” Portia added.

      Maddie flicked her gaze to Florentina. I found my love, and I am immeasurably happy.
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        * * *

      

      Several days later, Florentina was conducting Betta and Matteo’s lessons upstairs in their room. They were reading Antigone by Sophocles, and while Florentina had to help them with some words, her students proceeded according to her high expectations.

      “What do you think of Antigone’s decision?” Florentina asked after Matteo finished reading the pertinent passage.

      Matteo answered first. “She is very brave, and holds the moral high ground, but….” He scratched his head. “The king will be furious with her for breaking his law. Disobeying Creon could get her executed. Does she die, or does she convince the king that it is right to show honor to her brother and perform the burial rites?”

      Florentina raised a brow. “We will have to continue reading to find out. Betta, what do you think?”

      Betta grinned and wrapped her arm through the crook of Matteo’s elbow. “I would stand up for my brother, no matter what some king said!” she declared boldly.

      “Ahh, you’re sweet, Betta,” Matteo replied, patting her hand. “But I would want you to obey the king and stay safe. I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble.”

      A smile crooked Florentina’s lips as she thought of how much they now sounded like Alessandro and Madelena.

      Then Matteo turned a curious gaze to her. “Did the Greeks believe they had to perform the ritual for the dead person to get to Heaven? And what about last rites? Does someone get left out of Heaven if they don’t get them?”

      Florentina met his eyes and tuned her voice to one of eminent authority. “Si, the Greeks believed the rites were necessary for their loved one to cross over. That is why Antigone was so adamant about breaking the King’s decree to perform them. We know better today. The Church has last rites to comfort both the dying person and their loved ones, but if no priest was around to anoint him with oil and say the prayers, the dying person would still be welcomed into Heaven. The Bible tells us that nothing, nobody, no way, no how can ever separate us from God and his eternal love, and that is a fact.”

      “God loves us and protects us,” Betta said. She clasped her hands together in her lap and added, “Like he saved us from the bomb.”

      “Florentina saved us from the bomb,” Matteo declared, shooting his sister a sideways glance.

      With distress and conviction in her tone, Betta sat forward to argue. “But God made Florentina smart and brave, and He sent her to live with us and be our tutor, and that’s why she was at the church with us that day. She knew what to do and whisked us out just in time. If God had not sent Florentina to live with us, we would have been killed.”

      Along with Maddie, Florentina concluded, as she soaked in the wisdom of a small child. She was the target all along.

      Matteo dipped his fingers into an ocean of curly brown hair and scratched. “I follow your reasoning,” he allowed, sounding as intellectual as she knew he would grow to be.

      “Then let us thank God for his love and protection,” Florentina concluded.

      Excited voices downstairs, the opening and closing of doors, and the sound of trunks thudding on the floor interrupted their lesson. Betta and Matteo perked up, their attention drawn.

      “Whatever could the commotion be about?” Florentina asked them, tongue-in-cheek.

      The children turned their bright faces up to her and cried out in unison, “Antonio’s home!” They clung to their chairs, knees and bottoms bouncing, eager to run downstairs but mindful they had to be dismissed first.

      Florentina paused for the briefest of moments. “Well, what are you waiting for? Go greet your cousin.” She laughed as they practically flew out of the room and followed behind, filled with cheer.

      As she made her way down the stairs behind them, Florentina heard Geppetto say to someone, “Run over to the production house and fetch Don Alessandro and Donna Madelena right away.”

      Portia scampered behind Florentina down the steps, eagerness beaming on her countenance. “Antonio! Agnese!” the children cried. Florentina reached the bottom in time to see Antonio scoop them up and lift them to his hips with a joyful grin. She moved aside to let Portia pass.

      Portia opened her arms to Agnese first, as Antonio’s were filled. Pollonia rushed into the room next. “Bernardo is still at his school,” she said. “I know you two had a wonderful holiday, and I want to hear all about it.”

      Antonio set Betta and Matteo to the floor and hugged his mother and sister. “We did, and you will,” he assured them.

      Agnese’s cheeks held a pink tinge, which Florentina supposed came from more time in the sun than her fair skin was accustomed to. It was impossible to miss the glow of newlyweds on their faces. She didn’t know Antonio as well as the other members of the family; still, her heart swelled to see him so happy. Just as she formed the thoughts, he raised his eyes to hers and nodded in acknowledgement while Portia and Pollonia fussed over them. He would have had to interrupt their enthusiastic chatter to greet her, so she smiled and nodded back. Though it was a brief exchange, Florentina felt familiar warmth from him and something else… Well, he was Alessandro’s son and heir; she was certain he was aware of much more than he let on.

      About that time, youthful Angela returned with Ally and Maddie, which initiated another round of hugs and greetings. As Florentina leaned one shoulder against the wall rejoicing in her family—her family, not just Maddie’s; hers as well—Portia caught everyone’s attention to suggest, “We shall invite Don Benetto to dinner on Friday night. That will give you both a day to rest after your travel and he will want to see Agnese. I’m sure he is lonely in that big old manor house without you,” she directed to Agnese.

      “You are so kind,” Agnese replied.

      “Nonsense,” Alessandro dismissed with a wave of his hand. “Your father is family to us now. We would love to have him visit.”

      Florentina cocked her head and pondered for a moment. There was a time when she would have been glad to hear the “rat’s bastard”, as Maddie had called him, was lonely and miserable, but no more. The past was all behind her, and Benetto indeed seemed quite different from the angry, ambitious, ruthless man who executed her father with no proof of his wrong-doing.

      A new houseboy named Ezio had been hired to replace Luca, who was finishing his farrier training, and he hoisted Agnese’s trunk. “Carry this to your room, Donna?” he asked politely.

      “Thank you,” she replied with a smile.

      As everyone else still filled the entryway, a familiar city watchman poked his head in through the still-open front door.

      “Salvador!” Alessandro greeted. “You are just in time. Antonio and Agnese have returned from holiday.”

      Florentina straightened, her senses jumping to attention as she perceived the grim expression he bore. In a low voice, just above a whisper, he said, “There was another robbery at the docks last night. They all escaped with the loot.”
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      Fog rolled through the streets in the canal district that evening as the Night Flyer made her way through the rough stone lanes. These surfaces were not as well maintained as the ones in the business district or neighborhoods of the wealthy and she had to keep alert lest she stumble in a hole or get the toe of her boot caught in a crack. Florentina had glided in after dark and now sought the correct house. She checked the numbers on the doors until she arrived at the right one. Lights were lit inside, and she could hear an unmistakable female laugh.

      Stefano has company, she supposed, biting her lower lip. Or has his lady friend moved in with him? She hesitated for a moment, then jogged around the row of shoved tightly together townhouses onto the narrow backstreet and counted. Once certain she was at Stefano’s back door, she knocked. She was aware visitors never came to the service door in the alley where trash was burned and waste poured into the sewers. He would know who used this ingress.

      Stefano opened the door with a mug of ale in his hand, wearing a long loose tunic over his brais, obviously dressed for bed. He took a sip of his drink and motioned for the Night Flyer to come in.

      Florentina shook her head. “You have company.”

      “It smells out here,” Stefano said, wrinkling his nose. “Gia won’t be alarmed, nor will she speak of your visit to others.” Holding the door wide, he stepped aside.

      The Night Flyer passed over the threshold, and Stefano closed the door. “Tell me what happened,” she said. Florentina spotted Gia at the far end of the hall near what was likely their parlor. It was a standard three-story townhome with a small floor plan so the rooms were stacked on top of each other to save precious land space. As houses went, this one was decidedly middle-class, with plaster and paint fresh on the walls and what she could see of the furnishings. The interior was well lit with oil lamps, some wall mounted and others scattered about. The last tones from a music box ground to a halt.

      “They are a sneaky lot,” he sighed and shook his head. “Slithering in under a moonless sky. My guards spotted one and sounded the alarm, then we shifted into action. We chased a few—thank Heavens none of my men were harmed this time—but….” Stefano gave her a discouraged look. “There were city watchmen posted at all the nearby sewer entrances, even some clear across town. No one tried to come out of them, not a one.”

      Florentina’s brow furrowed, and she frowned, raising a fist to her chin. “Then how,” she wondered aloud. “Where?”

      “It was a good plan,” Stefano assured her. “I felt certain we would catch them, many at least, and recover some goods. This time they didn’t take jewelry, rather other small valuables and bags of coins. Then they just vanished.”

      “No one simply vanishes,” Florentina noted. Cogs spun in her brain as she reached for logical explanations. When all credible avenues have been exhausted, then one must consider the incredible.

      “Damnit,” Stefano uttered as if in defeat, and slammed back the last of his ale. “This is madness. Several merchants have had to sell their businesses or close shop because of their losses, and I am likely to lose my position any day now if we can’t stop these thieves. It certainly isn’t your fault, nor is it your responsibility. I thank you for your aid in this matter, but under the circumstances…”

      Florentina watched a buxom woman about Portia’s age wrap her arms around Stefano’s waist. Her light brown hair hung loose around her shoulders and her sleep clothes were covered with a modest robe.

      “You’ll catch them; I know you will,” she cooed. Then she lifted interested eyes to Florentina. “And I don’t believe the Night Flyer is ready to give up either.”

      With a nod, Florentina concurred. “Stefano, I have another idea. I will require a diving bell in the water at the docks. Have the dock workers raise it each morning and lower it before they leave for the night so the air inside stays fresh.”

      Stefano looked puzzled and scratched behind his ear. “A diving bell?” he asked.

      “Yes. I’ve seen it, so I know it is there. It looks like a huge brass bell and is operated by a crane. It is used when constructing or performing maintenance and repair on the underwater portions of the piers. The men must labor underwater, so the bell is lowered in the area they will work so they can slip inside to fill their lungs, then swim out, work on their task, then pop back in to catch another breath. Otherwise, with all the time wasted swimming back to the surface, they could accomplish nothing.”

      Recognition lit in his eyes. “Oh, so that’s what that thing is for! Yes, I will have them set it in the place where the thieves strike most often.” Then his countenance fell into confusion again. “You are going to search for them in the canal waters?”

      Florentina nodded, a sly grin crossing her lips. “I can’t tell you all of what I suspect, and you’d never believe me if I did. I want a view of what is going on beneath the surface, and if I’m right, we’ll be able to stop your bandits once and for all. If not,” she shrugged a shoulder. “Trying another approach can do no harm. They never strike within a day or two of their last robbery, so several days from now I will return to my nightly vigils. At the first suspicion they are there, I will swim into the canal and see if I can discover where they come from and disappear to. The diving bell will aid me in that endeavor.”

      Stefano put an arm around Gia and nodded. “I’m glad it is you and not me going into the canal,” he said. “I don’t swim.”

      “Mi Tesoro!” Gia stepped to the side and gazed up into his rugged face. “Only now you tell me you do this dangerous work right beside deep water all day and you can’t swim? Now I will be beside myself with worry!”

      He pulled her close and gave her a squeeze. “No need to worry on my account,” he returned in a light-hearted voice, then winked at her. “You’ll not get rid of me so easily.”

      The Night Flyer stepped back and opened the alley door. “I will leave you to your evening and join your guard on Sunday night.”

      There was an eagerness in her steps as she raced across a rooftop, pulled the cord that unfurled her wings, and launched herself into the darkened sky. Her grin stretched from ear to ear, and her heart raced with enthusiasm. If she was right, this was going to be one exciting discovery!
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in a sleeveless ivory silk nightshift that fell below her knees, Florentina tiptoed to Maddie’s balcony window. A candle still burned on her side of the bed, but her beloved was asleep on her pillow. The air had cooled enough to close the open window lest Madelena become chilled.

      As she did, Fiore recalled events which occurred on that balcony. Madelena had stood there to converse with the Night Flyer one evening; on another Florentina had battled and killed a would-be assassin there to murder Maddie. That was when she had revealed she was the masked vigilante the entire city was a buzz about. Maddie had been angry and hurt Florentina had not trusted her with the secret sooner; fortunately, they ended up in bed together. The thought brought a smile to Florentina’s lips and a flutter to her heart.

      With the window secured, she turned toward the bed. A groggy voice uttered, “I wasn’t asleep… just resting my eyes until you returned.”

      Florentina smirked and sat on the side of the bed. “Is that what you call it?”

      Maddie yawned, then pushed up, fluffed a pillow, and sat with her back resting on the headboard. “How did things go with Stefano?”

      Eyes gleaming as bright as stars, Florentina said, “I have an idea of how the thieves come and go unseen. If I tell you, do you promise not to think I have lost my mind?”

      Madelena blinked and drew in a breath. “How do they do it?”

      “I think they are using a submersible ship,” Florentina declared, excitement growing with every minute.

      “A what?” Maddie replied, now appearing completely awake.

      “An underwater vessel they can travel up and down the canal in without being detected,” Fiore explained.

      “But, but,” Maddie stuttered, then was mindful to lower her voice. “That’s impossible! How would they keep it from filling up with water? How would they breathe? How could they row it without water getting in? How could they possibly make it go up and down? You simply cannot have an underwater boat. That would be as impossible as, as….”

      “As a flying machine?” Florentina grinned as her eyes danced, and she scooted closer to Maddie.

      Maddie blinked. “That’s different,” she said. “Your gliding wings can’t carry a dozen men through the sky. But an underwater ship,” she said, raising a finger, “just can’t be real.”

      “I assure you, it is indeed possible.” Florentina’s skin tingled with exhilaration. “If there is one thing I learned from the great masters, it is this: anything that can be imagined, can be realized. Everyone told Brunelleschi he could never construct a masonry dome over the Florence Cathedral; it was impossible. And yet, you saw it there, in all its glory. Everyone said Michelangelo’s piece of marble was flawed beyond redemption, that it was a piece of junk only fit for the rubbish heap. And yet, you saw the marvelous David he drew from the stone. And then there is Master Leonardo, where the wonders have no end.”

      With a curious expression, Maddie asked, “Did Master Leonardo invent a submersible vessel? Surely, he would never have allowed criminals to get hold of his plans.”

      “I will relate a story to you in confidence,” Florentina said as she snuggled under the covers beside Madelena. Maddie took her hand, nestling it between both of hers.

      “When Papa first started working with Leonardo, I suppose I was about eleven or twelve, we would spend all day in his workshop. I was so fascinated with everything, curious to a fault, and as thirsty as a sponge for knowledge,” she relayed. “We had only been there a few weeks and Master Leonardo and I had not had time to become close, when I was thumbing through his papers, soaking in his drawings and treatises. He and Papa were busy with a project not paying attention to me, so I took advantage and opened a leather binder I found tucked way under a pile of stuff.”

      Maddie seemed to have been drawn into the story as she hung on Fiore’s every word, whisking the fingers of one hand up and down her arm.

      “I pulled out a page with observations of underwater currents, patterns of movement in various locales, such as the Aegean, the Adriatic, the Ionian, and Mediterranean Seas. These went on for several pages, and then I came across a drawing with no labels. I studied it closely, finding it odd there were no words describing aspects as there had been with his flying machine, anatomy drawings, and various inventions. There were two parts—one that appeared to be the framing of the design, its bones if you will, and another which may have been the outside. It was longer than wide, like a gondola, only with curved sides, bottom, and roof. On top it had a stovepipe-looking thing with a hatch and another long, narrow piece of pipe that curved to a ninety-degree angle. Protruding from each side were flat objects resembling a dolphin’s fins, and there was what I thought to be a rudder and some sort of fan blades at the rear.”

      Florentina paused for a moment, catching Maddie’s gaze. “Then next thing I knew, Master Leonardo snatched the papers from my hand and scolded me. I cannot remember ever seeing him so angry before or since that day. He lectured me on minding my business, a man’s right to privacy, and the like. I apologized profusely and burst into tears. The last thing I wanted was to be banned from the workshop. I begged him to let me stay and promised to only study things he presented to me himself. Thankfully, Leonardo relented. He sat beside me and put an arm around my shoulders. ‘Fiore,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘You are only a child, a bright child, but a child, and do not understand the danger. There are wonders I imagine, some of which I create and others those who come after me will realize. Then again, there are inventions the world is not ready for. To me, this is a wonderful thing for transportation or studying sea life and the ocean, but men would turn it into a terrible weapon to sink ships which were unaware of its presence. Can you imagine? Hundreds being sent to their graves in the depths at once, and passenger ships, too, might be targeted. You must swear to never speak of it.’ I did, and I have not thought of it until now. I’m not sure how the thieves could have gotten the secret plans nor how men unskilled in fashioning machines could have built it, but if someone has.…”

      “Then it might be used for even worse purposes than robbing docks,” Maddie concluded.

      Florentina reached an arm across Maddie’s waist and rested her head on her shoulder, breathing her fragrance. “So, you don’t think I am completely mad?”

      Maddie kissed her forehead. “I believe you could fashion such a contraption; I’m not sure about some bandits.”

      “I need to go visit Cesare tomorrow and ask if he knows who worked with Master Leonardo before Papa, and afterward. Mayhap one of them stumbled across the plans as I had.” Florentina yawned, and Maddie frowned.

      “Then you will be back to patrolling the docks all night waiting for them to make an appearance,” she surmised.

      On a sigh, Fiore replied, “I’m afraid so. But not for a few nights yet.” She placed a kiss on Maddie’s neck, then worked her way up to her ear.

      “You minx,” Maddie accused, and turned to catch her lips. Then her expression shifted, and she asked, “Do you let me win at backgammon and cards?”

      Florentina wrinkled her brow. “What makes you ask such a silly question?”

      “Well,” Maddie mused as she slipped a hand under the sheets to play its way across Fiore’s breasts. “You are decidedly brilliant, and yet I often out-maneuver you at games.”

      Her amber eyes darkened to shimmering bronze. “It isn’t that I make mistakes on purpose,” she explained as she slid a leg between Madelena’s thighs. “It’s just I get distracted when I gaze into the mesmerizing lushness of your eyes, or see you with your hair down, or am captivated by your smile. I love watching you as you strategize, and I start thinking about touching you, holding you, kissing you, making love to you.…” Florentina kissed Maddie’s lips with subtle seduction. “And there goes my concentration.”

      Maddie’s eyes sparkled as she laughed, beaming with delight. “I love you,” she declared softly. “Now, let’s realize your imaginings.”
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      The next day was Friday, and Florentina wrapped up the children’s lessons early so she could seek out her artist friend, Cesare da Sesto. The artists’ corner of Milan was bright with colors, interesting architecture, and humming with music. In the center of the neighborhood was a delightful garden, now in full bloom as spring transitioned into summer. Children played in the streets, shopkeepers hawked their treasures, and the aroma of pasta from a nearby bistro filled the air. Ah, Florentina smiled at the familiar. It feels like home.

      She had lived on these streets as a small child, both before and after her mother died, until her father went to work with Master Leonardo. Even afterward, she spent much time in this part of town with Cesare, who had been an art student of Leonardo’s. So precise was he with his talent, the city had hired him—along with a few others—to create a replica of the masterpiece, The Last Supper.

      As she rounded the garden square, she spotted him, brush to canvass, painting a portrait of the young lady who sat posing beside a rosebush. He appeared even more gangly than the last time she had visited him. He had trained his once tiny chin-beard into a fuller mustache and goatee; still, he tied his long blond hair into a tail, trailing down his back as always.

      Not wanting to disturb his work, she took a seat among the statuary and plants to soak in the surrounding ambiance until he was finished.

      “The oils will be wet for several days,” she heard him tell the patron. “Come to our shop after the weekend to collect it. I must say, it is easy to capture the likeness of one as pretty as you.”

      Florentina smiled at his flattery, understanding it was part of the package. Then she strolled up to just as his customer left. “Cesare,” she addressed, catching his attention. “Another engagement painting?”

      His eyes lit as he turned to greet her. “Fiore!” he exclaimed. “It has become quite the popular thing to send a portrait to a prospective spouse, especially in making arrangements from a distance. A man, or woman, wants to know what the person they are supposed to marry looks like. Arranged marriages,” he snorted with a shake of his head while he put his paints away. “I’m glad I’ll never be a party to one of those.”

      “We are both fortunate in that regard,” Florentina agreed. “You more than did her justice with this. I’m certain the young lady and her father will be extremely pleased.”

      “They should be, considering the rate I charge,” he replied.

      “So, whatever happened with your madrigal singer?” Fiore asked as she stepped in to help him pack the tools of his trade.

      Cesare smiled and shook his head. “He was offered a prestigious position in Paris, singing with the royal court musicians. It was not something he could turn down, and I told him as much. No worries,” he added, shooting Florentina a grin. “I’ve now got my eye on an up-and-coming sculptor, and I’m pretty sure he is of the same persuasion.”

      “You always have your eye on someone,” she commented as she folded the empty easel; Cesare held the finished painting carefully by its edges. “Shall I walk you home?”

      “That would be lovely!” He struck out toward his father’s shop, where he kept an upstairs apartment. “So, what brings you back to the best side of town this afternoon?”

      “I was thinking about old times and wondered if you might know who served as Master Leonardo’s assistants before my father and after he left Milan and went back to Florence?”

      “Let me think.” Cesare crooked his jaw as he tried to remember and walk with a wet painting down a crowded lane at the same time. “Cristoforo de Filago, I believe, worked with him for a short time before Luigi,” he replied. “But I heard he died a couple of years ago, so there’s no looking him up. Then after he moved away.…”

      Cesare paused the conversation as they reached the bright red door to his father’s shop.

      “Let me get the door,” Florentina said. She jostled the easel and paint box to get a hand on the doorknob and opened it.

      “Grazie,” he said, and led with his painting. After setting it down in an empty corner to dry, he took the rest of his gear from Fiore and laid it aside.

      “Fiore, my child!” greeted Giorgio with open arms. Cesare’s father, who sported a square wiry beard, rosy complexion, and sparkling deep-set eyes, enveloped her in an enthusiastic embrace. “You stay away too long between visits.”

      “Forgive me, Papa Giorgio,” she said, returning his hug. “I fear I stay quite busy between all my various duties.”

      Cesare’s grin consumed his face, and he winked with obvious glee. “Not the least of which centers on a stunning redhead.”

      Florentina swatted him in feigned offense. “Giorgio, perhaps you know who worked with Master Leonardo in Florence after he left Milan,” she voiced, quickly changing the subject.

      “Let me see,” he mused and stroked his beard.

      “Wasn’t it Giano, or Goro, or maybe Gavino…” Cesare offered as they tried to recall.

      “Gavino Ricci!” Giorgio announced in triumph. “That’s it. The fellow’s name was Gavino Ricci. He was about Master Leonardo’s age, mayhap younger, a bachelor, if I recall. He didn’t paint or sculpt, but was quite good at tinkering and developed several new inventions.”

      Florentina’s heart raced. This is a good lead! “Do you know where he is now?”

      “If I recall,” Giorgio began, “the Doge of Genova appointed him as chief inventor and architect of the republic. It is a prestigious post, so I feel certain he is still there.”

      Florentina was familiar with the city-state, a prosperous trading center to the west of Milan on the Ligurian Sea. It was renowned for many reasons, its pristine beaches being one. But she had never been there, nor had she ever seen the great sea. The fluttering in her heart sent waves of desirous imaginings through her veins so palpable she was certain her bliss was apparent to her friends. I’m going to Genova!
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        * * *

      

      Veronica sat with Cosimo at an outdoor café, picking at her soup and salad. The food was tasty and the view enchanting. She enjoyed not having the smell of the sea and being able to appreciate the aroma of flowers which bloomed in clay pots near their table. More blossoms spilled from the balcony above them while shoppers and other pedestrians walked by, engrossed in their own conversations. Since they were on the front patio facing a wide thoroughfare, the occasional carriage or man on horseback clipped past. Despite the lovely surroundings, she was feeling frustrated and disgruntled, chiefly because of Cosimo.

      “I told you the Night Flyer would be trouble for me,” Cosimo snarled, “and I needed you to find out who this masked bandit is, but you could not complete one simple request.”

      “I tried, Cosimo,” she insisted. “I asked everyone I thought might know—my old friend Madelena, city watchmen and constables, even ladies of the evening, because, you know, he may have needs, too. But this man’s true identity is the best kept secret in Milan! No one knows, and if they do, they refuse to tell.”

      He growled and bit off a hunk of bread.

      With gentle strokes to his impressive shoulder, Veronica tried to soothe him. “Besides, we haven’t even run into the Night Flyer. He hasn’t tried to rob us; mayhap he won’t. And you never carry many coins on your person anyway.”

      “That is not the point,” he snapped.

      “Have you decided to move your residence here?” she asked, changing the subject.

      Cosimo let out a breath. “Yes, I believe I will. I made quite an impression on the Master Merchants’ Guild. They are eager to have one of my stature join them. Which brings me to a new assignment for you, my dear.”

      Thank the Lord, Veronica cooed to herself. This Night Flyer inquiry is going nowhere.

      “Find me a fine, upper-class house for sale and use your powers of persuasion to get me the lowest price,” he directed in a more pleasant tone. “I want something grand enough to impress without being too opulent. Location is, as always, a key factor. I do not want slums nearby or noisy, nosey neighbors. And make sure you tour every room, for I do not wish to be waylaid with repairs.”

      “I will find you the perfect house!” she gushed and fawned over him, beaming with admiration. “Shall I be occupying a room in the mansion?” she asked suggestively while her fingers climbed up his arm. She gave him her best seductive gaze. He didn’t notice.

      “No,” Cosimo replied with a laugh. “Where did you get such a foolish idea?”

      “Well.” Veronica pushed out her bottom lip. “Your wife knows about us and doesn’t care.”

      At last, he stopped eating and looked at her, his expression defying definition. “Yes, we have an open marriage, but that does not mean I care to insult her. I know she has other lovers; however, if she was to bring one into the house we share, I would probably kill him. I would not fault her for doing the same. Really, Veronica. I would never rub her nose in our relationship; it is unseemly.”

      Veronica swallowed, feeling uneasy about how casually he mentioned her potential murder. “A townhouse nearby, then,” she concluded aloud.

      Cosimo finished the sip of wine he was taking and shook his head. “I intend for you to live in the apartment above the jewelry shop I just purchased, which is far more convenient, and you can monitor things when it is closed.”

      “Oh.” This time Veronica’s pout was genuine. I had a townhouse in Genova and now he wants to put me over the shop?

      Cosimo laughed. “It will be fine. Do you plan to make friends with the merchants’ wives like you did in Genova? That turned out to be quite a boon.”

      “Yes,” she said, resigned to trying another day for a nice townhouse. “I have made a few inroads already. Still, I must be careful,” she added. “I grew up here.”

      “Ah, yes, the rags to riches girl,” he said with a smirk. “But it’s good you know the city. Why don’t we hire a carriage, and you can show me the sights? Afterward, we may take a gondola ride around the canals, have a nice dinner, and retire to my room in the inn. My wife will not be arriving until the house has been purchased and furnished, so we have a few weeks to ourselves.” His eyes gleamed beneath suggestive brows. “Do you feel up to pirate and damsel games?”

      She fluttered her lashes at him. “Oh, big strong, pirate,” she uttered in a breathy tone. “Don’t hurt me!”

      Cosimo laughed. He wiped his face with his napkin, placed it on the table, and rose. “I am off to hire us a coach,” he announced and left her at the table.

      As Veronica gazed out at the city she once called home, she thought about her past and her present. She was the fifth child of a woman who scrubbed pots for a living, and her father had worked as a common laborer. They were both dead now. She had always dreamed of living in a fine mansion, surrounded by gold and silk and beautiful things. So, she left her parents’ house at age fourteen to seek employment as a domestic servant. Veronica was so thrilled when she gained her second post in Casa Torelli, one of the most magnificent homes in Milan. Her first position taught her many things about the life of a domestic servant, some too horrid to think about. Then she had learned to spy, lie, and manipulate her way out of most unfavorable situations – skills which propelled her into the life she now enjoyed.

      And what was that, exactly? Veronica had fine clothes and jewels, money in her purse, and was now attached to a man on the rise. Had any of it made her happy? She smiled when she recalled young Maddie, so wide-eyed and inquisitive, so daring and brimming with joy. Easy to be happy when your father is rich and you’ll never want for anything, she thought.

      “Are you ready?” Comiso called as he returned. “Our carriage awaits and the magical city lies before us.” He could be charming… when he wanted to be.

      Veronica rose and took his arm. “Certainly, Don Cosimo,” she replied with a coy smile. “Lead the way.”

      Now I have someone who is rich, and I will never want for anything. Happiness is overrated. But a pain stung deep in her heart, somewhere out of her reach, because she knew the man did not love her, and never would.
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        * * *

      

      While Fiore had gone in search of her artist friend, Madelena took the afternoon off from Torelli Silk business to check in at Margarita’s Hope House. After a brief chat with Matron Marta di Donato, she strolled through the main hall, greeting residents and inspecting the cleanliness of every surface. Satisfied, Maddie continued out back to the kitchen where she found Rosetta, left arm in a splint and sling, stirring a pot under the expert instruction of a middle-aged woman with her gray hair pulled into a severe bun. Last year, Madelena had “borrowed” Piera Mancuso, a chef from Milan’s premiere cooking school, to teach some classes to the women at the shelter, but Piera had agreed to make it a permanent position as it was a good transition between full-time work at the school and retirement.

      Maddie leaned against the doorframe in an uncharacteristically relaxed manner to observe. “The key to perfect pasta is to not over-boil it,” Piera stated with authority. “Always add a pinch of salt and several drops of olive oil to the water before dropping in dried pasta.”

      Rosetta did as she was told with eagerness. “Why?”

      Maddie noticed the girl’s mousy brown hair was clean and combed, and her tot of a boy sat on a blanket in the corner tapping wooden spoons on a tin cup.

      “Salt adds flavor, and the oil keeps the noodles from sticking together. The pasta is the simple part,” Piera explained with a wink and a nod. “The proof of an excellent cook is in the sauce.”

      “I’ll wish to try some of the finished product,” Maddie spoke, letting her presence be known.

      Rosetta spun around with an expression of guarded exuberance. Wide-eyed, she hugged her injured arm and lifted an expectant gaze to Maddie. “Donna Madelena,” she greeted, and attempted an awkward curtsey.

      “Don’t let me interrupt,” Maddie said with a welcoming smile. “I just wanted to make sure you were indeed safe and sound. Something smells delicious.”

      “Chef Donato is teaching us to make the best pasta and sauce in the city!” she beamed. Several other young women who stood around Piera also turned to greet their benefactor.

      “I have no doubt,” Maddie replied. “I am glad you have returned to us, and I brought a toy for Emilio, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all!” Rosetta burst out with joy. “That is so kind of you!”

      Maddie shrugged and reached into a modest-sized shoulder bag she carried. “It was my children’s when they were his age and they are too big to play with it now.” She pulled out a carved wooden bird and pushed a button on its back between its wings. “See, the wings flap up and down. He can learn finger skills by pushing the button and pretend the bird is flying.”

      Rosetta glowed, eyes damp, as she reached for it. “That is the most marvelous toy!” She stroked it with awe, saying, “Such fine craftsmanship. It is so smooth. You should give it to him,” she suggested. “I must get back to the pasta.”

      With a nod, Maddie walked to the corner and presented the toy to Emilio, showing him how to push the button to flap the wings. He was immediately enthralled with it, and he needed both thumbs to depress the button. It is likely Rosetta never had a toy like this when she was little, much less her child. I am glad it is going to those who will appreciate it.

      “Thank you so much, Donna Madelena,” she heard Rosetta call from across the kitchen. “I know he will love it. The spaghetti is almost ready. Will you stay and taste some?”

      Maddie turned to cross back to the stove. One girl stirred sauce while another removed bread from the oven. A third was washing dishes in a large basin. The kitchen was an addition to the property and had been built over the well, which made pumpable water a huge convenience.

      “Don’t forget the presentation,” Piera reminded them.

      “I know,” replied a young blonde woman. “Neatly on the plate, meatballs in a circle, and grated parmesan on top.”

      “And a sprig of parsley,” Rosetta added. Turning to Maddie, she said, “Bread and spiced oil go on a separate plate.”

      Maddie’s eyes met Piera’s and she nodded in approval. “You all keep learning from Chef Donato; she is the best. Now, where’s my sample?”
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        * * *

      

      That night as it neared her children’s bedtime, Madelena crept up to the open doorway of their large, shared bedchamber, her heart filled with love for her precious little ones. Matteo sat on the floor between the foot of his bed and his student desk loading toy soldiers and their horses onto a wooden model ship, complete with sails and rigging. “Where are we going?” Matteo spoke for the soldier he held in his right hand. “To Africa,” replied the carved and painted Antonio soldier Florentina had made for him two Christmases ago. Maddie recalled he always cast that one in the role of the leader.

      “Why there?” Matteo’s first soldier asked. “No one has explored the dark interior of the continent beyond the great desert. We shall be the first!” Matteo’s Antonio soldier announced. “But what of the wild beasts and hostile natives?” Matteo shook the soldier in his right hand. “I am afraid to go there.” He walked his toy Antonio over to the other one. “Have courage. I can fight off any wild beast and if we are nice to the natives, mayhap they will be nice to us.”

      Maddie smiled as her heart swelled. Turning her attention to the other side of the room, she spied Betta playing with her dolls on her pastel bed. “Boo hoo, hoo,” one of the dolls cried. “I am afraid of the storm, Lena.” Betta held her red-haired doll in the green dress Florentina had made for her two Christmases ago and flew her over to the frightened doll. “There, there, don’t cry,” the Lena doll said. Betta used her fingers to wrap Lena’s arms around the other doll in a hug. “Storms cannot hurt you. You are in a strong house and it won’t blow down. Besides, I am here with you to keep you safe.”

      A lump formed in Maddie’s throat as she recalled the many times after the church bombing when Betta had come to her room in the middle of the night frightened by a nightmare or awakened by thunder which reminded her of the explosion that nearly took their lives.

      Oh, God, how I love my children! she thought, as a wave of emotion rolled through her. Fiore with her Night Flyer reflexes saved them, saved all of us. God, I love her, too!

      Fearing she may burst into uncontrolled tears of joy on the spot, Maddie regained her composure and called in to them, “Time for bed, cucciolos.”

      “Aww, not yet,” bemoaned Matteo. “The ship is just setting sail for Africa.”

      “Africa will still be there tomorrow,” Maddie assured him with a suppressed grin. “Besides, Don Benetto is taking us on an outing.”

      “Si!” Matteo sprung up and bounded across the room. “Fishing will be so exciting!”

      Betta crawled across her bed and off the side nearest the door to give her Mama a hug goodnight. “I’m not sure,” she offered uncertainly. “I’ve never been fishing, so how do I know if I’ll enjoy it?”

      Maddie hugged both children and placed a kiss to each cheek. “Give it a try,” she told Betta. “At least we will be out in the countryside, and we can bring along your kites in case you lose interest.”

      Betta beamed. “Si. Good night, Mama,” she said before climbing back onto the bed.

      “It’ll be fantastic!” Matteo announced as he bounced onto his. “Sleep tight, Mama.”

      “Sweet dreams to you both,” Maddie said, and then she put out their lamps.

      “And sweet dreams to Florentina, too,” Betta added with a yawn as she hugged her red-haired Lena doll crafted to resemble Madelena.

      As her heart swelled even more with love, Maddie backed out of the room, closed the door, and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.
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      “Will you please put the worm on for me?” The adorable little blonde-haired girl peered up at Benetto with enchanting blue eyes as she held out her line and pole to him.

      Last night’s dinner had been wonderful for Benetto, as he was treated like royalty by Alessandro and his family. The conversation had been delightful, the food delicious, and when the hour became late, Alessandro had insisted he stay the night in one of the guest rooms rather than make a long carriage ride after dark. In return, Benetto offered to take everyone on an outing to a pond near his manor for a day of fishing. Who would have guessed I’d enjoy it? Daniella had suggested the activity as a pastime since he had so little to do their first year in the countryside. Benetto found it relaxing and rewarding and wished to share the activity with his new family. Portia had stared at him like he had grown a horn, then politely declined. Alessandro had a prior meeting scheduled with a client, but everyone else accepted his offer with enthusiasm.

      Glancing around, Benetto suddenly realized how much his family had grown. Agnese frolicked around the meadow with Pollonia collecting wildflowers while Madelena spread a blanket on the ground and planted a parasol to shade their basket of lunch food. To his left, Antonio and Bernardo debated over whose technique was more likely to land the first fish as they adjusted their lines and studied their corks floating on the surface. The children’s tutor—Florentina, he recalled—stood some thirty yards away, deploying her line near some reeds.

      “I can do it myself,” the little acorn-haired lad declared. Then he crooked his mouth and gazed up at Benetto. “If you show me how.”

      Benetto smiled. “Matteo, you watch and do what I do while I bait Betta’s hook for her.”

      Matteo responded with a brisk nod.

      The day was perfect for an outing: painted blue sky spotted with cottony clouds, a mild breeze under the warmth of the sun, flowers blooming, birds singing… Benetto took in a deep breath as he basked in the moment. It was almost too wonderful to believe. Little over two years ago, he had been foolish enough to believe these people were his enemies, rivals to be crushed. He would have never paid attention to the serenity of nature or the enjoyment of anything that did not put florins in his coffers. Now his daughter was a blissful newlywed, and he was surrounded by a kind family who had laid the past aside and accepted him.

      Benetto took Betta’s hook and selected a worm from the tin. “You can’t just stick it on any which way,” he instructed in a grandfatherly fashion. Soon, I will be a grandfather. The thought warmed his heart. I’ll practice on these two. “It may fall off or the fish could nibble at the ends and you would never catch it,” he explained. “You have to shimmy it over the hook lengthwise, like this.” Benetto demonstrated as he pushed the hook through the body of the worm.

      “Like this?” Matteo asked, as he imitated Benetto.

      He glanced over and gave an approving nod. “That’s the way. Easy, now, so you don’t tear it up too bad. And it’s good to leave a little bit of worm wiggling at the end like this.” He showed Matteo how he had finished with Betta’s.

      “I just don’t want to touch the worm,” Betta offered as she took her pole. “And I don’t want to touch the fish, if I catch one.”

      “You’ll catch one,” Matteo assured her. Then added with a grin, “But I will catch the first fish!”

      Benetto laughed as he watched them march to the water’s edge. Betta daintily dropped her hook only a foot or two from the shore while Matteo cast his out like he was throwing a Calcio ball. With joy springing in his soul, Benetto stepped up behind the children. “You also must learn to cast your line properly. Betta, yours is in water too shallow for a fish, and Matteo, your bait hit the water with a big enough splash to scare all the fish over to Florentina’s side of the pond. Do you want her to catch the first fish?”

      With horrified, wide eyes, Matteo shook his head vigorously. Benetto helped Betta adjust where her cork floated and then demonstrated. “Gently, only with some distance, like this.” He tossed his line, hook, bait, cork, and all, with the ease of a seasoned angler and it dropped smoothly into the water eight feet out.

      Matteo pulled up his line and with a most serious expression tried to copy what Benetto had done.

      “That’s better,” Benetto praised. “You’re making progress. Now, watch your cork. It will jiggle around when a fish is nosing the worm. If it goes under, then you have one. You’ll want to give it a little jerk to set the hook, then pull it in.”

      Matteo nodded and fixed his eyes on his cork.

      Only a few minutes passed when Betta said, “When is a fish going to bite my worm?”

      “You must be patient, Betta,” Antonio answered her from his spot.

      “I’m going to try the other side,” Bernardo announced. He pulled in his line and sauntered away.

      Benetto listened to Agnese and Pollonia’s laughter and felt as if he was surrounded by his late wife’s spirit. He knew it was silly, but it made him feel right, like he had finally found his place in the world. A splash around to his right caught his attention just as Florentina jerked her pole into the air.

      “It thrashed its way off the hook,” the tutor said. “But my worm is still there. I’ll get it next time.”

      “Don’t try so hard,” Benetto advised. “Use finesse.”

      He considered the tall, lean woman who handled her pole and line as if they were a bullwhip. She’s also Alessandro’s tinker. He recalled criticizing Alessandro for hiring her, yet in hindsight, she had been a wise choice. And he gave her a promotion in the business as well. I suppose if one is as rich as Alessandro, he can do whatever eccentric thing he wishes.

      “Don Benetto!” Matteo exclaimed, drawing his focus back to the child beside him. “I caught a fish!”

      Matteo’s excitement drew everyone’s attention, and Benetto talked him in. “That’s it; lift it out of the water and quickly bring it to the bank before it wiggles off like Florentina’s did.”

      Matteo practically ran backward until the fish dangling from his line was safely over dry land. Then he held it up with pride. “It’s a carp!” he announced. “A big one, too!”

      Not so big, Benetto thought, knowing carp could grow as large as Betta. Then a thought struck him. “How do you know what variety of fish it is? I thought you had never been fishing before?”

      “I haven’t,” Matteo said as he marched his catch over to his mother like it was a glorious prize. “But Florentina taught us all about flora and fauna of the Po Valley. She has a picture book of all the plants and animals and we have to identify them. We’ll study a page; then she covers up the names of the fish and birds and all, and we have to remember them. She says we should all be naturalists. Look Mama, what I caught!”

      Benetto watched in amazement as Madelena hugged and praised her little boy.

      “I’ll just put the fish in the basket I brought,” she told him. “Fiore,” she called, with humor in her tone. “Looks like you are a better teacher than fisher.”

      “You remember what Master Leonardo said,” Florentina replied with a grin as she repositioned her line. “It is the goal of every teacher that his—or her, in my case—students surpass him. Well done, Matteo.”

      “Grazie!” he beamed. The boy skipped back up to Benetto, pole in hand. “May I have another worm, please?”

      “Why haven’t I caught a fish?” Betta pouted. “My cork was right beside his.”

      Benetto replied with affection while he handed Matteo the tin of worms. “There is this element called luck.”
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        * * *

      

      The Night Flyer lounged on a warehouse rooftop observing Stefano’s dock guards patrol the piers. The city had hired extra watchmen to help because of the economic impact of the thefts, and some of them still monitored the sewer entrances. This was her fourth night back on the case and she had an inkling something might happen soon, as it had been a week since the last robbery.

      Florentina was eager about taking a trip to Genova, yet was waiting to confirm there was such a contraption before bringing up the matter with Alessandro. If she could see it with her own eyes, that would warrant looking up Gavino and putting him to question. If he had been foolish and desperate enough to sell the information, or devious enough to be in on the plot, at least the Night Flyer could force him to reveal their base of operations and who else was involved.

      It made no sense. Why would one who held such a prestigious post threaten his livelihood and good name engaging with criminals? Florentina sighed and turned her attention back to the canal.

      The quarter moon was high in the sky by the time a guard sounded the alarm. “There!” a deep voice boomed into the night.

      “Quick, men!” shouted Stefano, as he raced into action.

      The Night Flyer, not wishing to draw attention, moved with stealth and speed, sticking to the shadows, until arriving at the edge where the diving bell had been lowered. She had left all her gear on the rooftop, and with only her black attire and dagger, lowered herself into the water.

      It was darker than she had imagined. Sounds were muffled and the underwater world appeared murky to her eyes. Florentina felt her way down the edge of the huge brass bell and then dipped inside. She took a breath and wiped droplets from her eyes. It was even blacker in here. At least the water was warm. After three deep breaths, the Night Flyer dropped under and swam out into the canal.

      Why couldn’t it be a full moon? Florentina made slow strokes at a depth about halfway between the bottom and the surface, and soon her eyes acclimated to the dimness. The water was fresh, yet still uncomfortable to her eyes. I should have invented some sort of underwater eyeglasses, she thought with regret.

      A shadow passed above her, and Florentina stopped and tilted her head up. Ah-ha! A man swimming toward the wharf! He came from the opposite side of the canal.

      The Night Flyer hurried back to the diving bell to surface and regain more air. When she was ready, she dove again and turned on the speed to cross the canal. She was a strong swimmer and knew the water was free from impediments. Upon reaching the far side, she shimmied up the retaining wall and quietly allowed her head to rise. She scanned the walkway along this side, saw nothing, but heard the yelling and running and the discharge of firearms coming from the merchant docks. Florentina sucked in a deep breath and submerged.

      Where is it? The opaqueness of the canal hampered her search; still, she continued until she spotted, directly ahead, a long dark object suspended in the water. Excitement raced through her body, and she surfaced for a breath.

      When she descended, Florentina sped for the thing, careful to watch for any men coming or going. Reaching it, she placed a hand to its side. Metal, bronze I think. Her fingers were better for studying it than her eyes in the darkness, so she felt her way around the contraption. Panels, welded together and secured with rivets… it’s plenty big to hold a dozen men. Here is a fin. She continued toward one end. There, the odd fan blades, like a miniature windmill at the rear.

      Florentina then followed the hull upward toward its top. It is completely encased to hold in the air. She noticed two strange attachments absent from Leonardo’s drawing. What are these? She couldn’t help but marvel at the ingenuity once she figured it out.

      These large bladders tied near the top, with pull cords knotted to corks—they keep it from sinking. Two were filled with air and two were flat. Let out air to descend. Continuing to hold her breath, she pushed down the side to find nets hanging at the bottom, some empty and others filled with large stones. Ballast. The weight keeps it from rising up, but when they are ready to, just drop a net full of stones and up it goes. Genius! Florentina needed air.

      The Night Flyer swam away a few yards, then kicked for the surface. She searched for signs of danger as she inhaled a deep breath. She could hear splashing and the clamor of feet against the hollow bronze cylinder. The thieves did not spot her because they expected no one to be there, so she could observe how they opened the hatch protruding just above the top of the water and scramble inside.

      “Don’t let them get away!” she heard Stefano shout, and another shot rang out.

      Florentina grinned with exhilaration. She had seen what she needed to see, so she dove back under and swam to the other side. She would have preferred to hold on to the submersible vessel, catching a ride back to their base of operations; however, she had no supply of air bladders, and not knowing how far, might have had to abandon it if she ran out. Plus, the drag her body weight put on the ship may have alerted them to her presence. She could figure that out for next time.

      The Night Flyer approached Stefano with a questioning look. “Did you catch any this time?”

      He turned and stepped aside to confer with her. “Not alive, but we killed two of them, and I don’t think they got away with much. We were ready for them this time! Mayhap they will think twice before returning. What did you find out?”

      Florentina grinned. “Exactly what I expected to find! They have an underwater craft that slithers up and down the canal unseen.”

      “A what?” Stefano’s mouth fell agape, and he stared at her with a disbelieving gaze.

      “Never mind,” she said, not wanting to have to convince him. “I know how they appear and disappear, and you may be correct about them waiting a spell before trying again, but that doesn’t mean they won’t attack a different city.”

      “A different city does not concern me,” he stated. “Protecting this dock does.”

      “Understandable,” she said with a nod. “Yet I am full in this and intend to shut them down permanently. I have to track down some leads and will not be back here to assist you for some time, but I will pay attention to reports if you have any other thefts. Be vigilant. I do not know how they will react to losing men on this raid.”

      Stefano responded with a serious nod. “I will, and you do the same.”

      “It is not enough for the robberies to stop,” Florentina explained. “Their leader must be brought to justice, especially for the deaths of your men. Hopefully, we can recover some of the stolen goods as well.”

      “Thank you, Night Flyer,” Stefano replied. “I hope you find him, and soon.”

      “So do I, Stefano; so do I.”
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      The next evening Florentina, Madelena, and Alessandro sat in a trio of chairs in the privacy of his study. Florentina had first made Alessandro aware of her suspicions and then described what she saw in the canal. “I know it sounds impossible,” she admitted, “and yet someone has taken Master Leonardo’s secret idea and turned it into a functioning craft. Common thieves could not have done this; therefore, I must go to Genova to find the inventor, Gavino Ricci. The Night Flyer can frighten him into telling us all he knows.”

      “I would love to return to Genova and take Matteo and Betta to the seashore,” Maddie gushed. “Remember when we went with Mama and Papa?” she asked her brother. “It will be such a lovely holiday.”

      The idea thrilled Florentina, as she had never seen the sea and wished to share such a marvelous experience with Maddie and the children. Still, she had concerns. “That would be wonderful,” Florentina said with hesitation. “But if Gavino is in league with the criminals, it could be dangerous.”

      “Drivel!” Maddie replied with a wave of her hand. “A far cry safer than our other trips. There are no assassins or Shadow Guild agents lying in wait to kill me this time.”

      As far as we know, Florentina thought to herself.

      “I agree it is a much less hazardous venture than you previously went on,” Alessandro concurred. “I have been in correspondence with the Archbishop of Genova about a silk contract. He said if Torelli Silk is good enough for the Vatican….” Ally shrugged with a subdued grin. “Anyway, he wanted to inspect samples in person before sealing the deal. I was going to send an underling; however, presented with this, I believe I shall accompany you. Portia and the children would never forgive me if I left them behind, but Antonio just had a holiday, so I will leave him in charge. Genova isn’t far, so we will only be gone a few days. It will be a learning experience for him.”

      “Why certainly,” Madelena agreed. “We can all go. It will be a lovely holiday, and no one will suspect we are connected with the Night Flyer—should anyone even spot her.”

      Florentina nodded, glad Alessandro was on board with the plan. “Since Gavino is associated with Master Leonardo, as am I, I think first Florentina should pay him a visit, to get an idea of him, and scope out where he lives. If need be, the Night Flyer can step in on him in the middle of the night.”

      “Excellent!” Alessandro beamed, and took on the look of a much younger man. “Shall we make plans to leave on Sunday? Portia and Maddie will not want to miss their ladies’ circle this Saturday, and I can’t forgo my schedule for the rest of the week; he won’t disappear between now and then.”

      “That will be acceptable,” Florentina agreed. Then she tilted her head toward him with concern. “How is the search for the missing ballplayers coming along? I have heard no news.”

      Ally’s countenance fell. He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “The magistrate said he assigned several constables to investigate, but so far they have turned up nothing. Florentina, I know the Night Flyer can’t be everywhere and we do not know where to look for the lads. At least with these dock thieves, you’ve had plenty of clues to follow. The only comfort I can give Ambroso is the fact no one has found their bodies. We must assume they are still alive somewhere.”

      Florentina nodded. “I truly wish I could do more,” she said. She felt Maddie’s hand on her back, rubbing affectionate circles.

      “Do you like Ambroso for Pollonia?” Maddie asked.

      Alessandro met her eyes with a pleasant expression. “He has a university education, is steady and responsible with an excellent reputation, and can certainly keep her in the lifestyle to which she is accustomed with his inheritance. I’ve known Ambroso and Pietro since they were children, and it seems he has no idea what his father was about. Still, I promised Pollonia she should approve of any suitor herself before I speak with him about marriage plans.”

      Maddie smiled. “You are as good a father as you are a brother.”

      Florentina did not know any of the Sacchis, but she wished to find Pietro and the other ballplayers, preferably alive. “A week or two and we’ll have this theft ring locked down, and the submersible destroyed. Then I can focus on finding the athletes,” she said.

      “Destroy it?” Maddie questioned.

      “Such a marvel,” Alessandro admitted. “It would be a shame to keep such an innovation from the world. Are you certain you wish to destroy it?”

      Florentina nodded. “I owe it to Master Leonardo; it is what he would want done. Do either of you recall reading Plato’s history of Atlantis?”

      “You mean the highly advanced ancient civilization that resided on a large island somewhere beyond the Straits of Gibraltar?” Alessandro asked.

      “The one that was demolished and sank into the sea, never to be heard from again?” Maddie added.

      “So, you have heard of it,” Florentina said. “According to Plato, the Atlanteans possessed superior weapons and used them to attack and enslave other nations but were finally repelled by the city of Athens and their legendary navy. Afterward, the gods became displeased with them and smote their island, sending it to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.”

      “But the story is an allegory, isn’t it?” Maddie asked.

      “And besides, we know Zeus and Poseidon and the Greek gods were just myths,” added Alessandro.

      “Those gods are myths,” Florentina allowed. “It doesn’t mean the island wasn’t real or that it wasn’t destroyed another way. A great earthquake caused the oldest portion of Alexandria, Egypt, to sink into the Mediterranean and many of the treasures from Alexander the Great’s library were lost. A volcanic eruption, such as devastated Pompeii, could send an island into the depths. Theories have been espoused suggesting that the Atlanteans’ own weapons and technology caused their destruction.”

      Florentina looked from one sibling to the other. “Whether Plato’s account was based on fact, or was merely a discourse on morality, the lesson for us today is the same: terrible inventions can produce terrible results. Master Leonardo kept these plans secret because he feared men would use the underwater vessel as a weapon. No mythical sea monster could be a fraction as deadly as the submersible if used for such a purpose.” Florentina sighed and reached for Maddie’s hand. “As much as I would love to study it, and yes, improve upon it,” she added with a laugh. “I must blow it up and make sure whoever constructed it cannot do so again.”

      Maddie gave her hand a squeeze, and Alessandro nodded. “You make a compelling argument,” he admitted. “Now, I will make our travel arrangements in the morning, and we shall get an early start on Sunday. No reason we can’t mix business with pleasure.”

      The glow returned to Madelena’s face. “This will be such a wonderful holiday!”
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        * * *

      

      Saturday’s brunch was to be held at a popular café with outdoor seating instead of at anyone’s home. They had agreed last time they should take advantage of the lovely weather before it got too hot and humid. La Dolce Vita had a charming courtyard and gardens with a fountain and decorative tile walkways. It was quite exclusive, and the ladies had reserved a table. It was also close enough to Casa Torelli for Maddie and Portia to walk.

      “Why haven’t we come here before?” Portia asked as she and Maddie took seats beside each other.

      Maddie chose a seat next to Dolce Leonetti, the youngest and newest member of their circle. “It is lovely,” she said, making a note to bring Florentina here sometime soon.

      Rose and Tomasina took their seats across the table. “As long as there are no flies or mosquitoes to annoy us,” Tomasina clarified in a dissatisfied tone.

      “Where is Isabella?” Rose asked as she looked around.

      “She’s coming,” her cousin, Dolce, replied. “She is bringing a friend who is new to Milan and doesn’t know very many people,” she explained.

      “Bringing a stranger?” Raising her chin, Tomasina wiggled her nose. “No one informed me we were allowed to bring strangers to our circle.”

      About that time, Isabella arrived with a stunning brunette at her side. “Greetings everyone,” Isabella bubbled. “I want to introduce you to Veronica Moretti.”

      Maddie was stunned… speechless… on the verge of panic. What is SHE doing here? Florentina said she would try a chance meeting again. Shock wove its way into subdued rage, but Maddie was practiced at putting on a false front.

      Isabella went on with her introduction. “My husband has become acquainted with Cosimo d’Este, a new jewel merchant to the city, and Veronica is his buying assistant. She is well-traveled and has many interesting stories to entertain us.”

      “Welcome to our circle,” Portia greeted politely, giving no indication she knew this woman as a cleaning servant from a decade ago. “We are so pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Portia, you are a Godsend! Maddie felt some slight relief at knowing she might get through brunch without a fight breaking out.

      “Here,” Rose offered. “Sit beside me.”

      Veronica and Isabella sat, both in gowns which could compete for designer prizes, while Maddie avoided making eye contact with her ex. It was an awkward two hours, and as soon as it became polite to do so, Maddie and Portia made their farewells.

      Once they were out the front door and onto the street, Maddie breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you so, so much,” she gushed, brushing a hand to petite Portia’s shoulder. “I can’t imagine what she was doing there.”

      “I spotted her at Antonio’s wedding,” Portia said. “I wondered then if she was here to cause trouble for you.”

      “Madelena.” The sultry voice came from behind them. Maddie halted, didn’t want to turn to look, but with a resigned sigh, glanced over her shoulder. “Could you spare a moment? There is something I wish to discuss with you—only you.”

      Portia glanced questioningly at Maddie. “Shall I make her go away?” she whispered.

      Maddie swallowed, shook her head, and steeled her nerves. “That’s for me to do. You go on ahead; this won’t take long.”

      With a nod, Portia continued down the street, and Maddie turned to face the ghost from her past. “What do you want?” she asked in an all-business tone.

      “Just to ask you a few simple questions,” Veronica said innocently. “Let’s go around the corner and sit in the piazza, a nice public place, where your friends won’t see us together. Will that do?”

      It was certainly better than standing in front of the café. “Very well,” Maddie replied, and followed the woman around the corner. Once they were seated on a stone bench overlooking the fountain, Maddie inquired, “What is this about? I dislike being ambushed at my own social gathering.”

      “Ambushed?” Veronica’s eyes widened as she lifted a hand to her chest. “Is that what you think? Oh, dear,” she continued in what Maddie was certain was an act. “Why, Isabella and I have become good friends. We visited all afternoon recently while Cosimo and her husband discussed business and his intention to move to Milan. She is so charming and an expert on fashion and the society of the city, things I need to be well versed in. I didn’t even know you would be present, but since you are,” she said, pivoting from innocent outrage to calculated intent. “Cosimo is concerned about the Night Flyer, and he wished me to find out as much as I can about him. Cosimo worries about being robbed or harassed by the vigilante, if that is what he is.”

      Maddie returned a disapproving look. Florentina was right. She is up to something. “The Night Flyer is no thief, and he only engages with dishonest businessmen; so if your Cosimo does nothing wrong, he’ll probably never cross paths with the Night Flyer.”

      Veronica breathed a relieved sigh and smiled warmly. “Good to know. Oh, come now Maddie, really, who is he? He seems so…” her eyes sparkled as she paused to choose the right word. “Charismatic. If the people think he is a hero, why does he need to wear a mask?”

      “He is a hero,” Maddie pronounced, “although some in authority do not see it that way, hence the mask. I already told you, I do not know his identity, and we only met a few times. If there is nothing else….” Maddie rose to leave, but Veronica took hold of her hand. Madelena flashed her an irritated gaze and pulled her hand free.

      “No, please wait,” the vixen said, looking contrite. “There is something else.”

      She knew she shouldn’t, but Maddie sat back down. “What?”

      “Do not be cross with me, Darling. I was hoping.…”

      “I am not your darling,” Maddie retorted.

      “You could be,” Veronica sang as her eyes darkened. “Cosimo’s wife will join him from Genova as soon as the purchase of the mansion I found for him is finalized. He wants me to stay in a tiny boarding room over the jewelry shop, says it is more convenient for him. At least in Genova I had a townhouse. Don’t worry; his marriage is little more than a business contract and he and his wife have an arrangement to keep whatever lovers they wish as long as each is discrete. I excel at being discrete.” She winked flirtatiously at Maddie.

      Impatient and uncomfortable, Maddie rolled her eyes. “What does any of this have to do with me?” Then the thought struck her—Veronica had been living in Genova, the city where the inventor lived. “First, I have a few questions of my own.”

      A look of genuine surprise crossed Veronica’s pretty face.

      “Did you ever have occasion to visit the Doge while you were in Genova?”

      “I may have attended a few parties, yet I do not know him personally,” she answered, with a confused expression.

      “How about a man named Gavino Ricci? He works for the Doge as an inventor and architect.”

      This time, Veronica laughed. “I do not know anyone like that. You know I am a social butterfly, not to be concerned with eccentric artisan types. Why do you ask?”

      Maddie tilted her head and presented another question. “While you were there, did any dock robberies occur? Ones in which the thieves were never caught? Mayhap Cosimo lost some goods.”

      The humor faded from Veronica’s face. “Yes, I recall several robberies and no, they did not apprehend the thieves. The raids just stopped.”

      “When?” Maddie pressed. “When did they stop?”

      “I don’t know, a month, six weeks ago?” Veronica offered her best guess. “Why?”

      “Because the same type of thefts have been happening here. That is how Cosimo could buy out the jewel merchant’s shop,” Maddie explained. When she met Veronica’s eyes, she saw a look of concern, perhaps fear, and in a flash, it was gone.

      Veronica shrugged. “Cosimo is not concerned about the robberies, only the Night Flyer. But….” Out came the sultry smile, the coy body language. “Your half of Torelli silk is worth more than all of Cosimo’s assets combined. Surely you could benefit from a personal buyer.” She used her most persuasive tone.

      Maddie raised her brows. “Not happy with your rich, handsome married man?”

      Veronica pushed out her bottom lip. “I do not think things will last much longer between us,” she admitted. “I’m not even certain what is between us. He disappears for days at a time with no explanation, and even though the money is flowing in, well.…” She paused for a moment to catch Maddie’s gaze. “He’s a little scary.”

      Uncertain if she was telling the truth or merely attempting to gain sympathy, Maddie proceeded with caution. “What do you mean by, he is scary?”

      With a flick of her neck, Veronica flung strands of her long hair back into place. Despite her age, she was an unmarried woman and wearing her hair down announced as much to the world. In a hush, she continued. “Sometimes, in the bedroom, he demands unusual and unsettling things of me, and one time, not long ago, he pulled a knife on me. I was honestly frightened; then he laughed as if it was all a joke.” Veronica frowned and folded her hands demurely in her lap. Raising mesmerizing eyes to Maddie, she said, “I would much prefer you as a patron.”

      Enough was enough. Madelena raised her chin and, with a seething look, replied, “I neither want nor need your services. If Cosimo is as frightening as you say, you would do well to leave Milan when you leave him, lest he come after you. In fact, the farther away you move, the better I will feel.”

      Every facade fell from Veronica’s demeanor, and Maddie wondered if she was seeing the woman’s authentic self for the first time. Disappointment and frustration made themselves clear, then vanished in an instant as she regained her practiced look. “You don’t have to be insulting,” she replied with an air of disdain. Like turning a key in a lock, she pivoted back to her genuine self, perhaps, if she even possessed such a thing, and asked, “Can’t you at least introduce me to people?” Her manner was now casual, as one might address a friend. “I’ll get nowhere with Isabella or her husband—an eventuality I discovered in our day together. It is prudent to have a new employer lined up before resigning a position.”

      Maddie sighed. She couldn’t argue with sound logic. Then an inspired thought popped into her head. “There is a woman in Florence I could introduce you to. She is a business owner, an accomplished dressmaker and designer. You could get all your wardrobe for free,” she mused. Maddie knew Katerina would either turn the tables and manipulate Veronica or send her packing. Katerina was nobody’s fool, and Florentina said she was looking for a girlfriend.

      “Mayhap if it comes to that,” Veronica sighed. She stood, and Maddie followed suit. “Honestly, I am not here to cause you trouble. I was hoping now since I have joined the wealthy class, we could resume our past relationship, but you have made it clear you have moved on. I suppose I have too; still, I have fond memories.”

      “Then do not spoil them by making an enemy of me,” Madelena stated without emotion. “Best of luck with your decision.” Feeling satisfied she had gained more from the conversation than Veronica had, Maddie strode home to fill Florentina in on the fresh details.
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        * * *

      

      Florentina scowled. “I told you she would arrange for another coincidental meeting.”

      She stood in front of Madelena’s dressing table mirror brushing out her long, brunette mane with more force than was necessary. Dressed for bed after a long day, she should have been eager to slide into a comfortable cuddle and go to sleep. After all, they would be leaving early the next morning on a two-day carriage ride to Genova which she had been anticipating for days. Florentina refused to let Veronica spoil her holiday… and yet, she could think of nothing else.

      “Yes,” Maddie sighed. She lay invitingly on her soft bed draped with pastel satin sheets and surrounded by plush pillows. “As usual, you were right.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Florentina did not intend her question to be so blunt. She set down the brush and stared at her reflection. Do I resemble Veronica? Is that why Maddie was attracted to me? I certainly do not possess her ample breasts or curved hips. My eyes are not so exotic nor my lips as full and lush. She and I share Mediterranean coloring, but that is all. I am plain of appearance and she is….

      “If I did not know better, I would think you are jealous,” Maddie replied in a guarded tone. “If you will stop abusing your hair and come lie with me, I would be happy to assure you there is no reason for it.”

      “I am not,” she began, then bit back the absurdly unbelievable stream of denials that would follow. Florentina twisted her mouth and lowered her chin. “Maybe, just a wee bit.”

      “Mi amore.” Maddie swept Florentina with an apologetic gaze, her smile fading.

      “Like I said before, I trust you as surely as I trust the sun to rise.” Florentina shuffled her way to Maddie. “But that woman is up to no good.” She sat on the edge of Maddie’s side of the bed and laid her hands gently on her soulmate. She slid them up to her shoulders even as she leaned over and touched her lips in an assuring kiss.

      “Even I can deduce that much,” Maddie replied. She lifted a hand to caress Fiore’s cheek and gazed affectionately at her with lush, verdant eyes. “But even in her wildest dreams, she could never compete with you. I am totally and completely yours, now and always.”

      Florentina’s heart rejoiced in words she should not have needed to hear. Evening onto a steady keel, a hint of humor returned. “I’ll fight her if I have to,” she joked. “And we know who would win.” Fiore winked with a sprawling grin.

      “Come here, you minx!” Maddie locked her hands around Florentina’s neck and flipped her over onto the bed beside her.

      “Oh, feel like wrestling?”

      “You know it.” Maddie’s eyes laughed at her and in an instant, all was right with the world. “No matter who comes out on top, I still win.”

      “Do you think so?” Florentina claimed her lips with gusto, passion rushing through her body like lightning. “Being yours makes me a winner, come what may. Oh, Maddie….” Florentina gave up control or any sensibility about getting to sleep early before their long trip. She only desired to express her ardent love, to fill and be filled, to soar to new heights in the arms of her one and only, joyful to be the woman Madelena had chosen, and determined to demonstrate it was the right choice.
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      The family started out early Sunday morning in two coaches, as one could not comfortably transport eight people and their luggage. Alessandro, Portia, Bernardo, and Pollonia rode in Alessandro’s carriage while Florentina, Madelena, and the two children occupied Maddie’s. Lucca begged time off from his farrier training to come along and drive Alessandro’s family while the family’s regular driver handled Maddie’s vehicle. Their trunks had been strapped to the back, and each family kept baskets of food with them.

      A soft rain fell on the first of their two-day journey, for which Florentina was grateful. She surmised that meant the rain would have passed by the time they wished to enjoy the beach. Entertainment and education could certainly go hand in hand, Florentina determined, and spent much of the day telling Matteo and Betta everything about the city they were traveling to visit.

      “Genova was a city called Stalia in ancient times,” she began. “It has a unique geography, nestled between the sea and high mountains. The first city was destroyed during the Punic Wars,” she explained.

      “Wasn’t that when Hannibal’s army rode the elephants over the Alps to try and attack Rome?” Matteo asked.

      Fiore nodded. “Indeed,” she replied with a smile, pleased he remembered his history. “Then it became part of the Roman Empire; the Byzantine Empire, and many others, such as the Lombards, Ostrogoths, and Carolingians, ruled the area. Genova gained its independence before 1100 and became an early republic. Trade and the sea have always been important to Genova, and the Genovese took part in the Crusades. Legend has it, Genovese crusaders discovered the Holy Grail and brought it back to Genova.”

      “The Holy Grail?” Betta asked as she bounced to the edge of her seat. “Like in the King Arthur stories with the Knights of the Round Table?”

      “The very one,” Florentina replied. “And while the green glass goblet that sits on display is a great treasure to the people of Genova, it is doubtful it is the same cup Jesus drank from at the Last Supper.”

      Matteo angled his head with a studious expression. “It can’t be,” he stated. “Don’t you remember? In Master Leonardo’s painting of the Last Supper we went to see on the wall of that church, the cup wasn’t glass or green.”

      “Marvelous observation, Matteo!” Maddie praised. “I am surprised you remembered such a small detail. And while I’m sure Master Leonardo used his imagination to paint the chalice, I don’t think they knew how to make colored glass in Jesus’ day.”

      “I want to hear more stories about King Arthur and the knights,” Betta said.

      “Soon,” Florentina assured her. “Back to Genova, they traded widely and even established colonies all over the Mediterranean world. That’s how the First Pestilence got to Europe to start with.” Both children reacted with a shudder and huddled together.

      “The plague that killed a third of all the people in the world came to Genova first?” Matteo asked.

      “Everyone thought it was the end of the world,” Betta added in horror.

      “But it wasn’t,” her mother assured her with a smile.

      “The Genovese had a colony in the Middle East called Caffa,” Florentina explained. “The pestilence started in Asia, and we don’t know how many died there—maybe a third, or perhaps more. The deadly malady spread west into Arab lands, and when it reached Caffa, people tried to escape in ships. In 1347, the Genovese sailed back to Genova, but the sailors started getting sick and dying on the way. Panicked, they docked their ships in the harbor and left them seeking help from physicians in the city. From there the plague spread to other city-states, Florence being hit the hardest, and then northward into the rest of Europe. They were terrible and uncertain times.”

      “We studied the plague,” Matteo said. “No one knows for sure what caused it or how it spread.”

      “Not yet,” Florentina concurred. “However, one day scientists and physicians will find out.”

      “Is there still a great plague?” Betta left her seat beside Matteo and squeezed between Maddie and Florentina.

      “Yes,” Maddie said as she hugged her little girl close. “But only in small outbreaks and not as many people die from it as a hundred and fifty years ago.”

      “I believe people develop resistance to diseases that have been around a long time,” Florentina proposed. “Some whose constitution is not strong enough still succumb, though more get well from their illness, especially if they recovered in the past. The deadly pestilence was a new disease when it first struck, and no one had time to develop a resistance to it. Then like the mythical phoenix, from the ashes of death rose the magnificence of the Renaissance.”

      Betta looked up at her in amazement. “You mean the plague helped start the Renaissance?”

      Florentina nodded. “Indeed, but let us discuss that later. Back to Genova. Today, it is still an important trading center and is also well known for its banking.”

      “And beaches,” Maddie added with a wink.

      “Will we see big ships with tall masts?” Matteo asked eagerly.

      “A fleet of them, likely,” Florentina answered. “Did you know Christopher Columbus is from Genova?”

      Matteo gasped as his eyes flew wide. He bounced uncontrollably in his seat. “Will we get to meet him?”

      “No, cucciolo,” Madelena answered with soft eyes smiling with love at her son. “I’m certain he is away in the New World administering his colony there.”

      “We might see his house,” Florentina offered with hope, “if we find someone who knows where it is.”

      “This is just too exciting!” Matteo blurted out. “Can we go on one of the tall ships and walk around and see everything? I really, really want to!”

      Florentina and Maddie exchanged smiles, and Maddie shooed Betta back to her seat. “We can ask, piccolo,” she said.

      

      The next day was overcast, but the rain had stopped, so Florentina and Maddie opened their carriage windows, which made for a much more pleasant ride. They had spent the night in an inn in Tortona, roughly half the distance. Their journey took them through the spectacular scenery of the Po Valley, over two rivers, through fields, forests, pastures, past grain and grapes, and now into higher elevations as the road wound between foothills of the Apennines on the way to the sea. Florentina appreciated the Roman engineering of roads and bridges that had stood for a thousand years.

      The party entered Genova from the north through a gate in the city walls which opened out onto a colorful array. Houses, inns, and business establishments painted in pastels of yellow, coral, ivory, and pink seemed to climb all over each other. The children practically hung out the windows to see.

      “The architecture reminds me of Venice,” Florentina noted as their carriage followed Alessandro’s down the street toward the center of town.

      “What’s that smell?” Betta asked.

      “It’s the sea,” Maddie replied. “You can smell the salt in the air.”

      Matteo drew in a deep breath. “I could get used to it.”

      They passed grand palaces with balconies, churches, and impressive edifices stretching four stories high, but the city felt cramped to Florentina. The street was so narrow, two coaches could barely pass without scraping each other. Where were the trees, the gardens, the green spaces? Gazing about, she doubted a city-planner was involved as structures sprouted up at all angles and the roads were not arranged in a neat grid. It was like a labyrinth which only one who had studied the layout could navigate.

      Then they rounded a corner into a large, open piazza, and Florentina breathed easier. Here were the fresh sights, sounds, and aromas of an open market. Merchants hawked their wares in carts and tents containing cookware, cloth, leather goods, woodworking, pottery, and an armory. Others boasted fresh fruits and vegetables, baked goods, fish, and poultry. From the corner to their right spilled the sounds and smell of a tavern, while across the way diners sat at outdoor tables in front of a café. In the center of the piazza sat a fountain, spraying water in a delightful display. To the far side stood the Cathedral San Lorenzo, built of white and deep green marble stones, cut and laid in decorative patterns.

      “The cathedral reminds me of the Baptistry in Florence,” Maddie commented, “the way the colors are worked into the marble.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Florentina concurred. “Quite splendid.”

      They continued through the piazza and down a southerly leading street. “Look!” Matteo called excitedly. “I can see them—the tall ships! Look Mama, Betta, Florentina—there they are!”

      The harbor was massive and filled with carvels, carracks, and hulks, as well as smaller fishing vessels such as picards. To Matteo’s dismay, they turned up another street, continued two blocks, then stopped in front of an upscale inn.

      Alessandro opened their carriage door and announced, “This is where we are staying. Let’s get settled in and then find somewhere to have dinner. My meeting with the bishop is the day after tomorrow. Florentina, how about if we enjoy some leisure time tomorrow touring and going to the beach? Can your business wait one more day?”

      “Si,” she agreed, as he handed Maddie out of the coach. Matteo jumped out after her, and Ally lifted Betta up and set her on the paving stones. He assisted Florentina out last. “I think I am as excited as the children!” she bubbled.

      Alessandro smiled at her. “It will be a day to remember.”

      

      They ate at a harborside establishment specializing in seafood, and the meal was delicious. A cool breeze washed over Florentina and her adopted family as they sat at their outdoor table, watching the sunset over the port. A trio of fishermen hauled a full net out of their craft onto one pier while scattered sailors were at their tasks securing lines, checking their rigging, and filing on or off ships moored there. The harbor was well protected by the shoreline to the north and jetties called moles to the west and southeast, leaving a narrow path to enter and exit through.

      Florentina’s gaze was drawn beyond the activity to the splendor of the western sky. A variety of gulls with black or white heads and white or gray feathers glided by or combed the beach for a meal while others used pilings for perches. They screeched their calls to whomever would hear. Taking in a deep breath of the salt air, she considered the red ball of the sun dropping behind an outcropping, the orange and yellow streaks it sent across the sky. Darker blue and indigo crept in above the painted display, announcing the coming of nightfall.

      “I am amazed by the daily offerings of such remarkable beauty,” Florentina said, completely unaware of ongoing conversations. Everyone stopped to listen to her.

      “The artistry of the hand of God is beyond the capacity of mortal man, and yet how we would strive to reproduce it,” she declared. “The magnificence of color strewn across the sky, seemingly without effort, and how the patterns stay only for an instant and are morphed into another, and another. Such creative expression, fresh and unique every evening, none exactly the same as the day before, and why? There are thousands of varieties of butterflies in different sizes with various colors and patterns and yet they all perform the same function—to pollinate; and yet we are presented with such diversity.”

      “Why, Florentina?” Betta asked, drawn into her observations.

      With a sage and intuitive tone, she answered, “Because it pleases the Lord to provide us with a beautiful world in which to live. I do not often enough stop to take notice and give thanks, but seeing that spectacular sunset, I am compelled to do so tonight.”

      “You are right to do so,” Portia said, as she, too, gazed upon the shifting images painted on the horizon. “And I must admit, since you came to live with us and teach—all of us, really, not just the children—I have found myself appreciating nature far more.”

      “It’s like having the eyes and wonder of a child speaking from the mouth of a grown, intelligent woman,” Alessandro added. “I love how you see the world.”

      Florentina responded with a shy smile. “It is not only for the artist to find loveliness in all things,” she replied, “for I am not a painter. Yet we each have a creative spirit within us. Portia fashions exquisite embroidery, Pollonia music, and Bernardo brims with energy seeking its outlet. Alessandro, you are innovative with how you administer your business, and Maddie.…” Florentina glanced over at her with affection. “You use the stroke of your proverbial brush to paint kindness over all things drab and colorless in people’s lives.” Pink rose in Maddie’s cheeks, and she glanced down in what Florentina thought of as meek appreciation. “I believe it is right and good we should celebrate a sunset and recognize our own creative spirits. The scriptures tell us that every good and perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father of lights.”

      They all sat watching the fluctuating streaks of color to the west as those shades of midnight blue and indigo grew more prominent. Then Alessandro said, “Speaking of light, we should head back to the inn while we still have some to see by.” He rose and took Portia’s hand to assist her.

      “I’m tired,” Betta admitted with a yawn. She lifted her arms toward Florentina, but Bernardo grabbed her up and set her on his hip.

      “I’ll carry you back, cucciola,” he said.

      “I’m not too tired to walk a couple of blocks,” Matteo announced as he leapt to his feet.

      Florentina caught Maddie’s gaze, and seeing the love radiating in her eyes, almost reached for her hand. Soon, she thought, satisfied to be near her. Together, they walked behind the others in a silence that echoed with emotional vibrations.
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      Maddie radiated with as she watched her children play with Florentina in the surf. Her morning had begun with a quick breakfast at the inn, followed by a tour of a carrack, a three-masted ship similar to Columbus’s flagship, the Santa Maria. While she, Pollonia, and Portia had found it interesting, Matteo and Bernardo were as excited as pigs at a trough. Florentina and Alessandro had asked dozens of questions, showing just as much interest, though without the exuberant jumping and shouting, as the children. Betta had decided taking a brief trip on such a ship would be an enjoyable experience, but she would not want to live on one or journey beyond sight of land. “If the ship were to sink, I know how to swim, but sharks might eat me,” she had pointed out. Maddie reminded her about dinghies; however, it did not ease her concerns.

      When Alessandro had asked her which beach to visit, Maddie replied, “Definitely San Fruttuoso di Camogli. It has pristine water and will not be as crowded as Boccadasse. Also, Florentina would love to tour the abbey, I’m sure.” So Ally rented a small boat and driver to take them to the secluded beach which stretched the length of the majestic abbey beneath high wooded hills. While Luca gladly inserted himself into the family’s plans, the older driver elected to stay in the city.

      “San Fruttuoso di Camogli is a Benedictine abbey dedicated to Saint Fructuosus, founded in the tenth century,” Florentina had expounded on the boat ride, relating what she knew of the place’s history, including the lookout tower constructed high on the hill to watch for Barbary pirates. Now she stood on smooth pebbles with the tide lapping at her ankles, sporting the swimming chemise she wore for the children’s lessons and an expression of child-like wonder.

      Ally stepped up to Madelena, set down the food baskets, and secured the broad parasol deep between the small stones until it sank into the sandy soil beneath them. “I’ll go back for the folding chairs,” he said, then gazed out at his children and hers. “You should go out in the water,” he suggested. “You’ll want to experience this with them.”

      “You, too,” Maddie said.

      “I will,” Ally answered with a wink.

      Maddie tip-toed her way over the uneven pebbles ranging in size from a pea to an orange and everything in between. Many were black, but others were gray, white, and a variety of combinations with stripes, spots, and swirls. She caught the shimmer of sunlight reflected at the peak of each small wave while whiffs of clouds floated lazily in a brilliant blue sky. Glancing behind her, she took in the abbey's majesty, with its high stone walls, broad arched portico, and cupolaed bell tower.

      “The water is sucking at my feet,” Betta squealed with delight.

      Betta’s laughter drew Maddie’s attention back to the water.

      “That is the tide,” Florentina said with a look of wonder shining on her tan face, her long brunette hair tied back in a braid. “It is like the earth is breathing,” she observed.

      “The water is only a little cold,” Matteo said as he took a step farther out. “Not very. How far can we go, Mama?”

      “The water is shallow here,” Maddie replied, “and the current not strong as it is protected by the bay. So you can go out pretty far, but not where the water is over your head, please.”

      Matteo carefully proceeded over the rocks. “I am going to swim as soon as it’s deep enough,” he pronounced. “And Mama? Can I take some of the smooth stones home with me? They are special rocks, different from the ones at home. I can use them for lots of projects. Maybe I can build a castle with them.”

      “You’ll have to ask Uncle Alessandro,” she answered with a smile.

      “Actually,” Fiore inserted with consideration. “The smooth rocks would not stack well to build a castle. They would keep sliding off. But,” she offered, “I could get a board from the lumber mill and show you how to use a handsaw to cut it into small blocks. You could even paint them gray and tan to look like stones, and then you could build a fine castle.”

      “That would be fantastic!” he exclaimed, and splashed water with glee.

      Since no one was on the beach besides the family, Maddie took Fiore’s hand. “What do you think?” She turned bemused eyes to her partner, her soul glowing with joy.

      “I thought there would be sand,” Florentina said. “Still, it is beautiful. I look out over the sea and survey only water and sky, and I know it continues a great distance, all the way to the Barbary Coast. It is a wonder to view such an expanse. Then I consider the rocks, smoothed by thousands of years of the waves knocking them against one another until they are as polished as glass. I breathe in the salt air, yet the water is as clear as if it were drawn from a well. You know I wish to tour the abbey, but this is the genuine treasure, and to share it with you and the children.…”

      Maddie gave her hand a squeeze and beamed with delight.

      “Mama, look,” Betta called and held up a shell. “What is this?”

      “It’s a seashell,” Maddie answered and took a step to meet Betta, who was hurrying it over to her.

      “A small creature once lived in it,” Florentina explained, switching gears from pupil to teacher. “There are many sea creatures that live in shells to protect them, and when they die, their shells wash up on the beach.”

      “What kind was this?” Betta asked as she presented the find to Maddie, who passed it to Fiore.

      Florentina studied it, turning it over in her hands with a curious expression. A rare look of doubt shadowed her face. “I don’t know,” she replied, and handed it back. “I have not had the opportunity to study sea creatures at any great length. But it is pretty. I think that’s enough to know for now.”

      “It is pretty,” Betta parroted. “I’m going to keep it and take it home. Oooh, look! There’s another one!”

      Maddie noticed her brother and Portia wading into the water, folding chairs placed out for them to sit when they were ready to relax. Hearing squeals and laughter, she looked to her left to spy Luca, Pollonia, and Bernardo tossing a ball back and forth in waist-high water. The boys and men all wore their brais, leaving their traveling clothes on the beach to stay dry, while the women were dressed in what were typically undergarments, like Florentina’s.

      “Come on, Maddie,” Florentina encouraged, taking her hand once more and leading her into the surf. “Let’s wade farther out. The water is so clear and invigorating, it makes me feel like a child again.”

      Maddie went with her, and once it was deep enough, they squatted down to immerse themselves in the Ligurian Sea.

      “Hey Betta, watch this!” Matteo sang out before diving under the calm waves and bouncing up again.

      Maddie smiled, gazing at her precious children and her adored Fiore. “Grazie, Maddie,” Florentina gushed. “I am going to print every moment of this day on my memory forever.”

      “I wish I could kiss you now,” Maddie answered in a hush. “It thrills me to see everyone enjoying themselves. We needed this holiday.”

      “I know there is business to take care of tomorrow, but I shall revel in today. Now, this moment—the sun glistening on the water, the cheerful voices of the children playing, you by my side, the abbey, the lush vegetation, the huge crags rising at the water’s edge at the ends of the bay, the clean air, the gulls overhead, the rhythm of the earth pulsing all around us—I am alive in this very moment. Oh, Maddie, I love you so much! I love our family, I love being part of a family, I love my life. Who has ever experienced such bliss? Who has ever been so blessed as I?”

      Maddie drew closer to her, careful to leave a small window of air between them. “I have, even more so. God has saved me so many times, through Ally, through you and your amazing skills. I have even more to be grateful for in this moment, and believe me when I say I am. There have been past troubles and there will be more to come, but right now, in this moment, all is well. Therefore, I know through any difficulties such may come, all will be well in the end, because I have you. Wasn’t it Socrates who said love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies?”

      Florentina’s face glowed, and her eyes shone with passion. “Indeed. Socrates was a wise man; still I wonder if he understood the full extent of his words. I know I do.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning after breakfast, Florentina struck out walking, dressed in her best gown, to find Gavino Ricci. Alessandro had gone to meet with the archbishop, and everyone else was on a quest to find Christopher Columbus’s house and anything else interesting to see. If she knew Portia and Maddie, there was a dress shop waiting to be invaded.

      Thinking of Maddie doing something that made her happy warmed Florentina’s heart and put her in a cheerful frame of mind. A sanguine countenance would suit Florentina when she caught up with this inventor, because she didn’t want him to perceive she knew what was going on in secret.

      Uncertain exactly where she would find him, she proceeded to the Palazzo Pubblico, the site of the Doge’s Palace. The palace complex was U-shaped, with two magnificent columned three-story buildings flanking an open piazza, with an even more impressive four-story edifice at the far end. The architecture was perfect in its symmetry, lavish in its grandeur, and artistic in its construction. Florentina took a moment to soak in the craftsmanship required for its creation; then she wondered which building she should approach first.

      Surely not the grand palace in the middle, she pondered. It is likely the Doge’s residence. I’ll try this one on the right. At least there will be someone who can direct me.

      There was a bustle of important looking men, along with a few fancily clad women, shuffling from building to building or conversing in the piazza between them. Florentina proceeded through the first door in the building to her right. Her footsteps echoed as she crossed the marble floor in the high-ceilinged structure.

      “Excuse me,” she said as she approached a man with eyeglasses and a wealthy man’s blue suit. “Do you know where I may find the court inventor, Gavino Ricci?”

      The man gave her an appraising once over, then raised his chin. “This is the finance office. You may try inquiring across the way.”

      “Grazie,” she replied politely and crossed to the other building. There she asked several more men until on the third floor she found someone who may have an inkling of who she was looking for.

      “Zanobi Crespi?” Florentina addressed the man behind the desk with uncertainty.

      He glanced up from his papers, a man about Maddie’s age with a popular page-boy cut of autumn-brown hair and a clerk’s attire. “Yes?”

      She sighed in relief. “I am Florentina de Bossi, from Milan. I am looking for Gavino Ricci. He once worked with Master Leonardo da Vinci, as did my father.”

      The man replied with a humph and shook his head. “If you find him, please let me know.”

      Florentina cocked her head, confusion written on her face.

      “The doge is ready to not only dismiss Gavino, but throw him in irons for breach of contract,” Zanobi said in obvious frustration.

      “I don’t understand,” Florentina said. “Isn’t he the national inventor of Genova?”

      “He was for several years,” Zanobi said, folding his hands in front of him on his desk. “Then about six months ago, he vanished—didn’t leave word, didn’t resign, just gone,” he said, raising open palms. With a sigh, he lowered his hands again and shook his head.

      Florentina’s stomach churned. This is no coincidence. “I will continue to seek him,” she vowed, “and if I find him, I will return him to you. It would be very helpful if you could provide me with his address,” she stated. “I would like to question his neighbors.”

      “We already did,” Zanobi replied with resignation. “But…” He drew a notepad from his desk drawer and jotted down an address. Handing it to Florentina, he said, “Mayhap you can discover more helpful information than we did. I must say, it is very unlike Gavino. He seemed pleased with his work here, and he was quite brilliant, in an absent-minded, inventor-type way. He got along well with everyone, and I am not aware of him having any enemies. Did he gamble, have debts he couldn’t pay?” The clerk shrugged. “I can’t say. I only know that one day he did not come into work and no one has seen him since.”

      “Grazie,” Florentina said. “You have been most helpful, and I do intend to find him.”

      “Then I wish you good fortune,” Zanobi bade her.

      

      Florentina wove her way through the narrow streets, checking signs and asking residents for directions, until she finally arrived at the correct building. It was occupied by several families, each with separate living spaces. She tried his door and found it was locked. I can come back tonight with my lockpicks, she thought. Then she turned to the door across the hall and knocked.

      A woman who appeared to be her own age, opened the door with a crying toddler on her hip. The frazzled blonde woman said, “Whatever you are selling, I’m not buying,” and started to close the door; Florentina’s foot was faster.

      Pulling one of Betta’s shells from her dress pocket, Florentina presenting it to the child who stopped crying to examine the new item. “I’m not selling anything,” she said in a soothing tone. “I am looking for the man who lives across the hall, Gavino Ricci. He was an associate of my father’s.” Well, that was the easiest way to explain it.

      “Oh,” the woman answered with surprise. “I don’t think he lives there anymore,” she said, and switched the now occupied tot to her other hip. “He and his niece moved out just after Christmas, around the first of the year.”

      Florentina was struck by this new piece of information, and her mind began to calculate even as her stomach turned over.

      “His niece?” she inquired.

      “Si,” the woman, still standing in her doorway, intent on not inviting Florentina in, replied. “Gavino isn’t married and has no children, but his sister was, did. The little girl came to live with him a few years ago after her parents died in the last round of plague. It wasn’t a bad epidemic; probably thirty or forty residents succumbed. Anyway, I guess she has entered puberty by now, or soon will, not old enough to marry or anything, but not little like this one.”

      She turned to her child, who had just plunged one edge of the smooth shell into its mouth. Florentina wasn’t certain if it was a boy or a girl.

      “So his niece was living with him, and they both moved away at the same time?” Florentina asked.

      “Si; it was odd, though.” The woman glanced across the hall at the locked door. “The girl, Sofia, really liked little Rizzo here, and they left without even saying goodbye. I thought it was rude, but,” she shrugged. “Mayhap they stopped by when I was not home.”

      “You have no clue where they went?” Florentina asked. “They didn’t speak of plans to move?”

      “No.” The woman cocked her head and peered at Florentina. “Now that I think of it, departing without a word was rather odd.” She shook her head. “I am sorry I could not be of more help to you; I need to feed Rizzo before he eats that shell! Do you want it back?”

      “Let Rizzo keep it. We collected a bucket full of shells yesterday. Thank you for your time.”

      Now she was certain the inventor and his niece had been abducted, and the criminals had probably threatened to harm or kill Sofia if Gavino did not do what they said. But how had this gang of thugs found out about the plans?

      That night when Florentina returned with her lock picks, she found the inside of the dwelling in disarray, wardrobes emptied and no trunks left behind. However, all the household goods, furniture, etc. were still there, though some had been broken or overturned. Most definitely abducted, she concluded. So where do I go from here?
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      Pietro trudged through the twisting halls of their dungeon, what he thought of as the cave of misery, with Luigi’s limp body draped between Giulio and himself while Leo trailed. They could barely make their way through the gloomy corridors, except for the guards before and behind them, who laughed and hurled insults. The air was damp, heavy, and stale, permeated with the scent of their sweat. At least they had spent the day outdoors in fresh air and sunlight.

      Exhausted from chopping and hauling rocks—God only knew what for—Pietro had fostered a new and growing hatred for their cruel taskmasters. While burdensome, the chore had not been beyond the ballplayers’ physical abilities; however, older, twiggy Luigi had struggled. He lagged behind, stumbled, and dropped his stones. The guards had retaliated by beating and kicking him as he lay on the ground, curled into a ball with his arms raised to protect his head.

      A fiery rage simmered within Pietro’s gut as he witnessed the display, yet he feared to speak or move against the perpetrators lest they react by killing another of his friends. Between the pedaling, rock chopping, and sundry labor they were forced to perform, he had determined the reason for their capture and imprisonment: the athletes were being used as slaves because of their strength and endurance. Only Luigi had survived the grueling tasks set before those of weaker stock first abducted, and his life seemed to hang by a thread.

      Therefore, with a tremendous power of will, Pietro had pushed down the anger, bitterness, and guilt which had threatened to undo him, so he might focus all of his energy toward devising a plan to free them. After weeks of self-loathing, searing hatred, and brutal frustration, he had concluded such feelings accomplished nothing other than adding to the misery. Pietro was the leader among them. It was up to him to be strong, bolster morale, watch out for the others, and develop a means of escape that would work this time. He needed to be patient and prudent, hold his tongue, appear docile, and wait for the right moment. Rather than his earlier prayers for fire, brimstone, and lightning bolts to rain from the sky on their captors, Pietro now prayed for wisdom, intuition, and opportunity. Since his childhood, the youngest Sacchi had been known for his charm, his good humor, and his unmatched athletic prowess, but never for patience, prudence, or wisdom. This ordeal would change him, he knew. It could break him; it could fertilize his worst tendencies, his inner demons, and twist him to bitterness, or plummet him into the bottom of a bottle and a life of meaningless despair. Pietro determined it would forge him into a stronger, wiser man.

      As they turned a corner, Luigi moaned. “We are almost back to our room,” Pietro soothed in a soft tone. Luigi’s head bobbed, and Pietro subdued another wave of ire. Then his ears picked up a sound he had not heard before—a girl’s cry.

      “No! Leave us alone,” wailed the feminine voice.

      Too young to be a woman, too old to be a child, Pietro’s mind processed as he raised his gaze toward an open door ahead to their left.

      “My uncle has done everything you wanted,” she yelled in a voice trembling between anger and fear. “Why can’t you leave us alone?”

      “You promised if I cooperated,” a baritone voice pleaded, followed by the smack of a hand striking flesh.

      “Be grateful I haven’t killed either of you… yet.”

      The biting words were those of Vito; Pietro recognized the little weasel and utter loathing rose in his throat, which he swallowed like bile. As inconspicuously as possible, he shot his eyes to the left through the open door to discover as much as he could about these captives. There was squat, oily Vito blocking much of the ingress. His claw was wrapped tight around the girl’s wrist. She wore the clothes of a middle-class young lady, perhaps even merchant class, but certainly not poor. Behind her he could make out the hunched figure of an older man with a long wiry beard and frazzled, graying hair.

      The guards paid no attention and pushed the weary group forward toward their chamber. Pietro caught the old man’s words as they passed. “Your master will not be pleased, Vito, if any harm comes to me or Sofia. He still needs me for repairs and maintenance on the machine, and he wishes me to make improvements and even build another like it, bigger he said. It shall be your head on the block if he does not get his wish. Touch her again, and I will kill myself. Then what will you do?”

      The corner of Pietro’s mouth quirked upward, and a bit of life flashed into his eyes. He liked the man’s spirit. He did not know how long these two had been kept prisoner, nor where they had been held before coming here, nor even why… or where “here” was. Still, Sofia and her uncle were now two more allies. She had fire, and he was clever. Pietro believed when the time came to act, they would work with him—if he could discover a way to communicate with them.

      The guards shoved the prisoners into their cell, with its four lumpy cots, one low table, waste bucket in the back corner, and fresh water bucket near the cots. There was a single lit candle to provide shadowy light after the door was slammed shut. Pietro heard the lock slide into place. From routine, they had about an hour before their meal, such as it was, would be brought in.

      With great ease and care, Pietro and Giulio laid Luigi on his cot. “Leo, can you bring the candle over?” Pietro asked.

      “How bad is he this time?” Giulio inquired, a concerned furrow on his sweaty brow.

      Pietro moved the light around Luigi’s bruised, dirty frame, then lifted his tunic to check underneath. He tentatively touched his fingers to a massive, nasty discoloration on his side, causing Luigi to moan and contort his face.

      “He may have some broken ribs,” Pietro replied. “He can breathe, so none pierced his lung, but….” He shook his head, passing his gaze from Giulio to Leo. “He can’t take another beating like this, and he certainly is in no shape for hard labor. I fear what Vito will do if he decides Luigi is of no more use.” Pietro looked about the room for something to use. He took the sheet from his cot, bit into one edge, then tore off a length of the cloth about six inches wide.

      “Help me sit him up,” he instructed. “I can wind this around his chest and tie it off to compress and support the ribs. It will make it easier for him to move about at least, and hopefully help reduce the pain.” It’s all I can do for him, at least right now.

      Leo lifted one arm and Giulio the other, and they raised Luigi’s torso as easily as if he were made of straw. Pietro wrapped the makeshift bandage around his thin frame as tightly as he dared. Leo’s crystal eyes caught his for a silent exchange in which Pietro read despair and defeat.

      “We are not beaten, my friends,” Pietro encouraged with the same tone he used to direct plays on the Calcio field. “Remain in hope, even you, Luigi. An opportunity will present itself; I declare it, I believe it, and I will be watching for it. We will get home alive.”
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        * * *

      

      The Torellis took the day after they returned from Genova to rest from their journey; Florentina took it to catch up on some inventing. She sat on a swiveling stool at the worktable in her chamber with a variety of curiosities strewn across it. She held up an empty goatskin wine bag with one hand and its cork in the other, scrutinizing both. At her left elbow rested a small bellows used for reviving the fire in her hearth. She was aware she could not simply blow stale air into the bag for breathing, so the bellows could pump in fresh air. Then she could quickly plug the opening with the cork; Florentina pushed the cork in and stared at it, bouncing her heel and knee up and down. She frowned. How will I get a sip of air out without losing it all? She glanced around her workstation. A narrow tube? But that would also need a stopper.

      A light knock at the door interrupted her concentration. Florentina swiveled her stool toward the door and called, “Come in.”

      Matteo shuffled in and closed the door, peering all around with insatiable curiosity. “I’ve never been in your room before,” he said.

      “You are always welcome,” Florentina replied with a smile. “What do you need?”

      The boy bounded over and hopped onto the side of Florentina’s bed, since she occupied the only other seat in the room. “Betta is following Pollonia and Agnese around trying to act like a girl,” he sighed and rolled his eyes. Turning those sharp brown eyes to his tutor, he stated, “Which is why I wanted to ask you about something now. I don’t want her to worry about it.”

      This caught Florentina’s attention and pricked her with a touch of concern. She left the stool and crossed to sit beside him on her bed. “What is it?”

      Early in their studies, Florentina had concluded Matteo was not only extremely bright and quick to learn, but he possessed a calculating mind capable of a depth of reason and drawing connections which was rare in even a grown man, much less a child. She had often wondered if Leonardo had been like Matteo as a boy.

      Matteo turned a troubled expression toward her, and she could see both his brain and his heart at work. “When we went to see the tall ship in the harbor, there were black people on another ship. They were only wearing their underclothes and were bound together with ropes. Men moved them off of one ship onto another. I didn’t say anything then because I didn’t want to spoil our good time… and I didn’t want Betta to notice them. Who were they, where did they come from, and what were those men doing with them?”

      Florentina’s heart sank. She had seen them too and said nothing. She swallowed and took a slow, deep breath. “Those were slaves from Africa,” she stated.

      Matteo’s brows drew together and his frown deepened. “We learned about how there were slaves in the ancient world, but I didn’t think there were slaves anymore. I’ve never seen an African or a slave before.”

      “That’s because Milan has no need of slaves,” Florentina explained. “Genova and Venice are the only city-states on the peninsula that participate in the slave trade, as they are important ports. The practice of owning slaves dwindled after the fall of the Roman empire, but it did not ever disappear completely, and it is not against the law today.”

      Matteo puffed out a breath and crossed his arms over his chest. “But isn’t it bad? Isn’t it wrong to own another person like they were a horse or cow?”

      Florentina looked Matteo square in the eyes. “I cannot speak definitively as to what is right and wrong, good or bad,” she said with detachment. “A consummate teacher does not try to indoctrinate her pupil with her own beliefs, but rather teaches him to determine for himself what is right and wrong. What I will do is to present you with the facts, what various people and books have to say about the subject, and then if you wish, include my own opinion on the matter.”

      Matteo nodded thoughtfully. “Because I will not always have a teacher and I must be able to discern for myself based on facts.”

      “You are correct.” Florentina smiled at him and relaxed her posture. “For as long as there have been civilizations, there has existed slavery in one fashion or another. Most often, when kingdoms go to war, the winners capture some of the losers and use or sell them as slaves. Mostly slaves have been white or Arab people,” she explained. “The black people taken from Africa are relatively new, as before the Portuguese started sailing to the tropic regions of the continent, we had no interaction with men of that race.”

      With a tilt of his head and pensive expression, Matteo interjected an observation. “When the Spanish defeated the French in Napoli last year, they didn’t take any French slaves.”

      “No.” Florentina reached over to smooth an errant curl from Matteo’s troubled face. “The Church has declared Christians should not force other Christians into slavery, only people of other or no religions. Most men abide by the Church’s decree; not all.”

      Matteo sat up even straighter, and asked with an urgent tone in his voice, “But aren’t all people created by God in His image? Doesn’t God love all the people of the world, not just Christians?”

      Her lips spread in a bittersweet smile. “That is true; it is what the Bible tells us.”

      “Then, then,” he stuttered with wide eyes. “Shouldn’t the Church proclaim that nobody should be a slave?”

      Florentina considered him with pride in her heart. “Some men believe those who are not Christian, who are not European, are inferior, and therefore the same rules do not apply to them.”

      “But Abraham, the baker we always get our bread from, is Jewish, and he’s not inferior,” Matteo stated. “He is no different from us.”

      “I agree with you, piccolo, but many high-ranking people only think of money and power, not considering the Golden Rule put forth in the Bible.”

      “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” Matteo quoted. “I would not want to be a slave; therefore, I don’t want anyone else to be either.” He paused for a moment, then turned a questioning gaze up to Florentina. “They moved the slaves from one boat to another. Where were they taking them?”

      She took in and released a deep breath. “Genova has colonies throughout the Mediterranean, and they could have been going to those. The slaves are used for their labor in the fields of large farms called plantations, and in mines and to construct new roads and buildings. Most of the women are used for cooking and cleaning and such.” She refused to mention other things female slaves were used for.

      “Like our servants, except we pay them, and they are free to come and go,” Matteo said. “Where else may they have gone?”

      “They may have been bound for the New World,” Florentina supposed aloud. “I’ve read the first shipload of African slaves crossed the Atlantic in the late 1490s. You see, when the Spanish established their colony in the West Indies, they captured some of the native people and forced them to work for them, only most of them got sick and died. Because Africans are heartier and more accustomed to European diseases, they wanted to try using them for labor.”

      Matteo’s mouth dropped, and Florentina could see his sharp mind working it all out. “But, it was the native people’s land first, and, and are you saying Christopher Columbus has slaves in his colony?”

      Florentina laid a hand on Matteo’s knee and spoke in a kind voice. “It may not have been his idea,” she said, knowing how the boy admired the great explorer. “He works for Spain. I doubt King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella care about the welfare of foreign people except for what gold and silver they can produce.”

      “Are the natives and the Africans inferior?” Matteo asked. “And what about the other people of the world?”

      “The Chinese and Arabs have technology equal to our own,” she explained. “However, the natives of central Africa and in the Indies do not have steel or written language or many of the things we consider to be signs of an advanced culture. Clearly, they are not Christian.”

      “How could they be Christian?” Matteo cried in outrage. “They only just got discovered! And, and, even if they are inferior, that’s no reason to be mean to them; that’s no reason to take them away from their families and tie them up on ships and send them far away to work for no money.”

      Florentina’s heart warmed, even as it was saddened by the topic of slavery. She answered with a subtle nod. “You are not only growing in knowledge, Matteo, but in wisdom as well.”

      Suddenly, he became more distraught as his voice pitched with dismay. “I thought Christopher Columbus was a good guy. I thought I wanted to be like him.”

      Seeing his growing distress, Florentina moved her hand from his knee and wrapped her arm around his shoulders. “Matteo, as you grow older you will find that sometimes good people do bad things.” The images of the men she had killed flashed through her mind, yet if she was to continue to wear the mask and wings of the Night Flyer, there would likely be more. “And sometimes bad people do good things. Mostly, we all do some good and some bad. The Bible says all have sinned and come short of the glory of God.”

      “But God forgives us,” Matteo continued from the lesson he had memorized.

      “Yes, and He wishes us to forgive ourselves and others when we make mistakes, wrong choices,” she said. And when there is no other choice, she comforted herself.

      Matteo leaned on her breast. She heard him sniff, supposing he was trying not to cry. “When I discover new lands and new people,” he said in a determined tone. “I will make friends with the natives. If I don’t try to hurt them, they won’t try to hurt me. And I’ll have better weapons and I’ll say, ‘Do not be afraid. We have come in peace.’ I won’t kill them and turn them into slaves. I have decided slavery is a bad thing and it should be against the law.”

      If only grown men could see the world through the eyes of a child, Florentina lamented to herself. What a better world we could create.

      “One day you will be a great explorer,” Florentina agreed as she hugged him. “Or at least you will be a great man like your Uncle Alessandro, whatever profession you choose.”

      She placed a kiss to his forehead and held him in silence.
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      “I’m glad Papa is back,” Antonio said, as Agnese helped adjust his white collar above his forest green vest. “I’m meeting with him this morning to give a report on what all transpired while he and Aunt Maddie were away.”

      “You handled things brilliantly,” Agnese beamed and placed her lips to his. “I am certain your father will agree.” Agnese took a step back to inspect her husband, then gave a nod of approval.

      “I hope so,” he breathed with a sigh.

      “Oh, Antonio,” Agnese gushed with joy. “Your family has been so wonderful to me! Your mother and Pollonia have included me in everything while your father and his sister’s family were away, and they welcomed me with open arms as well.”

      Antonio smiled and took her hands. “That’s because they are now your family, too, mi tesora. They have each told me how pleased they are to have you, what a dear you are.”

      Color rose in Agnese’s cheeks even as she beamed brighter. “I am so glad,” she sighed, as if in relief from some unnamed anxiety she had been holding onto. Then with a tilt of her head she said, “But I’m still uncertain how Florentina is related.”

      A corner of Antonio’s mouth raised in a half-grin. “She is my Aunt Maddie’s best friend,” he explained, “and the children’s tutor-”

      “And a tinker, and Production Manager of Torelli Silk,” she concluded. “Is there anything she can’t do?”

      Antonio laughed and caressed Agnese’s cheek. With twinkling eyes, he replied, “She doesn’t paint as well as I do.”

      His young wife laughed and placed a hand on his heart. “Only the great masters can do that,” she said admiringly.

      “Well,” Antonio mused, “I don’t know if she can cook or sew.” Then he considered to himself, or do anything considered to be women’s arts. He concluded in a tone suggesting he was aware of far more than he let on. “Florentina possesses a unique skill set.”

      Agnese drew her hand back with a slight pout on her lips. “She is about your age, is she not? And attractive, in an exotic kind of way.”

      Now Antonio let out a roaring laugh, shaking his head. “Fiore—the affectionate name Aunt Maddie calls her—is about a year older than I, but trust me, you do not need to be troubled about her where my affections are concerned.” He tickled Agnese’s ribs and once she giggled, pulled her into a tight embrace. “My heart, and the rest of me, belongs to you.”

      It was not that Antonio planned to begin a pattern of keeping secrets from his wife; it was just some secrets were not his to reveal. Florentina had not even told him what he had discerned for himself, and he certainly would not go about sharing his conclusions, not even with Agnese. He had come to hold the tutor in high regard, and his sense of honor and loyalty prevented him from saying more.

      An amused smile enveloped Agnese’s face. “Off you go to see your father,” she said, and kissed him once more. “I love you.”

      “And I love you, mi cara.”

      

      Antonio found Alessandro in his study, lounging in an armchair with a book and glass of citrus juice, wearing comfortable, casual attire. “Good morning, Papa,” he greeted him.

      Alessandro looked up with a welcoming smile and set his book aside on a small end table. “Good morning, Antonio,” he echoed. “Please, have a seat,” he offered with a wave of his hand. “You look like a man still on his wedding day.”

      Antonio shot him a grin, coupled with a playful gaze. “Was it any different for you?” He took a seat across from his father.

      Alessandro shook his head. “Too long ago for me to remember,” he laughed. “I am so happy for you, to see you two are still in a state of bliss. Just remember,” he added more seriously. “One day you will have your first quarrel, but it does not mean you love each other less.”

      Antonio nodded. He leaned forward, his hands together and elbows on his knees. “You left me in charge,” he accused.

      “I did.” Alessandro raised his chin, and eyes which mirrored his own seemed to laugh at him.

      Antonio sat back in feigned offense. “I had to deal with clients and customers, make decisions, order more blue dye. Did you know blue is the fashionable color this summer? Not just any blue, but a pale, sky-blue, or so I’m told.”

      “Good!” Alessandro pronounced. “Precisely what I was hoping for.”

      Antonio was aghast. His mouth dropped and his eyes rounded before he replied, “I thought I would just be there to fill your chair, not actually do anything! What if I had made a mess of things?”

      His father grinned. “But you didn’t. Yes, you need to learn more, gain experience under supervision; being thrown into it is good for you too. You discover just what you need to learn more about. Consider Ambroso, only a few years your elder, and he was thrown into it.”

      “That is not funny,” Antonio replied. “I could not bear it if you were to die suddenly and leave me in charge when I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.” Not to mention how I need you in other ways, how I would be utterly lost without you. “Besides, you are too young to die.”

      His father inclined his head. “I am too young to die,” he agreed. “Then again, one never knows.”

      “Oh!” Antonio brightened as he remembered something. “The vote was announced, and you are the new leader of the Master Merchants’ Guild. Congratulations, Papa! Well deserved!”

      A look of satisfaction lit Alessandro’s face. “Thank you, son. I am doubly blessed because I heard it from you. And, by all accounts, you did an admirable job of handling both the business and the household while we were in Genova.”

      Antonio’s heart rose again, only this time because of the praise from his father. “Grazie,” he replied with humility. “And I did discover aspects that require my further study and practice.”

      Alessandro nodded and gave him a considering appraisal with a look of ancient wisdom in his expression. “Now you are wading in shallow water, so to speak, learning how to operate a massive enterprise, but I tell you this, Antonio: one day you will surpass me, in every way.”

      Antonio’s jaw dropped, and his eyes became as large as saucers. Had he heard his father right? Surely, he couldn’t mean… With a nervous laugh, he said, “That’s impossible. You are the most successful merchant in the third largest city in Europe; you are one of, if not the, most prosperous merchant in the world! How could I possibly achieve more than you?” Antonio trembled at the very thought of such a proposal.

      His father leaned back and crossed his legs in a relaxed pose. Lifting his juice glass and his eyebrows, he answered nonchalantly, “Well, if you insist it is impossible, then I guess you won’t.” Alessandro sipped his juice and set the glass back on the table.

      Stunned, Antonio wiped a hand down his face. “It doesn’t matter what I believe-” he began, but his father cut him off.

      “Doesn’t it? In fact, what you believe matters more than all other factors combined.” Alessandro sat forward with a most serious countenance. “I have shown you the basics of running a business, and I even gave Ambroso tips to help him succeed, but there is one vital element to all of this I have not shared with anyone until now. You are my firstborn son and heir, and I believe you have what it takes to do exactly what I proclaimed—surpass me in every way.”

      Antonio leaned forward, his full attention on his father’s words. Could this be? he wondered, curious about the wisdom Alessandro was about to impart.

      “Before a man can succeed at anything, he must first believe he can,” Alessandro stated. “I have only memorized a handful of scripture verses, but one that has always stuck with me recites the words of King Solomon: as a man thinks in his heart, so is he. I have come to realize the truth in this saying through the experiences of my life, and it is the greatest wisdom I can pass on to you, son. For if a man harbors fears and worries, they will indeed come to pass. If he thinks he will fail, you can be certain he will. Likewise, if he focuses only on success night and day and believes he can achieve his goal, then no matter how outlandish, he will see it come to pass.”

      “So,” Antonio hesitated. It seemed too easy… or mayhap too hard. “The secret to success is to believe you will succeed?”

      “Yes,” his father answered in simplicity. “But you cannot waver as most do, thinking ‘I can do this’ one day and ‘no I can’t’ the next. You must convince yourself deep down and not be dissuaded when obstacles present themselves, as they will. Answer me this: what helped you succeed in the war? What brought you home safe?”

      Antonio let out a deep breath and sat back in his chair to think for a moment, rubbing his chin in contemplation. “One thing,” he began, “was I had made a promise to Agnese that I would return and make her my wife. I thought about it all day, every day, getting home to marry her. But then in the Battle of Ceringola, when the artillery topped the rise and I saw the rout—all the dead French soldiers filling the ditch, the enemy cavalry chasing down the survivors, headed straight toward us.” He paused to wipe a hand down his face which had started to sweat just recalling the event.

      His eyes found a spot on the floor as he formed words, then he brought them up to meet his father’s. With admiration and conviction, he said, “I thought about you, what you would do. I said to myself, ‘I am my father’s son,’ and it solidified the courage within me. You would remain cool under pressure, take charge of the men, focus on the task at hand, not allow the emotions of terror to seize you; and so, that is what I did, and I survived and saved as many as I could before we all ran. And…” Antonio paused, his mind bringing up details of the fateful day even as his heart joined in. “Somehow, I knew I wouldn’t die. I knew I would get back home in one piece.”

      Alessandro slowly leaned forward and placed a hand on his son’s knee. When their eyes met, he said, “That is exactly the secret I am imparting to you. You know how to do this; you only need to apply it to every aspect of your life, not just the war. With focused intent, a steel determination, and the belief—no, yours was better—the knowing you will succeed, means you cannot fail: not as a husband, not as a father, not as a businessman. Transfer the process you used while in the army to Torelli Silk, and the words I spoke over you will come true.”

      Antonio was still stunned as his befuddled brain tried to process the words they had both spoken. “So, it’s not ‘seeing is believing’,” he phrased together. “But, ‘believing is seeing’.”

      Alessandro smiled and gave his knee a pat. “It took me a few decades to master the process,” he admitted. “I made plenty of blunders along the way, but it is true, and it will be unto you according to your belief, or lack thereof.”
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        * * *

      

      The Night Flyer made her way under cover of darkness to the canal district and the docks Stefano’s men guarded. She wished to discuss the additional evidence with him, as he may have professional information regarding the dock robberies in Genova. And, well, he was her partner in this venture. It was only fair to keep him informed.

      The flight had been enjoyable to Florentina, as she never lost the wonder she sensed when soaring over the city. She landed on her usual warehouse roof, slipped off her pack, and crept to the eave. After surveying the docks for a short while, she concluded Stefano must be at his residence tonight. Yes, they had killed two of the attackers, but Florentina did not think such a setback would stop them from executing another raid; at least, she hoped it wouldn’t. In order to find their hideout and rescue Gavino Ricci and his niece, she would have to follow them, which meant they must strike again. If not… she sighed, shook her head, and changed the subject.

      She slid down a drainpipe and maneuvered the alleys and lanes toward Stefano’s house in the dark of night. Most streetlights had been put out, with only those near late-night establishments remaining lit. Thankfully, the stars and a half moon bestowed their tender light on the city, casting it in silvery shadows rather than blackness.

      The Night Flyer turned a corner to a wider street between sleeping buildings and was about halfway to its other end when she heard a boot step on broken glass behind her. She dropped to a squat and spun 180 degrees just as the whoosh of a plank of wood sailed over her head. In a flash, she drew a two-foot-long pipe from its sheath on the left side of her belt and smacked it into the man’s kneecap. With a flick of her wrist, she sent it rocketing upward between his legs.

      The man cried out in pain and fell back against the nearest wall with one leg raised and his hand clamped over his privates. There could be more.

      As Florentina sprung to her feet, she pushed the button that extended her polearm, but did not deploy the blade yet. While sentiment dictated she did not wish to kill anyone, especially since they weren’t trying to assassinate Maddie this time, reason demanded she interrogate her attacker in case he was involved with the robberies.

      She whipped around in a circle, scanning the dim street for others, and she found them. There were four men altogether, the one she had temporarily disabled, another about her size, a smaller man, and a hulking thug whose musculature gave her pause. When presented with a similar foe in the past, she’d had no recourse other than to kill him or end up as a greasy spot on the ground.

      The two more average sized assailants charged her, only instead of wood, they wielded steel. She thrust the blunt end of her extendable spear into the gut of the one on her left, then spun the rod like a staff in an arc that smacked the other man on the side of the head. He went down like a bocce pin while the other doubled over, trying to catch his breath.

      One down, two recovering quickly, she strategized. Time to go after the big guy.

      He didn’t run; he didn’t have to. The gargantuan thug marched toward her like he owned the entire district.

      The Night Flyer pushed the button retracting her polearm and slid it back into its scabbard. Glancing around, she spied the iron lamppost with its extinguished light and beamed at her own idea. She turned toward it at a trot and heard the clomps behind her accelerate to keep pace. Florentina took the whip from her belt and as she approached the post, swung its tip at the top crossbeam, where it wrapped itself tightly. Like a flying tumbler with a traveling fair, she ran up and across the wall of the building that rose several feet behind the lamppost. Using the leverage and anchor point of her whip, she continued her arc past the wall, swung around with force and speed, let go of the whip, and planted both feet in the face of the big man who meant to kill her.

      It knocked him back, and he stumbled, but didn’t fall. The Night Flyer rolled back onto her feet and saw him clasp a hand over his bleeding face. “You broke my nose!” he yelled, followed by a stream of curses.

      It surprised and disappointed her to see he stayed on his feet. By then, the first man she had injured was making another try for her with his board raised high. Her boot caught him in the ribs with a spinning back-kick and he groaned, dropping the piece of wood.

      “Who sent you?” she called out in the Night Flyer’s tenor voice.

      They did not answer. She didn’t think they would, yet it didn’t hurt to ask. Instead, the three still conscious formed a line with space between, and each produced a sword.

      “We don’t have to kill you,” the big one said. “Our master said dead or alive.”

      “Is that right?” Florentina asked as she devised her next plan. “And who is this master? Will you die for him?”

      The hulk snorted in derision. “You think you can beat all of us?”

      She noticed then, as they stood in a row, they were all dressed alike, and like the robber she had grappled with on the dock before. A thought clicked, but it would have to wait. Now she had to decide whether to kill them or escape.

      When their approach turned into a jog, she pulled out her pipe again, along with a couple of small glass vials from a pouch on her belt. Gripping the short polearm in her left hand and the vials in her right, she sped toward the shorter of the men. Seeing her move, they all three bunched up together to catch her between them.

      Just before reaching them, the Night Flyer leaned to her right, drew up her right foot, and skidded to one side like a Calcio player sliding under an opponent to score a goal. At the same time, she tossed the glass vials which shattered on impact with the stone pavement, releasing a cloud of smoke that sent the men into coughing fits. Her right hand now empty, Florentina used it to steady herself lest she complete the fall. Now righted, she ran behind her attackers, whacking each one on their backs and behind their knees with her steel rod. She worried head strikes would render them unconscious or dead, like the first one she struck.

      “No one gave me dead or alive instructions,” she said, depressing the button to extend her spear. This time she deployed the blade at one end. “So which will it be?”

      The big man turned toward her with a snarl and charged, his sword raised. She braced herself and thrust her spear forward. Even when the blade stuck in him, the man kept coming, and his power had her sliding backwards across the road.

      Florentina couldn’t believe it! It seemed like a mere porcupine quill to him. Seeing their comrade’s success, the other two stumbled in her direction, not yet able to operate their rapiers. She feared if she let go of her spear with one hand to grab another weapon, he could swat it away.

      Out of the corner of her eye, the Night Flyer spied her whip dangling from the lamppost only a few feet away. She let go of the polearm altogether and lunged for the whip-handle. She performed her earlier feat in reverse, running up the far side of the wall, across to a point behind the hulking thug, and swung around to plant her feet in his back. The follow-through of her entire body pushing him forward at last caused him to fall. The butt end of the spear caught between two paving stones and as momentum carried him forward, he was impaled on the weapon.

      Seeing this, the other two attackers fled, leaving their unconscious companion behind. The Night Flyer hurried over to him and placed two fingers to the man’s neck. He was still alive, which gave her a moment's relief, yet he was in no condition to answer questions. She leapt up when she heard voices moving her way. The fight must have attracted someone’s attention.

      Florentina grabbed her whip and gave it a flick, releasing its coil from the lamppost, and moved to retrieve her invented weapon from the giant. Tugging did not help, and she could now hear footsteps with the voices. “Over here,” one called.

      The Night Flyer then pushed the button that retracted the spear back to its two-foot length and it slithered out of the man’s abdomen into place. With the other two men out of sight and nothing else to be gained but a run-in with city watchmen, she turned and sped back to the docks, up the drainpipe to retrieve her wings, and called it a night.
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      Madelena sat in a trio of padded chairs with Florentina and Alessandro in his study the next evening. Both she and Ally had been busy all day catching up with business matters, but she had been pleased with the job Antonio had done in their absence. She was not pleased with the bruises Fiore came home with on her knee and elbow. While she informed Maddie there had been a fight and she suffered no serious injuries, she had said little more about it. True, the hour was late when she returned and she probably did want to get some sleep; Maddie still didn’t like it. She didn’t like the fact Florentina was always doing something dangerous, drawing the attention of criminals and ruffians and Shadow Guild assassins and who knows who all else! Still… no one was better at handling themselves in a fight situation, and she was trying to save lives.

      Maddie fidgeted and passed Fiore a glass of wine from the tray on the small table beside her chair.

      “Grazie,” Florentina replied as she took it and sipped.

      She passed another to her brother. “So,” she sighed, trying very hard not to sound upset about the Night Flyer putting the woman she loved in deadly circumstances. “What are we discussing this time?”

      “An idea has occurred to me,” Fiore said, seemingly unaware or unconcerned with Maddie’s frustration. Maddie doubted either was truly the case.

      “The inventor and his daughter went missing from their home in Genova,” she continued. “A short while later, dock robberies began occurring there. Not long after those ended, dock robberies started happening here. Then the Calcio players disappeared, and the robberies continued. The constables captured one thief, and he ended up dead in the jail. What if they are all related?”

      Alessandro sat forward, a furrow in his brow. “You think Pietro’s disappearance is related to the dock robberies?”

      Florentina nodded. “The men who attacked me last night were dressed in the same brown leather jerkins Rosetta reported seeing the men wearing who abducted the athletes. She said a group of men so attired knocked them in the head with boards and took them off in a wagon. The first man last night swung at me with a plank of wood.”

      Ally considered the new piece of evidence. “Whoever the leader of the band of thieves is, he somehow found out about Master Leonardo’s invention,” he proposed. “He located his prior assistant, Gavino Ricci, who now works for the Genovese court. He must have already had enough money to hire men at that point, and to purchase the materials to build the submersible once they abducted the inventor and his niece.”

      Maddie picked up the story. “This man threatens to harm or kill Gavino’s niece if he does not build the underwater ship. How is it powered again?” She turned to Fiore.

      “There are blades in the rear that spin,” Florentina explained. “Something inside the craft, not included in the drawing I saw, must make them spin, and I’m guessing it needs a human power source.”

      “But the Genova robberies occurred before the ballplayers were captured,” Alessandro pointed out.

      Florentina nodded. “They likely abducted people from Genova to perform the task, probably unimportant men who would not be missed. Then something went wrong,” Fiore supposed. “They were not physically capable, the submersible sprung a leak, and they drowned.” She shook her head and Maddie discerned from her expression she did not want to think of the fate that befell this first batch of, well, galley slaves, for lack of a better term.

      “When they ran out of merchandise to steal, or the authorities were closing in, they packed up and moved here,” Ally continued. “This time they chose strong, young men who were better suited for the labor involved.”

      “If this leader hires thugs and thieves,” Maddie proposed, “why not simply hire men to propel the craft?”

      “Maybe the work is dangerous,” Fiore suggested, “or he simply doesn’t wish to pay more men than necessary.”

      Alessandro rubbed a hand to the back of his neck and sighed. “There is another possibility,” he offered soberly. “This is a secret vessel, one of a kind. He may not intend to let anyone associated with it live once he has finished pillaging every port on the peninsula. And if they have the boys and have not asked for a ransom.…”

      “He still might,” Maddie said, hoping to lighten the gloom falling over the room. “When he is done robbing Milan, he may return them for a large enough sum.”

      “He is not spending a lot on his muscle,” Florentina stated. “The men I fought were not highly trained assassins; that much is certain. They were somewhat organized, and one was as big as an ox, but their swords were slow, they had no footwork, and they did not anticipate any of my moves.”

      Then a thought struck Maddie as to why Florentina had not wished to speak about the incident. In a hush, she asked, “Did you—did any of them….”

      Fiore sighed, nodded, then lowered her head. “He was so strong, you can’t imagine,” she moaned. “I couldn’t fight him.”

      “Therefore, you had to kill him,” Ally concluded. “Florentina, I know that is never your intent, but these men ambushed you. They said dead or alive and were perfectly content to kill you.”

      Maddie reached over and rubbed a hand up and down Florentina’s arm. “You had to defend yourself.”

      “One was unconscious when I left,” she added. “The other two ran away. I’m certain they were sent by the man who is running this gang. They saw the Night Flyer patrolling the docks; I even grappled with one of them and he almost yanked my mask off.”

      Maddie’s gaze shot to hers. “You didn’t tell me that part.”

      Fiore shook her head. “He didn’t. It caused me a moment of panic, nothing more.”

      “What do you propose?” Ally asked. “What can I do to help?”

      Fiore looked at Maddie. “I have to return to watching the docks at night and pray they come back for one more score; otherwise, I have nothing. I am very close to perfecting underwater breathing bottles, and I have a design for underwater glasses too, but….” Florentina let out a frustrated sigh. “There isn’t enough time to create a tiny valve to fit inside a piece of glass tubing or have a glass-worker make the lens I need. The next time they show up, I will send word, Alessandro. If you could arrange for your friend Salvador to be present to take into custody any thieves I can bring back. And maybe bring Ambroso. Stefano will already be there, and I told him he will receive all the credit for apprehending the bandits. Make sure that is what the article in the Gazette says.”

      Alessandro nodded.

      “What will you do?” Maddie prodded.

      “I will follow their vessel by whatever means I can,” she replied. “It is not enough to capture them at the docks. If I merely toss bombs into the contraption, I may end up killing the athletes. Even if we captured all the thieves present and confiscated the craft, we would not have the mastermind, and Gavino and his niece may never be seen again. I will follow it back to their lair, fully armed with weapons and wit, and perfect a strategy on the spot.”

      Maddie looked at her with an incredulous gaze. “So, you will just take on an entire gang of thugs and their well-resourced leader all on your own. Will you listen to yourself?” She didn’t mean for her voice to rise or her face to turn red. “Are you trying to get yourself killed? They will have swords and arquebuses. How many are there? Do you even know?”

      Fiore was not swayed by her words or emotion. “One fewer than yesterday,” she stated. “I do not recall you reacting so strongly when it was your life I battled ten skilled men to save.”

      Maddie puffed out a breath, deflated. Why does this always happen? I know how good she is at this, but am I not supposed to care that she risks her life?

      “I’m sorry,” Maddie allowed. “I promised I would not do this.” She glanced over at her brother, to whom she had related these same fears and worries in the past. Then she turned back to Florentina, who reached over and took her hands.

      “Maddie,” she said, pinning her with confident eyes. “I am not so foolhardy as to rush in if I am uncertain of victory. I would take on the whole Spanish army if need be to save you without hesitation; still, Pietro and the others, Gavino and his niece, they matter, too.” In a lighter tone, she added, “I may not charge the whole Spanish army to save them, but a dozen or so hired thugs I think I can handle. I’ll have my crossbow and this nifty polearm and all my other bag of tricks.”

      “You won’t have your wings to fly away on,” Maddie pointed out, “not if you swim after them.”

      “No, but I can still run pretty fast if that army shows up unexpectedly,” she replied with a sly grin.

      “I just love you so much,” Maddie breathed, closing her eyes, wishing there were no criminals or secret societies or armies or anyone to threaten her happiness.

      “Then trust her,” Alessandro said. “We have both seen what she can do. Have faith.”

      When Maddie opened her eyes, they were only a little moist. “I do trust you, Fiore. I know what you can do, and it amazes me. I don’t want to be selfish, because I know you never are. Just be careful, please?”

      Florentina squeezed her hands and smiled at her with love in her eyes. “I will. Now,” she said rising, her hands slipping from Maddie’s. “I will take a brief rest before heading out to the docks. It may not happen tonight, or the next; I don’t know when, but we need to be ready. See you later Alessandro, my sweet Maddie, who is not selfish at all, only worries too much.” With a wink, Florentina left her with her brother.

      “I know you worry about her, Maddie,” Alessandro consoled her once Florentina had gone. “But she really can handle herself. She takes great care and has reflexes and instincts like a cat.”

      Maddie nodded and forced a smile. “As you said, I have seen her in action. That doesn’t mean I feel comfortable with her risking her life on a regular basis. How did you deal with Antonio being away at the front?”

      Alessandro sat back and sipped from his wine. “Not well at first,” he admitted. “I know it is hard, and was for me, especially because for the first time in my adult life, something of vital importance was out of my hands. Once he joined the army, I couldn’t protect him anymore.”

      Ally took another sip and set his empty glass aside. “So, I did the only thing I could—I trusted in someone other than myself. I had to believe in Antonio, and I had to put a little faith in God, understanding that the best I could do was to convince myself he would come home safe. Worry, fretting, and fearing do us no good, nor do they help protect our loved ones.”

      Maddie sighed. “I suppose you are right.” She fidgeted and frowned. “I do believe in her and I think I trust God, although I can see the inconsistency of saying I have faith and then continuing to fret and be anxious. It is something I will have to work on.”

      Alessandro sat back in his chair and offered her a relaxed smile. “We can work on it together, as I have grown to love your Fiore as well.”

      This time Maddie’s smile was genuine. “Oh, Ally, that means the world to me!”

      “You know, as I look back on recent events, I find it interesting and even ironic how the puzzle pieces have fit together. Take Don Benetto, for example,” Ally commented. “He was my rival for years, an ambitious, ruthless competitor whom I cared not at all for, and now Antonio has married his daughter and he is part of the family.”

      “But he changed,” Maddie noted. “After the Night Flyer destroyed his business and fortune, and then spared his life, he changed.”

      “Indeed. The irony is, if he had not killed her father, everything today would be quite different. Florentina would never have become the Night Flyer, would never have come to work for us, and likely the two of you would have never met. And, if there had been no Night Flyer, the Shadow Guild’s assassins would have killed you long ago. Isn’t it odd how one spiteful act of violence can initiate so many fortuitous events?”

      Maddie considered his words for a moment, bringing to mind even more to add. “And if the Shadow Guild had not murdered Vergilio, even if Florentina had come to work for us, I would not have been free to pursue a relationship with one who is undoubtedly my soulmate. Even Veronica—who is now being a thorn in my side; without her willingness and eagerness to engage in a relationship when I was young, I wouldn’t know who I truly am, what I truly wanted in life, and I wouldn’t have had the experience and confidence to start a relationship with Florentina.”

      Alessandro’s expression shot to disbelief. “You initiated the romance?”

      Maddie let out a short laugh. “Why so surprised? After all, I was her employer, and older. I’m certain she would have never presumed to kiss me first. I didn’t want to appear to be pressuring her in any way, but once I was sure she felt the same…” Maddie trailed off, her memory returning to the magic of the singular moment in her bedchamber.

      “So strange,” Alessandro said, bringing her back to the present, “that two murders resulted in so much good fortune. You have your Fiore, Benetto is a decent human being, and countless lives have been saved and enriched, literally and figuratively, by the Night Flyer. I even find myself more prosperous because Florentina is part of our House now. And if you searched the world over, I doubt a better tutor could ever have been found for your children.”

      Feeling a bit overwhelmed by the twists of fate, Maddie wondered silently if there had been some master plan, or if pieces had fallen into place at random. Order or chaos? She thought, recalling the lectures she received while a captive of the crazed Don Giovanni Sacchi. “No better tutor anywhere,” she concurred. “No better friend or partner, no one who could love me more. And, yes, she is extremely skilled at being the Night Flyer. Still, it is odd how the pieces have come together.”

      Alessandro stood and stretched. “I suppose it’s like a jigsaw puzzle,” he said. “When you first start assembling it, you can’t tell what the picture will be, just edges here, some color there. But once you’re halfway along, you get a good idea what it will look like in the end.”

      Maddie joined him, retrieving her half-empty wine glass. As long as the end has Fiore and I living happily ever after, she thought. I’ll hold on to that picture.
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      Benetto Viscardi—he didn’t really think of himself as a Don anymore—was pleased to accept his brother’s invitation to dinner at his townhouse. He had asked Stefano to come out to the vineyard to visit, but he had to stay close to the docks until the thieves were caught. This is the first time I’ve been to his house, Benetto thought as he knocked on the front door, hoping it was the correct one.

      A buxom woman with light brown hair braided and coiled around her head met him. “Don Benetto,” she greeted. “Come on in. Stefano is upstairs dressing in better clothes than he wears at the dockyards,” she explained. “He didn’t want to entertain you smelling of the canal.”

      “Grazie, Gia,” he replied, offering her a bow before entering. “You look lovely this evening, and something smells delicious.”

      Benetto removed his hat and placed it on the rack beside the entry. She is so kind to still use my title, though I am no longer wealthy enough to hold it.

      Gia smiled at the compliment. “I have prepared tortellini with pork belly and parmesan and mozzarella cheeses.”

      Benetto gave her what he thought was a charming smile. I don’t have Agnese with me to steer my conversation and behavior, he considered. I hope I do everything the way kind, respectable men do. It was one thing to socialize with his brother, but his brother’s live-in girl-friend he needed to impress.

      Hearing the clomp of hefty feet, Benetto glanced up to spot his brother descending the staircase. He projected the appearance of a proper gentleman in a black velvet brocade doublet bedazzled with gold buttons and tassels and slashed sleeves over a white cotton shirt and black leggings. He looks every bit a man equal to his station.

      “Good evening, Benetto,” he hailed before reaching the bottom step. “So glad you could come.” Stefano took the last bite of whatever appetizer was in his hand and brushed it on his vest before reaching for Benetto’s.

      Benetto took his hand in a friendly grip. Still needs to work on his manners, though, he thought in amusement.

      “Thank you for inviting me,” Benetto said. “Gia’s culinary creation smells divine.”

      “It needs a few more minutes to be just right,” Gia said. “Let me go finish the meal and I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Stefano said with a smile. When she had gone, he turned to Benetto. “Let’s have a seat in the parlor. I have interesting things to discuss with you.”

      Benetto followed him into the cozy chamber off the entry hall. He glanced around, noting a kidney-shaped sofa with lion's mask arms and two side chairs decorated with carved central medallions, foliage and rosewood inlaid panels, upholstered with deep-red velvet, and supported by tapered legs. The wainscoting, doorframes, corner, floor, and ceiling moldings were painted white, as was the mantle over the hearth with outdoor scenes featuring trees, a brook, and sky adorning the wall panels between the molding. A window dressed with velvet curtains to match the seating cushions and a cream center rug strung with red and gold threads in a pleasing pattern pulled the look together. The sofa and chairs ringed a low table Benetto recognized as being of Tuscan design; the vase of fresh flowers atop it made for a welcoming touch.

      “Either your skill at interior design has improved, or Gia is a decorating artist,” Benetto commented. “Even gold-leaf wall lamps. Very nice, little brother.”

      Stefano shrugged and plopped his considerable frame onto the sofa. “The painted walls were already here when I bought the place, and Gia assisted me in making furniture selections and does little things like the flowers. She is a gem, a true gem!”

      “Appreciate her, Stefano,” Benetto advised. “Do not do what I did, marry her, then take her for granted. Speaking of…” he left off with an inquisitive expression, raising a brow.

      With a laugh, Stefano said, “We have discussed it. As you know, I have not been married before, but she has, widowed. I get along with her son and daughter, and because they are grown, we don’t really have to consider them in the decision.” Stefano leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. After a glance at the door he added in a whisper, “I think she’s waiting to make sure I don’t get myself killed at work—even if that post afforded us this nice home.”

      “Shall I put her mind at ease?” Benetto asked, with humor in his voice. “You are as hard to kill as a cockroach,” he laughed.

      Stefano joined in, then sat back with a sigh. “I am a simple man, Benetto. I can outdo almost anyone in a fight, but when it comes to solving puzzles and finding disappearing thieves, I don’t fare so well.”

      “Which is why you asked the Night Flyer to help you with this series of robberies,” Benetto interjected. “And you want to know how I feel about it.”

      Stefano swallowed and nodded. “He is smart and has all those tricks and gadgets. I figured he could help. I don’t mean to be insensitive to you, on account of him taking all your fortune and burning it to the ground and all. And I wouldn’t feel right about betraying him after he’s helped me.” He lifted questioning eyes to Benetto.

      A bittersweet smile crossed Benetto’s lips. “No, I am not offended, nor do I wish you to act against the Night Flyer in any way. Daniella taught me it is best to leave the past in the past. Besides…” He paused, considering. “As far as my soul is concerned, I think what transpired was for the best. Look how you have blossomed! And I reconnected with my family—except for Niccolo, and Don Alessandro and I have become friends. Do not be concerned; you were wise to enlist the aid of one as capable as the Night Flyer. So, how goes the search for answers?”

      Stefano let out a breath, a relieved expression on his face. “Thank you,” he said, then furrowed his brow in a pensive look. “He has discovered quite a bit, even if I don’t understand it at all.”

      Benetto sat forward. “Tell me.”

      “He said… he saw….” Stefano wiped a broad hand down his face and shook his head. “He said he discovered they are escaping with the goods unseen using an underwater ship of some kind. I know, impossible, right?” he said with a disbelieving laugh. “Besides it being impossible, it explains why we could never catch them. The next time they strike, he is going to follow them back to their base, apprehend their leader, and destroy the craft—and recover as many goods and coins as possible. He says the thieves are holding prisoners, and he wants to make sure they get freed. Then, he insists I get credit for uncovering the bandit ring.” He let out a short laugh. “I barely understand the scenario, but I am to win a medal or something.” Stefano shook his head. “It doesn’t sound right to me.”

      Benetto followed his brother’s account with interest and amazement, wishing he was young enough to be included in the adventure. With a nod, he said, “I don’t think the Night Flyer cares about credit; after all, the authorities consider him to be a criminal himself and would probably arrest him if they got the chance. It would seem his primary goal is to right wrongs and balance the scales, even help those in need.”

      Stefano’s eyes shot wide. “He seemed like a criminal when he was stealing from you and burning down all your properties. Had you committed some wrong he was avenging?”

      With a humorless laugh Benetto answered, “Many, Stefano. Many wrongs in my past.”

      “Well,” his brother offered with affection. “Like Daniella said, leave the past in the past.”

      “Dinner is ready!” boomed Gia’s boisterous voice. “I’m bringing plates to the dining table.”

      “I can’t wait!” Stefano called back. They both rose and Stefano escorted Benetto to the dining room, which was just as charming as the parlor. The meal was indeed delicious.
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        * * *

      

      Pietro was relieved when word came down from The Master to allow Luigi time to recuperate from his injuries. Vito had read the epistle aloud and though not in his presence, Pietro had overheard: “I instructed you not to do permanent harm to the labor. We must have all four sets of feet for the pedals. If Luigi is not fit enough for his task by the time we embark, you will take his place. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

      It must have been, because Vito spun into an anxious frenzy, sent someone with first aid supplies down to treat Luigi’s wounds, and insisted he eat extra rations. Yes, Pietro had smiled about that.

      Also, he had been collecting odd bits of trash he had spotted lying on the floor, blown into a corner, or caught between cracks in the rough flooring for over a week. So far, he had a bent screw, a wayward toggle button, a foot of thin leather cord, an inch of candle butt, the nub of a pencil with just enough lead to scribble a few lines, and last night he pretended to stumble when he spied a corner of parchment so he could scoop it up. Using the last drops of the candle to see by, he scratched something on the front and back of the paper, rolled it around the toggle, and bit off enough of the cord to tie it tight.

      His comrades had wondered what he was up to, but Pietro waved them off—just in case it didn’t work. This morning he had the tiny package in his pocket as they were prodded down the maze of halls, up the stairs, and out to move heavy containers around. Afterward, they emptied the load of rocks from a few days before into tight cargo nets. Then it was back to the workroom to practice pedaling some more.

      Pietro and the others had still not been allowed knowledge of where they were or what their labor accomplished; however, he suspected they were being put into the hold of a ship. There was nothing to see once the blindfolds were removed, but the feel of the floor rocking beneath them and the accompanying sounds reminded him of a boat on the water. He imagined the old man had been coerced into contriving a new method of propulsion which required them to push those pedals to make it move, yet he couldn’t fathom why. Wouldn’t simple oars or a gondola pole be more efficient? Why press us into this bizarre labor? That part he did not understand.

      Once they were finished for the day, the guards shepherded them back toward their damp chamber and right past the room where he had seen the girl and her uncle. Fortunately, the men in brown jerkins were busy discussing something among themselves.

      “Did you hear we are going on another venture?” one asked. “Last time, we lost two men.”

      “Shut your mouth, Flavio,” another said in a stern tone.

      “I don’t like it,” a second guard concurred.

      “What did I tell you?” The apparent guard leader spun around and marched up to the other two.

      Pietro seized the distraction and rolled the toggle with its note under the door to the other prison cell. He couldn’t be sure they would understand it because he had to make it vague enough to be benign were the mercenaries to discover it. When none of them noticed, he smiled to himself. So, another venture is forthcoming? he mused. Mayhap an opportunity will present itself.
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        * * *

      

      Gavino Ricci had suffered from his carelessness. Like a schoolboy being goaded into taking a dare, he had allowed a wealthy man with a flattering tongue and a steady supply of wine to loosen his lips, revealing far more than he had ever intended.

      “You were Master Leonardo’s assistant?” the wolf in sheep’s clothing had asked. “I am certain you are his equal, at least where inventing is concerned. Tell me, what is the most incredible, improbable, miraculous thing he has come up with yet?”

      Gavino sat on his cot, his head in his hands, reliving the nightmarish exchange for the umpteenth time, when he noticed something rolling across the floor. Sofia was quicker than he because she skittled over to snatch it up. “Look, Uncle,” she said in a hush.

      He watched her untie the string before bothering to push himself up to join her. By the time he did, she had discarded the toggle and was examining a small scrap of paper. “Let me see that,” he said warily, and took the parchment from her.

      His frown deepened behind his beard. “What is this?” he asked. “It makes no sense.”

      “Yes, it does!” gushed Sofia. “Look, see the emblem?”

      Gavino focused on it. “A simple drawing of a bull’s head and the name Pietro. What do I care about a bull called Pietro?”

      “No, don’t you see!” Sofia was bubbling over with excitement. “It isn’t a bull—it’s a minotaur, the exact symbol representing one of Milan’s Calcio teams, the one that won the championship last year. And Pietro is their star player. We know there are other captives, men being held against their will. He must be one of them.”

      Gavino was unconvinced. He turned the paper over. “Be ready,” he read. “It’s a trick, a ruse to lure us into danger, a taunt to give us false hope.”

      “No, Uncle Gavino,” Sofia insisted. He raised tired eyes to take in her beaming heart-shaped face, her flowing raven hair, her slim figure. She was as tall as his shoulders, just budding into young womanhood. He knew she followed the game and its players. Could she be right?

      “If our captors truly wished to tease us with hopes of a rescue, they wouldn’t pass a cryptic note referencing a Calcio player,” she explained. “They would use something more direct, like, ‘This is the Night Flyer. I am coming to save you.’ Something of the sort, not this,” Sofia said, taking the message back and holding it reverently in her fingers. “Pietro of the Minotaurs is down here with us. He will help us escape.”

      Gavino wrapped an arm around Sofia, feeling the pangs of guilt. “I hope so, piccolo; I certainly hope so.”
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      Several days had passed since the attack on the Night Flyer, and still no thieves had arrived at the docks. Florentina excused herself after dinner to retire to her room for a brief rest before heading out to patrol. She was troubled it had already been a fortnight since the last robbery. What if they have moved on? How will I ever rescue the hostages? She shook it off to lie down on her bed.

      She took deep breaths to quiet her mind, focusing on a spot on the ceiling. As she relaxed, her eyelids closed, and she pictured herself battling her foes, putting them down one by one, then liberating the captive ballplayers, inventor, and his niece. She went through her mental checklist of everything she would take with her. She had not perfected the air bottles and had not bothered enlisting a glass worker to make a lens for her underwater glasses. I am a strong swimmer, and if I need to run along the canal banks, I can follow the pipe that sticks out of the water. Milan’s canals connected to the Rivers Tinico and Adda (which flow into the Po and from there the Adriatic Sea), as well as extending northward all the way to Valtellina at the foot of the Alps, which meant there were several directions they might go. She suspected from Genova, they must have transported the vessel overland through the pass to the western Po before putting it in the river that links to Milan through the canal system. She visualized each route in her mind.

      Madelena entered her room so quietly, Florentina felt her presence rather than hearing her. Slowly, she opened her eyes.

      “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Maddie said. “I just wanted to see you before you go out tonight.”

      Florentina smiled and scooted over in her bed to make room. “You never disturb me, mi tesora. I am always delighted by your company.”

      Maddie sat beside her and reached out a hand to caress her face. Florentina reveled in her touch as she took in the beauty of her adoring aspect framed by flaming tresses.

      “I never want you to go out without hearing me say how much I love you,” Maddie said, then bent to touch her lips to Fiore’s. “I never want you to go at all, but I shall not dispute your choice. I love how strong and brave you are and you have a heart to match.”

      Florentina caught Maddie around the waist and pulled her down on top of her. Finding her lips, she returned the kiss with fervor. “And I will never go out without telling you how much I love you, and asking you not to fear. All will be well. I pray this is the night. Then it will be done and I can give you all the attention you deserve.”

      Her words brought a humorous smile to Maddie’s face. “I could no more keep you from your destiny than hold the tide on the beach, and I do not wish to. I love seeing you fly,” she affirmed with a dazzling light in her verdant eyes. “You know I worry when I should not.” She smoothed back a strand of hair from Florentina’s face. “To prove it to you, I will stay home with the children if you send for Alessandro this eve. It is like any other night.” The proclamation was followed by a slow, smoldering kiss, an enticing, seducing kiss spiced with passion and desire. It made Florentina’s head swim and her loins tighten.

      “You keep that up and I won’t be going anywhere,” she admitted.

      “Good,” quipped Maddie. With a resigned sigh, she slid off of Florentina and sat beside her again. “It is almost dark.”

      “Si.” Florentina reached a hand to caress Madelena’s face, tracing her jawline, and running her thumb over her lips. “I promise to return in good order so we can finish what you started here.”

      Maddie flashed her a sensual gaze. “You’d better.”
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        * * *

      

      The Night Flyer crouched on a rooftop across the canal from the commercial docks, thankful for an almost full moon. The air was humid as it had rained earlier in the day, but the clouds had all blown out and the sky was perfect.

      She watched Stefano instruct his guards, pacing back and forth like a caged lion, while still keeping a watchful eye on the water. He has done well for himself on his own, she measured. And he is skilled at security matters. Stefano seems to genuinely care for those under his authority.

      While waiting, Florentina double-checked her gear. In a small pack she had secured several cannonball-sized bombs in a watertight bag. On her belt were her collapsible polearm, bola, throwing stars, vials of noxious gas, whip, grappling hook and cord, and her dagger. On a baldric over her left shoulder hung her repeating crossbow, her own invention smaller than a military version, only with a cylinder accommodating six bolts that she could fire in rapid succession. She wore her black leather leggings and silk tunic along with soft-soled boots, fitted gloves, and her coif and mask to hide her long braid and feminine features.

      A tingling sensation worked its way up from her feet to the top of her head, and she shifted position several times to stay alert. A little past midnight, the Night Flyer saw a metal object break the surface of the water. In an instant, she shifted to high alert and crept to the side of the roof nearest the anomaly. She felt as if lightning shot through her veins as she observed the hatch open and one after another of the group of robbers climb out and slither into the canal.

      Florentina flashed a small hand mirror into Stefano’s eyes as a signal, but he did not rush about yelling. Instead, he quietly passed the word among the guard that the thieves were coming. They would defend the merchants’ wares and their own lives, trying to capture as many of the gang as possible, however the Night Flyer would not be with them; she had a more pressing mission to complete.

      When the bandits breached the docks, the alarm was sounded. Then the yelling, chasing, and fighting began. The uproar was the Night Flyer’s cue to climb from the rooftop to the alleyway, and slink her way to the spot the submersible craft waited, suspended in the water by means of the ingenious combination of buoyancy and ballast.

      As she slid into the water near the contraption, a pang of regret hit her. It is a shame such a marvelous invention must be destroyed. If I could just study it further… She shook her head. Such thoughts were not to be entertained. She had a mission, and she would stay the course.

      Hearing arquebus reports, Florentina said a silent prayer of protection over Stefano and his men. It was not long before thieves began to climb out of the water, back into the spout whence they had come. She counted six, only two of whom appeared to have a sack in their hands. A smile crossed her face as she bobbed in the warm water. Not a big haul this time, boys, she thought in satisfaction. Be certain it is your last.

      When the last man was through, the hatch closed with a clank, and she heard the fastening of a latch. It was too dark and too far away, but Florentina presumed the cover was sealed with cork to prevent leaks. Soon the water beneath her feet started to churn, and she noticed the stovepipe-like entry/exit point move away and submerge. With long strokes and powerful kicks, the Night Flyer swam after it. Soon all she could see was the pipe that stuck up for the driver to see through, yet with the fullish moon, it was enough.

      Florentina trailed the vessel through the canal system, which was the most extensive in Europe, outside of Venice and far-away Amsterdam. She ducked to swim underwater at times and resurfaced to follow with freestyle strokes at others. All was quiet, as most residents were asleep. Being a weeknight, even the taverns and gaming halls had closed. She wondered if Stefano had captured any of them, or if any of his men had been injured; still, such information would not help her now. She was certain he would have sent the message to Alessandro as planned.

      The underwater ship exited the city through the western facing canal, headed toward the Ticino River. Their base of operations could be anywhere along this manmade route, or to the north or south on the river. She suspected it would be far enough out of the city to not be noticed, while not so far as to be burdensome. The Night Flyer continued to pursue at a steady pace, but noticed once out of the city, the craft sped up. To avoid muscle fatigue, she climbed out onto the bank to run for a while. After about fifteen minutes of sprinting, the ground became uneven and too littered with shrubs and trees, so back into the water she dove.

      It would be nice if I could grab hold of one of those fins and let it drag me, except I would run out of air in only minutes, and they might notice a pull on the vessel. I’ll need to finish my underwater adventure equipment in case something like this comes up in the future, Florentina concluded.

      Pushing through weariness, the Night Flyer pressed on, thinking of Pietro and Gavino and the girl, remembering Stefano’s workers who had been killed. After a while her arms and legs moved on their own, oblivious to feeling, like the cogs of a clock which continue to turn without ceasing. An hour and a half after leaving the docks, the vessel slowed.

      The Night Flyer hung back to avoid notice, but spied out the area from where her head bobbed in the water. Moonlight revealed a small pier beside a dilapidated structure that may have once been a travel stop along the canal. It appeared abandoned and unused for some length of time, yet there were a small barge and a gondola tied to the far side of the pier.

      The building was made of wood with an ancient thatched roof. Two old-growth trees stretched their limbs over the shanty in an otherwise plain of tall grasses and unkempt underbrush. A perfect hideout for smugglers and thieves, she decided.

      Two men in brown jerkins scurried out along the pier and unwound mooring ropes from their posts. Florentina watched in amazement as the top of the submersible rose out of the dark water, the moonlight reflecting off its wet, bronze surface. The length of it was only inches above the water, but the three-foot oval stovepipe-like protrusion raised above the level of the dock.

      The two men latched their ropes around small cleats at the bow and stern of the vessel’s curved top. She heard the metallic slide and creak as the lid was pushed up. First one, then another of the robbers climbed out and began conversing with the two on the pier in low, faraway-sounding voices.

      Then she heard a loud, impatient shout coming from a squat man in finer attire who waddled out. His voice was sharp, his look odd, even in the poor light. “What happened this time? Can we call it a success? The Master is here, and he wants a good report.”

      Yes! Florentina cheered to herself. The leader of the gang is here! Her heartbeat elevated along with her mood, optimism flooding her being.

      She continued to scrutinize the scene as more men emerged from the craft. Several now had blindfolds on, and their wrists bound as they were pushed and prodded onto the wharf. He must be Pietro, she suspected upon spotting the muscularly toned blond-haired young man. Two other athletic types and a skinny fellow were also hoisted out and directed back inside.

      It is good they are kept in the dark about what they are doing, she reasoned. It may mean they intend to keep them alive. No matter; after tonight they will be home with their families.

      The Night Flyer watched as the last man closed the door to the oversized hovel, leaving the pier empty and the contraption unguarded. Then again, why should they guard it? No one knew it was there, or even what it was. Florentina smiled as her brain formulated a plan.
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      The Night Flyer swam slowly to the landing, around the tail end of the impressive underwater craft, and pushed herself up onto the planks. She slipped out of the straps and set her backpack beside her, then lay prone to remain unnoticed should anyone venture outside the building. Only a crack of light emanated from within, making her think there must be a lower level. Besides, those walls are too flimsy to hold robust men.

      She lay quietly as she caught her breath after the long swim, debating with herself. I so much want to climb inside of it, explore and inspect, see how it works. I want to study the design, play with that pipe thing—it must operate off of mirrors for someone below to see through. Still, the risk of being caught in a bronze can with only one way in or out is too great. I have an excellent plan to take out the small army of mercenaries and thieves, but if I get trapped in there.…

      Florentina’s emotions fluctuated as she battled with herself between curiosity and a spirit of discovery and practicality and the objective of her mission. It was difficult for her to squelch her thirst for knowledge; her desire to save those in danger won out.

      Another prospect troubled her as well. Take them out… it is too dark and I will be too far away when I fire my crossbow to aim for arms or legs. I must shoot for center body mass to ensure I hit them. These are only hired men… and yet, if so, they had a choice. They chose to bind themselves to a criminal mastermind, to take what was not theirs, to engage in the unlawful capture, detention, and enslavement of free Milanese citizens. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was easy to blaze in with no regard to my foes when I was rescuing Madelena from the Shadow Guild, she recalled. But this felt different. This was not heat of the moment, heart racing terror—this was planned and calculated. Still, the aim was the same; to rescue innocent people who had been abducted by a villain.

      I cannot hesitate. Florentina steeled her will, set her jaw, and put her plan into motion.

      After a keen glance around, the Night Flyer pushed to her feet and stepped over to the submersible’s hatch, then slid the three bombs out of their waterproof sack, along with her tinderbox. She selected three long wicks and threaded them through the fuse hole in the top of the iron shells. Florentina laid gloved hands on the wheel that operated the locking mechanism and gave it a hard turn to the left. She flinched when it made a loud clinking noise, but in an instant, all was quiet again. With breath still held, she raised her eyes to the building’s door a hundred feet away. No one came. She released the breath and pulled the lid up.

      It is too bad, yet it must be done, she thought in one last regret.

      Florentina struck flint to steel, and the sparks fell onto a tiny pile of gunpowder atop a piece of charcloth which caught and held the flame. She lit all three fuses and dropped the bombs through the hatch, one after the other. Then she ran.

      With the long fuses, the Night Flyer had plenty of time to climb the immense tree to the east side of the rickety structure and situate herself on a thick branch with an unobstructed view of the door before the series of explosions began. She raised her crossbow and waited.

      Within seconds of the roaring booms, armed men poured through the door, heading for the pier. Florentina let her shots fly, striking the first, second, and third mercenaries. After seeing them fall, those behind them halted, looking about warily.

      “We are under attack!” one cried out.

      Someone from deeper inside must have pushed him, because the alarmed man stumbled forward into the Night Flyer’s sights and was struck by a bolt in his chest.

      The next two men rolled through the door and pressed themselves against the walls on either side, both with arquebuses in hand. They scanned the dock, the grassy areas to the left and right, but neither looked up. Firing her last two shots, Florentina pinned one to the wall by his shoulder and caught the other in his gut. The first dropped his weapon and cried out in pain; the second doubled over with a moan and slid to the ground.

      She could hear more inside the door, arguing over who should exit next. The Night Flyer, having fired all six bolts, used this brief lull to shimmy down the tree and sprint around to the back of the building. With her crossbow swinging at her hip by its baldric, she drew her dagger and searched for a second entrance. She found a locked back door and crouched to peer through the cracks in the boarded-up window beside it. Lamps had been lit and she could hear voices.

      “We have six men down already,” one wailed.

      “I don’t care!” demanded a stern, authoritative man. “Get out there and find them!”

      Crawling back to the door, Florentina took out her lock picks.
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        * * *

      

      The thundering boom shook the athletes’ prison cell along with everything else. A shower of dust from the ceiling above rained down on Pietro and his companions.

      “What was that?” asked Leo, apprehension permeating his tone.

      Pietro grinned. “Opportunity, my friends. Opportunity!”

      Luigi scrambled out of bed as Giulio and Leo ogled each other in disbelief.

      “Giulio,” Pietro commanded. “Knock down the door.”

      “What about the guards?” Luigi asked, fear reflected in his eyes. Though there was only one lit candle as usual, it was enough.

      “What guards?” Pietro inquired with confidence. “Do you think anyone would remain down here watching over a locked cell when there are explosions happening outside?”

      “I suppose not,” Leo said as his expression revealed he was catching on to the plan.

      “Come on, Giulio,” Pietro encouraged. “I know you’ve been wanting to smash that door since we got here.”

      Giulio stood to his considerable height and gave Pietro a brisk nod. He flexed his bulging muscles and stretched before positioning himself at the far side of the room opposite the entrance. Squaring his shoulder, the powerful man bolted for the door.

      The wood gave way and splintered into dozens of pieces as he plowed through like a bull through a matador’s cape. Pietro had been right; the hallway was empty.

      Pietro, Leo, and Luigi followed Giulio out of the cell, the hope of liberation shining on their faces.

      “Over here,” Pietro said as he trotted to the other cell door down the hall from theirs. He slid the bolt latch and pushed open the door. “I am Pietro Sacchi,” he introduced himself with rushed enthusiasm. “Did you get my note?”

      “Yes!” Sofia bounded up, wrapping her robe around her nightgown.

      “It’s time,” he said and shifted his eyes to the old man.

      “I am Gavino Ricci, and this is all my fault,” he said with agony on his tired face.

      “I seriously doubt it,” Pietro replied. “But no matter. We are leaving now.”

      Gavino and Sofia slipped on shoes and followed them out of their prison.

      “I knew you would come for us!” Sofia gushed.

      “Shhh,” Pietro warned as they left the cell to enter the maze of passages. “There may still be a guard about.”

      After weeks in the underground part of the structure and having been taken to and from the surface so often, Pietro now knew his way around and which hall would lead to the staircase. He led the way with care and determination, keenly alert for any sign of danger. Before they reached the steps, he found it.

      Vito cowered in a corner, actually wringing his hands like an old woman! Pietro was disgusted, no enraged. All these weeks of reining in his emotions, pushing down the loathing he had for the puny tyrant, the Master’s right-hand goon, erupted to the surface. A stony expression solidified on his face, and Pietro stepped aside to confront the weasel.

      When Vito saw them all coming toward him, his eyes shot wide and his mouth dropped open. He fumbled to pull his rapier from its scabbard and cried out, “Help! Guards! They are escaping!”

      Pietro simply slapped the sword out of his hand and slammed a fist into his ugly face. Vito slid unconscious to the floor. For a moment, thoughts of more violence ran through Pietro’s mind. He considered running him through with his own sword or stomping on him until he stopped breathing. He entertained thoughts of snapping Vito’s neck or choking the life out of him with his bare hands, but that would mean he would have to touch the vile creature. Seconds passed as he stood over the little brute, contemplating his fate. Then a girl’s voice brought him back to the moment.

      “Which way, Pietro?” Sofia asked.

      In one last act of defiance, Pietro spat on Vito. Satisfied for now, he turned back to his followers. “This way,” he directed, and ushered them toward the stairs.
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      With the back door now unlatched, the Night Flyer crouched low and opened it a few inches to peek in. She detected feet rushing up steps, more shouting, heavy breathing, metal clanking, and the general reverberations of panic. Exactly what she was hoping for. Still, she needed to get them out of the structure. Not knowing the layout or how far down it went, she could not gauge how many fighting men were inside.

      As Florentina eased the door open, the rusty old hinges creaked loudly. Not what she had planned, but she could work with it.

      The sound drew the attention of several thieves who had been hesitating in the entry hall to the front door on the other side of the building. “Come get me!” she called, making sure they saw her.

      The Night Flyer spun and rushed outside, took a twisting step to her left, and performed a 180 to flatten her back against the wall a few feet down from the exit. Sheathing her dagger, she drew her metal pipe and pushed the extension button once, shooting it to a four-foot length, and waited.

      When the first one dashed through the door, she smacked him in the face with it, breaking his nose and causing him to stagger to one side. He did not drop his sword, but raised his free hand to try to stop the gush of blood.

      The second pursuer pushed after him, turning to the left with his blade raised. Florentina parried his blow with her weapon, drawing him away from the door with careful footwork. Spotting the third man blaze through the opening, she tossed her polearm to her left hand and slipped a throwing star from her belt. Judging her new opponent’s movements, speed, and style, she anticipated where his hand would be next and whirled the small, five-pointed Chinese weapon. It struck the cross-guard of his sword and bounced away.

      Unphased, she continued to block the second man’s attack with her off-hand extended pipe while she drew another star for a second try. This one hit its mark, and the surprised foe dropped his sword involuntarily.

      The Night Flyer planted her foot, whirled, and kicked the one she had been fighting in the groin. As he doubled over in pain, she struck the third bandit on the side of his head, dropping him to the ground.

      The man with the broken nose rushed her with a shout, his rapier raised. Florentina ducked and whacked him in the knees with her four-foot pipe. He crashed face-first into a clump of tall grass, wailing in pain.

      One opponent was still on his feet. Getting a better look at him, she could tell he was young, perhaps her own age. Passing her polearm back into her left hand, Florentina grabbed the handle of her whip and popped it at him. He stared at her in astonishment, then extended his sword in a thrusting position and charged.

      The Night Flyer waited until the last moment, stepped to the side, and wrapped the fall and cracker of her whip around his shins and ankles as he passed. He, too, crashed face-first to the ground. After a quick glance at the back door to ensure no one else was coming, Florentina took braided cords from her belt pouch and tied the hands and feet of the three robbers. After all, Stefano would need someone to present to the constables, and she didn’t want to kill them. She suspected some, if not most, of the six she shot with her crossbow were dead, or soon would be, which was more than enough bloodshed.

      This makes nine. How many are there? The question was yet to be answered.

      Florentina looped her whip and placed it back on her belt, retracted her polearm, slid it back into its holder, and drew her dagger once more. It was a sharp, efficient, deadly blade she preferred not to use; however, in close quarters and in the dark, it was better to be safe than sorry. I promised Maddie I would not get myself killed, and I will keep my promise.

      With silent steps, she crept through the back entrance once more.
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        * * *

      

      Pietro stopped at the bottom of the dark staircase. He heard shouting upstairs, including the voice of the Master biting out, “Get out there and find the bastards!”

      “Do you think it is a rescue party?” Sofia whispered with eagerness.

      “Shhh,” Pietro replied in a hush, placing a finger to his lips. “Everyone stay here while I check this out.”

      “Not on your life,” Giulio murmured and stepped up beside him.

      “I’m in too,” Leo whispered with determination in his pale blue eyes.

      Pietro groaned. “One of you should stay here with them just in case.” He locked his gaze on Leo’s, and his shorter friend acquiesced with a nod.

      Just as Pietro and Giulio tiptoed up the steps, Pietro detected a playful voice with an obviously fake Venetian accent call, “Come get me!” followed by the clomp of stampeding thugs.

      All that noise was just what they needed, as Giulio’s oversized feet did not exactly tiptoe. They sprinted up the stairs undetected under cover of their captors’ stamping boots.

      Pietro halted again at the top and peered around the edge. The infuriating boss was there with his ridiculous mask barking orders at four underlings in brown jerkins. Pietro focused all of his attention on the cruel taskmaster, the one who had ordered his teammate Michele’s throat to be cut, the one who ran this enterprise, who kept them all here as slave labor. He also recognized two of the men with him as being the pair who beat up Luigi and almost killed him.

      Pietro could feel the fury rising in his veins, boiling his blood, and threatening to push him over the edge. No. I will keep my self-control lest I cause others to be injured or killed. Slow, steady, and strong. That is the way to do this.

      He didn’t know if whoever was attacking his abductors’ base was there to rescue them or another gang of thugs, but it provided a vital distraction for their escape. This was the ground level. The Master and his quartet of guards occupied the space between them and the front door; however, there was a back door. He and Giulio had no weapons; two of those men held arquebuses, two crossbows, and all four had swords at their sides.

      “You two, out the front,” barked the Master, “and you two out the back! Shoot whoever is not wearing our uniform.”

      The guards moved out to do as their leader commanded, and Pietro and Giulio ducked deeper into the dark stairwell to avoid notice as two armed guards marched past. Fortunately, their attention was on the back door and they never even glanced their way.

      With the pair of thugs gone, Pietro waved the others up. All of them together could certainly render this “Master” useless, take a boat he had seen moored at the dock earlier, and get away. If not, they could at least make a run for it.

      Pietro motioned to Giulio and pointed at the Master, who stood alone, staring out the front door. His big teammate nodded. With the others now behind them near the top of the stairs, Pietro set his plan into motion.

      Giulio charged the Master with his arms crossed in front of him like he was plowing a path down the Calcio field, and Pietro led the others to the front door.

      However, the Master was not a Calcio player. He was broad-shouldered and fit, yet he was also devious and deadly. He did not wait to be plowed in to, but drew a falchion sword with which to protect himself.

      “Giulio!” Pietro shouted. “Watch out for the sword!”

      Giulio pulled up with just enough time to not be impaled, howbeit, received a shallow cut across his midsection.

      “Leo, get everyone out,” Pietro directed, as he joined Giulio to face the masked Master.

      The report of an arquebus echoed behind them from the back door, but Pietro had to revise his plan and fast if they were to get out of this alive.
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        * * *

      

      As the Night Flyer crept silently down the dim corridor, two armed men appeared marching toward her, one with a firearm, the other holding a crossbow.

      “There’s one!” cried the smaller, dark-haired guard with the crossbow.

      The taller fair-haired mercenary raised his arquebus and fired in her direction. In the poor light, the inaccurate weapon missed, but struck the wall too close to her head for comfort. In a flash the one with the crossbow fired grazing the outside of her shoulder, ripping a hole in her tunic and creating a bleeding gash. Time to go!

      Florentina tossed a vial of noxious potion at their feet and retreated out the rear exit where the three bound men lay, one still unconscious, the other two calling for help.

      She pressed her back against the wall and waited, taking a moment to mop blood from her upper arm. At least it isn’t deep, although it is my right arm, which could be problematic.

      The tall man came through first, his empty arquebus gone and a military short sword in his hand. He immediately moved toward his comrades who lay in a cluster of tall grass, but the dark-haired fellow with the crossbow was right on his heels. She would need to deal with him first.

      The Night Flyer, who was still unnoticed in her hiding place, pulled out her bullwhip, performed her preparatory move, and popped it. The lash coiled around the man’s crossbow and she jerked it out of his hands to send it crashing into the boarded-up window behind her. With a flick of her wrist, it was released, and her whip fell obediently at her feet.

      In those few seconds, the taller man spun back, his wide eyes searching until he spotted her. “There you are!” he shouted and charged.

      Florentina popped her whip at him, but he was not dissuaded. The leather tail slashed his wrist and forearm without dislodging his blade. She hopped to the side as he made his strike and tossed her whip to her left hand while pulling her pipe from its sheath with her right just in time to block his next swing. However, Florentina was no fencer, and the blood from her cut ran all the way into her hand, making it difficult to grip her weapon.

      The longer she was out here fighting off hired men, the more chance the hostages could be moved or killed; she still hadn’t found the leader of this gang. This is taking too long. With regret and a shake of her head, the Night Flyer dropped her whip and pushed the control to extend her polearm and its spear tip to their full length.

      The blond man’s eyes shot wide in astonishment as the blade sped toward him. During their earlier maneuver, the two had traded positions and now his back was to the wall. With a two-handed lunge, Florentina rammed the steel point into his chest. Hearing the boots behind her, she dropped to the ground and rolled under the swing that the shorter man had aimed at her back with his sword.

      With her spear stuck in her other attacker, her whip on the ground, and her crossbow out of bolts, the Night Flyer drew her dagger once more. The only way she could be effective against a sword was to get close—very close. This would require speed with no second thoughts.

      “You killed my friend!” the dark-haired man yelled, and she noticed in the moonlight how young he looked.

      “Well, he was trying to kill me, so fair fight. How about it? Just let me tie you up with the others,” she suggested as they circled each other.

      He snorted, his brows hard and angry. “I have a sword and you only a knife. Why should I yield?”

      Florentina looked at him with determination, as if by her stare alone she could persuade him. “Because you want to live.”

      But the young buck stepped forward with a side-armed slice. The Night Flyer hopped back out of his reach. He advanced again, this time with an overhand chop. Florentina dropped, rolled toward him beneath his blade, and thrust her dagger upward into his gut.

      A pained expression covered his face, and the short sword fell from his hand. She withdrew her dagger, instinctively wiping its blade on her leggings. “I told you,” she scolded as mixed emotions flooded her being.

      No time for regret, she commanded herself and collected all of her weapons. The tall man was quite dead as she twisted and pulled the spear from his chest; he slumped to the ground once nothing held him to the wall. She glanced back at the younger foe; he was coiled on the ground bleeding, still alive, yet with a gut wound. Mayhap he will survive if I missed all the vitals. With hardness of will, she returned to the back door to the thieves’ den.
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      Pietro and Giulio blocked the Master’s path to the front door while Leo led the others through. Pietro hoped they would make it to the boat without the other two guards spotting them in the dark, especially since their attention would be turned outward at whoever was attacking the base.

      The Master brandished his weapon with polished grace and obvious skill, which drew Pietro’s attention. The falchion was no ordinary sword. Its blade was thicker and wider than a rapier’s and it had serrated teeth on the back side opposite the smooth, curved blade. He recognized it as a hunting weapon frequently used by the nobility and upper class. His father had taken Ambroso and him on a few hunting trips; however, Pietro found the activity dull and too slow paced, and he did not like the killing and gutting of the prey. Pietro had no problem eating meat; he just preferred to see his food on a plate, not bleeding out in the grass with fearful eyes gazing up at him.

      “Guards!” the Master bellowed. “The hostages are escaping. Stop them!”

      Giulio’s face was red with anger from being cut by the Master’s sword, and he struck out with a foot toward the man’s knee; their captor’s blade was quicker. Luckily, its sharp edge caught Giulio’s leather boot and was slowed, but not stopped.

      Giulio winced and cried out, “Just a scratch.” Still, he hopped backward on his good leg.

      Pietro wished for something, anything, he could use as a weapon. It was foolhardy to attack an armed man barehanded. “Come on, Giulio,” he called, hoping they could outrun him.

      Pietro pivoted and raced for the front door, but was forced to slide to a halt. The two men who had beaten up Luigi were parading toward him with weapons pointed at Leo, Luigi, Gavino, and Sofia. Pietro let out a frustrated sigh and slumped his shoulders.

      He heard the maniacal cackle from behind the Master’s mask. “You idiots thought you could escape?”

      “Why worry about us?” Pietro spun to face him, squaring his shoulders once more. “Your odd boat was just blasted to Kingdom Come, and your base is under attack. I’d say you have bigger things to worry about.”

      Pietro could not read the man’s face behind the mask; still, he felt the fiery darts of his eyes and the fury radiating from him.

      “I was going to kill you first, but you have made me change my mind,” he hissed. “Bring me the girl!”
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        * * *

      

      The Night Flyer watched from the dark rear end of the hallway as a man brandishing a crossbow dragged a young woman with his other hand toward someone in a rich-man’s attire, wearing a Greek mask of comedy. Standing nearby were two of the missing athletes, one with blood on his tunic. Sounds indicated there were others out of her view, but how many?

      “You promised no harm would come to my niece!” a frantic voice cried out. “I can build you another submersible.”

      “Shut him up!” growled the leader, followed by a thud.

      The man in charge grabbed the girl and held her in front of him, raising a thick sword pointed into her waist. “If you don’t want to see her cut in half, do exactly as I say.”

      Florentina rushed out the back door and around to the front of the building, slowing as she rounded the second corner. There she spotted one guard with an arquebus pointed at two men with a third lying off to the side. Her primary goal was to save Sofia, followed by taking the masked man into custody.

      He needs her as a hostage, a human shield, she theorized. He won’t kill her prematurely, as his own survival depends on her.

      The Night Flyer picked up a small stone from the ground and threw it at a 45-degree angle into a bush to her right. The man with the firearm twirled toward the disturbance and discharged his weapon into the night. A brood of pheasants flew out of the nest uttering a series of loud, excited two-note calls as they flapped away.

      Jumpy, are we? Florentina thought with a smile.

      “Our attackers are still out here,” the man who fired called, and he set the butt of his weapon on the ground while he reloaded it. He would never get the chance to finish.

      “Where are all our other men?” the leader barked. “Why haven’t they subdued these raiders?”

      Florentina drew the third of five throwing stars from her belt and crept along the wall closer to the guard. He alternated between looking at his weapon and glancing all about. When his eyes were down, she stood and threw the tiny pointed projectile, catching him in the neck.

      He dropped his arquebus and slapped both hands to his wound, gurgling sounds coming from his throat. The two men in the doorway turned shocked eyes to the spectacle of spurting blood.

      The guard ripped the metal from his neck, causing the vital fluid to flow more freely.

      “Antonio, what’s the matter with you?” the leader’s voice demanded. The man whose name was the same as Maddie’s nephew slumped into a heap on the ground.

      The two captives in the doorway, one clearly not an athlete, edged their way further inside the egress, likely to avoid being hit by another deadly projectile.

      That leaves one guard—of which I’m aware—and the leader, Florentina calculated.

      “Benino, see what is happening out there,” barked the man in the mask. “And you, Pietro and the giant, don’t get any ideas. Make one move, and I’ll carve up this girl like a Christmas goose!”

      The Night Flyer had eased her way to just outside the door, back pressed to the wall, with a length of whip gripped between her two gloved hands, when the second guard emerged.

      He stepped past an athlete and the skinny guy, glancing around for danger. She could see the beads of sweat on his brow, the light of terror in his eyes that darted from his lifeless comrade to the trees and shrubs surrounding the building.

      When he peered to his left, she stepped away from the shadowy cover of the unpainted wood-planked wall and slipped the braided leather of her whip around his neck. She pulled him against her chest and kept taking careful backward steps. He gasped and tugged at the lash, fighting for air as she dragged him deeper into obscurity.

      When he stopped struggling, she laid him on the ground and placed two fingers to his neck. Good. She only intended to take him out of the fight, not out of this world.

      Next, she checked on Gavino, who was beginning to stir. When his eyes flew wide, she put a finger to her lips, signaling him to stay quiet. He nodded and remained on the ground, feigning unconsciousness.

      One to go, she thought. She suspected he would be the most dangerous game.

      When the Night Flyer stepped into the open doorway, the dark-complected athlete and the thin older man stepped out of the way, leaving several yards between her and the man in the mask with his hostage. Pietro and his muscle-bound companion both turned sideways to see who had entered, remaining near the menacing mastermind.

      “Night Flyer,” he stated without inflection. “I knew you would be a problem. How many are with you?”

      “None,” she stated in the same business-like tone. “Let’s see if you are superior to your hirelings, shall we? Let the girl go so we can determine which of us can best the other.”

      “Why should I do that?” he snapped. “I have the advantage.” His voice and his sword hand wavered, sending a tinge of fear through Florentina.

      How crazy is he?

      The Night Flyer crossed her arms over her chest and gave him her most intimidating look. “Hiding behind a little girl? Come now; are you not the leader of this crew? The criminal mastermind behind a lucrative enterprise? One clever enough to have a da Vinci prototype constructed under his command? And what a gigantic sword you hold while I have none. Surely one such as you is dying to try his hand against the Night Flyer.”

      She hoped to appeal to his ego and goad him into a fight; she wasn’t certain yet how she would defeat him.

      “You test me, Night Flyer,” he grumbled. “If I leave her to fight you, then my hostages will all run away.”

      Florentina shrugged and uncrossed her arms, lifting a hand to cover a yawn. “If you do not, then I shall run away, and you have no thugs left to stop me.”

      “I am here, Master,” a scratchy voice replied.

      Pietro and his bleeding teammate turned to face down a hall to watch as a squat man with black, oily hair wobbled into view.

      “Vito, where have you been?” demanded the Master.

      “He hit me,” the odd-looking little man whined and pointed at Pietro. “But I am here to help you now, Master. Who do you want me to punish?”

      “No one—yet,” the Master replied. “Hold on to Sofia’s arm and do not let go while I deal with this overrated vigilante.”

      “Shall we dance then?” The Night Flyer took a step forward, and the ballplayers got out of their way.

      The man everyone called “Master” moved in front of Vito and Sofia, slid off the mask, and tossed it on the floor revealing a devilishly handsome face. Florentina scrutinized it, trying to determine if she had ever seen him before. His grand gesture suggested he expected to be recognized, yet the ballplayers appeared equally baffled.

      “I supposed you would like to know the identity of the man who took down the Night Flyer,” he said with puffed-up importance.

      “No one seems to recognize you,” she replied in an unimpressed tone.

      Anger flooded his features. “I am Don Cosimo d’Este,” he announced with irritation. “A wealthy and important man, though because I am new to Milan, you may not know my face.”

      Didn’t Maddie say that was the name of the merchant Veronica is attached to? And then the pieces fell into place. He moved to Milan from Genova, where the mysterious robberies first occurred, the city Gavino and his niece disappeared from. He had bought out a local jewel merchant after his new inventory and orders to ship had been stolen from the wharf. The vixen even mentioned she found him scary.

      “You aren’t obsessed with chaos, by any chance?” Florentina had to ask.

      He frowned and gave her a puzzled look. “No. That is ludicrous. It took careful planning to pull off my scheme which you almost ruined,” he retorted. “But once I have severed your head from your body like the boars I hunt, I will come back stronger than ever.”

      Why do these men always think they can achieve greatness by ruining the lives of others?

      “Let me see if I have the complete story,” the Night Flyer said as she withdrew her steel pipe from its belt-holder. “You happened upon Gavino Ricci out there and somehow prodded information out of him, perhaps through too much wine or the holding of a gambling debt, discovering da Vinci’s plans for a submersible vessel. An epiphany occurred in your twisted brain that you could use the device to rob other merchants, thus gaining a fortune for yourself. So, you abducted the inventor and his niece, threatening to harm or kill the girl if he did not build you this underwater marvel. No doubt, there were flaws early on and some of your men drowned, so you seized poor people to force inside for tests. Once the machine worked as planned, you kept them to operate the propulsion system which relies on manual labor. Alas, they were not physically up to the task and only this unfortunate fellow remains,” she said, motioning to the skinny, older man.

      Cosimo’s brow furrowed. “How do you know these things?”

      “That gave you the idea to capture young, robust men, such as these athletes, to perform your hazardous labor,” she continued without answering his obvious question. “Your thieves didn’t get caught because no one thought to search for them in the waters of the canal, and you could easily haul away small valuables in the improbable craft. But either the authorities were closing in or you had tapped out all your marks in Genova and moved the operation to Milan. By then, you had become quite wealthy indeed and supposed yourself a man of means. But here’s the truth, Cosimo,” the Night Flyer stated with certainty. “You did nothing remarkable. You did not come up with the idea for the submersible, nor did you have the know-how to build it. All you did was bully, threaten, kill, and coerce others into obedience, which requires no skill or imagination—just brutality and greed.”

      He stared at her, mouth agape, and blinked. Then fury rushed into his features. “Why lecture me? You are no better! You are a wanted criminal and you have killed many, if not most, of my hired men today; who knows how many others? It ends now!”

      He rushed her, his sword raised and teeth clenched. With little space to maneuver in the hallway, Florentina blocked his sword with her pipe, passed behind his forward motion, and swung toward his back. Quicker than she expected, he spun and blocked her blow with a daunting growl.

      There was not enough room to extend the entire length of her polearm, so the Night Flyer pushed the first release button to snap it out to four feet, a better length for protecting against his heavy hunting sword. Killing him would not be too difficult, but deep down she wanted to see this man on trial, humiliated before the entire city, and such an outcome would take great skill on her part.

      Cosimo attacked with a flurry of slices, chops, and jabs which she nimbly blocked or avoided until she landed her own blow on his sword arm and saw him wince, his arm giving way. She couldn’t be certain she broke it, but he merely passed the blade to his left hand and pressed on.

      Florentina had to admit he had good footwork and quick, powerful action with his weapon. I really must learn to use a sword, she determined.

      In a heated advance, Cosimo slammed his falchion toward her head. With a wall at her back, the Night Flyer had nowhere to go. She raised her polearm with both hands to block the blow, which sent reverberations down her arms. It was then she realized the loss of blood from her earlier crossbow bolt misfortune was making her light-headed. This fight needed to end soon.

      Florentina’s mind raced through a myriad of tricks she could use to disarm or incapacitate her foe. He swung again toward her midsection, and she hopped away, leaving his blade to scrape the wall. She took her pipe in her left hand and grasped her whip handle in her right. Aware of the surrounding people, she loosened the coil and brushed it in circles on the floor, preparing for a strike. She knew if that sword touched her whip, it would slice it in half; precision was essential.

      As if a voice in her head told her to look up, the Night Flyer glanced toward Pietro standing in the entrance to a connecting hallway behind Cosimo. He caught her eye and nodded, a determined aspect on his face. In an instant, he lunged forward and struck Cosimo in his right kidney with a mighty fist. He reacted with a twist and groan.

      Florentina took advantage of the distraction and slapped her lash around Cosimo’s neck. With his attention now on his constricted throat, the Night Flyer smacked the sword out of his hand with her steel pipe.

      Cosimo’s hands both gripped the leather coil, heaving at it as his face reddened in obvious panic.

      Pietro yelled at Vito. “Let her go or watch your leader choke to death in front of your eyes, you little weasel!”

      Wide-eyed, Vito hesitated, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, fear pouring off of him in waves. He lifted his eyes to Cosimo, who opened his mouth yet could not speak.

      “Release her, now,” the Night Flyer commanded.

      With a slump of his shoulders, Vito complied, and Sofia ran to Pietro. “Where is my uncle?”

      “Here, piccolo,” came a weary voice from the man staggering toward them from the front door.

      Florentina loosened her whip enough for Cosimo to ease in a breath, then tapped him on the head with her polearm with sufficient force to render him unconscious. When he fell at her feet, she unwound her lash and bound his hands and Vito’s with leather bindings.

      “They killed Michele,” Pietro uttered.

      “And almost killed me,” the skinny man added.

      “Thank you, Night Flyer,” Gavino said, extending his hand to grasp hers. “And you, Pietro, and all of you.”

      “You are indeed welcome,” Florentina replied. “Ambroso has been anxious about you,” she said to Pietro. “In fact, had he not persisted, I would not be here. You should thank him.”

      A misty smile pushed through Pietro’s dirty, unshaven face and soft gingerbread eyes glowed at her. “I will.”

      “Now, this is what is going to happen.” The Night Flyer laid out instructions to the survivors and helped load the captured and wounded thieves, along with Cosimo and Vito, onto the barge.

      “What about you?” Pietro asked once all were secure.

      “I can’t be seen with you,” she answered. “I know the way back to Milan. Remember, Stefano and a city watchman named Salvador will be at the docks waiting for you. The three of you are the heroes of the day, and there is nothing more to be said. Understand?”

      “But,” Pietro protested. “You took down the gang.”

      “No,” the Night Flyer replied with a bittersweet smile. “I was never here.” With her upper-arm bandaged and the sun radiating its first light over the horizon, she trotted east, leaving the rescued party and their prisoners behind.
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      Pietro sat at the bow of the gondola while Luigi pushed the pole propelling it through the canal system. Between them rested a tired and grateful Gavino with his arm around Sofia’s shoulders. Behind them, Giulio and Leo propelled the larger barge laden with restrained and shackled thieves and thugs. Six hired men with minor injuries, along with Cosimo d’Este and Vito Foresi, were all on their way to be taken into custody by the authorities. The rest of the criminals had expired by the time they were ready to leave. Pietro was sad they did not have Michele’s body to return to his family; at least he could bring everyone else home alive.

      I understand why the Night Flyer does not want to be mentioned, he thought, but it still feels wrong to accept credit for something I did not do. Maybe these men, Stefano and Salvador, can say they captured the thieves while they were robbing the docks. I would feel better with that story being told.

      It was a beautiful morning as their crafts flowed into a brilliant sunrise, a gentle breeze on his face, and the smell of fresh air surrounding him. Pietro gazed about with a new appreciation of simple things. The trees which lined the canal, some in bloom with many already sporting tender fruits… the bird that flew just in front of them chirping out a cheerful song… the gentle slap of water against the bow of the gondola… The sky looked bluer, the clouds whiter, and the grass greener. Pietro rejoiced in his freedom, a liberty he had previously taken for granted. He was aware he had only been a captive for a little over a month, yet he felt years older and wiser.

      “Look!” he heard Sofia’s excited voice. “Milan!”

      Ahead of them the city walls rose, rooftops dazzling in the sunlight. It was still early, but there would be some people out and about along the canal route. Would they recognize him? He hardly looked like himself. What would they think of this small procession? Pietro didn’t care; he was home!

      Weariness and regret joined with satisfaction and comfort as they turned a corner leading to the merchant docks where they were to meet Stefano and Salvador. Would Ambroso be there? The Night Flyer said he was behind the entire rescue mission.

      I will be a better brother, Pietro determined. Ambroso did not give up on me. I will be of whatever help to him I can and promise to give him no grief.

      As they neared, Pietro saw people on the pier ahead waving to them. He stood, anticipation of home and family swelling in his heart. An extremely tall man and a younger, smaller version of the same took up positions with mooring ropes to tie them off as Luigi steered the small craft up to the dock.

      “Welcome home!” boomed a warm voice.

      “Don Alessandro?” Pietro was surprised to see the important silk merchant there. Then he spotted his brother moving briskly to help him out of the boat. “Ambroso!” He came! He does care about me!

      “Here,” Ambroso said as he took Pietro’s arm. “Let me help you out.”

      Others present assisted with the barge and the inventor, but Pietro didn’t see who did what. He was hugging his big brother with joyful tears in his eyes.

      “Gavino Ricci, I presume?” he heard Don Alessandro’s voice.

      “Welcome to Milan,” greeted the younger Torelli—Antonio, if he recalled. Pietro knew him from the gymnasium they had both attended in their youth. Antonio was a year or two behind him in their classes.

      “I am so glad to have you back, Pietro,” Ambroso admitted with relief in his voice. “Despite the fact you are nothing but trouble, I missed you. I was afraid…” He let go of Pietro to look him up and down. “You look a mess!”

      “I do, don’t I?” Pietro agreed with a laugh.

      He glanced around to spy a broad-chested older man with a short brush of hair manhandle Cosimo and it made him smile. “So you are the one behind the robberies at my docks! Your thugs killed two of my men,” he shouted threateningly.

      With two strides, Alessandro was at the man’s side. “Don Cosimo d’Este,” he stated, and inclined his head. “Watchman Salvador Sfondrati is here to arrest you for crimes against the good people of Milan.”

      A short man in uniform with a red cap over graying hair stepped up with two assistants bearing arms to take charge of the thieves.

      “Torelli,” Cosimo sneered. “Figures you’d stick your nose in. You people will not get away with this!” he shouted. “I have money and power, friends in high places!”

      “If you mean Genova,” Alessandro said coolly. “Letters are being sent at this moment informing them you committed the dock robberies in their city as well. I’m certain a thorough search of your base of operations will uncover some little trinket to link you to those crimes. You must have been too busy plotting how you would overtake my position as leading merchant of Milan to notice that Security Chief Stefano Viscardi here is related to me by marriage, or that Ambroso Sacchi, Pietro’s brother, is the son of a departed friend of mine and thus my friend by association.”

      “And how are you related to the Night Flyer?” Cosimo barked as the city guards led him and Vito away. “You sent him after me! I’ll tell everyone what really happened.”

      Alessandro raised a brow. “You can’t be serious. The Night Flyer?” He let out a little laugh. “What an imagination. Why on earth would the Night Flyer set out to rescue these fine people? And what—you are going to claim that rather than a squad of city watchmen and Stefano’s security detail, one person defeated your entire operation single-handedly?” Alessandro laughed and shook his head. “What a further humiliation.”

      Cosimo groaned and hurled curses at them until he was out of earshot.

      Pietro noticed Stefano and Alessandro give each other a wink and nod, and he understood the Night Flyer had been working with both of them behind the scenes.

      Antonio stepped up and extended a hand to Pietro, which he gladly took. “Welcome home, Pietro,” he said with a smile.

      “Thank you and your father so much for your help,” he replied. With a glance around, he noted all the ballplayers' families were there and Giulio and Leo were getting hugs and greetings as well. What about Michele’s family? A pang of pain and grief hit him in the chest. Then he spotted Luigi walk over to them and take Michele’s mother’s hand. Pietro let out a sigh. I will have to talk to them eventually.

      As his eyes passed across all the people who had turned out, they fell on a gangly lad and young woman standing together a short distance away. The expression the young woman wore drew his total attention to her porcelain face gently adorned with freckles. Auburn hair fell long around her shoulders, and her hazel eyes studied him with a compassionate understanding that he could not recall ever seeing in a girl’s gaze. It was not pity, not adoration, not inviting or disapproving, but simple acceptance and comprehension.

      He lost all sense of his surroundings with his gaze locked on hers, unspoken communication passing from her soul to his, his inner being to hers. It was an inexplicable moment that hung in the air, stopping time as if it were a spell Pietro did not wish to break.

      “Let me introduce you to my brother and sister.” Antonio’s voice snapped him from his hypnotic state and he glanced at Don Alessandro’s son.

      “Thank you,” he said, and stepped forward with the young man.

      “This is Bernardo,” Antonio presented. “He is a great admirer of the game and you in particular.”

      Bernardo shook his hand with gusto. “We are thrilled to have you back safe and sound,” he gushed. “You are the pinnacle!”

      “Thank you, Bernardo,” Pietro said. “I hope to be back on the field soon.”

      When he lifted his eyes to the young lady beside Bernardo, Pietro felt an unfamiliar flutter in his chest.

      “And this is my sister, Pollonia,” Antonio added.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Pietro said. He bowed over her hand and brushed his lips to it. At once, he remembered his unwashed, disheveled appearance. “I apologize,” he quickly bade, releasing her hand. “I am not at my best.”

      The corners of Pollonia’s lips curved, and with honest eyes she replied, “Even so, I am glad to meet you and have you returned to safety.”

      It dawned on Pietro that Pollonia’s brother, Antonio, had been to war. He had probably confided in her about his experiences with hardship and danger, seeing death and possibly dealing it at his own hand. She understands, he thought, not desiring to leave her company while also oddly wishing to run away.

      “Are you ready for me to take you home?” Ambroso’s voice eased its way into Pietro’s consciousness.

      He glanced at his brother with a nod before returning his attention to Pollonia. “May I call on you in the future, when I am bathed and in a more presentable condition?”

      She smiled at him, the sweetest smile he had ever been granted.

      “You and Ambroso are welcome at Casa Torelli any time,” Don Alessandro said as he stepped behind his daughter. “Welcome home, son.”

      Pietro walked with his brother to a waiting carriage and they both climbed in behind the driver. Ambroso offered him a sheepish look. “I suppose I will not be the one courting Pollonia after all,” he said, and the carriage pulled away.
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      Madelena awoke with sunlight streaming through the window to find no Fiore in her bed. At first she frowned and slipped through the closet into Florentina’s room, but when she found her bed empty too, the wings of panic fluttered in her chest.

      After throwing on a robe, she rushed down the hall. “Alessandro,” she called out, her voice trembling.

      A sleepy Portia opened their bedroom door. “He’s not back yet,” she said with a yawn. “He said it may not be until later this morning. What do you need?”

      Remembering Portia knew nothing about Florentina being the Night Flyer, she stopped herself from blurting out fears that would raise unintended questions.

      “It can wait,” she replied, reining in any visible anxiety. “I apologize for waking you.”

      “No need, dear. Oh, and by the way, an epistle was delivered for you last evening,” Portia mentioned. Leaving the door ajar, she walked away and returned with the letter. “Geppetto couldn’t find you, so he gave it to me instead.”

      Maddie took the wax-sealed envelope, curiosity pushing fear aside for the moment. “Thank you,” she said.

      Whoever could this be from? she pondered as she walked back to her room. I never receive letters.

      Before reaching her door, Maddie detected the sound of footsteps on the back stairs. She halted outside her room and waited breathlessly to see who it was. To her great relief, Florentina ambled into sight, already changed out of her black into a day dress.

      Overjoyed, Madelena scurried to embrace her, but upon seeing how exhausted she looked, stopped in front of her with concern.

      “I’m alright,” Fiore sighed and brushed her lips to Maddie’s in the empty hallway. “I have a slight injury to attend to and was swimming, running, fighting, and walking all night, but everyone is home safe and sound… except one athlete who was killed weeks ago.”

      “Come into my room and let me see to your injury,” Maddie said. She took Fiore’s hand and led her the rest of the way, closing the door behind them. “I was so worried when you weren’t here when I awoke,” she admitted, wrapping her arms around Florentina’s neck. She greeted her with a life-affirming kiss, deep and vital in its intensity. Then she stepped back. “Where are you hurt?”

      “My right arm, just below the shoulder.” Florentina’s voice sounded weary and a little sad.

      “Take your dress off and sit here by my washbasin,” Maddie instructed. “I know where you keep your medical supplies.”

      When Madelena returned from Florentina’s room, she was in her sleeveless shift, revealing a blood-soaked cloth tied around her upper-arm with a dried stream running its length.

      “Oh, Sweetling!” she uttered in a hushed tone.

      “This is the only one,” Florentina replied impatiently. “I think I need a needle and some thread for it though. It is deeper than I thought at first.”

      “Mi tesora, don’t be upset with me for caring about you,” Maddie responded. She pulled her desk chair over and sat beside her love, then dipped a cloth into the clean water and began to wash away the blood.

      “I’m not, Maddie,” Fiore soothed. “I’m just tired.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      And so she did. Maddie cleaned Florentina’s cut and watched with a pained expression as Fiore stitched it up with her left hand and relayed the entire account. “I suppose I killed seven or eight men last night,” she concluded. “Hurray for me.” Her tone and expression were dismal.

      “And you saved six, plus brought in eight live criminals,” Maddie declared. “You stopped a ring of thieves and destroyed the craft Master Leonardo did not want to be built. And,” she added in triumph, “returned to me with only one minor injury!” Maddie kissed her on the cheek.

      Finally, the hint of a smile crossed Fiore’s lips; Maddie kissed those, too.

      “Cosimo d’Este,” Maddie mused aloud. “Who would have guessed?”

      “I should have,” Florentina declared. “Once he said his name, all the pieces fell into place.”

      Just as Maddie finished securing a bandage around the injured arm, Fiore noticed the unopened epistle on Maddie’s dressing table. “Who’s the letter from?” she inquired.

      “Oh. I don’t know,” Maddie answered. “I haven’t opened it yet. Let’s see.”

      She picked up the letter, broke the seal, removed the paper within, and groaned. “It’s from Veronica.” Maddie rolled her eyes.

      “May I?” Florentina asked and held out a hand. Maddie passed her the letter and Fiore read it aloud.

      “Dear Madelena, I know things did not go as I had hoped at our last chance meeting, but something of import has come to my attention since then. I stumbled upon a bit of information I am sure you do not wish to become common knowledge regarding the nature of your relationship with your children’s tutor.”

      Florentina paused in her reading to lock eyes with Maddie, a worried expression on her face. “How could she possibly… we have been so careful.”

      Maddie’s heartbeat raced, and she took the paper from Fiore’s hands to see for herself. “She must have spied on us, bribed a member of the household staff, or she may have even taken a chance on a lucky guess. She is sly.”

      “Do you think she could infer an entire relationship from observing how we look at each other?” Fiore supposed. “What does she want?”

      Madelena scanned down the page. “Money. She says, ‘You know, dear, that I would never betray your confidence’—yeah, right! ‘But if I am to leave Cosimo, I will need funds to see me through until I find a new employer’—and by that she means a man or woman who will keep her in the lifestyle to which she has become accustomed, regardless of what services the said employer wishes her to perform. Oh, Fiore,” Maddie groaned. “I am so sorry.”

      A tired smile lit Florentina’s face. “She doesn’t know Cosimo has been arrested.”

      Maddie’s eyes flashed. “No, not yet, but soon it will be all over town. Does that help us?”

      Fiore shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I am going to my bed to sleep all day, sorry if the children get a day behind on their lessons. Then tonight the Night Flyer will pay her a visit. I believe he can persuade her to leave town without causing trouble.”

      Maddie laughed and shook her head. “You are amazing.” She took Florentina’s face between her palms and kissed her in sensual appreciation. “Honestly, Fiore,” she continued, locking eyes with the woman she loved. “I know right now you must be feeling so many things—proud of how you handled a gang of enemies, miserable because you had to kill some of them, happy you saved the hostages, and full of regret for destroying the submersible. It must be overwhelming inside your head and heart right now, and all I feel is joy and gratitude that you are alive and mostly well.”

      “The sleep will help,” she answered. “And knowing you understand.”

      Fiore wrapped her arms around Maddie and kissed her ear, her cheek, her neck, her throat… She stopped and raised her head. “Later, when I have recovered my energy,” she said with a smile.

      Reluctantly, Maddie released her and directed, “Go get some sleep.”

      She watched the tall, lean woman pass through the connecting closet into her room and smiled. Took on over a dozen armed men and all she got was one cut. She is so amazing! How long can that kind of luck possibly last? What if… No, I will not go there. I’m in love with the most wonderful woman in the world, and she is right here sharing her life with me. My family accepts her, my children adore her, and she can do literally anything she puts her mind to. Of course, eventually she will get too old to continue playing the role of the Night Flyer… but she will never get too old to be my partner, my lover, and my very best friend!

      Content all was well with her world, Maddie dressed to start her day.
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        * * *

      

      The Night Flyer stood at the foot of Veronica’s bed. Florentina had to admit the woman was attractive, even in her sleep; still, she paled before her own Madelena. She supposed she couldn’t blame Veronica for attempting to win her back, but this extortion for money was a step too far. And besides, she doubted Veronica even knew how to love someone, much less that she had ever felt a fraction of the tenderness, devotion, and esteem for Maddie that she did.

      It was easy to access the room over the jewelry shop which Cosimo had designated the woman to occupy, and she proved to be a sound sleeper. In a way, Florentina felt sorry for her. Her employer and paramour turned out to be crazed, murderous thief who would never enjoy life outside a prison, and—good news for Florentina—Maddie definitely did not want her back. The thought brought a smile to her lips and a lightness in her chest.

      The Night Flyer lifted her loaded crossbow and fired two consecutive shots, one into each side of Veronica’s pillows inches from her head. The impact seemed to do the trick.

      Veronica opened her eyes and glanced from left to right, becoming cognizant of the bolts. With a horrified expression, she looked at the foot of her bed to behold a masked figure all in black holding a crossbow, and she let out a shriek.

      “Good evening, Veronica,” the Night Flyer said, tipping her head toward the woman.

      She pulled up her covers. “Why, who, why are you trying to kill me?” she stammered between gasps.

      “Oh, contraire. If I was trying to kill you, you would be quite dead, I assure you.”

      Trembling and gripping her covers with white knuckles, Veronica asked, “What do you want, Night Flyer, I presume?”

      “Indeed,” Florentina stated, exhibiting all her willpower to hold back an amused grin. “It has come to my attention your lover, Cosimo d’Este, was arrested for various crimes. Do you plan to testify against him?”

      “How? Who?” The woman faltered over her words, her expression becoming more astonished than before.

      “I know everything that occurs in my city,” the Night Flyer said in an authoritative tone. “Just like I know about your scheme to coerce florins from Madelena Carcano.” With the proclamation, she crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Veronica with cold, dangerous eyes.

      “No, no,” she backtracked, completely awake and flustered to the point of comedy. “That is not what I meant. I was only asking for a loan.”

      Florentina raised an eyebrow. “I read the letter you sent to her.”

      “Oh.” Veronica’s face went blank.

      “Here is what is going to happen,” the Night Flyer stated as fact, not a suggestion or even a demand. “You are going to pack your bags tonight and be on the first transport out of town tomorrow. It is no less than what people will expect, what with your ‘employer’ being put into jail. If you stay too long, the authorities will come to question you, mayhap even suspect you of being his accomplice.”

      “I never!” she exclaimed. “I had no idea he was involved in any of those things people are talking about—stealing from the merchant docks, holding people prisoner. He never mentioned anything about those despicable actions, I swear!”

      Florentina was apt to believe Veronica’s ignorance of Cosimo’s crimes. She inclined her head. “You will leave Milan tomorrow and never come back. You will not try to contact Madelena again, nor will you speak of her to people you meet in your new city. You will be too busy finding someone new to manipulate.”

      “Manipulate?” Outrage, or fake outrage, flooded her features. “And you cannot dictate to me where I can and cannot live.”

      The Night Flyer lifted her crossbow once more and shot a bolt into the edge of the pillow above Veronica’s head.

      “Alright, I’ll leave Milan,” Veronica agreed, sliding farther down under her covers.

      “And I will know where you are, who you associate with, what you speak about,” Florentina warned. “It will be just as simple for me to find you anywhere as it was to find you here. And next time, I may aim to hit you.”

      “Th-that will not be necessary,” she uttered with hands shaking. “I was right about you and Maddie,” she offered. “And just so you understand, I never meant her any harm. I adore Madelena, I would never-”

      The Night Flyer raised her crossbow again, an impatient mouth and chin showing below her mask. “I look out for her. You should look out for yourself and go far, far away.”

      “Yes, well, all things considered,” Veronica concluded. “I believe it would be in my best interest.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night Florentina slipped into Maddie’s bed wearing a short silk shift and a satisfied smile. She reveled in the knowledge the trouble-making, former paramour of Maddie’s would be long gone by this time tomorrow. She found further pleasure in the warmth that greeted her beneath the sheets.

      “How did it go with Veronica?” Maddie nestled closer to her, moonlight from the open window casting the room in silvery light.

      “I suspect she has seen the error of her ways and the advantages of moving to a new city with all haste.” Fiore kissed her forehead and brushed smooth strands of red hair from her cheek. She caressed her beautiful face and gazed affectionately into dazzling green eyes.

      Those eyes darkened as a demure smile crossed Maddie’s lips. “Have you recovered your energy?” Her fingers danced their way across Florentina’s body, raising amorous sensations to heights of bliss.

      Fiore’s eyes gleamed with delight. “I am so rested I could make love to you all night long.” A fresh wave of vibrations pulsed through her at the thought.

      “In that case….” Madelena claimed her mouth, which Florentina willingly gave, along with her heart, her mind, her soul, and her body—everything she was or would ever be.

      

      
        
        Watch for book five of the Night Flyer Series, Shadows over Milan coming soon!
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      I hope you have enjoyed reading Missing in Milan, book four of the Night Flyer Series. If so, please take a few moments to drop a review at Amazon, Goodreads, or your favorite book site. Reviews are of extreme importance to authors, and I personally thank you very much for posting a review of this novel.

      In case you haven’t read the earlier books of the series, you can find them here:

      Merchants of Milan: My Book

      Secrets of Milan: My Book

      Chaos in Milan: My Book

      If you liked the Night Flyer Series, you are sure to enjoy Heart of Sherwood: My Book

      Be sure to check out my stand-alone historical fantasy adventure, Viking Quest: My Book

      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/

      Please sign up for the Past and Prologue Newsletter so you can keep up to date with new releases, interesting insights, and experiences from my personal life. Thank you for your patronage.

      https://www.subscribepage.com/v9a7t3?fbclid=IwAR19M3qoHdUqvvCp4rw1YP87lf1AOJZgAmrBpUu3hrbkGHqgwH0Pgmjxjxk
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      Edale Lane is an award-winning author (Rainbow Awards, Imaginarium Awards, Lesfic Bard Awards) who also drives a truck. She is the alter-ego of author Melodie Romeo, (Tribute in Blood, Terror in Time, and others) who founded Past and Prologue Press. Both identities are qualified to write historical fiction by virtue of an MA in History and 24 years spent as a teacher, along with skill and dedication regarding research. A native of Vicksburg, MS, Edale (or Melodie) is also a musician who loves animals, gardening, and nature. When not driving around North America, she resides with her partner in beautiful Chilliwack, B.C. Canada.
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