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Because the way he thought, taught and wrote history
made it as exciting as any novel.
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THE RISE AND FALL OF THE BORGIAS



	1492
	Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia elected Pope Alexander VI



	1493
	Cesare Borgia, aged eighteen, made a cardinal
Lucrezia Borgia, thirteen, married to Giovanni Sforza, Duke of Pesaro Juan Borgia, sixteen, travels to Spain to marry into the Spanish royal family



	1494
	The French invade Italy at the behest of the Duke of Milan, Ludovico Sforza
French forces occupy Rome before going on to take Naples



	1496
	During the occupation of Naples a new sexual plague (syphilis) erupts
The French leave Italy; an Italian alliance, organised by the Pope, defeats them at the Battle of Fornova
Juan Borgia leads an attack against the Orsini family for their treachery during the French invasion



	1497
	Juan is killed by unknown assailants. The Orsini are suspected Lucrezia Borgia’s marriage is dissolved on the grounds of non-consummation



	1498
	Cesare Borgia leaves the Church to become head of the papal army Lucrezia is married into the house of Naples to cement the Spanish alliance



	1499
	Cesare visits France. He is offered marriage and alliance by the French king, and together they invade Italy and take Milan Cesare, with French troops, starts a campaign against the Papal States



	1500
	Birth of Lucrezia’s child, Rodrigo
Lucrezia’s marriage is now strategically inconvenient; her husband is murdered by Cesare’s bodyguard, Michelotto



	1501
	Marriage is arranged between Lucrezia and the d’Este family in Ferrara



	1502
	Lucrezia travels to Ferrara to marry Alfonso d’Este, Duke Elect Cesare takes Urbino
Lucrezia’s illness, near-death and the stillbirth of her child
Cesare’s mercenaries, in league with Orsini, revolt
Cesare is victorious at Sinigaglia, taking revenge against the Orsini family



	1503
	Pope Alexander VI dies of malarial fever
Cesare’s near-death from the same malady
Pope Pius III is elected; his reign lasts twenty-three days
The Borgias’ arch-enemy Giuliano della Rovere is elected Pope Julius II



	1505
	Ercole d’Este dies. Alfonso and Lucrezia become rulers of Ferrara



	1507
	Cesare’s death, after imprisonment in Spain



	1513
	Niccolò Machiavelli writes The Prince. It will be published posthumously in 1532



	1519
	Lucrezia’s death, at the age of thirty-nine, after the birth of her fourth child







As an eagle may fly carrying a tortoise in his mouth, then drop it to the ground so that the fall smashes open its shell …

Niccolò Machiavelli on the vagaries of fortune

History’s third dimension is always fiction.

Herman Hesse, The Glass Bead Game






PROLOGUE

FLORENCE, JANUARY 1502

You couldn’t call him tall; he was barely an inch bigger than her, and wiry in stature. His soot-black hair was cut unfashionably close to his head and his face, broad at the eyes, tapered via a thin nose to a sharp clean-shaven chin. The word weasel had come to mind when they first met. But strangely it hadn’t put her off. Marietta Corsini had known already that her future husband was clever (he had a job in government, and everyone knew men like that needed a wheelbarrow to carry their thoughts), and within a few minutes he had made her laugh. He had also made her blush, for there had been something in his bright-eyed concentration, his almost animal quiver energy, that seemed to be half undressing her. By the time they had said their goodbyes she was smitten, and six months of marriage has done nothing to change that.

He leaves for work each day at dawn. In the beginning she had hoped that her nest-ripe body might tempt him to linger a while. Florence is rife with stories of married men who use early risings as excuses to visit their mistresses, and he had come with a reputation for enjoying life. But even if that were the case, there’s nothing she can do about it, not least because wherever he is going, this husband of hers has already ‘gone’ from her long before he gets out of the door.

In fact, Niccolò Machiavelli doesn’t leave the warmth of his marriage bed for any other woman (he can do that easily enough on his way home), but because the day’s dispatches arrive at the Palazzo della Signoria early and it is his greatest pleasure as well as his duty to be among the first to read them.

His journey takes him down Via Guicciardini on the south side of the city and across the river Arno via the Ponte Vecchio. A maverick winter snowfall has turned into a grimy frost and the ground cracks like small animal bones under his feet. On the bridge fresh carcasses are being unloaded into the butchers’ shops. Through the open shutters he catches glimpses of the river, its surface a silvery apricot under the rising sun. A feral dog streaks across his path, going for a gobbet of offal near the wheel of a cart. It earns him a kick in the ribs for his daring but his jaws remain firmly clenched over the prize. Scavenging opportunist, Niccolò thinks, not without a certain admiration. Stick a feathered hat on him and give him a sword and you’ve got half the country. How long ago was that business in the city of Fermo? Christmas, yes? He’d opened the dispatch himself: the Duke’s ‘loving’ nephew had invited his uncle to a seasonal dinner, then locked the doors and slaughtered him and his entire council, taking the title for himself. In the chancery, his staff was laying bets on how long till the next murderous dinner invitation, but Niccolò’s money is on the usurper. While the man may be a thug, he’s also a mercenary leader in Cesare Borgia’s army, which makes him a thug with powerful allies.

Across the bridge, he passes by the side of San Pier Scheraggio church, out into the open space of the Piazza della Signoria, dominated by the handsome crenellated palace of government. To the left of the main doors is a weathered bronze statue; the figure of Judith, calm, concentrated, a raised sword in her right hand poised to slice through the neck of Holofernes, who sits painfully twisted at her feet. Niccolò gives her a silent salute. He knows men in government who find it unnerving to be greeted daily by the sight of a woman administering justice to a man, but they are missing the point. Donatello’s statue, plundered from the Medici palace and placed here eight years before, stands as a deliberate reminder to the republic of Florence that she would never again allow the dictatorship of a single family.

Alas, the gap between the ideal and reality in politics is enough to give most men vertigo. If Judith were to lift up her eyes now, she would be looking at the place in the piazza where they had burned the Dominican friar Savonarola, whose fanatical devotion to God’s laws had made him another kind of tyrant. Every time Niccolò passes a tavern where some idiot cook has burned a carcass on a spit, the sick-sweet smell of caramelised fat and flesh has him back inside the crowd, straining to see the stake over the shoulders of bigger men. He had never witnessed a public burning before—Florence has little fondness for such barbarity—and Savonarola had been garroted before the faggots were lit to stop his cries. The crowd too had been eerily silent. He’d forced himself to stay to the bitter end, watching the soldiers gather up every scrap of bone and ash and throw it into the river so nothing was left as a relic.

He’d known then that Florence had a challenge ahead of her, re-establishing a working republic after so much madness. And if he is confident in public – for that is his job – in private he has grave doubts.

He slips into the palazzo through a side entrance, exchanging a joke with a sleepy guard, before climbing a spiral staircase that takes him through the great central hall, up a further flight into the council rooms and offices above. His desk is in a small antechamber set off from the main salon, with its gilded wooden ceiling and patterned fleur-de-lis walls. The temperature is almost as cold inside as out. When the elected members gather there will be braziers and fires lit, but as a hired hand he has his own clay bottle and must send out for regular refills to stop his feet from turning to ice. He will do it later: once the seals on the day’s dispatches are broken he won’t feel the cold.

It is Niccolò’s business, as head of the second chancery and secretary to the Council of Ten for Liberty and Peace, to keep abreast of every shift and change in the political landscape of the country. For as long as he can remember, such things have fascinated him. He was barely thirteen years old when his father had placed a newly printed copy of Livy’s History of Rome in front of him, and like every first great love affair, it has coloured the way he sees the world ever since.

‘This is the most treasured possession this house now holds, you hear me?’ Such dry humour his father practised. ‘In a fire you had better look to yourself, for this will be the man I save first.’

He wonders sometimes what the great Livy would make of this modern Italy. In his own mind he sees the peninsula as a great ragged boot hanging off the Alps, the leather mottled and discoloured by the vicissitudes of history. In the north, for the second time in a decade, a French army is in occupation, ruling Milan and overshadowing a dozen smaller states close by. On the Adriatic coast, Venice is puffed up with her own wealth and battles with the Turks, while the wild lands of the south are under the control of the Spanish, with a few old French strongholds inside.

But it is what is happening in the middle that would have surely fascinated Livy the most.

The speed and ferocity of the rise of the Borgia family have taken everyone by surprise. Of course Rome has had unscrupulous popes before, men who quietly favoured the fortunes of their ‘nephews’ or ‘nieces’. But this, this is different. Here is a Pope, Alexander VI, who openly acknowledges and uses his illegitimate children as weapons to create a new dynastic power block; his eldest son Cesare, once a cardinal, marches at the head of a mercenary army conquering a line of city-states historically owned by the Church, while his daughter, Lucrezia, is the family’s prize marriage pawn.

Two of the day’s dispatches bring further news of the Borgia project. Lucrezia is now halfway across Italy with an entourage the size of a small army, en route to her third husband, the Duke elect of Ferrara. Meanwhile, the Pope and his son, on a lap of honour to celebrate their latest conquests, the state of Piombino and the island of Elba, are making an early departure by boat back to Rome. How long till they arrive? If the wind obliges, the water will carry them faster than any road in winter, though it’s not a journey that he himself would choose to make. At least the rest of Tuscany will breathe easily for a while; a soldier at sea cannot be a duke leading an army on land.

He is filleting the dispatches ready for the council morning briefing when he hears the sounds of the great bells from the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore marking the starting hour of the day. His thoughts move briefly to the cathedral workshop where the Florentine sculptor Michelangelo has spent the last nine months chiselling into a block of flawed marble, commissioned by the state to produce a great statue of David to be placed on the façade of the cathedral. No one has been allowed near the work, but the leaked gossip talks more of its emerging size than its beauty. It remains to be seen whether it will be powerful enough to shield the city from the Borgia Goliath.

As the last chimes die away, a series of contorted male shrieks rise up from somewhere nearby; a late coupling between the sheets or a few early knife thrusts into a belly? He smiles. Such are the sounds of his beloved city, the sounds indeed of the whole of Italy.
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There is no outrage or crime that is not openly practised in the Vatican palace. The Borgia pope is an abyss of vice, a subverter of all justice … All fear him and his son, Cesare, who from being a cardinal has made himself into an assassin and at whose orders men are killed, thrown into the Tiber and despoiled of all possessions.

Anonymous letter circulated in Rome
December 1501






CHAPTER 1

It is late afternoon and the papal galleys are becalmed under a scrubbed blue sky. They had left Piombino with the dawn, pushed on by a temperamental wind that changed its mind too often for comfort, until it deserted them entirely, leaving them to drift like dreamers rocked on a gentle sea. To starboard, the Tuscan coast is a thick charcoal line on the horizon. The two vessels are separated by a hundred yards; Pope Alexander behind, Cesare, Duke Valentine, in front.

Despite the cold, Alexander, swaddled in furs on deck, is greatly enjoying himself. A magnificent trip this has been; a Pope embraced by his people, from hermit monks with stinking breath to hosts of pretty women eager to kiss his robes and hang on his every word. He could happily have stayed longer, but Cesare, as ever, is pushing the pace. Alexander would relish another sunset over the water, though it could scarcely rival the one that had accompanied them into Piombino harbour five days before. Despite a lifetime in ill-lit rooms thrashing out Church politics, this bear of a man still has wonder in him when it comes to nature, and had watched entranced as the sun descended slowly into the sea, like a giant red-hot metal disc pulled by some powerful lodestone beneath the surface. Such delight he had felt at his own flourish of poetry! He should leave Rome more often. Even the prince of Christendom deserves a little leisure amid the burden of work.

On the galley in front, Cesare is less even-tempered. Italy’s most feared warrior is not at his best on water. When the weather is benign he is uncomfortable with the infinity of emptiness, and when the wind rises, slicing the sea and making the deck lurch beneath his feet, his stomach lurches with it. To be at the mercy of his own gut is a humiliation that can easily shade into aggression. What he needs is a little danger to get his nerves singing louder than his innards.

He crosses to the port deck where the captain is standing, studying the western sky. He places himself next to him, bracing his legs and resting one hand on the rail in unconscious imitation. ‘What do you see out there?’

‘Nothing, My Lord. Only weather.’ Burned bronze with a bush of black curls, the man looks as if he has been hewn out of a trunk of Indian ebony. If it wasn’t for the papal insignia on his back one might take him for some kind of infidel.

‘What weather? There is none. If it stays this calm we will be stranded here all night. Why aren’t we using the oars still?’

‘The oarsmen are tired. They need a rest,’ he says, his eyes never wavering from the horizon.

The air is still, not even a hint of breeze. Apart from the lazy slap of water against wood, it feels as if the world has stopped moving. Cesare falls silent, squinting out into an endless nothing. His only experience of such stillness is the anticipation on a battlefield before the first cannon are fired. Could it be that there are sails somewhere out there, just beyond his eye’s reach? Is that what the captain is seeing?

These last days his thoughts have been running on piracy. Stories of how the citizens of his new state of Piombino and the island of Elba live in constant fear of attack from infidels, descending out of a clear sea, overrunning villages, slaughtering the men and carrying the screaming women and children back to their ships. Years later one might hear of children taken in this way coming up for sale at the slave market in Venice and finding their way into a house where, through the mist of time, they would recognise the lilt of a mother’s lullaby or words of the Lord’s Prayer, though by then they worship only heathen gods. At this point in the retelling, his father’s eyes had been glistening with pity. Cesare, in contrast, had been boiling with fantasies of revenge.

My God, how he would like to take them on. To slice open their pagan Turkish bellies and set fire to their sails halfway to Constantinople. If their galleys were to appear on the horizon now, they would see what even a handful of Christian warriors could do. He has already studied the guns mounted on the hull, knows their range and capacity, and has quizzed the crewmen on the business of aiming over water. He would like to see the damage done when a cannon ball rips through a wooden hull. Had not his namesake Caesar taken on a whole Egyptian fleet and sunk it into the depths? Or was that the Emperor Augustus? Recently his grasp of history is becoming blurred inside the accelerated creation of his own myth.

‘Do pirates sail this far south?’

‘We are in no danger, Duke Valentine. The papal galleys are built to outrun anything on the sea if the men put their backs to it.’

‘We wouldn’t stand and fight?’

‘No.’

‘Afraid of a few infidels?’

‘Fear is not the issue, My Lord,’ he says evenly. A ship’s captain shares command with no one, and he is finding it hard to conceal his dislike for this young papal bastard who thinks he knows better than everyone around him. ‘It is the value of the cargo we are carrying.’

A cockroach skids across the boards close to their feet. Cesare, an expert at detecting criticism in compliment, stamps fast, relishing the crunch.

‘Why don’t you steer closer to the shore and launch the rowing boat? Corveto can’t be far away. My men and I could be back in Rome by morning.’

‘It is not safe, My Lord. The coast here has hidden reefs. The boat could be blown onto them.’

‘By what? The sea’s as flat as a nun’s chest.’

‘Now, yes,’ the captain says, his attention also on the deck and the sight of a second cockroach scuttling wildly. ‘But in these waters it can change without warning.’ Behind it comes another, and another.

‘Your vermin have good sea legs,’ Cesare says angrily as his boot comes down again. ‘Or maybe they too are bored with waiting.’

The captain, ignoring the insult, lifts his eyes back to the horizon and moves off quickly down the boat.

Has he sensed it already, this man who knows the sea better than the body of a best-loved mistress? What is it? A certain tang in the air? A muscle movement of water in the distance? Or perhaps the cockroaches have told him, for God often gives unexpected gifts to his most despised creations.

Whatever it is, he knows they will not outrun it on the manpower of these oarsmen. He has never seen such a scrawny bunch of galley slaves. He sends a message to the sailor in the crow’s nest to unfurl a flag requesting that the Pope’s boat make up speed to join them. It would be safer if the two vessels were closer together.

Alexander registers the jolt as the oars start dipping and pulling at the water. He has been halfway across Italy in his thoughts, travelling with his daughter as she moves from town to town, her smile seducing everyone she meets. His sweet Lucrezia. It has been only a few weeks since they took leave of each other, but already her absence is a wound inside him. My God, her husband had better appreciate her, or he will send an army to get her back.

The galley is picking up speed, and he turns to watch the oarsmen at work. From the raised deck he can see their bowed heads and shoulders, hear their grunts, almost feel the stretch and heave of muscle and sinew. The fleet had been in dry dock when the late decision was taken to cover part of the journey to and from Piombino by boat (Cesare’s whim as ever), and his Master of Ceremonies had spent hours fretting about having to pull men from Rome’s prisons to make up the bulk of the labour. Poor creatures. Even criminals who serve their Pope deserve to keep their arms in their sockets, he thinks. I shall bless them all when the trip is over. He, who would stitch up a dozen cardinals if he could bleed more money out of them, has always had a soft spot for those manifestly weaker than himself.

But this is not the moment to dwell on tender feelings. A slap of wind on his cheek pulls his eyes towards the horizon. In the west where once there had been a spotless sky a glowering band of cloud is now rising, heavy with rain. It moves fast, lifting, spreading, darkening, so that even as he watches the low winter sun is swallowed up inside it. The temperature is dropping and the water is now an iron grey, the surface lashed into flurries by the worsening wind. As the agitation grows the galley starts to roll under his feet. He braces himself against the rail. How fast the change! It is as if Neptune has filled his giant cheeks, and with one enormous breath is blowing a fully formed storm over the rim of the world.

His chaplains are already at his side, hurrying him towards the deckhouse as the first raindrops hit, fat as birdshit, soaking everything they touch. Above their heads a jagged line of lightning slices the sky. He grips the rail tighter. He is a man who knows about storms at sea and the havoc they can wreak. On a journey back from Spain as papal legate twenty – no, surely it must be thirty – years ago now, his fleet had been not far from this same coast when the water had started to rise and hiss and he had watched helplessly as a companion galley was blown shoreward to be smashed like a bundle of kindling on a submerged reef of rocks. For months afterwards in his dreams he could hear the sound of the wind mixed with the screams of drowning men. The Lord had gained a host of churchmen and courtiers that day, may their souls rest in peace. He can still recite most of their names and see a few of their faces. God damn Cesare’s impatience, he thinks. It is the disease of youth to mistake speed for strategy. They should have stayed in Piombino for another day rather than giving in to his insistence on returning to Rome.

‘Get your men under cover.’ On the boat in front the captain shouts to Cesare as he moves past him to reach the wheelhouse. ‘I need the deck clear for the crew.’

‘I told you we should have used the oars! We could have been halfway to Rome by now,’ Cesare spits back, the mast above them creaking under the whip of the wind. ‘How long will it last?’

‘As long as the Lord decrees,’ the captain mutters, making a rapid sign of the cross as he turns into the force of the gale.

In her room in the ducal palace of Urbino, Lucrezia’s feet hurt. When she walks her soles burn and when her toes are released at night they still feel pinioned together. The pain is more than the bondage of fashion: her wedding-dowry shoes, twenty-seven pairs of the finest perfumed Spanish leather made from a template of her feet, each one hand-sewn, gilded, jewelled, perfumed and shipped from Valencia, had arrived too late to be fitted and tested before they were used.

It would be better if she did not dance so much. But how can she resist? She, who loves to glide and twirl and skip through feasts and celebrations night after night, so applauded that after a while her partners fall away, clutching feigned stitches in their sides to show off her grace and stamina. No, Lucrezia Borgia must dance; it is one of the joys of her life. And more than that, it is what is expected of her.

Perhaps if there were fewer miles between festivities. In the twelve days since they left Rome they have visited almost as many towns and are still only halfway to Ferrara. It would be a punishing schedule even in the best weather, for this is not so much a journey as a campaign trail; the Pope’s daughter conquering city after city with charm rather than cannon. In the beginning, she had wrapped herself in furs and battled the freezing air. Those first days it had been snowing – snow in Rome! – and she had been amazed how people had flocked out to see her. She had waved and smiled and smiled again. If they could brave the weather then surely so could she. But the snow turned into heavy rain and ugly sucking mud, so that recently she has retreated to her litter. It is comfortable enough on the open roads, but when it comes to the slopes of the Apennines and towns like Gubbio and now Urbino, the steep winding paths have her lurching and jostled until her bones have started to protest.

She settles herself into the cushioned window seat in this latest bedchamber. There is a fire in the grate and tapestries on the walls. How delicious to be warm again. Outside, she hears the traffic of chests pulled along flagstone floors. It takes an age to settle the household of courtiers and servants who travel with her. Tonight’s accommodation is particularly magnificent. The palace of Urbino is famed throughout Italy as a treasure house of the new culture. They will have precious little time to appreciate it, she thinks with a sigh. The trunks will barely have been opened before they must be packed up and loaded again, and this evening will merge into all the others: an orgy of good will and gifts, bowing, kissing, sweet words, compliments, and of course dancing. Her feet sing out in sympathy. She longs for a day when she can sleep later than the dawn, or pass a few hours reading or washing her hair; the chance to be alone, sullen, even sad for a while.

Above the marble fireplace is a sculptured frieze of naked cherubs, parading joyfully, clutching golden horns and tambourines. The miracle of chubby flesh hewn out of stone. Before she gave birth to Rodrigo she barely noticed such creatures. Now she sees babies and cherubs everywhere. The sculptor must have had boy children of his own to breathe such individual life into each body. She imagines one of them clambering onto her lap, fat little arms thrown around her neck. The marble skin grows soft and warm in her mind. She bends her head involuntarily to smell the perfume of his scalp, such a mass of fair curls already, so different from the dark hair of his father.

‘Madonna Lucrezia? Do I disturb?’

‘No, no, Signor Pozzi,’ she says, brushing the imagined little body off her skirts as she regains her composure. ‘I am savouring my surroundings. I still don’t understand why we can’t stay longer. The Duke and Duchess of Urbino are so magnanimous in their hospitality, moving out of their own palace to make room for us. It seems impolite to remain for only one night.’

The Ferrarese envoy shuffles his feet. This is a conversation he had hoped was over.

‘My Lady, I assure you they understand very well the constraints that the journey and the weather put upon us. We have a great many miles to travel to Ferrara and the date of your marriage is—’

‘—Oh, I know the date as well as you. It is engraved upon my heart, and I would give anything for it to have arrived already, as I am in a fever of expectation to meet my dear husband.’ And it is said so prettily that who could doubt its sincerity? ‘But.’ She pauses. ‘If I am to please him in the way I would wish, then I must be allowed to catch my breath.’

Born Gian Luca Pozzi, this seasoned diplomat is known to everyone in the Borgia entourage as ‘Stilts’, because his legs are unnaturally long for his body, so that when he walks he must take stilted little steps to allow the ladies to keep up with him. He has been at Lucrezia’s side for months, sending back reports to his master, the Duke of Ferrara, on her character and worthiness for marriage into the house of Este. Now it is his job to get her to the wedding ceremony on time.

‘Also, not only is Urbino joined in dynastic marriage to my new home in Ferrara,’ she continues with a pointed seriousness, ‘but it is in alliance with His Holiness, Pope Alexander. I think both of my fathers would see it as politic for us to enjoy more of the city’s welcome, wouldn’t you agree?’

The envoy munches at his cheek. When the Pope is brought into play it is always a sign that this delicate young woman, who often appears to have no thought in her head past the choice of her next outfit, is digging in her heels. Outside, the rain is a percussion of nervous drumbeats against the leaded windows. Urbino is famous for its modernity and not all her rooms have been so finely protected against draughts. Throughout the palace there is an air of people shaking out their wet clothes and settling in to stay.

‘My dear lady, you must help me here. I—’

‘And’ – her voice remains sweet despite the rise in volume – ‘you will have noticed that a few of my ladies are at war with phlegm and fever. This morning Angela was almost too sick to travel. If she should pass such an ailment on to me … well … Duke Ercole, my new father, would never forgive you if I arrived in Ferrara weak as a kitten.’

Pozzi smiles bleakly. His employer will forgive him even less if she gets there late, since the astrologers singled out the date six months ago and half of Italy is on the move to be there in time. As for Madonna Lucrezia’s health, there are things he could suggest: she could dance less and sleep more, or cut down the time spent on her daily toilette. But there would be no point. The Pope has made it clear to all that having paid a fortune to marry his daughter, he intends to get his money’s worth, using this journey as a way to show her off.

Not that she will disappoint. Of that he is sure. There may be more beautiful women in Italy, but there is something in that mix of grace and vivacity, especially when she is on the dance floor, where her feet seem to barely touch the ground, that seduces whoever is in her orbit.

Like many others, he had arrived at the Vatican court his ears ringing with gossip, expecting to find some vain vixen, racked by lust and cruelty. Yet within weeks his dispatches were filled with descriptions of her sweetness and modesty. It has taken him a little longer to discover the metal beneath the softness. But then it has been years since the state of Ferrara had its own duchess, and it’s possible he has forgotten the subterfuge of clever women, how stubborn their gentleness can be. If the lady will not be moved, then what can be done? He lifts his hands in submission.

‘Excellent,’ she laughs, victory lighting up her face and making her look younger than her twenty-one years. ‘We shall leave the day after tomorrow well rested. My brother’s emissaries will guide us through his cities to Bologna and from there we can travel by barge. Which will be kinder to all of us and’ – now a hint of the coquette – ‘once I am caught on your glorious river Po, well, I shall not be able to get off. Isn’t that right, my dear Pozzi?’

He bows, his smile as professional as his frown. Tonight’s dispatch is already written in his head: in battles of diplomacy no skirmish is too small to fight and no defeat so big to mean the loss of the war.

He is barely out of the door before she is on her feet calling to her ladies. ‘Angela, Nicola, Camilla … Leave the unpacking. The palace of Urbino is waiting for us!’

* * *

Off the Tuscan coast, both galleys are now playthings of the storm, though the Pope’s ship, further out to sea, is taking the brunt. The rain is a sheet of water driven horizontally by the gale, with waves rising high as a fortress wall, so that as each one hits it is impossible to tell freshwater from brine. The vessel is equally confused, one moment pushing forward, scaling a cliff of water to a crest, where it seems to stop like a gasped breath before crashing down with a force that feels each time as if it must shatter the hull. Then everything shifts and suddenly the boat is yawing and what is not nailed down yaws with it, careering from port to starboard and back again. The deck is a death trap; any man losing his footing will only save himself when he slams into something nailed down, and unless his grip is iron-tight he will be ripped up by the next wave and thrown into the sea. In the stern, the oarsmen are lying flat, their oars tied under their bodies; in such violence any untethered object becomes a battering ram, a flying club.

The crew, who earn free liquor on shore by telling shipwreck stories that have landlubbers’ eyes popping out of their heads, are paying dearly for every embellishment uttered. Each lashing, smashing wave brings another emergency: a shred of canvas yanked from the furled sail, a buckled timber, more bailing as the galley ships yet more water. It is an old torture: stick a man in a prison pit where the water never stops rising, so that the only way to survive is to keep on pumping. In their nightmares they will be bailing water for years to come. As the next wave hits, a few start to wail and cry out, their voices barely heard against the mad shrieks of the wind and the snarls and groans of splintering wood. The storm is discordant with its own orchestra of suffering.

And in the midst of it all, inside the deckhouse, the Holy Pontiff of Rome, vicar of all Christian souls on earth, wedged in his chair, encased in furs, is singing psalms loudly.

Fortune, a wayward goddess at her best, is at her most capricious at such moments. When events spin out of control she will happily abandon men who daily practise only unfailing kindness and virtue. Equally, she takes perverse pleasure in protecting those who, merciless in life, show a natural magnificence when the dragon roars in their face. Rodrigo Borgia has always been such a man. Faced by enemy guns outside of Rome he opened the gates and invited them in. When a thunderbolt split a chimney in the Vatican, pulling a ceiling down on his head, and the palace went mad bewailing the death of the Pope, he had sat calmly under a mountain of rubble until they pulled him out unscathed, saved by a miraculous junction of two fallen rafters which had locked a few inches above his head. His beatific smile as he emerged had been something to see.

He is lucky in another way too: inside that carthorse body sits the stomach of a merman. So while others are emptying their guts onto the cabin floor, it is now, with the storm at its height, that he sees fit to take himself out on deck.

Inside the howling rain, Cesare’s galley is nowhere to be seen. Still, Alexander is sure it is out there, somewhere close. For so many years he has been working for this moment of his life: the founding of a Borgia state in Italy through the brawn of his son and the loins of his daughter. They have come too far and are too close for it to end here. He would never feel such calm if at this moment Cesare were sinking under the waves. Not even the most righteous God would be that cruel.

The captain, lashed to the wheel, sees the outline of the papal bulk in the rain, and starts yelling and gesticulating for him to go back inside. But Alexander, flanked by two chaplains, only lifts his hand in blessing. Two nearby sailors register his presence, and in the lull before the next wave they throw themselves at his feet, bury their faces in the wet silk of his hem and cry out for him to save them with his prayers. He gestures for the chaplains to raise them up and blesses them individually, taking their sodden bodies into a deep embrace, like a father to his sons.

As the next blinding wall of water hits, the chaplains use their own weight to pin the Pope against the deckhouse to shield him from the worst. When they see him emerge from the soaking still standing, other sailors start calling out in prayer.

‘Do not fear, my sons,’ he bellows into the wind. ‘The Lord shows the violent majesty of His work to those He loves most. You have His greatest servant on board and He will not let you down.’

They can barely make out a word he is saying, but the fact that he is there at all is a thing of wonder. Sailors know the scriptures of the sea better than any man: Jonah given shelter in the body of a whale, Moses parting the waves with his hands, and the Lord himself, choosing only fishermen to follow him, calming troubled waters and walking upon the sea as if it were the land.

The Lord is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer.

The Pope bellows out the words of the eighteenth psalm.

In my distress I called upon the Lord.

His chaplains’ practised voices braid together with his, and for a moment the sound seems to find a pathway through the gale. Or could it be that the force of the wind is dipping just a little?

To my God I cried for help

From his temple he heard my voice.

The next waves soak but the punch they deliver seems less angry. A few of the sailors who recognise the words of the psalm begin to yell them out in wavering voices; even the captain himself calls into the wind:

The Lord reached down from on high, and He took me.

He drew me out of many waters.

There is no question: the force of the rain is lessening and the boat is holding her own inside the waves.

He drew me out of many waters.

The worst – and it is surely a miracle – is over.

Lucrezia and her ladies flit through the palace like a flock of multicoloured birds. If any of them were sick they have made a miraculous recovery. An extra day! Such a victory their mistress has achieved over the stuffy Stilts. They wheel up and down marble staircases, through dozens of elegant, connected salons. In one they sit cheek to cheek with gargoyle faces carved into stone seats. In another they sigh over portraits of female saints and martyrs, so exquisitely dressed that it makes them think of fashion rather than sacrifice. In a third they stand transfixed before a painting of a fabulous new city, perfect in its pristine architecture and proportions. What is Stilts always saying about Ferrara? How the old Duke has built a whole other town in the modern style. ‘Imagine living in such a place, My Lady Duchess! We could dust the marble streets with our skirts!’

And they all laugh, for they are experts in enthusiasm. These pretty women are all that is left now of Lucrezia’s life in Rome. Exiled together, they have been picked for their youth and gaiety along with their loyalty and breeding. Some have grown up with her, seeing her through times of joy as well as sorrow, others freshly recruited to mark this new turn in her life. They are her bodyguard against homesickness and they take their work as seriously as any armed cohort. A few rooms later, when they come upon a painting of the Virgin Mother holding a Christ child, his faraway gaze older than his baby flesh, they watch her carefully. Is the shine in her eyes an appreciation of beauty or the onslaught of memory?

‘My Lady, My Lady. Come! Come over here. Isn’t this the ugliest man you have ever seen?’ Angela Borgia, distant cousin by birth, is the newest and most mischievous of the flock. At fifteen, what does she know of the vicissitudes of life? ‘I’d run a mile if he came anywhere near me!’

‘Hush,’ Lucrezia smiles. She knows how alert they are to any sign of sorrow. It is why, sometimes, she chooses to be alone. ‘That is a painting of our host’s dead father and his Duchess.’

‘Well, whoever he is, he is still uglier than sin. See how she insists on being separated from him, even in paint.’

The profiles of husband and wife stare coldly out at each other from a divided frame: her face as ordinary as countless other women of her age, his a study in hideousness: squashed and misshapen, with a jutting chin, a bulging fish eye and a viciously beaked nose that looks as if someone has hacked a wedge out of the bridge. Since court artists are employed to flatter, the honesty of this ugliness makes it almost shocking.

‘Oh, but you are right, My Lady!’ Angela squeals. ‘I see the family resemblance now! Think about the present Duke Urbino. His chin would come into a room well before him if he stood upright enough to carry it. He’s like … like a walking question mark!’

‘And you know what everyone says: how that is not his only ailment?’ another adds darkly.

‘And what exactly does “everyone” say, Camilla?’

The women exchange hasty glances. They recognise their mistress’s high tone, but raised in the cesspit of Rome, where gossip is as normal as breathing, they simply cannot help themselves.

‘That the Duke of Urbino can’t do it!’ Angela jumps in with a theatrical whisper. ‘He is a gelded goat. Isn’t that right?’ She turns to her companions eagerly; this tasty morsel is new, and it is best to be sure of its veracity.

‘Yes, no, it’s true, My Lady.’

And now they all pile in.

‘Though that doesn’t stop him trying.’

‘Apparently his wife never knows when it’s going to happen, and she has to fight him off, because he jumps on her like a dog.’

‘Sometimes he even tries to hump her leg.’

‘No! Drusilla, Camilla, Angela! All of you.’ Lucrezia struggles to keep her face stern as she puts her hands over her ears. She has been too much the victim of outrageous slander to believe every rumour that floats in the air. ‘Our host the Duke is a fine man and his wife Elisabetta an even finer woman; cultivated and modest. We are guests in their home and I will hear no more of this.’

Still, once it has been said, how can she ever look at Elisabetta in the same way, her or her question-mark husband? Such is the greasy slide from rumour into fact.

She detaches herself from the group and makes her way into the next chamber where a set of elegant windows is lit by the setting sun. She pushes open the intricately leaded frame. It is high up here and the drop to the valley floor is breathtaking. The greatest marvel of the palace of Urbino is how it could have been built at all. That had been her first thought as she glimpsed it from the road: how it seemed to sprout out of sheer rock, its dazzling white façade decorated by two delicate Byzantine towers soaring up towards the heavens. Looking down, she sees the very same path they travelled, like a length of dirty cord winding through the valley floor. Anyone standing here now could spot an invading force twenty, even thirty miles away.

She thinks of Cesare and his reputation for war; how his cannons have blown apart seemingly impregnable fortresses to take half a dozen cities north of here. His military success is the only reason she is here at all. Though she might carry with her a dowry to make a sultan’s eyes water, that alone would never have ‘persuaded’ the Duke of Ferrara, head of the ancient family of Este, to marry his son and heir, Alfonso, to the twice-married and gossip-stained bastard daughter of a Pope. No, it is fear of her violent brother that twisted his arm. The alliance is a triumph for the Borgias, another building block in the formation of a dynasty. What had it mattered to him if it had been bought at the price of the murder of her adored last husband?

Alfonso: it is a particular cruelty of fate that Lucrezia’s new husband has the same name as her old one. Except that her Alfonso will never be old. She might live until she drowns in fat or shrink till her skull shows through her skin, but her Alfonso will always be young and lovely; the dancer’s leg, the smooth chiselled face and those extraordinary blue eyes, like chips of polished lapis lazuli.

The drop grows vertiginous beneath her and she has to steady herself by holding onto the window ledge.

‘No, Lucrezia,’ she murmurs under her breath. ‘This is not the time …’

But it is too late. She is back there again; hearing the howling inside her ears, as she stands in front of her brother, a cohort of armed men at his back as he tells her how the death was necessary, how his own safety had been threatened by a plot against his life. Coward! Liar! At the time she had met his deceit with ice rather than fire, but standing here now she has a different image of her grief, seeing it as a raging wind, sucking him up, lifting him across the room, smashing him through the windows and hurling him into a fire-spitting vortex, one of the circles of hell made flesh by Dante’s violent poetry.

Only what then? What would that mean for her? To be a woman without a husband or a brother. A fast shiver runs through her.

‘I am fine,’ she says quickly, registering the touch of Angela’s hand on her arm. ‘The view made me dizzy for a moment, that’s all. Come, it is time to get ready.’

And it is true. She is fine. Within a few weeks she will be Duchess of one of Italy’s most cultured cities, for though the old Duke still lives, with his wife dead the title will be hers. She will have a court of her own filled with musicians and poets, and though she will not command an army or breach any walls, she will wage another kind of warfare: one that needs no deaths to take prisoners. As she will do tonight when she laughs and dances, watching everyone in Urbino melt under the warmth of her charm.

What? Do men like Stilts really believe that full skirts mean empty heads? He should have been with her in the Vatican when the Pope was away and she was left in charge of domestic business, or looked over her shoulder as she read petitions and court cases put before her as governor of Spoleto and Narni. If diplomacy is war without weapons, why shouldn’t women play as well as men? Her father has never been so short-sighted. They both know that Urbino and the Papacy have had their disagreements in the past; indeed they had discussed it before she left: how this visit would be an opportunity to show the connection between them. And now she has gained an extra day, she will do whatever she can to forward the cause.

No, brother, she says to herself as she turns from the window. You are not the only one who can take cities.

Cesare, who has never had patience when it comes to waiting for divine intervention, is fighting nausea with fury. There is no time for this; in Rome there are dispatches waiting to be read, news of his sister’s progress, offers of arms and men for sale, informants to squeeze for information. Yet here they are penned like pigs squealing in fear of the butcher’s knife. Damn to hell this captain and his superior airs.

He glances round the cramped cabin. Like his father, he keeps only a few men close: Spaniards from old families schooled in loyalty and soldiering. They would give up their lives for him without question, though at this moment they are more worried about losing the contents of their stomachs. No time for prayers here, only the sound of retching and swearing.

Only Miguel de Corella, the Duke’s bodyguard, sits unperturbed. His face is an artwork of scars carved by someone who didn’t live long enough to see the blood dry. Had it been five or six of them he had dispatched that day? The number grows with each retelling. Though not by him. Michelotto, as he is known, does not bother with stories. He is already a legend: a man who has disciplined himself to be free from all vanities of self, his mind and body absorbed only in the service of his master. In another life, with another God, he would have made the most impressive monk, withstanding pain, thriving on physical hardship, rejecting all temptation and holding to the commandments with the same fervour with which he now breaks them. If Cesare Borgia has any confidant, then this man is he.

He can feel the Duke’s fury and frustration, knows exactly what he is thinking. The violence of the swell is calming and the thunder of the rain against the wood dying away. He catches Cesare’s eye, nods in acknowledgement of what he knows is to come.

‘God’s blood, I cannot be the only one who has had enough of this.’ Cesare’s voice is strong and clear as he gets to his feet. ‘Are there any here who cannot swim?’

To the left of Michelotto a hand starts to rise, then sensing its isolation comes firmly down again.

‘Good.’ The Duke grins. ‘Then tonight we will sleep on feather beds.’

‘The blue silk, I think, with the cap of pearls.’ Back in her room, she runs over the two outfits laid across the chest. ‘The slashes in the sleeves show well on the dance floor.’

Tonight, as always, the festivities will include envoys and spies from all over the country, their mission to note her every gesture and to price each piece of jewellery, every yard of cloth, for their dispatches home. This outrageously rich dowry that she brings offers an easy excuse for envy and spite, and there have been moments when she has misjudged the level of ostentation necessary to impress, where the number of precious stones resting on her skin or sewn into her skirts has made it hard for people to see the sincerity in her eyes. But she has learned fast.

‘I think the gold would be more fitting to the occasion, My Lady.’

‘Perhaps, but I wore it already in Rome. Imagine the pleasure it would give my new sister-in-law to read that in her man’s dispatch.’

He is the worst of them: masquerading as a hanger-on in someone else’s entourage, but in reality the ears and eyes of Isabella d’Este/Gonzaga, the Marchesa of Mantua. Everyone knows what a gorgon she is in matters of fashion, and that she is outraged at this marriage of a scandal-soaked bastard daughter to her most noble brother. From the beginning, this tubby little diplomat spy of hers has attached himself to Lucrezia like a travelling burr, obsessed by every outfit, counting each jewel however big or small, and noting them down in a small book he keeps chained at his side. His diligence has made him a laughing stock, but he fears his mistress more than mockery.

‘You should have seen his eyes bulge when I told him the number of pearls, diamonds and rubies in your crimson cloak. He’d already gone half blind trying to count them.’

Thank God for Donna Angela’s youthful flashing smile. These last weeks she has gone out of her way to befriend him, flirting and gossiping and using the intimacy created to feed him inner-circle information on the wealth and styles yet to come. This contest can be played both ways, and one would not want the Marchesa to underestimate the sartorial challenge on offer here.

‘I told him I only knew the exact figure because it was my job to count them every time you wore it to check if any had fallen off in the journey. I swear he believes every word I utter.’

In return the man has let a few secrets slip himself. Somewhere in the ducal palace in Mantua a team of Illyrian women, experts in embroidery and gold threading, has been locked in for the best part of two months to ensure that the work gets done on time. What Lucrezia wouldn’t give to know the styles and fabrics they have chosen. Well, that is tomorrow’s battle. For now it is Urbino that must be taken.

Once she is dressed, her bedchamber servants move hand mirrors in a slow dance around her head to check her hair: a labyrinth of swirls and curls piled under a pearled cap showing off the delicate shape of her ears. Her rib cage feels squeezed beneath the fitted bodice. She takes a few breaths to judge its pull.

‘The seamstress has put in extra stitches, My Lady.’

Catrinella, black as night with fresh fruit lips and sharp white teeth, is newly made head of the bedchamber for this journey and is intensely proud of the promotion. How she has grown, Lucrezia thinks. She had been a child slave when she arrived in the Borgia house, purchased as a fashion accessory for her first marriage. She can still see her, wedding train in her hands, the dark of her skin against the white silk making a wondrous contrast in a sea of colour. And always her fierce little face, determined to get everything right.

‘You have lost weight these last weeks, My Lady. Everyone says you must eat more tonight or the dancing will fatigue you,’ she says, clicking her tongue in motherly fashion. Fluent now in Italian and two dialects of Spanish, as well as the language of fashion, her loyalty is boundless and unshakable.

‘That’s as may be. But I must also still be able to breathe.’

She lifts up her pale blue skirts and under-petticoats to reveal a set of well-turned ankles. Tonight she will flirt carefully with the Duke, while being ever aware that she does not overwhelm the Duchess. And then, because his bent back means he does not choose to dance, she will dance for him, a modest Salome with no motive other than to bring him courtly pleasure.

One last thing. Catrinella, crouched at her feet now, holds two gilt leather shoes in her hands.

‘Oh, no, not another new pair,’ she groans. ‘I will wear yesterday’s again.’

‘You can’t, My Lady. They had mud stains on them and are still wet from the swabbing. We have stretched these as best we can on the wooden foot.’

Not far enough. Her toes sing out in protest as the leather bites.

The earnest shining face looks up at her. ‘After the first few passes you will barely notice them.’

She laughs, because she knows it is true.

‘In God’s name what are they doing?’

The storm may be over, but the Pope’s good humour is draining fast as through the lifting cloud he watches Cesare’s galley, its sail now hoisted to catch the remaining wind, heading directly east towards the coast.

‘Your Holiness, you are wet to the skin. You must come inside and let us warm you.’

But Alexander is not going anywhere. ‘Sweet Mary, look. Look! They are heading for land! Don’t they know there are reefs all along this coast? If they go too far in they risk running aground.’

Smashed like a bundle of kindling. That was how it had been: a flock of churchmen and courtiers sucked under the sea, their bodies spat out along a beach with their chests of costumes and silver chalices strewn around them. And all he and his fellow travellers could do was watch it happen: the same coast, the same treacherous waters. God would not deliver such a blow now, surely.

‘Bring the captain! We must stop them. Don’t they know how perilous it is?’

‘The commander is an experienced sailor, Your Holiness.’ The captain has been asking himself the same question from his position at the wheel. ‘He must be going towards the shore in order to launch the rowing boat.’

The Pope yanks his sodden cap further down on his head. ‘But! But that is hardly less dangerous! What in God’s name would make him do that?’

‘I would suggest an order from Duke Valentine, Holy Father,’ he says evenly. ‘You will remember how keen the Duke was to get back to Rome. If the rowing boat makes land and they find horses, Corveto is not far away.’

An order from the Duke. The words are appallingly plausible. The Pope grips the rail tighter and lets out a groan. What does it matter if he can help bring a ship through chaos, if he can’t get his own son to obey him?

‘Can we stop them?’

‘There is too much distance between us. By the time we get there the boat will already be launched.’

‘Just how dangerous is it?’ Alexander says quietly.

‘If the storm is past and the men are strong at the oars …’

If. Such a small word. If the last hour had seen them ship more water, if the main mast had shattered rather than splintered under the strain. The sea is a mistress fluent in ifs … Yet they are still here now to count the ways.

‘I am sure they will make land safely, Your Holiness.’

But Alexander too is thinking about what is, against what might have been. Such a long journey it has been since he was witness to that shipwreck so many years before. Success, wealth, influence, the Papacy, the founding of a dynasty, and now the Borgia name in charge of a string of city-states with the promise of more. So much achieved, yet so much still to do. However powerful he is, he cannot do it alone. He has already lost one son to the stupidity of vanity. This is not a time to lose another. He lets his chaplains lead him inside. After the showmanship of the storm he is in need of private prayer.

* * *

The rowing boat hits the sea with a violent splash, taking in buckets of water as it rights itself. The drop from the bulwark is sheer, the hull a moving cliff face on one side. The rope ladder bangs frantically against the wood. Cesare, stripped down to a shirt and jerkin with a rope around his middle, stands stock-still, waiting for the moment, two of the boat’s strongest galley men poised to clamber next, Michelotto and his own men behind. All signs of nausea are lost in the flood of excitement. His mind is as sharp as a blade, his senses singing. Death when it comes will feel this clear, this sweet and shining. He knows it. What is there to be afraid of?

He pulls himself over to the top and onto the ladder. He is barely three rungs down when the galley lurches wildly, flinging him off and slamming him back against the hull. He rights himself fast, oblivious to the pain in his ribs, then pushes off against the wood with his feet, using the rope as a lever to bounce his way down until he hits the boat beneath, falling among the oars and laughing manically.

‘It’s just like breaking horses,’ he yells triumphantly, steadying himself against the side as the next wave hits. ‘Come on.’

On deck the captain watches as the men follow, whooping and yelling to drown out their fear. He has done what he could for the safety of his ‘cargo’, explaining the risks, exerting what command he had left. But the alternative had been made very clear to him.

‘I would see it as a promise rather than a threat.’ Michelotto’s smile was so thin it could have been another scar across his face. ‘The Pope loves his son most dearly and would have no mercy on anyone who tries to oppose him.’

When choice is no choice, a man must pick the one that does least damage – and what captain would want to return to his own galley shackled to the rowing bench?

‘Get the Duke to shore alive and you will be free men,’ he had said as he unshackled his two strongest oarsmen. ‘Fail and you might as well walk back into the sea.’

As for himself, he knows he will not command another galley. If they succeed, the Duke will ruin him for his intransigence, and if they don’t, well, the oarsmen will have a sweeter death than his.

‘The devil take this Borgia Pope and his godless offspring,’ he thinks as another thrust of lightning rips through the sky above them all.
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