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In memory of Paris

Desidero vobis omnem diem


Se gli uomini sapessino le ragioni della paura mia, capir potrebbero il mio dolor.

(If people knew the reasons for my fears, they would be able to understand my pain.)

—LUCREZIA BORGIA
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Infamy is merely an accident of fate.

That is what my father used to say. He would pronounce this laughingly, in that careless way of his, waving his fleshy hand adorned with the papal ring of the Fisherman, as if with the mere flick of his fingers he could dispel the noxious cloud of accusations that hovered over us, the spiny whispers about vice, bloody corruption, and unholy abuse.

I used to believe him. I used to believe he knew everything.

Now I know better.

How else to explain the chaos strewn in our wake, the ravaged lives, the sacrificed innocence and spilled blood? How else to justify the unexpected trajectory of my own life, forever wandering the labyrinth of my family’s ruthless design?

There can be no other reason. Infamy is no accident. It is a poison in our blood.

It is the price of being a Borgia.


PART I
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1492–1493

The Keys of the Kingdom

God desires not the death of the sinner but that he should pay and live.

—RODRIGO BORGIA


CHAPTER ONE
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“Lucrezia, basta. Stop indulging that filthy beast!”

My mother’s hand swept out, each fat finger squeezed by a ring. I avoided her slap, instinctually bending over my beloved cat, Arancino, who hissed and flattened his ears, his slitted eyes displaying the contempt I felt. I knew why Vannozza was here. Since Pope Innocent’s recent death and the gathering of the conclave to elect a new Holy Father, I’d been expecting my mother to arrive in the Orsini Palazzo on Monte Giordano where I lived, swathed in her veil and black skirts despite the summer heat, ensconcing herself in our camera like a harbinger of doom.

Now that she was here, all I wanted was to see her gone.

“Out!” She stamped her foot, spurring Arancino to action. Leaping from my embrace, he dashed through the open doors into the dim corridor.

I didn’t feel the scratch on my hand until a bright bead of blood welled. Sucking at the nick, I scowled at my mother as she gestured peremptorily. “Honestly, Adriana,” she said, “how can you let her keep such a creature in the house? It’s unhealthy. Cats are the devil’s spawn; everyone knows they can steal a baby’s breath.”

“Fortunately, we have no babies here,” replied Adriana from her chair, her voice as smooth as the light-gray silk of her dress. “And the cat comes in handy on occasion”—she shuddered—“especially in the summer, with all the rats.”

“Bah. Who needs a cat to get rid of vermin? A bit of poison in the corners is all you require. I do it myself every June. No rats in my house.”

Even as I trembled at the thought of poison left all over the house for my cat to wander upon, Adriana drawled, “Perhaps not that you can see, my dear Vannozza, but in Rome, as we both know, rats can come in all shapes and sizes.” Though Adriana didn’t return my grateful gaze, I was assured that she would never countenance the careless strewing of white death. My Arancino, whom I had rescued as a kitten from drowning by the stable hands, was safe.

My mother’s attention returned to me, keen as a blade. When I left her care, I was only seven years old. She had just married for the second time, and my father summoned me from her palazzo near San Pietro in Vincoli to reside here with Adriana de Mila, the widowed daughter of his eldest brother. Adriana had overseen my upbringing, which included lessons at the Convent of San Sisto. She was more of a mother to me than this plump, sweating woman had ever been. As Vannozza now scrutinized me like a customer debating a purchase, not for the first time I wondered how she’d managed to retain Papa’s affection for so many years.

I could see little of her once-fabled beauty. Now in her fiftieth year, my mother’s figure had been coarsened by repeated childbirth and pleasures of the table, so that she resembled a common matron; her gray-blue eyes—which I’d inherited, though mine were of a paler hue—surrounded by pockets of seamed shadow, her red-veined cheeks and hawkish nose accentuating a permanent frown. Though she wore costly black velvet, the cut of her gown was no longer in style, especially when coupled with her antiquated heavy veiled coif, under which the stippled gray of her once-golden tresses could be glimpsed.

“Is she eating?” Vannozza asked, as if she sensed my own critical assessment of her. “She’s still thin as a street cur. And so white: You’d think she’d never seen the sun. I suppose she hasn’t shed her first blood yet, either?”

“Lucrezia’s natural pallor is quite in fashion these days,” replied Adriana. “And she’s not yet thirteen. Some girls need extra time to grow into their form.”

Vannozza grunted. “She has no time. She’s already betrothed, remember? We can only hope she’s at least proving herself worthy of that fancy education Rodrigo insisted on providing her, not that I understand how any girl needs books and the like.”

“I love my books—” I started to protest but was cut off by Adriana’s ringing of a small silver bell at her side. Moments later, little Murilla, my favored dwarf, given to me by Papa on my eleventh birthday, hastened in with a pitcher and platter of cheese. She was a perfect miniature with ebony skin; I’d been enchanted by her exoticism, knowing she’d been brought from a faraway land where natives ran naked, and I watched in disbelief as my mother shooed her away like a gnat. Adriana gestured to Murilla to set the things on the table. Ever since Vannozza had arrived without word or warning, Adriana had ignored my mother’s overt appraisal of the servants, her pointed stares at the tapestries, at the vases of fresh-cut flowers and the statuary poised in the corners—all evidence of Papa’s attention, which she had once enjoyed.

“The nuns assure me Lucrezia excels in her studies,” Adriana went on. “She dances with grace and shows a talent for the lute; her sewing skills are also greatly admired, and she’s even mastered some Latin—”

“Latin?” Vannozza exclaimed, spraying crumbs. “On top of spoiling her eyes with all that reading, she can chant like a priest? She’s going to Spain to wed, not to say Mass.”

“A girl of Lucrezia’s status must have all the advantages,” Adriana said, “as she may be called upon to rule her own estate while her husband is away. Even you, my dear Vannozza, learned to read and write, yes?”

“I learned because I had my taverns to run. If I hadn’t, my suppliers would have robbed me blind. But Lucrezia? I cast her horoscope when she was born; the stars dictate she will die a wife. No wife has any need for Latin—unless Rodrigo thinks she can entertain her husband with her knowledge until she’s old enough to spread her legs.”

Adriana’s smile faltered. She lifted her gaze to me. “Lucrezia, dearest, do show Donna Vannozza that embroidery you’ve been working on. It’s so lovely.”

I moved reluctantly to the window seat, aghast at my mother’s callous pronouncement of my death. The sight of Arancino’s empty indent on the cushions sent another rush of anger through me as I retrieved the pillowcase I’d been sewing for Papa. It was the most complicated design I had attempted, employing real gold and silver thread to depict our Borgia emblem—the black bull against a mulberry-red shield. I planned to give it to him as a surprise after the conclave, and I gasped when my mother wrenched it from me as if it were a soiled napkin.

She ran her fingers over it with deliberate force. One of her rings snagged a loose thread and buckled the bull, marring stitches I’d spent hours perfecting.

“Adequate,” she said, “though it looks more like Juno than Minotaur.”

I snatched it from her. “Suora Constanza says my embroidery is better than any other girl’s in San Sisto. She says I could make rags for the poor and the Blessed Virgin herself would weep at their beauty.”

Vannozza reclined in her chair. “Is that so? I should think the Virgin might better weep at your insufferable insolence to your own mother.”

“Now, now,” soothed Adriana. “Let us not quarrel. We’re all on edge, what with this eternal waiting for the conclave and awful heat, but surely there’s no need for harsh—”

“Why?” I whispered, interrupting Adriana. “Why do you hate me so?”

My unexpected words shifted something in Vannozza’s expression. I caught it for a fleeting moment—a sudden softening of her features, so that a hint of distant pain surfaced under her skin. Then it vanished, swallowed by the pinched line of her mouth.

“If you were still under my charge, I’d bang your head against the wall until you learned proper respect for your elders.”

I had no doubt she would. I could still recall the sting of her palm from those times when she flew into a rage, often over trivial mishaps like a grass-stained hem or ripped sleeve. I’d feared her wrath almost as much as her consultations with seers and astrologers, her nightly ritual of tarot readings, which frightened me because they carried the taint of witchcraft and were forbidden by our Holy Church.

Adriana sighed. “Lucrezia, what on earth has come over you? You will apologize this instant. Donna Vannozza is our guest.”

Clutching the damaged pillowcase to my chest, I muttered, “Forgive me, Donna Vannozza,” and turned to Adriana. “May I be excused?” My mother stiffened in her chair; she knew my request of Adriana was defiant, a declaration that Vannozza had no power over me. I was gratified by the thunderous expression that came over her when Adriana said, “Of course, my child. This heat has us all at wits’ end.”

I stepped to the door; behind me, Adriana murmured, “You must forgive her. The poor child is bewildered; I fetched her out of San Sisto only two days ago, disrupting her routine because of this unexpected business with the conclave. She misses her lessons and—”

“Nonsense,” interrupted Vannozza. “I know all too well her own father is to blame. He has always spoiled her, although I told him it is not wise. Daughters grow up; they leave us and marry. They bear children of their own and put their new families first. But Rodrigo won’t hear of it. Not his Lucrezia, he says, not his farfallina. She is special. No one else has mattered to him since she was born. I daresay, after our son Juan, she is the only thing he truly loves.”

The venom in her voice coiled around me. I didn’t look back as I left, but once I was in the corridor, I had to grip the staircase balustrade and breathe in a ragged sigh of relief.

I couldn’t remember a time when my mother had not despised me. For my older brothers, Juan and Cesare, she’d always had smiles, solicitude, and encouragement; Cesare, in particular, she adored to such an extent that when Papa sent him away to Pisa to study for the priesthood, she wept as if her heart would break—the first and only tears I’d seen her shed. Even my youngest brother, Gioffre, who had done nothing thus far of particular import, had received more affection from her than I ever had. I was her sole daughter, whom she might have taken under her wing, but instead she had been cold and exacting, as if my very existence offended. I never understood it, even as throughout my childhood I longed to escape it. Coming to live with Adriana had been the answer to my prayers. She had showed me that I was important, adored, that I was indeed, as Papa claimed, special.

All of a sudden, I longed to see him. He visited as often as he could, as here in Adriana’s house we no longer had to pretend. In my mother’s house, we had called him our cherished uncle, because Vannozza was married and appearances must be kept. But there was no need for such subterfuge here. Papa would gather me up in his burly embrace after supper, caress my hair, and sit me on his lap to regale me with stories of our ancestors, for we were not Italian and must never forget it. Though his own uncle had been Pope Calixtus III and our kin had dwelled in Rome for generations, we still were of Catalan blood, born in the rugged vale of the Ebro River in the kingdom of Aragon. “Borja” was our Spanish surname, and our ancestors had fought in crusades against the Moors, amassing titles, estates, and royal favors that had enabled us to enter the Church and climb as high as the See of St. Peter itself.

“But you must remember, my farfallina,” Papa would say, using his nickname for me. “No matter how far we rise or how rich we become, we must always protect one another like lions in a pride, for here we are seen as foreigners, whom Italy will never accept as its own.”

“But I was born here and I don’t look like you,” I replied, gazing into his magnetic dark eyes, my hand on his swarthy cheek. “Does that mean I am also a foreigner?”

“You are a Borgia, my little butterfly, even if you have your mother’s Italian fairness.” He chuckled. “Thank God for it. You wouldn’t want to look like me, a Spanish ox!” He drew me close. “Inside your veins runs my sangre: the blood of Borja. That is all that matters. Blood is the only thing we can trust, the only thing worth dying for. Blood is family, and la familia es sagrada.” He kissed me. “You are my most beloved daughter, the pearl in my oyster. Never forget it. One day, this miserable land that so despises us will fall to its knees singing your praise. You shall astonish them all, my beautiful Lucrezia.”

While I didn’t comprehend exactly how I’d manage to bring Italy to its knees (it was hard enough simply to please the nuns of San Sisto), I laughed and tweaked his large beaked nose, because I knew he had other daughters, sired on other women, but none, I was sure, had heard such devotion from him. I could see it in his gaze, in the luminous smile that came over his strong face, and feel it in the tightening of his embrace. The great Cardinal Borgia, envied for his wealth and tenacity, deemed the most trustworthy servant of the Church in Rome—he loved me more than anyone else. And so I preened on his lap because it pleased him, because it made his laughter rumble like gathering lava, tickling my sides until it exploded from him in a molten guffaw that seemed to shake the walls of the palazzo—ebullient and proud, rough as uncombed velvet, and imbued with an infectious joy for life. I heard his love in his laughter; I felt his love as he lavished me with kisses and teased, “Such a little coquette you are! So like your mother in her youth: She too could dip her eyes at me and make me melt at her feet.”

I couldn’t imagine Vannozza dipping her eyes at anyone. In fact, all it had ever taken was one glare from her, one sneer, to pulverize any joy I felt.

Except now, for the first time, I understood. Now I knew why she hated me.

No one else has mattered to him since she was born. … 

I had something she no longer possessed. I had Papa’s love.

A plaintive meow startled me into awareness. Bending down, I coaxed Arancino out from behind one of the antique broken statues on the landing. As I scooped him up, footsteps echoed in the cortile below. With my cat in my arms, I peered over the balustrade into the inner courtyard and saw Adriana’s daughter-in-law, Giulia Farnese, entering in a hurry.

Unhooking her cloak, she flung it at her maidservant. As she ran her hands hastily over her coiffure—disheveled from her cowl—Giulia mounted the staircase to the piano nobile, our living quarters on the second floor. Her coral silk gown adhered to her figure, dampened by sweat; she looked flushed, so intent on trying to creep up the stairs that she did not notice me until she was almost stepping on my toes. With a gasp, she came to a halt. Her dark eyes flared.

“Lucrezia! Dio mio, you gave me a fright! What are you doing skulking about?”

“Hush!” I put a finger to my lips, glancing to the doors of the room where Adriana’s murmur was punctuated by the occasional staccato reply from my mother.

“Vannozza?” Giulia mouthed. I nodded, stifling a giggle. She and my mother had met two years ago, when Vannozza attended Giulia’s marriage to Adriana’s son, Orsino. After the ceremony, over which my father presided, Vannozza sat at the banquet and glowered as Papa honored Giulia with a ruby pendant. As he fastened the clasp about her throat, Giulia let out a delighted peal of laughter that echoed through the hall. Seated near my mother, I watched her expression darken. When Giulia led Orsino out to dance, her effortless grace making him look even more like a disjointed marionette, I heard Vannozza hiss, “Is this what we’ve come to? You would forsake me for that girl without a hair on her spoon.”

Papa had scowled. I took note of it because he rarely showed anger in public. Through his teeth, he replied, “Vannozza, no matter how high I raise you, you’ll always remain in the gutter.”

I had taken furtive delight in the shock that spread across Vannozza’s face. She had departed soon after, her complacent husband in tow. Before she left, however, she cast a despairing look over her shoulder at Giulia, twirling to the music of tamborette and string as my father beamed on the dais, tapping out the tempo on his upholstered chair arm.

As I now regarded Giulia with perspiration on her brow, her eyes shining in illicit excitement, I recalled how Papa’s hands had lingered on her throat as he’d fastened that ruby necklace and how her skin had in turn captured the reflection of his jeweled rings. … 

Giulia had turned eighteen. She was not a child anymore.

“Where have you been?” I asked. “Adriana thought you were upstairs, napping.”

Her response was to grasp my hand and tug me up the narrow staircase to the third floor, where our bedchambers were located. Arancino let himself be jostled against me as we entered my room, stepping over rushes of fresh-strewn herbs. The walls were painted in shades of blue and yellow, my favorite colors. In a niche by my narrow bed, a votive flickered before a Byzantine icon of the Virgin and Child, a gift from my father. In the corner was a pile of leather and calfskin volumes that Cesare had sent me from his university in Pisa: sonnets by Petrarch and Dante, which I devoured by candlelight, long into the night.

“Christ save us, it’s an inferno out there.” Giulia gestured to the majolica pitcher and basin on the side table. “Be a darling and bring me a wet cloth. I vow I’m about to faint.”

I let Arancino down so I could fetch the damp washcloth from the basin. “You went to the piazza, didn’t you?” I said, handing her the cloth.

She sighed, her eyes at half-mast as she stroked her throat and bosom with the linen. I waited impatiently for her ablutions to end.

“Well? Did you?”

Her eyes opened. “What do you think?”

I drew in a sharp breath. “You went outside without permission, after Adriana specifically told us to stay indoors?”

“Of course,” said Giulia, as if it was of no particular account, as if young noblewomen traipsed through the streets every day without escorts or chaperones, while the entire city smoldered and waited for the conclave to reach its decision.

“And did you … see anything?” I asked, my awe at her boldness struggling against a surge of resentment that she had not invited me on her forbidden excursion.

“Yes. Hordes of ruffians storming about, swearing vengeance if Cardinal della Rovere is not elected.” She grimaced. “They left filth all over the piazza and robbed the faithful gathered there. The papal guard had to disperse them. It’s a disgrace.”

“Adriana did warn us. She said it’s always dangerous before a new pope is elected.”

Giulia paused. “And is Adriana here, pray tell? Or am I talking to my Lucrezia?” As she registered my dismay—for much as I loved Adriana, I did not want to be like her—she added, “Of course it was dangerous, but how else are we to hear any news? It’s not as though Adriana can tell us.” Her voice turned avid. “The conclave is at a standstill. None of the candidates has earned enough votes. By tomorrow, they’ll be served only bread and water.”

I forgot my annoyance and perched on the bed. I knew that the more time the cardinals took to elect a new pope, the more restricted their enclosure in the Sistine Chapel became. Lawlessness could erupt if the papal throne sat empty for too long, and reducing the cardinals’ privileges was supposed to ensure a swift vote. But four days had passed without the announcement, leaving everyone in Rome on tenterhooks.

“They must be famished,” Giulia went on, “not to mention roasting alive inside with all the windows and doorways bricked up. But no candidate can win—save your father, whom even as we speak already sways the undecided to his side.” She paused, weighting her words. “If all goes as planned, Cardinal Borgia will be our new Holy Father.”

I resisted a roll of my eyes. She could be so dramatic.

“Papa has lost before,” I said. I did not add that he had in fact lost twice. I’d been too young to witness his setbacks myself, but the story of his defeats had been repeated often enough in my hearing. My father had never ceased declaring that one day he must earn the honor of being the first Borgia to follow in the hallowed footsteps of his late uncle, Calixtus III, so help him God. But there’d been other popes since then, including our recently departed Innocent, whom Papa served faithfully, though loyal service had thus far not secured his own accession.

“That was before,” said Giulia. “Everything is different now. Really, Lucrezia, don’t those nuns in San Sisto teach you anything of the world outside their walls?” She didn’t await my reply, ignoring my scowl as she plucked off her hairnet, unleashing damp auburn tresses over her shoulders. “Let me explain it to you: In Florence, Lorenzo de Medici is dead, and Milan is now governed by the Sforza tyrant, Il Moro. Venice remains aloof, while the royal house of Naples is caught between France and Spain, both of which claim a superior right to its throne. Only the pope can prevent chaos. Now more than ever, Rome needs a leader who knows the ways of power and can restore our— Oh, never mind!” she exclaimed irritably, for I had grown bored of her righteous tone and shifted my attention to Arancino, who was stalking a mosquito in the corner. “I don’t know why I bother. You’re still such a child.”

The twist in my stomach caught me off guard. Until this moment, I had never dared question Giulia, whom I regarded as a far more sophisticated, if occasionally irritating, elder sister. We had lived in amiable companionship these past five years, but she was married, proclaimed throughout Rome as la Bella Farnese—while I was still flat-chested, uninitiated into the mysteries of womanhood. But I’d learned something today; I knew that I had a gift even my mother begrudged, and I wasn’t about to let Giulia treat me as if I was a silly girl any longer.

“If I’m such a child,” I said, “then I can hardly be blamed if I let slip that you went out without permission today, risking your person for common gossip.”

Giulia went still, fingers twined in her hair. She regarded me for a long moment before she smiled. “Is that blackmail I hear falling from your lips? How very Borgia of you.”

I felt a rush of pleasure. “Well, if what you claim is true and Papa is to become the new pope, surely I deserve to know how it will affect me.”

“Indeed.” She wet her lips. “What do you wish to know?”

“Everything.” To my surprise, I meant it, though I’d not paid any mind to intrigues. I rarely set foot in the Vatican, my lessons at San Sisto keeping me occupied. But momentous changes were happening outside my door, and Papa was at their heart. All of a sudden, my very future seemed to hang in the balance, beckoning with untold possibilities.

Giulia leaned close. “Well, the cardinals went into the chapel, certain that Cardinal della Rovere would win. After all, he’s been campaigning for the papal tiara for months, bribing everyone he can to his side. It’s even rumored that King Charles of France himself paid twenty thousand ducats to secure della Rovere’s election. But once the windows were shuttered and the doors chained, things within the conclave did not go so easy for him. Della Rovere has enemies, more than he thought. Cardinal Sforza of Milan, for one, opposes him. Il Moro doesn’t care to have a French toady on the throne, and—”

“How do you know all this?” I cut in. Arancino leapt onto the mattress, purring. I caressed his fur, keeping my gaze on Giulia. “Isn’t the conclave forbidden any contact with the outside world so the process of election can remain sacred?”

I wanted to prove to her that I wasn’t as ignorant as she thought, but she impatiently waved aside my words. “Yes, yes. Sacred to the multitude that fills the piazza, perhaps, but not to those who know its inner workings. Pope Innocent had been ailing for months; Rodrigo has had ample time to gather allies, though no one thought he had a chance. That is how a palio is won. No one sees the slow horse gaining ground until it crosses the finish line.”

Rodrigo … 

It was the first time I’d heard her utter my father’s name, and the intimacy in her voice made it sound blasphemous. All this time, he had been Cardinal Borgia to her, our benevolent benefactor. The suspicion I felt when I saw her on the staircase returned, sharpening my tone. “And are you saying that Papa told you all this? He informed you of his plans?”

“Not exactly, but even with the conclave locked away, servants still must serve. They must empty chamber pots and carry messages. And servants, like cardinals, can be bribed.”

I went silent. With a few words, she had revealed how little I truly knew.

“And …?” I asked at length.

Giulia went tense, her voice quickening as she described events that by all rights she too should know nothing about, as if she’d been immured in the Sistine with my father and his fellow cardinals. “After the third round of votes was cast, it was clear that della Rovere couldn’t win; Cardinal Sforza also lacked the necessary two-thirds. Your father gave a speech that swayed a few to his side, but then he made his move, promising Cardinal Sforza his own office of vice-chancellor.” Her smile was triumphant. “That won Sforza over, sure as silver; the man is forever mired in debt, and the vice-chancellorship is the most lucrative office in the Vatican. By tomorrow, it could be over. All your father needs is one vote. One. And if I know him, he’ll do whatever he must to obtain it.”

I rocked back on my seat, my mind awhirl. No longer did I wonder how Giulia had managed to gain access to such privileged information; all I could think of, all I could see, was my father, clothed in white and gold, the ring of St. Peter the Fisherman on his finger.

“Papa could be pope,” I said aloud, in disbelief.

Giulia clapped her hands. “Think of it! There will be so much to enjoy, so much to fill our days from dawn to dusk. You will be the most sought-after woman at his court, His Holiness’s beloved daughter.” She reached out to hug me. Pressed against her, I heard her whisper, “Tomorrow, Lucrezia. Tomorrow everything will change.”

Closing my eyes, I surrendered to her excitement, even if I felt an unexpected frisson of fear. I wasn’t sure if being the pope’s daughter was something I should welcome.


CHAPTER TWO
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Unable to contain herself, Giulia blurted out during dinner what she had learned, eliciting a frown from Adriana and a disapproving grunt from my mother, who was no doubt chagrined that her tarot cards had failed to yield such momentous news. But the import of the revelation could not be ignored, prompting Vannozza and Adriana to closet themselves in the parlor for urgent discussion, while Giulia and I went upstairs to spend a restless night.

As the fifth day of the conclave’s enclosure dawned, Adriana announced that we must go to the Vatican. If my father became pope, as Giulia claimed, we had to be there to witness the announcement. But before we did, Adriana hustled Giulia, my mother (who’d stayed overnight in a spare room), and me into the chapel to offer up prayers for his election.

As I knelt before the altar, my eyes burned from lack of sleep. My ears still rang from Giulia’s chatter about all the jewelry, dresses, furs, and other wealth that would soon be ours. But a deeper part of me remained somber, attuned to the current that could sweep us up like a flood, submerging the past to reveal an uncharted future.

I had no need to pray. Papa would win. As Giulia said, he’d do anything to achieve it. Afterward, we marshaled the servants, donning cloaks and veils to hide our faces. We had to forgo a carriage or litter, to avoid attention; yet as we traversed the streets, feral dogs and rooting pigs scattering from our path, I barely felt the grit and cobblestone under my soles, so eager to reach the Vatican that I managed to ignore my mother’s barbed sidelong looks.

You will be the most sought-after woman at his court. …

Crossing the Ponte Sant’Angelo, we took the narrow road up the hill to the Vatican, which was composed of the brick Apostolic Palace, where the popes resided, and a bewildering array of inner buildings, passageways, and courtyards connecting to the Holy Basilica, built upon the crucifixion site and tomb of St. Peter, whose martyrdom had founded our Church.

We were in the heart of Rome, before the ancient structures of our faith. Perhaps because I’d not visited the Vatican often, I was struck by how plain and decrepit it all looked, a sprawl of red-tile rooftops and crumbling façades, festooned with mildew-stained stone angels and faceless saints brooding down upon the cobblestone square. From where we stood, the giant pinecone fountain that gushed in the palace atrium, which provided clean water to nearby residents and where I’d once plunged my bare feet as a child, was hardly visible, but I could see that the open colonnades surrounding it—usually crowded with trinket hawkers and vendors of delicious roast ceci beans—stood empty, access blocked by regiments of the papal guard.

It was still early, a rare cool in the morning air, but I soon began to sweat under my cloak and hood. My stomach grumbled; in her zeal to see us here, Adriana had forgotten our breakfast, and I’d have given anything for a bag of those roasted beans. We had taken care to disguise ourselves as pious women, come to see if we would soon have a new Holy Vicar, but the square was deserted, mist unfurling from the uneven paving stones. More guards ringed the outer staircases, I noticed, but they were propped against the peeling walls, with the bleary faces of men who had rested too little and drunk too much.

Then the sun broke through the clouds. People began to appear—black-clad widows fingering rosaries; beleaguered mothers towing grimy children by the hand; men with their caps doffed; merchants and street vendors; and finally the denizens of our underworld, the prostitutes in frothy skirts and cinched bodices, furtive thieves and footpads who could filch a purse with a snip of their tiny daggers. Within minutes, the square echoed with the scuffle of footsteps as everyone congregated before the colonnaded entry to the Vatican, south of the crumbling basilica, as close as they could get without disturbing the guards. All eyes lifted to the window of the Sistine Chapel, which reflected only its makeshift wall of hasty brickwork, designed thus so it could be torn down easily to announce the new pope.

We hurried to join them, our servants a barricade around us.

Most of the women dropped to their knees. Giulia shot me a look of consternation from under her veil, making me want to giggle. She was worried she’d soil her lavish azure gown, which she’d insisted on donning to prevent Adriana, often transported by piety, from ordering us to also kneel. It could be hours yet before an answer came, if it came at all. Eyeing the ancient paving stones caked with centuries of residue, I shared Giulia’s reluctance, though my gown was plain linen. Between my hunger and the grime before me, I began to wish I’d stayed at home, curled up with Arancino, away from the rabble—

My mother gripped my arm. “Don’t think any of this can change your fate. You are betrothed; you still must go to Spain, far from Rome and his side. He will never be yours.”

I turned to find her eyes boring into me. “He is my father,” I said. “He is already mine.”

Fury twisted her mouth. “Not for much longer. Do you think he can keep his unwed daughter about him for all to see? Sons, yes; a pope can always find places for sons, discreet posts of influence to further his aims. But a daughter must wed where he sees fit.”

A chill went through me. Adriana and Giulia turned toward us, frowning. Before they could intervene, there was an abrupt swelling of the crowd, a united push forward and joyous cry. My gaze followed the mass of fingers pointing upward; a communal whisper rippled through the square like a gust of wind: “Habemus Papam!”

I watched through a daze as the bricks in the window were pulled down in chunks. Within a cloud of reddish dust, the pane cracked open. I caught a glimpse of the shadowy robed figures in the chapel beyond before one stepped to the window, casting out a handful of white feathers. They drifted upon the air, as if about to take flight, before raining upon the cobblestones below. The people surged forth to catch them; only then did I realize, as Giulia lunged forward, they were not feathers at all but small pieces of paper, folded in half.

Heedless now of the filth spattering her skirts, Giulia clutched one of the papers in her hand. My mother and Adriana peered anxiously over her shoulder as she unfolded it and read aloud, “We have for our pope Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia of Valencia, known as Alexander the Sixth.”

“Deo Gratias!” cried Adriana. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Around me, the square must have erupted in acclaim, but I did not hear the frantic jostling of the crowd for the remaining papers, the whimpers of pain as hands were trod upon and fingers crushed.

Then, in a sudden rush of sound, I heard the chanting: “Deo Gratias, Roma per Borgia!”

The ecstatic cries scattered roosting pigeons from the basilica’s eaves. As I looked about in bewildered amazement at the sound of my family name ringing out, Giulia gasped, “Look! There he is, at the window!”

Our servants edged closer as the crowd roared at the sight of Papa’s strong figure silhouetted there. He lifted a hand in benediction. The people went to their knees. Beside me, my mother and Adriana went down, too, murmuring prayers of gratitude. Giulia tugged at my hem, saying, “Lucrezia, you must kneel and show your devotion!”

Deafened by the acclaim that greeted my father’s first appearance as Pope Alexander VI, our new Vicar of Christ, I stumbled to my knees, a thrill surging in my veins.

“Roma per Borgia! Rome for Borgia!”

The people’s throaty shouts overflowed the piazza, reverberating into the city, until I was sure everyone in Italy must hear them. I wanted to laugh aloud; although I couldn’t see Papa’s face as he stood at the window with his hands raised, I knew he too must be holding back his laughter.

He had triumphed.

Moments later, the clangor of iron-shod hooves reached us. We hastened to our feet as a group of men in the mulberry and saffron of our Borgia livery galloped into the piazza, a group of hired men, or bravos, following on foot. The people veered as the rider at the group’s head charged straight through them, oblivious to their frantic scrambling to get out of his way and avoid being trampled.

He reined to a halt before us, whipping off his cap to let loose a cascade of dark-auburn hair. With a cry of recognition, my mother ran to him. “Juan, mio figlio! We have won this day!”

My brother Juan shot her an insolent grin, his blue-green eyes gleaming in his swarthy face. At sixteen years of age, he was a man, his velvet doublet straining across his muscular chest. With his aquiline features and strong nose, he exuded a raw virility; physically, he most resembled our father.

“We may have won this day,” he said, “but you’ll not see the end of it if you stay. Papa thought you might have come here, despite his order that you remain indoors. He sent me to tell you to make haste to the palazzo before this rabble gets out of hand. By nightfall, there won’t be a place in Rome they haven’t shat upon or looted. Already they gather about his palace to strip it bare.”

I was horrified. “Not his palazzo!” Built on the site of an ancient mint, our father’s house on the Via dei Bianchi was famous for its splendor; he had filled each of its frescoed rooms with exquisite tapestries from Flanders and antiques dug up from the Forum and had entertained ambassadors, cardinals, and visiting kings there. He often said that, after his children, the Borgia Palazzo was his most treasured possession.

Juan shrugged. “It cannot be helped. We’ve dispatched retainers to contain the excess, but it’s customary to allow the mob free rein. The Holy Father has no need of worldly vanities; he is God’s servant now, and all he owns must return to his flock.” He cast a disparaging look over the crowd, none of whom dared approach. “Such a waste. This miserable lot will turn it all into kindling or swaddling for their snot-nosed brats.”

“Oh, no.” Adriana turned pale. “My house: We must go at once.”

Juan pointed to his men. “They will escort you. I’ll take one of you on my horse.” As Giulia eagerly shoved past me toward him, his eyes narrowed. “Not you.”

She froze at his icy tone. He crooked a finger at me. “Lucrezia, come.”

Juan and I had never been close. In our childhood, he taunted me mercilessly, stuffing worms into my shoes and live frogs under my pillows, until I was afraid to put on my clothes or go to bed. Our brother Cesare said that Juan resented the attention lavished on me, as he had always been Papa’s favorite.

But in this moment, I was more anxious to escape the crowd and so didn’t resist when one of Juan’s bravos picked me up as though I weighed nothing and set me on my brother’s saddle. The horse was enormous, a war destrier; as I gingerly wound my arms about Juan’s waist, settling myself as best I could (I had little experience on horseback), he whispered, “Better hold fast, sister,” before he yelled at his men, “Put my mother and Donna Adriana in a litter! Djem, you see to la Farnese!” I heard our mother’s delighted cackle and saw the color drain from Giulia’s cheeks.

The Turkish prince Djem emerged from those surrounding Juan. He rode a smaller Arabian steed, his head swathed in his signature turban and a contemptuous grin on his lips. He might have been handsome in his dark angularity, with his astonishing pale-green eyes, had his vicious reputation not preceded him. Having arrived in Rome as a hostage, after his brother the sultan exiled him and agreed to pay a stipend to the Vatican to keep him away, Djem had scandalized Rome with his outlandish garb and penchant for the disreputable. It was rumored he’d killed several men in brawls and then spat upon their corpses; he was also Juan’s favorite companion, never far from my brother’s side.

Giulia was aghast. “You would entrust my safety to this … this heathen?”

“Better a heathen than the rabble,” Juan retorted.

He swerved his horse around. With a loud whoop and dig of his spurred heels, he took us galloping from the piazza, forcing bystanders to throw themselves bodily from our path.

As we flew past crowds that now swarmed in anticipation of rapine, I glanced over my shoulder to see Giulia immobile while Djem circled her, like a picador baiting a helpless calf.

It was my first taste of that incipient power Giulia had said I would soon possess. I was the pope’s daughter now, while she was but the wife of an Orsini.

Much as I didn’t want to admit it, I rather enjoyed the sudden change.
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