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While I thought that I was learning how to live, I have been
learning bow to die.

—Leonardo da Vinci, Codex Atlanticus

MILAN, PROVINCE OF LOMBARDY, 1483

rimson flowered against the alabaster brocade, the vivid

hue spreading and dulling to claret along its petal-like
edges. A splattering of cordovan had laid a random pattern
around that ruby bloom, as if a paint-dampened brush had
been flicked a time or two in its direction. My artist’s eye
approved the contrast of whites and reds displayed to advan-
tage against the verdant lawn. Were I to re-create this scene
upon my easel, I might add a handful of bright spring leaves
against the weighty fabric, perhaps sketch a pearly dove
atop the nearby boulder.

Certainly, I would have forgone the sleek dagger whose
handle protruded like some grisly silver stamen from the
center of that bloody blossom.

I had ample time to analyze the composition of the un-
settling still life, given that I was the first to find the dead
man. He lay sprawled here within the high-walled garden
that was but a small enclave amid the vast grounds of Castle
Sforza. The palace was the ancestral home of the acting duke
of Milan, Ludovico Sforza, also known as Il Moro for his
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dark complexion and by other appellations far less polite be-
cause of his unscrupulous manner. Of course, Ludovico was
duke in name only, given that he had wrested the title from
his infant nephew a few years previously and had not yet
been formally designated as such by the pope.

The castle was now my home, as well, though my rank
was not nearly as lofty. Indeed, as apprentice to the duke’s
master engineer and artist, Leonardo the Florentine—also
known as Leonardo da Vinci—my place in the castle hierar-
chy was on level with that of stableboy. Along with a score
of other youths who had shown greater than usual talent
with a brush, I toiled from dawn to dusk in the Master’s
workshop. There, I inventoried samples of fabrics, mixed
pigments, and cleaned palettes . . . and, on some fortunate
occasions, even put color to fresco or panel under the great
man’s tutelage.

Luckily for the day’s festivities, however, it had not been
a stableboy but me—the apprentice known to all as Dino—
who made the grim discovery. Otherwise, an alarm would
have been raised within seconds. Within minutes, everyone
from the lad who cleaned the piss pots to the duke himself
would have crowded into the garden to view the body. Such an
outcome surely would have put a damper upon the game of
living chess being played upon the castle’s main lawn this
very afternoon.

The amusement had been a last-moment addition to the
week’s activities in honor of the duke’s current guest, Mon-
sieur Villasse, the French ambassador. At stake was a friendly
wager between the two men regarding a painting to which
both had laid claim. Rather than settle the matter in a way
that might give offense to either party, Ludovico had decreed
that they would play a game of skill for the rights to own-
ership of the treasure.

The discussion had taken place the previous morning in
the Master’s workshop. The duke and the ambassador stood
in the center of the rough wooden floor, facing one another
like a pair of sword-wielding antagonists. Both were dressed
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in a similar fashion, with their slashed satin doublets of reds
and blues and golds trimmed in matching velvet and worn
over parti-colored tights. The duke wore a soft beret of bejew-
eled crimson velvet, that delicate cap emphasizing the coarse-
ness of his dark features. The ambassador’s high-crowned hat
was of a deep blue that contrasted to advantage against his soft
gray hair and dark eyes.

Both men’s finery provided a stark contrast to the Master’s
simple brown tunic over dark green hose, garb similar to
what we apprentices wore. He stood a short distance from the
pair, seemingly unconcerned with this interruption to the
day’s work as he favored them with a polite smile and let
the two nobles speak between themselves.

The other apprentices and I huddled behind some half-
finished panels a respectful distance away, pretending not to
listen even as we strained our ears to catch a few words.

“Chess, perhaps?” the ambassador had suggested in his
heavily accented Italian in response to Ludovico’s pronounce-
ment. He wore an agreeable smile. Doubtless, he pictured the
pair of them bent over a cozy board before the fire in the main
hall, moving delicately carved ivory figures while drinking
fine wine.

Il Moro, however, had more grandiose ideas.

“Chess, yes, but let us indulge in something a bit more ex-
travagant,” the duke responded. “Legend has it that two no-
blemen from Venice once wooed the same fair young woman.
Rather than settle their dispute with swords, they held a liv-
ing chess match, with members of their respective courts tak-
ing the part of the pieces. The victor of the match also won a
new bride.”

He paused to indicate the object of their wager, the comely
female form painted upon a recently finished panel that sat
upon an easel before them. “Since we also battle over a woman,
why do we not settle the matter in the same fashion?”

“An interesting idea, Excellency,” Villasse said with a
shrug. “But is it possible to arrange such an event with so
lictle notice?”
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“Certainly. You have met my court artist and engineer.
He can create such an amusement overnight. Can you not,
Leonardo?”

Peering past concealing panels, I saw the Master move to-
ward them, his innate grace obvious even in the few steps
he’d taken. He stood several inches taller than both men, his
lionlike mane, dark with a faint russet tint, rippling to his
shoulders. With his handsome, bearded face and confident
bearing, even in his simple garb he appeared to me more regal
than either of the other men. His pleasant expression never
changed, though I had worked under his stringent tutelage
long enough to recognize the slight flicking now of his fingers
that was a sign of disdain or impatience . . . often both.

“Certainly, Excellency,” came his smooth reply as befit-
ted a man who knew who his benefactor was. Since the Mas-
ter was in charge of the court’s pageantry, which included all
manner of galas and festivals, such royal whimsies were not
uncommon to him. That did not make their accomplish-
ment any less difficult, however. “All preparations will be
complete for a living chess game at noon on the morrow. I
presume you shall want courtiers as your playmen?”

While the duke made a few commands neatly presented
as mere suggestions, Vittorio, the youngest of the appren-
tices, leaned closer to me, his unruly blond curls bouncing.
Eagerly, he whispered, “Do you think this chess match will
give the Master a chance to display his mechanical lion?”

“Perhaps,” I murmured back with a smile, for I under-
stood the youth’s excitement.

The Master had recently created a marvelous metal creature
that he’d allowed us apprentices to see demonstrated before
any public unveiling. Through some complicated method of
pulleys and weights, the brass lion could open its mouth to
emit a roar, while its breast opened to spill forth a dramatic
bouquet of fresh flowers. I, too, had found it a most wonderful
invention and hoped to see the beast perform before the court
one day soon.

But the lion did not make an appearance at this event.
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Rather, under my Master’s direction, the duke’s gardeners had
toiled beneath torchlight to sculpt a portion of the parade
ground just within the main gate of the quadrangle so that its
grass resembled an immense checkered board. An army of
royal valets, tailors, and seamstresses had worked the night
through, as well. Their job was to assure that the courtiers
who were to take on the personages of the various chess pieces
would be dressed in the appropriate elaborate garb—Dblack or
white—that represented their fictional stations.

My task, along with the rest of the apprentices, was to re-
main by my Master’s side at all times, ready to perform one
job or another.

I should not have been surprised that he had completed
all arrangements for the festivities by midmorning. Where
earlier had been a broad expanse of lawn, colorful tents and
tables and benches now gave the grounds a carnival-like air.
A gilded royal box had been hastily constructed for the
duke, so that he and the ambassador could rest in comfort
while the game went on. A second box would seat various of
the noble family, along with members of the court and fa-
vored guests such as the visiting archbishop of Milan. On
display nearby was an elaborate gilded easel draped in black
and white silk, upon which sat the oil portrait that would
be the victor’s prize. Two of the apprentices stood guard,
lest one of the spectators venture to peak beneath the cloth
for an unauthorized look.

In what would prove to be an interesting bit of irony,
Leonardo had made a change to the cast of players upon the
chess field. Instead of the traditional standard-bearers on ei-
ther side of the queen and king, he insisted that those players
would be garbed as bishops. A much more interesting cos-
tume, he claimed; besides which, that was how it was done
in the English court. Such a substitution mattered little to us
servants, ignorant as most of us were of the game that was
the nobleman’s purview. For myself, at that time I knew only
enough of the pastime to name the various pieces.

When the flourish sounded at noon, the playmen took
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their individual squares amid the grassy chessboard. Both
the topiaried lawn and the stark costumes of the players had
drawn an approving cheer from the spectators gathered to
witness this most unusual event. The Master had been well
pleased by the reaction. While he would claim his satisfac-
tion was in serving Ludovico, we apprentices all knew that
he enjoyed the adulation of a crowd, even if that praise came
indirectly.

The duke controlled the white pieces, which I learned had
allowed him the first move. Assisted by a team of advisers, he
and the ambassador conveyed their wishes to the gentleman
who Leonardo had appointed master of the game. That dig-
nified personage—a slight, gray-bearded member of the
duke’s personal staff—sat in a smaller box lavishly draped in
black and white silk. He, in turn, called out the plays for all
to hear.

Each move was conducted with appropriate spectacle and
a flourish of horns, so that the travel of a playman from one
square to another might take several minutes to complete.
Indeed, the black knight's move to the board’s center had
occupied the greatest portion of an hour, for it included the
dramatic arrival of a snorting black stallion that served as
mount for the ride of three squares’ length.

Two hours into the match, only a handful of plays had
been accomplished. Still, the novelty of the living chess game
had been sufficient to keep everyone’s attention. Had I been
less sleepy from the long night before, I might have taken
equal interest. As it was, I joined several other of the appren-
tices behind one of the hastily erected screens of painted
hedges that served to mark off the playing field from where
the spectators sat. There, I closed my eyes for just a mo-
ment . . . and like the rest, promptly fell asleep.

All too quickly, an intermission had been called. The pro-
longed fanfare that announced it rudely awakened us from
our slumber, while the players dispersed to take refreshment.
The interval was doubtless a particularly welcome respite for
the four gentlemen who, as the white and black castles, wore
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wood and fabric frameworks representing siege towers as
their costumes. I dutifully rejoined my fellow apprentices to
wait at the ready for any command from the Master.

The trouble commenced when another trumpet blast from
the royal musicians signaled a return to the game, and a white
bishop had not retaken the field with the other players. An-
other delay was called. As I was standing closest to the Mas-
ter, I received the first task of locating the missing man.

“Quickly, Dino, search the grounds for him, and do not
tarry!” he commanded of me, while sending two other of the
youths, Paulo and Davide, to investigate the castle.

I had tried the obvious places first—the banquet tent,
the privies—but without success. Finally, I'd thought to try
this garden, even though its gate was firmly latched. Had 1
not been following the Master’s orders, however, I would
never have dared to peep inside a place from which all but
high-ranking members of the court were banned.

The walled garden was close enough to the playing field
that I could hear sound drifting from the spectators impa-
tiently awaiting resumption of the entertainment, but the en-
clave was surprisingly private for all that. Perhaps it was the
thickness of the damp stone walls, or the hint of breeze waft-
ing through the twisted olive trees and spreading palms that
dotted the garden. The scents of blooming roses and lilies
hung about me, their warm perfume far more enveloping
than the harsher aromas beyond the walls. Certainly, the gen-
tle trickle of water into a long, low stone trough filled with
pink and yellow water lilies added to the tranquil air and fur-
ther muffled outside sound.

Little wonder that garden served equally well both as a
place of escape and as the perfect site to commit murder. For
murder it most surely was, given that the knife that I'd pre-
viously described protruded from the unlucky man at a spot
midway between his shoulder and neck. Moreover, the blow
that had killed the courtier must have had some strength be-
hind it, for it had pierced a heavy brocaded mantle worn over
a tunic and chasuble.
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“Saints’ blood,” I whispered, using one of the stronger in-
vectives I had learned from my fellows. I crossed myself re-
flexively, the tracing of fingers less a prayer than an
instinctive warding off of evil. Thus steeled, I stepped closer
and knelt in the damp grass in an attempt to determine the
man’s identity.

He was the person I sought, for he wore the snowy vest-
ments of the wayward white bishop. His borrowed miter—
the tall peaked hat traditionally worn by high-ranking
clergy—Ilay beside him, doubtless having tumbled from his
head as his assailant struck him down. A white wooden
cross almost as tall as he lay in a similar state of abandon-
ment. Given the copious spill of blood and his unnatural
stillness, I swiftly determined that the ersatz bishop was
long past any assistance that the royal physician could sup-
ply. Thus, I weighed my next move.

You might think from my calm assessment of the situa-
tion that I was used to finding murdered courtiers, but such
was not the case. To this point in my fairly brief life, my ex-
perience with dead people had been limited to a handful of
relatives and neighbors, none of whom had expired by any
unnatural means. Finding a corpse that had met a violent
end had indeed been a shock. Only by deliberately viewing
the scene as one to be painted had I managed not to flee the
garden in abject terror. Now that the first alarm had passed,
however, my greater concern was notifying the Master.

I rose on unsteady legs, the knees of my dark blue hose
soaked through now from the damp grass. Only then did it
occur to me that whoever had done this foul deed might still
be about, watching me from a gloomy corner of the garden.
My life could be in equal jeopardy!

Abruptly, the garden’s placid atmosphere took on a
threatening air. The low trickle of water became an ominous
mumble of unseen voices, while the soft flower perfume be-
came but a tawdry mask for the baser smells that now em-
anated from the dead man. The insects buzzing about his
corpse hummed far louder than the hint of breeze, and the
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cool shadows now seemed but a haven for some vicious, un-
known enemy.

With frequent backward glances, I managed my retreat
from the garden unscathed, praying as I hastily closed the
gate after me that I would never have to return to it. I paused
long enough to jam the latch into place with a stick to dis-
courage anyone else from accidentally stumbling upon the se-
cret that the garden contained. Satisfied that I had procured a
few moments’ more time, I rushed off to find the Master.

He was pacing alongside the grassy chess field, while the
spectators and playmen milled with equal restlessness. Seeing
me return unaccompanied, he rushed toward me, his russet
hair floating like a capelet behind him.

“Dino!” he roared, “what is taking you and the others so
long to complete a simple errand? We cannot resume play mi-
nus a bishop. Where is the conte, His Excellency’s cousin?”

The dead man is cousin to 1/ Moro?

I felt myself blanch. Though my only connection to the
man’s murder was in the unfortunate role of the one who had
found his body, I was well aware of the noble penchant for
blaming the bearer of bad news. The duke, in particular, rel-
ished punishing minor infractions with a heavy hand. Though
I was but a witness after the fact, I could well suffer some un-
pleasant consequences for having been the one to discover his
relative’s brutal slaying.

The Master must have seen something of my distress
upon my face for, as he halted before me, he commanded in
a kinder tone, “Tell me, my dear boy, what do you know of
the conte’s fate?”

“Dead,” I whispered. “Murdered.”

Another master would have been shaking me, demand-
ing explanations, but not Leonardo. He rubbed his chin
with his thumb and forefinger, as if contemplating my
words. Then, betraying his surprise by nothing more than a
lifted brow, he gestured the most senior of the apprentices,
Constantin, to his side.

“I fear I must provide some assistance to our missing white
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bishop. Go tell the master of the game that these instructions
come from me. He should call the jugglers and musicians to
the playing field and have them commence with a few more
minutes of entertainment . . . preferably a diversion that fea-
tures fire or something equally enthralling. Once the bishop
is fit for play, the match will resume with no further delay.
And should Paulo and Davide return in the interim, tell them
that they are to rejoin the other apprentices.”

“You may depend upon me,” the boy replied, his reedy
voice deepening with importance as he puffed his narrow
chest and pulled himself up to his full height. He made a
swift bow and trotted toward the box where the master of
the game was seated.

That accomplished, Leonardo returned his attention to
me. “I will want to know all, but for now explain nothing
until we are out of earshot of the spectators. Just lead me to
the conte.”

I had taken a swift step toward the garden, when he
stopped me with a strong hand upon my thin shoulder.
“And we shall try not to draw attention to ourselves, Dino,
shall we not?”

I nodded and set off at a more moderate pace through the
crowd, the Master following calmly behind me. A few who
knew his work called out to him as he passed, and he acknowl-
edged them with a smile and a few words of assurance. Only
when we reached the garden did his benign expression change
to one of grim resolve.

“All right, boy, tell me where the conte is, and what you
know about his fate.”

“H-He'’s in there,” I replied, gesturing toward the closed
gate, which I was relieved to see still was barred as I had left
it. “But I can tell you little more than that. He was already
dead when I found him—stabbed—and no one else was to
be seen. As there was nothing I could do for him, I returned
to you right away.”

“You did as you should,” he replied, giving a small nod
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of approval as he eyed the stick I'd used on the latch. “Now,
I must see the conte for myself and assess the situation.”

It took all my resolve to follow Leonardo back into that
frightful garden and close the gate behind us. I allowed my-
self the briefest of fantasies that perhaps this had been some
feverish imagining of mine, and that the garden would
prove empty. But, of course, that was not to be. The crum-
pled form dressed in white bishop’s raiment still rested
upon the grass where I had left him.

Leonardo knelt and, with the casual air of a farmer in-
specting a butchered lamb, rolled the dead man onto his
back. The conte’s head lolled carelessly to one side, and I
winced to see his dull, half-closed eyes and the way his
tongue protruded slightly from between his lips. I could see
now that the man’s hands were stained in his own drying
blood, doubtless from when he had clutched at his wound
in a futile attempt to stanch the gory flow.

I gulped back a sudden rise of bile, imagining the conte’s
last moments. Surely there had been a moment of surprise at
the attack, and then great pain . ..and finally, fear, as he
must have known his wound was mortal. Had his killer
stood coldly by and watched him die, I wondered, or had he
fled the instant the deed was done?

Sympathy for the murdered man rushed through me, and
I allowed myself a better look at him. Slender of build, with
pale skin and fashionably styled hair the color of a wren’s
wing, he would have cut a fine figure at court. He had been a
young and relatively handsome man in life—certainly, more
comely than his older cousin—but death had laid an unkind
hand upon his features, blurring them into thickness.

Seemingly untouched by the sight, the Master felt at the
man’s throat and at his wrist, then shook his head. “As you
said, it is too late for him,” he observed.

Returning the corpse to its original position, he went on,
“However, the body is still limp and only slightly colder
than one would expect of living tissue. And see how I can
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press his flesh”—he demonstrated with a forefinger to the
dead man’s exposed calf—"and it does not retain the impres-
sion. Beyond this, we know the conte was still alive when the
intermission was called, so we can say with certainty that he
has been dead for no more than an hour. As to the cause be-
hind his demise, that answer is obvious, do you not agree?”

I gulped again and nodded. Soon after joining the Mas-
ter’s workshop, I had heard whispered rumors from the other
apprentices that Signore Leonardo had learned his anatomy
by studying the dead . .. human remains, as well as beasts.
They said that he had even carved up bodies simply to ob-
serve their inner workings. Seeing the cool interest with
which he now studied the corpse before him, I could well be-
lieve such tales.

“If we are to discover who has done this deed,” he went
on in the same composed tones, “it would be useful to know
whose knife is buried in the Conte di Ferrara. The handle
appears to have some carving upon it, as may the blade. Per-
haps an examination of it will tell us where it originated, if
not to whom it belongs.”

I braced myself to watch him pluck the knife from the
luckless man’s body, but to my relief he left the weapon
where it was. Instead, he gracefully rose—how was it that
the knees of Ais stockings were not dampened at all?—and
turned back toward me.

“We shall wait for that, however, until His Excellency
has been notified of what has transpired. I fear I shall have to
summon him from the playing field and bring him here. I
will need you to stand guard over the conte for me until we
return.”

I stood speechless for a moment. I had vowed upon first
leaving it that I would never return to this garden, yet
here I was again in it, not many minutes later. And now,
when I would have gladly fled the place a second time, my
Master was asking me to remain here alone with a mur-
dered man!

“Come now, dear boy,” he went on, flicking his fingers in
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that well-known sign of impatience at my hesitation.
“There is nothing to fear from the dead, and I can assure you
that whoever is responsible for the deed is long gone, lest
someone discover his guilt. Surely you are a brave enough
fellow for this task . . . or should I summon one of the serv-
ing wenches to stand watch in your stead?”

That last question spurred me to action, as surely he
knew it would, though perhaps not for the reason he in-
tended. I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin proudly.
“Do not worry, Master, I will make certain no one disturbs
this place until you return with the duke.”

“Good. I will return shortly with His Excellency. Let us
just hope that this bad business does not reflect poorly upon
us.

I waited until the Master had latched the gate after him
before dropping my brave front and scurrying to the wall,
intent on putting as much distance as possible between the
conte and me. I huddled with my back pressed into the
stones, safe from anyone—dead or alive—sneaking up behind
me. For good measure, I made the sign of the cross again and
whispered a swift Paternoster. The Master was right that the
dead could not harm anyone; still, I was less certain of his as-
surances that the person who had so brutally struck down the
conte was long since gone. Surely this had not been the work
of some random assassin . . . or had it been?

Fortunately, this was not my dilemma to solve. Very
soon, I would be well out of the situation. To distract myself
in the meantime, I reached for the pouch at my belt and
withdrew my most valued possession.

It was a small stack of paper that I had obtained from a
rag seller soon after arriving at the castle. I had traded the
man an old tunic for the precious sheets, which I then had
painstakingly bound with a bit of found cord into the form
of a book. Upon those gloriously blank pages, each night I
dutifully documented in minuscule script the most impor-
tant lessons of my apprenticeship.

I had begun what I called my notebook in emulation of
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the Master. I had watched in amazement as, day after day, he
filled copious pages of notes, those loose bits of paper of vary-
ing sizes containing all manner of jottings. Written as the
words were in an odd, reverse hand, I could not easily read
them. Still, I had admired the tiny sketches that illustrated
numerous passages, marveling how with but a few strokes of
his pencil he captured the wing of a bird in flight or the form
of a man laboring. My thought had been that something of
his genius might lie in the fact that he constantly put his
ideas to paper. In doing the same, myself, perhaps some of
that genius might rub off on me. If not, then my scribblings
would serve as a secondary record of the Master’s doings.
Even if I never became a famous painter in my own righe, I
still might gain a bit of success that way.

Finding the note I sought along the corner of one page—
like the Master, I used every empty space and even wrote
new lines crosshatched over old—I reviewed my list of vari-
ous greens to see how many of those shades I could spy
within this garden. The task was not an idle one; rather, it
was but one of many exercises that the Master had instructed
all of us apprentices to perform during our leisure moments
while under his tutelage.

“If, for example, I were to ask you to explain the color
blue, I would expect you to name a score or more of different
variations within that family,” he had told us. “Moreover,
you should be able to fully describe each one. And, of course,
you must be able to mix each of those tints upon your palette.”

Upon occasion, he would permit a more senior appren-
tice to add a bit of paint in one of those hues to a work in
process, but only after that youth could demonstrate he
could properly conjure the suitable color. A fortnight ear-
lier, I was allowed to add a few brushstrokes of sapphirine
to a painted angel’s robe, much to the envy of my fellows. I
had blushed with pleasure when the Master then produced
a bit of that color, which he had earlier mixed, and pro-
claimed that my rendition of the shade was quite compara-
ble to his.
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I had reviewed a dozen of the more basic tones such as
emerald, ivy, and olive, and had moved on to more subtle
hues as verdigris and beryl, when I heard the latch turn. I
stuffed the notebook back into my pouch and jumped to my
feet, reaching the conte’s body as the gate swung open, and
the duke strode in, trailed by half a dozen of the royal guard.
He gestured those men to remain at the gate, then nodded
for the Master to follow him.

I pulled off my cloth cap and made a bow, backing away
deferentially at Il Moro’s approach. He paid me less heed than
the buzzing flies, however, sweeping past me as if I were not
there before halting before his cousin’s prone form.

Had I been expecting a show of grief, I would have been
sorely disappointed. Glancing up past my lowered lashes, I
saw the duke nudge the dead man with one elegantly booted
foot. Then, with a sound of disgust, he turned back to the
Master.

“Pah. What a fool Orlando was to allow himself to be
murdered this way.” He shook his head, anger further darken-
ing his swarthy features. “As you m