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Florence


28 December, 1479


NICCOLÒ: I am late for the execution. This is annoying because I have been looking forward to this man’s death for more than a year.


I have wasted time arguing with my mother, who says I cannot go out. ‘Your father is worried about the plague, Niccolò. He is probably fretting over nothing, but he is your father. Right or wrong, you must obey him.’


‘Please, mother. Please let me go. We don’t have to tell Dad …’


‘You’re not suggesting we lie to your father?’


‘You don’t have to actually lie. Just don’t tell him.’


My mother’s face goes into odd contortions as she tries to get her head round this. How has she managed to live for more than thirty years without understanding anything about how the world works? I’m only ten and it’s pretty clear to me.


I can see she is wavering, though, as much from weariness as from the logic of my arguments. Pressing home my advantage, I plead and plead, making my voice whiny and irritating. ‘What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him,’ I say. In the silence after I’ve finished speaking, we can both hear my father coughing up blood. My mother puts a hand to her forehead as though she is about to faint. Finally she sighs: ‘Go, if you must. But be good. And come home soon.’


I am gone before she has a chance to change her mind. As the door bangs shut, I leave behind the stale warmth of the house and run down the street towards the happy roar and stink of the river. Out here, the air is cold. It is yellow-grey with dust and sunlight and smoke. Free at last, I let my legs carry me as fast as they can.


I am headed towards the Bargello, where all traitors are hanged. The name of this particular traitor is Bernardo di Bandino Baroncelli, and as everybody knows, he stabbed Giuliano de’ Medici in the back of his head during high mass in April last year, crying out ‘Take that, traitor!’ as he did so. It was part of a conspiracy, organised by the pope and the Pazzi family: they wanted to take over our city. Lorenzo de’ Medici was stabbed too – he got a blade in his throat – but he survived, and the conspiracy was crushed. That is why we call him Lorenzo the Magnificent. All the other assassins were hanged long ago, but this Baroncelli hid in the belltower and then, somehow, escaped Italy. But the Medici have eyes everywhere, so it is said, and they found him in Constantinople. And this morning he is to be hanged, and I … I am missing it.


I shove and wriggle my way through the crowds on the Ponte Vecchio, using my elbows as shields, and as I reach the end of the bridge, I see Biagio, the fool, waiting for me, hands on hips. I run straight past him. ‘Come on, we’re late!’


A moment later I feel his grip heavy on my arm and hear his cross voice, panting. ‘I know we’re late … whose fault is that? … too late to run now … already missed it …’


Biagio is fat. He does not like running.


‘The executioner might be late as well,’ I say, and pull my sleeve free of his grip. ‘Come on, let’s see!’


‘The executioner is always on time!’ Biagio shouts, as though I have personally insulted him by suggesting otherwise.


I ignore him, and keep running. I dodge the steaming piles of horseshit and leap over the stream of piss that runs down the middle of Via Por Santa Maria. I turn right and cut through the alley where my father’s cousins live – sudden quiet; the backs of houses; washing hung on lines; a baby screaming and the smell of boiling cabbage – then emerge into the vast open space of the Piazza della Signoria. A game of calcio is taking place in the square, a large crowd gathered round it. I slow down, and look up at the palace: armed guards stand before the doors; soldiers on horseback patrol the square. Power is here. Still jogging, I bend my neck further back to see the high black tower: the clouds moving fast behind make it look like it’s falling towards me.


I sprint forward: round the edges of the cheering, jeering crowd. As I pass, someone yells and several men topple over like dominoes in front of me. One of them stands up, blood pouring from his nose, and pulls a knife from his belt. I run in a wide circle around him, then up a sidestreet: darker, cooler, emptier. For a moment I believe I might not have missed it, but then I see the crowds spill – laughing, talking fast – from the street to my right, and I know they are leaving the Bargello.


Now I have no choice but to stop: the wave of adults is too strong to oppose. I stand in a doorway, getting my breath back, and keep a lookout for Biagio. He appears after a while, his face the colour of a beetroot, and slumps at my feet. Sweat drips from his head onto the cobbles. When he’s recovered, he says, in a desolate voice: ‘I told you the executioner is always on time.’


Outside the Bargello, only a small crowd remains. We stand beneath the body and look up at it: twisting, slowly, from left to right, and then from right to left. All spasms gone; the face dark.


Biagio whispers, ‘Take that, traitor!’ and I laugh.


Soon everyone has left except me and Biagio, and a man, further back, writing something in a notebook. The man is quite young, and finely dressed, but he doesn’t look rich: more like a poor man who spends all his money on clothes. He has long hair, and his tunic and hose are pink. ‘Are you a poet?’ Biagio asks him. Biagio is always going up to strangers and asking them questions.


The man glances up from his notebook, and looks as though he’s tasted something bad. ‘Why ever would you think that?’


LEONARDO: I finish noting down the details of what the dead man is wearing, and then I look again at the sketch – at the man – at the sketch – at the man. The head, I see, is not quite right. Too skull-like. The man hanging above me looks alive still – only somewhat tired and sorrowful. Resigned to his fate. I sketch his face again in the bottom corner. The urchins move closer and stare at my open notebook.


The fat urchin says, ‘Oh no, he’s not a poet. Look – he’s only an artist.’


Only an artist!


The thin urchin asks, ‘Have you been commissioned to do a painting by the Medici?’ He points to Botticelli’s figures on the wall of the Bargello. ‘Was it you who did those paintings of the other traitors?’


How can a small child know about such things? Commissions and Medici and traitors – these words like dust in his mouth. I look in his eyes and see no innocence, no joy. Only a small adult peers out from those eyes, above a thin, cruel Florentine smile. You grow up in this city and it stains you for life. I am thankful that I passed my early years among trees and hills and rivers.


from the hill near Vinci I could see my mother’s house, the white smoke rising from the chimney


‘No, I did not paint those other men. They would appear more real if I had painted them.’


The thin urchin looks unimpressed. ‘Well, they say the artist got forty ducats for each one, whoever he was.’


I try to stop my eyes widening. But it is only money – there is no glory in such work. And it will not last. I close my notebook and replace it in my pocket. Leaving the dead man to the tender cares of the urchins, I walk down Via Ghibellina.


I go past the heavy black door of my father’s office. I do not slow down. I do not knock. The last time I saw my father was the day before Christmas, and the conversation was the same as always –


When are you going to settle down and get married, Leonardo? What do you want to do with your life?


I wish to work miracles, father


Oh … sometimes I despair of you


I focus on the stones beneath my feet, the purple-shadowed walls and doorways that rise up either side of me. As I move towards the city walls, the voices around me grow quieter, the people fewer, the houses smaller and poorer. I turn right up a narrow sidestreet – so small it has no name – and left down another. And there, at the end, is my studio.


I walk inside – the familiar, mingled smells of turpentine, vinegar, walnut oil. The cat meows, the hens burble in the corner. I warm my hands over the brazier. Tommaso, my young assistant, glances up from his canvas and asks how I am.


‘Fine,’ I say, looking over his shoulder. I point to the mountains in the background of his picture. ‘Remember the bases should be paler than the summits.’


Tommaso frowns, nods, concentrates on his work. The cat rubs himself round my calves. I can feel his warmth through the thin hose.


‘Where’s Ricardo?’ I ask.


‘He went to buy cinnabar. We’re all out.’


‘You gave him the money from the cashbox?’


‘Yes … and some of my own.’


‘Your own. Why?’


He hesitates. ‘There wasn’t enough in the cashbox.’


‘It’s empty?’ I blush. ‘I’m sorry, Tommaso. I’ll take some money from the bank today, and pay you back.’


‘Don’t worry, master. There’s no rush.’


But there is, and I know it. Time is a strong wind, pushing at my back. Nearly twenty-eight years old and what have I achieved? At my age, Masaccio had completed most of his life’s work. If I died tomorrow, no one would even remember my name – my legacy would be a few small debts, some unfinished paintings. Several notebooks filled with questions … and barely a single answer.


I go back outside, walking faster now. The bells of Santa Croce start to ring. Further off, to my right, the bells of the Duomo echo them. I do not wish to pass my father’s office again, so I turn randomly – right, then left, then right again. Down unfamiliar streets. The smell of dogshit, the sound of beggars coughing. I stare at motionless figures slumped in the shadows and wonder who among them carries the plague, who has already taken his last breath. In winter the infection is usually dormant, but during the last month it has claimed forty-two lives. These corpses are incinerated every morning in the plague pits the other side of the Arno – and if the wind is coming from the south, that sweet sickening stench is the first thing I breathe when I open the shutters of my room.


memento mori


My head is pounding and in my stomach there are jets of bile. I walk away – hurriedly, unseeingly, through stinking alleys and bustling markets, past hanging slabs of animal flesh and circles of men gambling with dice, no longer even aware of where I am going, only what I wish to escape … until I arrive, by chance, at the Piazza del Duomo. The pale sky vaulting high above. Thirstily I drink the cold air, and after a moment I start to feel better.


A sudden noise above me, as if the sky has been ripped like a sheet of thick paper – I look up and see a swarming dark cloud of wild geese flying over the city. Once more I puzzle over the way they navigate themselves. There does not seem to be a leader. The birdcloud is pulled in different directions by different groups, changing shape like drops of water on tilted glass, yet it never separates, never hesitates. There – there – is achievement! Perfection! Mystery! How do the geese find their way south? How do they fly, with such heavy bodies? Could a man fly thus? How does a man walk? How breathe, speak, hear, frown, smile, weep? These questions I have been asking myself since childhood. Asking other people too …


my uncle gently mocking me as we walked down to the vines from our house in Vinci – ‘Tell me tell me tell me. Why? Why? Why?’


We are each of us living miracles. I look around – men and women buying, selling, gossiping, joking, thieving – and reflect that some of these people, of bad habits and little intelligence, do not deserve such a fine instrument, such an amazing variety of mechanisms.


Then, among the crowd, I notice a blind beggar, dressed in a monk’s robes, his eyeballs coated white with cataracts, and I feel a swell of pity and gratitude. To be blind would be worse than death! He who loses his sight loses his view of the universe, and is like one buried alive who can still move about and breathe in his grave. But I – I can see! I must never forget the wonder of this gift. I can see not only what other men see, but also, I believe, things they can’t see. This sounds like boasting, and I wish to be humble, but … all my life I have been sneered at and doubted – because my father did not marry my mother, because my Latin is poor, because painting is only a ‘mechanical art’. But the poets and scholars who make such remarks have no idea how much more Truth there is in a single painted shadow or flower than in all the useless words of Plato and his imitators. And to paint truly, one must see – the workings of the nerves and muscles beneath the skin, the wingbeats of a hummingbird, a drop of water on the petal of a rose, the movement of wind in a field of hay. And to see, one must understand. And to understand …


tell me tell me tell me why why why


For what is the inevitable precursor of all truth? A question. We must always ask – never cease asking. A verse from Lucretius returns to my mind –


I may at last gloriously uncloud


For you the light beyond, wherewith to view


The core of being at the centre hid


– and then the cathedral bell tolls, breaking the threads of my thought. Again! Where has the time gone? I look up at the great dome – and at its peak the golden orb, which I helped fix there, eight years ago. I remember – standing on the roof of the world, looking down at the tiny people, the tiny houses, and imagining all the great works I would accomplish … soon. I was only nineteen then, my whole future ahead of me. And here I am still, lost in the crowd below, a nobody.


Soon a new year will begin. A new decade. Perhaps I should move to a new city, begin a new career? Away from the wagging tongues, the frowning eyebrows, the smirking lips, the stained minds. Away from the darkened past, towards the glorious future. What I need is a steady income – not too many strings attached. The freedom to pursue my experiments, to learn Latin, to read books, to paint or sculpt or discover or invent or build something that people will still talk about long after I am dead. To uncloud the light beyond. I should write to the pope perhaps, or the Duke of Milan … I must look into it.


But now the bell is ringing. The bank will be closing soon. I turn on my heel and walk briskly in the right direction.


When I reach Santa Maria Nuova and withdraw twenty ducats, the bank manager, Fra’ Abbiata, warns me I have only eight left in my account. Eight! He rubs his fingers and thumb together. ‘You need to earn more, Maestro Leonardo. Big paintings! Major commissions! And finish them, for once!’


‘I know, I know, but …’ I wave my hands to signal helplessness.


Never enough money. Never enough time.
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Sant’Andrea in Percussina


17 June, 1486


NICCOLÒ: We kiss and finally I dare to put my hand up her dress. She does nothing to stop me. The insides of her thighs are as soft as dough and as hot as freshly baked bread. She keeps her eyes closed and moans softly as she breathes. Then, just as I am about to touch the Holy of Holies, she opens her eyes and calmly pushes my hand away.


‘Not there.’


I sigh. ‘Cecilia …’ My eyelids are heavy, my breath thick with desire. I touch her bare arm, move my face closer. ‘Please …’


‘Oh Niccolò!’ She looks away. ‘You know I want to. But … my virtue is all I have. If you were to take it, what would become of me?’


‘You’ve never …?’


‘Of course not!’


We are in shade, surrounded by trees. There is no sound but the river and the buzzing of insects. I look at her: olive skin, black hair, green eyes, luscious lips; her chin a bit too long, perhaps, her teeth a bit too rabbit-like, the faintest hint of dark fur on her upper lip … but I don’t care.


‘Let’s just kiss again,’ I suggest.


But her eyes are wide open now. ‘Can you hear bells?’


I listen: yes, the bells of the church in San Casciano are ringing softly in the distance. ‘No,’ I say.


‘Liar! I’ve got to go.’


She stands up and I stand next to her. She is slightly taller than me.


‘Tomorrow?’ I ask.


‘Maybe.’ She smiles, biting her lip, and my soul melts. A final kiss, and then she is gone: running through the woods, out into sunlight.


Back at the house, I can smell burning. I go to the kitchen and see smoke pour from the iron plate hanging over the fire.


‘Er, Dad?’


‘Oh shit!’ He comes running through from the garden, a volume of Cicero in his hand. ‘The carp! I forgot all about it! I was so pleased when I caught it as well, thinking I’d be able to give you boys a proper meal for a change.’


The two of us stand there, looking sorrowfully at the burnt remains of the fish. ‘You don’t think we could save some?’ I ask.


‘No,’ says Totto’s voice behind us. His moonface expressionless, my brother proceeds to scrape the charred carp into the ditch while my father and I look on helplessly. Totto is thirteen going on thirty-five; dad is fifty-eight going on fifteen.


‘Never mind,’ I say, putting an arm round his shoulder. ‘We can go to the tavern.’


‘We’ve eaten at the tavern every day this week,’ Totto moans.


‘I’m sorry, Totto,’ Dad says. ‘Sorry, Niccolò. We’re not such a family with your mother away and your sisters married …’


‘Dad, it’s fine!’ I draw a finger across my throat while looking at Totto: a subtle reminder he should keep his fat mouth shut. The three of us cross the road to the tavern. ‘Did you enjoy the fishing at least?’ I ask.


‘Oh, it was wonderful. Wasn’t it, Totto?’ My brother grunts. ‘The sunlight on your face, the sound of the river, the smells of the countryside … you must come next time, Niccolò. Where did you go this morning, by the way?’


‘Oh, just down to the woods,’ I say, resting my arm on the bar.


Antonio serves us bread and tomatoes, cheese and dried figs, and a gallon of ale. We take a table in the corner, below the shuttered window. ‘So what’s her name?’ my father asks.


In the deep shadow, he can’t see me blush. ‘Cecilia,’ I mumble.


He laughs and smacks my shoulder. ‘You’re a boy after my own heart, Niccolò. Just mind you don’t get her in trouble.’


We eat, and dad tells us a few priest jokes. The jokes are old, but they make us laugh; the bread is dry, but it fills us up; the ale is rough, but it cools us down. All in all, it’s a good lunch.


‘Oh, by the way,’ my dad says, as I wipe my mouth on a cloth. ‘I got word this morning that the Livy is ready at the printers. Would you go back to Florence and pick it up for me?’


I hesitate for a moment, thinking of Cecilia waiting for me in the woods tomorrow morning, but my father’s happy, expectant face is too much to resist. ‘Of course, dad. It’d be an honour.’


I ride our mule, all alone in this country of forests and hills, and my mind drifts. Oh Cecilia! At the sound of your name, my heart beats faster, my prick hardens, and my soul is tormented by a hollow, desperate yearning. In my head I compose a poem for her: tender, ardent, slightly rude. A bit like Ovid, but in Tuscan. I’m pretty sure Cecilia has no Latin.


By four o’clock, the poem is more or less finished and the heat of the day is at its peak. I stop at the inn in Tavarnuzze, where I see Filippo Casavecchia, the blacksmith: an old friend of dad’s. He buys me a drink and I borrow a pencil and a scrap of paper from the barman, and scribble down the verses I composed on the journey.


Filippo sips his ale. ‘Studying in your holidays, Nico?’


I look up, distracted from my search for a word to rhyme with ecstasy. ‘No … it’s a poem.’


He laughs. ‘You screwed her yet? I guess not if you’re bothering to write her a poem.’


‘She’s a virgin. I was … I was thinking of asking her to marry me.’ This is the ale speaking: I had no intention of saying that to Filippo, even if the idea had crossed my mind during the long, hot journey.


‘You were what? You’re only seventeen!’


‘But my Cecilia is virtuous. And I …’ – I weigh the phrase on my tongue – ‘I love her.’


‘Cecilia …’ He frowns. ‘Not Cecilia Arrighi?’


‘Yes. Why?’


‘Cecilia Arrighi from San Casciano? Lives on the corner near the baker’s? Dad’s a cooper?’


I can feel my heart beat harder with foreboding. ‘Yes.’


‘Black hair, goofy, chin like a bayonet, nice pair of tits?’


‘Yes, goddamnit! What about it?’


He laughs softly. ‘She’s having you on.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘She’s about as virginal as the pope’s mistress, that’s what I mean. She’s been ridden more times than your old mule out there.’


I stare at him with glassy eyes. ‘I don’t believe you,’ I say. But I do. His tone is too sure. Already the hazy, perfect image of the girl I kissed this morning is fading, being replaced by this new, darker, unflatteringly detailed portrait.


I stare at the dirt floor, where the barman’s dog is devouring a rat it’s just caught. Filippo leans forward and prods me under the chin. ‘You’re too naïve, lad. You should wake up; be more sceptical. People don’t tell you the truth just like that. Why should they? They tell you what they think you want to hear.’ He gets up, squeezes my shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Nico. There’s no harm done. It’s always better to know the worst. And maybe you’ve learned something too.’


I say nothing. Filippo says farewell and leaves the inn. I finish my ale and read through the poem I wrote.


Oh well.


Sod it.


I screw the paper into a ball and throw it on the fire.


The sky is turning red in the west when I reach the Piazza della Signoria. I am tired and depressed, but the sight of the city centre, buzzing with the impersonal joy of a warm summer’s evening, lifts my spirits again. I do love Florence. As the proverb says: ‘The countryside is for animals; the city for men.’


I ride to the printer’s: hand over three bottles of wine and one bottle of vinegar to Signor Rossi. In return he gives me Livy’s History of Rome. It is bound in vellum: a beautiful object. And, inside, all the wisdom of the ancients; all the virtues and heroics of the Roman Republic. My dad worked for months, indexing this volume, in order to pay for his copy; the wine and vinegar were just to pay for the binding. Holding the book proudly under my arm, I lead the mule through the city streets, across the Ponte Vecchio, and back to our house.


When I’ve stabled the mule, I sit in my dad’s chair and open the Livy. Soon I am no longer in Florence, no longer in this timid and pygmy-like age; I inhabit a nobler time, a greater land. For hours on end I forget my petty woes, my amorous yearnings; I forget Cecilia and her lies (and even her thighs); I think only of power and glory. One day I will enter politics. Either that or be a famous poet; I haven’t quite decided yet.


My reverie is broken by a knock at the door. I open up: there stands Biagio, stout and grinning. ‘I heard you were back. Are you coming out for a drink? Everyone will be there.’


I laugh with pure happiness. ‘Biagio! Boy am I glad to see you! Yes, I’ll come out. Just let me get some money.’


I go upstairs and fill my pockets with coins. Enough for some wine, and perhaps a trip to the Frascato afterwards, to find a whore. It really is about time I cured myself of this damned innocence.
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Siena


11 August, 1492


CESARE: Sun-glare and bloodstink. Sweat stings my eyes. Roaring then silence.


My horse is bleeding, trembling. I stroke her neck. Look round – thousands of eyes on me. Thousands of eyes on the bull.


The bull is bleeding. Three thin swords poke from its shoulders. The bull is weakening. Bloodpools everywhere. The bull is angry.


Head low, it charges. I hold the horse still. I can feel her heart beat under my thigh. I whisper in Spanish:


Calm. Wait. Soon.


The bull charges. The horse trembles. Time moves slowly. I slide another sword into the bull’s neck.


Sweat foams on the horse’s flanks. She tries to run – hooves slip on bloodslicked cobbles. The bull’s horn touches the horse. The horse screams. She bleeds and runs.


The bull is swaying. I dismount, walk over. The bull stares up at me. The bull is angry but the bull is weak.


Roaring then silence. I wipe sweat from my eyes and raise the great sword.


The bull lifts its head. Strength for one last charge. But too late, too late.


My mouth is dry. My hands are soaked. Head empty, muscles loose. I’ve done this many times before.


I swing the great sword.


Silence then roaring. Bloodstink and sun-glare. The bull’s head on the ground.


I wash my hands. I wash my face. The crowd chant – ‘The bull is dead! Long live the Bull!’


The Borgia Bull, they mean. The Bull – our family’s symbol.


I take off my shirt and wash my chest. The smell of blood lingers. Servants pass me clean clothes, gloves dipped in musk. Silk cool, leather warm on my skin.


Girls gasp: ‘He’s so brave! He might have been killed!’ But I knew I wouldn’t die. It is not my time yet.


I saw the stargazer last night. Lorenz Behaim. He cast my horoscope. It said I had two paths – two possible fates. If my father is pope, I’ll win fame – and die young. If not, I’ll live long – without fame.


‘Like Achilles,’ I said. Lorenz nodded. ‘How young?’ I asked. ‘It’s hard to say,’ Lorenz said. ‘How young?’ I repeated. ‘Like Alexander,’ Lorenz said.


Alexander the Great died at thirty-two years old. Alexander the Great was King of the World.


I am nearly seventeen. More than half my life gone. Fucking hell – I have no time to lose.


I signal Fernando, my page. He comes running. ‘Yes, my lord?’


‘Still no message?’


‘No, my lord. Rest assured you will be informed the moment …’


I wave my hand. He shuts the fuck up. I nod. He disappears.


Five days. That’s how long it’s been – the papal conclave. My father in Rome, in the Sistine Chapel – smiling, whispering. Promising, threatening. Bribing. Perhaps his last chance to be pope. A hundred and twenty hours. And each hour like a day.


Each evening – a message from my father. I know all that has passed. The shifting alignments of the two factions. The muleloads of gold sent to cardinals’ palaces.


In his last message – the third scrutiny. Things going his way. The balance tilting. Hope – great hope. ‘It is within my grasp at last.’


That was yesterday evening. Before then, waiting was a dull ache. Now it is burning – a raging fever. To lose it now would be –


Fuck. Don’t go there. If only I knew …


A servant comes. He whispers. The arrangements for the palio. Bribes offered. A rival poisoned. Our tactics sharpened.


It is only a horse race. I have five hundred ducats riding on it. But what is five hundred ducats? O fate, O destiny, O Fortune … let me lose the race and win – the true prize.


Seconds drag by. Trumpets and drums, flags and chariots. The horses assemble. The crowd roars.


A servant comes, breathless. ‘The messenger is here, my lord. But the guards have detained him …’


I stand up. Swords in my stomach. ‘Take me to him. Run!’


I follow the sprinting servant. Fuck my dignity – my noble bearing. I must know. I must know NOW.


We push through crowds – to the edge of the square. Sienese troops have stopped the messenger. They are asking him questions.


I give them money. I tell them to disappear. They go.


I stare at the messenger. His clothes soaked with sweat. And the look in his eyes – tired … frightened? Does he bring bad news?


‘Speak.’


A second passes …


‘My lord, I have ridden all day to bring you the news …’


‘Tell me!’


A second passes …


‘Your father was elected the new pope this morning. He has taken the name Alexander. He sends you his …’


A second passes … and everything changes. Breathe in, one person. Breathe out, someone else.


I am the pope’s son.


I walk a different path now. The path to glory. The path I left behind goes through lowlands. This one curves up high to peaks unseen. It’s riskier – the falls are fatal. But all great things are dangerous.


Yes. Fucking YES.


I clench my fists. Turn my burning eyes from the messenger’s face. Compose yourself. Straighten the mask. Give the messenger a purse of gold. There’s plenty more where that came from. He kisses my feet – opens his mouth to pour out fine words.


I hold up my hand. ‘Save it. Change your horse. Eat some food. Then ride back to Rome. Tell my father I am happy and proud at his deserved elevation blah blah blah. Use lots of fancy phrases. You can expect more gold at his end.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


I call one of the servants. ‘Get my carriage ready.’


‘What about the horse race, your lordship?’


‘Fuck the horse race. Get my carriage ready, I said.’


There is no time to lose.
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Milan


1 July, 1497


LEONARDO: I turn my eyes from the stage to the faces of the audience, which appear and disappear with the flickering of the multicoloured flames. I watch as their faces show fear, wonder, amusement, shock. As we near the climax, I lift my eyes to the night sky. This part of the show is risky. It has never been done before – it might go wrong. I squint up at the blackness, and the first white flakes appear, seemingly from nowhere, drifting down lazily in beautiful spirals and eddies. I look at the audience – no one has noticed yet. Their eyes are still fixed on the darkening stage, waiting for the next miracle. And then, one by one, with gasps and exclamations, they feel the cold wetness on their faces – and look up …


‘Snow!’


‘But that’s impossible. It’s the middle of summer!’


Lucrezia Crivelli, the duke’s mistress, smiles at me and says, ‘Dear Leonardo, however did you manage it?’


I wish to work miracles


‘He is a magician!’ someone cries.


‘Not at all,’ I protest, as the fireworks begin, arcing and exploding through the sky. I lift my head to watch.


Soon the show is over. I bow as the members of the court cheer, and I kneel down to receive the thanks of his lordship the duke. He hands me a silk purse of coins. I kiss his gloved hand, then slip away.


I walk quickly through the courtyard, everywhere hung with red and blue satin. Furtively I weigh the bag of coins in my hand – it is not heavy. The duke has grown less generous lately – rumour has it his position is under threat. I pass the guards and cross the drawbridge. Seeing the vast crowd gathered a hundred feet from the Castello Sforzesco, I take the carnival mask from my pocket and put it on.


Elegantly anonymous now, I move past the mob. A few stare at me hungrily (do they wish to rob me? thank me?) but I walk onward, eyes to the ground. I leave the castle behind and go along Via Sanseverino until I reach Donnino Bramante’s house. I knock at the door, remove my mask. The servant lets me in and tells me I may wait in the drawing room. Here I sit alone, eyes closed, remembering the most beautiful moments of the evening Salai in his cloak of silver trimmed with green, the devilish smile on his face until I hear the front door open and the clamour of familiar voices.


‘Leonardo, there you are!’


‘What are you doing here, all alone?’


‘Everybody loved it, Leo!’


‘But the snow! The snow! How did you do that?’


I stand up and kiss my friends as their voices wash over me. Il Sodoma, dressed in scarlet, wearing devil’s horns on his head, leading his pet monkey in on a velvet leash … Giacomo Andrea, suave and handsome, who hugs me and tells me about a new church he has just been commissioned to design … Luca Pacioli, sober-faced, slightly embarrassed by the excesses of my other friends, talking to me about the divine proportions in the shapes of light made by the fireworks … Donnino himself, his hair such a mess you’d think he had just woken up, shining his genial smile at me and clapping his hands for wine … and Tommaso, of course, my most trusted assistant – he has a beard now, but in his eyes is still the same zeal for learning, the same dry wit, that I liked so much when I took him on as a sixteen-year-old in Florence. I answer their questions – and then, in a whisper, ask Tommaso one of my own.


‘Have you seen Salai?’


‘Not since the start of the show.’


‘I gave him some money. He said he wanted to buy something.’


‘You astonish me.’


‘I know you think I spoil him, Tommaso, but …’


‘That is none of my business, master, but I’m sorry – I don’t know where he is.’


his silver cloak disappearing, another shape waiting for him in the darkness


‘Never mind – it doesn’t matter.’


After that, the hours pass in a happy blur. We drink chilled wine. Some other guests arrive. Donnino plays the lute. Il Sodoma dances, lasciviously. Donnino sings rude songs. The monkey dances, lasciviously. At some point I ask Luca how to multiply square roots, and he shows me on a piece of paper. After that, my memories are vague, dark, flashing.


Eventually, exhausted, I ask Donnino if I may sleep on his bed for an hour, and he shows me to the room.


I take off my clothes and lie on the bed in the dark. It is hot in this room, even with the window open. My mouth is dry and the walls are spinning slightly. I close my eyes and, because it always brings peacefulness to my soul, remember the countryside around Vinci. The view from the hilltop near my mother’s house – the cypress trees like dark candle flames and the lines of hills melting bluish grey behind them.


my mother smiling, her calm warm gaze – mamma I love you and I


Eventually I fall asleep … and dream that I am flying. Ahead I can see mountains, clouds, birds. Below me a large winged shadow moves silently over lakes and fields. This is a recurring dream – the most wonderful of all my dreams. I fly, and I am free.


And then I hear someone coughing and I open my eyes. I am lying in the harsh light of dawn in a bed with rumpled sheets, and around me on the floor are half a dozen strangers, their mouths slack, their odours fetid. One of them is snoring.


I dress myself, then tiptoe between the guests’ sleeping bodies and go downstairs to the drawing room. The silent aftermath of the party – cushions on the floor, a broken clay jug, Donnino asleep on the couch. He was too kind to wake me, to send me home. I notice a sheet of paper on the table and pick it up – numbers, sums, explanations in Luca’s tidy handwriting. And beneath, five words: ‘Regular accounting preserves long friendships.’ I smile wryly. So I must have been talking to Luca about Salai. I tear off a strip of paper and write a note to Donnino, thanking him for an enjoyable night and apologising for taking his bed. Then I put the rest of the paper in my pocket and leave by the front door.


Outside, Via Sanseverino is still in shadow but the air feels warm. I walk to the main road, and back towards the castle. Here the sun is low and bright. Squinting, I see stewards carrying pieces of wooden scaffolding and painted back-cloths through the gates. A quiet shock as I realise what they are – the props and scenery from last night’s spectacle.


I love to create these illusions, but what if they are, as they pretend to be, life in microcosm – a glorious flaring, followed only by darkness, leaving not a trace of itself behind? What if all my work will, one day, be carted off so unceremoniously, dumped in a store room or burnt on a pyre?


I wished to carve my name in marble but … have I merely sketched a signature in dust?


But no, I am looking at the world through the queasy gloom of a hangover. I have already created something that will last.


I feel in my pocket for the key. Yes, I still have it. The duke must have forgotten. I finished the fresco nearly a year ago – or, rather, he told me it was finished, and forbade me to continue working on it. But odd nights, odd dawns, I let myself in and look at it, alone. Try to see it with fresh eyes. Each time, some imperfection sings out to me from the tableau – pleading for me to change it.


I walk to the monastery. From behind the stone walls I can hear the monks chanting, but it is too early for them to eat breakfast. Good – I will be alone. I unlock the door of the refectory, and walk to the middle of the room. Then I turn – and look. For the first time, I see it the way I dreamt it would be seen. Not as a painting on a wall, but a perfect illusion – the monks’ dining room lengthened, another table added to the five at which they eat each day. And sitting at that table, Jesus and the twelve apostles.


And then I spot something on the floor, at the foot of the painting. Some spilt food, perhaps, or a dead insect. I walk over to the mark, intending to remove it, and close up I see tiny flakes of brilliant blue, tiny flakes of red. I crouch down, touch one of the flakes with my finger – it turns to powder.


In shock, I stand up and search the picture, my eyes darting from one part to another. I take a few steps back and look further up … to Jesus’s blue cape, his red shirt. There are holes in the picture. Tiny holes, of course – I wouldn’t even have seen them if I hadn’t found the flakes, but …


holes


The paint is crumbling. I must have got something wrong in the mixing. And if after a year, half a dozen tiny flakes have fallen, how many will have fallen after ten years, fifty, a hundred? Five hundred years from now, my picture will not exist at all – it will be nothing, a blank wall, the image vanished like a ghost. I put my head in my hands and stare through the cage of my fingers at the floor.


merely sketched a signature in dust


I hear footsteps, voices – the monks coming for their breakfast. I let myself out and walk away, the sunlight hotter now, but the city looking even more desolate than before. A city of ashes, a city of dead hopes.


Someone calls my name. I look up and see one of the gentlemen from the court. He lifts his hands – ‘The show last night, bravissimo! I won’t forget that in a hurry.’


No, I think, but you will forget it – soon, nothing will remain of it.


I thank the gentleman politely and walk on, as my name is whispered by the people around me. They stare and point. Someone laughs. A thin, dirty child runs up to me and begs for a soldi. I throw him a coin and quicken my pace to escape the whispers and the stares. The cost of fame.


I enter Via Dante. More people on the streets now. Too many people – the city like a river in flood. I walk, the foul smells of pig’s blood and rotting fruit assailing my nostrils, the loud noises of vendors’ yells and hammered stone attacking my ears, the clinging bluish-black filth of smoke, dust and sewage smudging my clothes and shoes. If only they had let me build a new Milan to replace this dismal maze. I drew them pictures of the city in my mind – explained to them the diseases they would prevent, the money they would save, the lives they would improve. I drew tall chimneys to disperse the smoke high above the city. I drew a system of locks and paddle wheels so the canals might be used to cleanse the streets. I divided the city into two levels – the lower level, with its tunnels and canals, for the warehouses and the traders’ stalls, the movement of beasts and goods, and the upper level for houses, with loggias and courtyards and fountains, with wide avenues where people might walk freely amid flowering trees and breathe unpolluted air. Oh, I can see it all now, the dream city arching over the ruins of old Milan! But no … the duke preferred to spend his money on armies and parties and mistresses. My city was never built.


I walk past the clay Horse I sculpted, as mighty as ever – and as fragile. I was meant to cast it in bronze. But the duke used the bronze to make cannons instead. So my Horse will crack and crumble with the years, just as my Last Supper will flake and vanish. I have achieved so much since I came to Milan fifteen years ago – but what will it all count for, in the end?


a signature in dust


I walk through the Piazza del Duomo, past the beggars and sellers, the mules and the builders, until I reach the sanctuary of the Palazzo Vecchio. I climb the steps up to the roof.


Here, high above the city, there is a breeze and the air does not stink. I shield my eyes with my hand and look out over red rooftops, grey city walls, forests glinting silver in the heat haze … some swallows moving through the air like swimmers in a fast river, their shadows rippling over the dried earth … and, unreal as a painted backdrop, the distant mountains. Their peaks bluish with the perspective of loss.


I take the piece of paper from my pocket and memorise the sums that Luca wrote upon it, then I fold it carefully.


And I launch my paper bird through the air. It twists, flurries, loops, dives, soars, vanishes. It flies. Just as a man with wings large enough might learn to overcome the resistance of the air, and conquer and subjugate it, and raise himself upon it.


a winged shadow moving over lakes and fields


I stare up at the sky, where invisible Fortune watches me, and whisper, ‘One day …’





5


Rome


14 June, 1497


CESARE: Treeshadow and insectbuzz. The scent of ripe melons and the sound of false laughter. Supper at our mother’s vineyard – overlooking city and sunset.


A minor celebration – in my honour. My brother Juan gets the big celebrations.


Juan is the soldier. I am the churchman. I am the elder – it should be me with the sword. But Juan is our father’s favourite.


The far end of the table – talk in Italian. Our end of the table – talk in Spanish. Me. Juan. Our cousin Fatty Lanzol – the Cardinal of Monreale.


I water my wine. Fatty sips his. Juan drinks like he’s dying of thirst – as always. That thirst he can’t quench. For other men’s wives. For boasts and insults.


His sneering voice: ‘Would you pass the salt please, cardinal ?’


I look up. A second too late. The salt cellar near me. Our cousin reaching across.


‘Still not used to being a man of the cloth, eh?’ Juan taunts.


I stare. Zero expression. I say: ‘Cardinals have power. And money. And the chance to be pope.’


‘Yes, but captains have glory. And their own armies.’


‘It’s not your army. It’s the army of the Church. And you haven’t had much glory yet, brother.’


Blood rises to his cheeks. He slams the tabletop. Hisses: ‘It was my first time. And I had bad luck. I’d like to see YOU do better.’


Oh – so would I, Juan. So would I.


Hoofclatter and torchlight. We ride through dark streets. Four of us – me, Fatty, Juan, a masked man. The last silent, nameless. An acquaintance of Juan’s. Behind us – servants and grooms.


Past the Colosseum – ghostly in the gloom. I see the shades of Julius Caesar and Tiberius. Their names echoing into eternity.


Past corpses hanging from the walls of palace gardens. I see rats crawling round their shoulders. Men whose names are already forgotten.


The scent of roses. The stench of death.


Past our father’s old palace. Past our mother’s old house. Past the house where Juan and I grew up.


Memories stir – of fights and feasts. Ceremonies and kisses. And one pervasive feeling – that yearning for childhood’s end.


So now it’s over. Our father is pope. I am a cardinal. Power accumulating. The Borgia on the rise. But slowly. So slowly …


Still I look ahead and see my future – glorious and towering. But time is running out.


I must triumph before I die. I must conquer before death conquers me. I am twenty-two years old. Only ten years left. I clench my fists – no fucking time to lose.


At the Ponte Sant’Angelo, Juan says he must leave us.


Fatty says: ‘At this hour? The streets are dangerous, cousin.’


Juan: ‘I’ll be fine.’


Fatty: ‘Take a servant, at least. It is rash to go out alone in Rome …’


When everybody hates your guts. When everybody wishes you dead. But Fatty is too polite to say this.


Juan sighs – signals for his groom to follow. The groom on foot. Juan on his mule.


As he rides away, a dark shape moves behind him. The masked man – mounting the mule. His arms round Juan’s torso. Silent.


We watch them go – vanish into night. The servants murmur.


Fatty frowns: ‘Do you think we should have stopped him?’


I say: ‘He’s probably on the scent of cunt. He’d have killed you if you tried to stop him.’


Fatty: ‘Yes. I daresay you’re right. Who was that man though?’


I shrug. ‘Juan has some strange companions.’


We ride across the bridge. The city silent as a morgue.


15 June, 1497


Another fine summer’s day – alone in the Sala del Credo. I look out at the shaded courtyard. I walk across the room. Look out at the sunlit gardens.


I admire the frescoes in the lunettes. All these prophets, with their strangely familiar faces. Mine. Juan’s.


Our long combed hair. Our neatly trimmed beards. Our handsome features. The paintings crude – you can hardly tell us apart.


From beyond the closed door – my father’s voice. His footsteps hurried. Impatient knocking at the door.


‘Come in, Father.’


His brows knitted. Eyes darting. ‘Juan’s servants tell me he didn’t come back last night …’


‘That’s right.’ I tell him of our parting – the groom, the masked man. ‘Cardinal Lanzol was worried. But I presumed … a lady friend.’


‘Yes, you’re probably right.’ He looks through the window – at the shadows on the grass. ‘He should be back by now though.’


‘Second helpings?’


My father laughs. His face relaxes. ‘Or third, even, in Juan’s case. Yes, yes – I’m sure you’re right, Cesare. Are you coming to consistory?’


‘Of course, Father.’


Time drags. The seconds like hours. The minutes like days. Consistory – Nones – Vespers. The shadows in the garden shorten, briefly vanish. They reappear, lengthen. Melt into darkness.


Muscles twitch in my father’s face. A new one every hour. His hands writhe in his lap.


Juan’s servants are called – every hour. My brother has still not been seen.


‘There’s something wrong. This isn’t normal. He wouldn’t …’


‘He’s done it before,’ I point out. ‘Juan forgets that people worry about him. He doesn’t think.’


My father nods. ‘I know, I know … you’re right. But … Juan has enemies. What if he …’


‘We could order the city searched.’


He stares at me, eyes wide. He has been waiting for me to say it. Waiting for someone else to voice his fear.


‘You don’t think …?’


‘No. But it’s getting dark. Better safe than sorry.’


He nods – eyes on the ground. He orders the city searched.


We have supper in my father’s study. He doesn’t eat. He paces the room. He says: ‘If he’s dead …’


I eat. I say nothing. If my brother’s dead … I’ll take his place.


When my father’s gone, I stand at the open window. Look out at the vast, invisible world. All the stars above. All the lands that lie beneath them. All of them waiting to be conquered.


I breathe the cool air. Shiver with desire.


Calm. Wait. Soon.


16 June, 1497


I walk beside the open bier. My brother – eyes closed. His face ghoulish in the flickering torchlight. People stare, murmur fearful – ‘You’d think he was only sleeping.’


I look at his face – like looking in a mirror. The undertakers have done a good job. His beard trimmed. His hair combed. His slashed throat sewn up – the scar hidden.


They dragged the river – found his body. Fully dressed. His purse full of money. Bad luck for Juan. But we must all make sacrifices for the family.


My father spent the whole day weeping. Wailing and hammering the door of his room. Now he walks at the head of the procession.


My mother walks behind me. My sister Lucrezia behind her.


We walk by the Tiber. Mosquitoes whining. The river low and foul. Two hundred torches – reflected in the water. Dark. Flickering.


On the breeze I hear distant screams. Witnesses being examined. Suspects questioned. The city scoured for Juan’s killers.


We enter the church. The nave crowded. The ceremony solemn – and dull, and long. It stirs memories of childhood.


The smell of incense. The stink of death.


My father sobs. My mother prays. Lucrezia trembles.


I watch Juan’s face. I half-expect him to yawn at any moment.


22 June, 1497


We finish our meal. I dismiss the servants. My father stares at the table. I clear my throat. ‘Father, I …’


He breaks me off. His voice abrupt. Emotionless. ‘I’ve called off the investigation,’ he says. ‘I know who killed your brother.’


He stares at me. I stare back.


‘Oh?’


He looks at the table. ‘Yes. It was the Orsini. They’ve hated us ever since Virgilio died in our dungeons. They blame me for it. And, of course, your brother led the attack on their castles – even if he wasn’t successful. This was their vendetta.’


‘But you don’t want to bring them to justice?’


‘I want REVENGE! But it must wait. Now is not the time. When we are stronger, more secure – when they think I have forgotten – when they think the danger is past … then … then I will SMASH them!’


His fist bangs the table. His eyes flash white. I say nothing.


‘Sorry, my son. I should not let my anger rule me so completely, but … my Juan!’ Tears well in his eyes. His throat gurgles. ‘I loved him so …’


‘We all did, Father.’


A handkerchief pressed to his face. Seconds pass. His breathing slows. Voice low and broken-sounding now: ‘I know, Cesare. You may not always have seen eye to eye with your brother, but … he was your blood. Blood matters. I know you know that. But now … now you are my only son.’


‘There is Joffré too.’


He coughs. Or is it laughter? ‘I am not entirely sure about Joffré’s paternity. I am sure, however, that he is not worth a damn as a soldier. I suppose I could make him a cardinal.’


A crack of light. I see my chance. The words rush out. ‘Father, I don’t want to be a cardinal any more. I want to fight. I want to be your Captain General.’


A look of shock on the old man’s face. But not surprise, somehow. ‘No one has ever renounced the velvet, you know. No one.’


‘Good. Then I’ll go down in history.’


He’s going to say yes. I can sense it. Can almost feel the swordhilt in my hand. Can see my future ahead of me – towering, glorious.


My father inspects his fingers. Sighs, long. ‘The cardinalate is worth a lot of money. You’ll be losing thirty-five thousand ducats a year. Not to mention the opportunity to become pope.’


‘There are other ways of getting money. And of winning glory. There are other means of power.’


He nods. But his eyes are elsewhere. Seeing the ghost of Juan, I suppose. Sadness cloaks his face again. Voice cool and distant now: ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
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Florence


23 May, 1498


NICCOLÒ: I follow in Biagio’s trail as he shoves his way through the crowd, and Agostino comes behind me, apologising smoothly to all the people we disturb. There is a roar from up ahead, echoed behind and around us. Standing on tiptoes, I peer ahead: we are close to the gibbets now; easily within stone-throwing distance. I thump Biagio on the shoulder and say: ‘This’ll do.’


We put our crates on the ground and step upon them. The square is packed and there are people watching from the rooftops: eating picnics, drinking wine, enjoying the warm spring breeze. Outside the door of the Palazzo della Signoria, the three friars are being forced to take off their black mantles, their white habits. This is a smart move: remove their costume and you remove their mystique; in their undershirts, these three men might be ordinary criminals.


I look up at the black walls of the palace: silent faces fill the windows. In a week or two, I will be inside there, looking out. I will be a pen-pusher, a decision-maker. Barring a miracle, my election to the Second Chancery is already assured: I have spent the last four years carefully cultivating friendships with the men who count – Alamanno Salviati, Bartolomeo Scala – and writing learned papers for them on the future of the Florentine Republic. Before that, I composed poetry and wormed my way in with the Medici; but they fell soon after the death of Lorenzo, and I had to start all over again. This is politics: you must back the winning horse and, if necessary, switch your bets in the middle of the race. Now it is time to collect my winnings. I have come here this morning to witness the final act in my own rise, and in the fall of Fra’ Girolamo Savonarola.


Only a year ago, choirs of children sang while the friar burnt the city’s mirrors and wigs and lutes and nude paintings. The bonfire of the vanities, he called it. Now the wind has changed and the city is burning the friar. In a couple of hours, we will all be free once again to admire ourselves in mirrors while wearing false hair, playing musical instruments and leering at naked women. Ah, liberty … how I’ve missed you! Four years of sobriety and virtue is enough for anyone.


All the way along the wooden walkway they shuffle: the three friars in their undershirts, their ankles held together by leg-irons. The hangman shaves their heads. The crowd goes silent. One by one, each friar climbs his ladder, and a noose is fastened around his neck. Someone coughs. In the distance a baby wails. ‘Nice day out for the infant,’ Agostino whispers.


I watch as the hangman hurls the first friar off the ladder. But his rope is too short, and the hangman was too gentle, so his neck is not broken. He takes an age to die, the poor fool, choking and repeating ‘Jesu! Jesu!’ as his feet kick desperately at the air.


The second friar is hurled off the ladder. This time, thankfully, the hangman does a better job: the second friar is dead within a minute.


The silence tightens, intensifies; twenty thousand people hold their breaths. We wait and listen: to hear what Fra’ Savonarola will say. Will he confess his guilt? Will he prophesy disaster? Will he justify himself ? But no. Bizarrely, he says nothing at all. His face betrays no emotion. He might as well be sitting on the toilet, thinking about the weather. Behind me, someone yells: ‘Oh prophet, now is the time for you to work one of your miracles!’ It’s hard to tell if the man is joking or not.


The hangman hurls Savonarola from the ladder. I hear the crack as his neck breaks. The hangman jerks the rope to make the friar’s feet dance.


As if a spell has been broken, the crowd roars and surges forward. I am knocked off my crate. The mass of flesh and bones crushes me and releases me, crushes and releases again, and I smell the acrid stench of a thousand sweating bodies in my nostrils; feel once more the terrible, unreasoning power of the mob. This is the same mob who chased the friar back to San Marco six weeks ago; who would have torn him limb from limb in their rage had he not been arrested and protected by guards. And yet, if you’d asked any of the people who were part of that mob, the next day, why they were so angry, they would just have shrugged their shoulders. They had waited all day in the rain for the trial by fire – the Dominicans versus the Franciscans – and nothing had happened: they were bored, frustrated, mildly pissed off. And then a few arrabbiati – the friar-haters – started yelling ‘Let’s kill Savonarola!’ That’s all it took. That’s all it would take now. If someone shouted ‘Let’s kill Niccolò Machiavelli!’, they probably would. Except that they don’t know who I am. Anonymity has its benefits, I suppose. I begin to wonder if becoming second chancellor is such a great idea after all.


By the time the crowd has calmed itself and I have stood back on top of my crate, the fire has already been lit beneath the corpses. People are throwing bags of gunpowder onto the flames, making nice explosions. The bags were on sale in the square – only two soldi for three. People are singing now, laughing, telling rude jokes.


‘Praise the Lord!’ a loud, posh voice declares. ‘Now we can all commit sodomy again!’


And then someone shouts ‘A miracle! A miracle!’ and we all go silent. I look at the hanging bodies: through the smoke, I see that Savonarola’s right arm is lifting, the hand opening, displaying two fingers and a thumb. ‘He is blessing us! It’s a miracle!’


Women scream. Men sob. People fall to their knees and pray or run away in panic. I look sideways at Biagio. His face is white, stricken. He turns to stare at me. ‘Do you think …?’


I say nothing. My muscles tense.


Agostino leans over and says: ‘It’s just the hot air, making his hand rise.’


‘Oh.’


We look again and suddenly this seems obvious. The flesh is charred; black as rats. He is deader than a piece of wood. A gang of boys throws stones at the bodies, and a few seconds later the friar’s arm has fallen to the ground, in flames.


My muscles relax; I breathe easy. I bask in the pleasant heat. He is not a prophet. He is not a saint. He was just a man, and now he’s dead.


Agostino suggests we go and celebrate my election.


‘He hasn’t won yet!’ Biagio objects.


‘He’ll win easily, Biagio. You know it as well as we do. With Salviati’s support, he can’t fail.’


‘Yes,’ I say, ‘and don’t worry, gentlemen – I won’t forget my friends when I am in office.’


‘Where shall we go?’ Biagio asks. ‘The Frascato?’


‘Absolutely,’ I say, and raise my hands like Cicero before the Senate. ‘Today, it is our patriotic duty as good citizens to get drunk, gamble and fuck prostitutes.’


Everyone laughs.


You think me cruel? You think me cold and heartless? Yes … well, you’re not the only one. But we must always move with the times. The friar was a good man, I do not deny it, but he paid the price for being an unarmed prophet. No one could have saved him today. As for my laughter … I can only quote one of my own poor poems:


I laugh, and my laughter does not touch my soul


I burn and no one sees my passion.


You see? I do have a soul. Even if it’s unlikely now to be saved.


As we walk through the emptying square, we hear a roar of laughter behind us. We turn around. Someone throws a small black object in our direction. It lands on the cobbles, smoking gently. Some boys begin kicking it about. A man shouts: ‘I always told you the friar was a heartless bastard!’


I smile thinly. We’re all heartless bastards now.
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Florence


1 August, 1499


NICCOLÒ: I’ve been working in the Palazzo della Signoria for more than a year now, but the novelty has yet to wear off. I still feel a small thrill approaching the tall black tower, entering this vast cool lobby, climbing these stone stairs. Where I come from, stairs are steep, dark, narrow and noisy: the wood creaks; the air stinks; the close walls echo every sound. Power, I have come to realise, is a broad, shallow, light-filled staircase; power is the almost-silence in which I walk up these steps, the scentless air that I breathe.
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