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        Praise for The Flames of Florence

        Da Vinci’s Disciples, Book Three

      

      

      "Illicit plots, mysterious paintings, and Leonardo da Vinci all have their part to play in this delicious, heart-pounding work."

      ―Kate Quinn, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of The Alice Network

      

      "A glittering Renaissance gem of a novel. Donna Russo Morin, a master of her craft, has penned an intricate story full of lush historical detail with a plot that will leave you breathless."

      ―Tasha Alexander, New York Times bestselling author of Death in St. Petersburg

      

      "Like a glorious Italian fresco-richly textured and vividly portrayed … Highly recommended for lovers of history, art, and courageous women."

      ―Anna Lee Huber, bestselling author of the Lady Darby Mysteries

      

      "Donna Russo Morin renders one of the most tumultuous periods in Florence's history in bright colors and with vivid descriptions. This tale of a group of determined women standing up for what they believe in … will absolutely resonate with modern readers."

      ―Alyssa Palombo, author of The Most Beautiful Woman in Florence

      

      In fifteenth-century Florence, artistic competition was a blood sport. Donna Russo Morin brings all the drama of this period to life in The Flames of Florence. Richly painted yet rooted in the strange truth of the world of Girolamo Savonarola, Donna Russo Morin weaves together characters real and imagined, against the backdrop of fear, ambition, and lust for artistic achievement that characterized the last decades of fifteenth-century Florence. A must-read for those who want to experience the pulsing heart of the Italian Renaissance.

      ―Dr. Laura Morelli, Art Historian, author of The Gondolier Maker

      

      I love to see a historical fiction author succumb to her personal obsessions, and this is what Donna Russo Morin has done with great style, erudition, and passion in Flames of Florence. She is clearly compelled to illuminate the most horrific and terrifying events of the Florentine Renaissance - Savonarola's brutal, despotic, utterly mad reign, one that seduced so many citizens into joining the insanity. This five-hundred-year-old story is shockingly contemporary.

      ―Robin Maxwell, bestselling author of Signora Da Vinci and Secret Diary of Anne Boleyn

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Praise for Portrait of a Conspiracy

        Da Vinci’s Disciples, Book One

      

      

      “…a page-turner unlike any historical novel, weaving passion, adventure, artistic rebirth, and consequences of ambition….a masterful writer at the peak of her craft.”

      —C. W. Gortner, Author of The Confessions of Catherine de’ Medici

      

      “In Portrait of a Conspiracy, Russo Morin’s prose is as sharp as a Medici dagger….Thwarting danger, finding love, and creating masterpieces, [these women] remind us just how powerful the bonds of womanhood can be.”

      —Marci Jefferson, Author of The Enchantress of Paris

      

      “This riveting book is filled with art, assassinations, retribution, and a sisterhood of fascinating women who inspire as well as entertain.”

      —Stephanie Dray, New York Times Bestselling Author of America’s First Daughter

      

      “Illicit plots, mysterious paintings, and a young Leonardo da Vinci all have their part to play in this delicious, heart-pounding tale.”

      —Kate Quinn, USA Today Bestselling Author of The Alice Network

      

      “Russo Morin’s elegant command of language and composition left me breathless, but the story itself, with its flawless depiction of power, corruption, defiance, intrigue, and retribution makes Portrait of a Conspiracy an absolute must-read.”

      —Flashlight Commentary

      

      “This riveting historical fiction novel [is] filled with art, passion, and violence. A portrait of the dangerous beauty of Renaissance Florence.”

      —The Florentine

      

      “The action is fierce and the stillness is resplendent with the intensity of being. The suspense is thrilling and intelligent. The writing is masterful.”

      —Open Book Society

      

      “Elegant and Intriguing!”

      —Red Carpet Crash

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Praise for The Competition

        Da Vinci’s Disciples, Book Two

      

      

      “What is unique about these women is not only their loyalty as wives, daughters, and mothers but also the fierceness of their artistic sensibilities, which must find satisfaction in producing works of phenomenal beauty. Superb historical fiction and a must-read!”

      —Historical Novel Society, Editor’s Choice

      

      “THE COMPETITION is a page-turning, provocative romp through a fascinating time and place―15th-century Florence. Donna Russo Morin has given us a novel for our time, a book featuring strong female characters fighting the odds to break the ‘glass ceiling,’ and reminding us that this battle is not new: women have been waging it for centuries.”

      ―Sherry Jones, Author of The Sharp Hook of Love: A Novel of Heloise and Abelard

      

      “In elegant prose, Morin paints a captivating tale of courageous women painters who battle against prejudices in Renaissance Florence. Featuring strong women characters, each with distinctive personalities, this is exactly the type of historical novel I enjoy. Exhilarating and compassionate, The Competition sings a beautiful tribute of women's talents and underscores Morin's masterful storytelling. Delightful!”

      ―Weina Dai Randel, Author of The Moon in the Palace and The Empress of Bright Moon

      

      “An inspiring tale of determined women, empowered by undeniable talent, in the male-dominated art world of Renaissance Florence. In The Competition, Ms. Russo Morin delivers a captivating story rich with historical detail and beautifully woven through with atmosphere.”

      ―Diane Haeger, Author of Courtesan

      

      “…an inspiring work of historical fiction that should not be missed.”

      —True Book Addict

      

      “Filled with great detail and other historical figures at the time, this book was a real treat!”

      —A Bookish Affair

      

      “If you enjoy historical fiction, romance, superb character development, and stories where characters seek to make a difference in their world, you need to read the Da Vinci's Disciples series by Donna Russo Morin.”

      —The Book Connection
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        *denotes historical character

      

      

      Viviana del Marrone Caivano – a founding member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; descendant of a long line of wealthy vintners; born 1444

      Contessa Fiammetta Ruspoli Maffei – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; member of one of the great noble houses of Florence; born 1442

      Isabetta Fioravanti – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; a mainland Venetian brought to Florence by her husband, a once-successful butcher; born 1454

      Natasia Soderini – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; a member of one of the most powerful and noble houses of Florence; born 1462

      Mattea Zamperini Cavalcanti – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; wife to Andreano Cavalcanti and daughter of a deceased merchant and his widowed wife, Concetta; born 1461

      Carina di Tafani del Marrone – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; wife of Marcello del Marrone and daughter of a minor Florentine nobleman; born 1468

      Patrizia Ruspoli Maffei – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; daughter to the Conte and Contessa Maffei; born 1464

      Gianetta Cavalcanti – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; niece to Lapaccia Cavalcanti; born 1479

      Lena Idoni – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; daughter to a simple tradesman and his wife Edmonda; born 1480

      *Girolamo Savonarola – Dominican friar born in Ferrara; religious and political reformer; born 1452

      Sansone Caivano – Viviana’s husband; professional soldier from northern Venice; born 1450

      Conte Patrizio Maffei – Fiammetta’s husband; a high-ranking nobleman; born 1437

      Marcello del Marrone – son of Viviana; soldier; spice merchant; born 1461

      Rudolfo del Marrone – son of Viviana; soldier; spice merchant; born 1463

      Andreano Cavalcanti – son of Lapaccia; once a member of the Consiglio di Cento, Council of One Hundred; born 1456

      Umberto Grimaldi – Patrizia Maffei’s husband; son of the Duke of Grimaldi; born 1458

      Rosetta Naldi del Marrone – daughter of a wealthy Florentine merchant; wife of Rudolfo del Marrone; born 1473

      Father Raffaello, Tomaso Soderini – Natasia Soderini’s brother; parish priest of Santo Spirito; born 1457

      *Alessandro di Mariano di Vanni Filipepi, better known as Sandro Botticelli – Italian Renaissance painter of the Florentine School; belonged to the court of Lorenzo de’ Medici; born 1445

      *Francesco da Puglia – Franciscan monk of Santa Croce; date of birth unknown

      *Leonardo da Vinci – polymath; born 1452

      FACTIONS OF FLORENCE UNDER SAVONAROLA

      ARRABBIATI “ENRAGED ONES” – a large and widespread group who resented Savonarola’s interference in the city’s secular government; some favored return to old Medici days; main opposition to Savonarola

      BIGI “GREYS” – secular liberals and Medici supporters; plotting for the return of Piero de’ Medici

      BIANCHI “THE WHITES” – retained nostalgic affection for the more abundant times under Lorenzo de’ Medici; believed priests had no place in republican government

      TIEPIDI “THE TEPID ONES” – opposed Savonarola reform; drew much of their support from permissive priests who saw no reason why their vows should confine them to a life of a puritan penury; popular amongst the wealthy families; also had important links with Rome

      COMPAGNACCI “RUDE, ROWDY, OR UGLY COMPANIONS” – brash, upper class, young hedonist males; prone to violence

      PIAGNONI “SNIVELLERS, GRUMBLERS, WAILERS” – Savonarola’s most ardent supporters; many were downtrodden and prone to complaining; deep-seated hatred for Medici and their supporters

      FRATESCHI “FRIAR’S MEN” – mainly drawn from monks of San Marco and intellectual friends

    

  


  
    
      
        
        From the ashes, glories arise.
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        “The world is never still;

        It moves forward whether we wish it to or not.”

      

      

      

      Their faces had changed. Time had marched across some, leaving its tracks. New faces had sprouted like the first crocuses of spring. Yet whatever form they took, they stood by each other as life spun its web around them.

      They stood in the sun now, free of the shadows, with its warmth fluttering down upon their shoulders. She had been one of the first, one of the founders, a tender, delicate bloom of wisdom. She had been with them at the other funeral, that of the man whose life had made the transformation in theirs possible. The man who had changed all of Florence, planting seeds of it, reveling in their blossoms, and sharing their glory with the world. He had known the importance of art, had tended to it the way it needed to flourish, as they had flourished.

      Together, they had survived as Florence had survived: barely. The Medicis, doomed since the death of Lorenzo “Il Magnifico” de’ Medici, had been ousted. War had weakened Florence’s trunk as well as her branches. And strangeness had descended upon them in the form of a tonsured, cloaked figure, a shadow whose length grew ever longer, all-encompassing.

      Hope born on audacity and raised on bravery had changed them. As they watched their dearest friend lowered into the ground where her ashes would live forever, they knew they too would remain eternal; they would be, now and forever…Da Vinci’s Disciples.
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        * * *

      

      Viviana sat in the cavernous Duomo cathedral; she sat far back upon the benches where anyone of any rank could sit. She had not often returned to this cathedral, one of the grandest in all of Europe. When one sees a gruesome murder, especially murder upon a church altar, it becomes too difficult to see anything else. It would forever be impossible to stand beneath the vaulted chamber without remembering, without seeing the blood as she had on that fateful day so long ago, without seeing the glorious face of Giuliano de’ Medici as he took his last breath.

      She should have come to hear this man preach long before now—the man who had given himself the moniker of piccolo frate, the little friar—while he still served Mass at his monastery of San Marco; the crowds he drew had rendered that impossible. There was no space available at the monastery large enough to accommodate them all, all those who craved to hear his words, who wailed and cried upon them, who beat their chest against their agony.

      Viviana sat alone, had come alone; why, she could not say. Perhaps it was to take in the measure of the man and his words free from another’s reaction, from anyone’s but her own. Her husband was on duty, her children were with their own families in their own parishes; there was nothing that prevented her attendance in the cathedral that day, nothing untoward. Yet she still felt not only guilt but shame.

      Looking around the mammoth dome with its seemingly limitless columns, its exquisite art, there was little more worth looking at that day than the flood of people that continued to file in, no matter how tightly they must squeeze themselves together to do so. They came from all ranks of the rank-obsessed Florentine society, from the poorest to the noblest and the many in between.

      Her legs jittered nervously beneath her gown. Time seemed to move of its own accord, dictated not by the ticking of any clock. The longer she waited, the slower it moved.

      A low hum entered the cathedral, ebbing through the dome. The parishioners rose. He walked in.

      Him? That is him? Surely, it cannot be.

      The hum grew to a buzz. Most of the congregants bowed. It was indeed him; it was Fra Girolamo Savonarola. No one would have blamed her for her cynicism, not even the friar himself, for he often spoke of his odd countenance, his unimpressive figure. The little friar.

      Little, most certainly.

      In his rough-clothed gray robe of the Dominicans, the friar resembled a walking tree stump—a thin tree, a short stump. As he moved toward the pulpit, he removed the cowl—that which he wore whenever he did not stand upon at the pulpit—revealing his face.

      That is by far one of the strangest faces I have ever seen, Viviana thought. It is a face worthy of my paints.

      She almost laughed aloud; that was one commission on which she would never consider to bid. The hollow cheeks and the long, hooked nose disagreed with his thick, almost sensual lips. There was something in his eyes, however; black beneath dark, heavy brows. They burned with intensity, as if one could see fire within them.

      What an odd little creature.

      Despite his eyes, Viviana found nothing in his appearance to have wrought the growing following he culled within the city, many of whom had followed him about Tuscany and the multitude of churches and monasteries at which he preached. No, she found nothing so distinctive about him.

      Until he opened his mouth to speak.

      This was no sermon to calm the congregation, to speak of the promise of eternal salvation. This was a man seeking to control. He railed against gamblers, blasphemers, and sodomites. He went further still.

      “Lo, the sword has descended. Finally, the scourge has fallen upon us and the prophecies have reached their fulfilment. Lo, it is the Lord God Himself who leads his army. Such a thing was not prophesied by me, but by God Himself. And it is now coming into being. More than that, it is taking place before our very eyes.”

      He raged; his strange face blistered with it. Perhaps not the regular churchgoer she should be, Viviana knew her catechism well enough to recognize words from the Book of Genesis—teachings filled with rage, words filled with the prophesy of doom, not in the afterlife, but here, now.

      Viviana began to understand; within that small body lay a driving force. She knew not if it was ambition or true power, but he was a compelled man, and each word he spoke plowed with the same driving force.

      He certainly knows how to put on a performance.

      The preacher used not only irony and parody but humor as well, even if his words were polemic: from passionate, invective flights to lowly, plain harangues. Arms flaying, hands pounding on the pulpit. No matter the shape or structure of the words, the message below the message was to instill mortal fear. Unless all lived by his strictures.

      Viviana took not a word he said into her soul, yet he still frightened her. She did not cower at his tirades of eternity in Hell…she feared him. In the grip of his rhetoric, many congregants cried; their tears led others to tears until they seemed to cry out to the friar with one voice, one surge of hysteria.

      “Do not take things that are mutable; material goods, honors, and philosophy are mutable things of the world; do not collect these things, because they will deceive you. Do you wish to be free? Then above all things, love God, love your neighbor, love one another, love the common weal; then you will have true liberty.”

      With each denunciation of their lives, the congregation bobbed their heads as if controlled with the undulations of a hand, as if a string attached their heads to his hands. Women blubbered, holding on dearly to one another. Men dropped to their knees in shame and the hope of deliverance. They were under his spell, and no comment was too outrageous or too far from the true meaning of any Bible passage; they accepted, believed, and became someone other than themselves.

      The Mass ended. The mesmerized throng came to life, rushing toward the altar and the little friar upon it.

      Viviana hurried in the other direction, out the door, to where the sun and its glory washed her free of all that she had just seen and heard. As her feet pounded on the cobbles, refusing to move as fast as she wished they would, four words pounded in her mind with each stomp of a foot.

      The man is dangerous.
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        “Though but a few drops,

        the slightest bit of rain can dampen the sunniest of days.”

      

      

      

      They laughed until they stumbled. Or did they stumble because they laughed? Perhaps their laughter came from their cups, the many cups, so many they had lost count.

      The revelries of Carnivale were not just for the young; the words were the prodding Sansone needed from Viviana to take to the streets, as did most of Florence, on this, the last night of celebration before the solemnity of the Lenten season began on the morrow.

      In their most extravagant clothes, with their gem- and feather-studded masks, they leaped out into the raucous fray. Yes, it was true, it took place every year, a tradition started in Rome many, many centuries ago; yet its long history did nothing to dampen the frivolity and frolic of Carnivale carousal.

      The laughter made itself known, every strain of it, from every man, woman, and child; deep, bass guffaws danced with trilling twitters. Musicians, magicians, dancers, and more sprang up and burst about like shooting stars plunging down from the Heavens.

      People passed each other in the anonymity of their masks, and yet they all—united in frivolity, the happiest sort of unison—shared jovial greetings.

      Roaming the streets, the couple accepted wine when offered by strangers, followed the strains of the musicians with the rhythms of their steps, and stopped to watch the very bacchanalian dances of beautiful men and women taking place before the bonfires, feeling the tingle of arousal in the watching.

      Sansone’s hand made its way slowly down from her shoulder, along the curve of her back, and farther down still. She did nothing to stop him, though they stood in the open. Through the eyeholes of her mask, Viviana saw other couples, similarly inspired by the dances, doing far more than simply caressing each other. She turned in his arms, waves of her chestnut hair falling loose from her coif, cascading down her face, drawing a curtain on each side of her bright blue eyes.

      From them as she had seen him that first time, as he would always look to her. How she remembered those first moments, when she, then an unhappily married woman, stood beside a new acquaintance, a charming one without trying. As their words flowed far easier than even the wine, her eyes thirsted on the mesmerizing green eyes, the flop of tawny hair that always looked delightfully unruly.

      “Keep going, Sansone. The smile on her lips tells me she is enjoying it greatly.” The amused male call lifted Sansone’s hands, spinning him and Viviana around.

      Mattea laughed bawdily as she scolded her husband. “That was very naughty of you, Andreano.”

      Similarly dressed and masked, the couple had clearly been out in the romp for some time; Mattea leaned heavily and sloppily on her husband’s arm. Andreano led her to them as a sailboat would, tacking one way, then another, and back again.

      “No, Isabetta, I will not kiss you.”

      Another familiar voice rang out behind the weaving couple.

      “I only want to see what it might be like.” Isabetta stumbled along beside Gianetta Cavalcanti. “I do not think I would ever have the courage to do so on any other night.”

      Gianetta pushed the woman from her with a laugh.

      “You mean when you are not so in your cups that you don’t know what you are doing. But it will not happen, no matter how far I may fall into my own.”

      When they were in the studiolo, Gianetta looked upon Isabetta akin to a maestro—one of the six original Disciples, one of the five still living. Here, on the streets so alive that the cobblestones themselves seemed to dance with the music floating from every quarter of the city—rich and poor—here, Isabetta was her friend, and a dear one, drunk though she may be.

      Their chortles carried them to the group now forming, Disciples finding each other in the midst of chaotic crowds, not by intention, but drawn to each other as the bee is drawn to the blossom he cannot see. The notes of each other’s voice were as recognizable as the sound of a child’s cry to its mother. That pull, that magnetism, became inviolable once one became a Disciple.

      “I think we need to call on the Otto di Guardia, my dear. This group looks rather dangerous.”

      These words traveled to them on currents of more laughter.

      “Oh wait…one of them is of the Otto. Can you imagine?”

      “Sì, one of them is. And you shall cease your nonsensical prattling or he shall throw you in the Bargello,” Sansone tossed his own sarcasm back to Pagolo as he and Natasia answered the silent siren call of the Disciples.

      “Oomph,” Viviana grunted as Natasia threw herself into Viviana’s arms.

      “I loooove youuuu, Viviana, dooo you knooow that?”

      Natasia’s breath closed Viviana’s eyes and turned her head to the side.

      “Yes, I do. And I know you are well and truly drunk, Natasia,” Viviana chided affectionately, even as she held the other woman at arm’s length.

      Natasia pulled herself away, a little too forcefully, staggering back a few steps.

      “I am not drunk how dare you I am the most abs….abssss…temious…sober person I know.”

      “Yes, cara mia, we all know you are. But I think it best if you stay on my arm.” Pagolo pulled his wife back to him, hooking her arm around his as he rolled his eyes at the ever-growing group.

      “You are all drunk, as far as I can tell.” The pompous deduction came from Fiammetta, dressed all in white as a Greek Goddess. She ticked her head to her husband beside her. “Including him.”

      Patrizio, Conte Maffei, puffed up his chest; a furrow ran between his brows as his eyes narrowed. He took a deep breath and opened his mouth as the others held their breath waiting for the argument to come.

      Patrizio closed his mouth, opened it again, and said, “Yesh, I do believe I am.”

      With guffaws and giggles, merriment united them as tightly as their art.

      “Where are Patrizia and Marcello?” Mattea asked, eyes wide on a wobbly head.

      “We plan to meet my son and his wife, Carina, at the Duomo, along with Rudolfo and Rosetta. Patrizia is just there, with her parents and her husband Umberto.” Viviana laughed, knowing her words were lost on Mattea who was far too inebriated to make sense of what she said to her.

      “Then let us away,” Andreano chirped gleefully. Joyous frivolity looked well on him; it had forsaken him for too long since the death of his mother.

      The troop of merrymakers, impeded by varying levels of inebriation, meandered through the city, looping their way to the cathedral. In truth, it was not their state of intoxication that put them on such a circuitous route, but avoidance. Too much drink, too much freedom, too little restrictions gave birth to Carnivale’s dark side.

      At certain positions in certain neighborhoods, barriers had been erected at the opening of the main streets, manned by those who demanded payment in order to pass. Payments consisted of actual money or enduring—and answering—very rude, very personal questions.

      In other areas, especially the wealthier districts, young, arrogant men reigned over all; young men far too accustomed to getting and having whatever they wanted with little to no work or effort to gain it, including large amounts of all sorts of spirits.

      Young men and liquor were a nasty combination, taking the celebration a bit too far. Ritual stone-throwing fights erupted between the bravi, the gangs of “men” from adversary quarters, all too often resulting in grotesque wounds, cracked heads, and, on a few occasions, death.

      The merry band steered a wide path around such violent tomfoolery.

      “We’ve all got cucumbers, and big ones too…”

      The song rang out from a group of more mature men sitting at a café at the tip of the triangular intersection of Via della Forca and Via Carnesecchi.

      “Ooooh, I love cucumbers.” Natasia slipped from her husband’s grasp, making her way toward the men. Her eyes whirled in her head as Pagolo grabbed her by one arm and Sansone by the other and spun her away.

      “They are not singing about those kinds of cucumbers,” Pagolo told her, doing his best not to laugh at her dopey, drunken face. The others did not keep themselves so stultified; Patrizio bent in half with his laughter.

      “Really? Those kinds of cucumbers?” Isabetta’s voice sang a sensual song all its own, her brows waggled up her forehead as she too turned toward the men.

      This time it was Gianetta and Viviana that turned their friend away.

      “You are determined to kiss someone tonight, aren’t you?” Gianetta giggled with a wink.

      Isabetta threw an arm about the younger woman’s shoulders. “Why, have you⁠—”

      “What in God’s name is that?”

      “Sansone!” Viviana admonished her husband, until he took her by the chin, turned her face and her gaze toward the site that held his captive…that had brought profanity to his tongue. In a flash, the entire group became prisoners to the spectacle before them.

      They were naught but boys, the eldest perhaps seventeen or eighteen, the youngest twelve at the most. There were so many of them. Shrouded in cloaks of white, they were a wave hymning themselves through the streets, deflecting any in their way with the same unseen power as the ocean.

      “Who…who are they?” Her friends could barely hear Natasia’s question above the boys crooning, the eery sound filled the streets like a dense fog.

      As one, the group stepped closer to each other, shoulders and arms all touching, touches of the sort that promised safety. All save Fiammetta and Patrizio.

      The white-robed throng stopped at the corner where the Borgo San Lorenzo met the Via Carnesecchi, almost directly in front of the San Giovanni Baptistery and beside it, the Santa Maria del Fiore—the grandest cathedral in all of Florence, perhaps all of Italy save for Rome. The cathedral in which Viviana had listened to Savonarola…the cathedral where Giuliano de’ Medici had been slaughtered.

      The Disciples were not the only ones held spellbound, watching as the clan of adolescents set up their own barriers, constructing altars complete with crucifixes and candles. Unlike the bravi, the cocksure gangs at the other barriers, these boys did not throw stones; they did not fight. Instead, they drew people toward them, giving them a hymnal, and asking them to sing along with the choir. They humbly sought alms for the poor.

      “They are Savonarola’s Boys.”

      Viviana heard a man not too far away hiss the words. At last, she understood why Fiammetta and Patrizio stood apart.

      “You know of this…whatever this is?” The sharp edge in her words cut through the space between her and the couple, though they aimed at Fiammetta alone.

      Fiammetta pushed back her shoulders, her buxom chest pushing out as if it became a shield. “I may.”

      “And may you please tell us?” Isabetta mocked Fiammetta’s pomposity, one of her favorite pastimes.

      Fiammetta huffed, looking sidelong at her silent husband beside her.

      “The dear friar⁠—”

      “Dio mio!” Isabetta threw her hands in the air. Viviana felt like doing so as well. It had been far too many years, there had been far too many times when Fiammetta would begin a conversation with, “the dear friar”; more than one Disciple had grown uncomfortably satiated with it, with her.

      “The dear friar…” Fiammetta continued, gifting Isabetta a curled upper lip for her blasphemy and interruption, “…did preach about Carnivale last Sunday. He spoke harshly of its traditions, mostly the bravi and the stone-throwing, as well as their taking money merely to walk down a street.”

      “Are not those boys taking money as well?” Mattea appeared to have sobered up at the sight of them; they made for a severe and staid scene.

      “Sì, but it is intended for the vergognosi.”

      “I am poor,” Isabetta spat, “will they give me some of it?” Even in the gloom of night, they could see the stain of her impatience on her pale skin.

      “You knew this was going to happen?” Viviana moved closer to the woman now surrounded by the other Disciples.

      Fiammetta’s gaze scurried between them, then to the cobbles below her feet.

      “I…we…we thought something might happen, but we did not know what.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “When cracks appear, and they always do,

        one must fill them or watch them grow.”

      

      

      

      Father Raffaello knocked on the door at the same time that he moved through it and entered the newly expanded studio. With the growing number of Disciples, the notoriety, and their mounting popularity, particularly after the success of the chapel fresco, the studio as it had been, was no longer adequate. The priest had knocked out a wall and put in new windows for better lighting; there was little he wouldn’t do for his sister, Natasia, and those she called “sisters.”

      “I have a message for you.” He held up the folded and wax-sealed parchment.

      “For whom, Father?” Viviana asked from her corner of the studio; a corner as comfortable and as cherished as her own salon, her own bed.

      The priest looked at the missive. “For you all. For the Disciples.”

      Since the completion of the fresco—since they had put their lives on the line to complete it—the skills of those who called themselves Da Vinci’s Disciples were much in demand. Its success, wrought by their hands, had changed much. The government of Florence as well as the Church of Rome seemed only too happy to ignore their very existence. These women were as wise as they were talented. They craved the commissions the notorious fresco had brought them but had kept the location of their studio a cherished secret, shared only with a few. There were still many—mostly men—who considered their actions to be scandalous; they had built a wall of protection against them in the guise of the studio’s invisibility. Father Raffaello merely acted as the peaceful and amiable contact, always receiving any communications with the same sweet smile and the same I shall be sure the Disciples receive this.

      “I’ll take it, Father.” Isabetta wiped the wet and gritty plaster from her hands and took the parchment, snapping the wax, and reading it. It did not take her long; it did not make her happy.

      “Cazzato! Another one!” Her hands flapped meanly.

      “Language, please,” Fiammetta huffed.

      Isabetta stung her with a glare, dropping her hands to her sides as a heeled slipper dropped noisily on the floor. “Still, Fiammetta? Truthfully?”

      “What is it?” Natasia asked, stepping to her as she wiped paint on her smock, the same they all wore, the riot of color upon it a portrait of diligence. “Another what?”

      “Canceled commission.” Isabetta shoved the parchment into her hand.

      Natasia read quickly; grimaced at the same speed.

      “The Mazzinghi fresco,” Natasia spoke the news aloud.

      “Certainly not,” Mattea groaned an echo of despondency.

      The wealthy merchant and former Gonfaloniere had commissioned the Disciples for a family portrait fresco in their private chapel. It was to be an artistically stimulating challenge and one that could prove as influential as the man himself.

      “That is the third in as many weeks.” Viviana took up the parchment; she needed to read the words herself to believe them. “It is unheard of.”

      “Unheard of? Truly?” Gianetta Cavalcanti asked, the timbre of her voice eliciting more than one smile. Young and a bit brash, in these ways she resembled her aunt not at all. Her innate sweetness, her dedication to craft, her sense of humor, and the tone of her speech…Viviana thought she could close her eyes, and dear Lapaccia was once more where she belonged. She was thankful Gianetta, though only seventeen, came to them while her aunt was still alive, and had enjoyed the never-to-be-forgotten moment of painting side-by-side with her.

      Mattea tried brightness. “Most typically, it is we who must decline. Except for times of war⁠—”

      “Too many wars,” Isabetta grumbled. “Men and their pe⁠—”

      “—we have more work than we can complete.” Mattea finished as if Isabetta had not said a word, no matter that they were naught but salacious teasing.

      “What could it be? What has changed?” Gianetta asked of no one in particular.

      If looks could talk, the room would be a cacophony of them; they passed between Viviana and Isabetta, Fiammetta and Natasia.

      “Fine. I shall speak his name.” Mattea sat on her stool and crossed her arms over her chest; she looked straight at Gianetta. “It is the influence of Savonarola. It is the only explanation that holds any logical validity.”

      More looks, more crossed arms.

      “It is hard to believe Il Magnifico brought him here himself, no matter that San Marco was in need of a new prior,” Viviana mused. Despots the Medicis were; that fact could not be contested. Yet generations of them had achieved many an auspicious change to Florence, not the least of which was their dedication and sponsorship of the greatest artists of their age, perhaps one of the greatest eras of art the world has yet known. If not for them…

      “There is no doubt the Medici did so for political reasons,” Fiammetta goaded. “Lorenzo wanted his son to enter the church. It is said that Il Magnifico did not even care for the friar’s teachings, yet Medici money continues to flow into the Dominican’s hands. And look at his son now, a cardinal, if a banished one.” Annoyance pinched her face crudely. “Your Magnifico was not a truly devout man.”

      Natasia rubbed a hand across her forehead “Are any of us? Truly?”

      “He lives under Augustinian Rule,” Isabetta said as she manipulated the clay before her with her strong hands. “Poverty, chastity, and obedience. That does not sound like a rule but a sentence.”

      Fiammetta looked indignantly down her nose at the younger woman. “I am, as is my husband, and my daughter.”

      Said daughter, Patrizia, uttered not a word; her silence told the others what her mother obviously did not know or care to know.

      “Where was the friar before he came to Florence?” Gianetta pushed for more.

      Viviana dove into the telling; the topic of the friar was a spur upon the back of the Disciples.

      “He was born in Ferrara and apparently his father’s father was quite the intellectual, a physician as well as an academician. He tutored Savonarola from an early age.” Viviana picked up a rag, wiping her hands, as she leaned into her tale. “From what I’ve read, this same grandfather, whose home the family lived in, wanted Savonarola to study medicine. But family friends say he preferred religion from an early age, preferring solitude and sketching to socializing.”

      “His mother brought distinction to his blood.” Fiammetta would have her say in this lesson; she left none in doubt about it. “She was a distant relative to the early rulers of Mantua.”

      “Very distant,” Vivana qualified. If Fiammetta was going to interrupt, she would make sure it was with factual information. “And then for some reason—perhaps it was indeed the question of his avocation—he left his family, went to Bologna, and entered the Convent of San Domenico.”

      “There’s another story,” Isabetta said from behind the still-moist and unfinished sculpture before her. “One that speaks of a broken-hearted young Girolamo and a young Strozzi woman by the name of Laudomia.”

      “Is she not the one…,” A blush came upon Natasia’s chubby cheeks, chubbier still since giving birth. “Well, her birth was not a lawful one.”

      “Have you heard the story of it?” Isabetta chuckled.

      “No, do tell,” the younger women chorused, including Fiametta’s daughter, Patrizia.

      “Patrizia,” Fiametta tutted, “you will not feed on⁠—”

      “It seems that when he asked if the lady would consider his hand,” Isabetta continued despite and partly because of Fiametta’s objections, “she responded by saying, ‘do you think that the blood of the great house of Strozzi would deign to be united with the house of Savonarola?’

      The girls giggled. Fiametta huffed. Viviana grew impatient; she had heard the story before and from Isabetta.

      “You would never imagine how he responded…” Isabetta held her words just long enough to keep the girls holding their breath. “He said to her, ‘and do you think that the house of Savonarola would care to give one of its legitimate sons to a bastard like you?’”

      “No!” Patrizia cried, astonished, sounding a bit like her mother. “He said…that word…to her? Even if…”

      Isabetta just shrugged, a mischievous grin slathered across her lips.

      Vivia was losing patience with them all, even Gianetta, whose question had started this now annoying conversation. “For many years after that, he seemed to be naught more than a wandering preacher. Until⁠—”

      “Until he began to preach at San Gimignano in Sienna.” Fiammetta intruded on Viviana’s tutelage. “That is when⁠—”

      “When he began to grow a deeply committed following.” Viviana intruded back. “Without knowing of Savonarola’s tendency toward apocalyptical sermons, Il Magnifico heard of his intellect, and called him to Florence when San Marco’s need arose. Magnifico’s mind was always open to new trains of thought, always welcoming them whether he eventually agreed or disagreed with them.”

      Fiammetta huffed, again. “Do you really believe the great Magnifico did not know, had not heard of the friar’s themes, had not read one of his sermons?”

      “It is even harder to believe the story of them as Lor…as Magnifico lay dying,” Isabetta said before Viviana could respond; Isabetta’s memories of the man, and her stolen moments within his arms, painted a flush upon her cheeks. They also colored her memories of him in soft and comforting hues.

      Viviana tucked her chin down, hiding her grin from Isabetta. Everyone save Gianetta knew of Isabetta’s affair with the once-great leader of their republic. Why she should care so much that the girl did not learn of it, Viviana could not guess, but care she did, and the other women abided by her wish.

      “What story?” Gianetta’s hazel, almond-shaped eyes turned into walnuts.

      “Well,” Isabetta began, laying her chisel down, eyes looking out of the studio and into the past. “It was said that as Il Magnifico lay dying, he called for the friar to be brought to him. And⁠—”

      “That alone is hard to believe,” Mattea contributed. “They had been at cross purposes since the friar arrived in Florence.”

      “True,” Viviana said in that long, drawn-out way people do when they think upon two things at once; in her case, her work and the conversation. “How could they not have been? The friar made certain of it in his sermons when he denounced Magnifico for only paying heed to the conditions of the city’s peasants when he needed something from them. And then, when called upon as to why he would so daringly insult the great leader, Savonarola’s answer was, ‘I believe that Christ speaks through my mouth.’”

      The slap of Fiammetta’s brush upon her table bashed like a hammer upon stone.

      “Do not be so literal, Viviana. It does not become you. What the friar meant when he said that was that he is merely a conduit for the word of Christ.”

      Viviana said nothing; she saw no point in it. To do so would only widen the chasm between the Disciples, one ripped by the friar and his fanaticism and fanatics, the same tear ripping the city into pieces.

      “It does make one wonder what Savonarola’s true intentions of those words were from the start,” Isabetta acceded as she continued. “But that is how the story goes, whichever way one wants to believe them.”

      “What happened when he arrived there?” Gianetta begged for more, growing plump on the gossip she devoured.

      “Il Magnifico asked for absolution and the glory of the Last Rites. But Savonarola would not simply grant the wish of a dying man.”

      “A dying man who killed hundreds of others,” Fiammetta muttered under her breath.

      “The friar was impassive to the sickly, dying form Magnifico had become. He asked the Medici to meet certain conditions before the friar would absolve him. As the most repeated rumor tells, Savonarola first asked Lorenzo whether he repented of his sins and believed in the one true God; Magnifico replied that he did. Savonarola told him that in order to save his soul, Magnifico would have to renounce his ill-gotten wealth and restore what was wrongly taken.”

      “Hah!” Fiammetta barked. “That would take many lifetimes.”

      “Magnifico’s answer was, ‘Father, I will do so, or I will cause my heirs to do it if I cannot.’ Then the little friar had the temerity to demand that the power of the city be returned to its people, along with full liberty, guaranteed by a strictly republican government.”

      “And…”

      “And Lorenzo did not reply, save to turn his face away.” Isabetta did not realize she spoke her lover’s name and with such tenderness, as if she stroked it with her best brush.

      “And yet,” Fiammetta took up the part of the story that her stalwart convictions demanded to be heard and believed. “Fra Girolamo still gave Lorenzo his blessing before leaving him.”

      “Was it a blessing or a curse, Fiammetta?” Isabetta lashed, “For the very next day Il Magnifico died when his physicians said he had many months left to live.”

      The women faced off in stony silence as they had on so many occasions, no matter that their faces had changed through the years; their disparities in youth aged with them, and became simply too wide a gulf to ford.

      “Does it matter?” the perpetual peacemaker Natasia had her say, though not as she used to. She pacified them, yes, but she told them as well; she had found the strength of her own voice when she had found the truth of her family, when she alone quested and found the proof of her lines’ legitimacy. “For no matter how he may help me commune closer to God, if he is the reason why we lose the occasion to paint, to sculpt, as women…” she shrugged, “…then is he not a threat? To what we do? To who and what the Disciples themselves are?”
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