
  
    [image: The Competition]
  


  
    
      THE COMPETITION

      
        DA VINCI'S DISCIPLES

        BOOK TWO

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        DONNA RUSSO MORIN

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2023 Donna Russo Morin

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2023 by Next Chapter

      Published 2023 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR THE COMPETITION: DA VINCI’S DISCIPLES BOOK TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘The plot and its subplots are riveting reading. Finally, a few of the women provide hints of future interest and, if one knows one’s history, potentially immense conflict. 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. Morin delivers a captivating story rich with historical detail and beautifully woven through with atmosphere.”

      -Diane Haeger, author of Courtesan

      

      “This is one of my favorite series set in the Renaissance! Strong unapologetic women artists who don't back down from a challenge and expand of knowledge and minds with each novel. Will make you want to do more, shout from the rooftops, and research the period for more inspiration.”

      -5 Star Amazon Review
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      “…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

      

      “In PORTRAIT OF A CONSPIRACY, Russo Morin's rich detailing transports the reader to the heart of Renaissance Italy from the first page.”

      —Heather Webb, author of BECOMING JOSEPHINE

      

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

      —Kate Quinn, author of THE EMPRESS OF ROME SAGA

      

      “A 15th-century Florence of exquisite art, sensual passion and sudden, remorseless violence comes vividly to life in Donna Russo Morin's new novel.”

      —Nancy Bilyeau, author of THE CROWN

      

      “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 Magazine

      

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

      --Open Book Society

      

      “Elegant and Intriguing!”

      --RED CARPET CRASH
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        *denotes historical character

      

      

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

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

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

      Lapaccia Cavalcanti – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; widow of Messer Andrea Cavalcanti; born 1438

      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 – a member of Da Vinci’s Disciples; daughter of a deceased merchant; born 1461

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

      Patrizia Ruspoli Maffei – daughter to the Conte and Contessa Maffei; born 1464

      Sansone Caivano – professional soldier from northern Venice; born 1450

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

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

      *Lorenzo de’ Medici – entitled Il Magnifico by the people of Florence; renowned Italian statesmen and unofficial ruler of the Florentine government; merchant banker; a great patron of the arts; Platonist; poet; born 1449

      *Clarice Orsini de’ Medici – wife of Lorenzo; daughter of Jacopo Giacomo Orsini, Lord of Monterotondo and Bracciano, and his wife and cousin Maddalena Orsini; born 1453

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

      Carina di Tafani – daughter of a minor Florentine nobleman; born 1468

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

      Antonio di Salvestro de’ Serristori – a clerk for the Dodoici Procuratori, oversight committee of the Florentine finances; born 1457

      Fabia di Testaverdi di Salvestro de’ Serristori – wife of Antonio; born 1462

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

      * Andrea di Michele di Francesco de’ Cioni (Andrea del Verrocchio) – Florentine painter, sculptor, goldsmith; maestro of an esteemed and influential workshop; born 1435

      *Lucrezia Donati Ardinghelli – daughter of fallen nobleman Manno di Manno Donati and his wife Caterina di Benedeto de’ Bardi; wife of Niccolò Ardinghelli; born 1447

      *Leonardo da Vinci – polymath; born 1452
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        If our fates must be decided, and not simply allowed,

        we should be their masters.
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        “Inspiration, when it comes,

        comes on its own terms.”

      

      

      
        
        Specks of sand in a windstorm, eddying about, seemingly chaotic yet cohesive, unified within the calm, unseen core.

        They stood apart in the vast crowd and yet together, a feat they had managed to accomplish ever since those fateful days. None could see them and know them as a group; society would frown upon it. Few of their number—in truth, but one—cared little for the caprices of society. Their truth had already rendered it specious. But if their truth were known—the deepest, darkest depths of it—they would all be dead, a brutal death at the end of the hangman’s noose.

        The boisterous throng swirled around them, ignorant to the revolutionaries they stood beside. With the crowd whirled the music, the voices, the change in the wind. Some of the women wore jewels and ermine trim, others simple muslin. Only in their smocks were their ranks and wealth negated. They stood united by what they had done, by all they created, and all they hoped yet to create. Such brazenness, such daring, such criminal activity bound them in a way little else could. They were—now and forever—united as Da Vinci’s Disciples.

      

      

      “Isn’t it breathtaking, dearest?” Natasia twittered to her husband, Pagolo, squeezing his arm zealously with a plump hand.

      Tall and stick-like to Natasia’s round fleshiness, Pagolo Capponi shielded his slim, dark eyes from the midday sun as they watched the grand procession pass before them. “Yes dearest, splendid.”

      Viviana tucked her chin down, hiding her motherly grin; so much had changed, and yet some things never would. Natasia may be married now, as she had so craved to be, but her girlish giggles had not abandoned her.

      Viviana stood beside the couple and they beside Fiammetta and Patrizio, the Conte and Contessa Maffei, she with her face a blasé mask, he with bright spots of happiness on his round cheeks. Beside them stood Lapaccia Cavalcanti, simply attired as always, an ash wood walking stick in her hand. The widowed noblewoman held the arm of another elderly woman, a noble as well, down to her luxurious trappings.

      On Viviana’s other side stood Isabetta and Mattea, both in their finest—if simplest—muslin, both with the kiss of the sun emerging on their pale cheeks.

      Viviana stood in the middle ground between the ottimati and popolo of their group, the elite and the common citizens. She was a widow herself, that of a disgraced lesser elite, disgraced by his own hands, deceased by hers and those of the women near to her. She was as in limbo in life as she was between these women, not exactly knowing her place, not exactly knowing where life would next take her.

      “About time things returned to normal,” Fiammetta grumbled. Viviana wholeheartedly agreed with her, which did not happen often.

      “Thanks to Il Magnifico.” Viviana felt gladness for him, and all of Florence.

      Lorenzo de’ Medici was not the man he had once been, not since the day his brother was murdered in the great cathedral, not since he learned the murder was a conspiracy whose gnarled fingers included those from the Vatican. All goodness and light within him had been extinguished when he had avenged Giuliano’s murder in a massacre of nearly one hundred men. He ruled darkly in the wars that followed, and in the years that followed those wars. What with the pope’s decree of excommunication upon Il Magnifico and all of Florence, the wars, and the plague, Florence and its citizens had suffered dearly in the intervening years. Lorenzo’s grief and anger had hovered over the city like an ominous black cloud. Today, at long last, he had allowed a celebration to take place. And what a spectacle it was.

      This Festa di San Giovanni, a celebration of John the Baptist, was unlike any the city had seen before. Under Il Magnifico’s rule, as every facet of life had become, it blazed with both pageantry and eminence.

      “Florence dons her golden gown once more,” Isabetta said. “Would you look at that?”

      One had no choice. Fifteen wagons drawn by fifty pairs of oxen filled the street, their clomping the air, the cheering of the crowd the ears.

      The women leaned away from the heat of the many girandole, the wheels of fire in the shapes of ships and houses, their fires crackling, popping, and spattering the crowd with sparks.

      Zigzagging their way through the wagons and platforms, the spiritegli hovered over all, their legs strapped to poles so tall they seemed to walk on air.

      A banner upon the lead wagon identified the edifizi it carried: Lucius Aemilius Paulus.

      “It is his vanity,” Fiammetta said once more.

      “It is his need to reassert himself,” Viviana argued with a whisper, not for her sake, but for Fiammetta’s; she had no wish for any to hear of her friend’s continued anti-Medicean attitude. There were those who shared Fiammetta’s feelings for the city’s ruler. Most hid behind a façade of Medici support, in dark corners and shadows, for their own purposes and pernicious agendas.

      Lucius Aemilius Paulus was the Roman conqueror of Macedonia, from before the birth of Jesus Christ. His return to Rome, with overflowing bounty, had made him immortal.

      “No doubt Il Magnifico wishes to make an identification,” Viviana raised her voice in concert with the rising roar of the crowd. “Lorenzo put much at risk to save our city, going to Naples, being held hostage there for more than a year. His safe return, his success in saving Florence from further ravages of war—surely it is a bounty worth celebrating.”

      “Humph,” was Fiammetta’s response.

      “Indeed, Florence is reborn,” Mattea agreed with Isabetta. “Already women are wearing their finest again, and palazzos are being built. Yes, Florence is reborn. But can it be as if nothing ever happened? Can it be as it was before?”

      Before. The word had a strange effect. Did they really wish for it to be so?

      Viviana studied each face, watched as her friends’ minds traveled back in time with her own. Lapaccia had never regained her health since the days and weeks she’d hidden in the convent. She had become what she had never been, no matter her age… an old, frail lady. Her son, Mattea’s lover, wandered, hiding, the small price he paid for the small part he played in the conspiracy to kill Guiliano de’ Medici and the attempt to kill Lorenzo. Mattea’s longing, her fear was ever there upon her face, in her eyes that did not sparkle as they once had, upon lips slow to curve.

      Isabetta in her widow’s weeds, her husband whom she had loved and nursed for years now gone, though not so very long ago. A badge of guilt hung heavy on that woman’s neck. But not nearly as heavy as the one upon Viviana’s; Isabetta had not been the instrument of her husband’s death; the same could not be said for Viviana and her own husband. Was it truly wrong? No, she had never thought so, not for a moment. What she feared more was that she had killed something within herself when she killed him.

      Fiammetta had slipped down the social ladder—an atrocity, in her mind, for staying on her perch was so very important to her. Her association with the Pazzi family—they who had led the assassination—had chipped away at her lofty standing. Watching her struggle to climb back up was like watching a child attempt to scale a mountain, a pitiable sight.

      Only Natasia—sweet, young Natasia—had come away unscathed.

      They had even lost their mentor, if only temporarily. They’d lost Leonardo da Vinci to the Duke of Milan, or rather his uncle Ludovico, who acted as regent for his eight-year-old nephew. The wars Florence had endured had left no one to sponsor him, which da Vinci needed to become the maestro of the studio that he deserved to be.

      But something had happened, something glorious in the before. They had saved Lapaccia’s life, even Andreano’s, and they had created a masterpiece. It hung in the Palazzo della Signoria still, the towering building at their backs. It hung where the original masterpiece had hung and still no one knew the difference. The city and its keepers thought it a warning to all those who dare defy its leaders, most especially the Medicis, and so it remained upon its wall, an accusatory finger to be avoided. In truth, it was a living, breathing testament to the women’s growing prowess as artists. It didn’t matter that no one knew such beauty had come from their hands; at least that was what they told themselves.

      Viviana looked to the sky, to the small prison at the top of the tower where she herself had spent a night. No one knew that she and these women, Da Vinci’s Disciples as they had chosen to call themselves, had rendered the painting that hung in that tower.

      No, it didn’t matter. Or did it? The question had plagued Viviana more and more of late, as she searched for the same fiery purpose she had felt when helping to paint it. She now seemed to crave it, as the souse craved his wine.

      Like her city, Viviana carried the scars of those days, yet like Florence, she too was healing. She closed her eyes, raised her face to the sun, and let it warm her. She let gratitude consume her, let the crowd and the cheering and the song and the laughter fade away.

      “I purchased that chapel in Santo Spirito three years ago.” The words spoken by the resonant, lofty voice of a man somewhere close behind her, broke through her reverence, shattered it. “Now I shall finally be allowed to have it frescoed.”

      Viviana’s eyes snapped open like a shutter in a gale. Through the haze, she saw the man who had spoken, knew his face.

      But more importantly, she saw it, the answer to what came next for her…and for Da Vinci’s Disciples.
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        “Often with death comes freedom.”

      

      

      She lay in bed waiting for the sound of the rooster’s crow. She did not need it to wake her for Viviana had not slept.

      Her mind had refused to still, refused to stop imagining or dreaming. The few times she dozed, the journey of the unconscious took her through a house, each bright room overflowed with the herald of conquest. Not a one dispelled it.

      She rose, dressed quickly, hurrying Jemma, her ever-stalwart maid.

      “No, cara, the blue one,” Viviana instructed as the young woman reached for a set of slashed sleeves to tie over Viviana’s puffed-sleeved gamurra.

      Viviana had abandoned her widow’s weeds long ago, barely able to stand their gloominess for the requisite time. Especially as the gloom was, in truth, not hers to wear. Her wardrobe reflected who she truly was, elegant and unique, wealthy but in the comfortable sense. A widow, yes, but not one knocking on death’s door. This blue gown was the perfect outer statement of her inner truths, with its deep V neckline allowing the delicate, pale blue embroidery of her gamurra to show through, its tight sleeves, tight to the elbow, ending in a profusion of hanging tippets that furled out as she walked.

      She stared at herself in the smoky looking glass.

      What have you to tell me? Viviana asked her reflection. Have I changed much in the last five years, since I became free of him?

      Him.

      She never said his name; she hated the taste of it on her tongue.

      Her looks did not threaten to betray her. Not as her dead husband had.

      She caught her own gaze again. Did she feel guilty? Yes, for her faith demanded she feel remorse and guilt. Though her guilt was for the truth. She was not remorseful, not for her actions that condemned him. Her cruel husband had been horrifically executed, she had seen to it, but for different crimes then those he actually committed. She ignored it or tried.

      “Where are you off to, madonna?” Jemma laced up the back of the gown. “You are not for church, not in this.”

      “I go to set a meeting,” Viviana said, the words floating on a breath of excitement.

      Jemma stiffened, stilled.

      “A meeting?” Jemma walked slowly round to face her mistress, her still-cherubic features, hinting at the beauty of full womanhood just around the corner, scrunched with caution. “It is not just to paint then?”

      Jemma’s wisdom had grown as she had.

      “Well, cara, it is, and it isn’t.” Viviana pinched Jemma’s cheek. “It is that and so very much more.”

      “O Dio mio. Something starts again, doesn’t it?”

      Fully dressed, Viviana spun to face Jemma, holding the maid by her shoulders, bestowing a smile upon her that held a glimmer of everything that was in her mind, every expectation, every possibility. “I hope so, dear Jemma, I do hope so.”

      Vague pronouncement made, Viviana grabbed her small silk purse, tying it to the slim belt just below her breasts, and headed for the door.

      “Do you not want me to accompany—”

      Jemma’s words eddied to mumbles as Viviana closed the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      The raggedly dressed men who cleaned the streets filled them. The remnants of yesterday’s festa bedecked the cobblestones with the residue of celebration; empty bottles of wine rolled down the uneven cobbles with arrhythmic chimes, abandoned ribbons and streamers now dotted the landscape with bursts of color.

      Viviana walked past the men and the few other fiorentinos out and about at such an early hour. There weren’t many; most were still recovering, she thought with an amused grin, heads too heavy with wine to lift them from their pillows. Others, perhaps those who had not embraced the celebration as devoutly, were no doubt in church.

      Viviana strolled south toward the Ponte Vecchio, not at leisure, but in thought. The meeting would, by necessity, need to be properly timed. Setting a signal would signal that it was much more than just another day.

      Her group of colleagues—women who had named themselves Da Vinci’s Disciples—who dared to learn true art, rarely went a day or more without time in their hidden studiolo behind the church of Santo Spirito. Rarely could one of them go too long without the feel of the brush in her grip, the acidic sent of pigments in her nose, or the sight of the chisel and stone that cried out for attention.

      Viviana needed them all there at the same time, needed it to be a full coming together of the entire group when she shared her news. She needed Leonardo there. She would have to set the meeting time for at least a fortnight from now; it would take that long for the message to get to the artist, and for the artist to make his way to Florence. The young man, a model Leonardo entrusted to carry such messages, was reliable, but he could only go as fast as the horse that carried him.

      She approached the corner niche shrine of Saint Caterina—not their Caterina, not her cousin, who had been a prolific gifted artist, whose journals had first brought this group together, but a Caterina, nonetheless. They had made this shrine theirs, had used it, the stones, flowers, and candles that they lay at her feet, to schedule their meetings.

      Viviana looked up into the unseeing eyes of the saint. She wished the saint could see through those eyes. Viviana wished Caterina could see into the future, could tell Viviana if what she did—what she hoped they would do—was right and proper. Would it bring them that which they wanted most of all, to be revered for their talent? Or would it only bring more devastation into their lives? This very question had haunted her for most of the night, a specter refusing exorcism. Her answer now was still the one that had kept coming to her through the darkest hours.

      Without another moment’s hesitation, she began to set the signal: two candles, two weeks; three flowers, three days: eight stones on the east side, eight o’clock in the morning.

      Viviana stepped back and studied her work.

      The possibility became ever more real. Her blood pumped at the very notion.

      She closed her eyes and pictured them, guessing at what their responses would be. Not all would be the same as hers. In her mind, she saw Leonardo again. Oh, how terribly she missed him.

      The scarcity of da Vinci in her life—in their lives—had been far too great these past few years. He had been sent to Milan, so he told them, as an artistic emissary by Lorenzo de’ Medici himself, taking with him a young musician, Atalante Migliorotti, and the musician’s unique instrument created by da Vinci… a lute in the shape of a horse’s skull. Artist, musician, and lute traveled to cement the alliance with Milan. Leonardo himself decided to stay.

      She understood why, looking at it through his eyes. To watch others—Botticelli, Ghirlandaio, and even his own teacher, Verrocchio—receive the most prestigious commissions, was to watch too much passing by. Though his talent far outshone theirs, in Viviana’s mind as well as many others’, Leonardo floundered in the heated competition that was an intrinsic element of an artist’s life in Florence. His focus seemed forever expanding, buzzing from project to project like a bee in a profusion of blossoms. Life was his subject, and the world his canvas. It did not sit well with those whose commissions he did not finish. It did not compete well with those he competed against. What Leonardo needed most was the freedom—the financial and artistic freedom—to follow his mind, wherever that took him. It was a hard thing to come by in Florence in those dreary days after Giuliano’s murder.

      When the Duke of Milan made the offer through his uncle, though Leonardo had not shared the finer details with the women, only a few hints at a regular salary from the stipendiati of the duke’s court and a place to call his own, he would have been a fool not to go. He visited them at least once a month, sometimes more. It was not enough for Viviana. She missed his calm wisdom as much as she missed his expert tutelage.

      Yet there was one she missed far more than Leonardo. Viviana stumbled against the pang of it, a jutting cobblestone upon her smooth path. She had lost him quickly as well, to those first skirmishes of war against the Vatican and Naples, to the battles to recapture Florentine-ruled lands in Colle Valdelsa, Poggibonsi, and Chianti. Sansone Caivano was a soldier, a highly sought after, highly paid soldier. She accepted his truth. Her sons were soldiers as well—or had been—yet they had returned. Though those lands still required military protection, she thought—hoped—Sansone would have returned, to the city he loved, to her and the promise of what they could be.

      Perhaps her truth—what she had done—prevented him. Perhaps his unimpeachable honor kept him at bay. Perhaps he could not, would not return to her.

      Viviana scudded to a stop midstride. Her fingers fisted in her voluminous skirt. She turned, looking, as if the truth lay somewhere nearby, awaiting discovery. She found something, but was it an answer?

      In the ground-floor paned windows of the Palazzo Minerbetti, Viviana found herself.

      There she stood, the sun bright on her face, her reflection unvarnished.

      Was she deluding herself? Had the years been unkind, or had she aged so much in his absence that he would no longer want her? With a twinge of embarrassment, she admitted she saw little change—her eyes still bright, her skin still smooth, her body still firm. But there were younger, firmer, smoother women out there, women who craved a celebrated soldier like Sansone. Had he found temptation in another?

      “Stop it,” she chided herself aloud as she slapped a lone tear from her cheek.

      If she would never see him again, it would wound her deeply, forming yet another scar on her tattered heart. She had survived the others; she would survive this one as well.

      Wouldn’t she?
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        “Regrets are often found, not in what we have done,

        but in what we haven’t.”

      

      

      Viviana pulled at the chain around her neck, inserted the key in the lock—a key that all members of her society wore about their necks—and turned it. With the click came her sigh.

      She stepped into the studio, closed her eyes, and breathed deeply.

      Viviana knew her smile and from whence it came. The pungency of linseed oil, saffron, and poppy seeds—just some of the ingredients used to make the paint—satisfied her more than that of a rose or a lily. She sniffed the dust of chiseled stone, relished the tickle it brought.

      She opened her eyes; again, she sighed.

      How different the studio was from before, before Leonardo and his tutelage. One couldn’t say it was any less messy, but a more organized mess. The six worktables were now gathered in the center of the room, rather than along its walls as they used to be, allowing for more shelves and storage bins, more mixing tables, and more room for Isabetta when she chose to sculpt.

      A riot and mess of color lay everywhere as if it had leaked and slithered off their canvasses and onto the floors and the walls. Viviana cherished it all.

      Her table, the canvas on its easel beside it, beckoned. She answered, rushing toward it, stumbling to a stop as the door she’d left unlocked swung open.

      He was there.

      “You came!” she cried, launching herself into his arms.

      For seconds uncounted, thick with gratitude, they held each other.

      Viviana laid her head upon his chest. He kissed the top of her head.

      “I have missed you as well, madonna,” Leonardo said.

      Viviana giggled like a small girl, pulling away from him just enough to see his face, to see the long, straight nose, the full, curved, almost womanly lips, to see the amber eyes that held all his wisdom, his truth, his demons. It had only been a few months since his last visit; it felt like years.

      She could have cried. Instead, she teased, “Well, I can see they are at least feeding you well.”

      The tall man threw back his head with a bark of laughter, his berretto nearly falling from its perch atop his long, wavy, golden hair.

      “I eat very well, cara,” he said, rubbing his belly. “You look well, my friend.”

      “I am, dear man, I am.”

      He squinted his penetrating eyes. “You are up to something.” It wasn’t a question.

      Viviana raised her brows high, batted her wide eyes. “Me? Up to something? What could I—”

      The click and whoosh were her salvation. Viviana had no wish to speak her thoughts, to share her dream, until they were all present. The opening door, the women flouncing in, crying out at the sight of da Vinci, saved her.

      Viviana stood back and watched them huddle around him, hugging him to the one, even Fiammetta. She looked upon them as she did when her children were little and played merrily together.

      “Well then,” Fiammetta hooted, fists on her wide, plump hips, where she seemed to prefer them to be, “who called this meeting and why?”

      The moment was upon her; Viviana’s heart quickened. She almost changed her mind. Almost.

      “I did.” She stepped into the center of the group. “I have a proposition.” She shook her head; that wasn’t right. “No, I have an opportunity for us, for the group.” She quaked beneath the penetrating stares all trained on her.

      “Go on,” Fiammetta nudged.

      Viviana sucked in a breath, straightened her shoulders, and began. “At la Festa di San Giovanni I overheard a conversation. It was between Antonio di Salvestro de ser Ristoro of the Serristori family and another man I did not recognize. Antonio has purchased a cappella—well actually he purchased it a few years ago.” Viviana rambled; she knew it. She bounced on her toes as she babbled. “But now, now that Il Magnifico has released the city from its mourning, allowing building and business, and allowing the arts to flourish once more, Antonio wishes to change the fresco, to have it completely redone.”

      “Yes, I know Antonio and his family. What has that to do with us?” Fiammetta pushed, oblivious.

      Not so Isabetta. “Hah!” she barked. “Dio mio, you are well and truly mad, Viviana, do you know that?”

      Viviana cocked her head, brows waggling. Perhaps she was mad—a madness that demanded they do more, go further.

      “I believe we, Da Vinci’s Disciples, should bid on the commission.”

      “You are mad!”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Us? You want us to do it?”

      The words pummeled her; the women closed in on her, all save Isabetta. Leonardo too said nothing. Their instant objection brought out the fighter in Viviana.

      “We have the talent; you know we do,” she said, an accusatory finger pointing at them all. “Do you not think so, maestro?”

      Leonardo stood motionless; arms crossed thoughtfully.

      “Sì, the question of your talent is an irrelevant one. The real question is one of consequences.”

      Leonardo said nothing Viviana had not already thought.

      “It would mean the world will know of us,” Mattea muttered. Viviana could not tell if her softly spoken words were in favor of or against the notion.

      “Patrizio,” Fiammetta moaned her husband’s name.

      “He is a good, kind man, Fiammetta.” Viviana pacified her with truth. “I think he may be more understanding than you imagine.”

      The woman’s deep-set brown eyes glared at Viviana. “Perhaps. But not until he roars.”

      “He won’t—”

      “Oh, he will.” Fiammetta stomped away from her, trundled to her worktable. “He will, for the only way to tell him what you want us to do is to tell him what we have done.”

      “Surely that’s not necessary,” Isabetta snapped quickly.

      Fiammetta spun. “But it is. In my marriage, it is.”

      “Pagolo.” It was Natasia’s turn to speak her husband’s name; her blue eyes enlarged to the size of platters. “His position. I could not do anything more to jeopardize it.”

      “More? What do you mean—”

      “He has just been promoted,” Natasia carried on. “He has become one of Il Magnifico’s chancellors. A lower one, but still.”

      “How wonderful, Natasia.” Viviana preened with happiness for them.

      Under Lorenzo de’ Medici’s new regime, one very different from before his brother’s death and the wars that followed, such young men as Pagolo, those of the lesser elite—secretaries, notaries—had gained a greater foothold in Il Magnifico’s organization. To become a personal chancellor to the ruler meant a place in his inner circle. They accompanied ambassadors on diplomatic visits, wrote their letters, and at times, so Viviana had heard, became involved in other negotiations, those Lorenzo meant to keep more private. Others went on to serve on powerful committees, such as the Otto di Pratica, which supervised not only Florence’s diplomatic relations but the security of the territory itself. They were a powerful force in a city filled with powerful men.

      “He will be against it.” Natasia ignored Viviana. “It would be too much of a risk. It could be too much of a detriment to him.”

      “I don’t agree,” Isabetta said, softly yet firmly. “Il Magnifico is a different man these days. He is doing a great many things unheard of before. Why may we not do the same?”

      “’Tis easy for you to say,” Fiammetta sniffed.

      “Perhaps. But there has been little easy in my life. And I have survived. I have thrived.”

      Isabetta’s husband’s illness had done more damage than merely take his life; it had almost robbed them of their small butcher shop, one Isabetta still owned; it had brought them to the brink of homeless poverty.

      “My mother will be livid,” Mattea said, but not without the hint of a sly grin on her thin, rosy lips. “She already believes me unmarriageable, at my advanced age. Twenty-three and still not married,” she mimicked with a high-pitched whine. “She will say it will be the ruin of me.” The still young, still beautiful woman rolled her azure eyes, bringing her gaze to land on Lapaccia. Lapaccia missed her son as much as Mattea did; to her, she was married, for her heart belonged to Andreano now and forever.

      Viviana knew she must appease these women, remind them of what they promised never to forget.

      “What is it we have always wanted?” She pulled each one close to her, forming their eternal circle. “We have always wanted more, wanted our talent to be more than a secretive diversion, is it not true?”

      Three heads nodded. Viviana pushed ever onward.

      “We forged a painting, one that still hangs in the Palazzo della Signoria, one that is still admired and talked about.” Once more, a pointed finger swirled around their circle. “We did that. We put our lives in danger to save one of our own—”

      “I did not want—” Lapaccia sputtered.

      Isabetta stroked the woman’s shoulder. “Of course, you didn’t,” she said. “But you would have done the same were it one of us, wouldn’t you?”

      The eldest of the group did not hesitant for an instant. “Of course,” Lapaccia replied.

      “Women who do such things are not ordinary,” Viviana continued.

      “We are not ordinary,” Isabetta chimed in.

      Viviana bestowed a smile upon her. “We want our work, our talent, to be recognized, above all else.”

      The silence was one of agreement—very quiet agreement.

      “And we do not do it for ourselves alone.” Viviana turned to Fiammetta. “What of your daughter? She is a great talent, is she not?”

      Viviana fought unfairly; Fiammetta worshipped her daughter as much as she did her God. Using the girl was a ruthless tactic.

      “Do you not hope for better for her? Do you not wish, deep down inside you, that she should not have to hide her talent as you have hidden yours?” Viviana’s blood rushed through her. Her words were no longer words of persuasion but of her truest passion, they enflamed her. “And what of our children’s children, the daughters, shouldn’t they have the opportunity to be a part of the artistic growth overtaking Florence?”

      Isabetta nodded. “Should they continue to be denied it simply because of their sex?”

      “It will have consequences, some grave, but some amazing, for us all.” Vivianna’s blue eyes glowed with her mania. “But what is the point of all this if it dies when we die?”

      There it was, the true crux of the matter, the true purpose of the creation of Da Vinci’s Disciples. There was little any could say in opposition.

      “May I make a proposition?” Leonardo’s voice came from the corner near the paper-covered windows, where he had stood, silent, all but forgotten.

      Viviana opened the circle to him. “Of course, maestro. Your thoughts, your guidance, are greatly desired.”

      Leonardo came to stand with them. “I propose you all return to your homes and do perhaps the hardest thing you have yet to do.” Considering all they had done, it was difficult to imagine. “You must tell your families, tell them all. Beyond a doubt truth bears the same relation to falsehood as light to darkness.”

      Fiammetta groaned; Natasia whimpered.

      “Tell them all, and what Viviana proposes. If they are adamantly opposed, you will have your answer.”

      “A perfect suggestion,” Viviana said, believing that, while it may be difficult, each woman would ultimately find not only acceptance but encouragement.

      “Agreed,” Fiammetta was the first to acquiesce, surprising them all. The rest followed suit.

      “And what if we can’t… if I can’t? What then?” Natasia asked.

      “Then we will not do it,” Fiammetta answered, though not for all.

      Isabetta cocked her head. “Then you will not do it.”

      Fiammetta’s head whirled round, frizzy red strands of hair coming loose from her bejeweled caul.

      “You would do it without us?”

      This silence bristled.

      Viviana knew the truth of it, and she could not pretend otherwise.

      “We must each do what our heart tells us to do.”
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        “Returning to your beginnings

        begins them again”

      

      

      Each time he walked the streets of Florence, paths oft tread in another life, he wondered if the change he saw and felt was in him or the city.

      It was never easy for Leonardo to return to Florence, but to return for them, for the women who looked to him, he ignored the unease. Falling out of Lorenzo de’ Medici’s favor had cast a pall on Florence, or so it felt to him, through his eyes, no matter the depth of his love of the city. But one could not—should not—blame others when the blame rested so precisely on one’s own shoulders.

      Lorenzo was correct; Leonardo admitted it, at least to himself. He had left far too many commissions unfinished, he had been unproductive, and he wrestled for control of his moods, losing far too often.

      But why?

      He asked himself the question often.

      “Signore da Vinci,” the man Leonardo passed bowed his head.

      “Salve,” he replied, a word of cheer not so very cheerfully spoken.

      A group of men seated at a café called out to him, “Good to see you in town, maestro.”

      Leonardo dipped his head to them. Their respect a needed tonic.

      They called him a master. But of what? Was it so very wrong of him to long to master more than merely painting?

      Do we ask the sun merely to shine? Do we not expect it to warm us, to grow our food?

      More calls of greeting came his way; in his ears they were but echoes, muted in the shadow of his own thoughts.

      Although nature commences with reason and ends in experience, it is necessary for us to do the opposite, that is to commence with experience and from this to proceed to investigate the reason. I must experience all I can. Should I be persecuted for it?

      “No,” he said aloud, to himself, to all who would hear and all who could not. For it was the answer, it was the why of him. There was so much on this earth to know, to study, to recreate. He could not help it if his mind jumped from one thing to another and then another.

      Leonardo wandered as his mind did, finding himself at the Canto de’ Tornaquinci, where the streets of the Vigna Nuova and the Spada ended in the Via Tornabuoni. A bustling intersection full of life and shops that fed that life. The sight of a large apothecary arrested his perusal, not only for its size and the varied goods on display in the windows but for the name on the placard in the shape of a mortar and pestle with a snake winding upward upon a chalice: Landucci.

      “Could it be Luca?” he mused aloud but did not wait for the answer to come to him; he went in search of it.

      Winding his way through the dark wooden cabinets, Leonardo scrutinized the quality of the medicinal herbs and the pigments, some of the finest he had ever seen. Aromas wound around him, acidic and earthy, floral and spicy. Forgetting his quest to learn the proprietor’s name, he began to pick up vials, small and large, and basket them in the cradle of his arms. Once full, he made for the back of the long narrow shop.

      “Signore da Vinci! It is you! You are here!”

      The call found Leonardo before he found the man.

      Leonardo found his smile. “’Tis I, Luca, and how good it is to see you.”

      The tall man came round from behind his counter to embrace Leonardo.

      “You have come home Leonardo, sì?” Luca Landucci relieved Leonardo of his bounty and stepped back behind his counter.

      “For a visit only, my friend. But what a surprise to find you here, and with your own shop. What became of the other and your partner? I noticed no other name upon your placard.

      Landucci’s face, still nearly free of creases though he was nearing fifty, puckered, and he batted the air with a long and agitated hand. “Ack, what a mistake that was. All that money to expand the old shop in the mercato? It was all mine. That Spinelli had not a cent to his name. I quit him and that shop.” The slim man puffed up. “Took me far too long to recover, but recover I did, and splendidly I think.”

      “It is wonderful, Luca. I am very pleased for you. So, life is good?”

      Luca bellowed a laugh that shook the tiny bottles upon their perch. “It is a happy life, my friend. My business is good, my children grown well, and the wife,” Luca shrugged his shoulders, crooking his peppery brows. “Eh, what can I say, cosi cosi. It is the way of wives, good days and bad days.”

      Leonardo laughed with his friend, thinking it was more the way of husbands. If they kept their wives happy, then they in turn would be so as well.

      “Marriage is like putting your hand into a bag of snakes in the hope of pulling out an eel, eh?” Leonardo appeased but did not agree. “But God has been good to you. I am glad to hear it.”

      Da Vinci’s own religion was that of reason, but this man’s faith was all around him. Others might be unable to see it, but Leonardo could.

      “Indeed, he has,” Luca replied as he began to weigh Leonardo’s purchases, writing each down in the ledger before him. “In fact, for some years I have been travelling to Ferrara, to hear Fra Girolamo preach. Have you heard of him, Leonardo? Girolamo Savonarola?”

      Leonardo had heard of the fiery Dominican. He simply nodded.

      Luca perceived none of Leonardo’s indifference. “I hear he is coming to us, to Florence.” The apothecary stopped his ministrations and pegged Leonardo with a serious stare. “You should make it a point to hear him preach.” The man took on an ethereal expression. “He has a special message. It speaks to me.”

      Leonardo began to wonder if he should hear this Savonarola for himself; any man that made such an impression was either a prophet or a menace.

      “I will consider it, Luca,” he assured the man.

      Their business complete, the two old friends embraced once more.

      “Florence misses you,” Luca told him.

      “And I Florence,” Leonardo lied, if only a bit.

      “Be well, my friend. Come see me whenever you return,” Luca bid him.

      With a one-handed wave, the other holding his box of purchases, Leonardo assured him, “I will, Luca. Indeed, I will.”

      Once more upon the streets, once more Leonardo’s amber eyes wandered the city. As the joy of seeing an old friend faded, he saw the opulence infesting Florence and knew it for what it was: the true motivating force of its inhabitants. They had no care for experiences, only for what they could attain. They were as unequipped to understand him as he was to conform. He was, and ever would be, more of nature.

      Leonardo sniffed a laugh; the memory of the bird returned. He had been told it was no memory, but a dream, a fantasy. Whatever name it was called, it had made an everlasting impression.

      It seems that I was always destined to be deeply concerned with vultures; for I recall as one of my earliest memories, that while I was in my cradle a vulture came down to me, and opened my mouth with its tail, and with it struck me many times with its tail against my lips.

      The truth of the event, Leonardo did not question. Perhaps it was, however, an omen.

      There would be many vultures who would come and slap their tails against him. It was for him to find one that would not slap so hard.
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