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In the rule of Henry VIII, Thomas Cromwell would become England’s most powerful and revered politician until his rapid downfall in 1540, but he grew up in a shattered family during the most brutal period of history, starting from Sir Robert Cromwell’s cruel 1461 death in England’s bloodiest ever battle during the Wars Of The Roses. His family then suffers four generations of misfortune and violence before Thomas is born.

As Cromwell suffers a traumatic boyhood, King Henry VII has just ended the reign of Richard III at the 1485 Battle Of Bosworth, thanks to thousands of extra Flemish mercenary soldiers that Henry could hire with the vast loans that he secures from Lorenzo de Medici in Florence. Sixteen years on from Bosworth, Cromwell finds himself as a soldier in this same Flemish brigade. 

The influence on English rulers by the Medici Bank and other wealthy Italian families like the Rucellai, the Lomellini and the Frescobaldi, has existed for over a hundred years, not just in London. They profit from the Catholic Church but ignore its corrupt and declining power. They manipulate finance and politics. They prevail in slavery and prostitution. Their influence extends across Venice, Rome, Milan, Genoa, Paris and The Low Countries, where they attempt to control the fast-growing trading markets of wool, textiles, grain, wine and spices. Sexual violence and infidelity are acceptable nearly everywhere, led by the most powerful monarchs, nobles or cardinals. Daughters are a political pawn to be traded like a shipload of quality Cotswold cloth.

These crowded, plague-ridden cities of Renaissance Europe are the stage for constant conflict between royal families, the Vatican and the dictators of the Italian city-states.

Cromwell thrives on this stage. After his father’s beatings, then prison and exile from England at the age of fifteen, he is the ultimate survivor. When cornered he is a vicious killer as he travels through France and Italy with the Flemish mercenary brigade and fights with Cesare Borgia and then the French, as they try to regain Naples.  He is captured and tortured by the victorious Spanish before being sold into slavery. 

Escaping to Florence, he finds furtive but life-changing love with Maddalena, the daughter of Lorenzo de Medici, who is twelve years older and locked in a miserable arranged marriage to the vile son of a pope. The lovers liaise in the threatened world of the Medici’s finest Tuscan homes, assisted by Madam Valeria, herself an illegitimate Medici daughter and the owner of Rome’s finest salon for gaming and courtesans.

Cromwell matures fast into a respected merchant and envoy for the Frescobaldi Company in Venice. But he never knows if he can return as a free man to England. 

He retains his skills as a fighter and saves the lives of both Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci. And two bitter enemies pursue him - Bartolomeo D’Alviano, a mercenary general, who Cromwell maims in a battle for control of Naples; and Angelo Lomellini, the fiendish Genoa leader, from whom Cromwell ruthlessly extracts a long-overdue Frescobaldi debt. 

Returning to England as Cremonello after seven years in exile, he must still evade his enemies and consider a tempting but treasonous offer by Florentine politician Machiavelli. He is entrusted with one of the known world’s most valuable pieces of Renaissance art and he controls the access to a momentous secret, which could change the religious and political landscape across the whole of Europe forever. 

This is the untold story of his early life, detailed through meticulous research and unique insights on the dynamics between a turbulent England and a volatile Renaissance Italy.

“This novel is set during one of my favourite times in history. I love the espionage, intrigue and evil of the Medici. I love the excesses and the indulgences of the time. There is a wonderful duality of perversion and propriety that makes for fascinating tales. The author obviously shares my interest in the time and has a fantastic sense of the history.”

– Independent Critic and former Commissioning Editor 
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Cremonello

Convict To Florentine Envoy

European Life For

The Young Thomas Cromwell
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All characters in this publication,

other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Historical records of events and persons may have been altered for dramatic reasons.
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Marco Edmundi grew up just outside London and has lived and worked internationally for half of his life, mostly in Italy and The Middle East.



His experiences and studies of history and art, while based in Rome, Cairo and Florence, all contribute new detail, unforeseen connections and startling conclusions throughout his first novel.



He is now based in Oxfordshire and endeavours to keep in close touch with his many children and grandchildren as they spread their own wings.
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Chapter One
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17th March 1444, Wimbledon, London. 9th hour of the morning


9th March 1446, Ponte, Rome. 3rd hour of the morning

12th May 1447, Palazzo Medici Riccardi, Florence. 9th hour of the morning
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Chapter Two
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1st January 1449, Palazzo Medici, Florence. 2nd hour of the morning

17th May 1454, Cafaggiolo, Tuscany. 8th hour of the morning

30th April 1459, Galata, Constantinople. 5th hour of the after noon

9th April 1460, Genoa, Italy. 10th hour of the morning

14th April 1460, Florence, Italy. 8th hour of the after noon
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29th March 1461, Towton, England. 9th hour of the morning

3rd April 1461, Pisa, Italy. 8th hour of the morning

5th April 1461, Carleton, Nottingham, England. 4th hour of the after noon

9th April 1461, Florence, Italy. 7th hour of the after noon

9th April 1461, Via Nuova, Genoa. 8th hour of the after noon

10th April 1461, Palazzo Rucellai, Florence. 3rd hour of the morning

10th April 1461, Palazzo Rucellai, Florence. 9th hour of the morning

26th April 1461, Yarmouth, England. 6th hour of the morning
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4th July 1461, Cafaggiolo, Mugello, Italy. 3rd hour of the after noon

66h July 1461, Cafaggiolo, Mugello, Italy. 10th hour of the morning

6th July 1461, Westminster, London. 11th hour of the morning

6th July 1461, Cafaggiolo, Mugello, Italy. Mid-day

7th July 1461, Florence. 4th hour of the after noon

7th July 1461, Medici Palace, Florence. 7th hour of the evening

6th August 1461, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

10th September 1461, Rome. 11th hour of the morning
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Chapter Five
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7th February 1462, Galata, Ottoman Empire. 4th hour of the after noon

11th February 1462, Greek Waters, Eastern Mediterranean. 

9th hour of the morning

11th February 1462, Constantinople. 11th hour of the morning

24th February 1462, Ragusa, Croatia. 8th hour of the morning

27th February 1462, Brindisi, Italy. 4th hour of the after noon

17th March 1462, Genoa, Italy. 7th hour of the morning

20st March 1462, Genoa. 10th hour of the after noon

10th April 1462, Rome. 4th hour of the after noon

12th April 1462, Genoa. Mid-day
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Chapter Six
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1st June 1462, Genoa. 8th hour of the after noon

4th November 1462, Genoa. 7th hour of the morning

4th November 1462, Genoa. 7th hour of the morning

7th November 1462, Genoa. 8th hour of the after noon

8th November 1462, Genoa. 4th hour of the morning

3rd December 1462, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

24th December 1462, Grimaldi Palace, Principality of Monaco. 

11th hour of the morning
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18th March 1463, Constantinople. 11th hour of the morning

15th April 1463, Florence. 8th hour of the after noon

19th April 1463, Florence. 5th hour of the after noon

12th May 1464, Cafaggiolo, Mugello. 3rd hour of the after noon

23rd November 1464, Ponte, Rome. Mid-day

4th June 1466, Genoa. 6th hour of the after noon

14th May 1468, Ponte, Rome. 11th hour of the morning

2nd December 1469, Palazzo Medici, Florence. 8th hour of the after noon

28th September 1470 Wapping, London. 6th hour of the morning
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23rd May 1471, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

10th October 1471, Ponte, Rome. 4th hour of the after noon

8th September 1472, Palma di Mallorca. 2nd hour of the after noon

7th October 1472, St Paul’s, London. 10th hour of the morning

24th July 1473, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

1st August 1473, Florence. 11th hour of the morning

1st August 1473, Florence. 3rd hour of the after noon
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14th March 1474, Ponte, Rome. 11th hour of the morning

15th May 1474, Putney, England. 3rd hour of the after noon

21st March 1475, Ponte, Rome. 11th hour of the morning

21st March 1475, Ponte, Rome. 8th hour of the after noon

22st March 1475, Ponte, Rome. 2nd hour of the morning

14th April 1475, Principality of Monaco. 11th hour of the morning

19th April 1975, Florence. 2nd hour of the afternoon

1st August 1475, St Pauls, London. 10th hour of the morning

15th November 1475, Malpaga, Bergamo, Italy. 4th hour of the after noon
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5th April 1476, Careggi, Florence. 5th hour of the after noon

7th November 1476, Razzuolo, Tuscany. 3rd hour of the morning

26th December 1476, Santo Stefano, Milan. 9th hour of the morning

7th January 1477, Ponte, Rome. 10th hour of the morning

7th January 1477, Westminster, London. 10th hour of the morning

8th April 1477, Vatican, Rome. Mid-day

8th April 1477, Vatican, Rome. 5th hour of the after noon
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6th March 1478, Santo Spirito, Florence. 8th hour of the morning

23rd March 1478, Trebbio Castle, Tuscany. 8th hour of the after noon

2nd April 1478, Wimbledon, England. 8th hour of the morning

26th April 1478, Florence. 8th hour of the morning

26th April 1478, Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence. Mid-day

26th April 1478, Careggi, Florence. 4th hour of the after noon

26th April 1478, Palazzo Medici, Florence. 5th hour of the after noon
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18th March 1479, Venice. 9th hour of the morning

10th April 1479, Florence. 5th hour of the after noon

27th May 1479, Venice. 8th hour of the after noon

17th May 1479, Florence. 6th hour of the after noon

21st July 1479, Florence. 5th hour of the after noon

4th April 1480, Wimbledon. 4th hour of the after noon
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10th April 1480, Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

10th April 1480, Via Guelfa, Florence. 11th hour of the morning

13th April 1480, Port of Constantinople. 11th hour of the morning

11th November 1480, Santa Croce, Florence

1st May 1481, Ponte, Rome. 9th hour of the after noon
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24th August 1481, Via Guelfa, Florence. 2nd hour of the after noon

24th August 1481, Via Ghibellina, Florence. 9nd hour of the after noon

24th August 1481, Via Ghibellina, Florence. 11th hour of the after noon

24th August 1481, Via Ghibellina, Florence. Mid-night

25th August 1481, Bargello Prison, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

25th August 1481, Santa Croce, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

25th August 1481, Via Guelfa, Florence. 11th hour of the morning

25th August 1481, Bargello Prison, Florence. Approaching mid-day

20th December 1481, Via Guelfa, Florence, 9th hour of the evening
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9th February 1483, Palazzo Medici, Florence. 8th hour of the morning

20th March 1483, Putney, England. 1st hour of the after noon

24th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. 6th hour of the after noon

25th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. 99h hour of the morning

25th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. Mid-day

25th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. 3rd hour of the after noon

25th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. 5th hour of the after noon

25th March 1483, Westminster, England. 6th hour of the after noon

25th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. 7th hour of the after noon

25th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. 8th hour of the after noon

26th March 1483, Ponte, Rome. 2nd hour of the morning

26th March 1483, Cliffden Reach, England. 4th hour of the morning

9th April 1483, Palace of Westminster, London. 7th hour of the morning

2nd June 1483, St Paul’s, London. 8th hour of the morning
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24th July 1483, Careggi, Florence. 3rd hour of the after noon

17th May 1484, Santo Spirito, Florence. Mid-day

19th May 1484, Santo Spirito, Florence. 8th hour of the after noon
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Chapter Seventeen


[image: ]





14th March 1485, Palazzo Medici, Florence, Italy. 6th hour of the after noon

22nd August 1485, Bosworth Field, England. 5th hour of the after noon

24th September 1485, Richmond, England. 11th hour of the morning

7th August 1485, Putney, England. 3rd hour of the morning
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Chapter Eighteen
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4th April 1487, Careggi, Florence. 4th hour of the after noon

20th July 1487, Oxford, England. 3rd hour of the after noon

28th September 1487, Ponte, Rome. 10th hour of the after noon

10th June 1491, Florence. 10th hour of the morning
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Chapter Nineteen
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28th August 1491, Westminster, London. Mid-day

17th September, 1491, Westminster, London. 11th hour of the morning

18th March 1492, Putney, England. 6th hour of the morning

8th April 1492, Careggi, Florence. 1st hour of the after noon

10th April 1492, San Marco, Florence. 2nd hour of the after noon

11th June, 1492, Borghese, Rome. 4th hour of the after noon
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Chapter Twenty


[image: ]





27th July 1492, Vatican, Rome. 4th hour of the after noon

19th September 1494, Putney, London. 5th hour of the after noon

30th November 1494, Florence. 5th hour of the after noon

2nd December 1494, Florence. 3rd hour of the after noon

2nd December 1494, Florence. 8th hour of the after noon

6th January 1495, Florence. 6th hour of the after noon

13th February 1495, Florence. 4th hour of the after noon
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Chapter Twenty-one
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15th October 1497, Putney Heath, London. 5th hour of the after noon

1st November 1497, Richmond Palace. 11th hour of the morning

3rd February 1501, Putney. 8th hour of the morning

3rd February 1501, Putney. Mid-day

3rd February 1501, Sheen, West of London. 3rd hour of the after noon

3rd February 1501, Putney. 4th hour of the after noon

10th March 1501, Paris. 5th hour of the after noon

11th March 1501, Paris. 9th hour of the morning
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Chapter Twenty-two
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4th March 1501, Wandsworth. 9th hour of the morning    

5th March 1501, outside Florence. 7th hour of the morning

5th March 1501, Wandsworth, outside London. 9th hour of the morning

6th March 1501, Wandsworth, outside London. 6th hour of the morning

7th March 1501, Wandsworth, outside London. 1st hour of the morning

10th March 1501, Nearing Calais, France. 5th hour of the morning

11th March 1501, Wissant, France. 8th hour of the morning

19th March 1501, near Guines, France. 8th hour of the morning
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Chapter Twenty-three
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21st March 1501, near Therouanne, France. 9th hour of the after noon

22nd March 1501, Ponte, Rome. 11th hour of the morning

22nd March 1501, Therouanne, Northern France. Mid-day

31st March 1501, Ponte, Rome. 9th hour of the after noon

1st April, 1501, Ponte, Rome. 9th hour of the morning

2nd April 1501, Ponte, Rome. 10th hour of the morning

2nd April 1501, Seraucourt, France. 11th hour of the morning

7th April 1501, north of Reims, France. 8th hour of the morning

10th April 1501, east of Reims, France. 8th hour of the morning

29th April 1501, Trepais, France. 8th hour of the morning

10th May 1501, Chalons, France. 6th hour of the morning

20th May 1501, Brienne, Aube River, France. 10th hour of the morning

20th May 1501, near Brienne, Aube River, France. 2nd hour of the after noon

20th May 1501, near Brienne, Aube River. 4th hour of the after noon

22 May 1501, Bar-sur-Aube, France, 11th hour of the after noon

1st June 1501, Grenant, France. 7th hour of the after noon

15th June, 1501, Besancon, France. 6th hour of the after noon

30th June 1501, Piazza della Signoria, Florence. 11th hour of the morning
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Chapter Twenty-four
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1st July 1501, Lake Geneva. 6th hour of the after noon

10th August 1501, Saint Bernard Pass, Switzerland. 3rd hour of the after noon

20th September 1501, Aosta, Italy. 10th hour of the morning

14th November 1501, Westminster, London. 10th hour of the after noon
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20th December 1502, Savoy Province, Northern Italy. 2nd hour of the afternoon

18th February 1502, Parma. 3rd hour of the after noon

20th March 1502, Poggio a Caiano, Tuscany. 8th hour of the after noon

17th October 1502, Richmond Palace, West of London. 11th hour of the morning

30th October 1502, Urbino, Italy. 9th hour of the after noon

6th November 1502, Faenza, Italy. 5th hour of the after noon

18th December 1502, Forli’, Romagna. 7th hour of the afternoon

23rd December 1502, Forli’, Romagna. 1st hour of the morning

26th December 1502 – Ponte, Rome. 8th hour of the after noon

27th January 1503, Senigallia, Italy. 6th hour of the after noon

28th April 1503, Cerignola, Italy. 1st hour of the after noon

3rd June 1503, Foggia, Italy. 11th hour of the morning
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8th August 1503, Avezzano, Italy. 10th hour of the morning 

12th September 1503, Viterbo, Italy. 3rd hour of the after noon

13th October 1503, Ponte, Rome. 7th hour of the morning

14th October 1503, Piombino, Italy. 8th hour of the morning

1st November 1503, Lazio, Italy. 4th hour of the after noon

26th December 1503, South of Gaeta, Italy. 2nd hour of the after noon

28th December 1503, North of Garigliano, Italy. 7th hour of the after noon

29th December 1503, Garigliano, Italy. 9th hour of the morning
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30th December 1503, Gaeta, Italy. 10th hour of the morning

1st January 1504, Aricia, Italy. 11th hour of the morning

1st January Sunino, Lazio. 66h hour of the after noon 

4th January 1504, Caracalla, Rome. 11th hour of the morning

12th January 1504, Esher, outside London. 8th hour of the after noon

27th January 1504, Sermoneta, Lazio, Italy. 9th hour of the morning

18th March 1504, Caracalla, Rome. 8th hour of the morning

10th April 1504, Ponte, Rome. 7th hour of the after noon
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Chapter Twenty-eight   
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22nd April 1504, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

22nd April 1504, Florence. 1st hour of the after noon

22nd April 1504, Santo Spirito, Florence. 3rd hour of the after noon

24th May 1504, Via Bolognese, North of Florence. 3rd hour of the after noon

17th June 1504, Cafaggiolo, Tuscany. 5th hour of the after noon

28th July 1504, Florence. 11th hour of the morning



8th September 1504, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Mid-day


8th September 1504, Santo Spirito, Florence. 8th hour of the after noon

21st September 1504, Ponte, Rome. 7th hour of the after noon

17th October 1504, Florence. 3rd hour of the after noon

14th November 1504, Richmond, near London. 2nd hour of the after noon
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Chapter Twenty-nine
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16th November 1504, Florence. 10th hour of the after noon

16th November 1504, Florence. 11th hour of the after noon

16th November 1504, Florence. The Midnight Hour
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2nd December 1504, Carragine, Tuscany. 7th hour of the after noon

4th December 1504, Sarzana Fort, La Spezia. 9th hour of the after noon

5th December 1504, Genoa. 9th hour of the morning

5th December 1504, Genoa. 11th hour of the morning

5th December 1504, Genoa, Via Nuova. 2nd hour of the after noon

6th December 1504, Genoa. 6th hour of the morning

6th December 1504, Genoa. 8th hour of the after noon

15th December 1504, Florence. 10th hour of the morning
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4th February 1505, Piazza della Signoria, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

6th February 1505, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Mid day

14th February 1505, Poggio a Caiano. 3rd hour of the after noon

15th February 1505, Careggi, Florence. 8th hour of the morning

16th February 1505, Careggi, Florence, 1st hour of the morning

16th February 1505, Santo Spirito, Florence. 6th hour of the morning

16th February 1505, Santo Spirito, Florence. 2nd hour of the after noon

16th February 1505, Via Guelfa, Florence. 4th hour of the after noon

16th February 1505, Careggi, Florence. 6th hour of the after noon

16th February 1505 Ponte, Rome. 9th hour of the after noon

16th February 1505, Careggi, Florence. 9th hour of the after noon

16th February 1505, Careggi, Florence. 10th hour of the after noon

17th February 1505, Santo Spirito, Florence. 6th hour of the morning

17th February 1505, via Guelfa, Florence. 8th hour of the morning

17th February 1505, Careggi, Florence, 9th  hour of the morning

17th February 1505, Santo Sprito, Florence, 2nd hour of the after noon
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Chapter Thirty-two
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2nd March 1505, via Guelfa, Florence. 11th hour of the morning

18th March 1505, Santo Spirito, Florence. 11th hour of the after noon

14th April 1505, Santo Spirito, Florence. 10th hour of the morning

15th May 1505, Pisa. 4th hour of the after noon

6th June 1505, Venice. 5th hour of the after noon

14th August 1505, Piombino. 3rd hour of the after noon

15th August 1505, Cafaggiolo. 10th hour of the morning

31st August 1505, Venice. 4th hour of the after noon
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30th September 1505, At sea, off Roscoff, Brittany, France. 

9th hour of the after noon

24th September 1505, Genoa. 5th hour of the after noon

7th October 1505, Antwerp, The Low Countries. 2nd hour of the afternoon

7th October 1505, Genoa. 3rd hour of the after noon

8th October 1505, Antwerp, The Low Countries. 9th hour of the morning



12th October 1505, Frescobaldi Chamber, Antwerp. 10th hour of the morning.

27th October 1505, Ponte, Rome. 6th hour of the after noon


30th October 1505, Between Palma and Palermo, The Mediterranean

3rd hour of the after noon
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Chapter Thirty-four
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6th November 1505, Florence. 2nd hour of the after noon

28th November 1505, Venice. 2nd hour of the after noon

15th May 1506, Florence. 11th hour of the morning

28th May 1506, Florence. Mid-day

13th September 1506, Richmond, London. 3rd hour of the after noon

13th April 1507, Grimaldi Palace, Monaco. 11th hour of the morning

14th May 1507, Ponte, Rome. Mid-day

15th May 1507, Ponte, Rome. 10th hour of the after noon
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Chapter Thirty-five
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20th June 1507, Florence. 4th hour of the after noon

14th July 1507, Rome. 6th hour of the after noon

3rd October 1507, Dover, England. 9th hour of the morning
































Cast of Characters

Popes, period of Vatican reign 1447 - 1549 and real names

Nicolas V  1447-1455  Tomaso Parentucelli

Callixtus III  1455-1458  Alfons Borgia

Pius II   1458-1464  Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini

Paul II   1464-1471  Pietro Barbo

Sixtus IV  1471-1484  Francesco della Rovere

Innocent VIII  1484-1492  Giovanni Battista Cibo

Alexander VI  1492-1503  Rodrigo Borgia

Pius III  1503 only  F. Todeschini-Piccolomini

Julius II  1503-1513  Giuliano della Rovere

Leo X   1513-1521  Giovanni de Medici

Hadrian VI  1522-1523  Adrian Florensz Dedal

Clemente VII   1523-1534  Giulio de Medici
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ENGLISH KINGS, PERIOD of reign 1422-1547
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HENRY VI  1422-61  HOUSE of Lancaster

Edward IV   1461-70  House of York

Henry VI  1470-71  House of Lancaster

Edward IV  1471-83  House of York

Edward V  1483   House of York

Richard III  1483-85  House of York

Henry VII  1485-1509  House of Tudor

Henry VIII   1509-1547  House of Tudor
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AMBASSADORS FOR THE Florentine State to the English Royal Court,

period of service

Lorenzo Di Credo 1469-1491

Marco Pandolfini 1491-1503

Daniele de Bossi 1503-1517
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THE MONAGESQUE HOUSE of Grimaldi

Rainier I  1267-1314   Father of Charles I


1305   Led Templars’ Turkish Retreat



Charles I  1300-1357  Father of Rainier II

Rainier II  1340-1407  Father of Jean I

Jean I   1382-1454  Father of Catalan

Catalan  1424-1462  Uncle of Lamberto 


1462   Massacred at Palazzo Mari orgy



Lamberto   1420-1494  Father of Jean II & Lucien

1463-1493  Europa Freemasonry High Master 

Jean II   1468-1506  


1494-1505  Europa Freemasonry High Master 



Lucien   1487-1523


1506-1523  Europa Freemasonry High Master 
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THE HOUSE OF LOMELLINI, Genoa, 1435-1537

Marco Lomellini   1435-1498 Genoa Slave Trading Syndicate Head

Agostino Lomellini   1452-1525 Son of Marco


1485-1500 Consul of the French Genova State



Angelo Lomellini  1478-1530 Son of Agostino, Ship Owner

Pasquale Lomellini  1480-1537 Son of Agostino, 


Head of Trading in Winchester 






Davide Lomellini  1497-1542 Son of Pasquale







Sandro Lomellini  1479-1505 Nephew of Agostino 


1498-1505 Head of Trading in Antwerp



Arturo Lomellini   1485-1529 Nephew of Agostino

1506-1525 Head of Trading in Antwerp
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THE HOUSE OF RUCELLAI

Paulo Rucellai  1381-1406 Founder of Neo-Italian FreeMasonry

Giovanni 

di Paolo Rucellai  1403-1481 


1440-1481 Master of the Florence Freemasonry



Jacopa Strozzi   1412-1468 Married Giovanni in 1428 

Bernado Rucellai  1448-1514 Son of Giovanni and Jacopa

1482-1505 Master of the Florence Freemasonry


1461  Betrothed to Nannina de Medici 

1465  Married to Nannina de Medici
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THE FAMILY OF THOMAS Cromwell

Ralph de Cromwell III 1269-1306  Killed as Crusades commander

Ralph de Cromwell IV 1292-1364 Son of Ralph III

Ulker Cromwell  1318-1351 Son of Ralph IV

Richard Cromwell  1338-1368 Sir Baron Richard of Carleton, Notts

John de Cromwell  1364-1431 Sir Baron John of Carleton

Robert Cromwell   1390-1461 Sir Baron Robert of Carleton

Killed for Lancaster side,


Battle of Towton



William Cromwell  1416-1472 Sire of Palyshall and Putney

Father to John Cromwell

John Cromwell  1442-1480 Father to Walter Cromwell

Walter Cromwell  1456-1516 Father to Thomas Cromwell

Katherine Meverill  1452-1517 Wife of Walter from 1474

Mother to Thomas Cromwell

Children of Walter and Katherine Cromwell:

Elizabeth Cromwell  1480-1533


1494  Married Walter MacWilliam 



Katherine Cromwell   1483-1517 Great-Great-Grandmother of 

Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector


1497  Married Morgan Williams 



Thomas Cromwell  1485-1540 


1540  Beheaded For Treason



1538-1540 Earl Of Essex, Head of Privy Council

1535-1540 General, Dissolution of Monasteries

1534-1537 Master Of The Rolls


1523-1529  Member of Parliament

1516-1530 Lawyer, Cardinal Wolsey Household

1507-1516  Lawyer, Austin Friars, London

1504-1506 Venice Head, Frescobaldi Company

1501-1503 Soldier, 2nd Free Antwerp Brigade

1500  Escaped Wandsworth Jail sentence






Grace Cromwell  1489-1549 Married to Giulio Bossi, son of              Ambassador Daniele de Bossi

John Welbeck   1434-1487 Lawyer to the Cromwell family

Employer of Katherine Meverill
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THE HOUSES OF HOWARD and Boleyn

John Howard   1425-1485 1st Duke of Norfolk

Died at Battle of Bosworth Field

Thomas Howard   1443-1524 2nd Duke of Norfolk

Father of Elizabeth Howard

1477-1494 Envoy to Rome and Florence 

1501-1509 Lord Treasurer to Tudor Council

Thomas Howard  1473-1554 3rd Duke of Norfolk

Brother of Elizabeth Howard

Elizabeth Howard  1480-1538 Lady-in-waiting to 

Catherine of Aragon

Mother of Anne Boleyn

Thomas Boleyn  1477-1539 Lord Wiltshire

Married Elizabeth Howard in 1498

Anne Boleyn   1501-1536  Daughter of Elizabeth Boleyn and

Florence ambassador Daniele Bossi

Took surname of mother’s spouse

Married Henry VIII in 1533

Queen Consort of England 1533-1536
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CHILDREN OF THOMAS Boleyn and Elizabeth Howard: 

Mary Boleyn   1499-1543 Half Sister of Anne Boleyn

George Boleyn  1504-1536 Half Brother of Anne Boleyn
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THE HOUSE OF FRESCOBALDI, Florence, 1403-1531

Stoldo Frescobaldi  1403-1484 Head of family bank from 1433-1484

Genevra di Conte Peruzzi  1425-1483 Second wife of Stoldo

Leonarda Frescobaldi  1405-1480 Sister of Stoldo

Ormanno di Albizzi  1405-1479 

1421  Married Leonarda

1445-1469 Genoa Director


Frescobaldi Company      



Lamberto Frescobaldi 1404-1479 Brother of Stoldo

1447-1473 London director, Frescobaldi Bank

Leonardo Frescobaldi 1449-1501 Son of Stoldo and Genevra

Francesco Frescobaldi 1460-1511 Son of Stoldo and Genevra

Bartolomea di Acciaiuoli 1472-1519 Married Francesco in 1487

Andrea Frescobaldi  1458-1527 Son of Lamberto

1473-1508 London director, Frescobaldi Bank

Pietro Frescobaldi  1481-1528 Nephew of Francesco

1508-1520 London director, Frescobaldi Bank

Girolamo Frescobaldi 1480-1527 Nephew of Francesco

1502-1523 Antwerp Director, 


Frescobaldi Company



Children of Francesco and Bartolomea Frescobaldi:

Mariella   1493-1529

Leonardo   1495-1520

Pierantonio   1499-1531

Zanobi   1506-1530
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THE HOUSE OF VALOIS Kings of France

Charles VII   1403-1461 Ruled 1422-1461

Louis XI   1423-1483 Ruled 1461-1483

Charles VIII   1470-1498 Ruled 1483-1498

1494  Led Italian Invasion  

The House of Valois-Burgundy

Charles I “The Bold”  1433-1477 Duke of Burgundy 

1468 married Margaret of York              

The House of Valois-Orleans, France

Charles   1394-1465 Duke of Orleans

Louis II   1462-1515 Duke of Orleans

1498-1515 Becomes Louis XII, King of France

1501-1503 King of Naples

The House of Borgia, Italy

Alfons    1378-1458 Pope Callixtus III, 1455-1458

Rodrigo   1431-1503 Pope Alexander IV, 1492-1503

Cesare    1475-1507 Son of Rodrigo & Vanozza Cattanei

Giovanni   1476-1497 Son of Rodrigo & Vanozza 

Lucrezia   1480-1519 Daughter of Rodrigo and Vanozza

The House of Medici, Florence

Giovanni di Bicci  1360-1429 Founder of Medici Bank

Cosimo   1389-1464 Son of Giovanni

Lorenzo   1395-1440 “The Elder”. Son of Giovanni

Piero     1416-1469 “The Gouty” Son of Cosimo

Pierfrancesco   1430-1476 Son of Lorenzo The Elder

Giovanni   1467-1514 Son of Pierfrancesco

Children of Piero “The Gouty”:

Bianca    1445-1488 Married Guglielmo de Pazzi, 1460

Maria    1446-1473

Lucrezia   1447-1493  “Nannina” 

Married Bernardo Rucellai, 1461

Lorenzo   1449-1492 Il Magnifico “The Magnificent”

Giuliano   1453-1478 Father of Giulio, Pope Clement VII

Undeclared:

Amelia de Casentino   1431-1493 

1446  Mistress of Piero de Medici 

1447-1492 Cafaggiolo Housekeeper

Valeria de Casentino   1447-1507 Daughter of Piero and Amelia, 

Madam of “The Salon Marchesa”

Daniele de Bossi”  1462-1533 Son of Valeria and Pope Pius II 

1500-1530 Ambassador to English Tudor Court 

For the Florentine Republic

Giorgio Polliacomi   1419-1492 Foreman of Cafaggiolo Farms


1447  Married Amelia 



Marco Polliacomi  1454-1512 Son of Amelia and Giorgio

Children of Bernado Rucellai and Lucrezia ‘Nannina’ di Piero de Medici:

Cosimo   1465-1519

Pietro    1471-1475

Palla    1473-1527 


1495-1512  Courtesan, Salon Marchesa

1494  Mistress to Duke Le Tremoille



Giovanni    1475-1525 


1505-1512   Florentine Ambassador to Venice

1513-1523 Archpriest to Pope Leo X
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ILLEGITIMATE SON OF Giuliano de Medici and Fioretta Gorini: 

Giulio  de Medici  1478-1534 Annointed Pope Clement VII in 1523
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ANDRIJA RADINSZ  1438-1504 Personal guard to Lorenzo de Medici

Children of Lorenzo “The Magnificent” and Clarice Orsini:

Lucrezia   1470-1553

Piero    1471-1503 “The Unfortunate”

Killed at Battle of Garigliano

Maddalena   1473-1519 Married Franceschetto Cibo, 1488

Giovanni   1475-1521 Pope Leo X, 1513-1521

Luiga    1478-1488

Contessina   1478-1515

Giuliano   1479-1516
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Franceschetto Cibo  1450-1519  Illegitimate son of Pope Innocent            Married Maddalena de Medici, 1488



CHILDREN OF MADDALENA surviving to adulthood:

With Franceschetto Cibo -

Innocenzo    1491-1550 Cardinal and 

Archbishop of Turin 1521-1548

With Thomas Cromwell, illegitimately -

Giovanni Battista Cibo 1505-1550 


1523-1527 Obtains theology degree at Oxford



1527-1530 Bishop of Mariana in Corsica

1530-1540 Bishop of Marseilles            1540-1549   Cardinal with Pope Paul III

By Cibo with his Genoa mistresses, 

fostered by his mother and adopted by his spouse Maddalena –

Lorenzo   1500-1549 Duke of Ferentillo

Caterina   1501-1557 Married Duke of Camerino

Ippolita   1503-1562

The Orsini from Rome      

Niccolo’ Orsini  1411-1472 


1457-1472 Master of the Rome Freemasonry 



Lorenzo Orsini  1431-1508 Brother of Niccolo’

1472-1508 Master of the Rome Freemasonry 

Clarice Orsini   1450-1488 Married Lorenzo de Medici in 1469

Lapo Orsini   1458-1511 Son of Lorenzo. Cousin to Clarice.

1505-1511 Grand Master of Italian Freemasonry        1472-1482  Friend & tutor to Daniele de Bossi

The Al Bagrahbi Family from Galata, Turkey

Elena da Bagraba  1450-1513 Galatese slave Olla al Bagrahbi

1483-1512 Deputy of the Salon Marchesa, Rome

Fioretta Gorini   1452-1486  Galatese slave Ferihah al Bagrahbi

1475-1478 Mistress of Giuliano de Medici

Mother of Giulio de Medici

Amin al Bagrahbi  1440-1515 Galatese Special Guard Captain to

Ottoman Empire Sultan Mehmed II.

Brother of Olla and Ferihah

Alberto Gorini  1432-1486 Florentine adopting father of Fioretta

Luisa Gorini   1466-1521 Daughter of Alberto

1477-1482 Maid to Bianca Tornabuoni

1482-1485 Courtesan in Florence


1486-1504 Courtesan, Salon Marchesa, Rome



House of Sforza

Francesco Sforza  1401-1466 Condottiere to Medici family


1450-1466  Duke of Milan 



Galeazzo Maria Sforza 1444-1476 Son of Francesco

1466-1476 Duke of Milan

Ippolita Maria Sforza 1446-1484   Daughter of Francesco

1465-1484 Wife of Alfonso, Duke of Calabria

Grandmother of Catherine of Aragon

Ludovico Sforza  1452-1508 Son of Francesco


1480-1494  Duke of Milan 



Giovanni Lampugnani 1447-1476 Assassin of Galeazzo Maria Sforza

Giuseppe Tenaudi  1442-1505 Illegitimate son of Francesco Sforza

1477-1505 Captain, D’Alviano brigade

1463-1476 Corporal in Sforza mercenary forces

1460-1462 Sforza Guard to Cosimo de Medic

The House of Aragon, Spain and Naples

John II    1398-1479 Father of Joanna

Ferdinand I   1423-1494

1458-1494 King of Naples 

Alfonso   1448-1495 Son of Ferdinand I, Duke of Calabria

1494-1495 King of Naples

1465-1484 Husband of Ippolita Sforza 

Frederick   1452-1504 Son of Ferdinand I 

1496-1501 King of Naples

Joanna    1454-1517 Daughter of Ferdinand I

1476-1494 Queen Consort of Naples

Ferdinand II   1469-1496 Son of Alfonso & Ippolita Sforza

1495-1496 King of Naples

1496  Marries his Aunt Joanna

Ferdinand III   1452-1516 Son of John II of Aragon


1504 -1516 King of Naples



––––––––

[image: ]


CATHERINE   1485-1536 Daughter of Ferdinand II

1501-1502 Married to Arthur, Prince of Wales

1509-1533 Married to King Henry VIII and

Queen Consort of England

Other notable military and political characters

Richard Neville  1428-1471 16th Earl of Warwick ‘The Kingmaker’


1471  Lancastrian, slain at Battle of Barnet 



1457-1467 Chief foreign envoy for Edward IV


1454-1456 Leader of Yorkist protectorate



Untac Babacan  1416-1480 


1465-1470 Colonel, Ottoman Elite Guard



1457-1462 Captain to Elite training unit 

Bartolomeo D’Alviano 1455-1515 Mercenary General in Italian Wars

Bianca Tornabuoni  1462-1509 

1478-1479 Mistress to Bartolomeo D’Alviano

1480-1500 Courtesan in Florence and Rome

Luca D’Alviano  1480-1536 Illegitimate son


of Bianca Tornabuoni and 



Bartolomeo D’Alviano

Francesco de Pazzi  1448-1478 Assassin of Giuliano de Medici, 1478

Frederick Maertens  1452-1503 Flemish Count  


1470-1503 Mercenary General



Antwerp Second Infantry brigade,           1503    Died Battle of Garigliano French side 

Jan de Bruyneel  1470-1505 


1489-1503 Flemish Mercenary Corporal



Antwerp Second Infantry brigade,           1503    French side at Battle of Garigliano 

1505   Antwerp and Venice Envoy, 

Frescobaldi Company

Ludovico Salozzo  1438-1504 French leader, Battle of Garigliano

Gonzalo de Cordoba  1453-1515 General for Aragon in Italian Wars

Envoy at “The Pazzi Conspiracy”

Spanish leader at Battle of Garigliano

1504-1507 Viceroy of Naples

Nicolo’ Machiavelli  1469-1527 Diplomat, Philosopher, Writer

Piero Soderini   1450-1522 Statesman for Florentine Republic


1502-1512   Gonfaloniere to the Signoria



Renaissance characters creating art, sculpture and architecture

Filippo Brunelleschi   1337-1446 Sculptor, Architect and Engineer

Filippo Lippi   1406-1469 Painter, Maestro to Botticelli

Sandro Botticelli  1445-1510 Painter, Maestro to Filippino

Filippino Lippi  1457-1504 Painter

Leonardo da Vinci  1452-1519 Scientist, Painter, Engineer

Michelangelo Buonarotti 1475-1564  Sculptor, Painter, Architect
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MONEY AND MEASUREMENT

The Florentine Coins

Modern day equivalent 

US$1,000 = Seven Gold Ducats or Fiorini 

Then converted to about three English £ pounds

One Gold Ducat or Fiorino = 7 lire 

One lire = 20 soldi

One silver barile = 12 soldi

One silver grosso = 7 soldi

One soldo = 12 denari

One black quatrino = 4 denari
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UNITS OF MEASURE - Florence

1 Braccia = 0.58 metre or 23 inches

30 oncie = 1 kilogram

Maps

Principal Italian Seaborn Routes In The Mediterranean, 1450
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ENGLISH SITES OF THE main battles of the Wars Of The Roses
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LONDON, 1485: BANKING chambers of The Frescobaldi and The Medici. 

Legal Chambers of Daniele de Bossi at Bardi & Cavalcani
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ELEVATION OF THE Salon Marchesa, Vicolo di San Celso, Rome
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THE ROUTE TAKEN BY Thomas Cromwell during The Italian Wars

1502 to 1504
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MEDICI VILLAS OF TUSCANY
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CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS

Distrust of the Italian character, fear of Italy’s church and contempt for her political disintegration prevented the Englishman from seeing how great a debt his culture owed to her. While it is difficult to think of a department of social and intellectual life that was uninfluenced by Italian example, it is still harder to find an acknowledgement of it.

- John Hale

Volume One

The endless legacy of the past to the present is the secret source of human genius

- Honore de Balzac
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Chapter One
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17th March, 1444, Wimbledon, London. 9th hour of the morning

William Cromwell’s ambitions gnawed into his consciousness and told him that something better awaited him. He had no interest in sheep farming or following his father as the next baron. Instead, he meant to become successful wool fuller and merchant, based near London. 

Now he had seen and smelt nothing like this place, but his instinct for buying it remained optimistic. It was essential to keep moving and stay alert. Standing still was not an option, for half a dozen starving rats would be gnawing into your boots.

He thought he was well accustomed to the stench of urine for treating wool in these fulling mills. Like his father and grandfather before him, he had worked in wool all his life. First he traded the family’s kersey wool from their farm near Nottingham. But now his merchant clients needed better quality and more reliability, as volumes increased and better, softer wool was available from the vast pastures owned by the Wessex monasteries.

Cromwell found these derelict, vermin ridden buildings and wooden vats on the edge of Wimbledon common. But they were infested with a poisonous stench that made his lungs burn and his eyes sting for the next five days. As if the Devil had exhaled his own deadly mist from the depths of the fetid River Thames. 

William ignored the derelict state. His only thoughts were to play a bigger role in England’s booming wool trade. With these premises he could supply the Italian merchants into their trading networks based around Winchester. 

Every day, bales of finished cloth left the wool mills and looms on the Thames. Long trains of oxen carried them slowly across Putney Heath following the track used for three thousand years by drovers and pilgrims to Calleva, then on to Winchester. These new premises could help Cromwell control his own cloth production and realise his vision. 

Four weeks later his lawyer John Welbeck completed the purchase of the four-acre site. Cromwell embarked upon a thorough renovation and the refurbished mill was soon in operation, building up a loyal band of local workers. The Cromwell Company treated them generously. Some workers even felt that the pungent smells from the wool fulling tanks gave them better protection against the plague. For it never left their clothes. 

Producing the wool kerseys was filthy work. But prices were increasing and his son John was showing a sharp aptitude for selling a lighter cloth with a smooth back.

William reflected on the role he could play, as the accelerating merchant class now wished to demonstrate their standing through the quality of their dress. It should not be left to the Italians to serve these needs.

“Coloured cloth is what the wealthiest demand. The more exclusively finished and dyed, the higher the price. Why should these Italian merchants take all the best trade?” Cromwell often complained to his wife, Jane.

But the Winchester-based Italians merchants were the earliest to find their international bearings. Not just into The Low Countries but across to Florence, Italy’s textile capital and now Europa’s second largest city after Paris.

William wanted to learn from these merchants, but not let them dominate the sources of wool or its shipment from English ports. One day perhaps he could journey to this place, Florence. And as the company grew, his one goal was to leave a valuable legacy to his son John and grandson Walter. 

9th March 1446, Ponte, Rome. 3rd hour of the morning

There was total silence in Cardinal Parentucelli’s palazzo on the Vicolo di San Celso, as if death had settled its infected spirit to withdraw any human vitality from the whole building.

Most of the candles in the private chamber and adjoining bedrooms had burned down to their quick. Layers of thin smoke lingered across the staleness of the warm air like they were preparing a path for evil spirits to tread easily in this living hell.

The white deathly state of the two teenage girls was impossible for the two men to believe. Two courtesans, hanging by cords in the bedroom, left to perish. Their wounds indicating just how much suffering was inflicted upon them. Both men were vomiting in the hallway and could not look back inside. The smell of human decay was revolting.

“Sweet Mary, Mother of God! I just cannot remember a thing of last night,” said Giovanni de Rucellai.

“Me neither. I cannot even remember coming into this room,” said Cardinal Parentucelli. “Or leaving it. May the Lord have mercy on the souls of these poor creatures.” 

After his business at the Vatican, De Rucellai had been flattered to receive a dinner invitation at the family home of the man most likely to be elected as the next pope. And then to enjoy the unexpected evening entertainment with these girls arriving from the nearby courtesan house, half-dressed and so tempting as they discarded their heavy red woolen cloaks. That house was used constantly by the Vatican and even had an archpriest running the operation and selecting new girls from the traders in Ostia.

“How on God’s sacred earth could these two dear creatures have ended up in this terrible state?” said Ruccelai.

Both men had stirred from a long drunken sleep, naked on the poltrone of the large frescoed second floor chamber. The two courtesans were tied in the adjacent bedroom, with silk curtain cords securing their stiffened white bodies. One was hanging from a large candle stand, covered in dried candle wax. Her black eyes were wide open. She looked dark, probably Turkish, and had deep lacerations around the soft olive skin of her neck and chest.

The other was blonde, possibly from the northern Balkans, smaller. Silk cords were tight round her neck and held her up from a heavy picture hook. The girl’s white body hung against the picture held by the hook, as if she was a ghost emerging from the scene of naked concubines in the Grecian orgy that the blood-spattered tempura painting was depicting. One of her breasts had been sliced off and there were stabbings around her pubic hair. A blood-stained dagger was on the rug below.

Both girls’ bowels had opened in death and the excrement was now dried down their legs. Their urine and blood had also soaked a long way into the rugs below them.

Neither girl could have been any older than sixteen years.

“Who else could have entered?” said the Cardinal. “We were locked in my home from within and there was only the normal militia outside, who have no keys to enter.”

“And my men were outside all night too,” said Ruccelai, “rotating in shifts to guard your front and rear entrances. They would have blocked the way for anyone to get  near your entrances. Cardinal, I cannot remember anything after our first clutches, as the girls had undressed and danced for us. Can you? What was in your wine, Eminenza?”

“It was normal best Lazio Syrah from our estates. But my head is now so full of pain.”

“Mine too, my friend.”

“What can we do with these poor girls? Santa Madonna, this will be the ruin of everything I have worked for. The wine has never affected me like that before.”

“Cardinal we must not panic.” Rucellai grabbed his breeches from the floor and searched for his shirt. “I will go downstairs and summon my men.”

“But no one can see this! Mio Dio!”

“They’re my Sicilian guard of twenty years, Cardinal. I saved them all as young boys, at the old slave market at Talamone. I have trusted them with my children’s lives. They will say nothing.”

“But even so, this is murder. I cannot be implicated with, in any way.” The Cardinal slumped back on the poltrone, starting to shake and weep. His fat naked body was almost as white and disgusting as the corpses in the bedroom behind him. 

“Dio. Dio. Dio. Dio. No! Why? How could We have done this? And remember nothing?”

“My men will clear everything. Try to be calm, Eminenza. 

“I will be banished from the council! Santa Madonna. Perche’? Why? Why?”

“Cardinal take some water. You must try not to panic. Leave this to me. I think the Rome Masoneria will also help.”

“No, Rucellai, Please! No others can be at all aware of this“

“Eminenza, this local Masoneria also have profound debt to me for concealing their own behaviour with our courtesans, during visits to Florence. All my life I have watched their corrupt hold for centuries over the grain trade. My guards will engage one of their nobles to help us get these bodies out of your rear entrance and weighted down into the Tiber.”

“You almost sound as if this has happened to you before, Rucellai? How can you be so calm? Dio buono! Those poor girls.”

“It is done now, Eminenza. We must safeguard your future. And yes, these things happen when you run the slave routes and courtesan networks for the other city states.”

“La Madonna. Save me Rucellai.”

“Eminenza, I would suggest that you tell the door guard to forbid entry to all of your servants and staff until dusk. Just say you fear the plague has entered and they will scatter like the pigeons in Piazza Navona.”

The Florentine pulled on his soft calf leather shoes, fashionably pointed. 

“I will go and take care of everything, Eminenza.”

Ruccelai descended the marble stairs with a calm intent. His plan was almost complete.

By mid-afternoon, Rucellai’s head guard Vicenzo had located the Rome head of the grain guild, Niccolo’ Orsini. They escorted him from his home in an unnoticeable black carriage, with his two own sons in attendance. Eight Orsini militia followed on horseback, to help with the secret clean up.

Two hours later the bedroom and Parentucelli’s chamber of seduction were cleansed throughout. New candles and more fresh flowers suppressed some of the odours of death in the room.

Rucellai’s Sicilian guards then loaded the Orsini carriage with the two wrapped bodies, tied inside all of the soiled rugs.

One hour later they returned from the Tiber to escort the old Florentine back to join the Orsini at their home, up on the exclusive guarded Borghese estate.

Parentucelli was no calmer and each guard knelt to kiss his bloated, sweaty hand as they departed. Finally Rucellai knelt too.

“Farewell, Vostra Eminenza. Do stay clear of those wines.”

“God bless all of you Rucellai.”

The Florentine stood. Then he dived into one long final bow to the cardinal, as if he would lose his balance.

“Thank You, Lord. Until we meet again.”

He mounted his horse, held by the tall thin leader of his guard. They walked their mounts to the end of the Vicolo and turned north towards the bridge over the Tiber.

“You acted well, Vicenzo,” said Rucellai, “Our plan was executed to perfection.”

“Grazie, Lord. I have locks of both girls’ bloodied hair, tied around rings we took from the Cardinal’s bedroom.”

“Not the most expensive I hope?”

“Of course not, Lord. A few that he won’t even notice have disappeared, probably for some time.”

“Bravo caro. May the Supreme Being shit in the mouth of that sick bloated priest.”

“If he acts against your will in any way Lord, one of us will return from Florence to this contaminated city, re-enter his home and place the hair and a ring, wrapped round a stone and placed on his pillow, to restore his memory of the eternal debt to you.”

“Let’s hope the dirty old bastard maintains a strong recall of my help and respect.”

“It will be so, Lord.”

“With this secret in our hands, when this foul holy creature becomes pope he should do anything that I ask of him.”

12th May 1447, Palazzo Medici Riccardi, Florence. 9th hour of the morning

The Medici guard Mauro Falcione had knocked and waited to enter the upstairs apartment and give good news to the head of the family. 

“Messer Piero, my apologies. I have news from today’s dispatches! News of the young maiden, from the doctor at Cafaggiolo. The lady Amelia, who remained there to complete her confinement upon your instructions.”

Piero de Medici was pale and numb with the gout that had worsened through his legs and back, but he remembered those nights last year. Every minute. 

His wife, Madama Lucrezia, had been away in the country tending to the security and reconstruction of her own Tornabuoni family’s wine estates, after the Sienese had burned some of their largest properties. Theirs was not a close marriage, but one of the many that welded a secure bond of political and monetary alliance across ruling Florentine families.

“One more union, one more wedding breakfast celebration, one further alliance to give us issue. The more babies the better, to prevent our Signoria from cutting each other’s throats,” Piero’s father Cosimo had once pronounced when informing his governing colleagues of Piero’s betrothal to a Tournabuoni daughter.

Piero forgave his Falcione’s interruption and smiled as his mind retraced those moments with Amelia.

Her father had a tenancy at one of the Medici’s sixty plus Mugello farms and had sent Amelia down to work for the family in the city at fifteen years old. The girl was developing fast as a sensual young woman, with clear green eyes and brown ringlets arranged to cascade from her hair tied tightly into her small white cap.

For several days, walking through the vast Medici palace kitchens, Piero could not keep his eyes and then his hands off her. Then he had found her alone in the grain store and there was no stopping him, as she slowly responded to his kisses. The Medici heir took the credulous girl’s virtue, like a stallion taking his rights with another female in the herd. 

Amelia then happily shared his bed discretely, for many nights before Lucrezia returned. Amelia had lovingly taken much of Piero’s seed. So after a few weeks, learning that she was carrying his love child felt somehow as if it was her divine right.

“A femina was born this morning, to be baptised as Valeria under her mother’s surname of de Casentino. Both are well and there is no sign of injury or fever on the signorina.”

“Thank you for letting me know, Mauro. Make sure they have all comforts from our housekeepers there, with our best doctor available from the village. I do not want her to give the child up as a foundling to the common wet nurses at the Spedale degli Innocenti. 

“When the lady Amelia is well enough to return to her duties, pay a small dowry to that giant of a stable foreman, Polliacomi, for a rapid marriage; and then give them quarters and a wet nurse up there in the villa. And make sure her father is also well rewarded for his silent compliance, with a very low rent on one of our larger farms, close enough for him to enjoy his new granddaughter.”
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Chapter Two
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For loan oft loses both itself and friend, 

And borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry

- Willam Shakespeare, Hamlet

My poor body, madam, requires it; I am driven on 

by the flesh, and he must needs go that the devil drives

- William Shakespeare

1st January 1449, Palazzo Medici, Florence. 2nd hour of the morning

The three doctors had been in attendance all day and all night. Now Piero de Medici stormed into his crowded bedroom, full of nurses and attendants.

Like any new father to a new son, he wanted the air around the baby to be as pure and clean as it could be.

“What of all the bad air and pestilence these people could have brought in with them?” he thought to himself. 

Then he saw his first legitimate son, in the arms of Lucrezia and surrounded by their three small daughters, Bianca, Maria and Giovanna.

“Look, Babbo!” shouted Bianca, “we have a new baby brother. Mother has called him Lorenzo.”

17th May 1454, Cafaggiolo, Tuscany. 8th hour of the morning

Little Valeria was so pleased to go to her new classes in Scarperia. She loved Latin and Music the most. Trotting on their favorite black horse, sitting in front of her adopted father Giorgio, was always such fun as he took her along the track to the tutor’s small house. On sunny spring mornings the scent of the fresh damp air left her giddy. She adored the crisp early sunlight stroking her face as if her dear mother Amelia was gently applying it on her skin. 

For noontime eating in the tutor’s kitchens, Amelia packed bread and cakes in a muslin cloth in Valeria’s small leather bag with her treasured reading books. She loved her four young friends in the classes, all from local merchant homes. 

She never realized where her own tutor’s fees came from. And never understood why the other girls’ were always invited to play or stay for weekends at each other’s villas. 

Why should friendship be any different with the daughter of the Cafaggiolo foreman?

But the ways of grown-ups were far too hard to attempt to understand. And now she was layered with an even stronger layer of happiness. Her new baby brother had arrived to her mother that night. And little tiny Marco was a joy, his screaming echoed around their quarters in the stable block to the villa but no horses seemed disturbed. The whole place felt calm, save for the loud cries of this healthy baby with thick black curls so soft as little sister kissed his head. Her family was complete.

Even if her classmates rejected her, she could still show off her new baby to the kind ladies from the Medici family, who regularly came to stay with their own children. She loved those days when the main villa was opened up and light surged in as she helped her mother and father open the shutters as tall as two men, then unfold the giant hinged window boards from the inside. Secretly she could explore inside the home and survey the beauty within the art on the walls. She would daydream that she was the princess in the lavish scenes of royal reception chambers or ornate landscapes. She was the girl with the beautiful hair, sitting close to the tall handsome soldier.

When guests arrived she had to keep a discrete distance and remain in their quarters. But she always played hide-and-seek with the others, who her mother said were like her cousins. And she had no reason to question why.

30th April 1459, Galata, Constantinople. 5th hour of the after noon

Galata thrived opposite Constantinople, past the inlet to the Golden Horn of The Bosphorous. It was in Genovese hands for nearly two hundred years before Mehmed II had invaded successfully, all-conquering, seven years before. 

Many generations of seamen had thrived in Galata, using their family links back to the main Genoa republic. With their unique dialect, they were a tight-knit entrepreneurial Christian race living peacefully but apart in this Muslim land.

Olla and Ferihah Al Bagrahbi were running home from Friday morning prayers, along the Galata seafront as they always did, racing their mother Zambak, who was always embarrassed at the loudness of her daughters’ unruly behaviour. How she wished her husband Adal could have seen the fun these girls had. But he had been murdered guarding their port during the Ottoman invasion, just before Ferihah was born.

“I told you, girls. Wait! We will go along to the dock together.”

Zambak wanted her son Amin home to help her keep some discipline over her feisty daughters.

“But Mamma?”

“Wait I said! With little Gulya disappeared, it makes three girls from your school who have vanished since Easter. All into thin air. Nothing has been seen or heard of them since. Their mothers are beside themselves with worry.”

“But Mamma, we will wait for Amin at the ferry.”

“We will wait together. Now just walk with me!”

Zambak held both girls’ hands and they could see the coloured sails of the ferryboat, arriving from half-a-mile out.

“Look, Mamma! There is his boat.”

As they walked along the quay, the breeze was blowing colder off the sea as the afternoon daylight fell away and seemed to dilute a peculiar smell, which they presumed came from the water. It came from inside a large merchant ship that had moored the day before. Mother and daughters did not notice the Tartar crew staring at them through small portholes. All the men had the tattooing over their baldheads and face piercings that distinguished a new breed of pirates, already feared by most of the sea traffic on the eastern Mediterranean. 

Amin was walking off the landing ramp as Zambak and the girls arrived. All four hugged tight and felt each other’s warmth as they cuddled each other against the chill.

“Mother I cannot wait to tell you.”

“What Amin?”

“I have been promoted to the Elite Guard School.”

“My wonderful boy! How incredible.”

“What is that school? But you are grown-up now, my brother?” said Olla.

“It is to be an elite guard to the Sultan, dear Olla, dressed in fine silks and meeting beautiful princesses, just like you two will become one day.”

“Can we come to see these princesses?” said Ferihah.

Each sister held one of Amin’s hands as they released themselves from his hug and pulled him to keep pace.

“Of course. Perhaps one day you will see the Sultan.”

“One day, of course. But now tell me about your schooling and let’s practice some Latin.”

“Latin? Later, dear brother. Come now, race us!” said Olla, “we must get home for Ferihah’s birthday cake.”

Zambak walked behind her three perfect offspring, as happy as she could ever feel as they dashed off and turned up the hill to their house. 

Back at home she finished laying the table with breads and cakes as the girls were sent upstairs to change out of their warm smocks.

“Amin I am so proud of you, as you surely know. But I can only conclude that you will be trained now, to kill the Sultan’s enemies.”

“Mamma please let’s talk about that no further. It is Ferihah’s birthday.”

“Just promise you will take care of yourself and always return to us. And if the time comes you will protect your sisters in every way that is needed.”

“Mamma I promise you. And I will make you even more proud.”

Then the girls came downstairs dressed in their special light blue silk dresses, made just a few days before by their mother. 

Laughing through their supper, they were the closest, most loving family imaginable.

9th April 1460, Genoa, Italy. 10th hour of the morning

The long green woolen drapes were old and discoloured and the wood paneling had peeled away from the outer wall. But the view from the damp chamber was truly stunning from the thirteenth century palazzo, sitting high on one of the hills as if it could fall into Genoa harbour. It was almost as if the quantity of merchant ships in sail and the movements of small boats between them covered any sign of the blue sea until the distant horizon.

“Thank you for coming, signori,” said Domenico Da Rosa, the senior partner of his family law firm.

“It is our pleasure,” said Pietro Solzano, the principal lawyer to many influential Florentine families and a noble son of the Solzano shipping family. Today he was representing the Frescobaldi. “I present to you Ormanno di Rinaldo Albizzi, the head of the Frescobaldi banking chamber here in Genoa.”

“Molto lieto, Signor Di Albizzi. How is your dear brother-in-law Stoldo? It is too long since we have drunk some of his grappa together.”

“He is quite well, thank you Avvocato da Rosa. Still making reckless loans of course, which none of the family would every risk proposing. But his luck continues. So every year the Medici dislike us more for profiting from loans which they walked away from!”

“That is good to hear, signori. Since I have an opportunity to present to you now, on behalf of a confidential client. May I bring his envoy into the chamber to join us?”

“Why the secrecy, caro Domenico.” said Solzano

“You know there are spies everywhere and this gentleman represents rival claims to the throne of England.”

“Be assured nothing goes outside these four walls, even though this room’s walls look in great need of new paneling, Avvocato.”

The older lawyer got up to open the door on the far side of the chamber. A tall man walked into the room, muscular with thick, light brown hair hanging over his forehead and neck. He carried his frame as if he was ready for immediate combat, as if he was slightly uncomfortable sitting inside its protective outer layer of muscle and sinew, unused to exposing his torso without armour.

“Pietro this is a matter of the highest secrecy. With your assurances of confidentiality I present to you His Lordship Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick and envoy to Edward, Prince of Wales.”

“Good morning, Signori.”

Neville walked his stature to the visitors’ side of the table.

Solzano and Albizzi stood to shake his hand. Da Rosa acted as the translator between the Earl’s English and the Latin-based vernacular that was the basis for business between Genoa and Florence.

“A pleasure indeed, Lord Warwick,” said Solzano, trying to flex his fingers as he sat back down to the table, after the forceful grip of this soldier’s handshake.

“And mine entirely,” said Albizzi, “welcome on behalf of the Compagnia Frescobaldi.”

“Our guest has taken a long sea voyage to join us here, Signori. He did not want to risk any meeting with representatives in London.” Da Rosa spoke nervously now. “And here in Genoa he still risks being sighted by the spies of the current English King Henry. But his proposals are bold and serious.”

“This may be a wasted journey for you, Your Lordship,” said Albizzi. “With all respect, if this involves more loans to the English, I am afraid that you are talking to the wrong banking family.”

“That is precisely why I am talking to the right banking family, Signor Di Albizzi!”

Solzano could see the Englishman’s eyes harden and his wide shoulders seemed to expand back and upwards.

It was true that Stoldo had been a brilliant visionary of Florence’s role in international trade. All the favoured English wool came into Italy via Genoa and Pisa, shipped out from Bruges - and the merchants and their compagnie in Prato and Florence took a large proportion.

Those merchant families with property and special rights to the rivers Arno and Bisenzio benefitted the most, as the raw wool arrived in bales and then had to be washed carefully, before it could be spun and woven. So the Frescobaldi, without their own land along the riverside, found it better to just extend their merchant banking and money-lending activities.

“Your family have profited the most from the business of many fellow Florentines,” said Da Rosa. “So while Florence profits from silk, wine and grain trading, but risks losses too, the Frescobaldi banks and their partners gain every time.”

“But Your Lordship, you know that it has taken the Frescobaldi family almost one hundred years to recover from the ruin of loan defaults by England’s Edward III.”

“I know of this, but my counsel here has informed me that your brother-in-law Stoldo has all but restored the standing of your family’s banking company. All of our merchants in London marvel at the banking skills of you Florentines.”

Albizzi was shaking his head and was not going to be flattered or unsettled by the soldier staring across the table at him.

“Lord Warwick, what are you here for?”

The English Lord seemed to ignore Albizzi, off in his own noble world for a few seconds.

“This is why I am a soldier knight and not a merchant. While merchants take all the trading risks. I know that there is never enough profit from my own estates. Sometimes a finished cloth transaction takes over three years to complete. And we have to suffer all the attendant risks of shipwreck, piracy, land-robbers, dishonest agents, closed ports, pestilence and deterioration of the wares. Looting a city after battle now yields me a far swifter return.”

“Again with respect, Lord Warwick, please get to the purpose of your long voyage? The Frescobaldi still carry the weight of debts that were incurred when foolishly trusting the English. Surely, you would never suggest that we make the same mistake twice? Or do you hold some plan as to how we might be repaid in ful?”

Financing another war had seemed a good way to make profits, but there had been very little of tangible security to realise when Edward III died. The securities were taken by Stoldo’s great, great grandfather, when King Edward appeared invincible. But this proved to be an epic error of judgement that had haunted the Frescobaldis for more than a hundred years. 

“The Frescobaldi will not forget the past, Lord Warwick. We will not forgive the sons of Edward III. They appeared to be all conquering, enjoying powerful dukedoms across lands in France and the Low countries. But it turned out to be the ultimate house of cards. Ready to collapse. You should know, Your Lordship, that a Florentine never forgets a debt; or an insult. But it has been impossible to exercise any valid claims over the English, bogged down in all the inter-marriage, false documentation and double dealing by every one of King Edward’s sons and the next Lancastrian generations.”

“Signor Albizzi, be assured that we both despise The House of Lancaster. If you will allow me to speak for one moment, I will tell you how the next King Edward can remedy all of this debt, once we have the throne and have beaten the Lancastrian Henry and his supporters off the face of my England.”

“Please review and listen to these proposals, signori,” said Da Rosa, handing a hand-scribed document to Albizzi and Solzano.

Richard Neville summarized the proposals in his own tongue and Da Rosa translated once more.

“Upon regaining the Throne for Edward, Prince of Wales, the House of York is offering to restore all rights of the Frescobaldi family to the original sum of one hundred thousand ducats outstanding from the English Exchequer, since 1370. But this right can only be exercised if Edward is now be given further support of thirty thousand ducats, to raise a new army from the Low Countries to reclaim the English throne.”

Albizzi sat back in his chair in disbelief.

“Restore the whole debt?”

“Every part of it if you support us now. You see why we wanted to be financed by the Frescobaldi again. Because this time you will have the most to gain.”

19th April 1460, Florence, Italy. 8th hour of the after noon

Stoldo Frescobaldi had been born into nobility, but also disrepute. He had lived all his life as a good Christian, trying to act with humility, honesty and integrity. Perhaps he aways trusted people too much. But he was now renowned as the best risk-taker in Florence.

The Frescobaldi and Bardi families were hit the hardest by the defaults of Edward III. The Bardi family were ruined. But the Frescobaldi just survived. None of their depositors incurred any loss. And through astute trading, via alliances cemented by arranged marriage, the Frescobaldis had now repaid every ducato or fiorino advanced from their patrician neighbours. 

He rarely ate large meals, but had called a dinner that night for his brothers, plus the Council of the Banker’s Guild. This comprised of all the heads of the Fiorentine families who had supported him before. 

The family debts still seemed to haunt this gaunt leader for all his 57 years. 

Banking was not what it was. The honour had gone. But he had to hold on to the hope that God would right the wrongs of the past. Could this proposal by the English Duke of Norfolk really mean that once and for all the family’s funds could be repaid?

“I am more anxious about tonight’s dinner than I have ever felt,” he confessed to his sons and son-in-law, as the guests arrived from their carriages.

The Albizzi, Rucellai, Rinieri, Manetti, Pandolfini, Tedaldi, Tournabuoni, Pucci and Pazzi family heads were all there, with sons and bodyguards in close attendance. Most were part of the Florentine Masoneria, some more closely connected than others.  While the Frescobaldi family had always maintained some distance from the Masoneria as Stoldo preferred to rebuild his credibility without calling upon them for help.

The Medici family had been excluded and all the guests knew why. They were never allowed into the Masoneria and had never helped the Frescobaldi. They merely scented blood when a rival bank was in trouble.  And it was known that Giovanni di Bicci dei Medici had accelerated the demise of the Bardi family, when they were defaulted by the English, on a scale that no one could have survived . 

“The Medici are also the last family in Florence that I would ever trust with this new plot for a change in the English throne,” Stoldo had confided to his sons.

The proposal to each of the guests was participation of these nine families with the Frescobaldi and the Solzano, in the new loan amounting to thirty three thousand ducats, at interest of 20 percent and repayment within 24 months. Plus Stoldo was offering to all of them a premium of another one thousand ducats each, as and when the English House of York repaid its original debt from the reign of Edward III.

“The Duke of Sarzana is already in with us for his three thousand,”

said Ormanno di Albizzi as he presented the proposal.

The debate over dinner at the long ash table was fierce, often angry. This was an uncompromising group who felt they controlled the destiny of any state across Europa, especially those peasant English rebels. 

But after the courses of pike, quail and roast wild boar followed by biscuits and sweet Vino Santo, the feeling in the room moved from tension to opportunism. At the end, all nine of the families agreed to three thousand ducats each; further secured against the word and the renowned personal bond of the Frescobaldi.

As the candle light weakened in the cramped and stuffy dining room, the position of the nine was summed up in true Fiorentine crudeness, by the Master of the Masoneria  Giovanni di Bernado Rucellai, the oldest, and the wealthiest guest. The noble’s gnarled old leather doublet belied his wealth but his blue eyes shone clear. His thick white hair swept cleanly down behind his slouching shoulders.

“Stoldo, carissimo, you have always had huge balls and I salute you and thank you for your kind hospitality. Fuck the Medici for leaving it to us, all the old families, to resolve this mess with the English. And fuck these common English contadini. Up the arse! 

“In the Roman saying that my Latin tutor used to teach me: "If you get her pregnant, then you just might as well keep on screwing her!" So screw this new little inglesino lord and his snivelling genovesi lawyers. This time this new britunculo sheep farmer Edward had better repay us. Or I will send an army of condottieri myself, to obliterate this fucking House of York from the face of this earth. I will cut this English finnocchio’s balls off in front of his children.”

It was clear why this wise old man was still one of the most successful of the Florence Signoria government. And he was thought by some to be one of the most powerful Masons in the Italian peninsula, possibly across the whole of Europa.

“But, caro Stoldo, if we lose on these loans again, this will be your last big gamble, my friend. No more big bets on whether a noble baby will be male or female. Your odds will have run out. You also know full well that the Frescobaldi family will be ruined; exiled forever, my dearest old comrade.” 

“That is clear, as always. Thank you, caro Giovanni.”
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Chapter Three
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Life is but a walking shadow

- William Shakespeare

It is easy to be brave when far away from danger

-Aesop

29th March 1461, Towton, England. 9th hour of the morning

“Henry estimates we have far more men and our victory will be swift. We wait a few more minutes for all of our archers to be in formation and then our cavalry will run down this Yorkist scum,” said the Duke of Somerset to his fellow armoured nobles. “I am told we have an estimate of sixty thousand men, to their forty thousand. Be ready my lords, for this will be a bloody Palm Sunday to hold the throne for our king. May the Lord God be with you and your armies.”

Sir Robert Cromwell, Baron of Carleton, walked his giant horse away from the other leaders to his own coloured flags of yellow and green. It took him a half a mile along the front of the line of tens of thousands of angry men.  Many were shouting at the enemy over the shallow ridge and stamping their feet now, hungry for a kill. He could feel the cold biting through his steel suit, past the mail and through the ventilation holes in his thick satin-lined twilled-cloth doublet. The dampness in the air now drilled deep into his aching bones. 

Cromwell felt no fear, just more alive than he had for years. This had to be his last battle for King Henry. He was remarkably lean and fit for his seventy years, upright and ready on his giant battle horse. Once more he nervously checked the release of his sharpened forty-inch broadsword, as it hung in its greased leather scabbard attached to his saddle. His lance was held firm upright. Heat-strengthened armour in highly polished sheet metal was moulded to cover him from throat to toe and he looked around through the tiny slit in the visor of his heavy helmet. 

From both armies, fear and loathing roared out of the throats of one hundred thousand enlisted men from all over England. Edward and the Yorkists had less English, but they also had the best killers from the Low countries and the army of the Duke of Burgundy. The Earl of Warwick had negotiated wisely with the help of the new loans from Florence. 

But Sir Robert had also been told of the losses at Ferrybridge the previous afternoon, with Lord Clifford and his army slaughtered. The signs were not good, but Cromwell’s own force held a naive morale and was ready and intact. 

“How could this battle ever be won on such a cursed freezing day,” Cromwell thought to himself as he was chivvying and encouraging his men.

“Sharpen those pole axes one more time. Check your mail is secured tight. Have faith in God’s will and we defeat these Yorkist rebels.”

He knew his two squires and all of his men-at-arms waiting behind him would soon be exposed to arrows raining down from the thick black clouds of snow above. Very few of them had adequate armour.

“Our archers need to strike a blow soon,” said Cromwell to his squire Cedric. “What the hell are they all waiting for?”

The whole army had been waiting for what seemed an eternity, for Henry’s signal to attack this Yorkist rebel force lined up less than a thousand feet in front of them. 

Curses shouted from the Flemish mercenaries and seasoned French infantry were now spat across the frosty plain. It formed a frightening growl without a word being understood. 

“There seem more foreigners shouting, Cedric, but I can see very little in this blizzard.”

The north wind strengthened into their faces and the blizzard now engulfed them. 

“My Lord let us run at the Yorkist scum,” said Redmile, his infantry sergeant. “We’re all freezing cold here. I can’t even feel my feet.”

Those nearest to Sir Robert in his colours were his estate workers, some armed with just clubs and staffs. The others were various militia groups that had joined with them as they marched north out of the shires of Nottingham. The wind could not swipe away the smell of fresh sweat and growing fear, as many men let their bowels open into their breeches before the charge, as if purging their bodies in some way to be uglier for their opponent or ready for a stinking death in combat.

King Henry was way behind the battle lines, watching from another rise. Across the ridge, Edward was walking his heavily armoured horse across the front of the massed ranks of Yorkist infantrymen, defiant and ready for the fight as they cheered their giant pretender to the English crown.

A signal to begin may have been given. Then again it may not. 

Regardless, the wind carried hundreds of Yorkist arrows, suddenly screaming down through the snowflakes. Men screamed and fell. Archers from the Lancaster side responded. But they were less in number and the wind in their faces worsened their length and direction. One of Cromwell’s farm workers fired an ungainly arquebusier mounted on a rusted iron support. Lead shot sped over the ridge to demolish and maim ten Yorkist infantrymen starting to advance. But after the first reloading, the ungainly gun jammed and exploded. Cromwell’s gunner blew his own face clean off as he applied the flaming wick to the recessed powder. The remaining half of the gunner’s skull was spewing brains and blood as he fell backwards with the force.

“We advance now!” came the shout from Lord Somerset, confirmed by some trumpet sounds that thrust their way along the line.

“Charge for England!” shouted Cromwell as he spurred his horse down the short hill and onto the frosty plain. His men ran screaming alongside him as he fought to control his horse on the slippery ground while arrows clattered into his armour. His horse could see almost nothing with its own special head plating and it was resisting the sharp spurs of Sir Robert to move forwards.

The white flurries seemed to thicken as the two sets of infantrymen crashed into each other and screams of death soon followed the crunches of axe on armour and sword on bone. 

The Baron of Carleton saw his men slipping over in front of him, some falling from screaming arrows. Then through the snowflakes he could just see them reaching the charging Yorkist enemy, fighting for their lives and their cause. As Sir Robert got his horse to edge closer, he could see how much blood already warmed and engulfed the frost on the ground.

A poleaxe then caught him completely by surprise, swinging into his back and jamming into his armour. Cromwell swung his broadsword down and caught the head of one attacker, then slashed the arm off the other as the soldier tried to pull the Baron over with his gloved hands still tight on the poleaxe shaft.

“No! Bastard!” screamed out the maimed infantryman with a white ribbon of the Yorkist colours on his snow-soaked woolen cap. Blood spurted from his wound as he foolishly looked to pick up his severed arm. He saw nothing of Cromwell’s sergeant, who sunk his own pike into the man’s back, clean through the Yorkist soldier’s body.

Less than an hour of hand-to-hand combat later and the screaming was even louder now. Along the line to the east, the Yorkist mercenary forces had pushed their opponents back and thousands of men were already lying dead or injured.

Cromwell had remained mounted and was now swinging his sword at all comers. His rage seemed to overcome any tiredness. Now he was sweating profusely under the mail and armour and had no concerns about the cold. Just holding their line. But the men around him were being forced along the ridge as the Flamand and French forces of the Yorkists were advancing the fastest, cutting to pieces the inexperienced conscripts on the Lancaster side.

Sir Robert was stemming the attacks of men towards him, turning to move back a few paces and then spur his horse to advance again. He was still lethal with his sword and lance. But the quantity and momentum of the enemy force was just impossible to slow. 

“We can’t hold them,” he said to Cedric, his one surviving squire, who was staying close with sword and dagger, to protect assaults on his baron’s horse.

“See there Lord, our armies are all being forced down the hill, round to edge of that beck down south of us.”

“I can just see over the men, Cedric, but there are Yorkist forces closing in on them and forcing them into the river.”

Another hour went by and Cromwell and Cedric were holding off attacks and killing peasant soldiers. But their force almost all slaughtered. Sergeant Redmile was nowhere to be seen. Now back further, even closer to the beck. Sir Robert looked back quickly and could see other bodies piling up in the river where they had been picked off by the Yorkist archers.

Cedric could see the giant armoured figure of a knight, with the black tassle of The Duke of Norfolk on his visor. 

“That knight there Lord! Watch out for he is heading towards you!”

Cedric was not sure if Sir Robert heard him as he fought off two more advancing teenage boys and left them dying on the ground. Cromwell swung his sword once again, decapitating another Yorkist attacking him with club and dagger. But deep fatigue and thirst was setting in now. They had not eaten since dawn. 

“There are just so many of them still,” thought Sir Robert, “I just cannot fight this way for much longer.”

Another advance came from the men-at-arms of the Duke of Norfolk and the Yorkists were pushed on the edge of the ledge above the river.

“Help me steady him Cedric! I just can’t keep the horse steady on this slope, and..” Cromwell’s words were stopped as the heavy lance found the space between his helmet and body armour. Sir Robert had not noticed the knight arriving from his left flank and he took the Duke of Norfolk’s sharpened lance full into his neck, breaking it with a single thrust. He fell hard off the other side of his horse as it reared, the weight of all his armour breaking his back. The crack was loud as his body folded backwards onto the ground. 

Cedric was also completely surrounded by Norfolk’s infantry. He killed two more young Yorkists attacking him with short blades, before five more Yorkist men were upon him, to deal him mortal wounds in his neck and abdomen. Another soldier had grabbed Cromwell’s broadsword and swung it hard down on Cedric’s skull, splitting it in two from the hairline to jaw.

Infantrymen then drove their swords through gaps in Cromwell’s horse’s armour and the poor animal squealed its last cries as it was felled. The momentum of its weighty armour plating accelerated the poor animal’s roll down the bank into the beck.

The Yorkist pike men and men-at-arms soon gained control all around Henry’s infantry. They were now drunk with murder and potential victory. They wanted as much Lancastrian blood as they could cause. The fields behind them were now thick with the mutilated dead.

Norfolk’s army was now in complete command of this end of the battle and the Lancaster conscripts could see their only escape was into the river, where once again they were felled by archers or set upon by more soldiers, stabbing them from behind with pikes.

––––––––
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AS LIGHT WAS FADING under the freezing mist, the fight pushed on past the seventy-year-old’s knight’s body, to drive all the remaining Lancaster force into the river. Two armed Flemish soldiers who scented plunder and held back from their infantry’s advance had set upon Sir Robert. The knights’s armour fastenings had loosened and then broken in the awful fall. Now his head and arms were easily hacked off. His helmet, armour and leather tunic were seized as booty. 

The Yorkists were close to victory. Farmer, militiaman or mercenary, a new level of savagery somehow now came to consume all these simple men’s minds as soon as they sensed their own survival was assured. Terrible executions were carried out on any survivor in red or yellow Lancaster colours. And in the thick of the cold night the screams of the maimed and murdered sounded as if they would continue forever.

3rd April 1461, Pisa, Italy. 8th hour of the morning

Their boat had to hang back as if was waiting for a port berth to unload grain and spices, just like nearly another hundred small ships at anchor on the placid dark blue waters of the port of Pisa. But this was a voyage of a different kind.

The five young men under training for the elite force of Sultan Mehmed had been selected for their first covert mission. Mehmed’s spies had isolated one of the Ottoman leaders worst critics and enemies, the Greek Iaonnis Argyropoulos. This academic specialist on Plato’s doctrines had escaped Constantinople after Mehmed’s victory in 1453 and he was now under the protection of Cosimo de Medici at his fortress-like palazzo in the centre of Florence. The Medici were supporting this whole humanist movement. But Argyropoulos was using his exile and protection to send inciteful messages of revolution back to Constantinople, prompting a bloody insurgent movement against the Ottomans.

Mehmed had seen some of his soldiers attacked and butchered in the streets by these Christian gangs and it was time to stem the insurgency at its source. 

“Assassinate this Greek. I do not care how!” said an angry Mehmed to Babacan, one of the captains his guard.

After nearly four weeks at sea the assassins were now moving in for the kill.

“This man is the source and must be stopped,” said Captain Babacan, briefing the five men in his charge, the night before they were to disembark on a small boat to row up river Arno under cover of darkness, for the next three nights.

“He is under protection in Florence but we hear he visits the Palazzo Rucellai every afternoon. Our spies have been following him and it seems he is attempting to engage support from the Italian Freemasonry. 

“These are all Christian dogs who hail from teachings used in the crusades, when hundreds of thousands of our ancestors were exterminated by these so-called Templars.”

“How will we get to him, sir?” said the youngest lieutenant of the five, the Galatese Amin Al Bagrahbi.

“In the street he is always surrounded by up to twelve Medici militia. So it would be suicidal for you all to attack him there. 

“No. We will take him inside the Palazzo Rucellai, when he will be least protected. 

“And we have a man inside who has turned to our faith.

“So we enter and wait for Argyropoulos?”

“Exactly Amin. And if we can kill some more of those plotting with him, so much the better.”

5th April 1461, Carleton, Nottingham, England. 4th hour of the after noon

Cromwell House sat above a wide meander of the river Trent, where the flood plain yielded rich green grass. The lush pastures served the community well. Those farm tenants along the river could put their sheep out to grow plump, with thick coats perfect for creating the English kersey cloth in the workshops of nearly every farmstead in the hills to the north.

Their fields had yielded the family a comfortable life and the family’s four thousand sheep now sat with full bellies with no one to tend them; untended, they had started to stray and trample on the hard ground in the fields of uncut winter cabbage and kale.

Sir Robert’s son William and grandson John had moved south to London, to pursue their wool trading. So Sir Robert’s wife, Joan, their daughter Margaret and his brother, Richard were all of the family remaining at the house. Four elderly kitchen maids served them. Plus another handful of older or infirmed men remained; those who could not go off to fight the civil war to the north.

This winter just would not retreat and it had snowed for the last week. And now there was a dark gloom amongst all those who had heard the advance news, from riders who had fled from Towton. The four maids and elderly farm workers now stood by the slushy track that arrived up to the Cromwell house from the north. For coming into sight was an old wooden cart carrying the mutilated body parts of Sir Robert Cromwell back to his family home. Two of his men were now on the front of the stolen cart, steering the horses, to escort their baron back to his last resting place.

The Cromwell family had little now to defend their home. Of the fifty men-at-arms and farmhands that had gone to fight with Sir Robert, just these two had so far made it back.

Lady Cromwell stood in the entrance with Margaret supporting her.

Sergeant Redmile dismounted and took off his hat.

“Your Ladyship, we have Sir Robert and may God rest his soul.”

“Let me see him Mister Redmile?”

“No Ma’am. Please. That is impossible.”

“But I must touch my husband’s face! For one last time?” the lady was weeping and inconsolable.

The dead Baron’s brother Richard saw the remains in the cart and pulled back the sacking. He reeled back at the decomposing smell and vomited his breakfast onto the ground. Apart from their baron’s head and a bloodied frozen torso that looked like it was still covered in his satin and mail doublet, the other body parts could have come from any poor soul close to Cromwell’s horse.  Everything was now crawling with white maggots.

“Joan you must not. I beseech you. God would not desire you to witness the effect on a hero’s body from battle. Please. Remember his Lordship as he was my dearest.”

“How did you find him, Mister Redmile? Anton, what happened?” said Margaret.

The two men looked down sheepishly, then at each other. Having turned to run from the battle and survive the swim to the other side of the river, their unspoken pact of cowardice would remain a secret forever.

“It was hell on earth, Ma-am, said Anton. “The arrows came down like rain. Then the horsemen cutting men into bits as hundreds of them ploughed through us. Sir Robert tried to retreat over the Beck but there were piles of dead. Then more fell on us from the hill above. We was crushed by bodies for two days, just trying to breath.”

“We all fought for hours but there wus’ just too many of them Ma’am,” lied Redmile. “Sir Robert fought gallantly until the end. Us got hid under many bodies piled up at the bottom of a ledge. When ‘us got out the next morning, we pushed aside the hundreds of beggars and grave robbers pillaging the frozen corpses.”

“It was a frightful, stinking scene Ma-am,” said Anton. ”We located Sir Robert’s body by the baronial colours on the blankets of his fallen horse. Then we saw his head.”

Lady Cromwell fell to her hands and knees on the ground.

“God! No! My Lord!” she screamed.

“Have pity man. No more!” shouted the servant chief. 

“Enough,” said Redmile. He sensed they needed to reveal no more. In reality they had escaped and gone into hiding, freezing in a sheep hut near Ferrybridge for two days. Then on the 1st of April, riddled with guilt and the tremors of a traitor’s curse, they had returned for their master and spotted his fallen flag amidst the gore, on the edge of the ledge to the river where they had made their own retreat.

Now Cromwell’s remains were brought into the chapel adjoining the house, where his family and servants held their own funeral mass, helped by a priest from the neighbouring village. The burial was swift in the small graveyard outside the chapel. For there was certainly no time to linger. 

Richard Cromwell pulled Redmile’s arm back to face him as they all walked back up to the house. “What of Yorkist forces, Mister Redmile? Have you seen any?”

“Only the effects of their murders along the road south, Sir. But theys’ will surely be on theirs way soon.”

“And I didn’t quite understand your two accounts of what happened. Were you and Anton under dead corpses for one day, or two?”

Redmile squirmed and flushed and looked into the sky past Richard’s head.

“Felt like two to me, sir. But through the ‘ell what we witnessed, who knows how the times was passin’.”

Richard scowled at his brother’s sergeant and stormed back to the house.

The next day, more accounts reached the estate of the threat from the Yorkist soldiers now travelling south, murdering families and looting farms to steal whatever they could carry.

The Cromwell family was without any defence of their property as the plunderers were searching for the lands any defeated Lancastrian supporters. It then took just another day for their world to fall apart, with brutal consequences.

A lookout on horseback spotted the small cavalry and infantry of the Yorkist Sir Humphrey Bourchier three miles away, on the same old Roman road from the north. He galloped back to warn Lady Cromwell.  What could Joan and the others do? Run for their lives, or appeal for some humanity from this troup? They decided to make a run for it. Down to the river where they had a rowing boat moored. As the fog thickened off the river they made their rushed escape.

“Keep low under your hoods to stay sheltered. We’ll go upstream,” said Lady Cromwell. 

“I can try to get us to the house of our cousins in Nottingham,” said Richard.

In the meantime Sir Humphrey had arrived at the front of the abandoned house and his men surrounded it. 

“These lands and this house are now seized for the Yorkist cause, in the name of King Edward.”

A huddle of the remaining old workers kneeled on the stone path by the front door. The oldest farmhand, Jacob, spoke.

“God save the king! This was the home of Sir Robert Cromwell, sir. But there is no one left here but us. Our master died in the battle from whence you come, sir. And his family is all left. We have no weapons and we welcome you and your men, if you wish to billet here for the night.”

Bourchier’s soldiers were already entering the house from the front and rear entrances, ready with flaming torches.

Two others stood with poleaxes to execute these sorry peasants.

“Wait. All of you! Spare this house and these men!”

“God bless you sir,” said Jacob as he and the other old men fell on all fours and bowed their heads.

“Get up you fucking Lancastrian scum! Tend to my men and our horses then. We have no vengeance to waste with you so long as you serve and feed us from your kitchens tonight. If you value your lives you will swear allegiance to King Edward and renounce any further loyalties to the fallen House of Lancaster.”

“We will do so, sir.”

“And I will sequest this house and farm for my Yorkist nobles to allocate later.”

The estates were built up over more than two hundred years. At that moment they were lost to the Cromwell family forever.

9th April 1461, Florence, Italy. 7th hour of the after noon

The six men from the Ottoman force had been in Florence for five days, in their spy’s safe house on the Borgo Ognissanti. None of them could rid their nose and lungs of the odour of curing leather and cattle carcasses, one street over on the banks of the river.

They took some bread together after their morning prayers.

“When will we go in, sir?” asked Amin Al Bagrahbi, impatiently.

“I have told you, Amin. When we see that Paulo de Rucellai is not in attendance and has taken some of the militia with him.”

“So we keep watching.” said Kasim, the eldest of the five trainees.

“And in any case, Ottomans killing Rucellai at this moment, in his own home, will just bring forward a Holy War that leaves too many of our brothers exposed, here in Italy and beyond. Collateral deaths are fine while the old Greek is doing some of his preaching, but not the strongest family in Europaan Freemasonry.”

Their spy Fikri returned from his watch. 

“We hear old man Rucellai is at the Signoria for definite tomorrow, sir. There’s some stupid debate over the powers of Cosimo de Medici. None of the nobles hating the Medici will want to miss that one.”

“Right. So we go in tonight by the roof and hide in their empty upstairs guest suites as we have planned. Then we wait for Argyropoulos to get settled with his followers and pupils in the palazzo’s library.”

“I will get word to the militia man who has turned for us, Valdarnotti. He will open the roof hatches.” Said Fikri

“Two weapons each sir?”

“One short yataghan dagger each and your trusted kilij sabre.”

The kilij sabre was curved and wide at the base to give enough weight and balance to be fast and totally lethal in close combat. 

“Use them as you have been trained. Any foe will still be thinking all is well, but his head will already be severed cleanly before his senses can enable him to scream.”

“Servants and maids you can disable with your neck pressure points. But any militia inside, except our man Valdarnotti, should be executed.”

“And any of these followers who are armed and fight back, sir.”

“They are the infidels, lieutenant Amri. What do you think?”

9th April 1461, Via Nuova, Genoa. 8th hour of the after noon

Cardinal Cibo had ignored the mother Natalia’s pleas and organized what he believed to be the ideal gift that night, for their son’s eleventh birthday. Pubity had clearly arrived early for their love child Franceschetto. He was already well developed and taller than many men, but also carrying much extra weight around his waist and thighs. 

When they were not servicing various handsome members of the Cardinal’s guard, the gossiping Palzzo Mari maids laundered the fat boy’s bed sheets. And so revealed all that was happening to as he somersaulted into manhood. 

“I’d rather he learnt from the best and not with a dirty fumble in the harbour,” said the Cardinal to the young man’s mother.

“But this sickens me, Eminenza,”

“Be quiet, cara.”

“This way our son will see all women as a commodity of lust.”

“And what in the name of the Holy Mother is wrong with that, carissima?”

“Eminenza, please?”

“In a year or two he should come to our ‘gatherings’. So why should he not be schooled first, in a few important acts of love?”

“But not this way, Signore.”

“You did not mind my own experiences, Natalia Tesoro, when I was pleasuring you all through the night and you longed for more upon my next return to your bed?”

“Basta! Enough, Eminenza. Sadly those days and nights are long gone, but will never be forgotten. Please make sure our boy is not harmed in any way, I know how your appetites have now evolved, my dearest Cardinal.”

“Madama, he is everything but a man already! But you have my every assurance that Franceschetto will be safe. And it is better to do this while my mother is away taking the spa waters.”

The two girls arrived at Cibo’s Palazzo de Mari, escorted in a luxurious black laquered carriage from their exclusive Salon on the Vico Di Saturno. Carlotta was dark, long-limbed, with some North African and Sicilian ancestry. She had long been the favourite of Catalan Grimaldi for her skills with her fingers as he climaxed. Ingrid was a Slavic beauty, full-figured and until last year the personal mistress of Marco Lomellini, who ruthlessly controlled all slavery and prostitution along the Ligurian coast. Ingrid had graduated to share Lomellini’s bed, from capture in her Croatian port of Ragusa and then auction on the Genoa dock. But he tired of her when she was expecting her first child and a year on, was in need of the fees for tonight.

Franceschetto would never have a birthday party like this one. 

He had the run of his father’s personal apartment and the women first bathed him in oils and massaged him as he lay face down on a long poltrone.

Then the ladies were to show him exactly what they enjoyed during foreplay.

For Carlotta it was slow and sensual, 

“Here caro Franceschetino, I need two or three fingers curling into me. Then I want your little finger probing against my culo, behind. And here, let me guide your face over my pussy.”

They both showed him the exact point and movements of his tongue for clitoral stimulation.

“Now this is how we can take you to another world,” said Ingrid.

Both of them responded by each applying their own skills to relieve him with their mouth and tongues, twice within the first hour after the bath. Of course, they were unware of the pleasures that Franceschetto had already felt in that way, from two of his very skilled tutors in Latin and Theology, young priests who had molested him from the age of seven under the threat of damnation if he told his parents.

“Here, come next to me as I lie on my side away from you on the poltrone,” commanded Ingrid, as the boy waited for another erection.

“You can play with both my wet crevices simultaneously,”

And so she showed young Cibo to alternate the application of his thumb, fingers and impressively rigid member, until the boy exploded into her anus as the pain and pleasure turned numb and she felt grazed and dirty.

They all slept a little until big Franceschetto wanted more.

“I want some more hard fucking, girls.”

The fat boy was shaking them to wake up for more.

“Don’t go to sleep on me yet. I know how much my father has paid you whores!”

Several positions of intercourse remained, to initiate with the boy, sometimes involving the three of them in ungainly triangular balance.

Cibo did not appear to want to halt any of it, until both women fell asleep exhausted as the clock chimed three in the morning.

10th April 1461, Palazzo Rucellai, Florence. 3rd hour of the morning

In the wealthiest Florentine streets, the giant wood burning lanterns tended to burn out soon after two hours had passed midnight, allowing a thick, smoky darkness to overwhelm the centre of the city. As three hours past midnight struck from the bell on Palazzo Vecchio, six men were ready, with blackened faces, dressed in black caps, leather jackets, breeches, boots and gloves. 

They climbed up the palazzo western wall from the small Borgo below; one at a time, almost faster than the eye could follow.  Their long kilij were strapped to their backs. Kasim first, then Amin, then Amri, Ismet and Adnam; followed by Captain Babacan who climbed the wall even faster than all the young men had done before him. He had a point to prove, which remained unsaid.

Fikri knelt well into the shadows of a portico on the corner of the Borgo and Via della Vigna Nuova, holding watch till dawn.

“All fine, men?” whispered Babacan as the five young assassins all nodded.

“Let’s get this infidel Greek then.”

The six entered through the unfastened roof hatch. They crept along the dark corridor. Valdarnotti had indicated a door, with a red cloak placed tidily on the chair outside. All of the band ghosted through it into the top floor guest suite. 

They had around twelve hours to rest, remain alert and stay silent.

10th April 1461, Palazzo Rucellai, Florence. 9th hour of the morning

Babacan and the others could hear Giovanni Rucellai on the floor below, berating his own valets and servants as he waited for hot water for his bath. The house of the ruthless Freemasonry chief started to stir with the movement of the staff from six hours of the morning.

As the assassin band remained hidden for another three hours, there was movement outside the door of their suite. The Ottoman elite force lay still as statues, under curtains and inside cupboards, their razor-sharp yataghans to hand and ready to kill anyone who discovered them by accident.

The suite door opened. Amri was behind it ready to pounce. No one entered but large pitcher of water was placed into the reception room. Then the door closed again and all six men relaxed.

“That’s from our inside man,” said Babacan, picking up the pitcher and passing round each man in turn.

“And it’s also the agreed signal that the old man Rucellai and his militia are about to leave.”

They had four more hours to kill before the expected arrival of Argyropoulos.

At two in the afternoon, Bernado Rucellai and a few of his humanist friends had assembled in the library. The Greek master duly arrived with his escort of three Medici militia, watched from the window three floors above by Ismet and Adnam.

“He’s entered, Captain.”

“Right. Now we descend through the servant stairwell”

“Two Medici guards have remained in the street below, sir. One more entered with the Greek, armed with sword and halberd pike.”

“Move now men, we know the plan.”

The service stairwell led into the kitchens and the cooks and afternoon staff were busy preparing dinner. The head chef and his apprentice were butchering a whole side of beef carcass on a wooden slab, while pastry cooks were adding a topping to some apple and almond cake for the visitors.

Two startled servants sat at the table screamed out first, as the first black clad men bounded into the kitchen. Amri and Amin gagged them with their gloved hands as Babacan rushed to overpower the head chef and push his knife against the fat man’s neck.

“No one make a sound or you will be dead in a second!” said Babacan, peering at each of the six other staff in turn. Before he had finished, Ismet and Adnam had grabbed the four cooks, slapping their faces as they sobbed and tieing them on to the chairs surrounding the giant bleached oak table. 

The apprentice made a lunge at Babacan with a large kitchen knife, but Kasim jumped around the table so fast that his kilij was swinging into the boy’s shoulder before the knife could touch the captain’s jacket. The knife fell away and arm swung almost severed off as the boy screamed, but Kasim was by then smothering and strangling the apprentice. The shuffling of his kicking young legs on the stone floor did not last for long.

Ismet and Adnam had tied the four cooks tight to the chairs in less than ten seconds while Amin and Amri had their hands into the throats of the servants.

“Take off your tunics and breeches, stockings too!” said Amin to the men wielding his dagger in front of them.

“And where are your spare tunics hung?”

One servant nodded across to a closet and Amri went across to open the door. 

“Grab four more sets of tunics and breeches!” said Babacan as Amin tied the other servants to their chairs. Kasim had found some linen cloth and was stuffing a handful into the mouths of each captive. Then he tied his own bundle of resin cord around each of their faces, securing another piece of linen over each mouth to secure the gag and suppress and further noise.

Each of the assassins then changed into the servants’ uniforms. Amri had been selected to hold back in the kitchen to watch the hostages and he was bagging all of his comrades’ discarded night attack clothing. The other five men grabbed the cake platters, various jugs of wine and water and several plates and glasses, leaving the quiet kitchen with each of them holding a tray.

The glasses rattled as they crept on the deep Persian rugs along the corridor. A huge Medici guard was outside the library door and held his pike firm out towards the assassins as they came up to him.

“What’s this? There is teaching still in progress.”

“Refreshments requested now,” said Babacan in his very rusty Tuscan speech.

“Not by me, lad. And where’s that accent fr..,” Before he could finish his question, Babacan ducked under the pike, much too fast for the big man and pushed his dagger into his thigh. Adnam was on the guard’s back. Then the young assassin’s garrot wire was already cutting into the big Tuscan soldier’s jugular vein, before his brain registered any prompt to struggle. And the way to the library was clear.

Babacan knocked on the library door without speaking. Adnam was to hold back and guard the door.

Another servant opened the door from inside and the four assassins walked calmly into the library with the trays of cakes and wine. The walls of this room depicted a set of eight large frescoes of Masonic imagery. Each evoked in symbolic form the ordeals that an initiate of Isis had to overcome, before reaching the ultimate levels of Egyptian masonry.

Agrypoloulos was at the far end of the table with some open scrolls. An ancient compass, dividers and a large hammer were place on the table. Four men sat with him.

Bernado Rucellai was one side of him. The young man on the Greek’s other side was dressed like a mercenary, heavily armed with a thick rough leather doublet and a chequered waistcoat. He looked about the same age as Amin and the other young Ottoman trainees. Two other pupils sat with their backs to the arrivals.

“Refreshments, Signori.”

“Who are you? Nothing was ordered, what is..” said the real servant, but Babacan’s dagger was in the man’s throat drawing a gushing spurt of blood as his words turned to a sickening gurgle.

With their surprise entry achieved, Amin closed the door from the inside as the assassins threw the trays down.

It was now four trained Ottoman guards, weapons drawn, against Rucellai, the Greek, his one bodyguard and two scholars.

“No! Dio! Guards!” shouted Rucellai, backing away towards the rear wall.

“There is only us now, Signor Rucellai,” said Babacan.

The boy scholars were on their knees, sobbing and screaming for mercy as if their judgement day had arrived.

“Save us, Sergeant Tenaudi,” screamed Agryopoulos in his thick accent. Now the bodyguard stood in front of the Greek, who remained sat calmly at the table. Tenaudi drew his sword, fast and upright ahead of him and he held a lethal falchion blade guarding his chest too, trained to defend.

Kasim was tieing the boys tight to the chairs and gagging their mouths, as Babacan moved like a panther to swiftly overcome Rucellai and club him to the ground with the handle of his kilij. Across the other side of the table, Amin and Ismet were facing up to Tenaudi. The young Italian had been trained well and was parrying and thrusting, fast with all of his energies. But Amin and Ismet were forcing him back to the thick red library curtains.

“You will be cursed forever and our movement will slaughter all of your families,” cried Argyropoulos in desparation.

Ismet moved low to try to thrust a blow into Tenaudi’s leg, while Amin was aiming for his head and chest. But the young Italian had too much agility as he stepped sideways. Then Amin went for a forward thrust to Tenaudi’s chest and the young bodyguard stepped away. He was just too fast, flicking his sword towards Amin’s face and cutting deep into the middle of the Ottoman’s lower lip. Amin winced with the unexpected pain, more with the shock of this Italian’s abilities. But Tenaudi was tiring and Ismet barged into him from the other side. The two men toppled over and Amin’s knife was at Tenaudi’s throat in a second.

“No! Don’t do it! I can provide much useful information!” shouted the young Italian.

Argyropoulos was trying to dart for the door now, but Kasim was upon him and wrestled the old man easily to the floor, punching him so hard his head hit the marble library floor, so the Greek was almost concussed.

Amin’s mouth was bleeding faster now. He was ready to take revenge on this Tenaudi as his lower lip felt split in two. “How dare you wound me you bastard? I am an elite Sultan guard.”

“Wait!” shouted Babacan as he was tieing Rucellai back on the chair.

“I am from the brigade of Francesco Sforza, Duke of Milan and we are engaged by the Medici to guard them and their favoured nobles of Florence.” The young Italian was thinking fast, desparate to remain alive.

Babacan knelt and pushed his face into the Italian’s as Ismet now secured Tenaudi’s arms behind him. Amin grabbed napkins to hold against his mouth as he kicked the young man’s weapons away into the curtains.

“Listen motherfucker you have just injured one of my top guards. Why shouldn’t he kill you now?”

“Take me as your hostage captain. You still need to get out of this house and out of Florence. My Lord Sforza is really my father! He could help you if I tell him that you have saved me.”

Babacan turned away. Then turned back. He calmly head-butted Tenaudi and split the desperate young Italians nose as if it was a crushed garlic clove, to reveal white cartilage and pink flesh.

“Dio! Santo Cristo! Bastardo!” screamed the young Italian bodyguard.

“Hold him Ismet while I think on this,” said Babacan, Tenaudi’s blood and some grissle now on his forehead. The captain moved over to where Kasim was holding a sobbing Argyropoulos.

“Let’s get this over with. Any last words for my Sultan, Argyropoulos you  piece of infidel Greek ratshit?”

“Leave now, my boy. Killing me will just make our movement stronger. And my brothers will find you all.”

“Fuck you, Argyropoulos! This is for your disrespect of our king of kings Sultan Mehmed.”

Babacan gestured for his three other young assassins to move towards Argyropoulos, still pinned to the floor by Kasim.

“Now. One of you. Take his head off.”

Each assassin but one looked at Babacan for a second too long, while Amin stepped forward, checking the razor sharpness of his kilij with the lightest touch of his fingers.

“Amin. Do it!”

Amin’s lip pouring slightly less blood now. He ignored his mouth and dropped to his knees alongside Argyropoulos. The young Ottoman rested the point of his kilij on the stome floor and levered his blade to the old Greek’s neck. With a roar he trust it down, as if he was slicing off a cut of beef.

“Dio buona! La Madonna! No! You are all condemned. Santo Cristo!” said Rucellai, sobbing.

Babacan went over and punched Rucellai so hard across his mouth that the jaw cracked and two lower teeth flew out with the momentum of the captain’s gloved fist. The young noble cried out loud with the pain. 

Kasim and ismet checked out of the library windows. Would the guard have heard outside?

Kasim picked up the bloodied head of Argyropoulos by the long white hair. It was far heavier than he expected, much heavier than a large sack of gold coinage would be. 

“We will spare you, Rucellai, for now,” said Babacan. Amin spat his own blood on the young Florentine lord’s face, as he gagged the  Italian’s mouth with more napkins from the table and Rucellai’s own dagger belt.

“But tell the Medici that if they protect any more enemies of our Sultan, we will assassinate all of their young next time. And the families of all of you fucking Masoneria scum Rucellai too, if we need to.”

The captain was cold as ice.

“But you, Tenaudi. You are coming with us, while I decide what to do with your treacherous squealing cowardly soul. Ismet! Tie this little bastard’s arms and hands tighter and gag his mouth full of Amin’s bloodied rags there. 

“Amin, kill him if he makes one sound or surprise movement.”

“Immediately, captain.”

“Now let’s be away! 

Babacan opened the library door.

“Adnam!”

“Captain?” said Adnam, relieved as his comrades came out.

“Go fast to tell Amri to double check the hostages’ ties in the kitchens before we leave.”

The assassins regrouped in less than a minute by the exit to the kitchens. They grabbed all the weapons around the room and the scrolls from the table. 

The remaining Medici militia guards were still on the main outer door, exchanging local insults and camaraderie with the Rucellai guards, oblivious to the violence. They would find the carnage in the library soon enough.

The Ottoman band walked silently out of the service entrance of the Palazzo Rucellai. Then they moved faster when they were into the afternoon light of the Borgo. They surrounded the tied hostage Tenaudi under a large tablecloth. They were still in the servants’ clothes but their kilij were to hand if they were needed again. Tenaudi would be left gagged in an alley, to be found later.

Babacan spoke to his band as they walked. A high sense of relief and elation was in all of the young faces around him. 

“I want that head on a spike outside the Palazzo Medici after dark. So the fucking Medici can see what happens when they harbour our great Sultan’s enemies.”

26th April 1461, Yarmouth, England. 6th hour of the morning

Joan, Margaret and Richard Cromwell kept looking around for any last minute captor to spring upon them. The dawn light was just arriving and they rushed along the small quay of loose planks, to board the carrack headed for Dover, loaded with cold-stored hops and newly shorn bags of wool. The sweet nutty aroma relasing from the hops doused the odour like animal urine of the wool and reached out to them from the hold, like a warm and welcoming grandmother’s embrace.

All but two of their purses of coins had remained after their escape from Carleton. Lancastrian sympathisers had assisted them for a few shillings at a time. Seeking out William Cromwell near London was now impossible, with the Yorkists still roaming the main routes south, to cleanse all of King Edward’s enemies off the English landscape. They knew they had to follow the old road east and find a boat to get them across to The Low Countries.

The three had left their weeping maids and hidden in a cart to leave Nottingham, following the old road to Grantham and then across the flatlands of Norfolk. Each morning they huddled together under sacking in a new stinking cart to avoid the biting winds, as another farmer took their coinage for silence and another day’s bumpy ride to further their escape.

Then sympathetic monks had sheltered them for a few days at Wymondham when Joan was consumed with a fever. After she had recovered fully, these anti-Yorkists had taken them to Burgh, where the boat was arranged.

The boat master gave his name as just Grindan.

“I can take yous down to Dover, sir,” he said to Richard.

“This time of year we pick up wine normally and return it here for the monks.”

“Grindan thank you. ”

“And I knows a few of the boatswain down Dover, for them bigger vessels that’ll get you across to Bruges.”
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Chapter Four
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The covetousness of the popes has exceeded all other, for the devil made choice of Rome as his particular habitation. When the word Amor is turned backward, Roma. The head of the world, a beast that devours all lands.

- Martin Luther

––––––––
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4th July, 1461, Cafaggiolo, Mugello, Italy. 3rd hour of the after noon

Bianca and Nannina de Medici saw very little of their father Piero. Their mother strictly enforced their daily hours of study; for their lazy, arrogant brother Lorenzo had already tormented the family’s tutors more than any one son could. 

Now their father was taking them to their oldest family villa for a special treat, with the most honoured guest about to arrive. Two days at Cafaggiolo, in the beautiful Mugello region of Tuscany, for a specially arranged visit from the new pope.

When they went to the old family villa, they loved the chance to play. To run around the gardens; often with some of the loyal servants’ children. Two summers had helped form a bond with one pretty girl of a similar age, little Valeria, the daughter of Signora Amelia, the villa cook. Sitting by the fountains arranging all the flowers they had collected, the three of them could easily have been sisters with their refined looks and rich oily black hair, flowing long over their shoulders.

There had been much activity at the villa for the past two weeks. Workmen repairing and repainting all the walls. New art being hung. The gardens manicured to perfection. The finest foods delivered. Five wild boar caught, gutted, skinned, peppered and hung in the cold cellar three weeks ago to yield maximum pungent flavour.

“Come in now girls and do not disturb any of the flower beds! You can help me with the pastries in the kitchen.” Valeria’s mother Amelia was not to be argued with.

Cardinal Sylvius Piccolomini had been elected Pope the year before and Piero was now expecting him to arrive for a few days of relaxation and gluttony at the villa. Pope Pius II would be an important ally for the Medici, against the Venetians and the greedy mercenaries in Milan. 

Piccolomini and his entourage of thirty attendants and cardinals arrived that evening. One hundred of the Pope’s elite Vatican Guard also surrounded the villa with their own tents and cooks. The smell of oregano on the roasting wild boar from the outside spit penetrated the evening mist and stimulated everyone’s appetites.

Pope Pius was lavish in his blessing of Piero and all his family and his praise of the kitchen staff after eating the best food that the Mugello could provide. 

For almost six hours, Piero and Lucezia hosted the Pope and his closest entourage in the master dining room.

Piero had said his apologies for his early departure the following morning for urgent matters of state. In reality he wanted to make sure the dowry of 2,500 ducati was being transferred into the account of the Rucellai, for the betrothal of his daughter Nannina the following Friday. Not even the Medici wanted to displease the Rucellai, with their sinister dominance of the city’s Masoneria.

As Piccolomini toured the villa the next day, the three innocent young girls, all with long shiny black shocks of perfect curly hair, did not go unnoticed sitting on the stone slabs outside the bakery.

Much to the disappointment of Valeria and her mother, Bianca and Maria were taken back down to Florence that evening with their mother Lucrezia. 

Mother and daughters had kneeled in front of the new Holy Father to kiss his ring and receive a blessing as they bid him their respectful farewells. 

As she left, Lucrezia confided to Amelia. “I must really get back home, to make sure that my other daughter Nannina is in a good state of mind for her forthcoming marriage. Once again this all about our men using our daughters to fortify new political alliances. But Nannina is still so young and so will still stay with us until she is fully grown to bear us all a son. Piero just wants another alliance and does not seem to care at all. How can my baby Nannina know if Bernado Rucellai is the love of her life, when she has just turned fourteen years old herself?”

It was also true that tutoring could not stop for a big family wedding and there was a special lesson with her daughters’ literature teacher. The Medici daughters stubbornly implored their mother to allow them one more day in the country, but it was not to be. 

“Girls you must be diligent in your studies. Besides, you know that you will have a breathtaking time next week when your little sister Nannina marries Signor Bernardo. Now sprigatevi! We must make our hasty return.”

There were long hugs and much weeping as they bid warm goodbyes to the villa staff and their little Valeria, who felt just like another sister.

Lucrezia embraced Amelia as she had pushed her daughters into the carriage and was about to climb in. She had never known that the kind housekeeper was a former mistress of her husband. Out of earshot from the carriage escort she whispered, “Take good care of yourself cara and dear little Valeria. I pray to Our Lord to at least allow her the reward of marriage for true love, not for man’s political greed or fear of betrayal.”

66h July, 1461, Cafaggiolo, Mugello, Italy. 10th hour of the morning

Valeria had her own studies and reading assigned to her, but was often helping her mother in the kitchens or gathering fresh vegetables from the garden. 

His Holiness, the special guest, had been looking at her continuously whenever he was near her. His smiles made her flesh creep. But with a fear she had never experienced. 

Why did old men have this look in their eyes? Dreamy but scary. Not like Messer Piero who only has a similar look when he is ready to bite into the most succulent roast suckling pig. Or Piero’s greedy son, dear little Lorenzo when he arrives and asks Amelia to make him a wonderful sugary, creamy fruit pudding. 

No. This man had a frightening look of animal longing. Holy Father or not. 

Valeria did not yet understand lust, but this man’s desperate eyes made her sorely wish that she too had been invited to leave for Florence, to study with her dear friends.

The next morning she was gathering tomatoes in the greenhouse. Suddenly he was there. Without a word of warning.

“My darling Valeria, you are so pretty. You know God will love you forever if I can be your friend?”

She tensed and started away as his hands gripped her shoulders. Heavy and tight. The stench of leftover wine and his ham, truffle and cheese breakfast was on his breath. The putrid odour of his sweat breaking out from inside that heavy white robe. 

“God is loving and blessing you my pretty one.”

That look was on his face again as his hands moved down to open her little blouse and expose her small breasts. Valeria froze and tears rolled down her cheeks as he bent to kiss her tiny nipples.

“Holy Father please! No! No! I beg you. What are you doing?” 

Her voice withered to nothing under the shock and her throat felt bone dry as his other hand clasped it menacingly. The words trembled out so quietly from her lips. She thought her neck was going to break as he clasped tighter. She tensed rigid as the Holy Father bit her breasts and one hand fumbled between her thin legs. 

He knew he was stifling her screams. Many young girls had felt the grip of those fingers and the choking pressure of his rings.

“I am giving you God’s love my pretty one. He will make you feel very special I assure you. It will be our little secret.”

Then both his hands clasped her tender throat as he glared into her eyes. She was too frightened to scream. In a second he had turned her to face away from him. As he clumsily bent her young body forwards, his left hand covered her mouth. Then he opened his robe with his right.

Valeria had never felt such pain.

Less than two minutes later, this thirteen year old girl was no longer a child. She was now just another object of exploitation of this Holy Father’s elusive religious status. 

“Why! Why!” was all that Valeria could think to herself through the pain. Her eyes had gained a distant glare. It was as if the Holy Father had transported such an innocent creature into a hell that she had never deserved to see.

But now she could never be the same innocent young girl.

Valeria slumped to the floor. She felt like her legs had been ripped apart, her intimate opening torn and her insides scraped and pounded raw. She had massive dark purple bruising beginning where her throat had been gripped. She had open scratching where her breasts were clawed and bitten. 

The holy man spat some phlegm onto the ground and stared at Valeria with his soulless black eyes.

“Bless you my pretty one. Say nothing. Or the devil will soon pull you down into the inferno. Good bye sweet baby daughter, I will dream of our God conspiring for you to visit me again, perhaps?” 

Pope Pius II waddled calmly off, back into the villa to change from his blood-stained white clothing.

Valeria’s blood, polluted with this monster’s rank juices, now dripped down her thigh. She started to cry uncontrollably. 

She remained sat on the floor, screaming to her mother to come to comfort her. But no one came. Holy father or not, Valeria’s innocent trusting mind would never be the same.

86h July 1461, Westminster, London. 11th hour of the morning

After winning the Battle of Towton at the end of March, King Edward IV had reformed his government and drawn down more loans from his French cousins.

King Edward had waited for the young Florentine ambassador Lorenzo di Credo to attend his court in Westminster, with Stoldo Frescobaldi’s cousin Andrea, the head of their family banks in London and Bruges. Ths king’s lawyers had drawn up all the documents. 

The ambassador and the banker entered the court chamber, bustling with overdressed lords and ladies dressed for the English summer in lighter fabrics. Andrea had never seen fine English women like this, they were obviously kept locked away from the filthy and depraved London streets that he was used to. The girls’ arms were covered, but cleavage was bursting upwards wherever he looked from pressed cotton blouses under thin wool day dresses. 

Andrea could also feel the staleness of the air as all the windows were closed fast, to prevent the smell of the river from entering and keep the plague at bay.

“Stop staring and just look forward and down. And keep bowing low as we get closer to Edward. I’ll do the talking, remember caro.“

Ambassador di Credo did not want this inexperienced banker to make a brutta figura, a bad impression, as it would be suicidal to not show maximum deference and attention to this vain and insecure king.

“Only raise your head and then straighten your body when the king has greeted and welcomed us.” 

Andrea stooped low and knew he would extract more advice from Lorenzo di Credo later on how to meet some of these women.

“I want some of this’” Frescobaldi thought to himself.

His mind still strayed as they walked along the red carpet to approach the king. Every young woman appeared to be dressed for maximum sensual appeal, to maximise the potential to be noticed by all that husband material that hovered around the king and his family. But it was a survival process. The ambience of this court was of mistrust in abundance, as if Lancastrian rebel hoards would enter at any moment. Or even worse, The French.

The two Italians bowed low in from of Edward IV of England, each was on their right knee on a carefully placed red silk cushion, with their left leg supporting their weight.

“Gentlemen welcome, or should I say benvenuti?” said the king.

He wanted to show these shrewd but overdressed Italians he was a man of his word. And with enemies doubting his judgment, with dissent already within his close family for his indiscrete love life, he never knew when he might need Florentine money again. 

“Sooner rather than later”, he had contemplated, as he focused his eyes down on these two young men, adeptly ignoring all other visitors jockeying for position or shuffling around the court.

“Thank you, Your Royal Highness. I am your Florentine ambassador di Credo and this is Signor Andrea Frescobaldi, who brings deep salutations to you from all of his noble family in Florence.”

“Welcome, signori, as you can see we are holding onto rule again here.”

The king stood up and turned to Andrea, whose heart was pounding now. He wished he was not sweating so much.

“And I wish to ensure that my family’s debts to the Florentins banks are repaid, while I have the chance. In particular, your Frescobaldi bank, Signor Andrea.”

“Your Royal Highness we are unable to put into words our gratitude to you.”

“Ha, but do not speak too soon ambassador. Who knows how soon I may need credit with Florence again. Now, listen to my Chancellor, the Duke of Norfolk, who will read this deed of covenant that we will hand to you for you to draw the credits from our exchequer. Stop kneeling there and get up to receive the good news from my Duke!”

Up they stood and onto the raised platform stepped the Duke. The court attendants all seemed to hush and take full notice of events.

“Thank you, Your Grace. Signori, good day to you.”

He began to read the complicated document in Latin and the two fiorentini followed every word intently.

In essence, the English exchequer was transferring the whole of last year’s loan, plus interest and settlement fee, rounded to the sum of £12,900 English pounds or 30,000 Florentine ducats, in a promissory note to Frescobaldi’s banking chamber in London.

Andrea was ecstatic but kept his sense of decorum in that moment. He was aware of the long stares from some of the young women on either side of the platform. Then the next part of the deed, which demanded his complete concentration. Better was to come.

For the 1370 outstanding loan, the Duke had instructed the exchequor to credit twenty five thousand ducats to the Frescobaldi personal account in Antwerp. Plus he was offering to add to the capitalization of the Frescobaldi bank based in London, with fifty thousand ducats from the House of York. For that, they expected a fifty percent share of the Frescobaldi profits from English activities. They would then facilitate exclusivity, through the new bank, for commercial letters of credit on all the wool exported from the English northern and eastern counties.

This was wonderful news for the Frescobaldi family. Although Wessex wool production and export was still controlled by The Lomellini and their other genovesi banks.

Di Credo waited for the Duke to finish reading the deed and kneeled again, ushering Andrea to do the same.

“Your Grace, my Noble Lord Norfolk, this is indeed the most generous settlement we cannot express our gratitude enough. The Florentine Republic is at your service, Your Grace, as always.”

The Duke nodded as if their time was up and the king’s attention was now clearly lost as he stood while beckoning one of the young women to follow him to the rear exit of the courtroom.

“So be it Noble Ambassador. We will need your service soon enough. My salutations and respect to the esteemed nobles of your Signoria government. We are adjourned until this afternoon. God speed, signori.”

All stood to attention then bowed low as the king exited with his closest aides and the nervous looking young lady. 

Di Credo and Frescobaldi did the same, then had to push their way through the crowd that spread onto the red carpet and two guards accompanied them out of the main entrance to the chamber, Andrea moving slowly as he surveyed the women whose young bright eyes were openly following their departure.

6th July, 1461, Cafaggiolo, Mugello, Italy. Mid-day

Amelia had started to wonder where her daughter was. She decided to walk into the gardens to look for her.

“Valeria, piccola, where are you?” shouted her mother.

“Mamma, I’m over here, in the tomato house. Come quick, help me!” came the sobbing cries of Valeria, still rooted to the spot where she fell.

Her mother sensed what had happened even before she got close to her little girl.
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