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            Corsignano and Siena, 1426

          

        

      

    

    
      The small village of Corsignano in Siena was bustling with activity as Sylvius Piccolomini, a nobleman soldier, rode home on his majestic charger. His pristine Milanese-style plate armour was splattered with blood, evidence of his return from a fierce battle. Young Aeneas, only eight years old, watched in awe and admiration as his father dismounted and greeted his mother, Vittoria Forteguerri. His father was wealthy and could afford the latest armour, with the weak spots protected by articulated shoulder plates, the besagews—young Aeneas thirsted to learn these new names—round plates designed to protect the armpits.

      But it wasn’t just the sight of his father’s armour that would stay with Aeneas for the rest of his life, it was also his words. His father spoke of the Tolomei family joining forces with the Pistoiese and their devastating defeat. They had lost many men and his father was lucky to have survived. The thought of losing their estates to their enemies weighed on him.

      With a heavy heart, Aeneas’s father told his beloved wife that they must change their lifestyle and make do with what they had. He turned to young Aeneas and declared that he could no longer dream of becoming a knight like his father; instead, he must use his intelligence to secure their future. Aeneas’s father tapped his temple, emphasising the importance of using one’s brain to succeed.

      Despite being a nobleman’s son, Aeneas was now expected to work the fields and help support his large family. His mother would give birth to eighteen children, but Aeneas would be surrounded, at most, by nine others, including two sets of twins. Life would be a harsh maestro in the years to come because, tragically, only three would survive—Aeneas, Laudomia, and Caterina. The rest fell victim to the plague that ravaged their homestead, leaving behind harsh realities and a heavy burden on young Aeneas’s shoulders.

      The year that followed the life-changing battle was a brutal dichotomy for the young boy. He went from the luxurious and perfumed palazzo to wading through putrid muck, washing out pigsties and holding his breath as he swept, feeling like he would never be clean again. In the harvest season, his delicate hands blistered and bled as he struggled to keep up with the labour-intensive tasks on his father’s land, surrounded by hardened countrymen who begrudgingly accepted him into their midst. But despite his rough physical work, Sylvius made sure to provide his son with the best education money could buy. His teachers, whom he deferentially called maestro, were Mattia Lupia and Andrea de’ Billi. The boy devoured lessons in Latin, Greek, poetry, and philosophy from esteemed teachers who deemed him a bright and promising student. And as his father squirrelled away every spare florin for his son’s future studies at Siena University, the boy dreamed of one day escaping this mundane existence and making something of himself.

      As he reached the ripe age of twenty-one, he had blossomed into a strapping young man, with broad shoulders and a strong jawline that could make any pretty girl swoon. His father had decided it was time to send him off to the prestigious University of Siena to study law, but he found himself attending the lessons with reluctance. Instead, his true interests lay in the ancient languages of Latin and Greek, particularly the authors Plato, Cicero, and Seneca. He also enjoyed playing pranks with his friends and indulging in his passionate pursuits of women with reckless abandon.

      Aeneas and his friends grinned and laughed as they lay in wait for an unsuspecting victim, preparing to pull a prank. Aeneas’s eyes were alight with mischief as he plotted his next antic. He placed a yellow velvet purse by the side of the road, bulging with a combination of pebbles and dog excrement. What a laugh then, when a pompous cloth merchant bent to pick it up. He nudged his friend Francesco and patted his backside with a grin. Francesco pinched his nose and said, “Pooh!” as the plump fingers unsuspectingly unlatched the drawstring and the merchant squealed and contorted his face in disgust at the stench assailing his nostrils while staring at the contents—not the gold and silver coins he had avidly hoped for. Andrea unwisely chortled and pointed at the discomforted figure, who wheeled in ungainly fashion and hurled the merdacious missile at them, who dodged it, howling their glee unashamedly. A group of young women giggled and whispered to each other, catching Aeneas’s eye from across the square. He was often seen with a different girl on his arm every night, his charm and charisma leaving a trail of smiling faces.

      Francesco turned to Aeneas. “What a wheeze, my friend! We shall away to Marcello’s tavern for a flask of red wine.”

      “I can’t afford my share,” Aeneas said, crestfallen.

      “All’s well,” Francesco replied. “My father sent me a tidy sum to tide me over for the next three months, and you can earn your wine by explaining Prof. de Rosellis’s last lesson to me. I didn’t understand a word of it—civil law can be so boring!”

      “You’d understand more, brother, if you stopped making moon eyes at that girl from San Gimignano!”

      “Is it a deal, or what?” Francesco replied grumpily.

      “Of course, it’s a deal, Franco. You know how I love making things simple for the dull-witted.”

      He dodged a violent punch and cackled, “Only joking! Besides, you’re right, but it’s pretty interesting—it’s the manner of teaching that’s dull. I’m seriously thinking of transferring to Florence University; they say that Francesco Filelfo is a brilliant teacher.”

      They sat in the tavern on the benches worn smooth by countless shuffling breeches and gloated over their various misdeeds, which amounted to no more than high spirits. Satisfyingly well-lubricated with strong red wine from last autumn’s remarkable Tuscan wine harvest, the vendemmia, Francesco turned to Aeneas. “Are you serious about going to Florence?”

      “Oh, sì, I want to go where I can better my education. I’m going to make my parents proud.”

      “My folks don’t care where I study, just so long as I get my laurea. My father wants me to become a notary in Florence—so it would be convenient for me to graduate there. There’s a lot of money to be made in that profession.”

      “There sure is!” Aeneas laughed, belched and apologised for his lapse. He fixed Francesco with a piercing stare. “But if you come with me, you’ll have to promise to be serious with your studies. If one works hard, there’s still time for wenching, boozing and pranks. One thing you’ve got quite right is that study opens the doors to wealth nowadays. They say that Florence stands on the threshold of a new golden age. Some say it will surpass the glorious days when Dante was Prior of the city.”

      “But that was over a hundred years ago, Aeneas.”

      “It was, but don’t you see? It’s all about cycles and the right man in the job. There are whispers that Cosimo de’ Medici will be exiled. That would be a shame since he’s made a great Prior… and if there’s one man who can put an end to these constant wars with Milan and Venice, it is he. You heard it from me first! That’s why I want to go to Florence. But all in good time, young Franco. I mean to finish this academic year first.”

      “What! Wait until next September? Surely⁠—”

      “You’ll find a livelier teacher than de Rosellis, but not a more learned one. We need a good grounding before washing up in Florence. We don’t want to be the duffers of the class, do we?”

      Francesco sighed, conceding to Aeneas’s reasoning. “You always have a plan, don’t you? Fine, we’ll stick it out here for now. But mark my words, Aeneas, come next September, we’ll be on our way to Florence. I trust your instincts more than my own sometimes.”

      Aeneas raised his glass in a toast. “To Florence, then. To new beginnings and brighter futures.”

      As they clinked their glasses, the tavern door swung open, and a hush fell over the room. A tall figure stood silhouetted in the doorway, the fading light of dusk casting a mysterious aura around him. It was a man dressed in fine garments, his face obscured by the shadows.

      The tavern owner approached him cautiously. “Can I help you, sir?”

      The man stepped forward into the light, revealing sharp features and piercing eyes that seemed to bore into every patron in the room. “I seek a man named Aeneas Piccolomini,” he said in a voice that commanded attention. “Is there a man by that name here?”

      Aeneas shivered involuntarily as the gaze of the mysterious man locked onto him. He stood up slowly, his heart pounding in his chest. “I am Aeneas,” he replied, trying to keep his voice steady.

      The man’s lips curled into a knowing smile, and he extended a hand towards Aeneas. “I have been searching for you, young man. My name is Giovanni de’ Medici, and I have an offer that may intrigue you.”

      A murmur rippled through the tavern as the patrons exchanged curious glances. Giovanni de’ Medici was a name whispered in hushed tones, a powerful banker with influence that reached far and wide.

      Aeneas hesitated, unsure of what this unexpected encounter might mean. But curiosity got the better of him, and he clasped Giovanni’s hand in his own. “What kind of offer could a man of your stature have for a humble student like me?” Aeneas asked, his voice tinged with caution and excitement.

      Giovanni’s smile widened as he gestured for Aeneas to follow him to a secluded corner of the tavern. They sat down at a small table, and Giovanni leaned in closer, his eyes gleaming with intensity. “I have heard of your intellectual pursuits, your passion for learning and your keen mind,” he began. “I need someone with your particular skills and interests for a task that requires discretion, intelligence and courage—not to mention your being unknown in Florence.”

      A thrill of anticipation coursed through him as he listened to Giovanni’s words. This was unlike anything he had ever experienced before, and the prospect of being involved in something so mysterious and important enticed him. “What kind of task do you speak of?” he inquired, leaning forward with eagerness.

      Giovanni’s expression turned serious as he spoke in a low voice, barely above a whisper. “I need someone to uncover a conspiracy that threatens the stability of Florence. There are whispers of treachery and betrayal among the city’s elite, and I believe you have the intellect and wit to navigate these dangerous waters.”

      Aeneas’s eyes widened at the gravity of Giovanni’s words. To be entrusted with such a mission was thrilling and daunting. He knew the risks involved in meddling with political intrigue, but the opportunity to make a difference to the fate of Florence was too enticing to resist.

      “I accept your offer, Signor Giovanni,” Aeneas said firmly, his heart pounding with apprehension as he stared at the elegant, embroidered crimson doublet. “Tell me what I must do, and I will not falter in carrying out this task to the best of my abilities.”

      Giovanni nodded approvingly, a glint of admiration in his eyes. “You have made a wise choice, Aeneas. Meet me tomorrow at dawn outside the city gates. I will provide you with further instructions then. And remember, discretion is key in this matter. Trust no one until we have uncovered the truth.”

      Aeneas nodded, his mind racing with the possibilities and dangers ahead. As Giovanni rose from the table and made his way towards the exit, Aeneas watched him go with a profound sense of purpose burning within him.

      The tavern slowly returned to its lively atmosphere, the patrons resuming their conversations and laughter as if nothing had occurred. But for Aeneas, everything had changed when Giovanni de’ Medici had walked through the door.

      As he sat there, contemplating the task, Francesco leaned in close, his eyes wide with curiosity. “What was that all about?” he whispered eagerly.

      Aeneas turned to his friend, a secretive smile playing on his lips. “It seems our plans for Florence just took a rather unexpected turn,” he replied cryptically.
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      Francesco raised an eyebrow, intrigued by Aeneas’s mysterious demeanour. “What do you mean, unexpected turn?” he pressed, unable to contain his curiosity.

      Aeneas glanced around the tavern to ensure no prying ears were near before leaning in closer to Francesco. “I’ve been offered a task by Giovanni de’ Medici himself,” he revealed in a hushed tone.

      Francesco’s eyes widened in surprise at the mention of the powerful Medici name. “Giovanni de’ Medici? The man who could change the course of Florence’s history?” he whispered back, barely able to conceal his astonishment.

      Aeneas nodded solemnly. “Yes, the very man. It seems there is a conspiracy brewing in the shadows of Florence, and he believes I have the skills to help uncover it.”

      Francesco sat back, taking a moment to process the gravity of the situation. “And what about your studies? What will you do?” he inquired, his voice tinged with concern and excitement.

      Aeneas exhaled deeply; his gaze was intense as he locked eyes with Francesco. “I have decided to accept the task,” he declared firmly. “It will be a dangerous path to tread, but I cannot turn my back on this opportunity to serve Florence and protect her future.”

      Francesco nodded slowly, his respect for Aeneas evident in his eyes. “I will stand by your side, my friend,” he vowed. “Together, we will unravel this conspiracy and ensure that the light of truth shines upon Florence once more.”

      Aeneas smiled to himself at the dramatic tone his friend used and, although he wanted him to accompany him, it was not so simple—he would have to persuade Giovanni of the benefits of involving another person.

      Nonetheless, a flicker of gratitude passed through Aeneas’s expression before he returned to his usual stoicism. “Thank you, Francesco. Your loyalty means more to me than words can express,” he murmured. “Now, we must retire for the night because I have a meeting arranged at dawn outside the city gates. You will come, but keep out of sight until I whistle for you to appear, understood?”

      Francesco nodded, and as they finished their wine in the dimly lit tavern, a feeling of destiny enfolded them like an impenetrable cloak. They knew the dangers that lay ahead, but they also knew that they were bound by a common purpose that transcended their fears. As they stepped out into the cool night air, the streets of Siena were eerily quiet, as if the city were holding its breath in anticipation of the events to come.

      The following morning, although Aeneas would not have wagered a soldo on him, Francesco appeared as the first orange hues of the approaching day threatened to flood the land in daylight. Their journey to the city gates was tense, each footstep echoing loudly in the stillness of the dying night. A rat scurried across the paved street, closely pursued by a determined grey cat. Aeneas led the way with the confidence of a man on a mission, his senses alert for any sign of trouble. Francesco followed closely behind, his heart pounding as he braced himself for whatever lay ahead.

      When they finally reached the designated meeting spot outside the city gates, Aeneas motioned for Francesco to stay hidden behind a cluster of bushes while he approached a shadowy figure standing in the half-light. The figure’s features were obscured, but there was an unmistakable air of authority about them that thrilled Francesco.

      A hushed conversation ensued between Aeneas and the mysterious stranger; their voices too low for Francesco to hear clearly. The tension in the air was palpable, and Francesco strained his ears to catch any snippets of information that might shed light on the nature of their meeting. As he crouched in the bushes, a twig snapped under his weight, causing him to freeze in fear that he might have betrayed his presence.

      But Aeneas and the stranger seemed undisturbed, their conversation continuing without interruption. Suddenly, the stranger produced a rolled-up parchment from within his cloak and handed it to Aeneas, who accepted it with a solemn nod. Francesco could see the determination in Aeneas’s posture as he unfurled the parchment and scanned its contents.

      After what felt like an eternity, Aeneas turned back to the stranger and spoke in a voice so low that Francesco could only catch fragments of his words. “I understand... utmost discretion... trust will be repaid...” The other nodded in response, a faint smile playing on his lips before he melted back into the semi-obscurity.

      As the mysterious figure disappeared, Aeneas turned on his heel and made his way back to where Francesco was concealed. His expression was inscrutable as he held out the parchment for Francesco to see. The paper was crisp and new, bearing the mark of a seal that Francesco did not recognise. Amazement washed over him as he read the words penned upon it in elegant script.

      “That’s right, Franco, it’s a retainer to present at the Medici bank, worth a hundred florins. In return, I’ve sworn our loyalty to Giovanni. I spoke so well of you that I thought it better not to bring you out of hiding. I persuaded him that you would be of immense value. What better cover for a spy than a fellow student? We’ll be seen often together in a natural way, and we can compare our observations.” Piccolomini paused and studied his friend’s preoccupied face. Sure enough, Franco spluttered, “Spies!”

      Aeneas replied, “I prefer the words observers, or reporters, but rest assured, Franco,”—Aeneas’s voice was low and urgent—“this is no ordinary task. We are to delve into the heart of a plot that threatens not just Florence, but all of the country. The stakes are higher than I could have ever imagined.”

      Francesco’s temples throbbed at the gravity of Aeneas’s words. This was no simple conspiracy they were about to uncover; it was a web of deceit that reached into the very core of power in the country.

      As the sun began its ascent, casting long shadows across the landscape, Aeneas and Francesco set off towards Florence on foot, with a shared resolve burning within them.

      “A hundred florins, Aeneas! You’re suddenly rich. If only we could cash that sum in Siena, we could buy horses and ride to Florence.”

      “It’s better this way. We’ll be more convincing as poor, footsore students who have undertaken the journey to enrol in the university by making sacrifices. Soon enough, we’ll withdraw the cash. We’ll need some money for lodgings, but I’ll be cautious, Franco—it’ll be wiser to leave most of the sum with the bankers, where it’s safe. We’ll withdraw small amounts as and when we need it. For the rest, we’ll try to seem as normal as possible so that we blend in, and any curiosity will be ascribed to youths finding their feet in a new city.”

      “I can see why the Medici want you as their sp—er, observer—Aeneas.”

      On the road, Aeneas explained everything to his companion: their path would be fraught with obstacles and challenges, as Giovanni had ordered them to navigate the intricate web of alliances and betrayals that lurked beneath the surface of Florentine society. Aeneas’s sharp intellect and quick wit were matched by Francesco’s unwavering loyalty and resourcefulness, which would make them a formidable duo in their quest. Together, they would uncover sinister plots and reveal hidden truths that would send shockwaves through the corridors of power in Florence. They would likely face threats from all sides, their every move scrutinised by unseen eyes that sought to thwart their mission at every turn. But through it all, Aeneas and Francesco would stand steadfast, their bond growing stronger with each trial they faced. They would become legends in their own right.

      “How much money have you got in your purse, Franco? We’ve been walking for three hours, judging by the sun. I know that it’ll take us another two hours to reach Castellina, and I reckon that’s enough for the first day.”

      “I’ve still got most of the two florins my father sent me with a servant. I’ll have to tell him I’ve transferred to Florence. He’ll be as pleased as punch! Anyway, it’s more than enough to get us a bed for the night and a square meal.”

      “Good. If I remember right, it’s another twenty miles from Castellina to Florence.”

      Francesco groaned, stopped, and rubbed his right knee. “First day and I’m all aches and pains!”

      “Coraggio! It’ll be worth it. I say that we find a village near here for a bite to eat.”

      “Ha-ha, Piccolomini! You should see yourself, all white with dust!”

      “Lucky it’s not winter, though, or we’d be plastered in mud. Anyway, you’re not a pretty sight yourself. Come on, we can do this!”

      They walked on in silence until they saw a group of houses… a hamlet on the hillside. The first sign of humanity for a while was a beggar leaning on a wooden crutch. He stretched out a hand to them, “Fine gentlemen, help out an old soldier. I lost a leg fighting against the Milanese. Now I can’t find work. Would that I could!”

      Aeneas groped in his almost empty purse and took out the only coin he had, a silver Venetian grosso—certainly a generous gift for the beggar, but his newfound fortune was at the back of his mind, and he was sure that the Lord would bless and protect him if he gave what he had to the old soldier.

      The latter was as astonished as Franco, who gazed on in disbelief. The dirty hand curled around the coin, and a tirade of thanks and well-wishing followed as the two moved on towards the settlement.

      “Now, I’m totally reliant on you, Franco, until we get to Florence.”

      “You’d better not give all your money away, Aeneas. You’re not St Francis of Assisi, you know.”

      “What did the beggar say? Would that I could be!”

      “Don’t be daft! We’ve settled on a different lifestyle, and if I don’t eat soon, my soul will abandon my body!”

      As they entered the hamlet, the delicious aroma of freshly baked bread wafted through the air, enticing their grumbling stomachs. Aeneas and Francesco made their way to a modest inn at the edge of the village, where a warm fire crackled in the hearth and locals gathered around wooden tables, sharing stories and laughter.

      The innkeeper greeted them with a friendly smile, his eyes twinkling with curiosity at the sight of the two weary travellers. Aeneas requested a simple meal of bread, cheese, and ale for himself and Francesco, while they rested their tired legs by the fire. The innkeeper bustled about, serving them with hearty portions of food and drink, eager to hear tales of their journey.

      As they ate and drank in companionable silence, camaraderie swelled in Francesco’s breast for Aeneas. They had faced danger together, shared secrets, and now found themselves on the precipice of an even greater adventure. But there was time for that. It was noon, and the daylight stretched ahead into the afternoon. Neither had great desire to move immediately, so Franco generously ordered two more ales. After letting the weariness seep out of their legs, it was the less hardy Francesco who said, “Aeneas, we should move on if we are to reach Castellina before nightfall.”

      “Of course, Franco,” Aeneas replied, nodding in agreement. “We must press on if we are to stay ahead of our adversaries—which, at this stage, are the weaknesses of our bodies and spirits.”

      “Damn that!” Franco replied robustly. “There’s nothing wrong with my willpower—speak for yourself!”

      With a final gulp of ale, they rose from their seats by the fire and bade farewell to the innkeeper, who wished them safe travels.

      The road to Castellina stretched out before them, winding through rolling hills and verdant valleys. The sun lowered in the sky, casting a warm golden glow over the countryside as they walked side by side, their footsteps echoing in rhythm. Aeneas’s mind was consumed with thoughts of the mysterious parchment and the seriousness of the task ahead, while Francesco kept a vigilant eye on their surroundings, alert for any signs of danger.

      As they neared Castellina, the sky began to darken, painting streaks of pink and orange across the horizon. A cool breeze rustled through the trees, carrying with it the promise of nightfall. Aeneas quickened his pace, urgency driving him forward. They could not afford to tarry, not when their mission was of such importance. Also, he had an appointment to keep of which Franco knew nothing. Francesco matched his stride, his senses sharp and alert as they approached the outskirts of Castellina. They soon spotted the huge bulk of the Rocca—a stronghold built a little over a hundred years before.

      The town seemed quiet and still, the evening light casting long shadows that danced along the slab-paved streets. Aeneas and Francesco exchanged a knowing look; perhaps it was only a sensation, but their arrival had not gone unnoticed. Giovanni’s adversaries were to be supposed everywhere, lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce at any moment—and yet, they were but two weary students heading for Florence. How could they be considered a threat to anybody?

      With cautious steps, they made their way through the narrow alleys and winding pathways of Castellina, their eyes scanning for any signs of trouble. The townspeople went about their business, unaware of the danger that lurked in their midst. Aeneas’s heart raced with anticipation, his mind sharp and focused as they drew closer to their destination.

      Finally, they reached the inn where they were to meet with a contact Giovanni had given him—a detail which he had not shared with Francesco—a mysterious figure known only as Il Sussurratore—the Whisperer.

      Il Sussurratore was said to be a master of secrets and intrigue, a shadowy figure with eyes and ears in every corner of Florence. Aeneas had never met the Whisperer before, but Giovanni had assured him of the man’s trustworthiness and discretion. As they entered the dimly lit inn, Aeneas’s heart pounded in his chest, anticipation and apprehension warring within him.

      The inn was nearly empty save for a solitary figure seated at a corner table, his face obscured by the hood of his cloak. Aeneas approached cautiously, Francesco following close behind. The figure looked up as they drew near, his gaze piercing beneath the shadow of his hood.

      “You must be Aeneas,” the Whisperer spoke in a low, gravelly voice that grated slightly in Aeneas’s ears. “Giovanni sent you.”

      Aeneas nodded; his throat was tight with tension. “Yes, I am he. And this is my companion, Francesco. We come seeking your aid and guidance in a matter of great importance.”

      The Whisperer’s eyes glittered in the dim candlelight as he regarded them thoughtfully. “Sit, and we shall talk,” he said, gesturing to the chairs opposite him.

      Aeneas and Francesco took their seats, their minds racing with questions and uncertainty. The inn was hushed around them, the only sound the crackling of the fire in the hearth. The Whisperer leaned forward; his features were partially concealed in shadow. “I have booked and paid for a room in this inn for you. It is cleaner and more comfortable than the usual hovels that pass for taverns in this area. And listen carefully… at dawn, we’ll meet at the stables. My master wants it this way. You’ll ride to Galluzzo and leave the horses with me at the entry to the town.”

      “Ah, Galluzzo,” Aeneas said, and to the admiration of Francesco and the perplexity of the Whisperer, quoted Dante’s XVI canto, verses 52–55, of The Divine Comedy:

      
        
        
        Oh quando fora meglio esser vicine

        quelle genti ch’io dico, ed al Galluzzo

        ed a Trespiano aver vostro confine⁠1

      

      

      

      The Whisperer shrugged. If his master believed this was the right person, who was he to doubt it? Personally, he had little time for know-all students, but he continued unperturbed, “Thence you will go on foot to the Medici bank in the city centre to withdraw some money, where you’ll find me. There, I’ll give you further instructions. Now, go and sit at a different table and enjoy your meal.” He wiggled his fingers at the innkeeper, who had clearly received instructions because he took the travellers to a table set for two. Francesco eyed the flagon of red wine with greedy eyes. When they sat and glanced back, the Whisperer had gone.

      The friends consulted about their good fortune. To arrive on horseback at the outskirts of their destination was a drastic improvement on the footslog they had foreseen. Their new employer had put them to the test by making them walk this far, but they had passed with flying colours, so the following day would be far easier, and a new life would begin in a new city—a vast centre of 50,000 people.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Oh, when it breaks it’s better to be close to those people that I speak of, and to have your border in Galluzzo or Trespiano.
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      They opted to drink less than usual, as Aeneas said, “We need to have our wits about us tomorrow, Franco.” So, they climbed up the steep, narrow stairs to a first-floor bedroom containing twin beds. The intimacy of sharing a bedroom led Aeneas to ask, “Franco, you are a good and loyal friend, but we’ve met under casual and fleeting circumstances. I know little about who you truly are. Tell me about where you grew up and so on.”

      “Willingly,” a sleepy voice said from across the darkened room, the only light that of the full moon filtering weakly through a crack in the badly fitting shutters. “Not that it’s an interesting story—it’s guaranteed to send you straight off to sleep.”

      “Let me be the judge of that.”

      “Fine! Well, the first thing you should know is that my name isn’t Francesco. Well, it is and it isn’t.”

      “Try making sense, Franco.”

      “My name is Giovanni Francesco Poggio Siculo and, as you must have guessed, I’m older than you by a good number of years.”

      “When were you born, then?”

      “1380.”

      Aeneas whistled through his teeth. “I’d never have guessed you’re thirty-six! You don’t look it!”

      “That’s because I’ve inherited my mother’s youthful looks—or because I’m immature!”

      “Who’d have thought you were fifteen years older than me—vecchietto!”

      “That’s because you have an old head on young shoulders, my friend… and you haven’t been through the family vicissitudes I’ve endured. And less of the old man if you don’t mind!”

      “Tell me, what happened,” he asked through clenched teeth, because his own family had suffered a fall from grace and been smitten by the plague.

      “My father is Serafino and he’s a spice merchant, so I grew up in a fine house, wanting for nothing. My mother is Jacoba Moggi, the daughter of a notary, hence my parents’ desire that I study to become a notary.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “One of my father’s ships sank in a storm. It was laden with spices from the Orient. His investment was written off and,” he paused to let his words sink in, “sadly, all the crew drowned. I was studying law at Bologna—it’s the top—but my father could no longer afford the fees, so I returned to Tuscany and met you in Siena.”

      “It sounds like your family need you to graduate as soon as possible, so why did you agree to join me in this escapade?”

      A long silence followed until, just when Aeneas thought his friend had fallen asleep, Franco said, “I find your company stimulating and know that our destinies are entwined somehow. We both love Latin and Greek and humanistic studies, but are both drawn to the law. Besides, Giovanni de’ Medici… phew! It’s a chance for us both to show our worth in society. I can smell a change in the air. Didn’t you say we’re on the threshold of a golden age?”

      “Did I say that?”

      “You did!”

      “Well, goodnight, Poggio.”

      A pillow flew through the air in the obscurity, catching Aeneas on the side of his head. He laughed, “I take it you prefer Francesco!”

      “You’d better remember it… or you’ll go to Florence alone!”

      Aeneas flung the pillow back and, grinning in the dark, bade his friend a good night.

      The following morning, they stumbled out of bed, both dozy from deep sleep earned by the effort of their march thus far. Their appetites were honed, too; they wolfishly devoured freshly gathered eggs fried in olive oil and covered with a generous sprinkling of ground black pepper, and Tuscan bread without salt, straight from the oven.

      Their farewells received, they went to the stables where a youth wearing breeches two sizes too small—his muscular thighs threatened to burst the stitches holding the white cloth together—greeted them with, “You must be the signori who will ride to Galluzzo. All the arrangements are dealt with. Rinaldo says that you will leave the horses there.” The Whisperer must go by that name in this area, they concluded. He probably had another dozen aliases, Aeneas thought. “They are biddable beasts and will give you no trouble, gentlemen, but please do not drive them too hard.” He proceeded to lead out a dappled grey and a black horse with a white blaze. Francesco immediately opted for that one and cantered away even as Aeneas mounted the other.

      In high spirits, they rode through the Florentine hills, punctuated by small parish churches, castles, ancient monasteries and picturesque villages. Pleasing to his eye, Aeneas enjoyed the pristine beauty of the landscape, a testimony to God’s Creation, but also to the hard-working countrymen and their slow-stepping oxen. The culture of vines, olives and wheat offset the little deep valleys with their inevitable streams splashing over wild rocks. The soft valleys with olive groves and the centuries-old cypresses lining the well-trodden trails surely had no match in the whole peninsula, he decided.

      They rode on, their stomachs feeling no necessity for more food after the hearty breakfast. A milestone by the roadside indicated that their destination was about two hours away. Aeneas was untroubled as the day was still relatively young, but needed to give his mare a drink. “Let’s stop at yonder stream,” he told his companion.

      “Weakling! Are you already tired?”

      “Nay, but the horses will need refreshment. It’ll be our only stop.”

      “Good enough!”

      His mare drank her fill and joined the black horse grazing on the lush grass by the waterside.

      Francesco looked serious and deep in thought.

      “What ails you, brother?” Aeneas asked.

      “Oh, nothing. I was just wondering what else Giovanni de’ Medici has organised for us. It seems that he has thought of everything. I was just hoping that he has arranged for us to study at Florence University; otherwise, I’m going to be in trouble with my father.”

      Aeneas grinned and said, “It’s understandable. When one is a vecchietto, he has no time to lose!”

      Francesco growled and pounced like a mountain lynx, wrestling Aeneas to the ground and using his superior weight to pin him down.

      “I’ve told you… no more old man jokes or you’ll regret it!”

      “Seriously though…” Those two words were enough for Francesco to relax his grip and roll over onto the grassy meadow and stare up at the sky, an ambiguous smile on his face. Aeneas reassured him, “I’m sure that Giovanni agreed with me that our role as students would be the best possible cover in Florence. He said that some of our companions would belong to families he suspected of plotting against his. We shall try to befriend some influential characters and gain their confidences, fellow spy—er—observer.”

      “You’ll have to help me with my studies, Aeneas, if I’m to dedicate time to observing. You know I’m not as quick as you at grasping intricacies. I must graduate with honours; my folks expect it of me.”

      “It goes without saying. Anyway, Franco, you must consider that discussing and explaining benefits me, too. It clears my ideas.”

      “We should move on, my friend. I say, I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “Nay, I hurt your feelings when I called you vecchietto—you don’t understand, it’s a sign of affection.”

      “Watch your tongue. I’ll rearrange your nose for you next time and you know what that means: you’ll no longer charm the maidens from their bowers!”

      “Damn, Franco, you can be so convincing! I’ll never call you vecch—whatever it was—ever again!”

      I’ll call him Poggio, he thought, but kept it to himself, contenting himself with a sly grin.

      They remounted and crossed the meadow to the road, which so far had been devoid of other movement, but now an ox-cart plodded towards them, laden with cages, each containing clucking hens.

      “Good day to you, fine gentlemen,” the countryman tipped his straw hat and gave them a gap-toothed grin. “I’m on my way back from the market in Bottai.” His dialect was so strong that they could barely understand his words, but Aeneas said, “You can’t beat fresh eggs for breakfast. This morning, we ate three each!”

      “Aye, my mistress swears by eggs!” the fellow said with a chuckle. “These little darlings cost me a prince’s ransom, so I hope they repay me with eggs aplenty.”

      “Oh, of course they will!” Francesco said. “Good day to you, fine fellow!”

      “Safe journey, lads! If I can persuade old Plodder here to get a move on, I’ll be home before dark!” He whipped off his straw hat and waved it cheerily at them.

      “Salt of the earth,” Franco said to Aeneas as they urged their horses along the road.

      “Yes, and thankfully sheltered and far away from the political machinations that we’re bound to be embroiled in sooner rather than later,” Aeneas replied thoughtfully.

      It was late afternoon as the bright light began to mellow and the countryside gave way to the first houses lining the road into Galluzzo. Barefoot, grimy urchins ran alongside their horses, pointing and squealing in delight at seeing horsemen. Franco got rid of them by tossing a copper coin into the muddy, churned surface of the road while at the same time urging his mount to increase its pace away from them. A dog barked and jumped, teeth bared, next to Francesco’s horse, but a fierce kick that didn’t strike the cur was sufficient to deter and send it scampering away, tail between its legs.

      Was this the entry to the town that the Whisperer had referred to? It couldn’t be, because there was no sign of an inn. Aeneas was relieved to see the houses give way to more fields, so that small cluster of houses was no more than an outlying hamlet. He was relieved—no more insistent urchins and equally wild and neglected curs.

      Soon, though, they came to a more consistent array of buildings which stretched along the road into the distance, and the succession of small workshops, with the clamour of metal on metal and, in some cases, wares stacked up by the roadside—pots and vases, tin tankards and pans hanging from nails in the wall—all spoke of the activities within the walls. This was certainly the entry to Galluzzo.

      “Look!” Franco pointed to a drab grey sign over the door to one building. “It reads The Pewter Pot,” and the item in question was hardly distinguishable from the peeling grey background of the sign. “I’ll wager this is our destination.” With that, he dismounted and headed into a dubious-looking alleyway, where Aeneas, heart in mouth, followed, hand on the hilt of his dagger. He had wondered several times on this journey whether it would be wise to buy a sword and take fencing lessons. He would wait and gauge the atmosphere in the city before deciding.

      As it turned out, Francesco was correct. A voice from the shadows muttered, “You’ve made good time, my hearties.” The hooded figure stepped out—The Whisperer. “Gather your packs and leave the horses with the lad in the stalls, he’ll tend to them. Then we’ll talk.”

      When they were ready, his instructions were simple. “Continue on foot along this road, until you come to the city gates. There are twelve in all, but you’ll go through Porta San Giorgio. It has a lunette with the saint slaying the dragon with his lance. If a guard accosts you, show him this seal. It will be sufficient to gain you entry.” He passed them a red wax seal—the same, but larger, than the one attached to the parchment Aeneas safeguarded close to his chest. “Then, ask the guard the way to another inn, called The Seven Stars, where they are expecting you for a week’s stay. That’ll give us time to fix you up with permanent lodgings, and you can use the time to find your way around the city. One of your first stops will be the Medici Bank, I imagine,” his hoarse laugh suggested he suffered some throat ailment.

      The Seven Stars was a modest inn, with a sign that creaked in the gentle breeze, promising warm beds and hearty meals. It was certainly an improvement on the hovel where they had left the horses. Francesco and Aeneas made their way inside, the aromas of roasting meat and ale filling their senses as they entered. The innkeeper greeted them warmly, wiping his hands on his apron before showing them to their room, complete with simple wooden beds and a small window overlooking the bustling street below.

      As they settled in, Francesco turned to Aeneas with a troubled expression. “Do you trust this Whisperer, Aeneas? He seems to know an awful lot about us and our plans.”

      Aeneas furrowed his brow thoughtfully before responding, “I trust Giovanni de’ Medici’s judgement. If he vouches for the Whisperer, then we must believe he has our best interests at heart. But we must remain vigilant and cautious in this unfamiliar city.”

      Francesco nodded in agreement, his mind already racing with thoughts of the tasks that lay ahead.
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      The two friends strolled through the streets of Florence and, even after their experience of city life in Siena, they had a hard time keeping their mouths from dropping open at the sights of their new city. Following the directions given by the Whisperer, they made their way to the Palazzo Vecchio, where once more Aeneas was able to vaunt his extensive learning.

      “Look, Franco, up the tower, it’s over a hundred yards tall, you know. See the clock? The hours are in Roman numerals, and the longer part of the single hand points to the minutes.”

      A moment’s thought and Francesco said, “So, it’s now three minutes to eleven?”

      “Exactly! Isn’t it ingenious? The manufacturer was a watchmaker called Nicolò di Bernardo, and he lived in that side street just beside the building.”

      “Well, I never! I’ll wager you know the year he made it, too.”

      “Of course I do! In 1353.”

      “I knew it!” They both grinned. Aeneas added, “Dante wouldn’t have seen this clock—at the time, this was Palazzo dei Priori—he was a prior, of course.”

      “How do you do it?”

      “What?”

      “Know so much!”

      “The trick is to read, read, read.”

      “So, where is the de’ Medici Bank?”

      “Over there,” he pointed, “and I didn’t learn that from a book, but from the Whisperer.

      They strode across to a modest palazzo. Over the door was the legend BANCA DE’ MEDICI, and under that sign the date… established 1397. They hurried inside, Aeneas looking warily around first. There, they saw men, for the most part well dressed in furs and velvet doublets, many with cloth hats, handing over parchments or gathering up gold coins. Everybody was so engaged in his affairs that they didn’t glance towards the travellers. In a corner stood a familiar hooded figure, who indicated to Francesco with two fingers pressed together and wagging, to follow him. The two friends obeyed discreetly and, without a word, followed him up a narrow staircase to an empty room off a corridor.
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