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Tom Swan and the Last Spartans
Part One: Florence





 


Ser Thomas Suane, knight of the Order of St Mark of Venice, donat of the Knights of St John Hospitaller of Rhodes, sometime courier, servant and even spy of Cardinal Bessarion, waited in the pope’s antechamber. It was August in Rome. It was sweltering, brutally hot, the hottest summer anyone could remember. Swan stood by a thankfully cool chimney piece with hosts of attendant cherubs who owed more to Ancient Rome than to the Kingdom of Christ and thanked his own goddess, Fortuna, that the fires were laid but not lit. He wore black silk hose and a neat silk doublet in clerical brown, decorated with a judicious display of embroidery. He was not the first owner of either garment, nor of the round cloak that was neatly folded on the chimney stool because, being wool, it was unbearable to touch in the heat. His shoes were the lightest he could afford, and two buttons on his doublet were undone, exposing a tanned neck and the perfection of his absolutely white, perfect linen shirt.


Ser Thomas gave every appearance of being most courteous. He gave way to other courtiers, allowed his appointment to slip from second place to third, and stayed by the chimney piece even when there was a breeze at the window, a breeze he’d ceded with a gentle and somewhat disturbing smile to Prospero Colonna, cardinal-deacon, and head of the Colonna faction in Rome. As he was Colonna Uno, and frequently, if not always, an ally of Cardinal Bessarion, Swan had no trouble deferring to the older man, the more so as he was a great humanist and a leading religious authority.


In contrast to his attitude to many cardinals, Swan respected Prospero Colonna a great deal.


Orso Orsini, a cadet of the Orsini, who were themselves the hereditary enemies of the Colonna, was not a man Swan liked, admired or even needed to charm. He was, in almost every way, an enemy. Yet he held the second window in the almost airless room, and it had cost Swan a great deal in affected calm to allow the Orsini to take the window as if by right, with a gracious sneer of condescending superiority that he tossed to Swan, as if to say ‘I see you have learned your place’.


Yet, as a man who was known to have gone sword to sword with the Ottoman Emperor himself; as a man who had not only witnessed the greatest Christian victory of the century, but had played a role in it; as perhaps the most famous knight in Rome with the additional kudos of being perhaps the only English knight of whom anyone had heard, Swan could afford to ignore such a slight.


Whether Swan, who was just twenty-four, might actually have managed to ignore an insult under ordinary circumstances was open to conjecture. But he had been sent by Bessarion to learn of a confidential mission from the Pontiff himself, and, he hoped, although he had no confidence whatsoever in princes, that he was to be granted a small title and a tiny landed estate in recognition of his service. This knowledge might have puffed out a lesser man, but Swan had been promised many things by many potentates and he had developed a cynicism that might have done justice to a much older man.


In truth, the real reason he stayed by the stifling chimney piece and eschewed the windows was that he could hear a conversation occurring a floor above him. He’d cooled, or rather warmed, his heels for over an hour, and in that hour he’d established which papal officers were arguing so loudly; he knew the topic of their conversation, and he had begun to understand its import. As the conversation, of which he received only one word in five, implicated both Orso Orsini and Cardinal Colonna, he was able to stay by the fireplace without responding to any sneer cast at him by Orsini or his thugs, or the equally annoying glances from two young Colonna bravos who seemed to be questioning his reputation.


Spinelli …


Belgrade …


Jews …


Florence …


Medici …


Orsini …


Old Colonna …


Those were the words he was sure of.


His right foot was almost asleep, and he walked to the other side of the enormous marble chimney piece and leaned against a disturbingly carved cherub. Swan had taken a dislike to the little boys with their carefully rendered bodies. He didn’t like the message.


He was almost sure that the louder voice was that of Antonelli, the Pope’s new financial officer, a servant of the Medici.


He glanced over at Colonna, who was displaying the outward annoyance that was permissible in a very important man being made to wait on a desperately hot day. Most of the cardinals were gone; Rome in the summer was not the death trap that Naples was, but it was no man’s friend, and most of the powerful made their way into the hills. The Orsini and Colonna had fought for three hundred years over possession of the finest castles in the area to avoid days like this in Rome, or so people said.


And yet here were two of their most important men, and their retinues, in one long, stifling room.


Young men in both entourages were posturing. Weapons were forbidden in the papal fortress, but no onlooker would have known, as almost every man carried a knife ‘long enough to measure cloth’, as Swan had heard Joshua, a friend in the Jewish ghetto, remark the day before.


His position by the chimney piece also placed him midway between the two parties, as if he was neutral. Which he was not. Except that he was aware that sometime in the next hour or so he would probably accept a position from the Pope. And then he would, indeed, be above conflicts between Orsini and Colonna.


old pope …


half a million ducats! …


have him killed …


Belgrade! …


Spinelli …


treasure …


Spinelli …


Thomas Spinelli had been the Pope’s principal banker for more than five years. Spinelli had countersigned every bill on the Medici that Swan had used to finance Hunyadi at Belgrade. For men like Swan, Spinelli had done more to defeat the Grand Turk than any soldier or monk. He had met the man twice; both times because Spinelli could be counted on to rise in the middle of the night to find money if called upon to do so, and he was Bessarion’s personal banker too.


It was fashionable to hate bankers, but Swan rather admired Spinelli. On the other hand, Spinelli had an income greater than five thousand ducats a year; enough to buy fifty Tom Swans each annum. It rather put the man in perspective, Swan thought; he would rise in the middle of the night to personally pay a spy or a courier.


The voices above him began to die away. It was possible that Antonelli was simply over his tantrum. Antonelli was a tool of the Medici bank, extended into the Curia. He was a banker that Swan could detest.


One of the best-dressed of the Orsini entourage had wandered far out over the black and white marble floor. Judged impartially, he might have been said to have crossed the middle line of the room. His head was thrown back, his shoulders high, and his right hand itched for the magnificent cinquedea in his belt, a short, broad sword pretending to be a legal knife.


Cardinal Colonna had several young men of blood in his retinue, and one of them was a priest in a plain black cassock, with high cheekbones and a red flush to him that Swan didn’t like. The young priest walked out over the marble floor, like a chess piece sent by Colonna to answer Orsini’s move.


‘The Pope begs his brother Colonna’s pardon, and is now free. If you will follow me, Eminence …’ said Jacob, the Pope’s newest chamberlain. He was a German, middle aged, close mouthed, pious and very competent. Even as he bowed to the cardinal, he made a signal to Swan.


Beyond my control, said the papal chamberlain with a small hand motion. His eyes met Swan’s. A week before, Swan and Bessarion had bluffed their way past him, but Jacob bore them no ill-will, as the Pope had approved their actions. The chamberlain had little will of his own; he merely obeyed.


Swan gave a little shrug. Shall I go home?


Jacob actually gave him a little bow and a head-shake. Oh, no! Not at all.


Or so Swan read it. He longed to pour cold water over his own head. He longed to mount a horse and ride for Milan with Bessarion’s letters.


He longed …


He was afraid even to imagine. Was he even close? It was hard to know. A patent of nobility and a house in Bologna might win him his lady.


Did he want his lady? It seemed a terrible question to ask, but memories of Violetta and Khatun Bengül and Šárka all suggested to him that continence was not his best quality.


He smiled, and winced, at his own memories. He was almost lost in a pleasant enough reverie …


When the stupid Orsini sprig drew his short sword, fifteen feet away.


Swan had missed whatever puerile exchange had led to the Orsini boy drawing his weapon. He assumed, for three heartbeats, that the Colonna priest was unarmed, until the priest produced an equally long knife from under his gown. Perhaps he was more of a man of blood, or perhaps he was simply faster, but he drew and slashed the other man’s knife-hand, and by luck or skill cut so deep that the Orsini boy dropped his weapon.


The priest stepped on it. His eyes seemed to sparkle, and he moved close, like a lover, and punched his left fist into the other man’s cheek, snapping his head back, and then grabbed him, pulling him close.


Swan, moving as fast as he could, changed his views in mid-stride. All skill. The priest was a trained man, a killer. The papal guard at the end of the room was making a nearly perfect ‘O’ with his mouth. Orso Orsini had vanished behind his escort, all of whom were drawing. Two bravos were charging across the floor.


They were far too late to save the handsome young man who was about to have his throat cut.


Swan was not. He trapped the priest’s knife with his gloved right hand and pulled him off-balance into his rising sword pommel, a straight punch from the scabbard with his thumb up, backwards, something he’d practised many times and never done to flesh and blood.


It worked beautifully.


Then he rotated on the balls of his feet, rolled his long sword into his right hand and knelt on the downed priest, his sword pointing out at everyone in the room.


‘Sheath,’ he said. ‘This is the audience chamber of the Holy Father.’


The Colonna entourage was in chaos.


Orso Orsini was red in the face, but he had not risen to prominence in Rome by cowardice. He pushed out of his people.


Swan motioned at the handsome blond boy, who was obviously terrified. And somewhat surprised he was still alive. ‘Back to your people,’ Swan said calmly. ‘Walk away.’


The boy took a step backwards, and then another.


Swan, who practised such things, stood and sheathed his sword without looking at his scabbard or even at his hand. It was a pretty flourish that shouted confidence. The priest was deeply unconscious.


‘I think this gentleman has fallen asleep,’ Swan said. He smiled at the Colonna, and two of them came forward, took their comrade and carried him to one of the recessed benches that lined the faux-marble painted walls.


Swan went back to the chimney piece with the eyes of every man in the room on him. After a time, and some murmurs, Orso Orsini beckoned. Swan ignored him – he and the Orsini had a great deal of history.


One of the younger Orsini came across the black and white squares. His bow had a nice edge of the sarcastic.


‘Glorious English knight,’ he said with a twisted smile. ‘My lord begs your indulgence for a few words.’


Swan’s chimney piece had been silent for a little while. He didn’t think the Orsini would murder him in the Pope’s antechamber. Nonetheless, his heart beat rapidly.


He walked to the Orsini, back straight, eyes calm.


He bowed carefully to Orsini; not too deep. He didn’t rest a hand on his long sword, but he was as ready as a man could be.


‘You have my thanks, Ser Suane.’ Orsini was a man of middling height, with a long, straight nose and superb clothes in brilliant red; Florentine velvet and a lot of gold. He had been a soldier, and he often did dirty work for the Pope. He bowed his head very slightly.


Swan raised both eyebrows and returned a much deeper bow. ‘For what, illustrious Orsini?’


Orsini was no fool. He nodded. ‘For nothing, of course,’ he said with a slight smile. ‘I can’t recall when you last did my people any service.’


Swan shrugged. ‘Truly, Illustrious, it is an ugly world when men draw in the antechamber of the Holy Father.’ He looked at the Colonna.


‘I will not forget,’ Orsini promised. ‘You were at Belgrade, I am given to understand? Fighting the Turk?’


Swan thought briefly of the last day. Of the tall wheat crunching under his sabatons. Of the feeling he had experienced as he executed Viladi’s three-part attack on the Sultan. Of shitting his guts out on an island in the Sava. Trying to protect the Ottoman camp followers during the rape of their camp.


When he came back, Orsini had taken a full step away from him. ‘I meant no insult,’ Orsini said cautiously.


‘None taken,’ Swan said.


He bowed once more.


‘Perhaps …’


Swan shrugged again. He detested these people. Before he could stop himself, he said, ‘You know what I learned fighting the Turk, Illustrious?’


Orsini had to be stung by the flippancy of Swan’s tone. It wasn’t overt contempt. Merely a sort of banal boredom he allowed to show.


Orsini glowered. ‘Mind your place,’ he said. ‘I brook no insult from one of Bessarion’s foreign thugs.’


Swan smiled. ‘What I learned is that the Turks cannot tell us apart, messire. English and Italian, Bohemian and French. We are all alike to them. Even Orsini and Colonna.’


Orsini tested the words, looking for insult.


‘I can smell a Colonna a mile away even on a winter day,’ he spat. ‘You would do well to remember that.’


Swan allowed himself a little latitude, but not too much. So he controlled his face and let nothing show.


‘Ah,’ he said. He made a nonchalant motion with his hand. ‘So wise, Illustrio.’


Orsini paused, again looking for insult, and found none to which he could react. So he turned his back on Swan, an insult in itself, and walked away, like a big tom cat studiously ignoring a rival. He went the three paces back to his people.


Swan turned with a whirl of his short, useless cloak and walked back to his chimney piece.


He listened at the chimney, and heard what might be a lute. He’d managed to break out in a sweat, merely moving and drawing; so much, just from the spirit of combat, the daemon that flooded him the moment he’d seen the dagger and moved. He stood still and tried to think cool thoughts. He looked down at his right glove. The chamois was clean; for once, his left-hand grab at the dagger had been executed correctly and his glove was not spoilt.


Orsini was summoned. The papal chamberlain crossed the floor to Swan, which was, in the way of these things, a signal honour.


‘The Holy Father asks you, by name, to wait.’ Jacob bowed.


Swan bowed more deeply. ‘I am but the Holy Father’s servant,’ he said.


Jacob smiled. ‘I hear you are to be one of us, Thomas,’ he said.


Swan nodded. ‘If this is God’s will,’ he said, with assumed piety.


Jacob smiled again. ‘Next time, come to the Red Chamber. It is faster and less public.’ The Red Chamber was legendary; the Pope’s waiting room for his private servants. Swan wondered idly why Orsini was not there.


‘Should I go now?’ Swan asked.


‘No! This is perfectly proper today, and I believe you just saved a young Orsini life.’ He nodded. ‘When you are done with the Holy Father, please come and see me in my office.’ The German nodded. ‘It is a difficult day, Thomas.’


Swan’s heart sank, but he kept his expression neutral. ‘Thank you, messire.’


The German paused, one pace away. ‘Call me Jacob. We are to be peers.’


Swan nodded, trying to decide what that meant.


Cardinal Colonna emerged and spoke to his retinue, and an equerry crossed the floor and asked that ‘Messire Swan’ attend the cardinal. Swan followed him, aware that he was watched by forty men.


‘May I ask how my nephew came to be in this state?’ Colonna asked.


Swan bowed deeply, hand away from his sword. Of course, as a member of the Order of St John, he was privileged to wear his weapons anywhere in the Curia or indeed in the Christian world.


‘Eminence, he displayed a surprising misunderstanding of etiquette in the papal palace and his actions had unfortunate consequences.’ Swan smiled.


Colonna did not. ‘That is not the story I hear,’ the cardinal said.


Swan nodded. ‘That is indeed unfortunate, as, if any other story is told, I will be forced to inform the Holy Father that one of your attendants entered the presence armed. I might even be forced to produce the weapon.’


Colonna looked annoyed. ‘That would be unwise.’


Swan nodded again. ‘Indeed, almost any story would be unwise at this point. From my vantage, it looked as if the young man tripped and fell. Any other story will do no one credit.’


Colonna frowned.


Swan shrugged. ‘Eminence, I think I can say with some confidence that I have always been a friend of your house.’ As soon as the words were out, he saw he’d overstepped the mark, and his words of conciliation had had the opposite effect.


Colonna gave him a cold look. ‘You are an impudent rogue. Do you imagine because you have done the Holy Father some small service in Hungary that you have any weight? “Friend of my house”, as if you were Lorenzo di Medici? Indeed.’


Swan sighed. And, unlike his former self, said nothing. He did wonder for a moment why he had been in such a hurry to leave Hungary and return to the court.


Colonna’s hand shot out and grasped his. It was an old man’s hand, although the man himself was only sixty or so.


‘Stay,’ he commanded. ‘I am in a foul mood and I have just heard something very bad. Shall I beg your pardon, Suane?’


Swan shook his head, knowing that he must appear gracious to a superior. ‘No, Eminence. I take no offence.’


Colonna nodded. ‘Good. Men like you underpin everything we do, and yet you are hard to offend. I know perfectly well you saved my nephew during the election – you and Bembo Primo, as he is now. When you are my age, you will see why old men bite so hard over nothing. For now, forgive an old man and his fatigue.’


And I might have killed the priest, just now, Swan thought. He liked old Colonna. He was pleased by the man’s strange, backhanded praise. He bowed.


‘Only, Swan, if the Pope sends you to Spinelli, be gentle. Spinelli … he is not the villain.’


What the hell does that mean? Swan thought.


The cardinal snapped his fingers and four men picked up the unconscious priest. ‘Let’s be home,’ he muttered, and swept across the room. The Orsini didn’t make trouble, but parted to let the Colonna through.


Swan went back across the floor to his chimney once again. It was habit; he was curious, and he’d lived without the window breeze all morning.


Almost everyone in the room heard the shrill invective that curled out of the chimney.


You killed him? I told you to bring him here, you cretin!


Swan’s eyes flicked to the room. No one displayed much reaction, and he was the only man close to the source. One of the Orsini bravos had heard the word ‘killed’, Swan could tell. He started, turned, clapped a hand on his non-existent sword.


Swan was still considering it all when the chamberlain came out and summoned him. He didn’t hear another word.


Swan had had enough interviews with various popes that the experience had lost some of its lustre, but not all; his hands still shook faintly, and he bowed very low. Callixtus – known before his election as Alfons de Borja – sat on a small throne on a low dais covered in Turkish carpets. Swan had to fight the urge to smile, as the Sultan had also sat on a dais, a much higher dais, covered in better carpets.


‘Messire Suane,’ Callixtus murmured, as Swan kissed the papal ring. ‘My one good crusader.’


‘Holy Father,’ Swan said quietly.


The chamberlain handed the Pope a crackling sheaf of parchments, all carrying seals.


‘Later,’ the Pope said.


Jacob paused.


‘Just Messire Suane, Jacob,’ the Pope said.


The chamberlain retired with a polite inclination of his head, and drew the small chamber’s double doors closed behind him.


The Pope leaned on the arm of his throne, reading something with his eyes shaded by his hand. He looked very old and very angry.


Then he looked up. ‘This is not going to be the interview either one of us had hoped for,’ he said. ‘I needed you to go back to Hungary. I intended to borrow you from Bessarion, and send you back by way of Milan, and Venice. At your very best speed.’ He pointed to a stack of parchments waiting on a side table. ‘I’m sorry to say, Ser Thomas, that these are my dispatches to England. I had also hoped to send you at least as far as Calais. I need a decent man to tell me what is happening in your homeland; there’s strife, and no money is coming forth.’


Swan sagged. He had looked forward to a trip to England; especially a trip with a new bride.


‘As you will, Holy Father,’ he said. There was, in fact, no other possible answer.


The Pope met his eye. It was oddly different from meeting the Sultan. The Pope’s eyes burned with intelligence, but he had yet to order anyone killed that Swan knew of. I told you to bring him here. Had that been the Pope? Yelling at Orsini?


‘I have a problem, Ser Thomas,’ the Pope said after a pause. ‘You know Spinelli, the banker?’ he asked.


Swan tried to keep his face expressionless. ‘Yes, Holy Father.’


‘He has vanished.’ The Pope made a motion that might have been a shrug, which was mostly smothered in his habit. He was not a big man, and even without ceremonial robes, he all but vanished in the throne. ‘I need you to find Spinelli. Wherever he has gone.’


Swan frowned. ‘Holy Father, you just told me you were planning to send me to Hungary.’


The Pope gave a slight shake of the head. ‘Ser Thomas, I am taking you into my service. I believe you have been promised a title and an estate. Is that correct?’


Swan bowed. ‘My patron, Cardinal Bessarion, mentioned these rewards.’


Callixtus waved a hand. ‘I, in turn, desire to send you to my fleet. Not because I do not trust the estimable Cardinal Trevisan, but because you are … a professional soldier.’


Swan was extremely tempted to deny this. In fact, he drew breath.


‘No false humility, Swan. The papal Curia is not so packed with soldiers that I can spare one. Tell me, Swan. You are reported to be intelligent. Some men say you are too intelligent. What is the most important weapon of war?’


Swan thought for a moment. He frowned. ‘Holy Father, I assume that you mean money.’


Callixtus nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The demands of the crusade and the fleet caused me to borrow a great deal of money from Messire Spinelli.’ He sighed. ‘Now he has fled.’


Virgin Mary and all the saints, Swan thought. If Spinelli was insolvent, then the Pope himself was bankrupt.


‘A small matter of twenty thousand ducats,’ the Pope murmured. ‘I want you to understand. Messire Antonelli of the Medici is covering the immediate bills.’


Swan breathed again. The Pope was not bankrupt.


‘But he will advance no further money. You understand?’ the Pope asked.


Swan shook his head. ‘Not really, Holy Father.’


Callixtus looked out of the window. ‘We are victorious at Belgrade. We have a Christian fleet at sea for the first time in five years. Constantinople is in our grasp – Jerusalem, perhaps. All we need is money. And we need an enormous amount of money, and we need it immediately.’


Swan had a sinking feeling in his gut.


‘Spinelli has money. I need it.’ Callixtus shrugged. ‘Find him and demand that he countersign another bill for twenty thousand ducats. Immediately. Or I will have him arrested. Make this clear.’ Callixtus’ eyes were ruthless. ‘I did not dismiss him. He is not free to go. I have offered him extensive church properties as collateral. Get him back here.’


Swan nodded politely while his mind whirled. You killed him! rang in his ears. Was that Spinelli? ‘But Holy Father …’


‘Speak!’


‘Surely the Medici bank can offer you …’ Swan looked at the marble floor.


‘The Medici are fine men, but I need the kind of money only Spain can provide, and the Spinelli have the agencies in Spain to get the money,’ Callixtus said, and for a moment, he sounded like a Borgia. ‘The Church in Italy is mortgaged to the last altar cloth. The Church in Spain is rich. Trust me, Messire Suane. I know. I was a Spaniard.’


‘Yes, Holy Father.’


‘Find Spinelli. Have him read this letter. Get him to issue you a letter of credit.’ He paused. ‘When that is done – today if you can manage it – I will send this letter to the Archbishop of Milan. Understand? Then take any letter he gives you, and any … other instructions you have received, and go to Venice. These two letters are for the Doge and for the Archbishop there. Believe me, they are both about money. Send me all the replies by trusted men, but take the letter of credit from Venice straight to Hunyadi. Not Capistrano, Hunyadi. Understand?’


Thinking quickly, Swan considered the route he would employ.


‘I will need some money of my own,’ he said.


‘Use your own, I have none,’ the Pope snapped.


Swan continued to look at the floor. ‘Has Spinelli left Rome?’ he asked.


‘I have no idea. Probably. It is up to you to find him,’ the Pontiff said.


‘Holy Father, that could take days,’ Swan said, as calmly as he could manage.


‘Best be about it, then. The fate of the Christian world lies with you, Swan. Find the banker and get me money by whatever means is necessary, and take it to Hunyadi. In time for him to march on Constantinople while our fleet harries the Turk. Now, Messire Suane. I have no one else to send. Rightly or wrongly, I sent all my best soldiers with the cardinal and the fleet. You and Orsini are what I have, and I have other work for him. Go with God.’


Swan bowed again and the Pope blessed him.


Swan had grown up at courts. He paused.


‘You are dismissed,’ the Pope said, a little pettishly.


Swan nodded. ‘And yet, Holy Father …’ he said.


Callixtus made a noise.


Swan knew he should simply take his demands to Jacob, but he was not receiving the grants he’d been promised. He cleared his throat. ‘Holy Father, I have served the great Bessarion …’ he said carefully.


‘Yes. Now you serve me. Get you gone!’ Callixtus said.


Swan set his face and moved to the door. ‘Holy Father,’ he murmured, and slipped out through the double doors. Then he turned left, not right, and went to where he had glimpsed the chamberlain at his desk a week before.


There was the man himself.


‘Done?’ Jacob asked.


‘To a round turn,’ Swan spat.


‘Wait for me,’ Jacob said, rising. ‘He has another appointment.’


Swan found that he was slick with sweat, and angry. He stood there for a minute, breathing slowly. He was tempted to walk away. To ride away from Rome, perhaps all the way to England. He was fairly certain that he had the price of a fine farm, and perhaps even a manor, in his purse.


He began breathing through his nose.


‘He really doesn’t know much about you,’ Jacob said. The German inclined towards fat and he was sweating freely. The pale blond hairs of what might, on a more hirsute man, have been his moustache were slick with perspiration.


Swan said nothing.


‘The Holy Father. All he knows is that Bessarion and Colonna and I told him to use you. To find Spinelli. And if Antonelli gets word of what we’re doing, there will be … difficulties.’ The German chamberlain shrugged. ‘He is a hard man, our Pope. But he is in a very difficult place.’


Swan nodded. ‘I was promised a title and an estate as a reward. I …’ Swan had been about to claim he’d won Belgrade single-handedly, but despite his anger, that was one lie he wouldn’t tell.


Jacob shrugged. ‘I’m sorry, Ser Thomas. To be honest, I suspect he means to do these things, but … A new crisis has arisen; a new opportunity. The crusade goes on.’


Swan nodded. He dropped all the parchments on the chamberlain’s desk.


The chamberlain shot to his feet. ‘What?’


Swan shook his head. ‘I’m going back to Bessarion,’ he said. ‘Good day.’


He walked quickly down the hall. Signor Antonelli was standing in an alcove, the full weight of the sun on him, making his non-clerical black look very black indeed.


‘Ser Thomas!’ Jacob called. ‘Please. This is a misunderstanding.’


Antonelli put a hand on Swan’s arm. ‘A word with you, ser,’ he said.


Swan frowned.


The pressure from Antonelli’s hand became insistent. ‘I will give you one hundred ducats for a look at the letters you carry,’ he said. He smiled at Swan. ‘Come. We are all men of the world here, and I am in a hurry.’


Swan looked at Antonelli. ‘Move your hand before I cut it off,’ he said.


Antonelli’s hand flew away like a bird. His ruddy complexion paled. ‘You dare?’


Swan’s eyelashes fluttered rapidly. He was busy restraining himself from murder, and for a moment it robbed him of the power of speech. In the end, he mastered himself and walked away, leaving Antonelli pale and trembling.


‘I will not forget this!’ the banker shouted.


Swan didn’t reel in shock, but he knew in that moment that it had been Antonelli, not the Pope, shouting. You killed him? I told you to bring him here, you cretin!


Similar voices. But Antonelli was more shrill and the man was on the edge of murder himself. He put a hand on his sword. ‘Calm yourself,’ he said.


Swan heard the chamberlain coming, but he was already at the door to the anteroom. He went through the double doors and pulled them shut behind him.


The anteroom was empty. Antonelli must have been the Pope’s last private appointment. Swan couldn’t stop himself from noting such things. Or Antonelli was holding appointments alongside the Pope.


But Swan was out of the waiting rooms by then, and well on his way out of the fortress. He didn’t care if they arrested him, but no one made any attempt to stop him. And an hour later, he was sitting in Bessarion’s study.


‘I cannot serve the Pope,’ he said.


Bessarion was writing. His senior bodyguard, a Greek called Giannis, was sitting too, his curved sword sheathed across his hands. He smiled at Swan, but Swan could not smile back. His mood was foul.


Bessarion looked up for a moment, and one heavily eyebrowed eye flashed. Then the head was bent again. ‘This does not surprise me much,’ he admitted.


‘You sent me to him!’ Swan protested.


Bessarion glanced at him. ‘I did not stop you from going,’ he said. ‘I would have, if I had had any choice. He is desperate, and you have the skills he needs.’ Bessarion dipped his pen. He was writing in Greek and thus quickly and freely. ‘You will have to do his bidding,’ he said.


Swan pursed his lips. ‘No. I could simply leave Rome.’


Bessarion’s head came up with a start and the small cap on the back of his head slipped. ‘Oh dear. Would you, though?’


Swan shrugged. ‘I think I am done, Eminence. You have no use for me, and the Holy Father …’ Swan paused. ‘Let me see, Eminence. He … declined to reward me for Belgrade because he seems to have forgotten my role there; not, you must admit, a good omen for the future. He sends me as a courier, but adds to my courier role some sort of mission to find Messire Spinelli. And even there, I carry a letter. I am not allowed to know what it is that Spinelli has. The Holy Father made it clear enough that I was to force Spinelli … like a thug. I suspect this is how he sees me. And then I am to take the letter of credit I have forced out of Messire Spinelli, a man for whom I have some esteem, and I am to ride post-haste to Belgrade and pass these funds to Hunyadi, though, of course, by then Spinelli will have cancelled the bill or worse. It is clear to me that I am not being told any of the truth. And finally, the cream of the jest, Antonelli offers me a hundred ducats to my face to show him the Pontiff’s letters, as if this is how business is done in the Curia. Which in fact I think is the case.’


Giannis scratched his nose. ‘Two bravos are outside the stable even now, Eminence.’ He shrugged. ‘I think they are Orsini, but perhaps they are someone else’s.’


Bessarion shook his head. ‘When did Spinelli leave the Holy Father?’ he asked.


Swan thought back. ‘The last few days. Not any longer ago than that. I’d wager from what I saw … and heard … that the Holy Father only knew he was gone in the last few hours.’


Bessarion wiped his round spectacles on a cotton towel and laid them carefully by his papyrus. ‘If Spinelli has broken, then I am poor as well. He held most of my ready cash and he was one of the few bankers who would make a loan on books. He knew a great deal about books.’


‘And silk,’ Giannis said. He was scratching under his very Greek beard. ‘My pardon, Eminence. Last time you sent me to his desk, he was discoursing on silk prices in Alexandria and in the Morea. I grew up with silk,’ the Greek man said. ‘And the Other Dmitri is from Mistra.’


Bessarion smiled at the word ‘Mistra’.


‘I need you to find Spinelli,’ Bessarion said.


Swan thought about it for a moment. ‘Can you explain why?’ he asked.


Bessarion met his eye. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Except that it is about money.’


Swan sighed. ‘The half-million ducats? The old Pope’s treasure? That money?’


Bessarion laid his pen down very carefully. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Please repeat that.’


Swan shrugged. ‘The old Pope’s treasure,’ he said.


Bessarion began to laugh. ‘Oh, my son, it is like having Messire Bracchio … that is, Alessandro, here with us. Oh, my. It had not occurred to me that it is about the old Pope’s missing money. Oh, but it might be …’ The Greek cardinal rose to his feet. He was clearly addressing the Curia, as his head was turned that way.


Giannis looked at Swan and gave a very expressive shrug, the better for its Hellenic expertise.


Swan was still enjoying the notion that he had done something as well as Alessandro.


‘You know of the old Pope’s treasure, eh?’ Bessarion said.


Swan shook his head.


Bessarion frowned. ‘How …’


‘I overheard a conversation,’ Swan said.


Bessarion took a deep breath. ‘Before my day,’ he said. ‘But Eugenios had a treasure. There are various guesses as to its value …’


Swan struck his forehead with his hand. ‘Oh, Eminence, I have heard this.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. Just another old wives’ tale …’


‘Well,’ Bessarion said. ‘Perhaps not.’


The three men looked at each other.


Bessarion leaned back. ‘It is really before my time. Eugenios was financing the reconquest of the Papal States … at the same time as trying to defeat the Hussites. He raised a great deal of money.’ Bessarion smiled. ‘There is a delightful irony in this, Thomas. You know your father led one expedition against the Hussites.’


Swan stopped dead.


‘And in fact he raised another expedition. Eugenios funded an English army to go to Bohemia, but the war with France was heating up and the army fought in France instead. Paid for by the Pope. Your father never forgave … anyway, that’s not germane.’ He smiled. ‘Although when the Royal Council stole Cardinal Beaufort’s army must be about the time you were engendered, my dear young man. The point is that Eugenios was the most ingenious financier ever to wear the tiara.’


Swan was still digesting the news that his father had been to Bohemia. As a crusader.


Fighting Ladislav and Šárka.


Somehow, that was … disgusting. Or at least disturbing.


Swan shook his head. ‘I see.’


‘I doubt it. Eugenios inherited all the problems of a doubly divided church; the Council of Basel wanted to muzzle the popes, and much of the Marches and Romagna had been taken by various warlords. Whatever his failings, he left a great deal of money and a larger … base for taxation. But there are those who say that he left more, much more. And that certain of the Florentine banks simply … kept it.’


‘Ah!’ Swan said. ‘Spinelli?’


Bessarion gave him the look that was saved for fools. ‘Spinelli was in nappies. Not quite. He must have been young. But he made his own fortune. Most of it in Spain. Later.’


Swan looked at Giannis, who was doing an excellent job of pretending not to be present.


‘Medici?’ he asked … quietly.


Bessarion spread his hands. ‘Who knows?’ he said. ‘I can’t even remember who was running the Curia’s finances then.’


Swan ran a hand over his beard and looked out of the window.


Bessarion sat forward. ‘Despite all of this, or because of it, you must attend to the Pope’s orders. You cannot refuse them. I ask you this myself.’


Swan pursed his lips. The anger was still there. ‘Master,’ he said, a word he had only ever said to Bessarion. ‘Master, do you want me to find Spinelli?’


‘Yes. That first. Let the rest go one step at a time.’ Bessarion spoke very quietly.


Swan nodded. ‘You are done employing me directly?’ he asked.


Bessarion looked him in the eye, man to man. ‘If you refuse the Pope’s orders, you cannot work for me, Ser Thomas.’


Loredan was looking better by the moment.


Bessarion clasped his hands. ‘I will beg, if that pleases you, Ser Thomas. But I will not be at war with the Holy Father over you.’ He leaned forward. ‘But the Holy Father is beginning to consider a … Greek policy. I would expect you to go from Hungary perhaps directly to Greece. To Mistra, in fact.’


Giannis made a noise.


‘That’s where Plethon taught,’ Swan said.


Bessarion smiled warmly. ‘Ah, you would have loved him, Englishman. Such a mind; such a sense of humour. He made that court come alive. And so much learning in one man! Listen, you all honour me, but I am but a shadow of my master.’


‘He was a great heretic,’ Giannis said.


‘I will say nothing of his beliefs,’ Bessarion said mildly.


Giannis stroked his beard.


‘I would love to go to Mistra,’ Swan said. ‘It is the ancient Sparta, is it not?’


Bessarion laughed. ‘Yes. But no. Mistra is a mountain that towers over the plain of ancient Lacedaemon. But very close. They are the last Spartans there. Or so Plethon called us.’


Swan was lost in a dream of Sparta for a moment. ‘And you say if I do this for the Holy Father, you’ll send me to Mistra?’ he asked.


‘Or he will himself,’ Bessarion said.


Swan took a very deep breath. He looked at Giannis. ‘Will you help me find Spinelli?’ he asked.


Giannis shrugged. ‘Like a Greek in a city of heretics,’ he said.


‘Where is Antoine?’ Swan asked.


Bessarion made shooing motions with his hands, as if driving chickens off a patch of farmyard.


Swan bowed and followed Giannis out of the door.


The Greek man led him all the way to the top floor of the stable, which was now an office and a small armoury. ‘I have Antoine cooking for the Orsini,’ he said.


‘Ah, bast!’ Swan swore, having picked up the habit of using this word recently. It was amazing how good a new swear word seemed on the tongue. ‘Cesare di Brescia?’


‘Newly wed. Actually working in the Curia as a notary. No longer on our payroll.’ The Greek soldier shrugged. ‘I mean he is, but officially he is in the Papal Familia, and I have orders not to touch him.’


‘Ah,’ Swan said.


‘Thomas!’ Giannis said.


Swan bowed, gloves to chest. ‘Giannis, I will be discretion itself. This is what I do.’


‘I thought you killed Turks. That’s what everyone says now.’ The former stradiote grinned. ‘Listen. I will say nothing. Except that despite being newly wed, Cesare still visits a certain house kept by a certain woman.’


‘I am trying to decide what I think about Cesare being married,’ Swan said.


Giannis shrugged. ‘It is some arranged thing,’ he allowed. ‘I understand the bride is a child, and Messire di Brescia does not touch her.’


‘You do know everything.’


‘Mmm. Messire di Brescia is a special case.’ Giannis’s shrug held a warning, and Swan was not fool enough to ignore it.


On his way to Donna Lucrezia’s, Swan was almost robbed. His assailant was very competent and a little over ten years old. Swan missed the cutting of his purse and was just fast enough to kick the child in the back, knocking him flat in the dusty street.


Swan stood on the child’s outstretched arm long enough to retrieve his purse. Then, as he noted that the child was very young and a girl, he began to feel some pangs of conscience.


‘Get off my arm, you fucker,’ spat the urchin.


Swan raised his foot and the girl was gone before he could speak again.


As a child, Swan had fished for trout on his father’s estates with a dozen other boys, and he remembered putting the small fry back into the river and how fast they vanished even in shallow water. The girl was like that. He was just considering her, and how glad he was he hadn’t hurt her, when he realised with a horrifying jolt that the Sultan’s diamond was in his purse.


Swan’s swearing was not limited to ‘bast’. He stood in the street, a few houses from the square of San Maria Maggiore, and swore. Passers-by glanced at him. One soldier smiled in appreciation.


Swan finally shut his mouth and walked the rest of the way to Rome’s official den of iniquity.


The place made him nostalgic, which he knew was foolish and even false. Except that the last time he’d been here, he’d been with all his friends, and Peter, too. Peter was dead, and everyone was getting married.


Later, he told himself that it was the near-theft of his diamond that made him so stupid.


The man at the door didn’t know him.


‘I’m sorry? Purpose of your visit?’ the man asked, standing outside the main doors at the top of the long steps.


Swan glanced at him. ‘Really?’ he asked.


The man grew less polite. ‘We do not let just anyone in.’


Swan wondered whether he had spent too much time in Hungary. His immediate instinct was to fling the man down the steps. But this was Rome.


He smiled. ‘I wish to enter,’ he said.


‘Purpose?’ the man asked officially.


‘Entry,’ Swan said. ‘I wish to go in. I wish to penetrate. To know.’


The man was big – bigger than Swan. He was now growing angry. He could tell he was being mocked, but he did not get the allusions.


Swan shook his head. ‘Tell me, is Donna at home?’


The man took a step back. ‘Who wants to know?’ he asked.


Swan really wanted to punch him. Mostly for pretending to be tough. ‘Tell her there is an Englishman on her steps, and he wants a mere glimpse of her.’


The man knocked at the big red doors. They opened, and the man whispered to someone inside.


A priest came up the steps, bowed to Swan, and murmured to the man. He was conducted inside.


Swan nodded. ‘There is a password,’ he said.


The man looked elsewhere, studiously ignoring Swan.


It was hot, and Swan was beginning to sweat through his second shirt of the day, and he was annoyed. Luckily for everyone, the door opened, and a very slim, very young girl peeped out.


‘I am to take the Englishman to Donna,’ she said in an absurdly small voice.


Swan followed her into the cool interior. The place had changed. All the erotic paintings were gone, replaced by simple, repetitive patterns in stucco. The colours were muted and staid. The furniture was now plain, the cushions mostly Turkish.


There was not a woman in sight, and as Swan passed through what had once been the waiting room, a pair of priests were debating the canonisation of a woman who, from their comments, was clearly French.


‘Some trull who wears armour – the whore,’ said the nearer man in Italian as Swan swept by, following the slight figure of the girl.


Another door opened, and then a tapestry was pushed aside.


Swan found himself in a very small chamber, richly appointed. Everything seemed to be red.


Donna was unchanged, he was happy to note. She sat in a chair only slightly smaller than the Pope’s unofficial throne. She looked up, and smiled.


‘You took Violetta,’ she said.


Swan bowed as the relevance of her comment struck him. I have been stupid. ‘I did, Donna. The more fool me.’


She had been writing, and now she looked up and laughed. ‘I had forgotten you. Now I remember. You look quite fine. You have come up in the world?’


Swan shrugged. But Donna could discover anything she wanted in a few minutes, at least in Rome. ‘I am a knight of Venice,’ he said.


‘Goodness,’ she said. ‘Do not tell me that you are the hero of Belgrade?’


Swan might have blushed.


She rose. She was perhaps thirty-five years old. She was both beautiful and bold, and her face was very expressive. Swan suspected she was a consummate actress, but she came around her writing table and threw her arms around him. It did not seem like acting.


‘A cynic would say that the victory at Belgrade brought me a good deal of business,’ she said. ‘But by God, I’m a Christian too.’ She snapped her fingers and a man appeared. He put a seat behind Swan and he sat.


She went back to her writing desk. ‘I meant to sell you to the Orsini for stealing my Violetta. She was worth a great deal of money. Still is.’


Swan raised an eyebrow. ‘She paid off her contract,’ he said.


‘No,’ Donna said. ‘She did not. You stole her.’ She smiled brilliantly. Her near-perfect teeth gleamed, and her smile was almost winsome.


Something cold pricked the side of Swan’s head.


‘I lied,’ she said. ‘I had not forgotten you.’


Swan’s heart began to race.


‘Her contract was worth five hundred ducats to me.’ Donna raised an eyebrow.


Swan was perspiring freely. Unlike some men, he took women seriously. He was aware that Donna Lucrezia had killed people, and more often caused people to be killed. He was also aware that she had not a single protector but a web of protections – blackmails, and old customers who could insulate her against almost anything.


The worst thing was that he’d forgotten that he had, in her eyes, stolen from her. Violetta had been a highly paid courtesan, one of the best earners in the house. Swan had abducted her.


‘On the one hand, no one knows you took her. Even I. And I do not know where she is, and neither does anyone else.’ Donna made a moue. ‘So I am not humiliated or made to look weak, which I detest. And you are Cesare’s friend, and he has done me many services.’ She leaned back. ‘On the other hand, you stole from me. You have been a guest here, and you stole.’


The cold bite at his temple was a crossbow bolt. The crossbow itself was not very big, but the hand holding it was.


Swan took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


She frowned. ‘That’s all?’ she asked.


Swan didn’t shrug. That seemed like a bad idea. But he tried to look earnest. ‘I did steal Violetta. Later, she stole herself and all my money. A good deal more than five hundred ducats.’


‘Later?’ Donna asked.


Swan explained that they had lived together as a married couple, and then that he had sailed away in a galley and left her, and returned from the wars to find her gone with all his money. He tried to make it sound funny.


When he was done, there was only silence.


Christ, do I beg? She could do it. I’d be dead.


Better here than skinned alive by Omar Reis.


His hands were shaking.


Christ, how could I have forgotten?


She shrugged. Waved her hand, and the cold feeling vanished. Swan turned his head, but there was nothing there but a tapestry.


‘So,’ she said. ‘You owe me five hundred ducats.’


Swan considered this for as long as it took his heart to beat fifty or sixty times, very fast.


‘Very well,’ he said, as calmly as he could manage.


‘Piccolomini likes athletic men,’ she said. She leaned back. Her hand began to toy with a book behind her head. ‘You could earn a few ducats each time.’ She snorted.


Swan was very careful in his reaction. He knew he was being tested. He suspected that disgust was not the correct response. ‘I have a few scars,’ he said apologetically.


‘And too much hair,’ she allowed. ‘So why don’t you just arrange to pay me in gold, as soon as is convenient?’


The threat was there. It hadn’t been voiced, but it was there, and it was ugly and very successful.


‘Perhaps tomorrow?’ he suggested.


‘Excellent. Now, I don’t believe that you came here to pay your debt, however honourable you have become. What brought you here?’ She was again a flirtatious woman who found him very attractive, or so her face said.


Swan’s hands were still shaking.


But …


‘Do you know Thomas Spinelli?’ he asked.


‘Papal banker, member of the Famiglia, Florentine, fabulously wealthy? He never honoured us with a visit. I hear he’s left Rome.’ She raised both eyebrows. ‘I could learn where he went, I suspect. Pay me tomorrow and I might throw in the information for nothing.’ She smiled. ‘And are you looking for Cesare? Or a little entertainment? Or both?’


‘I would be delighted to find Cesare, and I’m sorry to say that I’ve just had a bit of a fright and I’m not sure I’d be a good companion for any woman just now.’ He batted his eyelashes.


She laughed. ‘Damn me. You remind me of someone.’ Her laugh was almost raucous, and it went on a bit. ‘Vitelleschi, that’s who.’


‘Who was he?’ Swan asked.


‘Cardinal Vitelleschi?’ she asked. ‘Sweet Virgin Mother, the terror of Rome. The old Pope’s general and enforcer. Trevisan replaced him … you must know of him.’


‘A customer?’ Swan said.


She looked at him. ‘Not of this house. I was quite young at the time.’ She shrugged. A look of obvious repugnance crossed her face. ‘He was a bastard. But he was funny, and he seldom lost his nerve.’ She nodded. ‘You even look like him. It’s all in the nose. Now, away with you. Pay me tomorrow and we will both be happy.’


Swan rose, fought the weakness in his knees, and managed a good bow. ‘I thank you for my life,’ he said.


She nodded pleasantly. ‘It is odd, to me, that you are enough of a fool to walk in here, forgetting that you had done me an injury, and yet enough of a gentleman to own that I could kill you.’ She shrugged. ‘Don’t forget to come back.’


‘Nothing could keep me away.’


‘Little Maria will take you to Cesare. He’s playing cards.’ She nodded.


Swan plucked up his gloves. ‘The decor has changed.’


‘Fashions change,’ she said. ‘Callixtus threatened me with closure.’ She shrugged. ‘I had to borrow a lot of money to redecorate,’ she added. ‘I hope you like it.’


Ten minutes later, Swan was with Di Brescia, looking at the new decorations – episcopal red hangings in silk and velvet, and a tapestry from Flanders that was virtually monastic in its dullness and heavy decoration. The northerner sat in a low-backed chair at a heavy, round table, and the cards in his hand weren’t very good. That is, the cards themselves were beautifully painted, but Swan could see that he didn’t have much and was bluffing. Swan made quite a show of looking at the cards and beaming with pleasure, and then they kissed on both cheeks and Swan glanced at the other man’s cards, which were very strong.


The other man was tall even sitting down, and wore a very good deerskin doublet and wool hose with boots that laced to the doublet. The silk edging on the deerskin was worth twenty ducats.


‘Please be seated,’ the other man said.


Swan looked around, but there was not another seat.


‘Niccolo Forteguerri,’ Cesare said, looking over his cards. ‘A friend of Cardinal Piccolomini. He smiled with much of his old humour. ‘Friend in this case the way we are friends of our dear Bessarion.’ It sounded like a warning.


Swan bowed. ‘You are a soldier, sir?’ he asked.


Forteguerri looked up and smiled carefully. He was older than either of them, his beard almost grey, but he was fit and his eyes danced. ‘Hmm. I play at one, sometimes. Also courier, spy, diplomat …’ He shrugged. ‘Really, I trained in canon law. And now I spend too much time on the cannons.’


His witticism was funny enough, although the author looked pained. ‘All right, that was weak. Are you the Englishman, Suane?’


‘I am,’ Swan said.


‘Ah. The Divine Alberti hates you, and speaks of you often. Not in a way I would recommend.’ Forteguerri smiled again, more to himself than to them. He hid his eyes with his hand. ‘Cesare, I believe I have better cards than you. But I dislike that bitch Fortuna, and I admit I’m tired. So if I offer to turn these over, will you buy the wine?’


Cesare frowned. He sat back, looking intently at his cards.


Swan thought he was overplaying. He gave the canon lawyer a small smile, as if in approval.


Then Cesare threw his hands in the air and tossed his cards, face down, on the discards.


The other lawyer put a hand on the cards.


Cesare put his hand gently atop the tall man’s hand. ‘I would rather you did not look. That is for another game, when you have paid to see them.’


Forteguerri raised an eyebrow. ‘So you were bluffing.’


Di Brescia shook his head. Both men were now tense. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, pleasantly enough. ‘Or perhaps not. But you did not pay to know.’


Forteguerri was formulating his reply. Swan could see a dozen roads to a duel and almost none to peace, and what he’d seen of Forteguerri he liked.


So he simply took the cards out from under both hands and rapidly shuffled them together. ‘Wine here,’ he said loudly enough to be heard. ‘May I show you a game the Hungarians play?’


Swan would very much have liked to end the evening by triumphantly winning a thousand ducats from someone, but churchmen were not as easy to fleece as German knights, and he had to settle for ending the evening up little more than five ducats. He and Cesare walked through a silent Rome.


‘A little different from the election,’ Swan said. ‘Remember saving the Colonna boy?’


Di Brescia laughed. ‘How is Alessandro?’ he said.


‘I expect he might be bored, by now. But he is legitimised, his name entered in the Golden Book, and wedded.’ Swan smiled. ‘He may even be at sea. Has Venice sent a contingent to the Pope’s fleet?’


Di Brescia paused under a street lamp. The house was prosperous enough to maintain one.


‘Not that I know of,’ he said. ‘Venice does not want to offend the Turks. Not yet.’


‘Really?’ Swan asked. ‘I was there three months ago. They were quite prepared to fight. The galleys were in the water.’


Even in the darkness he could read Di Brescia’s look.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘Of course they changed their minds.’


Both men laughed.


‘It was this alley right here,’ Swan said, looking at where the three of them had made their stand against the Orsini thugs. ‘You, too, are married,’ he said. ‘Or so I hear from Giannis.’


Di Brescia’s face was hidden in the darkness. ‘I am, at that,’ he said. ‘My father arranged it. A good match.’


‘Not good enough to keep you from Donna Lucrezia’s,’ Swan said before he could stop himself.


Di Brescia paused. ‘Some day, you will get yourself killed with one of those little words,’ he said.


Swan swallowed.


‘Alessandro is married. I am married.’ Di Brescia sighed. ‘How old is his wife?’ he asked.


‘Bembo?’ Swan asked. ‘I was not there for the wedding. But I think she is fifteen. I think someone told me this.’


Di Brescia laughed, the sound a trifle wild. ‘Mine’s eleven and a half,’ he said.


Swan paused. ‘I’m an arse,’ he said. ‘I apologise.’


‘Good. And thank you. As I say, my father arranged it. It settled a good deal of money on us. But … it is like living with a child. In fact, I am living with a child.’ Di Brescia turned into a narrow alley. ‘This is me. Come and meet her. She always waits up. Someone told her that’s how a wife behaves.’ He sounded angry.


‘Another time,’ Swan said vaguely.


‘Now,’ Di Brescia said. He knocked, and the door opened instantly. A pair of servants stepped into the street with torches lit, and ushered their master inside. One of them bowed to Swan, eyed his long sword, and kept his distance.


Swan went up the two steps and found himself looking at a girl about four feet tall or perhaps a little taller. She curtsied deeply. ‘Any friend of my husband’s is always welcome in this house,’ she said.


She looked like a child, and sounded like one, as well. Her very adult gown, worn over an underdress, could not hide her age. Her voice snapped orders, and was nasal and a little harsh. The childlike tone penetrated a little too well.


Wine appeared.


‘And what were you gentlemen doing?’ she asked. She sat at an elaborate embroidery frame. A dozen wax candles burned to show how industriously she had spent the evening.


‘Playing cards,’ Di Brescia said. His voice sounded artificial. ‘And you, my dear?’


‘I am just working at this altar cloth for the church,’ she said. ‘It is a frontal, you see?’ She smiled. ‘Cesare has seen it many times.’


‘But this is beautiful, madonna,’ Swan said. He didn’t have to exaggerate. Her embroidery was superb.


She flushed with pleasure. ‘Ah, signor, you do me too much honour. Here, let me pour you some wine.’ She took up a pitcher as if she was a servant.


‘There is no need, my dear,’ Cesare said. ‘Let Michael pour, or we will pour for ourselves. I hate to keep you up so late.’


‘So late? Am I a child to be sent to bed?’ she asked.


Swan attempted to vanish into a seat cushion.


‘I do not think you need to dismiss me already. This gentleman was kind enough to speak to me as if I was something better than a child, or a piece of furniture.’ She frowned.


‘My dear, I meant nothing of the sort …’


‘You do not compliment my embroidery. You say nothing when I speak to the cardinal about you, when the abbess comes to our house, when …’


‘Beatrice!’ Cesare all but spat.


Swan took a breath. ‘It is very good wine. Is this your own?’ he asked.


‘There! Again, your friend treats me as if I lived here. Why, thank you, messire. In fact, this is one of the best wines of Verona, the city from which I come. I serve it here with pride, for it is as good as anything these Romans have.’


Swan drank a little more. It was very good. He smiled.


Cesare looked as if he might explode.


Swan fingered his beard. ‘Verona is quite close to Brescia, I believe?’


‘Very close,’ Beatrice said. ‘All our families are intertwined, and with Vicenza too.’ She smiled. ‘I am sorry, husband. I will remove myself.’


Her contrition was as quick to appear as her anger. She swept out of the room.


Swan looked over his very elegant Venetian wine glass at Cesare.


Cesare put his head in his hands. ‘What am I to do? Strike her?’


Swan shrugged. ‘She’s eleven.’


‘And it is past her bedtime, and she gets like this. Often I stay in. She’s good enough company. She reads well …’


Swan shook his head. ‘I think you ought to have said “no” to your father,’ he said.


‘I needed the money,’ Di Brescia said.


Swan shrugged. ‘I like her.’


‘I like her too. In five years or ten, she’ll be an excellent wife with a fine temper. Right now, I feel I’m bringing up someone else’s child.’ He sat quietly for a moment.


‘I need to find Thomas Spinelli,’ Swan said.


Di Brescia sat back. ‘You too? The Pope is looking for him everywhere. Half the rogues and bravos in Rome are looking for him. The word is he stole something.’


Swan frowned. ‘Our cardinal says not.’


Di Brescia made an irritated gesture. ‘Our cardinal? Who refused to find me a position in the Curia?’


Swan sat back. His friend was … different. Very much not in control of himself. It seemed odd, as Cesare was the rich one who always had money and, like Alessandro, had an answer to every question.


‘Are you taking sword lessons now?’ Swan asked.


‘Who has time for such stuff?’ Cesare murmured.


Swan stood up. ‘Cesare, I’ve only been gone four months, for the love of God.’


Di Brescia put his head in his hands again. ‘I swear, it all went wrong during the election. It is as if, after the election, Bessarion decided he had wanted to be Pope after all, and blamed me. You weren’t here to blame, and neither was Alessandro, so I took it. I was marrying and needed a better job … at least a better title. Bessarion refused me. It was Giannis who found me this … place.’


Swan didn’t like his friend’s tone, which was weak and had a whine to it he didn’t associate with the northerner.


‘So you have heard nothing of Spinelli?’ Swan asked.


Di Brescia looked miserable. ‘No.’ He looked at Swan. ‘I wish you would not ask about Spinelli.’


Meaning you know something, and I’m not on your side. Damn and damn.


Swan shrugged. ‘Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, I hope.’ He smiled, and made some small talk about Forteguerri, who, it appeared, was quite the coming man in the Curia. Swan remembered his master, Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, from a trip to Germany.


On Di Brescia’s doorstep, he checked his belt purse, and loosened the sword in his scabbard, but his walk home along the Tiber was completely uneventful. He lay on his old palette in Bessarion’s house and thought about life, and marriage, and age, and other deep thoughts, until he fell asleep.


In the morning, he asked Clemente to make enquiries about Spinelli along the Tiber and in the servants’ areas of the papal fortress. Clemente revelled in such missions, and Swan knew that eventually the boy was going to resent being a servant.


He smiled.


Swan walked across Rome to the Jewish ghetto and borrowed five hundred ducats against his Venetian bank. He chose not to do the same business with the Medici, although they did transactions inside the Vatican.


He had a number of contacts in the Jewish community. The Spanish Jew who counted out the five hundred ducats in gold was David, but Swan could not remember his patronymic. Still, he was friendly and attentive, and Swan took the plunge.


‘Do you have any news on what happened to Spinelli?’ he asked.


David frowned. ‘Who wants to know?’ he asked. ‘The Pope?’


Swan shrugged. ‘I am not the first to ask?’


‘Do I look like someone who knows the great Thomas Spinelli?’ David asked.


‘Do you think fifty ducats would help you look like someone who knows Spinelli?’


‘Do I have to loan you the ducats?’ David raised an eyebrow.


Swan had to laugh. ‘Yes,’ he said.


David shrugged, but when the boy came with Swan’s cloak – brushed – David made a mark on the ledger and handed over ten more ducats. ‘That’s what it will cost you. But the man you want is Pepino the Carter, and he is not of my race. Or really, any race. I will not take your money. But he will.’


Swan walked away, puzzling that over.


He took one of his Arab geldings and rode to the market under the aqueduct, where fifteen minutes’ work got him a great many offers for his horse but no sign of Pepino the Carter, although everyone knew him.


Eventually, he sat and took a cup of good, plain wine under an awning while a boy was sent to find the carter. A bell rang the hour, and Swan heard a laugh and saw Messire Forteguerri. He rose and the two men bowed.


‘You wear a sword,’ Forteguerri said, cocking his head. ‘I noted it last night. That’s quite a lot of sword for Rome.’


Forteguerri wore a slim arming sword; the sort of sword Swan had worn every day in Rome, a year before, against the law but permissible in the streets, if not in the Curia or the law courts.


Swan motioned for wine and sat, and a chair was brought for Forteguerri.


‘To be honest, I’d stopped thinking of it.’ Swan shrugged, thinking that he’d only been gone four months and he’d forgotten almost everything. ‘I was in Hungary,’ he said.


Forteguerri nodded. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I rather admire your reputation. It’s just a very large sword.’


A cup of local wine arrived and Forteguerri took a sip. ‘What brings you into the market at this hour?’ he asked.


Swan was busy noting that the canon lawyer seemed to have two men-at-arms loitering at his beck and call. Both big men, Romagnols with thick beards and big hands. And swords.


Swan leaned back. ‘I’m looking for Spinelli,’ he said baldly. ‘Isn’t everyone?’


Forteguerri paused with the cup halfway to his lips.


He leaned forward. ‘I was going to remark on your pretty Arab mare and then ask you what church you preferred, and move slowly along until you revealed yourself,’ he said. ‘You have saved me so much time. Look somewhere else.’


Swan shook his head as his boy emerged from the crowd around a farrier’s stall and slipped past the two men-at-arms.


The boy was quick. He saw Swan with another man and walked right by.


Swan waited until the boy had vanished into the crowd to the north.


‘Very well,’ he said easily, and rose to his feet. He smiled at the lawyer. He thought of saying something about serving the Pope, but instead he shrugged. ‘Enjoy your wine.’


He walked away. He knew that one of the men-at-arms was following him, and made no attempt to lose the man as he walked through the animal market. He passed a man with a pair of heifers for sale, and another man with very recently dead veal, and two young horses rolling their eyes at all the blood.


He wondered whether he should have made a pretence of being tough and difficult, just for the sake of avoiding misunderstandings, but Forteguerri seemed too sophisticated for such posturing. And Swan wanted to get to the boy.


Swan could see him, but he stopped to examine the horses, and then began to talk to the man who owned them. He talked for a while, slipping between the horses, raising their hooves and looking at their teeth. He had the farmer write the price down on a scrap of parchment and give it to him, and he – rather familiarly – put his hand on the man’s shoulder before turning away.


Of course, the thug behind him had to stop to question the man with the horses. Swan walked right past his urchin and snapped his fingers, low, out of sight, and then began to walk. He went into the alley behind the small church, and simply followed the smell of human urine until he found a wretched little side alley that locals used as a latrine. He added to the stench.


‘The carter is hiding,’ the boy said.


‘You know where?’ Swan asked.


‘No.’


‘You are a smart boy,’ Swan said, tying his braes and adjusting his doublet. ‘I have a ducat for you, all gold, all yours. And five more if you find the carter. No crap, boy. Find me any time at Bessarion’s.’


‘Someone else said, if you want Spinelli, ask the fucking monks, beg your pardon, messire. The monks the Holy Father removed from the Lateran.’ Street urchins in Rome knew a great deal of theology, some canon law, and a fair amount of local politics.


Swan turned to look at the boy. He was maybe twelve or fifteen, depending on the extent of his malnutrition. His eyes were unevenly spaced, but otherwise he looked healthy. His hair was a dirty blond, and the rest of him was best described as dirty. In a squalid alley where men pissed, he stank.


‘What will you do with a ducat?’ Swan asked.


‘Eat,’ the boy said.


‘Name?’ Swan asked.


‘Francesco,’ the boy said.


Swan nodded. ‘I don’t want to give you a gold ducat,’ Swan said. ‘Someone will only kill you for it. Here’s some silver. You don’t even have a purse, boy. Christ. I don’t need you on my conscience. Come to Bessarion’s house at twilight. Food, and money.’


The boy shrugged.


Swan walked past him, out of the alley. He saw the soldier. He grinned, which threw the man off. ‘Stinks back there,’ he said.


The man frowned. He stood there – caught like the amateur he was – and then, as if a figure in a play, turned and followed Swan. It was quite a performance. Swan winced for the man, but assumed that Forteguerri was using men-at-arms because that’s all he had.


Swan walked back across the market for his horse, annoyed that he had beef blood on his good low boots. Doubly annoyed that he had so little to show for his time. But now convinced that there was something to know.


At Bessarion’s he enquired of Giannis about Forteguerri. Giannis shrugged.


‘I’ve heard of him,’ he admitted. ‘But all I know is that he’s well connected, considers himself an expert on war, and works for Cardinal Piccolomini.’ Giannis sighed. ‘I am not the right man for this. You do all the spying, and I’ll kill some Turks.’


Swan nodded.


Bessarion gave him half an hour. ‘I have smoothed over your rudeness with the Holy Father,’ he said.


Swan shrugged. ‘Do you know a gentleman, a lawyer, named Forteguerri?’


Bessarion rubbed his beard. ‘Yes. I have met him. He collects texts on war. He is in minor orders and intends to be ordained a priest, I believe.’


‘He warned me off looking for Spinelli,’ Swan said.


Bessarion folded his hands and looked at the cross over Swan’s head. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Would I only annoy you if I said that this is the sort of complexity I’d like you to explain to me? Rather than my having to explain it to you?’ He smiled, but Swan was stung.


‘Eminence, I understand, but I am far behind here. Many things have changed. I do not have Alessandro’s network.’ He sighed. ‘Can you tell me what monks were recently thrown out of the Lateran?’ he asked.


Bessarion smiled. ‘There, at least, I can be a useful guide. The Augustan canons were thrown out of the cathedral. It’s all rather sordid.’


‘Where could I find them?’ Swan asked.


‘Cosimo di Montserrat is at the church of San Silvestro. I think most of the canons and a great many of the friars are there as well.’ Bessarion raised an eyebrow. ‘What does that have to do with Spinelli?’


‘A lead, if possibly a foolish lead. Would you give me a note for Messire di Montserrat?’ Swan rose.


Bessarion wrote out a note and signed it with his personal seal. ‘I am disturbed that this matter has got so deep, so fast. Do you have any idea what is happening?’


Swan shook his head. ‘I think that the person who could tell us is the Holy Father.’ He shrugged. ‘Who wants Spinelli found. I’m going to visit Spinelli’s villa outside the walls and then go to San Silvestro. If I am not back before dark, Eminence, would you please order that a boy named Francesco, who may come seeking me, is taken, fed, cleaned and held?’


Bessarion smiled. ‘With Alessandro, I was never sure whether he worked for me or I worked for him. I see you are much the same. Go with God.’


Swan collected Kendal, who’d have had enough of cooling his heels. He had left him with Bessarion several times because he thought the rangy English archer would make him even more conspicuous, but it was clear he was plenty conspicuous on his own.


Kendal looked at Swan’s sword. ‘Are we fightin’, sir?’


Swan nodded. ‘It’s Rome,’ he said. ‘There may always be a fight.’


Kendal spat, and then went back and fetched his own sword belt.


As they rode through the streets, Swan took time to show Kendal that they were being followed, and twice he paused in alleys to show his archer their pursuers, who were out-of-livery men-at-arms who stuck out like ebony statues in a snowstorm.


‘Do we lose them?’ Kendal said.


‘Maybe later,’ Swan replied. ‘For now, we make them as comfortable as possible. Do not look back. If you can make a natural reverse, like climbing a flight of stairs with a hairpin turn, then you can look back. When it is natural. Not until.’


They passed through a gate, the Porto Viridaria, in the Passetto. The old walls were newly repaired. There were men in Colonna colours on the gate, and Swan saluted and rode through without explaining anything. Then they rode north. The papal castle was visible as a looming presence just to the south, by the Tiber. Spinelli had done very well for himself, with a fine villa in sight of the Vatican.


Spinelli’s property was not large, but it was in a magnificent location, close to a major crossroads, and near the small stone bridge over the Sposata, a stream that flowed year round, although it was only a trickle in August. Swan didn’t have to cross it to get to the villa but he noted it; it smelled bad. Even by Roman standards. It smelled as if there was a dead animal in it; not an infrequent occurrence.


The villa was carefully boarded up. What puzzled Swan was the absence of staff.


He pointed this out to Kendal. ‘Who leaves a small palace unattended?’ he asked. Swan dismounted, leaving his horse with Kendal, walked around the stone building and then poked into the outbuildings.


A horse called from the stable, and then more urgently, as if it had been waiting for a person.


The stable door responded to some persuasion, and inside Swan found tools, sacks of grain with mice already at them, and a good wool rain cloak hanging on a peg. He searched it automatically and found a concealed pocket that was empty.


He sighed.


Then he went into the main portion of the stable and found the horse, which was rather insistently kicking his empty manger. He gave the horse grain, and water. He considered taking the horse with him.


He couldn’t decide.


He walked back across the stable yard to Kendal, who had retired to the shade of a citrus tree in a very pretty arbour.


‘The two bastards is still watching us,’ Kendal said.


‘I’m going to break into the house,’ Swan said reluctantly. ‘Tell me if one of them rides away.’


Swan went back to the house, walked around it for a minute, and then chose his portal. It was the servants’ entrance to the working yard, and it was guarded by a pair of outer shutters or light doors. He pushed gently, knocked, called out, and then drew his dagger and slipped it between the doors. With gentle pressure he located the crossbar, which he lifted with the dagger blade.


The two doors, when open, revealed a much heavier pair of doors inside. Swan muttered his new curse, pushed and prodded, grunted in frustration, and eventually drew his long sword and slid the blade between the doors. The designers probably hadn’t expected a man who would risk a four-foot blade with a heavy ricasso, and Swan suspected his swordsmith would have been appalled, but the blade did the work, and he waggled it in the crack between the doors and slid the heavy bar inch by inch, using the sharp edge to nudge the bar a little at a time until he had the door free.


He pushed the left-hand door open and slid the bar all the way into its recess.


He walked into the kitchen. It smelled good; garlic, cheese, hanging sausage. There was a small fortune in pans, coppers and iron too, and an array of skillets that Swan’s mother might have killed for.


He pursed his lips and walked in. He sheathed his sword and kept his dagger to hand.


He was on the ground floor; kitchen and servants’ rooms. Swan went up the central service stairs and found four rooms. Without leaving the stairs he could see a fine triptych of St Stephan. There was very little furniture. Swan went along the short hall to see whether the master had an office, but if he did, it wasn’t on this floor; there was a very formal room, and two rooms absolutely empty except for a hanging portrait of a young woman in oils and another fine icon, this one of St Thomas.


Tom Swan had a soft spot for St Thomas, and he looked at it. It was, in fact, a very valuable icon indeed, rich in gold leaf, beautifully rendered.


He went to the stairs. The house was not very big, at least by the standards of the rich. Swan had been twice when the man himself was in possession; both times at the end of the day. Both times Spinelli had come down.


Swan went up cautiously.


He was disappointed. The rooms on the upper floor were almost completely empty; not even a bed. The front chamber had a single low trunk, or box, with beautiful iron hardware. It was not locked, and Swan opened it and found books; six books, a small fortune in and of itself.


He leafed through an illuminated ‘Romance of Troy’, and frowned.


‘Cap’n!’ shouted Kendal.


Swan put the book back into the box and ran down the stairs.


‘One o’ the bastards slipped me. Now there’s dust. Over there … by the city. Not the Castello.’ Kendal pointed. ‘I called!’ he said. ‘You didna answer.’


‘Didn’t hear you,’ Swan admitted. He shaded his eyes with his hand. It was another blistering day, and any degree of exertion seemed absurd. But … there were riders coming fast out of the distant gate, shiny black dots that raised dust.


In his busy head, he fretted about the good cloak with the secret pocket and the horse in the stable. And about the books and icons, which were, altogether, worth well over a thousand ducats. A fortune. In an empty house.


He walked back to the stable. ‘We’ll ride south over the bridge,’ he said, ‘until we’re safe.’ He ducked back into the stable and looked at the floor.


This time he noticed that lot of straw had been moved about, as if there had been a scuffle. He knelt, put his fingers to the dark moisture and sniffed. Blood. Not a great deal, but enough to stay damp on straw.


He opened the stall’s wicket and bridled the long-neglected horse. He found the saddle ready to hand on the stall partition as if someone had been interrupted in the process of tacking up.


‘Best hurry!’ Kendal shouted.


‘Let’s go out the garden gate,’ Swan said. Both times when he had come, he had arrived from La Croce to the north, but now he led Kendal and their horses out through the front gate, on to a narrow lane lined by high stone walls.


‘North,’ he said. ‘Across La Sposata.’


The little stream smelled so bad the horses shied; a warm, sticky, sweet smell of decay. The ground by the stone bridge was muddy and ugly, and Swan’s Arab mare tossed her head. He had the other mare by a lead and she wasn’t particularly pleased by the arrangement.


He looked back, but the high walls cut off any view of their pursuers. He cursed, backed his unwilling horse, talked to her, stroked her head and nose with his hands, and calmed her.


‘We need to get out of here,’ said Kendal. ‘Christ, this ’ere stinks.’


Swan managed to control his mount and her fears; to back her to get to a point where he could see over the curtain wall. He knelt on his saddle and trusted his skittish horse. He told her he loved her. He ignored the borrowed mount behind him.


He had to know.


His Arab obeyed him, standing stock still despite her fear. He got high enough to loop an arm over the top of the wall and look down at the upstream side of the arched stone bridge.


There was a body blocking the culvert. He could see boots and a bloated hand.


His gorge rose, despite all his experience with corpses. He saw nothing for a moment – then he was under the earth fighting with a dagger; standing in the sun in Belgrade with a boy’s brains across his face and on his lips. He made himself breathe.


‘Sir!’ hissed Kendal.


Swan could hear hoof beats in the courtyard, about fifty paces behind him. They were still hidden by the walls of the villa, but …


He got control of himself, as he had controlled the mare. He dropped back into his saddle and nodded. Both men dismounted and led their horses over the bridge as quietly as they could manage, and then they were in the maze of walls and lanes on the far side of the stream. In a few minutes they were clear of any pursuit; across the sluggish stream and riding west.


‘You stole a horse?’ Kendal asked.


‘Hmm,’ Swan muttered.


San Silvestro was an ancient church, and it was clearly waiting for a powerful cardinal with excess treasure to beautify it. Swan asked a porter for the Augustan, Di Montserrat. He was taken to a powerful-looking churchman in a long gown of wool, despite the weather, and wearing a cowled robe over his gown. His fine linen shirt was almost his only nod to affluence, along with the red coral paternoster in his cincture.


‘My son?’ he asked.


Swan gave him Bessarion’s note. The man smiled at the seal and name, and more at the contents.


‘Bessarion. How I honour him. How can I help you, young man?’ he asked.


Swan was invited to sit. They were in the rector’s apartment, which Di Montserrat seemed to be sharing.


‘I am looking for Tommaso di Spinelli,’ he said. ‘I was told you and your order might know something of him.’


‘Ah,’ Di Montserrat said. He steepled his hands. ‘I am not at liberty to speak of Messire Spinelli,’ he said. ‘But for Bessarion, I will allow you to read something.’ He went to a table and found a legal document on creamy new parchment. It had six seals appended.


Swan took it and read it quickly. The Latin was obscure, but the purport was obvious. It was a donation, in its entirety, of the Villa Spinelli to the monks of the Augustan order, dated August fifteenth.


‘Do you receive the contents of the house as well?’ he asked.


Di Montserrat frowned. ‘I find your question impertinent,’ he said. ‘You read Latin?’ he asked in patronising surprise.


Swan nodded. ‘Thank you for your time,’ he said.


Swan found Kendal and the two of them mounted. The Arabs, loot from Belgrade, were not even tired.


‘Sir?’ Kendal asked.


‘Will?’


‘Are we ever gettin’ back to Venice, sir?’


‘The sooner the better,’ Swan said bitterly. ‘Rome is a cesspit.’


They rode halfway around the city to enter by a gate Swan trusted, manned by friendly mercenaries. Swan left them a tip. He began to imagine a future in which he was going to have to leave Rome very quickly.


‘I’m going to clean up and go to a very fancy brothel,’ Swan said. ‘I do not expect this to be dangerous, although I’m going to meet dangerous people. Care to come?’


Kendal scratched under his chin. ‘Fancy as in not for the likes o’ me?’ he asked.


Swan shrugged. ‘I’m sure they’d serve you, if you pay.’


Kendal sneered. ‘I’d ha’ to be paid. By someone … if you catch my drift.’


Swan sighed. ‘I haven’t been paid since you were,’ he said, but he knew it sounded weak. He was, to Kendal, the captain of a company. Not a penniless adventurer.


‘Nah, I’ll come just to see wha’ it’s like. An’ cover your back. Sir.’ Kendal laughed. ‘You could just say.’


Swan nodded. ‘I’m out of the habit.’


At Bessarion’s, he bathed and changed and put on better clothes while Clemente reported what he had learned between the kitchens of the Castello and the markets along the Tiber.


He’d learned a fair amount. It was unsurprising to Swan how much the servant class knew about the doings of their betters, but it began to amuse him, in a dark way, that the Pope might have got his answers by asking a servant in his own palace.


He took Kendal and Clemente to the clothing market towards the end of the day, and bought them both suits of presentable clothes – not livery, but clothes that were difficult for anyone to pin down at a glance as to profession or class. Clemente opted for clerical brown, like Swan’s own; Kendal chose a suit of green that was both finely made and fitted his long frame.
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