
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Florence, 1486: a series of murders shocks life in the city. The victims are women belonging to the rich bourgeoisie, and the ruthless assassin seems to take inspiration from the Allegory of Spring, a masterpiece by Sandro Botticelli and his assistant Filippino Lippi. An object is found on each corpse, relating to a detail of the painting: the twig slipped between the lips of a nymph, the red cloak wrapped around the Goddess, the garland of flowers adorning the neck of Spring… Passions and intrigue involve Leonardo da Vinci, Amerigo Vespucci, Lorenzo the Magnificent and other notable figures through the refined and cultured weaving of this tale, in which the eternal battle between Love and Death is fought against the historic backdrop of a magnificent Florence.
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    To Dad,


    who was the first to teach me


    to love books and freedom.




    To Mum,


    who always helped me


    follow my dreams.

  






    Here my friend thy music bring,


    Hail the flow’ry-crowned spring;


    Let us celebrate the rose,


    Whilst is blushing lustre glows.


    Wasting round a breath divine,


    Roses joys of men refine.


    


    (ANACREON, Ode LIII, 6th CENT. BC)
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			Florence, April 1486

			A cold trickle of sweat ran from his forehead to his chin and Giambattista wiped it away hastily with his sleeve. Thank God he had come out without his cloak, the breeze was exceptionally warm for a spring night with damp heat rising from the cobblestones and emanating from the walls of the palazzi lining the streets. However, it might just be the fear that made him sweat so much.

			He was waiting for Betta, standing in front of her building but well-concealed behind a porch column, hidden from the light cast by the burning torches hanging on the walls. Growing even more agitated, he tightened his grip around the rose stem in his hand until its thorns bit into his palm. He was suddenly afraid that his girlfriend might not come, immediately allowing his anxiety to mutate into encouraging hope. He was no longer really convinced about what he was going to do and things would be easier if she did not come.

			She will come, she loves me too much not to. Betta had always loved him, from when they were children and their families had organized their engagement. In time, he too had grown fond of her for, while her body did not hold any attractiveness for him, her soul was gentle and kind. Discreet and respectful, she held all the right qualities for becoming a good wife and he was sincerely sorry to have to hurt her. Once again he hoped she would not come but in his heart he knew that she would gladly take the risk of being caught by her family to sneak out under the cover of darkness to meet him. He raised the rose to his nostrils and inhaled the delicate scent of the flower, with its cruel destiny to become his accomplice in the imminent crime. He jumped, startled by the clanging of a latch being dropped and, still well-hidden behind the column, watched as the front door of the building opened. 

			He caught a glimpse of his promised bride on the threshold, a combined wave of affection and pity rushing through him. She loves me too much to not want to see me happy. Yes, she would have been a perfect wife, loving and devoted. The pity was that there was another woman he desired as his wife! From when he had first set eyes on Esmeralda, Betta’s cousin, there had been no other room in his mind for anything except the compelling desire to have her. That young lady from Pisa, who had moved to Florence with her family the year before, had ingrained herself into his head and very blood to the point that each instant of separation made everything seem useless and unbearable. He was confident that, once Betta had disappeared with her very rich dowry, his family would accept a less advantageous marriage to the beautiful cousin. Just the thought of Esmeralda’s hands entwined in his, while his warm breath caressed the soft hollow at the base of her neck, was enough to give life to a sweet and poisonous euphoria that urged him on to act without any further hesitation.

			The moment his future bride stepped out hesitatingly into the street, Giambattista hurried up to execute Messer Manisante’s instructions: he pulled a small phial from a little leather pouch and opened it, pouring its contents onto the rose, making sure that it soaked well into the petals. Then, he stepped out from his hiding place, rapidly making his way to her side. Betta’s smile lit up the air around her, shining brighter than the light from the torches. Shaking, the young man offered her the rose and she took it into her hands.

			«How beautiful!» she exclaimed. The flower appeared very dark, almost black, in the night but it was not difficult for Betta to imagine its intense red colour and velvet texture. She excitedly raised both hands, lifting the rose to her nose. He did not hesitate, grabbing her wrists and pushing the corolla of the flower forcefully to her nostrils. He kept a tight grip until the girl had passed out, supporting her body with his arms as she sank gently to the ground. Stupid girl, you should have stayed at home. He studied her lifeless body, she looked dead. Manisante had guaranteed that the tincture, made of papaver somniferum and other soporific herbs, contained the correct amount of Morpheus powder. It would have made anyone inhaling it fall asleep instantly never mind a creature as slight as Betta. At least you will not feel anything...

			«What are you still doing here?» He was startled by the vexed voice of a man behind him.

			The man spat on the ground and continued:

			«I was around the corner waiting for you to leave. You should be far away by now. Go, go! Go away. Your role here is over. Now, it is up to me».

			Giambattista obeyed sheepishly, leaving Betta to the man and trampling the rose into the cobblestones in his haste to get away.

			* * *

			Paolo, the accomplice, lifted the girl who felt light and small. He heard sounds of laughter drawing closer and hid with his prey in a handy backstreet, standing silently until the people making their way down the street had moved on. From the racket they were making and the content of their chatter, it was clear to him that it was a band of young students looking for distractions for the night.

			He walked swiftly, leaving the neighbourhood as fast as possible. When he felt it was safe, he put the girl down on the ground in a small, dark, side street, kneeling beside her and running his hands softly all over her body wrapped in smooth silk, feeling the puffed petticoat underneath. She was wearing a proper day dress, she had evidently thought it improper to go out in her nightdress. Paolo laughed and spat on the ground. She was rather ugly, he had glimpsed her on the well-lit street. And touching her even now, he could feel her pointy bones through her clothes, not at all alluring.

			The last two girls he had killed were small but beautiful. And how they had resisted him, and how they had screamed! Not this one, she was asleep. Messer Manisante had prepared the same Morpheus tincture they had used for a lady many years earlier. Oh yes, she had been a real woman with her generous, overflowing shape and lips as full as a ripe plum. Oh, how he had enjoyed himself before killing her! He had never become as excited over any woman as much as he had over her. The thought of it alone was enough to arouse him now, so much so that even the unalluring body of Betta was becoming more appetizing. But the man had been very clear: he was to leave her the way she was, with all of her clothes on.

			However, he had also been ordered to do two bizarre things: the first was to leave the victim with her left breast naked. So, he reached under her neckline grabbing her breast and pulling it out from the dress. It was so small that it all fit into his palm; small but smooth and firm. He slid his lips around it and inhaled its sweet perfume of fruity oil. The girl’s breathing was growing more regular, she might wake at any moment. He needed to hurry and kill her otherwise he would not be able to obey the order to leave her untouched.

			He made an angry grunt: even a cat is allowed to enjoy torturing its prey before killing it. Nevertheless, he could not afford to upset Manisante. He sighed and used one hand to cover her mouth and the other to cover her nostrils. He pressed hard and long until he was sure that the body beneath him was completely lifeless. He held the girl tightly to him, grabbing the edge of the dress on her left shoulder and pulling the fabric hard sideways and down until half of her back was uncovered, then he put the body down, belly on the cobblestones with her head turned to one side showing her profile.

			He then carried out the second bizarre order: he opened his shoulder bag, taking out a fresh red rose and a small sheet of parchment, which he rolled around the stem, finally resting the flower and the message against the naked shoulder of the victim.
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			There were two reasons why Franceschetto preferred to buy his colours in Piazza del Mercato.

			The first was that he hated the apothecary shop in Borgo Santa Croce where his Master, the great Filippino Lippi, preferred to buy his supplies. Well, to tell the truth, he really hated Andrea, Doctor Bartolomeo’s son: a black-haired, wiry boy of fourteen with frog-like eyes and a know-it-all attitude. He would look you up and down with contempt, as if he were Lorenzo the Magnificent’s personal doctor! Andrea’s father had inherited the shop from his father-in-law, one of the richest apothecaries in Florence with whom he had set up business in his youth. Too easy, thought Franceschetto, to be born the son of a doctor and grandson of an apothecary. No need to lift a finger to get any comfort, wealth and delicious food and all inside a luxurious palazzo. Nothing was asked of you for the right to practice your profession. And, even worse, your father did not even have to think you deserved it or that you were intelligent enough to learn his craft, it was just simply the way it always was. But Andrea was definitely a know-it-all and arrogant to his customers as well.

			The second reason Franceschetto was happy that morning was that the Master had sent him to buy materials at the market, and that meant good food. Next to the soils, pigments, candles, paper, ink, dried herbs, unguents and countless remedies against maladies that were available in the Santa Croce shop, the only really tasty temptations were the little spicy cakes the family cooked themselves. While going to the square, the Doctors’ and Apothecaries’ Lodge was next to and surrounded by lots of shops and stalls selling every possible thing. For a few coins you could buy the most savoury delicacies ever made on the face of the Earth. Franceschetto wandered among the butchers’ benches where butchers and fishmongers were competing to tantalise the taste buds of the people out shopping offering the most exquisite delicacies. Such as the specially prepared pig’s liver with its potent scent of bay leaves, or the tench and carp freshly caught at dawn in the Arno River and now slowly roasting over hot coals, wafting their garlic and herb flavoured marinade. It was not easy to choose, but when he saw the scoured out pumpkins, all doubt vanished and he asked the woman behind the counter: «May I have a cone of lattarini, please?» He watched her expectantly while she plucked a handful of little silver fish from the pumpkin filled with fresh water where they were kept, and dipped them in white flour before dropping them into the deep frying pan of hot oil. His mouth watered as he savoured the smell of fresh fish frying and he felt very lucky. Unlike Andrea, he could say for certain that his father loved and appreciated him, a humble fabric dyer! The poor man valued his son’s intelligence so much that to help him escape an infernal fate of misery, mud and boiling vapour in a tiny shack on the banks of the Arno River, he had sent him to a painter’s workshop when he turned thirteen as an apprentice. 

			He sauntered into the Apothecaries’ Lodge, happily munching on the last of his little fried fish, and made his way to Messer Antonio Marini’s area.

			«Good morning Franceschetto, nice to see you. How is Master Filippino?» 

			While he might not have been considered as famous a doctor as Andrea’s father, Antonio the apothecary was for sure much kinder and joyful. Furthermore, his shop was smaller but just as good as the Apothecary. All of the materials, powders and herbs were rigorously catalogued and preserved in an orderly fashion in either glass jars or terracotta bowls.

			Franceschetto asked the apothecary for some packets of «Bianco Sangiovanni».

			«So, your master has finished his stock for his ‘skin painting’. Here you are, fine and purified. With this he will be able to paint the most glowing of complexions, fit for a Madonna».

			Franceschetto smiled at him thankfully. It was common for any apothecary to know that calcium carbonate, also called «Bianco Sangiovanni», when mixed with a touch of sinopia red, would produce the perfect shade for painting faces and naked skin on wooden panels and walls. Andrea was such an unpleasant person he would never think of showing any interest in colours. On the contrary, he sold earths and pigments, with the highest indifference for their final use, often with a veil of superiority stamped on his face in contempt of the painters he considered beneath him. «Master Filippino, as an artist with his own workshop, is registered with the same association as your father», Franceschetto had pointed out to him but the insolent reply had been: «Well, my father is a doctor and therefore a scientist and an intellectual while your Master is nothing more than a manual labourer. And you, so proud to work for him, you are only the skivvy of an unskilled worker».

			While the boy took the money out of his wallet to pay, his nostrils were being tantalised by whiffs of all sorts of smells: grain, smoke, herbs, cheese and frying lard.

			«Messer Antonio, can you please keep my things for a moment? I am going to buy some food quickly and will come straight back».

			In the bakers’ area, Franceschetto gave in to the heavenly scent of freshly baked bread and, with a happy smile on his face, no matter what Andrea thought, he felt very lucky indeed! Filippino Lippi, short of some white calcium carbonate following the large supply carried out two days earlier at Santa Croce, and knowing how much his boy liked to hang around the stalls, had sent him to the market. Not only, he had also given him a few coins to buy himself something nice. His Master was no manual labourer but a very skilled and respected artist, also a handsome man with fine intelligence and a gentle soul. In the two years he had been apprenticed to his workshop, he had never been mistreated! Andrea might be the son of a doctor but his father was a very hard and severe teacher and would allow for no mistakes from his son. He had no misgivings about mistreating his son, not even in front of clients and Franceschetto was once witness to some rough behaviour. What despicable people doctor Bartolomeo and his son were! He could not understand why Master Filippino continued to buy his supplies from their shop. His friend Sandro Botticelli has not set foot in their apothecary shop for the last ten years. There was talk that the great painter held Santa Croce’s doctor responsible for the death of a woman who had been very dear to him, a lady called Ginevra. Franceschetto did not find that hard to believe.

			A sudden skirmish, followed by shouting from the square pulled him abruptly back from his daydreaming.

			* * *

			«Another one! He has killed another one!»

			«It was the monster! Florence is no longer a safe place».

			«This is the third innocent person slaughtered by the monster in the last three months!»

			The throng were going mad, crowding around a cart that had been dragged into the square. A poor man had found the corpse in a little alley close by and, judging by her finery and elegant clothes, he knew she was neither a prostitute nor a homeless person, whose death would not have interested anyone. So, he had put the body onto his cart and brought it to the square to see if someone could recognize her.

			«It is Betta, Gonfalonier Guidi’s oldest daughter», someone gasped.

			«Are you sure?»

			«No doubt about it. I know her and her family. Poor things, they must think she is still in her bed at this hour».

			«Another girl from a good family, honest and respectable. How can we protect our daughters? This monster must be caught! What is the Signoria doing?»

			«Her body was found in a small alley. It must have happened last night».

			«What was an honest girl doing out at night alone?»

			Everybody wanted their say, shouting to cover the loud voices of other people, some women sobbing desperately and cursing the «monster» and his foul actions. That is how the people had defined this killer, given the horrifying condition of the first two corpses. The first tortured body had been found on the Ponte Vecchio and some had even thought she had been attacked by a wild animal, such was the condition of the body.

			* * *

			Franceschetto’s good mood disappeared like colour in white spirit. Who would tell Master Filippino? He did not want to see Master distraught and devastated by grief as with the other two.

			He stood on tiptoes, trying to see between the people and glimpse who was inside the cart but it was impossible, there were too many people pushing and shoving.

			«Did they find this girl undressed like the others?» asked someone beside him.

			«No, this time she was dressed, the monster only managed to uncover her left breast and half of her back. He might not have had time to rape her like he did the others. Perhaps he was scared by something and so killed her quickly».

			«Are you sure?»

			«Certainly, I saw her when they brought the cart, before the crowd surrounded it».

			«So, she was dressed and wearing all of her jewellery?» He remembered that the detail of the necklaces with golden pendants around the necks of the other two females had left his Master quite troubled. The families had not recognized the jewels and it had been deduced that the killer had been the one to place the jewellery around the neck of the young girls.

			«No, I did not see any jewellery. But there was a red rose, the man who found her dead said that she had a red rose on her bare shoulder. Oh yes, there was also a little piece of parchment with a message».

			«What message? What did it say?»

			«Now you are asking me too much, lad! How would I know?»

			Franceschetto mused that the absence of the jewel was good news. But he did not have the time to feel reassured:

			«Bad business, hey!» The voice in his ear and hot breath on his neck of someone that grabbed him from behind made him jump. He turned in fright.

			«Oh, it is you Messer Antonio! You startled me».

			«Sorry my boy. In this chaos, someone pushed me while I was approaching and I almost fell on you», the apothecary explained, having come out to see what all the fuss was about.

			«Who did you think I was? The killer?» The man’s mocking laughter shamed the boy. «Do not tell me that you are worried. You are no delicate young girl, hey?»

			«I am not worried about myself but for Master Filippino. Because of that painting he loves so much, you know it, do you not?» He immediately regretted not having held his tongue: it was a delicate matter, his Master had said.

			«I know my boy. Filippino confided in me. You mean that wonderful painting he did with Botticelli that represents spring».

			«Yes, that one!» He was relieved that he had not given anything away to the apothecary.

			«Yes, a terrible story. Such a wonderful painting and those two poor artists tormenting themselves because they fear that those terrifying murders allude to the characters portrayed in it. We now have eight dead».

			«But is this not the third murder?»

			«Yes, yes, in these recent months. But there have been others in the past!» Franceschetto curious to know more, looked anxiously at the old apothecary, but the man was biting his lip as if he regretted saying too much.

			«Let it go. If your Master has not told you anything, you should not pay any attention to an old man’s talk».

			The two made their way back to the Apothecary together, where Franceschetto collected his packets of Bianco. 

			In saying goodbye the apothecary smiled gently and winked at the boy, lifting his index finger to his lips.
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			After three days of light cold rain and gray air, the spring morning sunshine had unexpected strength, filtering through the windows and inundating the workshop with its warm crystal rays. Everyone in the shop was busily at work but Filippino had woken up feeling tired. He was not yet in his thirties but was already feeling the burden of fame and the pressure of having to keep his dream alive, which he had managed to make into a reality but that also meant maintaining a steady stream of artwork, each expected to be more perfect than the last. From the time he had become an independent artist with his own workshop in Via Palazzuolo, he had achieved one success after another. He watched his pupils reproducing some drawings onto a tapestry, while Niccolò, his top student, was painting an altarpiece. They had a lot of work, perhaps too much. Commissions were increasing with his fame.

			Six years earlier, after having left Sandro Botticelli’s workshop to start on his own, he had received a commission for the painting that would proclaim his ascent into the circle of the most acclaimed painters in Florence, confirming the esteem that his fellow citizens had always given him, both as a respectable son of the great Filippo Lippi, as well as the talented assistant of Sandro. Now that painting, a large panel representing the apparition of the Virgin Mary to Saint Bernard, was on full display in the Campora Monastery, located at the top of the Colombaia hill. In truth, he only had to close his eyes and look within to admire it. It was still there enclosed within his heart, beautifully radiant in the bright oil colours he had chosen in the Flemish tradition, to underline his emancipation from the protection of Master Sandro and his exclusive and stubborn preference for egg-based tempera. From then onwards, he had felt free to use oils or tempera according to the various subjects and places.

			He glanced affectionately at the two apprentices intent on grinding colours. They were very good but Filippino still did not trust them with the malachite and the lapis lazuli, two highly expensive stones which he used to make his favourite hues: a green-blue and an ultramarine-blue. He insisted on grinding the two colours personally, still feeling the same thrill of the first time he had done so under his father’s watchful guidance. And now that he could count some of the richest men in the whole city among his customers he could afford to use the ultramarine without a thought to cost. A few months earlier he had painted a Madonna with Child for the private chapel of the banker Filippo Strozzi. Well, there had been no need to hold back on lapis lazuli for the blue of her mantle and that small painting had charmed the whole of Florence, with the grace of its drawings and the radiance of its blue light.

			«Master! Master! Another tragedy!» The fervent cries from Franceschetto, the liveliest of his apprentices, startled him. He had only sent him to the market to buy some Bianco Sangiovanni, what could have gone wrong?

			* * *

			Filippino’s eyes glazed over, as if he could no longer see the boy standing in front of him recounting the latest events. He stood still and silent, engrossed in unknown thoughts. Franceschetto finally fell quiet as the mute stillness of his Master scared him. Suddenly, with a twitch, the Master spoke:

			«In the end, the Graces have been murdered, all three».

			Franceschetto remembered that mysterious reference to the Graces the last time too. Niccolò, the top pupil, had explained to him that it referred to three of the figures portrayed on the implicated painting. A large panel that was said to symbolize Spring in the Kingdom of Venus and that Filippino had painted years before with Sandro Botticelli.

			He remembered the reassuring detail regarding the last dead woman.

			«Master, the three murders might not all be connected».

			«What do you mean?»

			«Do you remember the golden jewels and precious stones that the first two girls were wearing?»

			«How could I forget them? The murderer put a necklace with a flower-shaped pendant on the first girl, identical to the one Talia wore, the Grace on the left. He ‘gave’ a cross-shaped pendant to the second girl, just like Aglaia’s».

			Franceschetto could not make any sense out of what was being said but it sounded as though it could support his theory.

			«Good. Then I think the last girl has nothing to do with your Graces, because the killer did not put any kind of jewellery around her neck».

			«Oh!»

			Franceschetto was even more certain that he was on the right track and pushed on earnestly.

			«And he did not even undress her as he did with the other two. Only the breast and left shoulder were uncovered». 

			«Obviously».

			«What do you mean?»

			«Exactly like the Grace Euphrosyne, the one in the centre», concluded Filippino, even more distressed.

			«Oh!» Franceschetto bit his tongue. It might have been better if he had not revealed so many details. But when you do not know the whole truth of the matter... How could he be expected to know about the three Graces?

			«But». He stopped himself, afraid of saying another stupid thing.

			«Yes?»

			«Nothing, I was just thinking. No jewellery, instead the killer left a red rose on her back with a message on a piece of parchment. What do you make of that?»

			«Regarding the rose, I have no idea. Concerning the message, we would need to know the content. Did you not hear anything about it?»

			«No, nothing at all». Franceschetto was dying of curiosity to know more, especially after what he had heard from Messer Antonio. He did not dare ask, he did not want to reveal he had spoken about the matter with the apothecary. His Master continued: «I know what I am saying, my boy. The three deaths are connected. With this one we now have seven victims».

			* * *

			Filippino looked around, activity was as busy as usual, even Franceschetto had joined the other apprentices and had started grinding the white powder. It appeared to be a very normal day.

			However, he could not get back to his work, feeling crushed as if by the weight of a huge boulder that made him sit there frozen. His body was rooted to the stool while his heart was in another workshop close by in Via Nuova, where he had spent the best years of his youth. He loved that workshop so much that when he opened his own, he had chosen a location only steps away. He surmised that Sandro had probably already heard the latest news and he thought it right to visit him.

			«Master Filippino, Giovanni from Via Nuova is here», announced his pupil Niccolò, bringing the young apprentice sent by Botticelli.

			«Good morning Giovanni, please tell me why you have come».

			«Master Sandro would like to let you know that, because of recent events, an extraordinary meeting has been called for this evening in Via Larga».

			«Where, at the residence of the Magnificent?» Filippino was astonished. The situation must be much worse than he thought.

			«No. Lorenzo de’ Medici is ill, a terrible attack of gout. The meeting will be at the house of his cousin, Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco».

			«Good, tell him I shall not fail to be there».

			«Botticelli also sent this message», added the boy, handing Filippino a rolled parchment sealed with a purple satin ribbon. «Now, with your permission, if you do not need any more from me, I must return».

			«You can go, Giovanni. Thank you».

			As the boy left, Filippino untied the ribbon, unwound the parchment and read the message without further delay: My dear friend, I do not know if what I am about to tell you has already reached your ears. «The red rose, divine caduceus, chases away every cloud». These are the words written by the murderer in the message he decided to leave on the body of the victim. It seems clear to me what he is saying to us. He has already killed seven people, we must stop him before it is too late!

			* * *

			Giovanni had returned to his workshop and Filippino’s apprentices and pupils had also returned to their habitual chores, but he sat motionless on his stool with unfocussed gaze and his mind flailing in a void. He decided to move and go out to see if he could fill the intellectual emptiness. 

			The artist was aware that strolling around the town without a destination very often translated into wandering within oneself, which allowed him to encounter interesting ideas and hypothesis that already resided in his mind, still hidden by that apparent void.

			Filippino stopped on the banks of the Lungarno for a long time contemplating the river water and the complex light-dark effect the sunlight was creating on its surface. He thought back to what Sandro Botticelli had written. In the message, the murderer had compared the red rose left on the corpse to a caduceus. And in their painting the only character holding a caduceus in his hand was Mercury, the last figure on the left and the only man portrayed on the canvas. It was logical and even too simple, at least for him and Sandro, to interpret the words of the killer as a sort of warning, a public revelation of the fact that the next victim would be a man. However, that explanation, reached after an initial evaluation of the message, did not convince him. Furthermore, Filippino asked himself what had motivated the murderer to choose a rose to symbolize a caduceus. He could have taken any little wooden stick, any twig. There had to be a reason why he had chosen that flower in particular. I am sure that the red rose is one of the keys to interpreting this message properly.

			He walked on. After a while he found himself near Ponte Vecchio and when, without even noticing it, he entered a small street, a feeling of anguish caused his throat to tighten suddenly, nearly overwhelming him. Gasping due to his sudden lack of air, he stopped and leaned against the wall of one of the low buildings that lined the street. His heart started to beat wildly and he was experiencing a moment of panic like the one he had had in the past, in this same place. He pushed his shoulders against the wall, raising his eyes above his head and noticed the sign of a tavern. He saw the door of the tavern was wide open further down and he decided to go in and have a drink to refresh himself and relieve his dry throat.

			He crossed the threshold into the tavern welcomed by an intense smell of cauliflower and old fried fat that almost covered the sweet smell of the wines.

			«Sit down!» cried the innkeeper, «the cabbage donuts are still warm». He pointed to a vacant chair at a table where three men were playing cards, swearing loudly.

			«I am not hungry, thank you. But I would gladly partake of a small glass of wine».

			He sat on the chair, slightly away from the table. The other men glanced over at him in disinterest before continuing with their game.

			«Red or white?» asked the innkeeper.

			«Red, warm and spicy though».

			The wine was brought to his table quickly. Filippino, far from having recovered from his feeling of uneasiness, started to look around with a hint of curiosity, but his inspection was soon interrupted by a prostitute with a yellow satin skirt coming over to him.

			«Would you like to have some fun, you handsome young man?» asked the woman bending over and offering an eyeful of her abundant bosom squeezed inside a purple bustier. «Angelina is here for you!»

			«I do not have time. I am just drinking a glass of wine and then I am leaving».

			«I see your thoughts are heavy. I am sure that a bit of entertainment would do you good».

			Filippino studied her face: she was no longer a young woman and, underneath the smoky-black, her eyes brimmed with mournful wisdom. 

			«Have you worked here long?» he asked her, striving to hide his embarrassment.

			«So long that I do not remember ever having had another home apart from this tavern», she laughed. «Why do you want to leave now? Do you not like this place?» 

			«What can I say? All taverns are the same. This one is no better or worse than the others».

			The woman observed him while he rubbed his neck nervously, his foot tapping against the chair leg.

			«No, something is bothering you. I must admit, to me it looks as though you are scared!»

			Filippino kept quiet, not knowing what to say. He took two sips of wine, one after the other quickly.

			«Hey, young man, relax!» Angelina said, rather amused.

			«Drinking a bit of good wine never killed anyone!»

			The artist looked at her and noticed her scarlet lips wrinkle into an astonished grimace immediately after having finished the sentence.

			«To tell you the truth someone did lose their life here. But it was a long time ago», the woman corrected herself, nodding. «It was so long ago that I had nearly forgotten it».

			«What happened, a fight?» Filippino felt obliged to ask, not wanting to appear too rude to the woman. He just wanted to finish his drink and leave.

			«No, it was a poisoning. What a shame! Poor boy, he was no older than fifteen».

			At those words, the artist straightened his back sharply, hitting the back of the chair hard and his expression became excited and alert when he asked the prostitute a rapid stream of questions. 

			«A boy was poisoned? Here? How many years ago?»

			«A lot, a lot, let me think». The woman combed her fingers through her hair, which was still quite thick for her age. «It must have been... Wait, I was upstairs with a client, and Lucia was in a room too, she had just started working at the tavern. If she had only recently arrived, yes, it must have been about ten years ago then».

			«Ten years ago? A boy was poisoned. Are you talking about poor Luca? The son of a certain lawyer?» asked Filippino, whose interest was visibly growing.

			«Yes, A boy with red hair. He was always here with an older man. Did you know hi?»

			«No, not the boy, but...» The sensation of anxiety had diminished and Filippino thought he understood the reason why the anguish had struck him before. «But did you know that a very dear friend of mine was blamed for that poisoning?»

			Her painted lips trembled before forming a sweet smile: «Really? You know, I knew her too», she confessed in a low voice. «She was better than the doctors at healing any illness».

			They remained in companionable silence for a while and then Filippino spoke.

			«The funny thing is, I found myself passing along this street that day ten years ago», he said to himself, remembering the panic he had experienced a few minutes earlier on entering the street where the tavern was located. «But today I did not recognize the place. After all, at the time I had kept walking without entering the tavern».

			The prostitute glanced at him sympathetically, frowning and trying hard to remember before she told him a story.

			«Nasty business! Yes, a truly nasty business. When Lucia and I came downstairs, after satisfying our clients, the poor boy was almost dead and they were carrying him away. But before all that, I remember that he had been sitting at that table over there as usual. The one beside that big barrel, can you see it?»

			Filippino looked over at the table, now occupied by four soldiers playing dice. Then he looked at the barrel and the painting hanging on it caught his eye. It was a drawing of a rose standing in a wine jug.

			«What is that little painting hanging on the barrel?» he asked the prostitute.

			«What is written below the picture?»

			«That? It was a present to the innkeeper by an artist who came to the tavern».

			Filippino went closer to the barrel to better read the writing under the painting and realized that it was a short poem: «Oh, wanderer, rejoice / the divine flower chases every cloud / Come on then, sit down!» He could not believe his eyes and kept reading and rereading the short verse, while a vague suspicion began to form in his mind. He strode back to the prostitute.

			«What does this mean?» visibly upset he asked the woman. «Who painted that picture? Who wrote those words? You must tell me, Angelina!» 

			«Calm down! I told you, it is only a little painting that the innkeeper received as a gift. What do you expect it to mean? Did you not notice the name of this tavern?»

			Filippino thought back to the tavern sign he had noticed hanging over his head on the wall next to the entrance, before coming in for a drink. He remembered that beneath the drawing, which he had not paid any attention to at the time, was the name of the tavern: «The Divine Flower». Suddenly, from the void of his mind faces and shapes belonging to portrayed characters and real people started to take form until everything turned into a confused turmoil of images in his mind, and he needed to regain some precise and neat order. 

			«How long has that painting been hanging there? Was it already there when the boy was poisoned?» he questioned in a choked voice, almost afraid to hear the answer.

			«Of course it was there, I have always seen it there. From the very first time I came here», answered the woman, not understanding what was going on.

			Filippino looked at her gratefully.

			«Goodbye, my dear. It was a pleasure talking to you».

			As he left the woman surprised by his courteousness, Filippino breathlessly strode out of the tavern and rushed home. When he arrived at his workshop, he realized that it was already time to get ready for the meeting in Via Larga. However, before going he called Franceschetto.

			«Hey boy, please tell me once more what you saw and heard this morning at the market. Please, be sure to be precise, this is of vital urgency. You must not leave out any single word you were told».

			Franceschetto started to talk hesitantly, worried about disappointing his Master if he were to confess to having spoken too much with this or that person. Then, aware of the serious and sincere attention his Master was paying him, he made an effort to remember and report everything he had seen and every word he had heard and said. Many times during the telling, he saw his Master’s face cloud over as he shook his head, but at the end of the report he understood that his Master was not upset with him. On the contrary, Filippino thanked him warmly and gave him further proof of his trust.

			«You have been of great help to me, my boy. But there is still something else that you have to do for me. I have a task to entrust to you».

		

	
		
			4

			«We have a deal!» exclaimed the man, offering a hand almost completely covered by the immaculate puffed sleeve popping out from the crimson velvet of his cloak.

			The fur coat dealer from Padua ignored the outstretched hand and did not reply. He raised a hand to stroke the head of his horse that was tied to one of the iron rings sticking out from the thick stone blocks at the base of the palazzo in front of the tavern. The horse snorted, its hooves beating on the cobblestones as it shifted restlessly.

			The man with the crimson cloak stroked the horse too. «Calm down, shhh! Calm down, easy now», he whispered gently before addressing the dealer. «We will meet here in Santa Croce, at the agreed time and you will receive the agreed payment». The tone of his voice did not expect any contradiction.

			The dealer glanced over at him furtively, he could have celebrated this profitable chance offered him by the unknown Florentine he had just met at the tavern. Yet he could still not believe his luck.

			«How can I trust you?»

			«You would do well to trust me if you want to earn a good sum with little effort. The amount I am offering you is much higher than what you earned from the Florentine tailors you sold your fur trimmings to».

			The dealer looked intently at that man with whom he had just drunk the best wine he had ever tasted in the city. He was elegantly dressed, without any of the excess currently in vogue at the moment. He certainly did not have the appearance or manner of a swindler.

			«So be it, we have a deal!» the dealer finally decided, offering his hand. «So, shall we meet here, in the square? And... you still have not told me your name, Messer».

			«Messer Manisante, your servant», stated the man, with a firm handshake. He added, «You might have noticed that the squares in Florence are very busy even at night, Santa Croce is no exception. Just wait for me there, under the porch at the right side of the cathedral». He raised his arm, pointing to indicate their meeting place.

			The dealer agreed with a nod of his head but the man had already turned and was walking away.

			* * *

			That evening Manisante went home with a happy heart. His plan was nearly fulfilled. The last brush stroke has been made, he smiled to himself. In truth, it was the perfect murder. The assassin Paolo had been able to control his lechery and any excess of brutality, accomplishing his part in a sublime plan. Unfortunately, he had gone too far in the two previous murders, butchering the bodies with the ferocity of a beast. But he had forgiven him: ten years of inactivity for someone as libidinous as Paolo made his lustful aggression more than understandable. They had to stop for that time, not knowing how to proceed; it had been hard, even for him, to postpone the completion of his plan, having to wait for the right indications. But tenacity and temperance were traits he did not lack. He had been able to wait and now his picture was completed.

			Absorbed in his pleasurable thoughts, he found himself in Via de’ Tornabuoni: that is what the street was called by the majority of the townsfolk, in honour of the powerful family that had built their wonderful palazzo there. Other new palazzi, just as magnificent, had been built by various wealthy families with others still under construction. They were the gems of the best architects of the age, created for the prestige of the city, also because of the innumerable artworks decorating their interior: tapestries, frescoes, sculptures and finely decorated caissons, commissioned of the artists of the Signoria.

			But I am the true artist! Passing by the Santissima Trinità church, Manisante felt the need to enter and thank the Lord for helping him realize this perfect artwork.

			He kept smiling on thinking that inside that church, Florence was shouting at the masterpiece. In one of the chapels, Domenico Ghirlandaio had recently completed a cycle of extraordinary frescoes, commissioned by the Sassetti family, the banker who looked after the Medici’s finances. In his opinion, frescos dedicated with hypocrisy to Saint Francis of Assisi. It would have been more honest to admit their intention was to celebrate those citizens who, with money and initiative, were making Florence more beautiful and powerful than Rome.

			Now they will see who the true artist is! The rich people of Florence and the revered painters would have to kneel in front of the masterpiece that he had created. The last brush stroke has been made! With the help of the Lord.
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