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Chapter One
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Thursday, May 23rd 1538


Cesare Aldo could still smell flesh burning, even from this distance.


In Florence it would have been one scent among many, easily missed in the city’s overwhelming assault of stenches and sounds and sights. But here in the Tuscan countryside there was time to inhale unexpected aromas, to deduce where they were coming from, and to follow an acrid odour across a hillside to its source.


Even in the meagre light of a sickle moon, Aldo had not struggled to find his quarry. Few people roasted meat over an outdoor fire this long after midnight, not unless they were fools or banditi. Looking down on the inept cook hunched in the hollow of a rocky slope, Aldo knew this was no bandit. Any doubts about their foolishness were banished when the stolen capon fell into the fire, prompting a string of curses. The panicked thief failed to retrieve the bird but almost set his sleeve alight. More curses filled the air.


Aldo had seen and heard and smelled enough. Pulling the stiletto from his boot, he chose a careful path down the hillside, avoiding fallen branches and tinder-dry twigs that would signal his approach. His quarry was too busy pushing the charred capon out of the fire with a stick to notice until Aldo stepped into the light.


‘What are you doing here?’ the thief asked.


‘I could ask you the same question,’ Aldo replied, ‘but the answer is at your feet, Lippo.’ The thief had been a successful pickpocket in Florence until he was arrested by Aldo and sent to Le Stinche. Repeated rule breaches inside the prison led to Lippo’s favoured right arm being cut off as a punishment. ‘Things aren’t going well, are they?’ Aldo asked. ‘Reduced to stealing farmyard fowls from peasants in the countryside.’


‘I wouldn’t take food from peasants,’ Lippo protested, jabbing a stick through the charred capon and lifting it in the air. ‘This came from that grand villa further up the hill.’


The grand villa belonged to Girolamo Ruggerio, one of the most ruthless merchants in Florence, but Aldo chose not to mention this to Lippo. Not yet. ‘I know where the bird came from,’ Aldo said, ‘but thank you for confessing where you took it from. Saves me having to gather any more evidence.’ He pointed his stiletto at the ground in front of Lippo. ‘Sit. It won’t be sunrise for a few hours, so we’ll be waiting here a while.’ Lippo scowled but did as he was told. Aldo leaned against the trunk of a stunted olive tree, blade still in hand. The prospect of chasing the thief in the weak moonlight was not appealing.


‘Can I at least eat the bird?’ Lippo asked.


‘If you wish,’ Aldo said, ‘but most of it is probably still raw. Better to leave it in the embers until the flesh cooks through, otherwise you’ll be sick all the way to Florence.’


‘You’re taking me back? For stealing a capon?’


‘For stealing three capons, one barrel of wine, half a sack of millet you abandoned a mile from where you took it, plus that doublet and the boots you’re wearing.’


Lippo looked down at his clothes. The doublet was made of black embroidered silk and the boots were of the softest brown leather, while his woollen hose were a patchwork of tears and stains. ‘Have you been following me all the way from the city?’


Aldo laughed. ‘Far from it. I am the Otto di Balia e Guardia’s representative for the lands east of Florence, enforcing laws and hunting criminals for the court. I spent the past two days investigating a supposed dispute between two farmers in a village twenty miles further east of here, after someone sent me a letter claiming the quarrel was about to turn bloody. But when I finally got there, both men denied having any argument, or knowing who sent the letter. I returned to a message from the Otto containing an order for your arrest. It said you were released from Le Stinche after serving your time and went straight back to thieving.’


‘I didn’t go straight back to thieving,’ Lippo protested. ‘Well, not the same day.’


‘Perhaps. But trying to steal the purse from one of the Otto’s own magistrates?’


‘It was a mistake,’ the thief conceded.


‘So was fumbling the job and letting him see you were missing an arm . . .’


‘That was shameful.’ Lippo stared at his stump. ‘Never would have happened before.’


‘When I read that you had fled into the dominion, I knew it wouldn’t be long before you got into more trouble,’ Aldo said. ‘So I offered coin for reports of any petty pilfering in this area. You obligingly left a trail of thefts all the way here from Florence.’


‘A man’s got to eat.’


‘Half a sack of millet?’


‘That was also a mistake.’ Lippo sighed, giving the capon a prod. ‘You working in the dominion now? Wondered why I didn’t see you at the Palazzo del Podestà last time I got arrested.’


Aldo smiled. ‘Consider it fortunate I’m the one who caught you out here.’


‘Why? You’re taking me back to Le Stinche. I won’t last a month in there.’


‘I’m surprised you survived a week out here. The Otto has branded you an outlaw. That means any other outlaw can capture or kill you and get their own offences reduced as a reward. That’s better than any bounty. Most of them would kill you.’


Lippo shook his head. ‘I didn’t know.’


‘You wouldn’t . . . until they found you.’ Aldo folded both arms across his chest but made sure the stiletto was still visible in his grasp. Lippo had many flaws, but he was far from lacking in guile. If there seemed any chance of escape, he would take it.


‘So,’ the thief said, ‘why are you out here?’


‘It’s a long tale . . .’


‘If we’re going to be here till sunrise it might help to pass the time.’


‘It’s a long tale,’ Aldo repeated, ‘but not one I care to share with you.’


‘Fair enough,’ Lippo said, holding up his one hand in surrender. ‘I understand, I do. Leaving the city that you love, it tears at a man. Makes him feel—’


‘You can be silent, or I can make you silent.’ Aldo stood upright, unfolding his arms so the stiletto caught the firelight. Lippo opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again.


A wise choice.


You wait. Everything is prepared, everything is ready. The cart is lined with tinder, oil poured over it to be sure the dry hay and twigs burn fast. The gibbet you nailed to the cart is sturdy, strong enough for the weight of two men. You have several flints to start the fire, should one of them fail. You have more dry hay and discarded paper to catch the spark.


You wait. It will be time soon enough.


You know the patrols that wander the streets of Florence during curfew, the long hours between sunset and sunrise. The men seem lazy and witless, wandering the same circuit through the murky gloom each night. They pass once as the bells chime for the end of the day, a second time near midnight, and a third as the first hints of sunrise lighten the sky.


You wait. Your fingers itch.


Luring your target here was simple. You delivered the letter a day ago, along with a full pouch of coin and the promise of secrets. One was true currency, but secrets are always more valuable in this city. The target came willingly, without guard or escort. Greed and his lust for knowledge were too potent a snare. One blow of the cudgel took his senses. Another ensured he stayed silent while you bound him to the gibbet.


You wait. Your mouth is dry.


You know the target’s name but do not speak it. Not when you tied the gag across his mouth. Not when you accused him, the words hissed in his face. He shook his head, offering nothing but denials. You cut away his clothes and shaved his scalp while he raged at you, anger causing cuts to his scalp. When you said what was to come he whimpered, begging for a way out. He offered names, and you took them. As the night passed you told him it had become May 23rd, and he wept.


You wait.


You wait.


Now, at long last, it is time. You go to him, struggling not to breathe in the foulness that has fled his body. You lift his chin and stare in his eyes one last time. He seems to search your gaze for hope; you offer nothing but righteous resolve. He screams into the gag, and you silence him with the cudgel.


You peer outside the stable. There are no lights at any windows overlooking the narrow alley. You move the cart through the doors, grateful for the sacks you tied round its wheels to hide their noise. Pushing the cart with the target bound to the gibbet is not easy, but you will not fail. You made a vow.


You reach the end of the alley where it meets Piazza della Signoria, the most important square in all of Florence. This is where citizens gather to celebrate and protest. This is where the people come when they want to change the way things are in their city. This is where it happened all those years ago. This is where it must happen again.


You smile. The piazza is empty.


You push the cart into the centre of square, ignoring the looming silhouette of the Palazzo della Signoria, a symbol of the power held by so few over so many in Florence. No doubt those few will judge what you do here, while others may applaud. No matter.


You strike the flint, sending sparks into the dried hay and paper and tinder.


The sparks catch to become a flame, and the flame becomes a fire.


You stay until tongues of heat are licking the target’s skin.


Carlo Strocchi couldn’t remember what it was to sleep for a whole night. As a boy he had slumbered like a stone, or so his mama always said, a sleep so deep nothing could wake him. When he came to Florence the sounds of the city at night were different from the small Tuscan village where he had grown up, but Strocchi still found little difficulty in sleeping until dawn. After Tomasia came into his life he had slept less, but that was because of their hunger for each other. His sound sleep returned when Tomasia was with child.


But Strocchi doubted he had known two hours of sleep side by side with Tomasia since Bianca was born. She was a beautiful bambina, six months old now. Leaving her tore a hole in his heart each morning, but coming home at night filled his heart again. Strocchi loved everything about his daughter. But she did not, could not – would not – sleep through the night. Was that unusual? Strocchi had been an only child himself and knew little about infants. In the months leading to Bianca’s birth he had known so much fear. The prospect of becoming a father was what it must be like to stand before the sea, waiting for the tide to come in.


Now all he knew was exhaustion.


How could a soul be so tired, so weary? Tomasia tended to Bianca most nights, but Strocchi did what he could to help. He hummed the lullabies Mama had long ago sung to him, rocking Bianca in his arms until she drifted back to sleep. Yet no sooner was she nestled in her cot than she would wake again, often as Strocchi was returning to bed.


How did other parents cope? How did they keep going?


If nights were bad, the days were worse. He would stumble to the Podestà, struggling to stay awake while Bindi complained about whatever was vexing him that morning. The segretario seemed even more disagreeable now Strocchi was close to becoming an officer. As a constable he had been spared much of Bindi’s wrath. Not anymore.


Once Bindi’s tempests had finally blown themselves out, Strocchi faced long hours of patrols and questions and lies. Then he staggered back to the narrow rented room in the city’s western quarter. A single smile from Bianca could lift his mood when he got home, but the restlessness of her nights made Strocchi weary to his bones.


Tomasia finished feeding Bianca and put her down in the cot before coming back to bed. Strocchi rolled over, nuzzling himself into her back and buttocks, sharing his warmth with her. Even when he was this exhausted his cazzo still twitched at Tomasia’s closeness, enjoying her presence. She reached back to slap him away. ‘Not now, Carlo. It’s too hot.’


Summer had come early this year, and the nights were already sweltering. He didn’t blame Tomasia; the instinct was more reflex than lust. It had taken them a while to find a way back together after the birth, and their mutual weariness did not help. But being close to Tomasia always comforted Strocchi, soothing away his cares as sleep wrapped itself—


‘Is it here?’


Strocchi jolted awake. Someone was shouting outside. But it was still dark, which meant it was still curfew. Only those with authorization were permitted on the streets at night, and few had that other than the Otto’s night patrols. No, please don’t let it be—


Before Strocchi could finish his silent prayer, heavy feet were stamping up the stairs. A fist beat at the door. ‘Strocchi, you there?’ someone called from the landing.


That woke Bianca. She was crying by the time Strocchi got up. He lifted her from the cot and handed Tomasia the baby before stalking to the door, muttering dark curses all the way. Strocchi opened the door to see which fools had come calling. It was Benedetto, a fellow constable banished to night patrols by Bindi, along with another idiota whose name Strocchi couldn’t recall. Manuffi, perhaps, or Maruffi? It didn’t matter.


‘What do you want?’ Strocchi kept his voice a terse whisper, the sound of Bianca’s cries behind him a dagger in his ears.


‘There’s a fire,’ Benedetto replied, ‘at Piazza della Signoria.’


‘Why wake my family and probably everyone in the street to announce that?’


The other constable – Manuffi, that was his name – attempted an ingratiating smile. ‘The segretario always says if we see something on night patrol, something that won’t wait until sunrise, we should find an officer and tell them.’


‘I’m not an officer,’ Strocchi said. ‘Not yet.’


‘But we knew where you live.’ Manuffi pointed at Benedetto. ‘Well, he did.’


‘What kind of fire?’ Strocchi stepped out onto the landing, closing the door behind him. With luck, whatever had happened would be some foolhardy prank by drunks lurching home long after curfew. But the grim edge to Benedetto’s features said otherwise, as did the heavy pall of woodsmoke seeping from the constables’ tunics.


‘A cart, set ablaze in the piazza,’ Benedetto said. ‘There was a gibbet nailed to it.’


‘A gibbet?’ Strocchi wasn’t sure he had heard right.


‘Like a gallows,’ Manuffi added, ‘for hanging someone.’


‘I know what a gibbet is,’ Strocchi hissed. There was more than woodsmoke clinging to the pair; another odour tainted them: roasted meat. Strocchi’s belly rebelled at what that meant but he still had to ask. ‘Was there a body on the gibbet?’


Benedetto nodded, his eyes cast down.


‘Santo Spirito,’ Strocchi said, making the sign of the cross. Who would burn a body in this way, and in such a place? What madman would choose to— No. There would be time for questions later. ‘Is the cart still burning?’


‘Yes,’ Manuffi replied. ‘At least, it was.’


‘Who did you leave there?’


‘Leave there?’


‘Is one of the other patrols at the piazza?’ Neither of the pair responded. Strocchi shook his head. The fools had not realized one of them should remain with the cart while the other came to fetch him. Such stupidity was little surprise from Manuffi, but Benedetto should have known better. ‘Return to the piazza, both of you. Nobody else is allowed near the cart, understand me? Nobody. I will be there as quick as I can. Go.’ Still the pair remained where they were. ‘Go!’


Strocchi went back into his home as the constables thundered downstairs, the faint smell of sour milk comforting after the stench that had clung to Benedetto and Manuffi. Tomasia was sitting up in bed, nursing Bianca. ‘I washed your hose and tunic. They’re hanging over the chair, should be dry by now in this heat.’ Strocchi nodded his thanks, already pulling off his nightshirt. ‘How long will you be?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know. Hours, if what they said is true.’


Tomasia grimaced. ‘I heard.’


‘The whole building probably heard.’ Strocchi pulled on his hose, shivering despite the warmth in the air. ‘Burning a body in Piazza della Signoria? It’s madness. The whole city will know about this within hours.’


‘That’s probably why the piazza was chosen. Whoever did this, they want everyone to know. They want the attention.’


After shrugging on his tunic, Strocchi leaned over the bed to kiss Tomasia and Bianca. ‘I’ll be back when I can.’ He strode from the room. There was nothing to fault in Tomasia’s reasoning. But it asked a more troubling question: if burning a body in the piazza was a stratagemma to get attention, what would those responsible do next?










Chapter Two
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Cassandra opened both shutters in the signore’s bedchamber, letting the first glimmers of dawn into the vacant room. She wasn’t expecting Ruggerio to return to his country villa before the end of June but airing the room was part of her daily chores as housekeeper. Besides, it was an excuse to linger by the window and gaze out at the Tuscan countryside. She never tired of this view, the vines and olive groves. Tall cypresses lined the dirt track down to the village of San Jacopo al Girone, treetops swaying in the early morning breeze.


Two figures trudging up the hill caught Cassandra’s gaze. One appeared familiar, though it was difficult to be certain at this distance. She had seen too many summers and her eyesight was not so strong as before. More and more she caught herself squinting, or needing two lanterns at night to illuminate her needlework. But she recognized the man on the left as the pair got closer. They must be coming to the villa, there was nothing else this far up the hillside, but why?


Cassandra descended the sturdy wooden stairs to the villa’s lower level, her simple skirt dancing around her calves. She strode along the hall to the front door, continuing outside to the courtyard. The sound of insetti filled the air already, though the sun was still clearing the hills. Another scorching day lay ahead, parching any soil that lacked irrigation. Fortunately, the estate was blessed with its own spring. This was one of the reasons the villa had been built here. Another was the view. When Ruggerio was in residence during the summer, he saw anyone coming up the hill long before they reached his country home.


Cassandra waited in the shade by the door for the visitors to arrive. When they did both men were breathless, sweat soaking their clothes and dust clotting their hose. She had been right about the one on the left: Cesare Aldo. He had settled in the area the previous summer, introducing himself as an officer of the Otto de Guardia e Bali, Florence’s main criminal court. When Cassandra had asked why an officer had been sent out into the dominion, he’d simply smiled and changed the subject.


That proved typical of his behaviour in the months that followed. Aldo kept to himself most of the time, renting a hut on the edge of the village. He made little effort to become part of life around San Jacopo al Girone, as if he expected to return to the city soon. Cassandra understood that instinct, having herself come to the estate from Florence the previous year. She would never be fully accepted by those born and raised here. But she still made an effort to be involved with things when she could. Remaining an outsider was a lonely way to live.


A year in the countryside had darkened Aldo’s skin, making the silver strands in his hair more evident. He remained lean of face and long of limb, clad in a simple tunic and hose. His leather boots were uncommon among the farmers he lived beside down in the village, but made sense for a man whose jurisdiction covered a considerable distance.


Aldo was breathing hard when he reached the courtyard; the other man seemed close to collapse. Both appeared tired and stiff, as if they had been awake long before dawn. The man with Aldo was pale and sunburnt at the same time. He was missing an arm, and his hose were torn and stained. Yet he also wore a rich doublet of black embroidered silk and brown leather boots that befitted a richer man. Cassandra took a better look at those boots.


She had noticed a pair of the signore’s best boots were missing the previous night. Now she knew where they had gone. Cassandra peered at Aldo’s companion. Yes, it was the same man who came to the villa the day before the boots disappeared. He had claimed to be buying and selling old clothes. Most living in the dominion could not afford new tunics, dresses or hose. Those who could not weave garments themselves bought old clothes from itinerant hawkers. But Cassandra had doubted the visitor’s tale and sent him away.


‘You’ve seen this man before,’ Aldo said.


Cassandra told the story of the missing boots. ‘He must have come back after dark and taken them from inside the kitchen door.’


‘Lippo here is a common thief, from Florence. He also stole a capon from here, along with a barrel of wine, two more capons and half a sack of millet from other estates in recent days,’ Aldo replied. ‘What about this doublet he’s wearing?’


Cassandra shook her head. ‘No, I know every garment in the signore’s wardrobe. He has plenty of silks, but never wears anything in black. Says it is not his colour.’


The thief spat on the courtyard dirt. ‘Sounds like a peacock to me.’


That earned a slap to the ear from Aldo. ‘Take the boots off.’


‘But you said we’re walking to the city,’ the thief protested. ‘That’s miles from here. What am I supposed to wear on my feet?’


‘Should have thought of that before you stole those. Now get them off.’


Cassandra exchanged a smile with Aldo while the muttering thief removed the boots. ‘It’ll be another hot day,’ she said. ‘Are you sure you wish to walk to Florence? You could borrow one of the horses in the signore’s stable. Vincenzo says they need to be ridden.’


Aldo smiled. ‘That would be easier. And some rope, if you have any.’


Lippo looked back and forth between them. ‘What do you mean, one of the horses?’


Strocchi strode towards Piazza della Signoria as dawn coloured the sky, softening the dark to a mottled bruise of blue and black. He smelled the fire before reaching the square: burning wood, meat and oil. They were the aromas of summer feasts from his childhood, those rare occasions when a pig was cooked for the whole village to enjoy. Strocchi’s mouth salivated at the memory, but his belly rebelled. Knowing where these fresh scents were coming from soured the recollection.


Benedetto and Manuffi were standing by the cart, greasy black smoke still billowing from it. Behind them loomed the stern black shadow of the Palazzo della Signoria, where Florence’s senate gathered to argue and vote. Burning the cart and body here was an obscene gesture against those who made the laws by which people lived. There could be no hiding this, though Bindi and other men of importance would probably do their best to conceal what had occurred.


The cart was smaller than Strocchi had expected. One person could have pushed it into the piazza, though the extra weight of the gibbet and body would have made that hard work. The wooden base and sides of the cart were still smouldering, but the gibbet had fallen forward, along with its occupant. Then there was the stench . . . The closer Strocchi got, the worse it became. He took care not to be caught in the foul smoke coming from the cart.


Covering his mouth and nose to block the stench, Strocchi approached the other constables. ‘Have you seen anyone else in the piazza?’


Benedetto shook his head. ‘The gibbet fell as we returned. Nothing else has changed.’


Strocchi studied the buildings overlooking the piazza. There were no lights at the windows, but it seemed certain citizens would be watching. Was whoever did this among them? ‘What about the body? What did you see when you first got here?’


‘It was burning,’ Manuffi said.


No wonder he was on night patrols. ‘Besides that?’


‘It was a man,’ Benedetto replied. ‘He’d been bound to the gibbet. His clothes were on fire but there were not many of them – an undershirt, maybe hose. I didn’t see a tunic. Hard to tell with all the smoke and flames, but his head looked bloody.’


‘As if he’d been tortured?’ Strocchi asked.


Benedetto shrugged. ‘He had no hair, but there seemed to be cuts on his scalp as if someone had shaved the head in a hurry. He still had his beard and moustache.’


Strocchi nodded. ‘Did you recognize the man on the gibbet?’


Benedetto shook his head, as did Manuffi.


Someone called out, and two men came running towards the cart. Strocchi recognized them as another pair of constables on night patrol. Overhead the sky was brightening, dawn not far away. Benedetto and Manuffi talked to the others while Strocchi walked a slow circle around the cart, studying it for evidence.


There were no markings on the wooden sides, nothing to suggest who owned it. The fire was dying. Either the gibbet collapsing had flattened the flames, or whoever built the fire had not done a good job. Strocchi’s belly growled. It was hard to ignore the aroma of roasted meat. Charred limbs had come away from the torso in the fire, or when the gibbet fell. Yet inside the cart the burning was clustered around where the gibbet had been fixed. Whoever did this had wanted to burn the body, not the cart. It was a funeral pyre, set ablaze in Florence’s most public piazza.


‘What do we do now?’ Benedetto asked.


Strocchi ignored the question. Something was nagging at him. There must be more to this than burning a corpse; it was all too elaborate . . . Strocchi stopped himself. He had no proof it was a corpse that had been set aflame. What if the man tied to the gibbet had been alive when the fire was lit? That would make this murder.


No, not merely murder – an execution.


On rare occasions Piazza della Signoria was used for public executions, especially when those ruling the city wanted everyone to witness it. Strocchi had never seen such a killing himself, but long-serving constables at the Podestà shared grisly tales when they were too drunk to know better.


‘Strocchi, what do we do?’ Benedetto asked again.


They couldn’t leave the cart where it stood. Better to move the smouldering mess to a place where it could be examined in private; a stable or empty courtyard. There was nowhere close enough to take the cart except . . . Strocchi winced. It was a solution, but the consequences would not be enjoyable. ‘The Podestà,’ he announced. ‘We push it there.’


Benedetto laughed, glancing at the other constables. ‘That’s a jest, isn’t it?’


‘I wish it was,’ Strocchi replied. ‘We can’t leave this mess here, and we haven’t got anywhere else to take it. Curfew will end soon; we have to move this from the piazza.’


‘But the segretario . . .’


‘Shifting the cart is what matters. We can worry about Bindi later.’ Strocchi soon had the other constables pulling the still-smoking cart north towards the Podestà. He paused, taking one last look around. Dozens, if not hundreds, of windows overlooked the piazza, so going door to door for potential witnesses was impractical. Moving the cart out of sight would delay the whispers about what had happened here, but sooner or later word would spread. People used coin to buy food and clothes, but gossip was Florence’s most popular currency.


Aldo left Cassandra keeping watch over Lippo. Should the thief be foolish enough to flee he would not get far, especially once Aldo was atop a horse. The stable stood across the wide courtyard from the villa; close enough to be convenient but not in a place where it would impede the view from the upper level of Ruggerio’s country retreat. Inside, the stable was clean and well kept, a door on the far side open to welcome morning breezes.


A lean, muscular man was tending to one of the horses, brushing its mane with care, whispering to the beast. He wore a simple tunic and hose with a leather apron to protect them. The stable hand gently eased one of the horse’s legs upward, raising the hoof. He pulled a metal tool from a pouch on his apron, using it to free a stone caught in the hoof.


Aldo cleared his throat. ‘One moment,’ the stable hand said, finishing his task and giving the horse a pat. ‘Yes?’ He had a fierce face, a stark contrast to his gentle manner with the beast. The stable hand had seen at least thirty summers, if not more, but it was often difficult to judge the age of those who worked in the country, the sun adding many lines to their skin. Aldo could not recall seeing the stable hand down in the village.


‘You’re Vincenzo?’ Aldo asked, getting a nod in return. He introduced himself, and his work for the Otto. ‘Cassandra suggested I borrow one of the signore’s horses for a trip to Florence. I would probably have it back here tomorrow.’


Vincenzo studied Aldo. ‘How fast will you be riding?’


‘Not at all.’


The stable hand rubbed a hand across his stubble. ‘Take that one.’ Vincenzo nodded at the horse he had been tending. ‘But treat her well. Saddles are on the wall.’


‘I will.’ Aldo grimaced. ‘I also need some rope.’


Vincenzo’s brow furrowed. ‘Rope?’


‘For my prisoner. He’s a thief I’m taking back to the city.’


‘Good. Best place for his kind.’


Massimo Bindi had a bounce in his step as he waddled towards the Podestà. Being segretario for the most powerful criminal court in Florence was all too often a task without thanks. When the Otto ably fulfilled its remit of enforcing the laws of the city, that work went unnoticed. Any praise went to the magistrates, the eight men who passed judgement over those brought before the court. The fact that those magistrates were replaced every few months, as was the Florentine custom for such courts, went ignored. The segretario was the one true constant within the Otto, the lone individual who ensured justice was both done and seen to be done . . . That truth was forgotten, or unappreciated.


But if anything went awry with the workings of the Otto, should the rule of law be under threat, or the dispensing of justice prove in some manner unsatisfactory, then it was always the segretario who suffered such accusations and recriminations. Magistrates could not be found wanting because their role was transitory. When the time came to cast blame, the segretario was the Otto incarnate.


Yet for once, just once, praise had fallen upon the person most deserving.


Bindi smiled to himself, savouring the last few days and their outcome. The Otto had dealt with a disciple of the notorious, long-dead Dominican Girolamo Savonarola. The monk had risen to prominence when Bindi was a young boy, but the segretario could still recall how the power of the monk’s oratory had held sway over many in Florence. Those who followed Savonarola were initially dismissed as Piagnoni – whiners, weepers and grumblers. But they had claimed that derisive name as a badge of honour.


Soon half the city was crowding into the cathedral to hear Savonarola speak, believing his promises that if they lived a purer life Florence would become a new Jerusalem, a true city of God. The monk sent thousands of young men and boys whom he called his Fanciulli out into the streets as emissaries and messengers. Clad in white to symbolize their purity, the Fanciulli gathered alms for the poor and confronted those who gambled, profaned or committed other sins. Bindi had been of an age to join the Fanciulli but open displays of religious piety were not for him, even as a young man. He believed faith should be a private matter, not an act of public performance.


Savonarola’s hold over the city culminated in a bonfire of the vanities. The Fanciulli went door to door demanding citizens surrender possessions the monk deemed sinful: masks and mirrors, cosmetics, wigs and perfume, musical instruments, books and paintings seen as heretical. A great pyramid of confiscated items was built in the Piazza della Signoria and set aflame while the Fanciulli sang hymns. But Savonarola overstepped himself and was soon excommunicated by the Pope. Within months the monk was executed by the city.


Savonarola had been dead for decades, yet his prophecies – that Florence could become a God-fearing republic if its people cast out the Medici – still found favour with some. Not long after Cosimo de’ Medici became the city’s leader, he promulgated a ban on confraternities, the religious groups that did charitable works in God’s name. The duke believed some of them were masks for anti-Medici factions. Most confraternities complied with the duke’s will, but a few fervent followers of Savonarola’s teachings still refused to be silenced. One such individual, a notary called Cristoforo da Soci, had prophesied that Florence would be freed from Medici control by the middle of May. He announced this would be preceded by famine, fire, plague and a bloody slaughter. He urged all to pray, to confess their sins, and to spread his prophecy further if they wished to save the city.


Bindi smirked as he approached the Podestà. Unfortunately, da Soci had shared his vision with a man called Guidotti, who promptly brought it to the Otto. When the segretario reported this to Cosimo, the duke ordered da Soci’s immediate arrest. The notary was interrogated by torture, which Bindi personally supervised. Examination continued until the predicted day of deliverance passed without significant incident. There was a drought across the dominion, but no plague, fire, famine or slaughter. The prophecy was discredited.


Cosimo wished to avoid giving renewed life to Savonarola’s legacy, and Bindi was proud of the solution he proposed to the duke: have da Soci be judged a madman by the Otto, suitable only for the scorn and ridicule of other citizens. The notary was convicted and sentenced to three years in Le Stinche, condemned to serve that time in the pazzeria, the prison’s ward for lunatics. Should he survive – not true of all those held at Le Stinche, and even less so of those within the pazzeria – da Soci would be released and exiled from Florence.


The segretario had also suggested one last indignity as a warning to others: da Soci was sentenced to cerca maggiore, a punishment that saw him paraded through the streets atop an ass to suffer insults and physical abuse from watching crowds. He was whipped and birched along the way while wearing a mitred hat that bore humiliating inscriptions. His shame was abject and complete.


The entire matter had been a triumph for the Otto and, in particular, for its most esteemed segretario. That was what the duke had called Bindi in front of others the previous day: most esteemed. It was all Bindi could do to keep himself from laughing as he neared the Podestà. All those years of bowing to men who deemed themselves better than him, all the petty humiliations and indignities he had suffered in the service of the Otto and the city. All of it was worth suffering to hear such praise, to have that blessed moment.


The segretario was still smiling as he waddled into the Podestà, enjoying the chill that seemed to settle on all who entered the home of the Otto. In winter and autumn that stark cold was liable to whiten the fingers and toes until they were numb, but in spring it was a welcome escape from the sweltering streets. Come summer the Podestà might be one of the few places in Florence where afternoons were bearable. No man of sense and means stayed in the city during July and August, not unless they took pleasure from wallowing in their own sweat. It was not yet June and already the city was roasting beneath the remorseless sun.


Bindi paused in the short corridor between the main gates and the inner courtyard to dab a cloth in the folds between his chins. Walking had been unwise. He should have called his carriage for the short journey from home. But after such a triumph the previous day it seemed a shame not to—


He stopped. What was that stench, and from where was it coming?


Bindi flared his nostrils, taking in more of the fetid odour. Woodsmoke, yes, but there was something else. Something far less pleasant. Burnt meat that had remained too long on the fire and then been left in the sun to rot. The foul aroma was coming from the courtyard. It was coming from inside the Podestà!


Clamping the damp cloth over his nose and mouth, the segretario stamped towards the courtyard. Some fool was going to pay for whatever was— Bindi stopped, staring at what was choking the air in the courtyard, not certain he could believe the truth of his own eyes.


The smouldering remains of a wooden handcart stood next to the central well, greasy black smoke wafting upwards. The wheels and base of the cart were intact, but its sides appeared to have burned away. A charred mass lurked in the belly of the cart, with a wooden post toppled across it. Constables Benedetto and Manuffi stood close by, both doing their best to avoid the segretario’s gaze.


Bindi snorted. They would not ignore him for long.


‘Who did this?’ he demanded.


Neither man replied.


‘Well?’ he bellowed, the word echoing around the courtyard’s stone walls. Bindi knew that would bring curious eyes to the windows on the two levels above. Good. Let them be reminded of his authority. Let them know who commanded all those working in the service of the Otto. ‘Speak, damn you!’


Benedetto responded first, still staring at the stones beneath his boots. ‘We don’t know, segretario.’


‘Who is this “we”?’


The young constable frowned. He had shown some promise when joining the Otto, but that had proved as fleeting as his wits. A tendency to lay the fault for his mistakes with others and a bitter, surly streak were frailties that did not endear themselves to anyone. Bindi doubted Benedetto would ever progress beyond a constable, and this hesitancy was not changing that doubt. ‘I don’t understand . . .’


The segretario sighed. ‘Who brought that’ – he jabbed a finger at the smoking remains of the cart – ‘into my courtyard?’ 


‘We did,’ Manuffi replied, stepping forward. The other constable appeared to have less guile than a loaf of stale bread, and none of the wit. ‘Strocchi told us to, sir.’


‘Did he?’


Manuffi nodded, and Benedetto joined him in that. Eager to shift the blame, as usual.


‘Why?’ Bindi asked. It was a sensible question, but not one either man seemed able to answer. ‘Very well. Where is Constable Strocchi?’


‘He just left for Oltrarno,’ Manuffi said. ‘Something about fetching a doctor. Don’t know why – the poor soul in that cart is dead as can be, if you ask me.’


‘Indeed.’ The segretario edged nearer the smouldering cart, but the body atop looked no better than a roasting pig that had fallen into the fire and been left to burn. A gust of wind blew smoke from the corpse into Bindi’s face, forcing the aroma of cooked meat into his nostrils. He gagged, remembering the meal he had gorged on after returning from the duke’s praise. That had been roast pork too . . . Bindi staggered back, clamping a hand over his mouth. ‘Fetch water,’ he said. ‘Throw it over that mess.’


‘But the fire’s out,’ Manuffi replied.


‘It will stop the smoke,’ Bindi snapped. ‘Now do as I say!’ He stamped to the wide stone staircase that led up to the court’s administrative uffici. ‘And when Strocchi returns, have him report to me immediately. Someone will answer for this indignity.’










Chapter Three


[image: chapter ornament]


Aldo should have been within sight of the city’s eastern gate. It was five miles at most from San Jacopo al Girone to Florence, and he was astride a well-kept horse. Even at walking pace the animal would have reached Porta la Croce by now but for the prisoner stumbling along behind it, tethered to the saddle by a generous length of rope. Lippo had complained while the rope was looped round his chest and remaining arm several times to bind him, but that was nothing compared to his incessant whining now.


‘Can’t we stop?’ the prisoner asked. ‘My feet aren’t used to this punishment.’


‘Should have thought of that before stealing those boots,’ Aldo said.


‘Look,’ Lippo went on. ‘The ends of my hose are worn through.’


Aldo didn’t reply. It only prompted his captive to talk further. Not that Lippo needed encouragement. He had complained and questioned and cajoled all the way.


‘You still haven’t told me why you’re working in the dominion.’


Again, Aldo kept his own counsel.


‘Officers of the court stay in the city. Only constables, cowards and the corrupt get kicked out into the countryside.’ Lippo left a long silence to linger, perhaps hoping that might provoke a response. Aldo had no difficulty ignoring such a strategia, having used it himself on the guilty and weak of will. ‘So, which one are you?’ Lippo asked.


Aldo pressed his heels into the horse a little, prompting it to increase pace.


‘What are you doing?’ Lippo wailed. ‘I can’t keep up!’


The horse trotted onwards.


‘Please,’ Lippo called, sounding short of breath. ‘Please, I’m sorry!’


Aldo eased his pressure against the horse’s sides, and it slowed to a walk again. That stopped the questions for a while, but his prisoner was soon bemoaning unjust punishments and court officers abusing their power.


‘Enough,’ Aldo muttered, pulling the horse to an abrupt halt. There were many things he missed about not living in Florence. The city had been his home as a boy and returning after too many years away as a soldier had made clear how much it stirred his heart. But dealing with men like Lippo was a stark reminder of the lies and self-interest that ran through Florence with a strength that rivalled the Arno in full flood. Aldo untied the rope and swung one leg over the saddle, sliding down to the ground. Retrieving the stiletto from his left boot, Aldo pointed it at Lippo. The prisoner stopped short, fear evident in his features.


‘What are you going to do with that?’


‘I’m giving you a choice. You can continue walking behind the horse all the way to Florence, but you’ll be doing it with fresh bruises. Or you can shut your babbling mouth and ride behind me on the back of the horse until we reach the city gate. Well?’


Lippo frowned. ‘Is your question a trap?’


Aldo gripped his stiletto tighter. ‘Walk or ride? Which is it?’


‘Ride,’ Lippo replied. ‘Don’t think I could walk much further.’ He lifted one foot, his hose hanging in tatters from the dirty, tender sole. ‘See?’


‘Give me one of your feet, I’ll lift you up.’


‘Thank you.’ Lippo shuffled to stand alongside the horse. ‘But . . . aren’t you going to untie me first? How will I ride behind you with my arm still bound?’


‘Easily.’ Aldo made a stirrup of his hands. Lippo put one foot into the cupped palms. ‘Get ready,’ Aldo said, crouching a little before hoisting Lippo up and across to the horse’s back behind the saddle – belly first. That forced the wind from the prisoner, leaving him no air for protesting. Aldo looped the rope over Lippo and the end swung back beneath the horse. A quick knot to the saddle strap tied the prisoner down, face-first.


Aldo strolled round the horse to look at Lippo. He was crimson, panting and puffing, still struggling for breath. ‘Comfortable?’ Unable to speak, Lippo spat instead but missed his target. ‘Good.’ Aldo climbed back atop the horse and snapped the reins, urging it into a canter. He could feel Lippo bouncing behind him, each jolt bringing another curse.


Strocchi paused outside the open door. The last time he had come to Dr Orvieto’s home in the Jewish commune, a young man had died when Strocchi pursued him. It was a sad end and not one of Strocchi’s making, but he still carried a measure of guilt for it. Confession had soothed some of it away but returning here brought back those nagging doubts. There was another reason for hesitating, but Strocchi didn’t want to think about that now.


Duties for the Otto often took him across the Arno to the city’s southern quarter, but few gave him reason to visit via dei Giudei. Most of the Jews in Florence lived in humble homes along this dirt road, little more than a narrow alley leading away from the river. Moneylending or working with textiles were the usual trades for Jews, but it had become popular for wealthy merchants to have Jewish physicians tend their family’s illnesses.


Aldo had found a different use for Dr Orvieto, employing his skills and knowledge as a physician to assess how and when a body was killed. Several times those talents had helped the Otto solve crimes that might otherwise have proven beyond the court. Strocchi was uncertain if Orvieto would be able or willing to assist with what remained of the corpse burned inside the cart, but it could not hinder the investigation to ask. Better to use all the tools to hand, Strocchi’s papa had often said, than fail for want of trying.


A young woman emerged from the doorway, carrying a small pot of what looked like salve. There was something familiar about her face . . .


‘May I help you?’ she asked.


‘I’ve come to see Dr Orvieto,’ Strocchi replied.


‘He’s seeing a patient, but they are nearly done. You can go in.’


‘Grazie.’ He stood aside to let her pass, but could not resist asking a question. ‘Excuse me, but have we met before?’


She paused, her brow furrowing. ‘Perhaps. My name is Rebecca Levi.’ The young woman held up the pot. ‘I must deliver this to someone. Good day.’ She strolled away, whistling a cheerful tune. It was only when she was out of sight that Strocchi recalled their previous encounter. Aldo had investigated the murder of Rebecca’s father two winters past, and Strocchi had met her briefly when the killer was revealed. She seemed much happier now. Strocchi was grateful she did not remember the circumstances of their last meeting.


He stepped inside the doctor’s home, removing his cap. Light spilled from a room at the end of the corridor. It was Orvieto’s home, but he saw patients here too. ‘Hello?’


‘Keep coming,’ a male voice called. ‘I’m at the back.’


Strocchi did as he was told, venturing along the dim corridor. At the other end he found Orvieto in an examining room lined by shelves and cabinets laden with bottles and jars, exotic names etched into each of them. A wooden table occupied much of the room’s centre, plain chairs positioned around it. The doctor was tending to a young girl sitting on one of the chairs, her knees scraped and bloody. A concerned woman wearing a simple brown dress, a shawl covering her hair, glared at Strocchi. She whispered in words he did not recognize. Hebrew, perhaps? The language had a kind of music when she spoke.


‘I’m sorry,’ Strocchi said. ‘I can come back.’


Orvieto looked up from where he was kneeling by the girl. Like other men of his faith the doctor wore a skullcap, in his case atop brown hair streaked by silver. Orvieto’s fulsome beard had autumn shades of red and brown, while his eyes were a warm hazel with no hint of fear or anger in his gaze. ‘Please, wait. I’m almost done here.’ He murmured reassurance to the mother and her girl while cleaning the wounds. ‘She fell while playing,’ the doctor explained to Strocchi. ‘But these things heal soon enough.’


The constable noted how good Orvieto was with the child. She must be seven or eight, with a friendly face that resembled her mother’s in all but attitude. The girl carried no suspicion in her yet, no reason to fear the unknown. Strocchi hoped his Bianca would know that same happiness growing up. Being the parent of an infant seemed a battle between exhaustion, worry and wishing. He did not doubt the years to come would be harder still. May my child know happiness, he prayed every night. Let her know peace. He did not doubt the Jewish mother felt the same about her daughter, though she followed a different faith.


Orvieto finished his work and ushered the pair out before returning to wash his hands in a bowl. ‘Constable . . . Strocchi, isn’t it? You came here once, with Cesare.’


‘With Aldo, that’s right.’


The doctor reached for a cloth. ‘How can I help?’


Strocchi explained what had been found in the Piazza della Signoria. ‘I know it is asking a lot, but could you come to the Podestà and examine the remains? There is not much to see, and what is left will not be pleasant. But we need to know how this poor soul died if we are to find who killed him.’ When Orvieto did not reply at once, Strocchi found himself babbling on. ‘I know that Aldo – Cesare – considered you a man of insight before he left the city. If you could help us . . .’


Orvieto smiled. ‘Of course. I would be happy to assist. Patients are fewer as summer approaches, so long as disease does not take hold of the city. Should I come now?’


‘Yes, thank you.’


The doctor removed his apron, resting it on the back of a chair. ‘You look tired, constable. Have you been having trouble sleeping?’


‘I have a little daughter, Bianca. When she does not sleep, neither do we.’


Orvieto nodded. ‘Has this been a problem for long?’


‘Since she was born, in November.’


‘That makes her about six months old.’ The doctor went to a small chest atop a nearby bench and pulled out a short piece of paper rolled into a narrow cylinder, twisted shut at both ends. ‘Are you feeding her anything besides mother’s milk yet?’


‘Tomasia is trying the bambina with small pieces of fruit and vegetables.’


‘A good idea, your daughter is probably ready for that. Now, there is powder in this paper. Sprinkle a few grains of it on some soft fruit near her last feed of the day. That will help Bianca sleep a little more, and then you will not be quite so exhausted.’


Strocchi took the powder, slipping it inside his tunic. ‘Thank you.’


The doctor wrote a brisk message on a scrap of paper and folded that in two before placing it by a candlestick on the table. ‘A note for my new student,’ Orvieto said. ‘She’s making a delivery for me.’


‘I met her on the doorstep,’ Strocchi said. ‘Rebecca?’


Orvieto nodded. ‘I was reluctant to apprentice her, but I am not getting any younger and people along this street will need a physician when I stop. The other Jewish doctors spend most of their time tending wealthy merchants across the river. The pay is certainly better, but our people still require a healer. Now, shall we go see these remains? I have limited experience with burnt bodies but may be able to offer you some small assistance.’


Bindi struggled up the stone staircase inside Palazzo Medici. Each morning he was required as segretario of the Otto to report on cases coming before the court, any changes in the number of those incarcerated at Le Stinche, and the state of any current investigations. Florence’s previous leader had paid little attention to such reports. Before his death Alessandro de’ Medici had preferred lounging in an ornate gold chair while his cousin Lorenzino whispered snide remarks, rather than giving any heed to Bindi.


The new duke could not be more different. Cosimo was not yet nineteen but – at least to Bindi’s eyes – showed an attention to detail that his predecessor had sorely lacked. Within months of being elected leader of the city, Cosimo had crushed an army raised by rebellious exiles in the countryside, executing or imprisoning the ringleaders. His offer to wed Alessandro’s widow – the illegitimate daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor, no less – had been rejected, but Charles V did agree that Cosimo could officially be called Duke of Florence. That pleased Cosimo’s mother, the formidable Maria Salviati, who had devoted herself to preparing him for leadership. Once that was achieved, she had stepped back into the shadows, content to see the new duke rule. There were rumours about her health, whisperings that she was far from well these days. But Bindi gave such gossip little heed.


Meanwhile, the loudest voices in the city’s Senate, men who believed they could manipulate the young Medici as they might a puppet, had learned the strength of Cosimo’s resolve. Francesco Guicciardini soon retired to his country villa to write, while others of his standing had died or been diminished. In place of such men a new Florence was emerging, one built on bureaucracy and careful administration. This was an approach Bindi appreciated, one that took power from those who served their own needs and placed it in the hands of those who put the city first. The segretario had seen Florence suffer from fools and folly, siege and savagery. Now, at long last, it seemed she might be nearing a period of stability. If that proved true, nothing would make him happier.


The prospect of upsetting that careful equilibrium did not please Bindi. But he could not hide what had happened in Piazza della Signoria. The duke had spies secreted across the city, keeping him apprised of anything that might imperil Florence or his leadership. Better to bring ill news to Cosimo at the earliest opportunity and assuage whatever anger that provoked. A reed bending with the wind rarely broke in Bindi’s experience, while the branch that could not bend would be torn asunder when a storm came. He had to hope Cosimo was not in a mood for storms and tempests this morning.


Francesco Campana was waiting by the double doors to the duke’s private ufficio, clad in the traditional black gown of an administrator. Reserved in his manner and plain of face, Campana was private segretario to the duke. The fact that Campana had kept his position within the palazzo after Cosimo’s election said much about his skills and importance.


‘You’re late,’ Campana said, a rebuke in his quiet words.


‘There was an – incident overnight. One requiring my attention at the Podestà.’


‘The fire in Piazza della Signoria?’


As Bindi feared, word had already reached Palazzo Medici. ‘Yes.’


‘Very well.’ Campana ushered Bindi into the ufficio. The elaborate carved table and golden throne favoured by Alessandro were long gone, replaced by a plain chair and simple table. Cosimo was sitting next to the table, its surface covered in reports and other documents. This was now a place of work, not a room for frivolity. Campana went to the duke’s side, whispering in one ear. Cosimo looked up, beckoning Bindi closer.


‘What do we know about this person who was burned in the piazza?’ the duke asked.


Bindi fought an urge to sigh. A few hours before, he had been the Otto’s most esteemed segretario. That glorious moment was gone; now he was the bearer of ill news. ‘Very little,’ Bindi said. ‘Nothing, in fact, beyond a report that the body may have been stripped to its underclothes and the scalp shaved before being set ablaze.’ Strocchi had not returned to the Podestà by the time Bindi was due to make his report to the duke, forcing the segretario to question Benedetto and Manuffi further for the little they knew.


‘Was there anything to indicate why this was done?’


‘Not that my men have yet uncovered. It is perhaps an idle killing, or some petty vendetta enacted in the piazza, but I suspect something else is at work here.’ Bindi relayed how the burnt cart, gibbet and body had been moved to the Podestà for private examination.


Campana cleared his throat. ‘Your Grace, may I . . .?’ Cosimo gave a brisk gesture of assent. ‘You said this man was stripped of outer clothes and shaved?’


‘One of the constables who found the burning body believes so,’ Bindi said.


Cosimo frowned. ‘Is that significant?’


‘In the past,’ Campana replied, ‘when a priest or friar was executed for sinning, they were first stripped of outer clothes and their scalps shaved. It was called “degradation”.’


‘You’re suggesting this victim may have been a man of faith.’


‘Perhaps.’


Something was scratching at Bindi’s reason, clawing at him for attention. He had witnessed what Campana described, many years ago . . . ‘Tell me, what is today’s date?’


‘The date?’ Cosimo responded.


‘Yes,’ Bindi said. He should know it without asking, but the knowledge had abandoned him momentarily. ‘What is it?’


‘May the twenty-third in the year of Our Lord fifteen thirty-eight,’ Campana said.


Bindi grimaced. Then this was no idle killing, and no petty vendetta. Whoever was responsible for burning that man in the piazza was making a statement for all to see.


‘Why does that . . .?’ Campana’s words trailed away. ‘Of course.’


Cosimo glared at his counsellor. ‘What? What does today’s date signify?’


Bindi answered for Campana. ‘On this precise date Girolamo Savonarola and two other Dominican monks were brought out from the Palazzo della Signoria. Each man was degraded before being hung in the centre of the piazza. Their bodies were burned while still on the gibbet to ensure there was nothing left but ash.’ Bindi had been among the thousands who witnessed Savonarola’s end. Women wept and wailed as the monk burned. Afterwards the ashes were taken on a cart to the Arno and tipped into the river so no fragments were left that could be claimed as relics of the martyred.


‘The execution took place in 1498,’ Campana added. ‘Forty years ago today.’


Cosimo sank back in his chair. ‘That cannot be happenstance. Using the same means, the same method, in the same place . . . This was intentional. But who would do such a thing?’ The young duke rubbed a hand across the thin brown beard he was growing. ‘Could it be retaliation by followers of Savonarola for what the Otto did to da Soci?’


‘Perhaps,’ Bindi conceded. ‘But to undertake such an elaborate killing in the centre of Florence . . . it seems an extreme response.’


‘Indeed, but that should still be investigated,’ Cosimo said. ‘Better to be certain of the facts than rely on mere opinion. If it was not followers of Savonarola, who else might do this?’


‘Whoever they are, the men of the Otto will find them,’ the segretario replied, ‘you can be certain of that.’ Bindi chose his words carefully to avoid making the pledge his own personal promise. Should the officers and constables fall short, better it be a collective failure than one on which his own reputation depended.


‘Make sure they do,’ the duke said. ‘And tell them to make haste. Hanging and burning a man in front of the Palazzo della Signoria is a calculated attack in the heart of our city. But such an act on this date . . . Whoever is responsible wants people to link this killing to Savonarola’s execution, perhaps even to his prophecies that Florence would one day become a republic again. Word will be spread by fair means or foul, of that we can be certain. When it does, men like da Soci may be the least of our troubles.’ Cosimo returned to his papers.


Realizing he was dismissed, Bindi bowed as low as his rotund belly allowed before departing. In the past he would have given this matter to Aldo, an irksome officer with a skill for solving mysteries that defied the wit of others. But the fool had chosen to leave the city, volunteering to bolster the Otto’s law enforcement in the dominion.


Someone else would have to take his place for this investigation.


Aldo climbed from the saddle as his borrowed horse approached Porta la Croce. The city wall stretched away from the east gate in either direction, south towards the Arno and north towards the hills. Aldo untethered Lippo and pulled him down off the horse. ‘You bastardo,’ Lippo spat. ‘That nearly killed me.’


‘You’re still alive,’ Aldo replied. He walked the horse and captive through the gate, giving his name to the guards. After stabling the horse near the city wall, Aldo marched Lippo south past the convent of Le Murate before turning west. It was not far to Le Stinche or the Podestà, but Lippo did all he could to delay their arrival. He stopped by the stone statue of a lion guarding the main entrance to the church of Santa Croce, legs crumpling beneath him.


‘Please, I can’t go any further,’ Lippo whined. ‘Coming all that way strapped across the horse’s back . . . I’ll be black and blue tomorrow. Let me rest a minute here. Please.’


Aldo retreated to the side of the church, getting out of the relentless sun. Not yet June and already the days were uncomfortably hot. He had forgotten how hot it could be in the city, all the stone reflecting the warmth until walking during the day was akin to being inside an oven. Movement across the street caught Aldo’s eye. A maid was closing shutters on the middle level of a once-grand residence, no doubt to block out the worst of the day’s heat. Aldo did not recognize her, yet Palazzo Fioravanti was all too familiar. He had spent his first twelve years there, brought up as a member of the famiglia despite being born illegitimate. But he was cast out before his father’s body was cold, exiled by a stepmother who resented him. No, resented wasn’t strong enough. Lucrezia Fioravanti hated him: who he was, what he was, and whom he loved. He had long vowed not to step inside the palazzo again until she was dead, but made the mistake of breaking that promise a year ago. Lucrezia despised him still. If anything, her venom was stronger than ever. The vicious old strega clung to life with a tenacity Aldo might admire in another person. But not her.


‘Enough,’ he said, returning to Lippo and pulling the prisoner to his feet. ‘You have a choice to make. I can take you to Le Stinche and let the inmates welcome you back. Or we can go on to the Podestà, where you can rot in a cell till the court gets to your case. Stay long enough, you might be one of those released to mark the feast day of St John the Baptist.’


‘That isn’t until the end of June,’ Lippo protested.


Aldo shrugged. ‘What’s it to be?’


The thief studied him. ‘Is there another option?’


The snare was set. Time to see if the quarry would take the bait . . .


‘Perhaps,’ Aldo said. ‘I might let you go—’


‘That sounds promising,’ Lippo cut in.


‘—if you say why you were watching Ruggerio’s villa. Here. Now.’


The thief frowned. ‘Whose villa?’


‘Don’t bother pretending. We both know that is Ruggerio’s country home. You weren’t there to steal some boots and a capon, otherwise you would have left once you had them. There was another reason why you introduced yourself to Cassandra: you were studying the building. Looking for ways in and out, seeing if any other servants were in the villa besides the housekeeper. Now, are you going to tell me the truth?’


Lippo shook his head, features a picture of puzzlement. ‘I don’t know what you’re—’


‘Enough lying,’ Aldo sighed. ‘Either you were planning to rob that villa, or assessing it as a target for somebody else. Ruggerio wouldn’t leave anything of value in his country home when he isn’t there. That suggests you were studying the villa for someone else. Who?’


The thief put his single hand over his heart. ‘God be my judge, I have no notion of what you are talking about. Truthfully, you have this wrong.’


Aldo glared at Lippo. ‘Rotting in a cell at the Podestà it is. Move.’ He shoved the thief out into Piazza Santa Croce, the blazing midday sunshine baking the expansive square.


‘But you said you’d let me go,’ the thief complained.


‘If you explained why you were watching the villa.’ Another push kept Lippo moving forwards. The piazza was emptying, people going home to escape the worst of the day’s heat.


‘I did tell you!’


‘You lied, as usual.’


‘That’s not fair—’


‘You lie more often than the politicians in the Senate,’ Aldo said.


‘I resent being compared to politicians,’ Lippo retorted. ‘I have some honour.’


‘What, honour amongst thieves? Only a fool believes that. A smart thief, one who cares more for his own skin than those paying him to take risks, would make a deal.’


Lippo slowed as they reached the far side of the piazza. ‘If I give you names – if I have any names to give – you’ll let me go, here in the city?’


‘I would have done, if you told me when I asked. But that was then. Now we’re going to the Podestà.’ He grabbed Lippo by the arm and marched him away from the piazza.


‘I can still give you names,’ Lippo offered.


‘Feel free. But you’ll be spending tonight in a cell. Consider it a punishment for keeping me up all night watching for you at the villa.’


‘I didn’t know you were there. I wouldn’t have taken the job if I’d—’ The thief stopped but the words had already escaped his mouth.


‘So you were working for someone else,’ Aldo said. It had been a suspicion before, one that fitted the facts but lacked supporting evidence. Now he had the start of a confession.










Chapter Four
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When Strocchi escorted Dr Orvieto into the Podestà the smouldering cart was missing from the courtyard, only a few charred pieces of wood remaining by the well. But black wheel marks led them to a large storage room beneath the courtyard’s internal staircase. Strocchi paused at the heavy wooden door. ‘Have you seen burnt bodies before?’


Orvieto grimaced. ‘Once, many years ago. A husband driven mad by grief set himself on fire. It was . . .’ The doctor shook his head. ‘Open the door. Let us see what is inside.’


Strocchi turned a sturdy metal key in the lock and pulled at the latch. Greasy smoke billowed out, forcing him back several paces. Santo Spirito, the stench! Wood and metal and meat, all cooked together, as if the storage room was some unholy oven belching its foul fumes into the world. Strocchi turned away, gasping for air not tainted by what was inside.


Orvieto clasped a sleeve over his nose and mouth. ‘I’ll need a lantern to make a full examination. Probably two.’ Strocchi went to fetch them, grateful to escape the aroma of cooking flesh. When he returned, the doctor was inside, studying the grisly remains of the man and cart. ‘Thank you,’ Orvieto said. ‘Now, what do we have here?’ Strocchi watched as long as he could but the acrid stench inside was too much, making him cough and cough . . . ‘You don’t have to stay with me,’ Orvieto murmured. ‘Why don’t you wait in the courtyard? But please, don’t close the door on your way out.’


Strocchi stumbled from the dank chamber, still coughing. It was as if one of those burnt fingers was in his mouth, charred skin stretching down into his throat, rasping. He sank to the ground, a thin stream of bile bursting from him.


‘Carlo? Carlo, are you all right?’


Strocchi twisted to see a figure hurrying towards him, concern on that familiar face: Aldo. ‘It will pass,’ Strocchi gasped between spasms, struggling to keep hold of what was left inside him. He held up a hand to stop the officer coming any closer.


Aldo did as he was bid. ‘Very well.’


Strocchi wiped a hand across his mouth, wishing for water to wash away – no, best not think about that. He got to one knee, easing himself upwards while studying Aldo. The officer’s tunic and hose were dusty. Living in the dominion had coloured his inquisitive features, sun and time etching the wrinkles round his eyes deeper. ‘Why are you here?’


Aldo tilted his head towards a forlorn figure across the courtyard, rope bound tight around the man’s chest and single arm. ‘Caught Lippo stealing from a villa above San Jacopo al Girone. Seems he was studying the residence for someone else.’ Aldo sniffed the air, his eyes following the cart tracks into the nearby storeroom. ‘And you?’


‘There was a murder.’ Strocchi gave as few details as he could, not wanting to invite any involvement. But Aldo couldn’t help himself.


‘Doubtful that whoever did it pushed the cart far,’ he said. ‘They would have risked being heard or meeting one of the night patrols. Those responsible probably used a nearby stable to store the cart and build the gibbet, away from curious eyes but still close to the square. Has anyone searched the alleys near Piazza della Signoria?’


Strocchi cursed under his breath. ‘Not yet.’


Aldo rubbed a hand across his greying stubble. ‘If you need—’


‘No,’ Strocchi cut in. He forced a smile. ‘You have your own investigation to pursue.’


The officer nodded. ‘Indeed.’


‘Cesare?’ Dr Orvieto emerged from the storeroom, a smile spreading across his face. ‘I thought that was your voice. What are you doing back in the city?’


‘Business for the Otto,’ Aldo replied. ‘I take it you’re helping Carlo.’


‘Yes,’ the doctor said. ‘Would you like to see? This is quite fascinating.’


Strocchi cleared his throat, glaring at Aldo.


The officer shook his head at Orvieto. ‘Sorry, no. I have other matters that need my attention.’ He nodded to Strocchi. ‘Best of luck with your investigation.’ Aldo turned away, marching towards the forlorn figure bound with rope.
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