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Upon this a question arises: 
whether it be better to be loved than feared, 
or feared than loved? One should wish to be both but, 
because it is difficult to unite them in one person, 
it is much safer to be feared than loved. 


Niccolò Machiavelli,


translated by W. K. Marriott (1908)
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During this period, the Florentine calendar year started on March 25th. December 31st, January 1st and the days immediately after were all considered to be part of 1536.
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Chapter One
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Sunday, December 31st, 1536


Cesare Aldo took no pleasure from killing, but sometimes it was necessary.


There was no honour in ending another man’s life, no wisdom found in the moment when that last breath left his body. Most killings were bruising and brutal, the violence of steel and blood. Then the stench as a corpse lost control, voiding itself of dignity. Poets never mentioned that when they wrote about the nobility of the battlefield.


There was something else poets never wrote of: a tightening in the palle when death felt close. The blood quickened, yes, and so did the breathing, becoming fast and shallow as instinct demanded a choice: stand and fight, or flee the threat. In that moment every part of the body clenched – especially the palle.


Aldo felt his body tensing as the road ahead narrowed between two steep stone slopes. The birdsong that had accompanied them from Scarperia was gone, an unnerving quiet in its place. This early in the day, the road south from Bologna was more shadow than sunlight, giving potential attackers plenty of shelter. With Florence still twenty miles off, and not a castello or farmhouse in sight, this was the perfect place for an ambush.


Aldo twisted in the saddle to glance back at the man he was guarding. Samuele Levi was past his prime, thick of waist and weak of chin. Doubtful he’d ever held a blade, except to open letters. If an attack came, Aldo would have to fight for both of them. He slid a hand to the stiletto tucked in his left boot. Better to be—


Something hissed through the air, and Aldo’s horse flinched as if stung. A bolt was buried in the beast’s neck, a mortal wound. He gripped tighter as the horse’s front legs kicked at the sky. As he tumbled from the horse, another bolt cut the air where Aldo had been. His left knee hit the ground first, pain lancing through him from the sudden impact.


Levi’s horse panicked, unseating its rider. The moneylender tumbled towards the stones and scrub that lined the side of the road, still clutching the two leather satchels he always carried. Levi’s cry cut off abruptly as he hit the ground head first. Knocked senseless, if he was lucky. Levi’s hired horse raced forwards, hooves thundering past Aldo. It sprinted away and his mount followed, hastening death with every stride.


Aldo rolled over, feigning moans of pain as loud as possible to mask slipping the stiletto from his boot. Whoever had fired those bolts would be closing in for the kill. Boots approached from the south, more than one set – two, maybe three. The last did not come close; probably the one with the crossbow, a weapon more effective at distance. Aldo moaned again, sounding as weak and vulnerable as possible. ‘Please . . . please, somebody help us.’ He gave a pathetic, feeble cough as a bandit loomed over him.


‘Too easy.’ Not Florentine, judging by the voice.


‘Please,’ Aldo whimpered in an effeminate tone. ‘My friend, I fear he’s hurt.’


‘Shut up.’ The bandit spat rancid phlegm at Aldo’s face. It took every ounce of willpower not to strike back. Shoving a knee into Aldo’s chest, the bandit pinned him to the ground. Rough hands scoured Aldo’s prone body. He offered no resistance, keeping the stiletto hidden up one sleeve, a hand closed round the hilt. ‘Nothing,’ the bandit announced.


‘Find the other one,’ a stern voice called from further away – probably the man with the crossbow. He sounded authoritative, used to giving orders.


‘Over here,’ a third voice called from where Levi had fallen. Aldo watched a heavyset thug with a musket examining the limp body. ‘He’s dead.’


‘Make sure he is,’ the ringleader said. ‘We need to be certain.’


Aldo’s attacker turned to look – and Aldo plunged his stiletto into the man’s boot, stabbing through leather and flesh. The bandit screamed in pain, doubling over. Aldo twisted his blade to widen the wound before pulling it free. A swift thrust drove the stiletto up behind his attacker’s chin, piercing the tongue. The bandit collapsed, fingers clawing at the blade.


The ringleader shouted a warning to the man standing over Levi. The bandit whirled round, firing in haste. A musket ball fizzed past Aldo’s head, missing by a finger’s width. He rolled closer to the fallen bandit, using him as a shield. While the bandit with the musket reloaded, Aldo found a blade still in its sheath on his crumpled assailant. ‘A wise man draws his weapon before confronting an enemy.’ The fallen bandit was too busy bleeding to reply.


Aldo pulled the dagger free, balancing it in one hand to test the weight. The bandit with the musket was still reloading, but any attempt to flee meant risking the crossbow. There was only one way to improve the odds. Aldo rose for a moment, pulling back the dagger. Palle, the musket-bearer was shouldering his weapon. A fresh bolt pierced Aldo’s sleeve, brushing skin. He hurled the dagger, the blade flying end over end as it cut the air. A misfire born of haste spat hot gunpowder across the musket-bearer’s fingers as the dagger buried itself in his throat. He stumbled over Levi and fell, one blackened hand twitching.


Aldo dropped back close beside the bandit he’d stabbed, counting himself lucky.


The ringleader cursed his men from the shadows. Cover for sliding another bolt into that crossbow, no doubt. Would he retreat, or close in to finish the job? Most bandits melted away when facing determined opposition. But the sound of approaching boots proved this was no ordinary robbery. The ringleader wanted his prize.


‘You fight well. Most guards would’ve run for their lives.’


‘I’m no guard.’ Aldo searched for another weapon. Any weapon.


‘A condottiere, then? Didn’t know Florence still had any.’ The ringleader was circling round, using the conversation to distract from his quest for a clearer shot.


‘A condottiere leads men at arms. As you can see, I’m on my own.’ Aldo stared at his stiletto, its blade still wedged through the fallen bandit’s lower jaw and tongue. ‘I’m an officer of the Otto di Guardia e Balia.’


‘Ahh, a law enforcer – a professional. That explains a lot.’


Aldo rolled the bandit on his side, wrapping an arm round the man’s shoulders, other hand grasping the hilt of the stiletto. ‘When I get up,’ Aldo hissed, ‘you do too. Understand?’ The bandit shook his sweat-soaked face, the stink of shit thick in the air. This one didn’t wait for death to empty his bowels. Aldo twisted the stiletto. ‘Understand?’ This time, a nod.


The ringleader edged closer. ‘I thought your jurisdiction ended at the city walls?’


Aldo rose, pulling the bandit up in front of him. ‘You thought wrong.’


The ringleader stopped, crossbow ready to fire. He was shorter than Aldo expected, with a grizzled face sun-browned even in December, making the pale pink scar on one cheek all the more vivid. Beneath greying hair flint-blue eyes narrowed. ‘So I can see.’


‘Back off,’ Aldo warned, ‘or I kill both your men today.’


‘Let me save you the trouble.’ The crossbow fired straight and true, its bolt puncturing the wounded bandit in Aldo’s arms. ‘Don’t come this way again,’ the ringleader warned as he backed away into the shadows. ‘Next time you might not be so fortunate.’


Aldo waited till the ringleader was long gone before dropping the punctured bandit. He limped across to where Levi had fallen, cursing the moneylender as each step brought a fresh stab of pain from the injured knee. The task had been simple: escort Levi from Bologna back to Florence, safe and unharmed. So much for simplicity. Now he would have to take back a body instead, and get it to the city without any horses to help.


But as Aldo approached, Levi opened one eye to peer around. ‘Is it safe?’ His face was streaked with blood from a deep cut to the forehead, but he looked otherwise unhurt.


‘For now,’ Aldo replied, shaking his head. ‘You make a good corpse.’


Levi sat up, wincing. ‘My kind know how to stay alive, even if it means playing dead.’ He rose to one knee but sank back down again.


‘Don’t try moving yet.’


Levi nodded, touching two fingertips to his bloodied face.


Aldo checked the bandit who had fired the musket – he was dead. But the man who had first attacked Aldo was still alive, faint gasps audible in the narrow hillside pass. The stiletto wedged behind his jawline was trembling, as was the bolt embedded in his chest. Aldo limped back towards the dying bandit. ‘Why did you attack us?’


The bandit coughed, unable to reply with a blade still pinning his tongue. Aldo pulled the stiletto free, and blood poured from the wound. ‘Your capo murdered you. Tell me his name so I can make him pay.’ The bandit gurgled, crimson bubbling from his lips. Aldo leaned over the bandit’s mouth and got blood spat in his face, along with two final words.


‘Get fucked.’


For most Florentines, attending church on Sunday was a chance to pray and give worship to God. For courtesans, church was a chance to be noticed. Mass offered a rare opportunity for unmarried women to meet and mingle with men of means. Whether those men were single made little difference to the courtesans, though married men were less likely to be possessive, or occupy too much of an independent woman’s time. So common was the practice that some churches used a curtain of coarse cloth to divide the sexes, keeping those women without families on the left-hand side – the sinister side, in Latin. But a mere curtain was no match for the courtesans, women of cunning and guile.


The imposing church of Santa Croce so dominated its surroundings that the eastern quarter of Florence was named after it. Outside the church sprawled a huge, open piazza – one of the largest in the city. The piazza remained cold all morning in winter due to the long shadow cast by Santa Croce. But inside the vast church courtesans were doing their best to raise the temperatures of any man watching. They spent the precious minutes before mass competing for the pew that offered the best chance to see and be seen. Overt displays of flesh were not possible, but a sly smile and a gown that accentuated a woman’s natural assets were enough to turn the head of many a wealthy merchant. If this also turned his wife’s face to vinegar, well, that was simply proof of success. A sour wife usually meant her husband was liable – even eager – to reward those who offered more willing, more imaginative company.


Among the courtesans at Santa Croce, two were acknowledged as the queens of the curtain. Venus Cavalcante was a slender woman with a hawkish face whose artistry inside the bedchamber was as celebrated as the sharpness of her tongue outside it. Time’s cruel passage meant she no longer drew the gaze of younger men, but Venus argued for the virtues of her mature clients. They were unlikely to rise to the occasion more than once, and their conversation afterwards was often as valuable as any payment they might leave behind.


Her chief rival was Bella Testa, a younger and more voluptuous woman with greater enthusiasm than skill, if the rumours were true. The twinkle in her eyes and the generous swell of her bosom made Bella the courtesan of choice for quite a few clients, especially the sons of wealthy families. Young Florentine men of means were happy to spend their seed in anyone willing to accept it. Make the recipient a beautiful woman – readily available, at a suitable price – and the lure was often overwhelming.


Each Sunday Venus and Bella did battle for the most prized seat in the vast church, one that provided the best position from which to be seen by men on the other side of the curtain. To achieve that, the winner had to be last into the desired pew, forcing those already seated to move along. From a distance, the courtesans’ polite gestures and smiling faces were the image of courteous civility. Step closer and their hissed insults told another story.


‘My dearest Venus, I wouldn’t dream of making you stand a moment longer. A woman of your many, many years shouldn’t be expected to remain on her feet.’


‘You’re too kind, my darling Bella, but I must insist you sit first. Someone in your condition shouldn’t put such a strain on herself.’


‘My condition?’


‘You are with child, are you not? How else to explain the spreading of your waist?’


A sharp intake of breath from those nearby brought a smile to the face of Venus. Her barb had struck a nerve with the other courtesans. But when she turned to savour their expressions, Venus found her rivals staring elsewhere.


A newcomer was approaching them, narrow of hip and dressed in a sumptuous gown. A coy face hid behind a veil, but what could be seen was exquisite – and devilishly young. The new arrival paused by Bella and Venus. ‘I believe mass is beginning. Shall we sit?’


The warring women found themselves ushered into the front pew, accepting less favourable seats while the fresh face stole their prized position. Venus glanced at the newcomer during mass. This usurper was unfamiliar. The voice had been sweet and definitely Florentine, yet the features remained unrecognizable. Most galling of all, the new arrival was attracting the gaze of every likely prospect in church. Venus had been hoping to lure one man in particular, Biagio Seta, the middle-aged middle son of a family of prominent silk merchants. His childless elder brother was ill, unlikely to see another summer, putting Biagio in line for the business and all its wealth. But he had not a glance for Venus this Sunday, only for the newcomer beside her.


When mass was concluded, most families hastened home to eat together. But a few men remained in the cloister beside the church or the piazza in front of it, claiming an urgent need to discuss business. The courtesans also lingered, gossiping with their maids about who was wearing what. Once the families were gone, men with a need for company could send a message to the maid of their preferred courtesan.


Most Sundays, Venus and Bella had their pick of the offers. But today the messages were going to another courtesan. The upstart did not even have a maid, instead accepting the invitations personally. Venus watched Biagio make his approach, a coy look passing between him and the one he desired. Biagio blushed – he actually blushed! – when the narrow-hipped vixen nodded at him. The couple departed the piazza in different directions, but Venus had little doubt they would be together soon, in all the most intimate ways.


‘Must be losing our touch,’ Bella observed.


Venus sniffed her disdain. ‘Men. They always want first taste. But the novelty soon wears off. Did you hear a name for our new friend?’


‘Dolce Gallo, according to my maid.’


Venus couldn’t help laughing. ‘I wonder what her real name is?’


With no horses to ride, Aldo and Levi had to continue their journey south towards Florence on foot. But hours of marching did no good for Aldo’s bruised, swollen left knee. It had already been unreliable before the bandit attack, weakened by an old injury from years spent as a soldier for hire, riding alongside one of the great condottieri. A bad fall had ruptured the joint, forcing Aldo to abandon life as a mercenary and sending him back to Florence. Falling from his horse as the bandits attacked hadn’t been as bad, but the pain was all too familiar.


Levi seemed to be suffering even more, his body and spirit ill prepared for marching of any kind, so progress was slow and painful. When they stopped for the third time, Aldo pressed Levi for answers. ‘You never told me why you wanted a guard for this journey.’


The moneylender dabbed a cloth to the wound on his forehead ‘Isn’t what happened proof your protection was necessary?’


‘Yes, but it doesn’t answer my question. What made you think you were in danger?’


Levi waved a dismissive hand. ‘It was a sensible precaution. Bandits are common on this road – too common, from what I’ve heard.’


‘And I’ve heard you make this trip three times a year, but never before have you asked the Otto for a guard. In summer, I’d understand it. But robbing people in winter is treacherous, with few rewards.’ No answer. Levi might be little use against a blade, but he was a master at avoiding sharp questions. ‘I’d go so far as to say today’s attack was no happenstance. Those bandits were waiting for us. For you.’


That got a reaction, though Levi masked it in moments. ‘They attacked you first.’


‘If a target can protect himself, he doesn’t need a guard. I was obviously guarding you, so it made sense to deal with me first. To eliminate the more significant threat.’


Levi shrugged. ‘Speculation proves nothing.’


‘Having taken me down, our attackers didn’t finish me when they had the chance. “Find the other one,” the ringleader said. “We need to be certain.” They wanted to be sure who you were before killing us both.’


Levi avoided Aldo’s gaze. ‘You’ve a strong memory.’


‘Being that close to death sharpens the mind. The ringleader was calm, he didn’t panic when the first attack faltered. And he didn’t hesitate to kill his own man on hearing I’m with the Otto. Few robbers are that ruthless.’


‘You want to meet ruthless men, try being a moneylender.’


‘Had the ringleader employed better men,’ Aldo snapped, ‘we’d both be dead by now. Think on that.’ He peered at the sky. ‘We won’t reach Florence before dusk at this pace, and the horses bolted with all our provisions. We need to find shelter, and soon.’


Levi got to his feet with difficulty. ‘Where do you suggest?’


‘I rode with a condottiere who kept a home near Trebbio. We might find a welcome there. It’s a few miles south. Can you get that far before sunset?’









Chapter Two
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Dusk was close when Aldo and Levi reached a modest castello on the outskirts of Trebbio. Their approach set dogs barking. ‘Let me do the talking,’ Aldo said, thumping a fist against the sturdy wooden door. The blows returned as hollow echoes from within.


‘Perhaps nobody lives here any more,’ Levi suggested.


Aldo pointed at a weak light spilling from a window above them. ‘That’s a candle.’


Footsteps grew audible from inside, coming closer.


‘Who’s there?’ a frail voice asked.


‘Cesare Aldo of the Otto di Guardia e Balia. I’m on official business for the city. My travelling companion and I require lodgings for the night.’ Invoking the Otto was no guarantee of a welcome, especially this far outside the city. But the court still commanded some respect – and fear. Coin also helped smooth the way. ‘You will, of course, be paid.’


Sure enough, the heavy door opened a crack. Clutching a lantern, a gimlet-eyed old man glared at the visitors. His yellow tunic was faded from years of wear and washing, while his dull green hose had been darned too many times. ‘What did you say your name was?’


Aldo repeated himself, struggling to hide his frustration. The ageing retainer nodded before shutting the door. When it eventually reopened, a woman in a dark, plain dress stood behind it. Her hair was covered by a fine shawl of light wool and her face showed no fear. In fact, she looked delighted. ‘Aldo? Is that you?’


Her features were hard to discern in the flickering light of her lantern. She had seen plenty of summers, but was still a handsome woman, even in the dour mourning clothes of a widow. There was something familiar about those eyes, too. Of course!


Aldo bowed from the waist. ‘Signora Salviati, I— It is many years since I last came to Trebbio. I hoped your husband’s kin might still live here, I did not realize— Forgive me.’


She smiled. ‘There’s nothing to forgive. And who is your travelling companion?’


Aldo stood aside to let the lantern reveal the moneylender. ‘This is Samuele Levi, of Florence. I’m guarding his journey south from Bologna.’ Aldo gestured at the widow. ‘This is Signora Maria Salviati. Her husband was the condottiere Giovanni de’ Medici.’ Levi didn’t respond. ‘Many called him Giovanni dalle Bande Nere, because his men wore black armour.’


Levi’s eyebrows rose. ‘I’ve heard of him. It is said he fought for those who could not defend themselves, and often refused to accept payment.’ Levi gave a respectful nod.


‘His deeds made him a hero to many,’ Maria said, a frown creeping across her face, ‘yet such heroism pays few bills. My husband’s family does not favour us with its wealth so our comforts are few, but you may break your journey here for the night, if you wish.’


‘We’ll be grateful for any shelter you can offer.’ Aldo dug an elbow into Levi’s ribs.


‘Indeed,’ Levi agreed, reaching into his satchels for coin. ‘Most grateful.’


Maria waved aside payment. ‘You have no horses?’ she asked, looking past them as they came inside. A strong scent of dried lavender filled the entrance hall, but couldn’t mask an underlying odour of mildew and neglect. Aldo gave a brief account of the bandit attack.


‘I’m not surprised,’ Maria sighed. ‘The road from Bologna is not so safe as it was.’


‘Especially for those with determined enemies,’ Aldo agreed, glaring at Levi. But the moneylender ignored the comment, focusing all his attention on their host.


‘I urgently wish to be back in Florence,’ he said. ‘How long is the journey from here?’


Maria studied both men. ‘At least another day on foot, especially if you are injured.’


‘It is nothing,’ Levi said, dabbing a hand to his head wound. ‘I hardly notice it.’


Aldo suppressed a snort of derision.


‘You must take two horses in the morning,’ Maria replied. ‘My son Cosimo was out hunting all day and is already asleep, but he will saddle them for you at dawn.’


‘Most kind,’ Aldo said.


A pretty young maid appeared beside Maria. ‘Simona, prepare rooms for our guests.’ The maid nodded before hurrying away. Maria smiled at both men. ‘You probably haven’t eaten all day. When you’re ready, Simona will show you to the kitchen. Afterwards, there is something I wish to discuss with you, Aldo.’


It was the cold nights that most made Constable Carlo Strocchi miss the comforts of home. In the village where he’d grown up, a person could always find a welcome and a warm fire to banish the cold from their bones, even on the most wintery of evenings. But after his father died from a long and lingering illness, Strocchi’s lack of talent and enthusiasm for working on someone else’s farm had prompted him to leave the countryside. Now, after seven months in Florence, he was learning to tolerate the city. He might even like it one day, but it could never truly be home. There were certainly few comforts for those patrolling it after dark.


Strocchi stamped his boots on the trampled dirt of the street, blowing into cupped hands before rubbing his palms together. Major roads inside the city were wide and laid with stone, shallow channels running along them for waste. But away from the likes of via Largo, the narrow backstreets and connecting alleys were packed earth, which turned to mud part of the year and dust the rest. Standing still here too long in winter was asking the chill to have its frozen way. The sound of pissing nearby was not making the wait any warmer.


‘Haven’t you finished yet?’


‘Almost!’ an enthusiastic voice replied from a dark alley.


Strocchi looked up through the narrow gap between buildings at the sky. Stars, they were something else he missed from home. There a person could stand outside at night and see all the heavens above, those tiny points of light in the blue and black of evening. But in Florence buildings stood two and three rooms high, looming over you, blocking out the stars.


At last fresh-faced Benedetto emerged from the alley, wiping both hands on his hose. ‘Knew I shouldn’t have had another wine. Always goes straight through me.’


Strocchi stepped back from the liquid spreading across the dirt. ‘So I can see.’


‘Where to next?’


‘Via tra’ Pellicciai.’ He strode away, trusting the new recruit had the sense to follow. Benedetto came hurrying after, asking a question. Another one.


‘What’s there?’


‘It’s a short street favoured by men who crave the company of other men.’ Strocchi led Benedetto past the Mercato Vecchio. The stalls and shops had closed long before curfew but would be open again in the morning. ‘Cerchi has a particular hatred for such men. That’s why he insists on us going there.’ Of course Cerchi had a hatred for many things, but the recruit would learn about the officer’s angry ways soon enough.


‘But only night patrols and people with ducal authority are allowed out after dark,’ Benedetto said. ‘That’s why we have a curfew, to keep people safe during the night. Won’t the street be empty?’


‘If lust drives a man to break God’s law,’ Strocchi replied, ‘then breaking the laws of Florence will be of little concern.’ As he and Benedetto approached via tra’ Pellicciai, Strocchi heard the sound of heavy blows and frail cries of pain. He quickened his pace.


Two heavyset men burst from a side alley and raced away, hooded cloaks hiding their faces. Strocchi sprinted after them, but the two fugitives disappeared into the night, losing themselves in the shadows cast by overhanging buildings. Realizing the pair were beyond catching, Strocchi returned to the alley from where they’d first appeared. Benedetto was staring into the darkness, one hand clamped across his mouth. Whatever he saw was draining all innocence from his cherubic features. Strocchi girded himself before looking.


A woman was sprawled in the shadows, battered and bloody. Her legs were spread apart, the hem of her camora up around her thighs, exposing bruised knees. The rich woollen fabric was soiled by boot marks where attackers had kicked and stamped. Her fingers splayed out at unnatural angles, bent and broken. Her face was worst of all, beaten beyond reason, blood matting her hair. Benedetto staggered away to retch, leaving Strocchi with the victim.


He whispered a prayer before moving closer. The camora was a dress of quality, fine embroidery evident even in pale moonlight. The bodice flattered her slight build. It was a garment made to draw the eyes of lustful men – the dress of a courtesan. But she looked young for a courtesan, twenty summers at most.


Strocchi leaned nearer to the woman to study her bruised, swollen features, hoping he might recognize what was left of her – and she gasped in air! The shock of it rocked Strocchi back on his haunches. The victim had seemed dead, still did from any distance. But up close the faintest movement of her breathing was visible.


‘Benedetto! Benedetto, get over here!’


The young constable stumbled back into the alley.


‘She’s alive! We need to get her to a doctor – now!’ But Benedetto stayed where he was, hands flapping like a fish pulled fresh from the Arno. ‘Bang on doors till you find someone to help.’ Still Benedetto didn’t move, his gaze on the victim. ‘Go!’


Benedetto pointed at her. ‘Sh-she’s talking.’


He was right. The victim’s lips were moving, but she made no sound. Strocchi threw his cap aside, lowering an ear to her mouth. ‘What is it?’


‘Al—’ she breathed. Strocchi shifted his head to stare into her eyes.


‘I’ll find who did this,’ he vowed. ‘I’ll make them pay.’ This close, Strocchi could see just how young she was. Her eyes, there was something familiar about them—


‘Aldo,’ she said at last. Her head slumped sideways and she fell silent.


‘Aldo?’ Benedetto gasped. ‘He did this?’


‘Don’t be a fool,’ Strocchi hissed. ‘Aldo’s still out in the Dominion. Besides, we saw two men. Go find help. Getting this poor soul to Santa Maria Nuovo is what matters now.’


Maria Salviati did not expect to find love again, not while stuck in this crumbling castello, but she missed having someone in her bed. Even when her husband was alive, Giovanni had spent much of their marriage fighting for righteous causes elsewhere. He was a Medici, but from the junior branch of the family. Where his cousins revelled in political intrigue and expanding their fortunes, Giovanni had cared only for ensuring his men were well paid, well treated, and well equipped with the finest armour. That often meant spending his wife’s dowry to support his battles. When he died at twenty-six, little was left behind for Maria and Cosimo.


Ten years was a long time without a husband or his coin, but she had chosen to stay a widow, devoting her time to Cosimo and preparing him for life as a Medici. She would not remarry, and certainly not to the sort of men suggested by her brothers. Maria still shuddered when remembering one of those put forward. Signor Lionelle Pio da Carpi had been at least thirty summers older than her, with a most unpleasant body and rancid breath. It had taken a letter to her uncle, the Pope, asking for his intervention to save her from marrying da Carpi. That was a favour she could only call upon once, but it had been worth using.


Once Levi went to bed, Maria dismissed Simona for the night. Aldo remained in the kitchen, warming his legs by the fire. He looked more sinew than muscle, long of limb and lean of face. Time was adding silver to his dark hair and creasing his features, especially around those ice-blue eyes. But little else about him had changed in the many years since she’d seen Aldo last. He must be closer to forty than thirty, yet he had not surrendered to indulgence. That jawline remained strong and resolute, while his shoulders were broad and his waist narrow. Aldo could still turn a mature woman’s head, if he wished. Maria filled his cup with more wine, pulling a chair close.


‘It gets cold here at night,’ she said. ‘Worse in the winter.’


Aldo nodded, his face giving nothing away.


‘Giovanni favoured you of all those who rode with him.’


‘He was a great leader. We would have followed him to death.’


‘He believed you’d become a great condottiere yourself.’


‘In that, he was wrong – I prefer not to lead.’


‘You’d rather others showed you the way,’ Maria said, resting a hand on Aldo’s thigh.


‘Signora Salviati—’


‘We’ve known each other a long time, Cesare. You may call me Maria, if you wish.’ Her hand slid further up the firm, muscular thigh to cup his groin – but found no response there. She gazed into his face, searching for answers. Was it her advances that failed to excite him? Or did he prefer another kind of company? He’d paid no attention to Simona earlier, and she was a comely young thing. The discomfort in his eyes confirmed the suspicion.


‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘An old wound means I’m unable . . .’


‘Please, say nothing more of it.’ Maria removed her hand, settling back in the chair. She knew his excuse was a lie, designed to preserve her dignity and shield his nature. So, no woman would turn Aldo’s head. In her younger days that might have been shocking, but she had seen enough of the world to know better. Besides, such secrets could be useful.


‘You had something to discuss with me, signora.’


‘Yes. My son Cosimo is a young man of considerable promise. I’ve fought to see him schooled in letters and diplomacy. He is a true Medici, born within wedlock – unlike some others that I could name. Yet my son is denied his rightful place in Florence because he is not one of the favoured family line.’ There, it was said. Years of frustration, poured out to a passing acquaintance. It was a risk, but she had the upper hand here – so to speak.


Aldo put down his wine. ‘I understand your concern, but what would you have me do? I am a court functionary, nothing more.’


‘You are not part of the nobility, true, but you are still an officer of the Otto. That gives your words and actions consequence – even importance, in the right circumstances.’


‘My word carries no weight in Florentine society.’


‘Perhaps you underestimate your influence.’


Aldo shrugged. Maria wanted to slap him, to threaten him with what she now knew. But that would achieve nothing beyond making an enemy of someone who might be useful.


‘I’m waiting on a letter,’ Maria continued. ‘If I receive the response I hope, then my son could soon be going to Florence to prepare for his future. It would help to know he had an ally in the city, should he ever need one. Please. If my husband’s memory means as much as you claim, then you must be willing to help his son.’


Aldo hesitated before nodding. ‘Very well. I’ll do what I can, signora.’


‘Thank you.’


He rose from the chair and limped towards the door, favouring his left leg. ‘One last thing,’ Maria called after him. ‘In the morning, Cosimo will help you with the horses. Please, talk to him about his father. Tell him . . . tell him the good stories.’


Aldo gave a wry smile. ‘With Giovanni dalle Bande Nere, all the stories are good.’









Chapter Three
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Monday, January 1st


Aldo woke early in the cold castello. The temptation to linger in a warm bed held little allure, even in winter – sleeping men made easy targets. Rising before dawn gave a better chance of surviving the day. He pulled yesterday’s clothes back on, nose wrinkling. Both the tunic and hose stank of too long on the road, but his change of clothes had been carried away on the lost horses. He could have asked Signora Salviati for replacements, but knew borrowing further from her was not wise. Bad enough they were accepting fresh horses. She might only be a Medici by marriage, but the family expected its debts to be settled, one way or another.


After emptying his bladder, Aldo searched for the stables. The castello had seemed careworn at night, but dawn revealed how decayed it truly was. Broken shutters hung across openings, and everywhere plaster was crumbling. No wonder the signora wanted her son’s star to rise in Florence. They would not survive much longer in a home fast becoming a ruin.


The stable housed a handful of horses. It was obvious someone cared for the animals; they were in good shape. A young man strode in, full of easy confidence, nodding to Aldo before ensuring each horse had water and fodder. Aldo watched him work, appreciating the assured movements. Cosimo Medici was certainly his father’s son: he had the same piercing, intelligent eyes; that noble brow and firm jaw; and an obvious affection for animals, treating them with love and respect. Cosimo was still young, seventeen summers at most, with only a few wisps of hair on his chin and below his nose. But the taut physique showed a love of being outdoors. In that he resembled another young man Aldo had known long ago. Vincenzo lived for the countryside as much as he’d lived for pleasure. It was what had made him . . . Aldo frowned. That had been a different time, a different place. Little good ever came from digging into broken feelings, or broken promises. Let the past be the past.


‘Mama says you rode with my father?’ Cosimo asked while tending to the horses.


‘He was my condottiere before you were born. I owe him much.’


‘I struggle to remember what he looked like, even when I look at his portrait.’ The words sounded more regretful than bitter. What did the son truly think of his father?


‘He died far too soon,’ Aldo said.


Cosimo fetched a saddle from a hook on the wall, nodding at another beside it. Aldo brought the second, helping to put it on a chestnut mare. ‘Mama tells me stories about Papa, but I’ve heard them all so many times. It’s hard to know what’s true.’


‘Ask me. I know some of the truth, what I can remember of it.’


Cosimo tightened the saddle on the mare before straightening up. ‘There’s a tale from not long after I was born. A nurse was holding me at an upstairs window when Papa returned from battle. He shouted at the nurse to throw me down. She—’


‘She refused, but Giovanni insisted, promising he would catch you.’ Aldo smiled. ‘Poor girl, don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so scared.’


Cosimo laughed. ‘So it’s true?’


Aldo nodded. ‘Your father bellowed at her, losing patience. Finally, after praying for forgiveness, the nurse threw you down for your father to catch. And caught you were.’


‘Of all the stories, I was certain that one must be a myth. One of the servants first told it to me when I was a boy, but they claimed my mother was the one who threw me down. Mama says she would never have been so foolish. She always insists it was a nurse.’


‘Myths are stories told too many times. The truth is usually still inside them.’


Cosimo smiled with the unblemished love of a son. Aldo didn’t mention that it was he – not Giovanni – who had caught the baby. Let the young man enjoy his myth.


Reporting to Florence’s ruler was a daily duty for segretario Massimo Bindi. Each morning he waddled to the ducal residence, wearing his thickest woollen cloak to ward off the early chill, hands tucked inside the long wide sleeves for warmth. Bindi preferred sober black or red for his cloak, doublet and hose, colours befitting a segretario. Not for him the vibrant blue worn by some preening merchants, or the lurid hues favoured by younger men these days. Some of them even sported hose with legs of different colours, as if determined to see their stupidity displayed to all and sundry. Peacocks had more sense of decorum.


Bindi passed the Duomo and continued his slow progress north along via Largo, cursing as his boots slid on cobbles left icy by overnight frost. The imposing shape of Palazzo Medici appeared ahead, a hefty monolith of sharp corners and impressive size. Its three levels were all pale sandstone, but the stonework became finer and more elegant on each successive floor. The street level had coarse, rusticated stones with small windows set high enough in the wall to prevent anyone seeing inside. The middle level had smaller stones and numerous arched windows, while the upper level bore the finest stones of all beneath a jutting roof. Merchants sat on the cold benches outside the palazzo, each man hoping for an audience with the Duke, their horses tied to thick metal rings bolted to the palazzo wall. Bindi savoured their envy as he marched straight inside.


The Duke’s administrative segretario was waiting within, as he did most mornings. Francesco Campana ushered Bindi up to the palazzo’s middle level, few words passing between them. Campana was dressed in the traditional black gown of an administrator, the simplicity of his clothes giving little indication of his closeness to the Duke. Bindi knew better than to share idle comments with Campana, whose plain face and reserved manner belied his significance. He was known to have the Duke’s ear when it came to appointments. Should Bindi wish to leave the Otto for another post as segretario, the approval of Campana would be needed to secure a more prestigious and more lucrative position.


Campana escorted Bindi to the private officio of Alessandro de’ Medici but did not follow him inside. Most mornings Bindi’s report was mundane: a brisk summary of cases due before the magistrates of the Otto di Guardia e Balia, if they were sitting that day; a tally of prisoners in the cells at Le Stinche; and an accounting of the court’s current finances. Rare was the day when there were more dramatic matters to report; incidents of violence, sexual depravity or significant civic disorder. There was no need for Campana to be present.


Bindi was master of all he surveyed within Palazzo del Podestà, but he could never relax in Alessandro’s company. The Duke was the most powerful man in Florence and could ask a question about anything at any moment. If the answer dissatisfied him, he could dismiss Bindi from the hard-won position of segretario on a whim. It was terrifying.


Alessandro ignored him at first, too busy laughing with someone else. Bindi did not permit himself to look up until addressed – that would not be proper – but sometimes risked a peek to discover who else was present. Today Alessandro was holding court from an ornate gold chair behind an imposing desk, an armoured breastplate worn over his lavish doublet of black satin. Rumour had it that the Duke owed his thick, curly hair and dark skin to his mother being an African slave. Some even dared call him Alessandro the Moor, but not to his face – not unless they wished to end their days in Le Stinche.


To the Duke’s right lurked his insipid cousin, Lorenzino. The younger Medici was a brooding presence, clammy and pale. Two years ago Lorenzino had achieved notoriety after beheading four statues in Rome, leading to his expulsion from the city by the Pope. Only Lorenzino’s youth – he was twenty at the time – and family connections spared him a harsher punishment. Now he clung to Alessandro, basking in the Duke’s reflected glory, even after his cousin sided against Lorenzino’s branch of the family in a costly legal dispute. The matter hadn’t come before the Otto, but Bindi knew the relevant court officials. Most men would have broken ties after such a costly betrayal, yet Lorenzino had become even closer to the Duke.


‘Ahh, there you are,’ Alessandro said. ‘We’re looking forward to your report, Bindi.’


‘Indeed, Your Grace?’


‘Of course. It’s a highlight of our day.’ The Duke smirked, and his cousin laughed.


Bindi smiled, accepting this derision with apparent equanimity. Little merda.


‘What delights do you have for us this Monday?’ Alessandro continued. ‘Perhaps a fascinating new case involving pickpockets on Ponte Vecchio?’


‘An amendment to the number of recent arrests?’ Lorenzino chimed in.


‘Or is it an awe-inspiring account of the Otto’s revenues and expenses?’


Bindi bowed his head a moment, masking the anger in his eyes. ‘My apologies if these daily reports are too dry, Your Grace. I could submit them on paper, if you prefer?’


The Duke made a grand gesture with both hands. ‘Bindi, we wouldn’t dream of denying you the opportunity to thrill us. Please, we pray you – report.’


The segretario did as he was bid, outlining the status of the Otto and its current cases. Alessandro and Lorenzino whispered to one another throughout the recitation, the younger Medici sniggering and sneering in deference to his cousin. Very well. Be like that. Bindi included far more detail than he did most days. It seemed the least he could do in the circumstances for such distinguished nobility. When his report was finally at an end, both men had fallen silent, bored into submission. Never belittle a civil servant.


‘Thank you for that,’ Alessandro scowled. ‘Most thorough.’ Bindi feigned a smile, turning to leave. ‘However, you omitted something. An important matter, in fact.’


‘Your Grace?’


‘An attempted murder, last night, within the walls of Florence. We learned about it via a doctor who came from Santa Maria Nuovo to deliver a tonic for Lorenzino. Why did you not include that in your most fulsome report?’


Bindi froze. If there had been such an incident, he should know about it, he should have been told about it. Could this claim from the Duke be a ruse of some sort? But the mocking tone in Alessandro’s voice and the curl of Lorenzino’s lip left little room for doubt. Bindi willed the grand marble floor to swallow him whole – without success.


‘Well?’ Alessandro said. ‘You had plenty to report before, have you no reply now?’


‘I . . .’ The segretario opened and closed his mouth, helpless. He shook his head.


‘Then we suggest you find out,’ Alessandro said. ‘Include it in tomorrow’s report.’


Bindi bowed as low as his ample belly would allow before scuttling away. Someone would pay for making him suffer this humiliation. Someone would pay dearly for it.


When Aldo went to rouse Levi, the moneylender was awake, washed and ready to leave. ‘Should I expect any more bandits between here and Florence?’ he asked.


‘It’s possible,’ Aldo conceded, ‘but unlikely. The ringleader from yesterday lost both his men; he won’t have had time to hire any more. And most attacks happen up on the high, narrow passes. It’s why the Bologna road is less dangerous in winter.’


‘Good. I need to get home to my daughter.’


Aldo led the way to the stables. ‘How old is she?’


‘Twenty. Rebecca has looked after me since her mother died.’


‘Then she’s no doubt capable of looking after herself for another few hours.’


‘You don’t have children, do you?’ Levi grabbed Aldo by the arm, stopping him. ‘I promised my wife before she died that no one would hurt our daughter. A young, unmarried Jewish woman in Florence is easy prey for those who would exploit the vulnerable.’


Aldo glared at Levi until he let go. ‘I know what the city can do to the vulnerable.’


Cosimo was waiting with two horses, Signora Salviati by his side. Aldo introduced her son to the moneylender, but Levi was more interested in leaving. Had he not insisted on staying in Scarperia for Shabbat, they’d have been in Florence days ago. But Aldo chose not to raise that again. Changing the minds of those with faith was almost always a lost cause.


Aldo suppressed a smirk as Levi struggled to climb atop one of the borrowed horses. ‘He’s not a natural rider,’ Cosimo observed, joining Aldo by the second horse.


‘Not exactly,’ Aldo agreed. He paused, sensing the young Medici had a question to ask. Cosimo moved closer, his voice hushed so his mother wouldn’t hear.


‘That story you told me about the nurse throwing me down as a baby for my father to catch – was it true?’


‘Every word.’


Cosimo studied Aldo’s face. ‘I’ve been thinking about the way you phrased it. “The nurse threw you down for your father to catch. And caught you were.”’ He smiled. ‘My father didn’t catch me, did he? That was somebody else.’


Aldo hesitated before nodding. Giovanni’s son was no fool. He had all his father’s perceptiveness, and something else too – the cunning of a Medici.


‘If I asked who it was that caught me,’ Cosimo continued, ‘would you tell?’


‘I promised I would not say. Your father is gone, but my loyalty to him remains.’


‘Can we leave?’ Levi called out, at last safely in the saddle. Aldo mounted his own horse, wincing at the pain from his stiff and swollen left knee. Cosimo gave a small nod.


‘Your loyalty to my family is appreciated.’


Aldo rode away from the castello at a slow trot, Levi bouncing along beside. All being well, they should reach Florence well before curfew.


In the ospedale at Santa Maria Nuovo, Strocchi willed himself to stay silent. Never contradict an officer of the Otto, not even a bastardo like Cerchi. But staying silent wasn’t easy, having spent an entire night praying by a bedside for a miracle, only to watch the victim die as dawn approached. It was even harder to keep quiet while Cerchi was stalking back and forth in front of Strocchi and Benedetto, thumbs shoved into his belt either side of an ornate silver belt buckle. It featured a lily, the emblem of Florence. Cerchi had been given the buckle as a reward for helping a prominent merchant avoid prosecution, and had worn it ever since.


‘You’ve made me look a fool!’ Cerchi’s narrow face was crimson with rage, spittle flecking his thin brown beard and drooping moustache. ‘The segretario was waiting for me when I arrived at the Podestà this morning, demanding a full report and wanting to know why I’d let him go before the Duke without knowing about this!’ Cerchi stopped in front of Strocchi. ‘All you had to do was send –’ he glared at the trembling Benedetto – ‘this idiot, whatever his name is, to tell me what had happened. Then I could have forewarned Bindi.’


‘Benedetto’s a new recruit, he doesn’t know where you live. And I couldn’t come,’ Strocchi added, before Cerchi could hurl another accusation, ‘in case the victim recovered enough to describe the attackers.’


Cerchi couldn’t deny the truth of Strocchi’s words. Instead, he snorted like an angry bull stuck behind a locked gate before asking a question. ‘Do you know how shit travels?’ Strocchi fought to urge to reply with the first words that came into his head. ‘Down, it travels down,’ Cerchi snarled. ‘The Duke shit all over Bindi because of this mess. The segretario then shit all over me. So, from now on, I’ll be shitting all over you two. Understand?’


Strocchi nodded, his gaze fixed on the floor.


Cerchi shoved him aside to see the body. ‘Who is she exactly?’ The constables exchanged a wary glance. Cerchi pulled down the sheet, exposing the beautiful, bloodied gown still clinging to the victim. ‘She’s obviously some merchant’s wife. Either that, or a courtesan. If she is somebody’s wife, her husband will come looking for her. If she’s just a courtesan, another puttano should recognize this dress.’


Strocchi hesitated before replying. ‘In most cases you’d be right, but—’


‘What do you mean?’


‘—but this victim isn’t female.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Cerchi insisted. ‘She’s wearing a dress!’ He pulled the fabric up to expose the groin, and lurched back in surprise at the proud maleness there.


‘The doctor examined the victim to see if she had been . . . forced,’ Benedetto said, blushing with embarrassment. ‘That’s when we discovered she is – was – a he.’


‘Yes, I have eyes,’ Cerchi snapped. He gestured at the victim’s groin. ‘Cover that up!’


Benedetto blundered forwards to help, kicking a bowl of bloody water over Cerchi’s legs in the process. Strocchi had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing as Benedetto bent to dry Cerchi’s brown hose.


‘Get away from me,’ Cerchi hissed. ‘What idiot left that bowl there?’


‘It’s my fault,’ Strocchi volunteered. Benedetto was in enough trouble already. ‘I was washing the victim’s face to see if I could recognize who it was. The face looked familiar last night, but now the features have swollen—’ He stopped, staring at the exposed legs lying on the bed. There was an angry red birthmark on the right calf.


‘Well? What is it?’ Cerchi demanded.


Ignoring him, Strocchi moved closer to study the victim’s face. The eyes were still open. Yes, it was him. ‘This man was in the cells last week. We arrested him after you ordered us to arrest anyone visiting via tra’ Pellicciai after curfew.’


‘Quite right,’ Cerchi scowled. ‘The depraved men who use that street, looking for their next cazzo to suck – they should all rot in Le Stinche.’ Benedetto nodded along, either in agreement or appeasement. Neither was a pleasing quality. ‘So what’s the pervert’s name?’


‘Corsini – Luca Corsini.’


‘Well, he got what he deserved. Sodomites are a plague on the good name of this city, but dressing as a woman to trick other men – that’s beneath contempt.’ Cerchi’s face soured further. ‘His kind deserve no justice. Whoever killed him did the court a favour.’


‘Murder is murder,’ Strocchi insisted, ‘no matter the victim.’


Cerchi jabbed a finger at the constable’s chest. ‘Are you questioning my judgement?’


‘No sir, of course not, but—’


‘But nothing. Let the good sisters bury this pervert and that can be an end to it.’


Strocchi didn’t trust himself to respond wisely. 


Benedetto was less hesitant. ‘Won’t the segretario want a report?’ Cerchi rounded on him but Benedetto kept talking. ‘You said that Bindi was demanding more information. Won’t he want your report?’


Strocchi hid a smirk. Perhaps the new recruit wasn’t so shallow as he first appeared.


Unable to refute the facts, Cerchi claimed the suggestion as his own. ‘Much as the city might wish an end to such perversions, there is still a murderer at large—’


‘Two murderers,’ Strocchi said. ‘We saw two men fleeing.’


Cerchi chewed on his moustache, knuckles whitening at his sides. ‘Anything else you’ve forgotten?’ He peered at both constables, eyes narrowing. ‘Any other details?’


‘The victim did say one word to us,’ Benedetto replied. ‘It was a name: Aldo.’


That caught Cerchi’s interest.


Aldo eased back on the reins as his borrowed horse crested the hill. Spread across the valley below was Florence: a jumble of grand palazzos and humble hovels, bustling marketplaces and quiet piazzas, churches and workshops, all elbowing one another for room. Above them loomed the Duomo, terracotta bricks divided into curving vertical segments by columns of pale stone, keeping a proud watch amid the plumes of smoke billowing from the city’s chimneys.


A high wall guarded Florence from outside attack. To the east, the Arno shimmered before disappearing into the city. The river emerged again to the west, bound for Pisa and the Ligurian Sea. Farms and orchards lined the road down to the northern gate, producing food for the sixty thousand souls inside the city.


‘Why are you grinning?’ Levi asked as his horse stopped beside Aldo.


‘Good to be home.’


‘We’re not there yet.’


Aldo leaned back, smacking Levi’s horse on the rump. It cantered down the road with the moneylender bouncing in the saddle, protesting all the way. Aldo urged his own horse forwards, catching up with Levi as they neared Porta San Gallo.


‘There’s still time.’


‘For what?’


‘One last chance to tell the truth,’ Aldo said. ‘Who wants you dead, and why?’


The moneylender stayed silent, staring straight ahead.


‘A debtor who finds it cheaper to have you slain than pay what they owe, or a rival eager to cut the competition?’ No reply. Aldo snatched the reins from Levi’s grasp, pulling both horses to a halt. ‘My protection ends once you pass through that gate. Tell me who or what it is you fear, and maybe I can help you – or your daughter.’


Levi hesitated before giving Aldo a thin smile. ‘Thank you for getting me here, but I have few doubts about my safety inside the city.’ He tugged the reins free and his horse trotted towards Porta San Gallo. Aldo scowled. He’d spent five days and nights with Levi, yet was no closer to knowing the moneylender or his motives.









Chapter Four
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It took Strocchi hours to find a true address for Corsini. The Otto’s records revealed several arrests of him in recent months: petty theft, pickpocketing and indecent acts. But the accused gave a different address each time, forcing Strocchi to eliminate them all. After narrowing the list to a single address in the city’s southern quarter, Strocchi persuaded Cerchi to come with him to the dead man’s last home.


‘We’re wasting our time,’ Cerchi complained as they crossed Ponte Vecchio, picking a path through the blood and rancid offcuts spilling from the butchers’ shops that lined the bridge. ‘Corsini was obviously killed for soliciting someone disgusted by his sodomite ways.’


‘We saw two men fleeing via tra’ Pellicciai. Why would he proposition two men?’


‘Probably wanted a cazzo at both ends,’ Cerchi scowled. ‘His kind like that.’


Strocchi ignored the comment, guiding him right as they left the bridge. ‘There could be another reason. The way Corsini was attacked, that many blows to the face – as if they were trying to destroy who he was. It was only by chance that I recognized him.’


Cerchi shrugged, his lack of interest putting an end to any further debate. It made for an uncomfortable silence as they marched alongside the Arno, but that was better than listening to Cerchi sneering at the vices of others. As if he was without sin.


Oltrarno was the quarter of Florence that Strocchi had yet to explore fully. It had few of the grand palazzos seen elsewhere in the city, though some buildings still had an old tower, stretching up like stone sentinels above the roofs of humbler wooden houses. Oltrarno was home to many Florentine artisans and skilled craftsmen, living alongside those whose days were spent dyeing fabrics and tanning skins for merchants to sell. Corsini’s last address was down a forlorn, neglected alley west of the last bridge. The sun never touched these stone walls, and the packed dirt pathway stank of stale piss and boiled brassica water. The stench would be unbearable in summer. For once Strocchi was almost grateful for the cold.


‘This is the place.’ He banged on a door. Most of the other buildings were neglected, but this one showed signs of care. Whoever lived there had not abandoned hope. Not yet.


Another hammering brought feet stomping to the door. It swung open, revealing a sour-faced woman dressed from head to foot in black. Her teeth were yellow and broken, but her shoulders remained proud and her back firm. ‘What took so long?’


‘You’re expecting us?’ Strocchi asked.


‘I made my denunzia this morning. The constable at the Podestà said he’d pass it on to an officer called Cerchi.’ She sighed. ‘You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?’


Strocchi noted how Cerchi was avoiding her gaze, suggesting he had been given the complaint but ignored it. Any citizen could make out a denunzia accusing someone of a crime. The document could be signed or remain anonymous if the complainant believed they would be in danger if their name became known to the accused. Cerchi ignoring a denunzia was typical. He was always eager to pass judgement on others, but slow to help anyone besides himself. Strocchi pressed on.


‘We’re looking for where Luca Corsini was living, Signora . . .?’


‘Signorina,’ she corrected. ‘Signorina Mula. What’s happened? Is he dead?’


This woman was quick. The Otto should employ her instead of Cerchi.


‘What makes you ask that?’


Mula gestured at a narrow staircase behind her. ‘I haven’t seen my tenant since yesterday, but I caught two men up in his room last night, searching for something.’


‘Can you describe them?’


She hesitated, before shaking her head. ‘It was too dark, and they were wearing cloaks with the hoods up over their faces. I told all of this to the constable.’


Strocchi nodded. Nobody paid her any attention, even when she reported a crime. Florence could be a cruel city. ‘Did they take anything?’


‘Not that I saw.’ Mula jerked her head at Cerchi. ‘Doesn’t this one say anything?’


‘I speak when there’s something worth saying,’ Cerchi snapped.


‘Then you must be silent a lot.’ She stepped to one side. ‘See for yourselves.’


Cerchi pushed past her. Strocchi followed, mouthing an apology on his way by.


The victim’s room was an attic, tucked into the eaves. A bed took pride of place, facing the only window. The few pieces of furniture were tipped over or broken, contents strewn across the wooden floor. Male and female clothes were everywhere – dresses, blouses and expensive embroidered undergarments mingling with waistcoats, caps and discarded hose. An ornate coat splayed across the bed, its vibrant red lining torn out.


‘The intruders were definitely looking for something,’ Strocchi said. ‘It’s not chance that this happened the same night Corsini was left for dead.’


Cerchi shrugged, making as little effort as possible to help. He picked at the male garments with only a thumb and forefinger. Strocchi worked his way from one side of the room to the other. It didn’t take long for Cerchi to get impatient. ‘Let me know if you find anything useful,’ he said, stalking from the attic. ‘And don’t waste all day in here.’


Strocchi heard Cerchi arguing with Mula on the way out. She didn’t sound happy, but few did after encountering him. Still, it prompted an idea. If the landlady had interrupted the intruders, they probably hadn’t found what they sought. That meant it was still in the attic. But an hour of effort revealed nothing more than the dead man’s love of rich undergarments and shoes – gifts from admirers, no doubt. How long had Corsini been dressing as a woman to find fresh clients? None of the Otto’s records mentioned him being arrested in female attire.


The attack took place after curfew on Sunday. Courtesans often used the communal mingling after mass to entice new men. Had Corsini done the same, and brought home a client with a violent streak? No, that didn’t make sense. The attack was by two men, north of the river and after dark. But it might be worth questioning other courtesans in case any recalled seeing the female Corsini at mass.


Content at having a new lead, Strocchi did his best to tidy the attic before leaving. As he put a small table back on its legs, there was a creak from underneath. The floor was made up of long, wide boards but one section under the table was a short length – tricky to spot in daylight, let alone after dark. Strocchi prised at the shortened section with his nails and found a snug hiding place beneath it. Inside were a few pieces of jewellery – little more than trinkets, truth be told – and a slim, leather-bound book.


Reading was not easy for Strocchi, though it had improved from having to search the Otto’s dense, closely written records. Thankfully, this volume had large, flowery writing. But the words! Graphic descriptions of copulations and penetrations and . . . Living in Florence had broadened Strocchi’s knowledge of the world, but he still felt such an innocent at times. Far more innocent than Corsini, it seemed!


Each page described a different encounter, a new visitor. Corsini wrote about their urges, inventing names for them: Tickleballs, Bentprick and Horsecock. A simple code rated endowment and abilities – Horsecock scored well on length, but less for technique. Corsini had been quite an artist too, sketching a likeness of each man’s face and cazzo.


None of the men had their true names mentioned, but Strocchi recognized one of them from the sketch and Corsini’s gushing, gossipy writing: ‘Bentprick loves to brag while I kneel between his thighs sucking him. How many ships he uses to bring woollen cloth from Flanders and France, how bold he is compared to his rivals. I think he counts the ships out loud to extend his pleasure – mostly it just gives me a sore jaw! But he’s promising me the most gorgeous new giornea, so I let him brag.’


Bentprick could only be Agnolotti Landini, an importer of foreign cloth and a much-feared force in the Arte di Calimala, the guild of cloth finishers. In one of his first tasks as a constable, Strocchi had been to Landini’s workshop after a foreman stabbed a worker in a dispute. Landini was there too, but seemed more concerned about a lost day’s work than the fate of either man. He had several large moles on his face, making him easy to recognize in Corsini’s drawing. There were others in the diary that sounded and looked familiar. Had Corsini become a favourite among powerful men? Was he – or she, sometimes – passed from one to another? That would explain the lavish items in Corsini’s humble room.


The lurid details in the diary could destroy a prominent merchant, or at least his reputation. Anyone brought before the Otto for sodomy faced punishments ranging from public humiliation and fines to floggings, imprisonment – and worse. The severity depended on the accused’s age and whether he was using someone else, or being used. Strocchi had heard of men being hanged, their bodies set alight while still swinging in the air, and the ashes flung into the Arno to prevent a Christian burial. More than enough reason for murder.


A scrap of torn paper was caught in the binding. Had one of Corsini’s visitors found himself there, and ripped out the evidence? Strocchi frowned. It was guesswork, but still rang true. Cerchi would have to see the diary. There were two murderers to be found, and the killing deserved a proper investigation, no matter what Corsini did with his time or his body.


The tavern lurked in a narrow road just north of the Arno, in the city’s western quarter. It was little more than a hovel serving dregs, and anyone crossing its threshold craved oblivion, or the women upstairs. Aldo wanted neither. He stopped in the doorway, eyes adjusting to the dark interior. Two men slumped at the bar, while the rhythmic thudding of a bedhead on the floor above broke the dreary silence. At least the cold kept away flies.


A pox-faced cripple hunched in the far corner, nursing a mug of wine. One leg ended at the knee, while a sloppy leer twisted his features. Few of the women upstairs would part their thighs for him, even if he paid double. But Zoppo paid for nothing if he could avoid it.


‘You’ve been staying open past curfew,’ Aldo announced. ‘Again.’


Zoppo shrugged. ‘What the nose doesn’t see, the eye can’t smell,’ he slurred.


Aldo glared at the drunks by the bar. ‘Go. Now.’ Once the men had lurched out, Aldo bolted the door shut behind them. Zoppo straightened, his apparent inebriation gone.


‘Wondered when you’d be back.’


‘Almost didn’t make it back,’ Aldo replied, joining him in the corner. A sniff of the wine in Zoppo’s mug revealed its rancid stench. ‘You got anything better than this?’


A new bottle appeared on the table, accompanied by a crooked smile. Broken teeth pulled the cork free, and a generous glug filled a fresh mug. ‘Only the best for you.’


Aldo took the drink, swirling the liquid round before inhaling. It’d have to do. Besides, he didn’t come for the quality of Zoppo’s cellar. The tavern keeper was a valuable source, with friends among many of Florence’s less law-abiding citizens. Zoppo could find out truths and secrets that were beyond the reach of a court officer – for a price, naturally. When Bindi had ordered Aldo to guard Levi on the way back from Bologna, Aldo wanted to know why the moneylender needed guarding. He’d had to leave for Bologna before Zoppo could report back, but the question still remained. Guarding Levi had nearly got Aldo killed, and he wanted to know why. ‘So, what did you learn about Samuele Levi?’


Zoppo emptied his old wine onto the floor, startling a flea-bitten cat, before filling his own mug from the fresh bottle. ‘Not much,’ Zoppo admitted. ‘You know the Jews, always keeping to themselves. Can’t say I blame them, the merda gets thrown their way. But I heard a few things. Wife died three years ago, slow and painful, leaving him with a daughter—’


‘Rebecca.’


‘That’s her. Of marrying age now, and pleasant on the eye too.’ Zoppo licked his lips.


‘Never mind her,’ Aldo scowled. ‘Tell me something I don’t know about Levi.’


‘He’s got plenty of enemies but few friends,’ the cripple said, downing his drink and pouring another. ‘Too fond of undercutting his rivals, and he takes on clients most won’t touch. One of the other moneylenders comes in sometimes to drown his sorrows.’


‘Must have plenty of sorrows to come here.’


Zoppo ignored the jibe. ‘Levi has always had enemies, but things fell apart after his wife died. From what I hear, he’s been even worse lately. Shouting at neighbours, cutting off any debtors who can’t make their payments. Levi won’t have a business at all soon if he keeps this up.’ Zoppo raised a hand to stop a question forming on Aldo’s lips. ‘And before you ask, no, nobody knows why the sudden change. Or if anyone does, they aren’t talking.’


Aldo downed the wine, one hand digging in his coin pouch.


‘Paying for a drink?’ Zoppo gasped in mock surprise. ‘This’ll be a first.’


Aldo slapped a fistful of giuli on the table. ‘Spread these round. Levi is hiding something. Whatever that is, it nearly got both of us killed on the road from Bologna. I want to know what he’s concealing, and why.’


Zoppo swiped the coins into his eager right hand. ‘Anything else?’


Aldo rolled up both sleeves. ‘Where do you want it?’


The cripple frowned. ‘Hit the face this time. Visible bruises are always better for the reputation. Besides, one of the girls might give me a pugnetta out of pity.’


Aldo cracked his knuckles. ‘I wouldn’t hold your breath.’


Rebecca Levi smiled. Joshua Forzoni knew she’d never let him inside without Father’s permission – the unlikeliest of possibilities – but it didn’t stop Joshua asking. His warm brown eyes got a playful glint as she chatted with him on via dei Giudei, his lips curving into a mischievous smile. She enjoyed spending time with him, despite what Father thought.


‘Why do you ask the question when you already know the answer?’


Joshua beamed. ‘Because I like seeing you smile before you say no. It makes me think that one day you might say yes.’


His eyes, she could get lost in those eyes. Rebecca punched his arm instead. When he winced, she laughed at him. It was safer.


‘You’re stronger than you look,’ Joshua complained, though with no hurt in his voice.


‘And you’re not as handsome as you think.’ The words slipped out, spoken too fast.


‘So you agree that I’m handsome?’


‘I agree that you think you are.’


Joshua moved closer, his fingers intertwining with hers on the doorframe. The touch of his skin created a warm shiver of excitement. She knew this was wrong, but it felt—


‘What are you doing?’ a voice shouted.


Rebecca pulled her hand free, willing herself not to blush as she turned to face her father. He stomped towards them, a leather satchel tucked under each arm. He’d been away for days. Why did he have to come back now? ‘Please, Father—’


‘You bring shame on our family by flaunting your lust out here in the street. Worse still, to do so with this non-believer—’


‘You’ve no right to say that,’ Joshua insisted. ‘My father may not have been born a Jew but my mother was, and so was I.’


Samuele’s nostrils flared as he quoted the teachings. ‘“You shall not give your daughter to his son and you shall not take his daughter for your son; for he will cause your child to turn away from Me and they will worship the gods of others.”’


But Joshua persisted. ‘We were only talking . . .’


Rebecca stepped in between them. ‘Go home, Joshua. This is between Father and I.’
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