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It is better to be adventurous than cautious, because fortune is a woman.


Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince


Translated by W. K. Marriott (1908)
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During this period, the new calendar year in Florence and Venice started during March. All the days in January and February 1540 (as we would think of them now) were then considered to be part of 1539.
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Monday, February 12th 1539



T he room around Aldo was murky, thin light seeping past the edges of battered wooden shutters in one wall. There was no furniture, there were no adornments to hint at where he might be. Something fast scuttled across the floor, keeping close to the far wall: a rat. It paused to stare at Aldo, nose twitching, before squeezing under the door and scampering away.


He was lying on an uneven straw mattress, without blanket or bedsheets. His toes were cold, limbs stiff and sore. He could make out voices murmuring nearby. In the distance were cries of greeting, sharp calls which were familiar but which he had not heard in years. Another noise sipped at the air, close and insistent: the lapping of water.


He couldn’t be here. Not again. Not now.


Aldo struggled to his feet, legs protesting. He inhaled his own stale sweat, sour fear mingled with the ripe smell of horse. His satchel was missing, probably still—


It all came back in a rush. Now he had to know, had to be sure.


Aldo marched to the shutters, throwing them open.


A gondola floated by on the canal outside.


His worst fears were confirmed.




He was in Venice.


‘Palle!’












Chapter One
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Wednesday, February 7th 1539 (five days earlier)


A ldo was more intimate with the sights, sounds and smells of a bordello than almost any man in Florence. The bored faces of the women who worked there were all too familiar to him, as were their feigned cries of ecstasy while pleasing a man, and the aromas that lingered long after the last visitor had come and gone. It was legal for women to sell sex in Florence so long as they complied with the Office of Decency’s regulations. The men who went to a bordello craved guilty pleasures and exciting sins . . . Aldo sought those elsewhere.


His knowledge came from living at Signora Tessa Robustelli’s bordello for the past seven years. Aldo slept in a back room upstairs at the humble house south of the river Arno. The bordello gave him a place to rest and store his few belongings. Residing there also deflected questions about why Aldo was neither married nor a widower despite having seen more than forty summers. But it was a mutually beneficial arrangement.


In return for his lodgings Aldo helped Robustelli and her women with anyone who caused trouble at the bordello. Some visitors outstayed their welcome, such as drunkards unwilling or unable to leave. Other men were eager to inflict pain on the women, which Aldo and Robustelli abhorred. Lastly, there were those who came to offer protection from other criminals in return for coin. Aldo’s residency had banished most of these threats.


Tonight, he was in a different bordello, one north of the river near the Mercato Vecchio. It was run by Signorina Nardi, a woman with generous curves, dark ringlets and a shrewd business mind. Where Robustelli’s bordello was decorated in a simple and rustic style, Nardi favoured lurid frescoes of naked bodies and lustful faces. Golden statues of nubile women writhed in recesses, while aromas of musk and sandalwood spiced the air. But behind all of these were the familiar sights, sounds and smells of every bordello in the city.


Aldo lounged in Nardi’s ufficio where the matrona was sipping wine and counting coin at a sturdy table. It was positioned to give her a clear view of the front door; nobody came or went without Nardi knowing. Aldo sat across from her, a hand resting on the stiletto tucked in his left boot. The last customer had scuttled away as bells across the city chimed to announce the start of the evening curfew. At least two more hours had passed since, the long wait testing Aldo’s patience. He had spurned an earlier offer of wine, wanting all his wits when the expected trouble arrived. But if the unwelcome visitors didn’t come soon . . .


A heavy fist hammered at the front door, making Nardi jump. Her face had been that of a purring seductress when dealing with guests, and a cold-eyed merchant when accepting the profits of those transactions. This was the first time Aldo had seen her afraid.


‘Let them in,’ he said, retreating to stand by a wooden screen in a corner, out of sight of the front door. ‘Have them talk first. I can’t intervene until I’ve heard their demands.’


Nardi gave a quick nod, her hands trembling as she pushed all her coin into a small chest atop the table. The matrona locked it and hid the key in the deep valley between her breasts. She straightened her back and raised her chin before striding from the ufficio. Aldo listened as Nardi opened the front door, welcoming two visitors inside.


‘Have you got our coin?’ a gruff male voice demanded.


‘Your coin?’ Nardi replied, all trace of her fear hidden.


‘You heard,’ another man sneered, his words an ugly nasal whine.


‘We had an agreement,’ the first man said. ‘You give us half of everything this place makes from now on, and we don’t shut you down.’


‘You can’t do that,’ Nardi insisted, ‘not without good cause—’


The slap of a hand across a face was unmistakeable, as was her cry of pain.


‘We’re the Office of Decency,’ the sneering man said. ‘That’s all the cause we need. Now, are you going to give us what we want, or do we have to take it by force?’


Having heard enough, Aldo pulled the stiletto from his boot but held it behind his back. Better ready than on show. Brandishing the weapon would only invite violence.


Nardi returned to her ufficio, putting the table between her and the men following. One was tall and lean, a bushy brown beard in stark contrast to his shaved scalp. He was not known to Aldo, but the Office of Decency was notorious for how few men stayed long in its service. The other man leading the way was small and cocky, his features pinched as if caught in a cold wind. Aldo recognized this one: Presa, a man who carried a thwarted entitlement with him everywhere. It was no surprise that he was involved.


‘Well, where is it?’ Presa demanded. ‘Where’s the coin?’


‘There is none,’ Aldo said from where he stood. ‘Not for the likes of you.’




Presa and his companion twisted round, anger swiftly replacing the surprise on their faces. ‘Aldo? What are you doing here?’ Presa demanded.


‘I should have thought that obvious, even for someone of your stunted abilities.’


‘Answer the question,’ the taller man warned.


‘You two have been using your positions at the Office of Decency to extort coin from bordelli,’ Aldo replied. ‘That ends here. Tonight.’


Presa laughed, but there was no amusement in his face. ‘When Benedetto moved over from the Otto, he told me that you’d stopped working for the court months ago. You’ve got no authority here, no authority anywhere. You’re just another citizen now.’


‘True,’ Aldo agreed before producing the stiletto from behind his back. ‘But my blade can still cut you, even if I no longer serve the Otto.’


‘There are two of us,’ Presa persisted, ‘and only one of you.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure there’s enough pain for . . .’ Aldo looked past Presa to the other man. ‘Sorry, I don’t know your name?’


‘Don’t tell him, Sasso,’ Presa snapped.


‘Ahh, Sasso,’ Aldo said. ‘Well, don’t worry, there’ll be pain enough for both of you.’ It was a statement intended to goad and enrage them, but he meant every word.


Presa attacked first, his face twisted by anger. Aldo snapped the stiletto hilt up into Presa’s nose with a sharp crack. Presa sank to the floor, blood gushing down his chin. Sasso roared before lunging forwards, helpfully giving Aldo a moment’s warning. He stepped to one side and Sasso dove past him, flying head-first into the heavy wooden screen. Sasso crumpled into a heap, the shattered screen collapsing on top of him. This revealed a burly figure who had been waiting behind the screen, hidden from view.


Aldo stood his ground, ready in case either attacker came at him again. But Presa was too busy muttering curses and nursing a broken nose, while Sasso had lost his senses to the wooden screen. Satisfied they were no longer a threat, Aldo arched an eyebrow at the man who’d been watching the confrontation. ‘You didn’t want to help with those two?’


Constable Manuffi of the Otto di Guardia e Balia shrugged and shook his head. ‘You said I was only here as an observer. Besides, they didn’t cause you much trouble.’ He was a large, imposing figure. Most men were too intimidated by Manuffi’s physical presence to take him on in a fight, yet his nature was gentle and genial.


Nardi came from behind her table to stand over Presa. ‘Men who hurt women deserve to have that pain returned to them three-fold,’ she hissed before kicking him hard in the palle. Presa folded forwards, hands cupping his groin, broken nose apparently forgotten. Nardi spat on him, muttering a few curses that were new even to Aldo, before stepping away.


Presa had chosen the wrong bordello for his extortion strategia, but he had been right about one thing. Aldo held no official authority since leaving the Otto three months ago. That was why he had brought Manuffi to observe. Accusations of corruption made by an ordinary citizen against men from the Office of Decency were unlikely to be given much weight. But corruption witnessed by a constable of the Otto – the city’s most feared and powerful criminal court – was far more compelling. Presa stopped threatening to charge Aldo with assault after learning who Manuffi was.


‘Should I arrest them now?’ the constable asked, smiling down at the witless Sasso.




‘Soon,’ Aldo said. ‘First, we need Presa to sign a confession. Help me get him up.’ They dragged the bloody figure to the chair where Aldo had waited earlier. ‘Signorina, do you have any cord? Something strong enough to bind Sasso before he regains his senses.’


‘It’s a bordello,’ Nardi replied with a smirk. ‘We have many ways of tying men up.’


The Venetian listened with interest as his informer described the daily routine of Duke Cosimo de’ Medici. The ruler of Florence resided at Palazzo Medici, a sturdy stone residence a short stroll north of the Duomo. There had been rumours he would move elsewhere after his marriage the previous summer, especially as his young bride was expecting their first child soon. Palazzo Medici was perfectly acceptable for a Florentine famiglia, the informant observed, but lacked the grandeur that the duke’s Spanish wife Eleonora seemed to expect. To raise bambini in the same place where Cosimo was leading the city of Florence . . . it was unsatisfactory.


Gossip and rumour often contained some of the truth, but these speculations were of little help to the Venetian. ‘Tell me more about Palazzo Medici.’


Guards stood sentry outside the front and rear entrances day and night, the informer revealed, with all visitors needing permission before being allowed inside while the duke was present. Even if entry could be gained, the target would still be difficult to reach. ‘Cosimo has learned from his predecessors’ mistakes,’ the informer said. ‘He is always guarded, even inside his residence. Getting out alive after an attack would be difficult, perhaps impossible.’


Then it must happen while the duke was outside the palazzo, the Venetian concluded. The task would be no easier, but escape was more likely. Of course, he did not share that with the informer. The fewer who knew what was planned, the better. ‘How often does Cosimo leave his palazzo?’


‘He does most days,’ the informer replied. ‘Cosimo is fond of hunting, and frequently takes a party of men outside the city walls. They tend to leave not long after dawn, when the streets are emptier and the duke has more chance of good sport. Eleonora accompanied him on these trips for several months – even after she was already with child – but that has now stopped on orders from her physician, I’ve heard.’


‘And how many men accompany the duke when he hunts?’


‘Fewer than when Eleonora went along – she always has her Spanish ladies in waiting and often male relatives close by – but the duke still has at least six guards accompany him, and several servants. A strike against him would need overwhelming numbers or great stealth for the attackers to succeed and escape alive.’


The Venetian nodded. It was to be expected. But he had a plan for that.


‘What else can you tell me?’


It took an hour to persuade Presa that signing a confession was the right thing to do. Nardi delivering several more kicks to his tenderer parts while Aldo drafted the document did not help. It was Aldo offering to testify on Presa’s behalf that made the difference. Aldo was lying, of course – he had no intention of standing before the Otto again, and certainly not to offer mitigation for such a repulsive parasite – but Presa was not to know that.


Sasso had recovered enough to stand. Manuffi bound both prisoners’ hands behind their backs for the walk to Palazzo del Podestà, the headquarters of the Otto. Aldo secured a gag across the mouths of both men to keep them silent for the journey. The good people of Florence deserved peace and quiet, plus it put an end to Presa’s whining.


Outside the bordello, the night was cold and dark, but enough moonlight slipped between clouds to show the way ahead. ‘Grazie for doing this,’ Aldo said to Manuffi as they pushed the prisoners in front of them, heading east through the city. ‘There are plenty of men working for the Otto who would not be so generous with their time.’


Manuffi shrugged. ‘It was interesting being inside a bordello.’


‘You’d never been to one before?’


‘Why would I?’


Aldo hid his smile. The constable had a charming innocence despite working for the Otto, a job that often involved meeting the worst things that people did to each other.


‘And what did you think of Signorina Nardi’s establishment?’


Manuffi took a moment before replying, as if deep in thought. ‘It was full of aromas.’


Aldo waited, expecting more – but nothing came. ‘Aromas?’


‘Yes.’


‘I see. Was there anything else you noticed?’


‘Well, the women . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Do you think they don’t feel the cold?’


‘I . . .’ Aldo found himself short of words for once.


‘It’s just they all seemed happy to bounce around with almost nothing on,’ Manuffi said. ‘I would certainly get cold if I did that.’


‘Certainly. But I believe they are quite . . . busy . . . most of the time. With their visitors. So, they don’t get much chance to feel the cold.’




‘Ahh.’ Manuffi nodded. ‘That must be it.’


The hulking silhouette of the Podestà soon loomed ahead of them, the stone fortress no less forbidding in moonlight. Aldo had given many years of service to the Otto, struggling to see justice done while enforcing its unjust laws – many of which he regularly broke. Leaving the court had lifted a great weight, something he only realized once it was no longer pressing on him. To set foot back inside this building . . . No. That he would not do.


‘Are you happy to take these two in?’ Aldo asked.


‘Of course,’ Manuffi replied. ‘But this is as much your arrest as mine.’


‘Perhaps, but I no longer serve the Otto.’


‘There might be a reward . . .’


Aldo doubted that. The evidence of what Presa and Sasso had been doing was beyond doubt, but two men from the Office of Decency extorting coin would not help its reputation. A quiet arrangement to have the pair charged and sentenced without word of what they had done escaping the Podestà was more likely. ‘If there is a reward, you can keep it.’


‘That’s very generous,’ Manuffi said.


‘You earned it, standing behind that screen for so long.’ Aldo hesitated before asking a last question. ‘How is Strocchi? I heard that Tomasia lost the bambino she was carrying.’


The constable nodded, his face falling. ‘Carlo’s on leave. Took the famiglia to stay with his mama in Ponte a Signa while Tomasia recovers.’


‘And Bindi was happy with that?’ The Otto was largely run by Massimo Bindi, its administrative segretario. He was a self-important bully who expected all those at his command to be ready day and night for orders, despite his own craven indolence.


‘I don’t think Carlo gave him any choice.’




‘Good,’ Aldo said. It was pleasing to hear Strocchi had stood up for himself. After such a tragedy, the famiglia deserved a chance to heal in peace. Giving birth was a dangerous time for both woman and child. Indeed, Aldo’s own mama had died bringing him into the world. Losing a bambino or bambina was sadly common, but at least Tomasia had not died too. ‘Well, grazie again for helping,’ Aldo said before strolling away. ‘Buona notte.’


‘Buona notte,’ Manuffi replied.


Aldo gave a final wave before strolling south, careful to avoid the roads habitually taken by the night patrol. Having spent more than a year on those purgatorial shifts himself, he knew their patterns well. Besides, he was too tired to bother explaining why he was out after curfew without authority. Better to get back to Robustelli’s unseen and untroubled.


Soon Aldo was striding up the curving stone arch of Ponte Vecchio, ignoring the closed butcher shops and other stalls on either side. He paused at a gap between buildings in the middle of the bridge, stopping to look at the Arno flowing underneath. Clouds had shrouded the moon once more, leaving the river in inky darkness. Yet Aldo could still make out occasional movements and hear water pushing past the stone foundations. He shivered, recalling the sound a body had made as it tumbled into the Arno. If that ever happened to him, he would surely drown. There was no need to learn how to swim in Florence, and the one place he had spent time where a comfort with water was essential . . .


Well, he was never going back there again.


Aldo blew into his hands as he strolled down the other side of the bridge, heading home. It was tempting to pay a visit to Saul, but the good doctor would not thank him for coming in from the wintry cold at this late hour. Besides, they had agreed to be more careful about Aldo’s comings and goings on via dei Giudei. The narrow dirt alley was home to most of the Jews in Florence, many of whom were Saul’s patients. A few might be willing to forgive their doctor for taking a man to his bed, such was the quality of care that Saul gave. But most would never understand nor condone such behaviour.


Eventually, Aldo reached Robustelli’s bordello, stumbling in through the door to find the buxom matrona waiting, her little dog Piccolo under one arm. ‘Well?’ she asked.


‘It’s done,’ he replied. ‘Both men have been arrested and one of them admitted to what they’ve been doing and signed a confession. The Otto will send them to prison. Neither will have a job with the Office of Decency when they are eventually released from Le Stinche.’


‘Grazie!’ Robustelli said, enveloping Aldo in a perfumed embrace. Piccolo barked in protest at being squeezed between them. ‘Grazie mille!’


‘Prego,’ Aldo said when finally she let him go. ‘Now, it’s been a long night . . .’


‘Of course, of course! Off you go to bed,’ she agreed, waving towards the stairs. ‘I’ll make sure none of my women disturb you in the morning. No matter what happens, you will be able to sleep all day tomorrow, if you wish!’


But it would not even be dawn when he was dragged from his slumbers.












Chapter Two
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Thursday, February 8th 1539


A ldo knows he is dreaming when a familiar masked figure in a billowing crimson cloak beckons him towards the alley. He breaks away from the crowd of revellers, leaving behind their lanterns and laughter, following his beloved into the darkness.


‘Quick, before anyone sees us,’ Vincenzo whispers from the shadows.


Aldo hurries to that husky, lusty voice he knows so well.


The darkness swallows him.


Then he’s alone with Vincenzo, urgent hands pulling at each other’s clothing, lifting tunics and pulling down hose. Their mouths meet – kissing, tasting, wanting. Finally, after so long, they can sate their longing for each other, can truly know each other. A strong hand takes hold of him and—


Aldo snapped awake. ‘What? What is it?’ Robustelli leaned over him, clutching a lantern.


‘There’s someone waiting downstairs,’ she whispered, ‘demanding to see you. They woke poor Piccolo with their banging at the front door.’


Aldo squinted at the shutters above his bed. It was still dark outside. ‘Now? Curfew can’t have ended yet.’


‘That’s what I said, but they insisted.’


He pulled himself upright, adjusting the bedclothes to cover his erect cazzo. ‘Who is it? What name did they give?’


Robustelli shook her head. ‘Wouldn’t say, but he’s definitely a servant for somebody rich, judging by the silk tunic and good boots. Whoever wants you is outside in a carriage.’


‘You see a crest on it?’


‘Too dark.’


‘Did the servant say anything else?’


‘That they’d heard about you helping those the law ignores or who are too poor to get its attention. Didn’t mention you also work for those outside the law—’


‘Doesn’t mean they don’t know about that,’ he muttered. A suspicion was growing about who might be waiting for him in the carriage.


‘Anyway, the servant says she knows you.’


‘She? It’s a woman in the carriage?’


‘Seems so.’


That removed all doubt. Aldo could name only one woman who might venture south of the Arno during curfew to seek his services or his attention: Contessa Valentine Coltello. For her to have come at this hour could only mean trouble, and plenty of it. ‘Very well. Tell this servant I’ll be down once I’ve had a chance to wash and dress.’


‘He wanted you to come immediately. Very demanding, he was.’


And that sounded like Coltello’s maggiordomo, Pozzo. ‘Nevertheless, he can wait. I’m sure the woman in the carriage would rather I made myself presentable first.’


The matrona shrugged. ‘Your funeral,’ she said, turning away.




Hopefully not.


Aldo hauled himself out of bed, the last remnants of his dream slipping away in the shivering cold of early morning. It was years since he’d thought about Vincenzo, not since meeting Saul. Some lovers were best forgotten, otherwise the wounds they’d left never healed. Besides, there was a far more urgent problem outside: the contessa.


Coltello had entered Aldo’s world a few months ago, when he was still working for the Otto. She was the Venetian spymaster in Florence, a role Coltello inherited from her late husband, reporting to the Council of Ten and its Inquisitori di Stato in Venice on any and all matters that might be of interest to the Serene Republic. But having a woman in such a significant post had been deemed unsatisfactory and a boorish brute called Grossolano was sent to replace her. Coltello responded by having him murdered and placing the blame on another Venetian. In doing so, the contessa secured her own position and ensured another successor could not easily be installed. All of this had been achieved with an effortless elegance and the warmest of smiles.


That smile . . . Being in the contessa’s presence bewitched Aldo in ways he couldn’t explain. In all his years, no woman had never caught his eye. He could appreciate their wit and intelligence, could admire the bravery of those who stood their ground against forces far stronger than themselves. But no woman had caused Aldo the slightest twinge of attraction – until the contessa. To learn something new about himself, so at odds with everything he believed to be true . . . it was both disturbing and exciting.


Coltello was perhaps the most dangerous woman in Florence. She could teach tricks to military strategists that would leave their enemies bewildered. And only the contessa would be so bold as to visit the bordello this early, while the city was still under curfew.




But what did she want from Aldo, and how perilous might it be?


Having washed and dressed, he strode down the stairs to greet the waiting servant. But it was not Pozzo scowling by the front door, nor anyone else Aldo recognized. When he stepped out into Piazza della Passera, the crest on the carriage was not that of Coltello. Yet there was something familiar about the driver tending to the two horses.


The servant pushed past him to open the door, beckoning Aldo nearer.


When he did, the passenger within was unexpected and welcoming.


‘Isabella?’ Aldo asked. ‘What are you doing here?’


She smiled at him. ‘Get in and I’ll tell you.’


Isabella Potenza had spent days deciding whether to call on Aldo. Most choices she made in a moment, without doubt or hesitation. Mama always said that proved how similar Isabella was to her nonna, but Isabella couldn’t see it. For most of her life Lucrezia Fioravanti had been a fearsome strega, with eyes full of judgement and a tongue dipped in poison. Being compared to her . . . That was an insult, though Mama insisted it was a good thing in some ways. ‘You will always know your own mind, Isabella, and never let anyone get the better of you.’


Perhaps there was some truth in that.


Having decided to visit Aldo, the next challenge was finding him. He was her uncle – well, step-uncle to people who cared about such things – but had been estranged from the famiglia for more than a decade. Isabella met him by chance when she was fifteen, and a student at the Convent of Santa Maria Magdalena. Aldo had come there investigating reports of an intruder. A naked male corpse was found within the convent, stabbed dozens of times and covered in blood. Isabella had helped Aldo uncover those responsible for the killing, though he would probably disagree with that (her uncle could be very stubborn).


To find Aldo, Isabella sent her maid to the Podestà with a letter for him, knowing Nucca could be trusted with any errand. Yet she returned carrying the document still sealed, bringing word that Aldo no longer worked for the court. One of the guards claimed Aldo slept in a bordello south of the Arno, and even provided a description of its location. Nucca had dismissed that as the guard making mischief, but Isabella recalled Aldo saying he did indeed reside in such a place. Certainly, her experiences of Aldo suggested he paid little attention to those who might be dismayed by such an arrangement. The guard had also told Nucca that Aldo now spent his days assisting those the Otto could not or would not help. That sounded like the man Isabella knew three years ago. She doubted he had changed much in the time since . . .


Her final challenge was deciding when and how to approach Aldo. She could not send Nucca to a bordello, that was too much to ask, and what needed to be said was too important to entrust to any other servant. Most were still new to Isabella and she wasn’t sure of them yet. Besides, Aldo would never agree to her request if it came through an intermediary. No, she had to speak with him directly, and that meant going to the bordello herself. But if she was seen stepping inside such an establishment . . . Well, that wouldn’t do. Ultimately, there was only one solution: to go during curfew, when nobody could witness the visit.


Her sour-faced maggiordomo Calabi had objected to venturing out at such an hour, of course. What if the night patrol stopped them? But Isabella insisted and Calabi begrudgingly gave in to her wishes. The journey south from Palazzo Potenza was brisk and uninterrupted, but waiting in her carriage outside the bordello seemed to go on for ever. Eventually, footsteps approached and Calabi opened the door, ushering a figure towards it.


Isabella could not help smiling when she saw Aldo, enjoying the surprise on his face. He spluttered some words as she invited him into the carriage. Once he was sitting opposite her, she called for the driver to take them back across the river. ‘Try to avoid the Otto’s night patrols,’ she added. The carriage jolted forwards, and Isabella settled back to look at Aldo. He had not changed much. A few more lines around the eyes, perhaps, some extra grey in the stubble. But he remained lithe and lean, a man not enslaved by vices that thickened the belly and slowed the wits. His eyes were piercing as ever, studying her as she did him. Isabella wondered what he saw. Her circumstances were much changed since their last encounter, but how much of that was visible to his steady gaze? How much did it show in her?


‘You know which roads the night patrols usually take?’ Aldo asked.


‘My driver was a constable for the Otto two years ago. He spent several unhappy weeks on night patrol, so he knows which roads and alleys they tend to follow.’


‘I thought I knew his face. But it isn’t the Fioravanti famiglia crest on this carriage.’


‘No. It belonged to my husband, Stefano Potenza.’


‘The wool merchant. So, you’re a signora now? The last time we met you ran away to a convent to avoid getting married.’


Isabella smiled. ‘I was only fifteen then.’


‘Many become wives younger than that in this city.’


‘True. I eventually agreed to a wedding so long as Nonna let me have some say in the choice of my husband.’




Aldo grimaced at her mention of Nonna Fioravanti. ‘That explains why you’re in this particular carriage, but not why you called on me before dawn.’


‘I could hardly come to a bordello during the day.’


‘No, not now you’re a respectable married woman.’ He paused, his brow furrowing. ‘You said this carriage belonged to your husband, meaning . . .’


‘Yes, I’m a widow.’


Aldo arched an eyebrow at her. ‘How long were you . . .?’


‘Three days.’ Isabella shrugged. ‘Three rather wonderful days. I’ll admit there was some awkwardness on our first night, but once I discovered the pleasure to be had in our marriage bed . . .’ She looked down at her hands, avoiding Aldo’s gaze. ‘Alas, it seems my . . . enthusiasm . . . was too much for poor Stefano. He had a good heart, but also a weak one.’


Aldo burst out laughing. Isabella leaned across to smack his hands.


‘Don’t you dare laugh at me! You’ve no idea what it was like.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Aldo said. ‘You’re right. But honestly . . .’


‘I know,’ she replied, letting a smile play across her lips. ‘It sounds so comical. I did my best to appear sad at his funeral but, if I’m honest, I never really loved him.’


‘Loved him? In three days? You hardly knew him.’


‘True. And he did die with a smile on his face. But that’s all in the past now. Besides, I’ve found being a widow quite liberating. My marriage helped to secure the future of Papa’s wool-import business, and Stefano left me a considerable fortune. I am free to do as I please.’


‘Then I congratulate you, Isabella. Most young women live their lives without a tiny piece of your good fortune. But I still don’t know why you’ve called on me.’




‘I need to tell you something, and ask you something,’ she said.


‘Very well. What do you wish to tell me?’


‘Nonna is dying.’


Aldo’s smile vanished. ‘That cagna has been dying since before you were born.’


‘That’s what everyone tells me, but she truly is close to the end now.’


‘Good.’


Isabella recoiled at the hatred in his voice. ‘How can you say that?’


‘I have my reasons.’


‘I know Nonna has a vicious tongue in her mouth most days—’


‘You know nothing about that woman,’ Aldo snapped. ‘Any hint of affection she shows is simply a mask. Everything Lucrezia says and does is calculated to advance her wishes, nothing more. Trust me, I lived at Palazzo Fioravanti until I was twelve, and every day she would—’ He stopped and shook his head, refusing to go on. His hands clenched tight, the knuckles stark white against his skin.


Isabella had never seen him so consumed by anger. Coming had been a mistake, that was obvious. Still, better to say what she must and let Aldo decide what he would do with that. ‘I know Nonna treated you badly, but she’s an old, wizened woman now. When she speaks, her words sound like a dried-out poppy in the wind.’


Aldo did not reply. The carriage gently rocked the two of them as it rolled onwards, the creaking of wheels and horses’ hooves on the street the only sounds to be heard.


‘Every breath Nonna takes could be her last,’ Isabella persisted, ‘and she knows it.’


‘That only makes her more dangerous.’




She peered at him, unsure what Aldo meant. ‘How?’


‘Because Lucrezia has nothing left to lose. She craves one last chance to inflict pain on me, and I won’t give her that satisfaction.’


They went on in silence a while, Isabella waiting for his anger to recede. Bells rang in the distance, announcing the end of curfew. ‘Was there anything else?’ Aldo asked.


Isabella wasn’t sure if she should tell him, but he deserved to know. ‘The closer Nonna gets to death, the more it loosens her tongue.’


Aldo gave a bitter laugh. ‘She’s never had a problem speaking her mind.’


‘True, but Nonna has lost control of her thoughts too. She called Papa curses I’d never heard before, and told Mama to marry again as soon as he died. She keeps muttering about someone called Ginevra . . .’


That got Aldo’s attention. ‘What does she say about her?’


Isabella hesitated. ‘She called her sister, but I didn’t think Nonna had any sisters.’


‘Ginevra wasn’t Lucrezia’s sister.’


‘Then who was she?’


‘A servant girl who worked for the famiglia, but she died in childbirth.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Isabella said. ‘Why would Nonna call a servant girl her sister?’


‘To trick me into coming back to that palazzo before she dies.’


Isabella frowned. What did he mean?


‘Lucrezia has spent a lifetime punishing me one way or another for my papa’s unfaithfulness. Now that death is finally about to take her, she hopes mentioning Ginevra will bring me back.’ Aldo banged a fist twice against the carriage roof. ‘Stop here,’ he called to the driver. ‘I’m getting out.’




Isabella grabbed his arm. ‘Wait, I don’t—’


‘Let me go,’ Aldo said, a cold warning in his voice. She did as he demanded. Aldo jumped out, already reaching for the door to close it. ‘I know you didn’t come here of your own choice. She tricked you into doing this, into being her messenger. But don’t come back again or send anyone to fetch me until Lucrezia is dead and cold. Understand?’


Isabella nodded. ‘Please, tell me one thing: who was Ginevra?’


‘She was my mama.’


The Venetian emerged onto the streets of Florence as bells rang across the city for the end of curfew. He wanted to observe for himself Duke Cosimo’s movements to and from Palazzo Medici. What the informer had said was useful, but it was always wiser to test the veracity of such statements. Trusting without question those who took coin to betray their masters was foolhardy; better to make certain than regret it at the end of a noose.


Bringing a servant gave the Venetian reason to linger in a doorway that offered a good view of the palazzo’s main entrance. A lone individual keeping watch would soon bring attention from the guards outside the ducal residence, but two men talking drew little notice. The Venetian had arranged for a different servant to join him each hour during the morning; that should be enough to confirm what the informer had reported.


‘What should we talk about?’ the first servant asked, their back to the palazzo.


‘Nothing of consequence,’ the Venetian replied, nodding to a merchant as he strolled by. ‘All we need do is appear occupied by our conversation.’


‘Very well.’ The servant set to the task but the Venetian paid little heed to the words spoken, aside from nodding and making occasional noises of interest. All his attention was focused on Palazzo Medici, assessing the security of the ducal residence.


The informer’s report was proving quite accurate. Two guards stood sentry outside the main entrance. When merchants and administrators approached them, the guards directed visitors to wait while their names and purpose were confirmed. Some were turned away while others were allowed inside. A few men and women – often dressed in more audacious clothes – were admitted with a brisk nod.


These visitors wore distinctive dresses, cloaks and doublets, confirming what the Venetian had heard about the duke’s wife. Eleonora kept Spanish servants and associates close by at all times while she awaited her first child. It must be an anxious time for Cosimo and his bride. Having a legitimate heir was essential to ensure the succession of Medici rule over Florence. Once Cosimo had a son, his hold on the city would be strengthened; until then, he remained vulnerable to attack.


The informer’s claim that Cosimo often left early to go hunting proved accurate, too. The guards outside the entrance were soon joined by half a dozen more men, all carrying different weapons. A selection of stable hands approached on foot, leading horses ready to be ridden. Most of the guards climbed into the saddles, but two waited, looking expectantly at the palazzo entrance.


A single figure strode from the palazzo, full of certainty and vigour. One of the guards moved to assist him into the saddle but was dismissed with a gesture. This man had no need of help. He swung himself atop the horse and straightened up, giving the Venetian a better view. He was muscular of build, with chestnut hair cropped close to the scalp and the hint of a beard across his lower face. A short cloak trimmed with sable was draped across his shoulders, with a leather jerkin, black doublet and dark hose visible beneath that. The way he held himself, the certainty and imperiousness of his manner . . . This was Duke Cosimo de’ Medici, the ruler of Florence.


One of the nearby horses chose that moment to piss all over the street in front of the palazzo. Cosimo made a comment, bringing laughter from his guards. He had an ease about him, appearing comfortable as a leader. The duke would not be an easy man to bring down, not if his attackers hoped to escape alive.


Cosimo twisted round on the horse, his eyes searching the street to assess those who had stopped to watch him emerge from the palazzo. That gaze paused for a moment when it reached the Venetian, the duke’s eyes narrowing a little.


The Venetian gave a respectful bow, hiding his face from the duke.


When the Venetian looked up Cosimo was riding away, guards on horses in front, behind and at either side. Had the duke realized a threat was close? No, it was impossible. Few knew of the Venetian’s presence in the city, and none had the full story of what he intended, what was to come. Even his master at the Inquisitori di Stato, Signor Bragadin, was unaware of the stratagemma – for now. If it succeeded, no doubt Bragadin would get much of the praise, but the Venetian was confident his boldness would also be recognized.


It was the least he deserved.












Chapter Three


[image: Section break.]


A ldo stalked south as the city awoke around him. Workers stumbled out of homes into the cold air to face another day’s labour. Servants hurried to fulfil the first command of the morning from their masters. Shopkeepers opened for business, hanging wares from hooks and shutters to catch early trade. Farmers shuffled to the mercato with baskets of tired brassica and other frost-wizened vegetables. Aldo paid little heed to any of them except those who lurched into his path, forcing him to leap across the channel of foul waste running down the road. He was too busy turning over what Isabella had said.


Perhaps Lucrezia was dying; if so, he would celebrate the day when it finally came. For years he had striven to keep the old cagna in the past, refusing to let her sneering voice and vindictive cruelties linger in his head. That was successful for the most part, but Aldo knew she still cast a long shadow. Hatred of Lucrezia was probably why he felt obliged to antagonize anyone who used their authority to torment those who couldn’t fight back. But now the vicious strega was in his thoughts again, her petty victories brought back to life.


It had been tempting to tell Isabella the truth about her nonna, to say why he despised Lucrezia so much. The twelve years she spent hissing bastardo at him after his papa insisted Aldo be raised as one of the famiglia. The joy she took in discovering Aldo kissing another boy because it gave her a fresh excuse for the hatred in her cold, dead heart. The triumph on Lucrezia’s face as she banished him from the palazzo an hour after the death of his papa, her husband. She forbade Aldo from taking anything with him – no clothes, no coin, none of his few possessions. As a final twist of the knife, Lucrezia had demanded he sign a letter stating he would never use the famiglia name. She promised to let him say goodbye to his little stepsister Teresa in return – and then reneged on that too.


Once Lucrezia was lying in the Fioravanti crypt, Aldo intended to prise open her tomb and piss on the rotting corpse inside. Then he would be done with her. Then he could see Teresa again, spend time with her and Isabella. After so long alone, surviving on the streets as a boy and living in cold rented rooms as a man, he might have somewhere to call home . . .


Aldo crossed the Arno at Ponte alla Carraia before turning east towards the bordello. It was the closest thing to a home he had known in recent years. He had lived there longer than most of Robustelli’s women, yet it still seemed temporary. Leaving would be the work of moments, and all memory of his presence would soon be forgotten. Then again, that was true of most lives. Without children or some other legacy to live on after a person was dead, all were destined to go unremembered once the ground claimed their bones.


A man was pacing outside Robustelli’s bordello as Aldo approached. Curfew was not long over yet this visitor seemed eager to satisfy his lust. If so, he would be waiting some time; the bordello did not open for business until most Florentines were eating in the middle of the day. Aldo was about to send the man away when he recognized the lone figure.


It was Pozzo, the maggiordomo to Contessa Coltello.




Aldo almost laughed. He had thought of the contessa, and now it seemed she wanted something of him. Good. It would take his mind off other matters. Dealing with dolts like Presa and Sasso offered little challenge, while a simple conversation with Coltello was an opportunity to match wits with someone worthy of his best. Whatever she had in mind, it would be dangerous and wrapped in deceptions. Perhaps half the words that slipped from her lips might be true, while the rest were a lure for the unwary.


On his first visit to the contessa’s palazzo Aldo had irritated her maggiordomo by refusing to leave until she invited Aldo to her salone. Pozzo had made no effort to hide his disdain ever since. The contessa sending her most trusted servant across the Arno to find Aldo so soon after curfew meant it must be a matter of importance, otherwise she would have simply despatched a messenger. As an added extra, it would have made Pozzo even sourer than usual. Good. The maggiordomo enjoyed using his authority inside Palazzo Coltello to vex others. But now he was on Aldo’s territory.


‘If your palle are in need of emptying, you’ve come too soon,’ Aldo called out, the words loud enough to echo around Piazza della Passera. Shutters overlooking the small square swung open, residents peering out to see whom Aldo was addressing. ‘The bordello doesn’t open for several hours yet.’


Pozzo swung round, his face livid. ‘I’m not here for a woman,’ he hissed, keeping his voice quiet so it couldn’t be heard by anyone else.


‘Oh, you’re not interested in women?’ Aldo announced, still booming out the words. ‘Well, if you’d prefer a man’s touch, better to visit via tra’ Pellicciai. But you want to go there at the end of the day, not the start. I’ve heard that’s the best time to find a . . . friend.’




Pozzo strode to Aldo until they were within fighting distance. ‘Lower your voice,’ the maggiordomo warned. ‘I am here on behalf of the contessa, as you well know. She does not appreciate her servants being made to look foolish.’


Aldo smiled, knowing it would enrage Pozzo further, but did reply more quietly. ‘I suspect she would find it very amusing, but I will do as you ask. Now, what you did want?’


The maggiordomo grimaced. ‘The contessa wishes to speak with you.’


‘Now? I’m surprised she rises this early.’


‘When the contessa rises or sleeps is no concern of yours.’


‘Ahh, so she prefers a more languid start to her day. Much like the women inside here,’ Aldo said, nodding towards the bordello.


Anger twisted Pozzo’s face. ‘Are you comparing her to a common puttana?’


‘Of course not. Besides, there is nothing common about Signora Robustelli or her women.’ Aldo glanced at the humble building. ‘When does Coltello wish to see me?’


Pozzo shrugged. ‘The middle of the day will do.’


‘Very well. Tell the contessa I shall present myself for an audience later today.’ He smiled at Pozzo. ‘You may go.’


‘I—’


‘Unless there was anything else?’


Pozzo twisted on his heels and stamped away, muttering curses under his breath. Aldo strolled to the bordello while considering the contessa’s summons. He had not spoken with her since the murders of Grossolano and two other men during November. Aldo sought a favour from Coltello at the time, deliberately placing himself in her debt. But she had not acted upon that, neither calling on him for assistance nor demanding he divulge any secrets. Now the contessa wished to see him. Why?




Making Pozzo deliver the invitation so early suggested it was important, yet she did not require Aldo’s presence immediately. That could be a stratagemma – Coltello was fond of those – or it might indicate the matter was not urgent. Whatever she wished to say, Duke Cosimo would need to be informed of the meeting. Since leaving the Otto, Aldo had received a small retainer from the duke for information about potential threats to the city. An invitation to meet with Venice’s spymaster in Florence must be declared in advance to the duke and a full report of what transpired be given afterwards. The contessa knew that too, of course.


When dealing with Valentine Coltello, there was always courtly intrigue. Every truth was hidden behind a mask, while every smile disguised the thrust of a dagger.


The challenge was emerging from such encounters unscathed.


Isabella had her driver take the carriage on a slow journey through the streets of Florence. She had no wish to return home to an empty palazzo. What she had told Aldo was true; Stefano’s death left her independently wealthy and without need to marry again, unlike many widows. But most of her acquaintances were now wives and mothers, their days filled with the joys and duties that brought. Even her best friend Chola – now Signora Ridolfi – was busy preparing for the arrival of her first child. Being free to do whatever she wished was pleasing, but without anyone to share the experience there seemed less joy in such things.


It was Mama who had suggested keeping Nonna company for an hour every few days. That was how she fell into the trap, Isabella realized. Nonna had used her to get to Aldo, knowing he would dismiss any direct message from Palazzo Fioravanti.


But what to do next?




She could go to Palazzo Fioravanti and tell Nonna what to do with her stratagemma. Antagonizing her was enjoyable, yet it came with risks. Lucrezia might be close to death, but she could still make the lives of others a misery. Isabella could say what she wished and stroll away without consequences, but Mama would suffer in her stead, and that was unfair. No, there was another way of dealing with this . . .


Isabella rapped on the carriage ceiling. ‘Take me to Palazzo Fioravanti,’ she called.


‘We’re not far from there now,’ Calabi replied. He was riding with the driver, as usual refusing to travel inside the carriage. Calabi was an exemplary servant but even older than her late husband, and poor Stefano had been forty when he died. Worse still, Calabi lacked any sense of fun. Try as she might, Isabella had been unable to provoke a smile from him. She might have to find another maggiordomo, one nearer her own age.


The carriage rolled to a halt, and Calabi opened the door to help Isabella climb down. She jumped out onto the street, preferring to do such things for herself. ‘Signora Potenza,’ he whispered, ‘you should allow me to assist you.’


Isabella shook her head, but smiled to show there no was anger involved. ‘I shall be inside for a while. Why don’t you take the carriage back to Palazzo Potenza? I’ll send a messenger when I’m ready.’


‘Very well, signora.’ Calabi bowed at the waist, eyes cast down.


‘You could ride inside the carriage, if you wished,’ she said.


‘But . . . that would not be proper.’


Isabella fought the urge to roll her eyes. ‘How about this, then? I was uncomfortable today. Ride inside the carriage and see whether you agree it needs repairing.’


‘Of course, signora – whatever you wish.’




‘Grazie,’ she replied before strolling into the palazzo. No sooner was she inside her former home than a sharp, bitter voice cut through the air.


‘Where is she? Where is that cunning little volpe?’


Somehow Lucrezia always knew when anyone arrived. Isabella went upstairs to Nonna’s bedchamber, making the sign of the cross before going in. Better safe than sorry.


When Aldo presented himself at Palazzo Medici there was only a single guard at the main entrance. That indicated the duke was not inside, as there was less need for security while Cosimo was away from his residence. Nonetheless, it was some time before Aldo was given permission to enter and, even then, he was accompanied by a servant. They led him up to the middle level, ushering Aldo into the small ufficio of Campana, a private segretario to the duke. Cosimo had several assistants, but Campana was the most trusted.


He was a sober figure at the best of times, yet seemed both weary and wary to Aldo’s gaze. Campana wore the habitual black robes of an administrator, his drawn face appearing hollow-cheeked and near exhaustion. ‘What do you want?’ Campana demanded as he wrote, not looking up from the papers scattered across his table.


‘Buon giorno,’ Aldo said, meeting hostility with civility. ‘If this is not a good time . . .’


‘It’s the only time I have, so, whatever you are here to report, make it brisk.’


‘Of course.’ Aldo gave a brief summary of his encounter with Pozzo.


Campana continued writing. If Aldo had been standing before the segretario of the Otto, this would be a ploy by Bindi to demonstrate his importance. But here it simply showed how busy Campana was.


‘Is there anything I should know before visiting the contessa?’ Aldo asked.


‘Yes,’ Campana replied, finally glancing up. ‘Be careful.’


‘Of course.’


The segretario returned to his papers.


‘Nothing more?’


‘That will do for now,’ Campana said. ‘In this, the less you know, the better.’


Aldo waited for any further explanation, but all he got was a wave of dismissal from Campana’s left hand. The meeting was at an end. ‘Grazie, signor.’ Aldo bowed on his way out. The servant who had escorted him up was waiting in the hallway and ushered Aldo to the rear entrance. He asked a few gentle questions, hoping to prompt the servant into talking, but got nothing except silence. He left the palazzo more worried than when he first went in.


Why had Campana been so unwilling to share what he knew or suspected about Coltello requesting a meeting? Yes, visiting the contessa in a state of ignorance prevented Aldo divulging anything, but it was also insulting. He had proven his ability to withstand Coltello’s intrigues, unlike other men sent to meet her. The reluctance of Campana to talk suggested there was strong cause for concern. Aldo knew he was almost certainly walking into a test or a trap, and now Campana was expecting him to do so blindfolded.


Emerging from his encounter with the contessa unscathed was forgotten.


Now it was a matter of getting out alive.






The contessa studied herself in the looking glass while maids fussed all around. She wished to be her most irresistible for the man coming to her palazzo. Coltello knew Aldo had little interest in women, but this made teasing and tormenting him all the more delightful. To tempt someone who preferred a good, hard cazzo to the exquisite pleasures she could offer was a true challenge for her skills, and it wasn’t often she encountered one.


Her skin remained pale and flawless, offering no hint of her age, while a golden net studded with tiny emeralds held back her fine hair. The gown she had chosen was made of the finest silk, embroidered with delicate patterns. Its bodice both enhanced and drew attention to the swell of her breasts. That might be wasted on Aldo, but the pretence must be maintained. Letting the unspoken speak for itself saved them time and needless chatter.


In truth, she might be disappointed if Aldo ever did succumb to her charms. As with so many things, the anticipation of savouring a delicious morsel was far more entertaining than the thing itself. Once attained, the impossible soon became tawdry and tiresome. Better that she and Aldo remain the best of enemies, moving in slow circles around one another, coming close to a kiss or more without ever touching lips. But this didn’t stop her imagining what it would be like to know him intimately. He doubtless possessed skills she did not, and any woman who forsook a chance to increase her knowledge was a very dull creature.


People called Coltello many things, but she prided herself on never being dull.


Her green eyes glittered when Pozzo knocked at the dressing-room door to announce Aldo’s arrival downstairs. ‘Very good,’ she replied. ‘Escort him to the salone and remain with our guest. I shall be there presently.’




‘Of course,’ the maggiordomo replied.


For most meetings Coltello preferred to keep a visitor waiting to make them more nervous and easier to manipulate. But Aldo was too shrewd for such an obvious stratagemma. Instead, she swept into the salone mere moments after Pozzo had brought Aldo there, dismissing the maggiordomo with a flick of her gaze. Once alone with Aldo she sank onto a chair to stare at him. He remained firm of posture and trim of waist, his flinty gaze as piercing as ever. ‘What a pleasure to see you again,’ she began.


He bowed, a smile playing about his lips. ‘And you.’ His eyes took in the gown, a flicker of recognition settling on him. ‘Is that the work of . . .?’


‘Renato Patricio? Yes, it is. I understand he’s an old friend of yours.’ She knew much more than that, of course. Her informants had mentioned Aldo’s acquaintance with Patricio, so she had commissioned a new gown from the dressmaker as a means of learning what, if anything, he knew. She had expected to hate the gown but instead it was a triumph, while the discomfort this was now causing Aldo only enhanced its success.


‘I understand you have departed the Otto?’


‘Yes, not long after our last encounter. It seemed that my . . . talents were not fully appreciated there. Now I offer my services to those whom the Otto would ignore.’


‘Including Duke Cosimo, I hear.’


Aldo gave a small nod of acknowledgement. ‘Your sources within Palazzo Medici are impeccable, as ever.’ She appreciated his tendency to admit the truth whenever possible. This made discerning the deceptions amid his words all the more enjoyable.


‘I must say being free of that fool Bindi seems to agree with you,’ Coltello observed, and meant it. Aldo looked better rested than before, with more colour in his face.




‘Grazie mille,’ he replied. ‘And you are as radiant as ever.’


‘Naturally.’ She patted the chair beside her own. ‘Come, sit with me. There is much for us to discuss.’ He did as he was told, but chose not to ask the obvious question: why had he been summoned? What a pity so few men had the wit to remain as silent in her company, especially since most found little of interest to say. The bedchamber was the only place she wished a man to truly exercise his tongue . . . but that was a thought for another occasion.


‘Knowing as I do that the duke sometimes employs you on his behalf,’ she said, ‘I felt certain he would wish to hear an urgent matter which has reached my attention. But the position I hold here in the city does not allow me to approach Duke Cosimo myself.’


‘Indeed.’ One of Aldo’s eyebrows arched a little.


He was intrigued. Good.


‘So, I decided to have Pozzo call on you and offer an invitation to visit. You must forgive the earliness of his arrival, but it was . . . necessary.’


‘Of course,’ her guest replied. ‘Fortunately, I was already up when Pozzo called. It was most enjoyable to witness his dismay in delivering your message at the bordello. Grazie.’


‘Prego.’ The contessa let concern seep into her face. ‘But I fear there is nothing enjoyable in what I must now say.’ She placed a hand to her chest, as if overcome by worry. ‘You see, I believe someone plans to murder Duke Cosimo de’ Medici.’
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