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Chapter One
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Wednesday, October 29th 1539


I n Cesare Aldo’s experience the citizens most likely to break curfew in Florence were the drunken, the deceitful and the dangerous. The challenge was knowing which was which while following one of them through the city in the hours before dawn.


Only a select few were permitted to use the streets after nightfall: Duke Cosimo de’ Medici, the city’s ruler, and his guards; anyone carrying a letter of permission signed by the duke; and the unfortunate men of the night patrol, enforcing the curfew for the city’s most feared criminal court, the Otto di Guardia e Balia. Aldo was one of the unfortunates on night patrol, a purgatory he had endured since returning to Florence almost a year and a half earlier. His experience of those who broke curfew was now therefore extensive.


The drunken usually blamed wine for still being outside long after the bells had tolled for all good citizens to return home. Some drunks were friendly, others belligerent and a few even violent, but most were no match for the night patrol. The deceitful were those citizens using the darkness as a mask to hide their illicit behaviour, generally theft or fornication. Aldo had little sympathy for anyone arrested while succumbing to lust or avarice. Yes, he had been guilty of both, but was not fool enough to get caught.


The dangerous, they came in many guises. There were those who had lost all reason, ready to harm themselves or others without warning. Some were looking for a fight, seeking somebody to hurt. And there were those with darkness in their hearts or murder in their heads. Once a person chose to kill, a fear of breaking curfew was unlikely to stop them.


The lone figure ahead was neither lurching nor staggering. That suggested they were more deceitful or dangerous than drunk. A heavy cloak and cap hid their face and build. But the care with which they used the shadows of alleyways and narrow streets to shroud their journey made Aldo crouch to pull the trusty stiletto from his left boot.


‘What are you doing?’ Benedetto asked. Like Aldo he was stuck on night patrol, but the young constable made no effort to conceal his disdain for it. Benedetto had been an eager, even enthusiastic recruit to the Otto three years ago. However, serving the court had soured him so much that every task now seemed a chore, and every question a cause for argument.


‘When trouble arises,’ Aldo whispered, ‘a blade is better in the hand than the boot.’ He rose to his feet. They were close to Piazza Santa Croce, the largest square in Florence’s eastern quarter, having followed the curfew breaker from near the convent of Le Murate. Now their quarry must cross the piazza or make a much longer journey to avoid the wide, open space. Either choice would reveal something about them.


‘What trouble? It’s just someone creeping home in the dark.’


‘Lower your voice,’ Aldo hissed.


‘Why should I? We’ve been following them since—’


Aldo put a hand over Benedetto’s mouth to silence him, but it was too late. The curfew breaker twisted round to stare at them – and then sprinted into the piazza.


‘Palle!’ Aldo raced after the suspect, leaving Benedetto to swear and splutter. By the time Aldo reached the piazza his quarry was halfway across, getting further away with each moment. Cursing Benedetto for not doing as he was told, Aldo pressed on.


The suspect disappeared into a nearby alley as Aldo reached the far side of the piazza. He stopped to catch his breath, spots dancing in front of his eyes. Running was for children and dogs, not grown men who had seen more than forty summers. Benedetto soon caught up to him. ‘Where did they go?’ he panted. Aldo pointed to the alley. The passageway was dark and narrow, allowing only one of them to enter at a time – the perfect place for an ambush.


‘Where’s your knife?’ Aldo asked.


‘I didn’t bring one. Didn’t know I’d need it.’ No wonder Benedetto was stuck on night patrol. He lacked the imagination for anything better.


A fat drop of water hit Aldo in the face, making him look up. The moon had been visible earlier, but now it was mostly hidden behind ominous clouds. Another drop fell on Aldo, and another and another. In moments it was a downpour, soaking into his cap and tunic.


‘We should go back to the Podestà,’ Benedetto shouted through the sudden, torrential rain. ‘Anyone who wants to be out in this is welcome to it!’


‘We have a curfew breaker to catch,’ Aldo replied. He stamped through the puddles forming on the ground leading to the alley. ‘If they get past me, it’s your job to stop them.’ Gripping the stiletto in his right hand, Aldo entered the inky darkness. Once inside the alley he paused, letting his eyes adjust. The walls on either side were solid stone, two sturdy palazzi with no shutters at ground level. No means of escape there. Aldo edged forward, shoulders brushing against either wall as he advanced.


Up ahead the alley opened into a small courtyard, the dead space between buildings. Again, no shutters, and no apparent way out. It was dark and gloomy, difficult to make anything out in the pouring rain. Piles of rubble and broken stones seemed to fill much of the courtyard, providing several places to hide. Aldo peered round, searching for any sign of the fugitive . . . Nothing.


Had he been mistaken? Or was there another way out, some hidden door or—


A movement to one side caught Aldo’s eye. Then he was shoved backwards into a stone wall, all the breath knocked out of him. Fierce eyes glared at Aldo, a fist rising up—


He jabbed his stiletto forward, the blade finding his attacker. They howled, stumbling backwards. Male, definitely male. The fugitive lifted a hand to stare at his own blood before lurching back into the alley. Aldo wanted to pursue, but his legs crumpled beneath him. The blood on his stiletto was reassuring. The fugitive was wounded, they wouldn’t get far.


A voice cried out – Benedetto, shouting at the fugitive to stop. A knife would have been more use. Aldo was getting to his feet when Benedetto rushed into the courtyard.


‘Aldo? You in here?’


‘Yes.’


Benedetto came closer, eyes widening when he saw the blade. ‘Are you hurt?’


Aldo shook his head. ‘It’s the fugitive’s blood, not mine.’


‘He knocked me flying,’ Benedetto confessed.


‘Where did he go?’


‘Towards Piazza della Signoria.’


‘Then let’s get after him.’ Aldo pushed Benedetto back along the alley, turning west when they reached the other end. If not for the rain they might have tracked their quarry by the drops of blood his wound left behind. Instead, they had to rely on the likelihood that his injury would force the fugitive to take the most direct path, wherever he was going.


Piazza della Signoria was the most important square in Florence. It was there that its citizens gathered to praise and protest, and it was where condemned men were publicly executed. Tall stone buildings surrounded the piazza, Palazzo della Signoria the tallest of them all. The city’s laws were debated there by the Senate, though true power was held by Duke Cosimo de’ Medici. The likelihood of the fugitive being foolish enough to linger here was low.


Yet when Aldo and Benedetto reached the piazza, a figure was lying prone beneath the statue of David in front of the grand palazzo. ‘There,’ Aldo said. ‘Must have cut him deeper than I realized.’


They moved closer, Aldo keeping his blade ready in case of another ruse. The rain was passing, making the way easier to see. The statue of David towered over the prone body, its bold white marble a stark contrast to the silhouettes of surrounding buildings. Aldo had been a young boy when the David was first brought into the piazza. Forty men had taken four days to move the statue there, such was the colossal size and weight. Seeing it that first time was the moment Aldo knew to whom he was drawn. It was the statue’s shapely buttocks that caught his eye; the modest cazzo proved far less impressive, and was now hidden behind a cluster of copper leaves to spare anyone embarrassment.


The nearer Aldo got to the figure on the ground, the less certain he became that it was their quarry. He had not seen much of the fugitive, but the man beneath the statue wore no cloak or cap. He looked heavier, too. There was an angry red line round his neck. Lifeless eyes stared at the thin moon as it reappeared from behind parting clouds.


‘This is someone else,’ Aldo said.


‘You think the fugitive killed him?’ Benedetto asked.


‘Unlikely. The fugitive was trying to move through the city unseen. Why would they flee this way after killing someone here earlier?’ He put a knee down on the wet stones by the body to look closer. It was a corpse, there was no doubt about that. The clothes were soaked through, meaning the body had probably been left here before the rain came. Aldo searched the face but did not recognize the dead man. There was something curious about the way the body was positioned on the ground. Both arms were stretched out sideways, while the legs were close together, one crossed over the other at the feet. Almost as if he was—


‘There!’ Benedetto pointed across the piazza. Someone was limping away in the shadows on the far side: their fugitive. ‘Should I go after him?’


‘No.’


‘But before you were—’


‘That was before,’ Aldo said. ‘We can catch them another time. A man has been murdered. That matters far more now.’


Contessa Valentine Coltello politely stifled a yawn behind one hand. Her gesture was not caused by the lateness of the hour, nor indeed by its earliness since dawn must be close by now. Her weariness could not be blamed on a lack of sleep, despite having been kept awake all evening, as she had taken the precaution of resting through much of the previous day. Besides, the hours before sunrise were her domain, a world where she was at her finest.


No, the reason for her yawning was all too predictable.


The cause, inevitably, was a man.


She had invited Signor Federico Dandolo to dine with her alongside several other, far more interesting guests artfully chosen to avoid arousing suspicion or encouraging unwanted gossip. As curfew approached and the other guests rose to depart, the contessa contrived a reason for Dandolo to stay longer, claiming a need for his wisdom. She had led him to this richly decorated salone to assess the worth of certain tapestries left by her late husband. Dandolo knew nothing of art and even less about tapestries, but flattery and his own arrogance persuaded him to profess an expertise he did not possess. More than an hour passed while he blustered and bluffed. Once that was done, the contessa had patted the chair beside her own and invited Dandolo to share the story of how he came to be so significant, so important, and so admired.


Few men were immune to flattery and Dandolo was no exception, despite his receding hair, dull features and a belly running to fat beneath his gaudy silk tunic. But the contessa had not expected him to be quite so in love with the sound of his own voice. Hour after hour he droned on, regaling her in quite excruciating detail with the dreary, unimpressive events of his life. Most men possessed enough wit to realize they were being flirted with, courted, even lured. Somehow Dandolo had remained unaware or unable to grasp this simple fact.


Of course, there was no question of taking Dandolo to her bedchamber; the very thought was both repulsive and hilarious. No, she simply wished to learn whatever he might know about Duke Cosimo de’ Medici and those around the leader of Florence. That mixture of secrets and gossip would be thoroughly sifted before the most useful morsels were duly reported to her paymasters at the Council of Ten in Venice.


In other circumstances – had Dandolo been more attractive or more intriguing – the contessa would have taken matters into her own hands. Alas, Dandolo possessed an opinion of his own magnificence that far outweighed whatever merits he might have below the waist. But to get what she wanted, it was sometimes necessary to tease and tempt the ugliest of wits.


‘Please, tell me more,’ the contessa murmured when Dandolo took a rare pause for breath while explaining his importance within the ducal court. She stroked one finger down the back of his left hand as a test. The fool’s nostrils flared, and his eyes widened. It seemed what she was apparently offering had, finally, become obvious to him.


‘Well, Juan de Luna is as tactless as he is haughty,’ Dandolo said, licking his thin, unsightly lips. ‘Typical Spaniard. Since being appointed to lead the garrison at Fortezza da Basso, this idiota has managed to offend almost everyone he encounters. The duke is so frustrated that he wrote to his father-in-law for advice after de Luna insulted one of Cosimo’s segretarie and his mother, Maria Salviati, both in the same afternoon.’


This confirmed what the contessa had heard from others within the ducal palazzo. Cosimo had been married to Eleonora de Toledo but a few months, yet the young Medici was already making deft use of this connection with her father, Pedro de Toledo. The Viceroy of Naples was close to Charles V, the Spanish king and Holy Roman Emperor, without whose approval Cosimo would never have been appointed ruler of Florence. Seeking counsel from de Toledo demonstrated what the contessa had concluded about the young duke: Cosimo had the guile of a much older man, despite being no more than twenty.


‘And what of the duke’s new bride?’ the contessa whispered, letting her gaze wander to Dandolo’s groin before looking into his muddy eyes once more. ‘I have heard whispers she is pregnant already. Can this be true?’ The contessa knew it for a fact, but the question was a snare to see how much Dandolo was willing to divulge, how compliant he might be.


‘I . . . I am not supposed to speak of such things,’ he stammered before licking his lips once more. It was an irritating habit. The contessa doubted his lovemaking was any better.


‘Of course not,’ she said, resting a hand on Dandolo’s thigh. ‘I have no wish to do anything that might make you . . . uncomfortable.’ Her fingernails slid along the hose, edging closer to the growing bulge that lurked between his legs.


Dandolo swallowed hard. ‘No, I’m sure it would be . . . fine.’ The fool’s voice rose higher with each word. Soon it would be the equal of a soprano. ‘I’ve heard tell that she—’


A sharp knock at the door interrupted them, stopping whatever tedious utterance had been about to spill from Dandolo’s mouth. He half rose from the chair before sinking down again, face flushing crimson, both hands clasped between his legs.


‘Come!’ the contessa called, suppressing a smirk.


Her maggiordomo Pozzo entered, bowing low, hands behind his back. ‘Forgive my interruption, Contessa, but a message of utmost urgency has arrived.’


‘A message? So late after curfew?’ Dandolo asked.


Truly, the man had less wit than the chair on which he sat, and none of its charm.


‘Forgive me,’ the contessa said, rising to her feet. ‘I must discover what this matter concerns. Please, remain here. I shall return as soon as I am able.’


Dandolo rose in a half-crouch, still struggling to hide the excitement in his hose. ‘Of course, Contessa. It will be my pleasure to—’


‘Good,’ she interjected, sparing herself any more of his words by marching to the door. Pozzo held it open so she could depart, following her out into the hallway before closing the door behind him. ‘Diavolo, where have you been?’ she demanded. ‘We were supposed to be interrupted long ago.’


‘Forgive me, but I was actually busy with a messenger.’ Pozzo produced a letter from inside his tunic, the folded page sealed with black wax. The contessa noted his nails on both hands had crimson beneath them. ‘A night patrol pursued him through the city in the rain,’ Pozzo continued, ‘and one of the constables wounded the messenger.’


The contessa snorted her disbelief. ‘I’ve watched better tales at the teatro. Night patrols are all fools and dullards, everyone knows that. It’s why I send letters after dark.’


‘It seems at least one of these constables was no fool and also handy with a blade,’ Pozzo said. ‘I’ve spent the past hour sewing the wound he made in the messenger.’


‘That explains the stains beneath your fingernails, at least. Tell me, if this night patrol is so adept, how was it the messenger escaped while wounded?’


‘It seems the constables were distracted by a corpse in Piazza della Signoria.’ Pozzo hesitated before clarifying. ‘The corpse was not of the messenger’s making.’


‘I take it back,’ the contessa said. ‘That story is better than anything I’ve seen at the teatro this year.’ She snatched the letter from Pozzo, tearing it open to read the words within. The fact that it was written without any ciphers was surprising, but the content of the letter was shocking. If this was true . . . ‘Is the messenger still here in the palazzo?’


‘Yes, Contessa.’


‘Are they capable of taking a letter back to who sent them?’


Pozzo nodded.


‘Good. Fetch me ink and paper. This can’t wait.’


A few minutes later she swept back into the salone, her face a mask of wistful regret. ‘My dearest Dandolo, I am so dreadfully sorry, but you must leave at once.’


‘I must?’ he asked, rising to his feet.


‘Yes.’


‘But I thought we . . .’


The contessa waited, letting the fool stumble over the folly of his imaginings.


‘I thought that perhaps you and I might . . .’


He might still be useful one day, she supposed. Better to let him down gently now, in case that day came sooner rather than later. Besides, if the letter brought by the messenger heralded what she thought, Dandolo could serve another purpose. The contessa glided across the salone to him, cupping the left side of his face with a delicate hand. ‘And perhaps we might, perhaps . . . but not tonight. Not now.’ She used the same hand to gesture at the door. ‘My maggiordomo will see you out and advise on the best way to avoid the night patrols.’


‘Oh. I see.’ Dandolo appeared quite crestfallen, as if there had actually been some hope that she would allow a minor functionary from the duke’s court to visit her bedchamber. He really was quite the fool.


She watched him dawdle to the door. ‘My dear Federico?’


‘Yes?’ he replied, twisting round, fresh hope obvious in his face.


‘I wonder . . . But no, it is too much to ask.’ She looked aside. ‘Forgive me.’


Dandolo hastened back to her, eager as an animal for the lure, unaware of a trap closing around him. ‘Contessa, whatever you wish, please ask me for it.’


She suppressed a smirk of triumph. It was almost too easy. ‘Perhaps you could write me a letter . . . if time allows. Once a day should be sufficient.’


‘A letter, once a day?’


The contessa fixed her gaze on his eyes. ‘I want to know more about you, Federico. I want to learn everything about you. What interests, what intrigues, what excites . . .’ She glanced down at his groin so he would have no doubt what that meant. Dandolo had already proven himself insufferably dim in such matters. ‘Tell me all the gossip from your day and I am certain I shall find some way to . . . reward you.’


Dandolo was quite crimson now. Yes, even he had understood her. ‘And will you write to me in return?’ he asked, perhaps hoping to read about her lusts and desires.


‘Alas, no.’ The contessa smiled at him. ‘I am still a widow, and it would not be seemly for me to maintain any kind of correspondence with a gentleman, no matter how important and significant he might be. You understand how it is.’


‘Yes, of course.’ Again, a crestfallen expression haunted his face. Most unappealing.


‘Then, it is settled. I look forward to reading your first letter later today.’


‘Today?’


‘It will be dawn soon, my dear Dandolo. You really should be getting home.’ She ushered him to the salone door, a gentle but firm hand in the small of his back propelling the fool out. ‘By the way, my maggiordomo tells me it has been raining quite heavily tonight,’ she said once Dandolo was in the hallway. ‘Do try not to catch your death out there.’










Chapter Two
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A ldo knocked at the door, hands cold and knuckles white. His clothes were still soaked from the downpour, making him shiver as a brisk wind whistled along via dei Giudei. Autumn was often cold and wet in Florence, the sweltering heat of summer no more than a distant memory. The first hints of dawn were lightening the sky at last, but the thin alley remained gloomy and dark. Aldo was familiar enough with it to have no need of a lantern here.


He knocked again, louder this time, knuckles rapping the sturdy wood by a Hebrew inscription, the name Orvieto carved below it. Aldo was more than familiar with the man who lived inside. A window opened above, and a bearded face peered out. ‘Cesare?’


‘Doctor Orvieto,’ Aldo replied, making his voice as formal as possible. ‘I am here on behalf of the Otto di Guardia e Balia. The court has urgent need of your expertise.’ A light came on behind the shutters of the house on Aldo’s left. Soon others would do the same, residents eager to know why anyone was at the doctor’s door so early.


‘Now?’ Saul asked, rubbing his eyes.


‘Yes,’ Aldo said before mouthing an apology.


‘Very well,’ the doctor agreed. ‘Will I need my satchel?’


‘It would be wise. And bring a good cloak, in case the rain returns.’


Saul retreated inside, shutting the window. Aldo stamped both boots on the muddy ground to revive his numb toes, without success. Rain had seeped through the well-worn leather into his hose. He would not be warm again until both boots and hose were removed, and there was no prospect of that before sunrise.


The door opened and Saul emerged, a long cloak over his shoulders. He had a satchel in one hand, and a second cloak in his other. ‘Where are we going?’


‘North, over the Arno.’ Aldo led the way, waiting until they had left via dei Giudei before saying more. The narrow alley was home to most of the Jews in Florence, and Saul was the physician for many of them. Word of the doctor being summoned away during curfew would spread around the commune faster than syphilis through a travelling army of mercenaries. Aldo had no wish to provide Saul’s neighbours with further gossip.


‘You look wet through,’ Saul said, handing him the spare cloak. ‘Put this on.’


‘Grazie.’ Aldo paused to slip the thick woollen garment over his shoulders.


‘I’ve been wondering when you might visit next,’ the doctor said. His warm hazel eyes twinkled with mischief, even in this murky light.


‘Night patrol is a demanding mistress.’


‘Ahh, so that’s who you’ve been seeing . . .’


Aldo pulled Saul into the shadow of a doorway, silencing him with a kiss. The doctor dropped his satchel, their hands moving inside each other’s cloaks, bodies pressing together. Aldo inhaled Saul’s scent, savouring the aromas of sleep and sweat. He slid an urgent hand down between their legs, reaching for Saul, wanting him –


A sudden cough made them stop, both becoming still as statues. Aldo closed his eyes, waiting for the shouted voices, the inevitable accusation. Men who sought the company of other men in Florence risked prison, even execution. He could face whatever punishment he must, but Saul should not – could not – endure such a fate.


The cough returned, wet and heavy, the sound of someone suffering an autumn cold. It came from above them in a room that must overlook the street. In a few moments the coughing ceased, silence claiming Borgo San Jacopo once more. There was no shout of accusation, nobody had seen them. They were safe.


‘Palle,’ Aldo muttered, breathing once more.


‘Indeed,’ Saul whispered, a rueful smile on his lips. ‘We’d better move on before . . .’


Aldo nodded as Saul retrieved his satchel. They strode towards Ponte Vecchio, the nearest bridge for crossing the Arno. Aldo described finding the corpse in Piazza della Signoria.


‘The Otto doesn’t often call on my help with dead bodies,’ Saul said.


‘Most murders are simple matters,’ Aldo replied as they marched up the bridge to its crest. ‘Violent men and angry moments, with no puzzle to be solved. But this one . . .’ The stench of blood and meat and spoiled fish assaulted Aldo’s nostrils. During the day Ponte Vecchio was home to butchers and fish sellers. The bridge was washed clean by apprentices late every afternoon, but the stench always lingered.


‘Before,’ Saul said, ‘when we were—’


‘Shhh,’ Aldo whispered, pointing at the small homes built above the butcher shops and stalls on the bridge. Light from lanterns was visible through several shutters. Aldo had nearly been undone by the keen ears of someone living over Ponte Vecchio. He had no wish to relive that.


Saul waited until they were off the bridge to speak. ‘Before, when we were . . .’


‘Enjoying each other?’


Saul sighed. ‘We need to be careful, Cesare. I know it’s hard—’


‘Certainly felt so.’


Saul slapped at Aldo’s arm, but that twinkle was back in the doctor’s eye. ‘We meet so infrequently, it is . . . difficult not to get carried away. But we both know the price to be paid should someone discover us.’


He was right, of course, yet it did not make the long gaps between their meetings easier, not when the hours of curfew offered the best chance to be together.


‘Agreed,’ Aldo said, leading Saul north.


‘Is the body still in the piazza?’ the doctor asked.


‘No,’ Aldo replied. ‘It will be dawn soon, so Benedetto and I moved the corpse somewhere you can work in private. I wanted it out of sight before all of Florence wakes.’


Carlo Strocchi winced as Tomasia retched and retched again, emptying herself of the little food and water she had taken last night. He wanted to help his wife but there was nothing to be done except keep little Bianca busy in the other room. At least they had a proper home now, not just a space divided in half by a curtain. True, they had only moved across the street, but the middle level of this building was both larger and warmer than their previous home. That was important with winter coming, not to mention another baby. A year and a half as an officer of the Otto had brought more pay than he’d ever seen as a constable, and the chance to earn further coin from rewards and bounties. The famiglia Strocchi was prospering.


But it made little difference when Tomasia was ill.


She retched again, the sound of her distress a dagger at Strocchi’s heart. ‘Are you all right?’ he called, cursing himself for asking such a stupid domanda.


‘I’ll be fine,’ Tomasia insisted. He heard her spitting to clear bile before she shuffled into their front room, wiping a hand across her mouth. ‘See?’ She forced a smile. ‘All better.’ But Tomasia’s washed-out features and the sweat staining her pale shift said otherwise.


Strocchi had never known her to be sick for so long. Yes, pregnancy had made her ill last time, but that was mostly in the mornings during her first few months carrying Bianca. This illness had gone on and on, morning and night, until Tomasia was close to collapse.


Bianca ran across to hug her mama round the legs. Tomasia sank on the bed before lifting the two-year-old up. ‘You’re getting so big, bambina. When did you get so big?’


‘Mama!’ Bianca shouted back. ‘Mama, Mama, Mama!’ It was her favourite word, one she could bellow for what seemed like hours on end.


‘Shush,’ Tomasia said, resting a finger on their daughter’s lips. ‘You don’t want to wake Signora Bolzoni downstairs again, do you?’ Bianca shook her head.


‘I should stay here,’ Strocchi said. ‘I can play with Bianca, let you get some rest.’


‘We’ll be fine,’ Tomasia replied.


‘But you got no sleep—’


‘I’ll be fine,’ she insisted, steel in her voice. ‘Women have been carrying babies and giving birth since the Garden of Eden, Carlo. A few nights of being sick—’


‘It’s been months—’


‘And it will pass.’ Leaving Bianca on the bed, Tomasia came to rest a hand on his shoulder. ‘Bianca and I can cope by ourselves. You need to work, so go.’


Strocchi couldn’t keep the concern from his face. ‘But—’


‘You haven’t shaved today.’ Tomasia frowned. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’


‘No? I was thinking of growing a beard. Make me look more like an officer.’


She laughed. ‘I love your bambino face, Carlo. And it is an asset. People share things with you they wouldn’t with others from the Otto.’


‘You think so?’


‘I know so.’ She stood up to kiss him. ‘But I don’t enjoy a man whose face has the texture of a scrubbing brush. Now, go. Go! Bianca and I have a lot to do today. We can’t get started until you leave. Isn’t that right, bambina?’


Their daughter nodded.


‘Very well,’ Strocchi agreed. ‘But if the sickness comes back, send a messenger to the Podestà and I’ll come home straight away.’


‘Yes, yes,’ Tomasia sighed, ushering him to the door. He stepped onto the landing, pausing to straighten his tunic and hose. Strocchi took one last glance inside before closing the door behind him. Tomasia slumped on the bed by Bianca, exhaustion claiming her.


It took all his will to leave.


Aldo led Saul east towards Piazza della Signoria but stopped in an alley before the square. Benedetto was lurking outside a stable doorway on the right, his face sour as ever. ‘Where have you been?’ he whined. ‘The wind whistles down here, I’ve been freezing my palle off.’


‘Go back to the Podestà,’ Aldo urged Benedetto. ‘You can get warm by the guards’ fire.’ He glanced at the sky, now mottled with the blues and blacks of a bruise. ‘It’ll be dawn soon. When Bindi arrives, tell him what has happened – the fugitive, us finding the corpse, everything. Understand?’


‘I’m not a fool,’ Benedetto muttered.


‘It’s important the segretario knows all the details before leaving to make his morning report to the duke,’ Aldo continued. ‘Otherwise, he’ll be in a foul mood for days. Do you want another month on night patrol?’ Benedetto shook his head, but Aldo wasn’t satisfied. ‘Repeat back to me what you need to tell Bindi.’ Benedetto did so with even less grace than usual. ‘Good. Now, go and get dry,’ Aldo said. ‘You’ve earned it.’


Benedetto stamped away, the words of praise making no apparent difference. Saul waited until he and Aldo were alone before speaking. ‘Friend of yours?’


‘Night patrol is where the segretario banishes idioti and those he hates. Benedetto is in danger of becoming both.’ Aldo opened the stable door, gesturing for Saul to go first. Inside was a low-ceiling space that stank of horse, though no animal would enjoy any time spent in such a dank, dingy chamber. The floor was loose dirt, the walls rough stone. There was no well for drawing water, and no fodder to eat. A lantern, hung from the ceiling, provided the only illumination, the dead man’s corpse lying beneath it.


‘This belongs to the Otto?’ Saul asked, putting down his satchel.


‘Not exactly. It’s owned by a grasping landlord called Pietro Martegli. The summer before last he rented it to the killer who burned people alive. After learning what happened in here, nobody has wanted to come near the place.’


‘I wonder how people heard about that?’


Aldo shrugged. ‘Gossip gets around.’


‘Meaning you can use this place whenever you wish?’


‘The wind that blows foul for one man sometimes favours another.’


Saul crouched on one knee by the corpse. He turned its head towards him – and jolted backwards into Aldo’s legs. ‘Diavolo!’


‘What is it? What’s wrong?’


‘I . . . I know this man. His name is Niccolò Zamora.’


That was not what Aldo expected. ‘How do you know him?’


‘I . . . I was once the physician to his famiglia, in the days when I still treated people from outside the Jewish commune.’ Crimson coloured Saul’s cheeks above his beard of russet and silver. ‘He is . . . was . . . a wool merchant. I . . . We . . . we had a brief . . .’


‘When?’ Aldo asked, hoping the answer would be long ago, before he and Saul met. The doctor being under suspicion for what had happened to Zamora could create all kinds of problems, but the possibility that Saul had strayed was equally troubling. He and Aldo had been apart more than together for three years, so Aldo could not blame Saul if he sought companionship elsewhere in that time. But still . . .


‘Eight, nine years ago,’ Saul replied. ‘Long before you and I met.’


Aldo fought to keep the relief from his face. ‘Where was Zamora living then?’


‘Across the river, in Oltrarno. He shared a palazzo with his sister Tullia, and her children, close to Santo Spirito. She was a widow, if I remember correctly.’


Aldo nodded. Being able to quickly find the dead man’s famiglia would make the next stage of his investigation easier. Saul knowing the victim was quite a coincidence, but not unlikely. Florence was a city of some sixty thousand souls, yet those who could afford to employ a Jewish physician of his skill were far fewer.


Saul got to his feet. ‘Cesare, about Niccolò and I—’


‘It’s nothing,’ Aldo said, smiling to reassure him. ‘We both had lives before we met each other. What is in our pasts can stay there, yes?’ It was a lie, of course, but Saul didn’t need to know that. Aldo had known his share of men before meeting the doctor, there was no justifiable reason to be jealous of Saul’s history. But still . . .


Saul returned his smile. ‘Yes. The past is the past. Good.’ Vigour restored, he returned to the corpse. ‘Now then, let’s see what we can find here.’


While Saul was examining the body, Aldo pondered what the doctor had mentioned about the dead man. ‘Zamora was not married?’


‘Not when I knew him.’


That suggested the victim might have taken his pleasure with others besides Saul. Marriage was expected of men in Florence, it was the way of things. Men who did not wed were suspect, unless they had a plausible explanation. That was why Aldo lived in a bordello. So long as he slept in Signora Robustelli’s house, most men believed Aldo had no reason to take a bride – his needs were obviously being met in other ways – while most women pitied him. That served its own purpose.


Zamora preferring the company of men might be why he was killed. There were often attacks on such men, usually by those with hate or fear in their hearts. The hate came of being taught that such sinners must be punished for their transgressions against God’s law. The fear seemed to come from attackers believing they might be the same as those they hurt.


Had there been more of these incidents lately? Aldo scowled. In the past he would already know the answer to that question. One of the many problems presented by being on night patrol was knowing less about what was happening in the city. Nights spent enforcing curfew gave Aldo little chance to grasp the mood of Florence, let alone who was doing what to others during daylight. It also meant seeing a lot less of Saul. They could only meet after dark when Aldo could come and go unseen from the doctor’s home. Night patrols put an unwanted, unhappy distance between them. That was part of the reason Aldo had summoned the doctor from bed to examine Zamora’s corpse. It was good to see Saul again, even if they needed a murder to be together. That had been selfish, especially this early in the day.


‘Are you sure you wish to continue with this? I can see if another physician is willing to look at Zamora’s body for me . . .’


Saul shook his head. ‘I have brought many lives into this world and been with more as they departed it. Death holds few fears for me. All that remains is the body, not the person they were. I’m happy to examine him.’


‘Grazie mille.’


Saul leaned over the dead man, peering at the neck. ‘He was garrotted, most likely from behind. The killer is probably a man, or a woman with considerable strength in her hands.’


‘Why do you think he was garrotted from behind?’ Aldo asked.


Saul pointed at the front of Zamora’s throat. ‘I would expect a gap at the site that the two ends of the garrotte were brought together.’ He lifted the dead man’s head to look at the back of the neck. ‘Yes, there’s a gap here.’ Saul rested the head on the dirt again, before reaching for one of Zamora’s hands and then the other. ‘The knuckles are smooth,’ he said, ‘no bruises or breaks to the skin.’ Saul turned the hands over to study the palms and fingers. ‘No marks here, either. He did not fight back. So, either the killer surprised him—’


‘Easier to do if you come from behind,’ Aldo agreed.


‘—or Zamora did not have his senses when the attack came.’


Meaning he was drunk or had been drugged to make the killing easier. Another possibility occurred to Aldo. He knew men who claimed that their pleasure was increased by being strangled at the time of sexual release. Signora Robustelli warned her women to turn away anyone requesting that service at the bordello. It was all too easy for such endeavours to go awry, and then they’d have to deal with a corpse.


The way Zamora’s body had been left posed beneath the statue of David in Piazza della Signoria made that unlikely, unless it was an elaborate ruse to send the Otto looking elsewhere. No, the simplest explanation was usually the correct one. ‘Can you give the body a complete examination?’ Aldo asked, before explaining the alternative reason why there might be such a mark around the neck of the corpse.


Saul’s eyebrows shot up. ‘The more time I spend with you, the more I realize what a cloistered life mine has been.’


‘Consider yourself fortunate,’ Aldo replied. Bells began chiming outside, their tolling audible in the dank stable. ‘That’s the end of curfew. I had best go to the Podestà, make sure Benedetto has told Bindi everything. Are you happy to stay and finish what you are doing?’


‘I can examine the body fully,’ Saul said, getting back to his feet, ‘but not here. This stable is too dark for me to see properly, even with a lantern. I need somewhere more suitable for finishing what you have asked me to do.’


He was right, of course. The single lantern hanging over Zamora’s corpse was doing little to lift the gloom. Opening the door would bring further light but also invite those passing to peer inside. Aldo chewed his bottom lip, considering alternatives.


‘What if the body was moved to Santa Maria Nuova?’ he suggested. ‘The nuns at the ospedale are usually willing to look after remains until a famiglia can collect them for burial.’


‘Yes, that would be better,’ Saul agreed. ‘I can arrange that, and then examine Zamora there. Come to the ospedale in the middle of the day and I’ll show you what I’ve found.’


‘Grazie.’ Aldo gave Saul a last kiss before striding from the stable. Better to go before temptation proved too difficult to resist.










Chapter Three
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F  ather Edoardo Visconti opened the doors of Santa Maria Magdalena as he did each morning, uncertain who would be waiting in front of the church. Some days parishioners came seeking reassurance or absolution; other days brought beggars along via San Gallo, desperate for a hot meal or shelter from an autumn wind and rain that chilled a soul to the bone.


But it was not often Visconti found another priest waiting outside his church.


He recognized Father Pagolo Zati at once, though the cleric was much changed from their first meeting in spring two years earlier. Zati had come to the parish with a diocesan visitation to the Convent of Santa Maria Magdalena, which stood behind the church. He was then no more than twenty-five, his back was straight and his kindly face tanned by the sun. Zati had brought an enthusiasm for God’s work that made Visconti smile.


But the visitation did not go well. Accusations were made against the convent; a naked man’s bloody corpse was found inside the scriptorium and one of the visiting men was attacked by a nun with a blade. The convent was dissolved soon after and when Visconti saw Zati next, the young priest had changed. His eyes were wide, his movements agitated. That was no surprise; what Zati had seen would trouble anyone, priest or parishioner. Visconti urged him to seek counsel from others, not to fear following his heart.


A few months later, Zati appeared far happier. Visconti chanced on him at a conclave of priests in the cathedral and was relieved to see the younger man close to being his carefree self once more. Yes, he was a little more guarded, a little less open with his words, but that was only to be expected. Zati admitted being deeply disturbed by the attack he’d witnessed at the convent, but daily prayers and good works in a new parish had brought him peace.


But the Zati who stood outside the church doors this morning . . .


This was a different man.


His shoulders were hunched forward where once they had been upright and strong. His skin was pallid and his face gaunt, the eyes rimmed with shadows from lack of sleep. He seemed to be carrying a great burden, one that was hidden from gaze but that weighed heavy on his heart, on his soul. What, in the name of God, had befallen this young priest?


‘Father, may I ask you a question?’ Zati said, a tremble in his voice.


‘Of course,’ Visconti replied, smiling at him. ‘I have parishioners to visit, members of my flock too weak or unwell come here for Mass. If you care to accompany, you may ask your question as we walk.’


‘Grazie,’ Zati said.


Visconti headed north from the church and the other priest fell in step beside him, taking care to avoid the channel of human and animal waste in the centre of the street. It was still early, the air not yet ripe with the day’s aromas. The road towards the city’s north gate was empty aside from a few weary-faced farmers carrying baskets of produce to the mercato.


‘Well, Pagolo,’ Visconti said. ‘What did you wish to ask?’


‘I need your guidance. You were so kind to me after – what happened.’


‘Of course.’


‘It is . . .’ Zati stumbled over his words. ‘I don’t know how to say this—’


Visconti was used to parishioners struggling to explain themselves, not knowing the right way to admit what was upsetting them. ‘Start at the beginning and tell me what you can. Often it is enough to speak of our woes. The ears of another can help us to find solace.’


‘How did you know something is troubling me?’


‘Some things are obvious, even to an old man like me. You have not come to Santa Maria Magdalena in months, and your parish is across the city. Yet you sought me out today.’


‘I don’t have a parish,’ Zati said. ‘Not anymore. The diocese gave me other duties.’


Ahh. That went some way to explaining his unhappiness. But there was more to be said, Visconti believed. ‘You miss being among the people you came to know well.’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘Do you know why the diocese made this decision?’


Zati cleared his throat with an angry sound. ‘We both know why, Father.’


Visconti stopped. ‘You mean what happened at the convent.’


‘Yes.’


‘But the diocese gave you a parish after that happened.’


‘And took it away when Signor Cortese succumbed to his wounds,’ Zati replied.


Visconti had not known that. Cortese was the visitation member who’d been attacked by the nun with a blade. He’d been badly wounded at the time, but had been recovering slowly, the last Visconti had heard. ‘I’m sorry, that must have been upsetting.’ Visconti rested a hand on Zati’s shoulder. ‘Tell me, do you still believe in the Church?’


‘Of course.’


‘And that your place belongs within it?’


Zati nodded. ‘But I am not so certain the Church believes in me anymore. No, that is unfair. I’m not certain the diocese believes in me. That is closer to the truth.’


‘Has the archbishop or one of his clerics told you so?’


‘Not in so many words, but Monsignor Testardo made no effort to hide his disdain.’


That sounded like the monsignor. Visconti had known Testardo for many years. He was as much a political creature as he was a man of faith. Testardo had led the visitation at the convent which ended so ill. He would ensure the blame for that would fall elsewhere.


‘You fear you have been set aside,’ Visconti concluded.


Zati nodded.


‘I don’t wish to sound dismissive, but does this matter? You are still serving Our Lord, are you not, whatever the diocese asks of you?’


‘That’s the problem, Father. I’m not sure that I am.’


‘Why? What do they have you doing?’


‘Exorcisms. I am assisting with exorcisms.’


That made Visconti step back. ‘And who are you assisting, my son?’


‘Father Camillo Negri.’


‘Ahh.’ The situation was worse than Visconti had feared. He strolled on, Zati hurrying after him.’


‘You know Father Negri?’


‘Only by reputation.’ Visconti tried to keep fear from his face, but did not succeed.


‘You look like all the others when I told them. Once I started working with Negri, none of the priests I studied alongside were willing to speak with me anymore.’


‘None of them?’


‘Not one.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that. Tell me, how long have you been assisting him?’


‘It will be a year this Sunday, on All Souls’ Day.’


‘I’m surprised you have lasted so long,’ Visconti admitted. ‘From what I’ve heard it is rare for an assistant to stay in Negri’s service more than a few months. But it explains why you came to me. I am an elderly priest, far enough removed from the archbishop and his clerics to offer advice unbiased by diocesan politics, yes?’


Zati nodded.


‘How old are you, Pagolo?’


‘Twenty-seven.’


Visconti could not help sighing. ‘Still so young, less than half my age. I had many dreams of what I might become when I was your age. A monsignor, an archbishop perhaps – even a cardinal. But that was not the path Our Lord chose for me. I learned to be content doing his work, no matter where it led. You must do the same. The calling that brought you to the priesthood is for life, my son. This uncertainty you feel, it shall pass in time.’


Zati did not seem convinced. ‘So, what should I do now?’


‘Whatever you can. Listen to Our Lord and he will guide you. Be of help to those who need it. Keep hold of your faith and be true to yourself. Belief should be your fortress against whatever you may witness while at Negri’s side. Remember, all of us work in service to the Almighty, each in our own way.’ Visconti stopped, taking hold of Zati’s hands. ‘I shall pray for you every day. You have a good heart, Pagolo. Hold on to that, no matter what.’


He gave the younger priest a last, quick smile before striding away.


But when Visconti glanced back, the young priest looked as burdened as before.


Aldo strolled towards the Palazzo del Podestà. It had been some time since the sight of that glowering stone building had brought him any joy. The Podestà loomed over all the nearby buildings, a brutal fortress with little ornamentation, its bell tower stabbing at the sky like an accusing finger. Up to eight magistrates, each drawn from a respectable famiglia, met inside to judge those brought before the court. Each man served four-month terms before stepping aside, as was the Florentine way. The court’s permanence came from its laws and those who enforced them: the segretario and his staff of administrators, along with investigating officers, constables and guards.


For years Aldo had served the Otto as an officer, reporting to Segretario Massimo Bindi. A petty and vindictive man, Bindi made no effort to mask his pleasure in tormenting those beneath him in rank. Bloated with self-importance, Bindi squatted in his ufficio like a malevolent spider, eager to inflict misery while boasting it was all in the best interests of the city and the court. When the chance came to demote Aldo to constable for exceeding his authority Bindi had grasped the opportunity eagerly, banishing him to the Tuscan countryside as a further insult.


But Aldo had found a way home, thanks to his investigative skills and an intercession by Carlo Strocchi, whom the segretario had promoted to officer. Bindi welcomed Aldo back with bad grace, putting him on night patrol as punishment for daring to return to the Otto. This unwelcome duty was habitually rotated among the constables, but Aldo had been on night patrol for seventeen months.


That would break the spirit of most men, yet he refused to give Bindi the satisfaction. Yes, it meant nights spent with Saul were infrequent. Yes, night patrol was exhausting and thankless work, especially with autumn closing a cold, damp fist around the city. And yes, it brought few opportunities for Aldo to do what he enjoyed: untangling mysteries that defied the wit of others. But he had vowed to become an officer again, no matter what it took. The murder of Zamora offered a chance to reclaim the lost rank.


Nodding to the guards standing sentry by the imposing Podestà gates, Aldo marched through the stone corridor to the large internal courtyard. He spied Benedetto muttering to two other constables near the well in the centre of the courtyard. ‘Did you report what happened?’ Aldo asked as he approached. ‘Have you informed Bindi of what we found?’


‘Yes,’ Benedetto said. ‘He wanted to know why you weren’t telling him yourself.’


Of course. No matter what the night patrols did, the segretario always found cause to complain. Aldo glared at the middle level of the Podestà, home to the court’s administrative staff. ‘Has Bindi left to make his morning report to Duke Cosimo?’


Benedetto shrugged. ‘I stopped being paid when curfew ended.’


Aldo left the young constable to his apathy, hurrying up the wide stone staircase that dominated the east wall of the courtyard. After a long wait outside Bindi’s ufficio – the segretario made everyone wait as a way to show his authority – a haughty voice commanded Aldo to enter.


It was still early yet the sharp, sour stench of body odour assaulted Aldo’s senses as he went inside. Bindi was a man heavy of belly with multiple chins. He sweated even when doing very little and seemed to mistrust bathing. A minute in his domain was eye-watering. Being careful to breathe through his mouth, Aldo approached the segretario. Bindi hunched in a sturdy wooden chair behind an imposing table. He shuffled court documents for a while before deigning to acknowledge Aldo.


‘Yes?’


‘I’m told Benedetto has reported what we found in Piazza della Signoria.’


Bindi grunted an acknowledgement. Saying as few words as possible was another of his stratagemmi, no doubt intended to make him appear more powerful.


‘There are unusual aspects to this murder,’ Aldo went on, ‘so I’ve asked Doctor Orvieto of the Jewish commune to examine the body. He has been helpful in past matters.’


A second grunt. More rustling of papers.


‘I now have reason to believe the dead man is Niccolò Zamora, a merchant who lived with his widowed sister and her children in a palazzo near Santo Spirito.’ Aldo paused, letting the segretario take all the time he wished before replying, but no words came. ‘I plan to question Zamora’s sister first, and see what she can tell me—’


‘I’m sorry?’ Bindi cut in.


‘I plan to question the victim’s sister first—’


‘Yes, yes,’ the segretario snapped. ‘I heard what you said. What I wish to know is why you believe you will have any further involvement with this matter?’


Aldo bit back an immediate response, keeping his face calm. Better to meet Bindi’s question with silence, force the segretario to explain himself. Two could play at his games.


‘Well?’ Bindi demanded. ‘Do you have an answer for me?’


‘I found the body,’ Aldo replied.


‘Yes.’


‘I have already uncovered the victim’s identity, and a potential reason for his murder.’


‘So?’


Aldo remained still, refusing to respond with anger. The bastardo was trying to make him beg for this investigation. Well, a little humility was a small price to pay. ‘I have considerable experience in resolving such matters. I believe it would be—’


‘What you believe is of no consequence,’ Bindi sneered, waving a pudgy, dismissive hand. ‘The Otto has officers for such tasks.’ There was a knock at the door. ‘And here is one now, if I am not mistaken.’ He waited three rasping breaths before calling out. ‘Come!’


Aldo could not help looking over his shoulder to see who entered.


Strocchi.


Of course. Bindi must be planning to rub their faces in the situation by giving the investigation to the younger man who had joined the court as a constable when Aldo was an officer. The segretario wanted to make them both suffer for Aldo’s return.


So much for the value of humility.


‘Ahh, Strocchi! Come in.’ Bindi smirked, clearly enjoying himself.


‘Sir,’ Strocchi replied, bowing his head a little as he stopped beside Aldo.


The segretario’s beam spread even wider. ‘I do so appreciate an officer who is able to show the proper respect for the court and its humble functionaries.’


Aldo decided ‘bastardo’ didn’t quite capture the self-satisfied smugness oozing from Bindi. Evil and malicious bastardo? Yes, that was more accurate.


‘Have you heard all the relevant details of this matter?’ Bindi asked.


‘Most of them,’ Strocchi replied. ‘I’ve not yet spoken with Aldo—’


‘Once you have,’ the segretario interrupted, ‘you will find whoever killed Kamora—’


‘Zamora,’ Aldo said. ‘The victim’s name was Niccolò Zamora.’


‘I need you to find whoever killed this man,’ Bindi went on, ignoring Aldo, ‘and bring them before the Otto. Duke Cosimo will expect a swift resolution. See that there is one.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Strocchi replied.


‘Very good.’ Bindi sank back in his chair, arching an eyebrow at Aldo. ‘Notice how simple that is? I give an order, and my officers obey – without question or query.’


Aldo smiled back at the segretario, knowing that would irritate him. ‘Indeed. Most commendable. Perhaps I could suggest . . . But – no.’


Bindi’s face soured. ‘No what?’


‘I’m sure an officer of Strocchi’s . . . enthusiasm has no need of my assistance,’ Aldo replied. ‘I’m certain the matter will be resolved long before His Grace has reason to question the wisdom of the court giving such an important matter to an inexperienced officer.’ Aldo noted Strocchi’s right hand clenched into a fist by his side. Carlo had learned many things in three years with the Otto, but masking his anger was not yet one of them.


Bindi sniffed with disdain. ‘Well, Strocchi, what do you think?’


‘It could be . . . helpful . . . to have Aldo assist with this matter,’ Strocchi replied.


‘Then that’s settled.’ The segretario nodded towards his ufficio door. ‘I shall expect a full report before curfew each evening. That’s all.’


Aldo let Strocchi lead the way out, knowing Bindi could not resist making a final barb before they departed. Sure enough, the segretario cleared his throat as they reached the door.


‘One last thing,’ he called. ‘It occurs to me that Strocchi used to assist you, Aldo, when he was a constable, and you were an officer. I trust your reversed ranks will not make things awkward for either of you?’


Aldo shook his head, keeping his true response hidden. Assisting Strocchi would be uncomfortable, but Aldo had little intention of only doing that. He had a murder to solve.


Strocchi stalked down the wide stone staircase, struggling to keep a grasp on his anger. When he glanced back, Aldo was sauntering down to the Podestà courtyard, a wide grin spread across his face. ‘What have you got to be so happy about?’ Strocchi demanded. ‘A man is dead – murdered – and you look as if nothing could be more pleasing.’


Aldo frowned as if taken aback by the accusation. ‘Forgive me, Carlo. I did not mean to diminish what has happened to Signor Zamora. It is a tragedy, of course, for him and his famiglia. I was simply savouring the fact that I no longer need to be on night patrol.’


That made sense, but Strocchi knew better than to accept the first words that came from Aldo’s mouth. He was skilled at hiding his true intentions, after all, and his true self. ‘What about the things you said in Bindi’s ufficio? How I wouldn’t be able to solve this without you to show me the way? I’ve been an officer more than a year. I’ve brought four different killers to justice while you’ve been on night patrols.’


‘I know, I know. You’re a good investigator, well on your way to becoming a great one.’ Aldo smiled as if nothing was wrong. ‘I have every confidence in you.’


‘Then why say those things?’


‘Because I need to be part of this investigation. If I help you catch this killer, Bindi will have to consider moving me from night patrols for good. And I knew he wouldn’t let me help unless the segretario feared for his own future. I’m sorry, but it was necessary.’


Strocchi wanted to stay angry. But he knew there was a seed of truth in Aldo’s words. Having the more experienced investigator assisting should be an asset. So why did it feel like buying a two-day-old piece of fish from the mercato while being assured it was still fresh?


‘Tell me about this body,’ Strocchi said, pushing his doubts aside.


Aldo gave a brisk summary as they strolled to the Podestà entrance, the curious positioning of the body with the arms reaching outwards and the legs crossed at the feet.


‘Like Christ on the cross?’ Strocchi asked.


‘Exactly,’ Aldo said. ‘Doctor Orvieto is examining Zamora at Santa Maria Nuova. I was to meet him in the ospedale at noon to hear his findings, but since you are leading the case . . .’


‘We can both be there,’ Strocchi replied as they reached the street. ‘Better to share what he uncovers. It’ll help us find the killer faster. Is there anything else I need to know?’


‘Yes.’ Aldo explained his theory that the wool merchant was garrotted because Zamora preferred the company of men in his bed. This suggested the murderer could be one of the dead man’s lovers, or someone with a deadly hatred for such men.


‘Do you have any evidence of that?’ Strocchi asked.


‘No, not yet—’


‘Then I don’t think we can assume it is correct.’


‘I’m not assuming anything,’ Aldo insisted.


‘You are leaping from one rock to the next without knowing if they cross the river,’ Strocchi replied. ‘When I was a constable, an officer warned me against deciding too much too soon, otherwise you can be guilty of only seeking evidence that matches your suspicion.’


‘Are you quoting my own words back to me?’


Strocchi took a breath. ‘I know you want to escape the night patrol. But we need proof before making any accusations or claims about the victim.’ He glanced at the men standing sentry by the Podestà gates. Strocchi moved Aldo further away so only he could hear. ‘We both know how dangerous it is to accuse a man of sodomy, yes?’


Aldo grimaced before giving a curt nod.


‘Good. I will go to Zamora’s palazzo and inform the famiglia of his murder,’ Strocchi said. ‘How they respond will help determine whether any of them need investigation. Zamora was a wool merchant, so he must have ties to the Arte della Lana. Go to the guild and find out if he shared his business with any partners. If so, talk to them. If not, talk to his rivals.’


‘See if any of them stand to benefit from his murder?’


Strocchi let himself smile. ‘Cui bono, as you once told me.’


‘Very well. And what about those the victim took to his bed, or who hated him for it?’


‘Please, just do as I ask. We meet again at Santa Maria Nuova at noon, yes?’


Aldo hesitated before nodding.


Strocchi watched him stride away from the Podestà. What Aldo said and what he did were often at odds, but perhaps Aldo would do as he was asked this time.


Perhaps.










Chapter Four
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Father Zati struggled south through those crowding Ponte Vecchio in search of a bargain from the butcher shops and fish stalls. Once clear of the bridge the priest could stride faster, taking him past the unfinished Palazzo Pitti. But as he approached San Felice, his steps faltered once more. A woman was pacing in front of the church, the same woman who had been outside San Felice each morning for weeks without end: Signora Vanni. She had confronted Zati again and again. Finally, he had given in, promising to do as she asked. But now she was expecting answers and Zati had none to give . . .


She was a burly figure, wide of hip and strong of arm. When not accusing Zati outside the church, Vanni had mentioned working in a tannery by the river Arno’s northern bank, helping scrub and move heavy animal hides. Good work, she called it, honest work. But the stench of that place clung to her, piercing and pungent, the urine and dyes used on the skins staining her meaty hands and simple peasant clothes. A black headscarf held back her unruly brown curls. She seemed to care little about how she looked or what others thought of her.


Vanni had made it clear she put other concerns first.


Zati hesitated, glancing to one side, to the long way round to the back door of the church. But while he hesitated, the opportunity to elude Vanni was lost. She had seen him.


‘Father Zati!’ she shouted, hurrying towards him. ‘Father Zati, have you prayed on what I asked you yesterday, and the days before? Have you asked Our Lord for his answer?’


‘Signora,’ he said, bowing his head a little, ‘I have done as you asked. I prayed to Our Lord. And, this very morning, I sought counsel from a wise priest I have known for years.’


Joy filled Vanni’s face as she loomed over Zati. ‘And? What did he say?’


‘I’m sorry, signora. There is nothing I can do for you.’


‘Nothing?’


‘Yes.’


‘Nothing?’ she repeated, her voice growing louder. Servants and other workers passing by stared as Vanni pulled herself up to her full height. ‘But you have already done nothing. Nothing at all is all that you have done.’


Zati reached out a hand to her. ‘Please, signora—’


She slapped him away. ‘Don’t you dare touch me! You, the one person who I thought might understand how I have suffered. You were there when my little brother Cecco was overcome by spirits. I believed in you, Father Zati. I believed you could help me, that you might make the monster in there –’ she pointed an accusing finger at San Felice – ‘admit what he did to my own famiglia.’


A crowd was gathering around them, people stopping to watch this barrel of a woman shouting at a priest in the middle of the street, his face flushing crimson. ‘I understand how difficult this must be for you—’


Vanni jabbed a finger into his chest. ‘You understand nothing. Nothing!’


Zati staggered back, almost tumbling over his own feet. ‘Signora Vanni,’ he pleaded, his voice thin and weak, ‘I am only a parish priest. I do not possess the power to undo what happened to your brother. If I could bring him back, I would. If I could persuade Cecco—’


‘Don’t you dare say his name,’ she hissed, her spittle flecking Zati’s face.
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