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The prisoner rose with the dawn. In the half-light, he poured water into a jewelled basin and splashed his face, smoothing back his dark hair. Stray droplets threaded down his chest where faded scars told stories of violence. The most prominent began near his shoulder and snaked in a knotted line to the palm of his hand, where it cut through all the other lines there: heart, life, fate.

After shrugging on his robes, the silk cool against his skin, he settled himself for prayer. The large chamber at the top of the tower filled with his chanted words, rising and falling like a song. The floor bruised his knees with each prostration, even through the softness of the mat. He prayed, as he always did, for God to grant him the strength to endure this day and to bless his family, wherever they might be.

When he was done, he moved to the window. Gripping the iron bars, he surveyed the slit of land his world had been narrowed to. To the east, the first shafts of sun were streaming through a bank of clouds in ribbons of light, gilding the tops of the trees that tumbled from the base of the tower into a valley, before rising up the other side in forested hills. It was late summer, but there was a sharpness to the air; a smell of change coming. Soon, those trees would begin their slow turn from green to bronze. Then, the leaves would fall and, finally, he would glimpse the river in the valley. In one sense he longed to see the water, desperate for something new in this vista. In another, he dreaded it. The sight of anything that moved through this place on its way to somewhere else – whether water, cloud or bird – pained him.

As the light spread, bathing his face, the prisoner closed his eyes and tried to free his mind, let it wing him home. But the pale sun and the scent of damp forest kept him tethered. After three years in foreign lands, even the faces of his family were hard to conjure in detail, like old paintings whose colours have faded. One visage, though, remained perfectly clear. He guessed that when all else had slipped from his memory it would remain: that hard jaw and aquiline nose, those steel eyes, clear and merciless. The face of his brother. The prisoner’s hands tightened around the bars, but only for a moment. Even the deep well of his rage had become silted by time and silence.

Turning, he crossed to the table, where a stack of books awaited him, each a world into which he could escape the day. There were religious texts and grand romances, books on law and philosophy, poetry and war. His gaolers, seeing his appetite for them, brought a new pile each week. He wondered where they got them from. A library in the Grand Master’s castle perhaps?

Some were old, bindings crumbling, the paper brittle, crackling under his fingertips. Others were pristine, boards wrapped in velvet. A few were in his tongue, but more were in French and Latin, Greek or English. Those languages he did not know, he learned, with the help of an elderly priest of the Order. Often, he paced the chamber as he read, trying to keep his limbs supple and strong. One day, God willing, he would need his strength again. One day, he might return to take back all that had been taken from him.

Settling himself on to a cushioned chair, he opened a book, smoothing the pages. Soon, the servants would come, bringing his meal, emptying the pot beneath his bed, thumping the pillows back to life. He liked to be deep in the words before they entered. He was halfway through the second page when he heard the scream.

The raw human sound tore through the silence, jolting him from the text. He rose, listening intently, hearing only the agitated chatter of birds. For a moment there was nothing, then harsh shouts sounded, followed by a familiar clashing of steel and the clap of wings as scores of birds lifted in fright from the trees outside the tower. Dropping the book, the prisoner darted to the window.

He could see nothing from this vantage except the tops of the trees, but more clashes and anguished cries told him the fighting was close. His heart pounded, blood pulsing, sharpening his mind. Through all these monotonous years, danger was a beast that had never left him, lurking ever near the surface, ready to rise. He knew his brother would finish him if he could. A well-paid assassin with a hidden blade, a drink laced with poison proffered by an unknown servant, an arrow lancing from a rooftop. He had expected them all.

Snatching up a silver candlestick, he tested it with a swipe through the air. It was hefty, but short. He needed something more defensive. A deep thudding reverberated through the walls of the tower, telling him the door was being broken down. Discarding the candlestick, he picked up a stool. Solid oak. A shield and a weapon. There was a splintering crash, shouts and more cries, some of which cut off abruptly. He imagined the attackers, whoever they were, moving through the guardrooms on the lower floors. He knew every inch of this tower for he had watched men build it, just for him. Tall and strong: a prison to last a thousand years, each stone settling heavy in his heart, every scrape of saw on wood a song of despair.

There were footsteps rising, heavy and purposeful. He slipped behind the door as voices echoed in the stairwell. He thought at first it was Latin, but as the men came closer he realised he didn’t know the tongue. Still, it seemed akin, as though the words were different notes plucked on the same instrument. It gave no clue as to their intentions, however, and he gripped the stool tightly, heart thrumming. There was a rattle of keys and a snap of bolts. The door thrust open.

The moment he saw a figure enter – caught a glimpse of brown hair and a blue cloak – he attacked. The stool struck the man’s shoulder with such force one of the legs broke. The man went flying, dropping the sword he was holding. As he fell, he cracked his head on the solid edge of the bed and crumpled to the floor. With a fierce cry, the prisoner swung again, but more men were piling into the chamber. Too many to fight.

One ducked his attack, then barrelled into him, catching him around the waist and throwing him to the floor. Another moved swiftly in to wrest the stool from his grip. He heard words, sharp and commanding, from an older man who was brandishing a broadsword, its blade slick with blood. The prisoner was hauled to his feet and marched towards the door. He glimpsed a young man, crouched beside the one he’d struck with the stool, now slumped on the floor unmoving, blue cloak tangled around him. The young man shook his head at his older comrade, whose jaw tightened, then he gestured with his sword, motioning them from the room.

The prisoner’s feet slipped unsteadily on the narrow stairs as he was half pushed, half pulled down through the tower. He wasn’t used to this much movement. In the guardrooms below furniture lay overturned around the bodies of four men. Blood arced across the whitewashed walls in violent sprays of red. Sprawled among three dead guards in their piebald tunics was a figure in a black surcoat and mantle, splayed like wings around him. His garments were embroidered with a forked white cross – symbol of the Order of St John.

The prisoner was bundled outside, the dewy grass soaking through his silk slippers. There were more men out here, some brandishing swords, others thick-barrelled guns, fuses smouldering in their hands. Several were wounded, leaning on comrades. Faces taut, the men beckoned the two holding the prisoner towards a small gate in the castle wall. A bell began to clang. Twisting round, the prisoner saw knights spilling from the castle all clad in their black surcoats, the white crosses on their chests bright as stars in the morning light.

He was forced through the gate, out into the trees beyond, thorns snagging his robes, twigs scratching his face. Some of the men hung back, forming a defensive line. As his captors brought him to a clearing in the woods, the ear-splitting crack of guns erupted behind them. There were dozens of horses here, stamping and snorting at the commotion, more men trying to calm them. The prisoner addressed his captors, first in his own tongue, then in Latin, demanding to know who they were, where they were taking him, but they ignored him, heaving him up into a saddle in front of one of their number.

Pinned to the pommel, he could only hold on as the man behind him kicked at the horse, sending it racing away through the trees, which opened on to a narrow track. As the clanging bell and the sounds of fighting receded behind them, the prisoner felt his heart lift with the sudden exhilaration of speed. For a moment, his fear forgotten, he gasped at the rush of wind and the sun on his face, the air grass-sweet and the jewel-blue glints of the river in the valley.

His world was all at once huge, opening before him.
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The Ponte Vecchio seethed with people. They inched between the shops that lined its length in a sluggish stream, disturbed by eddies of movement as, here and there, someone struggled against the tide. Between the statue of Mars, rising behind him, and the bridge’s far end, all Jack could see were shuffling bodies. They clammed around him, an oppressive mass of nudging elbows, spit-flecked coughs and sour sweat. Calls of traders sounded, butchers leaning from their doors to announce the price of pigs, freshly slaughtered; copper sting of blood on the air, a slop of guts swirling in the river below.

It was still early, but already it was hot. Not the scorched heat Jack had known in Seville, or the blushing warmth of England and France, but muggy, the air thick, clouded with insects. As a line of perspiration threaded down his cheek, he swiped it away, not taking his eyes from the blue silk cap, banded with gold, that bobbed several bodies ahead.

That morning, poised in the shade of a shuttered shop, gaze fixed on the arched doors of Santa Croce, he had alighted on the gaudy hat only briefly, almost dismissing it, eyes scanning the men and women pouring out through the doors, the church bells hammering in his ears, before the man wearing it emerged from the crowd and, beneath its bright brow, Jack had recognised the face of Marco Valori, his angular jaw framed by a neat dark beard.

The relief he’d felt on seeing the man had escaped him in a sharp breath and Ned had turned expectantly.

‘What? Do you see him?’

Ned had straightened as Jack motioned to the young man making his way across the piazza, then turned and whistled down the alley the shop bordered, attracting Adam’s attention. ‘It’s him! Get her set.’

‘Don’t lose him,’ Ned had murmured, as Jack had stepped out into the molten gold of the early morning.

Jack had no intention of doing any such thing.

It was a month since he’d been introduced to Marco Valori at the party and failed to make any inroad into the Court of Wolves; a month of restless lingering and fruitless planning, listening to the grumbling of his companions in the stale dusk of the Fig tavern, unable to sleep at nights in the hot little room at the top of the palazzo, airless even with the door open on to the terrace, trailing the streets with Amelot, hoping the girl would spot the man she’d recognised in the bustle of the city’s twisting streets. But with no sightings of Amaury’s abductor and no sign of Marco at either his family’s wool-washing factories or the church Lorenzo had told him the young man attended for Mass, Jack had started to panic.

These past weeks, he had only been granted fleeting glimpses of Lorenzo: sweeping through the inner courtyard followed by a flock of clerks and notaries, at the end of a corridor talking intently with Poliziano, disappearing through the doors of his private chambers with Marsilio Ficino. It seemed there were many things to occupy Florence’s ruler: elections in the Signoria, the recent marriage of his eldest daughter, Lucrezia, and the city’s greatest celebration of the year – the Feast of St John the Baptist – which had surpassed even the riotous merriment of Carnival, with tournaments, banquets and a wild horse race through the streets. But, after their last meeting, Jack had been left in no doubt that if he didn’t make progress soon, Lorenzo would tire of allowing him and his men to live at his expense and find another way into the secretive company to hunt down whoever had taken Amaury and had – perhaps – infiltrated his household.

His host wasn’t the only one growing frustrated with the wait. Just last night Valentine had mentioned Spain again, offhand in another conversation, but, still, it had made Jack’s nerves tighten. All this time, learning the language, embedding himself in the city and the fiction of his new life? If turning from what he had come here in search of had been unpalatable back in February, it now seemed impossible. He’d walked too far down this road to be dragged back to take a different, unwanted, route that would lead to another life entirely, away from what he’d been promised if he succeeded here. Even now, his dreams would throw him, sweating, from fire-bruised hells, and every unbidden memory or thought of his mother or father was tangled with the questions that kept him trapped in a past grown murky and confusing; everything that made him – him – thrown into doubt.

Heart hammering with weeks of pent-up anticipation, ignoring the anonymous crowds that pushed against him, Jack kept his focus fixed on Marco Valori crossing the bridge just ahead of him, eyes drifting only briefly to the slight figure in grey, who’d been trailing Marco closely since he’d passed out of the shadow of Mars, and was now only one pace behind.

Ahead, a man halted abruptly, catching someone passing with a call. As they paused to talk, they became rocks around which the tide parted grudgingly. Jack cursed, losing sight of Marco in the shift of bodies. He pressed forward, ignoring the muttered gripes. Suddenly, someone stepped into his path; a glitter of tawny eyes, the stretch of a hand and the wink of a blade disappearing beneath grey folds of cloak. He grasped hold of the purse Amelot stuffed into his palm as she slipped past. At the same time Jack caught sight of the blue hat again, slightly to his right now, but still close.

‘Hey!’

A few people glanced round at his shout, but the girl was gone, leaving no sign of who or what Jack was yelling at.

‘Thief!’

More people turned at this, including Marco Valori, just as Jack lifted the purse.

The young man’s eyes alighted on it and widened. ‘You!’ he shouted angrily, starting forward. He pulled up short as he reached Jack, brow pinching in confused recognition. ‘Sir . . .?’

‘James,’ Jack added for him, discouraged by what little impression he’d clearly made on the man at the party. He held out the purse: soft blue leather, its cut strings dangling. ‘Is this yours? I saw someone snatch it. I had no idea it was you.’

‘Who?’ urged Marco, eyes flicking over the people now squeezing around them.

‘I tried to catch him, but he dropped it and ran.’

Marco, an angry flush colouring his cheeks, was still staring past him as if thinking to go after the thief, but the purse extended in Jack’s hand and the press of people dissuaded him. Amelot had chosen her moment well. ‘A pox on the son of a bitch,’ Marco murmured, before turning his attention to Jack. ‘Sir James, of course. From London.’ He took the purse with a tight-lipped smile. ‘Thank fortune you were here.’ He tied the strings to the front of the decorated belt that pulled in his brocaded doublet, close to a gold-handled stiletto. ‘How are you faring in the House of Medici?’

The question was exactly what Jack had been hoping for. The bait, thanks to Amelot’s light fingers, had been taken. Now to reel him in. ‘To be honest, Signor Marco, since fortune has brought us together, I would appreciate some advice.’

‘Oh?’ said Marco, eyes flitting in the direction he’d been walking. ‘Well, I’m—’

‘It’s about my host,’ pressed Jack. ‘It’s about Signor Lorenzo.’

Marco’s gaze sharpened on him. ‘Yes?’

Jack tensed in expectation, but kept his expression neutral, glancing at the stream of bodies shuffling around them. ‘Is there somewhere we might talk?’

After a moment, Marco nodded. ‘I haven’t broken my fast yet. There’s a place in Oltrarno I frequent. Will you join me?’

As Marco led the way through the crowds, Jack felt his anticipation pull tighter, knotting in his chest. That sharpness in Marco’s eyes had roused him.

Lorenzo had hoped the lies they had spun around him – a young nobleman on a sojourn in Florence, with a father in the wool trade and royal connections – would be a tempting enough prospect for the Court of Wolves, many of whose older members had made their fortunes in wool, before rising export rates in England had begun to curtail such opportunities. But although other men, like Amerigo Vespucci, had sniffed keenly around him at the party, drawn by the story, Marco had seemed only politely interested. In deciding how to approach the man again, Jack had opted to take a different tack.

Ahead, across the river, the red dome of Santo Spirito rose above the haze that shrouded the cramped and dirty district of Oltrarno. Earlier, when the bells had rung to end curfew, the eleven gates in the city’s vast ring of walls – five miles around and set with forty-five watchtowers – had rumbled open and men and women of the outer districts had filed in, heading for the cloth factories, drying barns, tanneries and workshops of their masters. The narrow thoroughfare that ran alongside the Arno was filled with the rattle of cartwheels and the clop of clogs. Marco strode along it to a row of tall, narrow buildings, their façades dappled by the sunlight dancing off the river.

One door was open into a shadowy, vaulted interior. Outside it, a round, red-faced little man in an apron stood talking to someone by a bench. At the sight of Marco he smiled broadly. Nodding his comrade farewell, the man gestured them enthusiastically towards the bench. ‘Signor Marco! Good day to you. Come, come! I will bring wine. And food, yes?’

‘Please, Tommaso.’

As the man bustled in through the door, Marco sat on the bench, his doublet fanning out around him. The silver wolf badge pinned above his heart glinted in the sunlight. Jack sat beside him, trying to keep his gaze away so as not to afford it any importance.

‘So? What advice are you seeking, Sir James?’

Jack paused as if considering his next words, which he’d been running through his head for weeks. ‘At the signore’s party we talked briefly about our fathers – the responsibilities we would inherit as their sons?’ He went on at Marco’s nod. ‘I am honoured to know I will bear my father’s mantle, but, in truth, it weighs heavy on me. I miss my friends. My comrades-in-arms. I did not realise how much until that night – hearing you speak of your company. The strength and unity of the pack?’ He shook his head, feigned chagrin. ‘I apologise if my questions seemed impertinent.’

Marco waved the apology away as Tommaso hurried out, carrying a cracked glazed jug from which he poured two goblets of wine, beaming as he handed them to Marco and Jack.

Jack continued as the man disappeared inside. ‘I was just hopeful of finding a friend here. Someone to watch my back.’ He waited when the portly man reappeared, humming as he brought a tray laden with cheese, black cherries and figs bursting with ripeness.

‘This is good, Tommaso, thank you,’ Marco said when asked if they needed anything else. ‘Go on,’ he prompted Jack, plucking a cherry from the tray. Two gold rings adorned his fingers, one displaying a knuckle-sized ruby.

Jack caught sight of his own hand as he lifted his goblet to drink. The white band left by his father’s ring had disappeared in the Italian sun. In some senses he welcomed its fading. It felt like a clean start: a way to come at his father anew, look upon him with clear eyes as he sought the truth about the man who had sired him.

‘Signor Lorenzo has been extremely generous to me as his guest and I do not wish to sound ungracious . . .’ Jack let another pause do its work. ‘But I do not know if I should put my faith in him? I am well aware that he hopes to gain business from my father, of course. That is why he has agreed to host me. But can I trust him with my father’s company? The company I am to inherit? I have heard things that make me wonder.’

This wasn’t far from the truth. Although the Medici family were clearly honoured as princes in the city, their arms and images everywhere, Jack had sensed wariness, even hostility among some citizens; a cold mutter from a shopkeeper when asked where he was staying, a narrowing of the eyes or sudden silence from a formerly garrulous innkeeper or butcher.

Marco spat a cherry stone into one of the napkins Tommaso had left, then dabbed at his lips. He took up his goblet, swirling it contemplatively. ‘You would do well to be wary in this city, Sir James. There are many wolves here.’ He drank. ‘Some may fit your English perception better than others.’

‘Should I be concerned? I mean, about the soundness of the signore’s promises? His word?’

Laughter rose from a group of young men on the banks nearby, washing wool in the river. There was a sour tang on the air from the horse urine the fleeces had been soaked in.

Marco looked out over the green water, his eyes – a deep, almost indigo blue – narrowing as they filled with sunlight. ‘Tell me, Sir James, in your time at the palazzo, have you noticed if your host is experiencing any troubles?’

Jack’s heart skipped at this. What did Marco mean? Could he be talking about Amaury? The intercepted letter and the priest’s abduction? ‘Troubles?’

Marco’s voice remained light. ‘Any difficulties in his businesses? With his finances? Any uncertainties at all? You must know the Medici were forced to close their bank in London some years ago?’

Jack nodded, thinking of the Trinity’s expeditions, ordered by King Edward and funded by the Medici bank on Lombard Street; a loan that was never repaid.

‘And Naples? What do you know of the signore’s imprisonment there?’ Marco took another cherry when Jack shook his head. ‘Eight years ago there was an attempt on Lorenzo’s life. It was carried out by the Pazzi, an old banking family – long-time rivals of the Medici – who wrested control of the papal accounts from Lorenzo and moved to overthrow him.’ He chewed the fruit, then spat out the stone. ‘The Archbishop of Pisa was involved in the plot, as were two priests. The whole affair was sanctioned by Pope Sixtus.’

Jack thought of the scar on Lorenzo’s neck. Had the pope merely sanctioned it? Or had he orchestrated it as Amaury had implied back in Paris?

‘Lorenzo survived, but his brother, Giuliano, was killed. Lorenzo pursued the assassins – had them hauled naked through the streets and tortured mercilessly before they were hanged. Even in death their bodies were defiled. After that he hunted down virtually every male of the family line and executed them. Anyone accused of aiding the attempted escape of the Pazzi, or sheltering them and their fellow conspirators was rounded up, imprisoned or banished. All their assets were taken, their coats of arms erased from the city. When the pope discovered what had been done to the archbishop and the priests, he excommunicated Lorenzo, putting Florence under interdict. Seizing all Medici assets in Rome and the Papal States, Sixtus declared war on the republic, aided by his ally, King Ferrante of Naples.

‘The war was protracted. Trade suffered, companies – whole families – collapsed. In the end, Lorenzo gave himself up to the King of Naples. He spent months in Ferrante’s custody, an honoured prisoner. Hoping to win his freedom he showered the king with luxuries; put on lavish banquets, organised festivals and tournaments, gave alms to the city’s poor. It is not known how much he spent in his efforts to appease the king, but it was rumoured to be much of the fortune his grandfather and father amassed.

‘In the end, Ferrante made peace with Florence, but more because he did not want to fight a war on two fronts. By then, the Turks had begun massing in the south and their fleet threatened Naples.’

Jack remained silent, his father’s words coming to him in the voice of Prince Edward.

The Turks are not our true enemy. We are all fighting for the same thing. Only the world does not yet see it.

He forced the memory away as Marco continued.

‘Sixtus had to back down in the face of the menace and Lorenzo returned to Florence, hailed a hero. But what many do not know was that during his time in Naples, vast sums of money vanished from the coffers of the republic.’

‘You think Signor Lorenzo used money from the city to bribe King Ferrante?’

Marco shrugged and ate a piece of cheese, but his expression told Jack all he needed to know.

‘But even if he did, his plan worked.’ Jack gestured to the city, buzzing to life around them, people hastening about their day after Mass. ‘The war ended and Florence seems to be thriving. As does the signore. I’ve seen his wealth for myself. It is beyond the telling.’

‘Sometimes even the smallest crack can bring down a mountain.’

‘You worry he has weakened Florence?’ Jack studied Marco’s expression. No, that wasn’t it. ‘Weakened himself?’

There was a twitch in Marco’s lips – a rapid, involuntary tic. Gone in an instant. ‘Florence has suffered through many wars. For now, we enjoy peace, but how long will it last? What good are walls and watchtowers if our leader is enfeebled? We cannot allow ourselves to be vulnerable. Left open to exploitation from our enemies.’

Jack was hearing the words, but he wasn’t really listening. The lie had been exposed by Marco’s own mouth, as if it had been the thing that wanted to jump first from his lips. Lorenzo’s possible weakness didn’t worry the man. It interested him. Jack’s eyes strayed to the wolf’s head on his cloak as Marco chewed one of the figs.

Mercenary captains. Ambitious sons seeking new opportunities.

The door he’d been standing before these past weeks had cracked open. Now, he just needed to walk through it. ‘In truth, I cannot say for certain if Lorenzo is experiencing any difficulties.’ He waited before taking the final step, careful not to seem too keen. ‘But I could perhaps find out?’

Marco drained his wine and tossed the napkin on the tray, before digging into his purse for coins.

God damn it! Jack searched frantically for a way to backtrack.

‘I must be about my day, Sir James. No, no . . .’ Marco said forcefully, as Jack’s hand went to his own purse. ‘If not for you that filching bastard would have these. Please, stay. Enjoy the rest of the meal.’ After dropping a generous handful of coins on the napkin, he looked down at Jack. ‘Many of my brethren have left the city for the summer, heading for their residences in the country. But when the cooler air returns, so will they. I believe they may be interested in meeting you. Until then, my advice would be to keep your own counsel in that house. Trust your instincts.’ Marco inclined his head. ‘You will hear from me, Sir James.’
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After a brief stop at the Fig to make sure Amelot had safely escaped the scene of her crime and to tell Ned and the others he’d secured Marco’s interest – keeping the young man’s account of Lorenzo to himself – Jack returned to the palazzo.

Slipping past the ragtag beggars clustered near its entrance and the daily queue of guildsmen, officials and businessmen keen for an audience with il Magnifico, he passed the guards’ inspection and entered the shaded sanctuary of the inner courtyard. Sweat trickled down his face and his hair curled damply at his brow. He should wash before he went to Lorenzo’s chamber. Besides which, he wanted a moment in the cool solitude of his room to think.

Since Marco Valori had left him Jack’s mind had been churning. On the one hand he was keen to see Lorenzo – tell him he’d succeeded in snaring the man’s attention. On the other, he felt deeply uneasy. Amaury de la Croix had painted one picture of Lorenzo de’ Medici, but Marco’s words had added new, darker detail to the image: tortured priests and the brutal erasure of an entire family, excommunication and the theft of public money.

There are many wolves in this city.

Jack already held a seed of doubt about the man his father had served in secret, planted back in Paris when Amaury spoke of the Academy and Lorenzo’s personal vendetta with the pope – successor of St Peter, God’s instrument on earth. Now, that seed unfurled, tendrils of distrust curling through him. Did this mean all his fears about his father could be founded? That the man he had revered – had set his life and heart upon – was no more than a thief and a liar, and, worse, a heretic and sympathiser of the Turks? And, if so, were Carlo di Fante and the brute who killed his mother in their attempt to secure the map for Sixtus somehow in the right?

No, that was intolerable.

But, as he climbed the marble staircase, faintly aware of voices and the scrape of furniture coming from somewhere, one question refused to leave Jack’s mind, the ruse by which he’d captured Marco’s interest solidifying into something real and significant. Could Lorenzo de’ Medici be trusted?

Heading past the family’s dining room and the suites of Lorenzo’s sons, a wet-nurse’s chamber and a linen cupboard he’d heard Piero de’ Medici threaten to shut a tearful Giovanni in – promising his younger brother he’d end up like an insubordinate servant, locked in there and forgotten – Jack was approaching the staircase that would take him up to his room, when he smelled it. Orange blossom. At the same time, he heard two female voices, one young and anguished, the other older, soft with reassurance.

For a few days after the party he had thought of the young woman he’d seen disappearing up the stairs; the creak of footsteps beyond the doors to the Sala Grande and the bated silence that had followed his call, that sweet scent hanging in the air and the strange chanted song coming through the locked study door. But she had faded from his mind in his preoccupation with Marco. Now, as he turned the corner of the passage, he saw two figures lingering outside a door.

One was Lorenzo’s daughter, Maddalena. He’d heard the girl was soon to celebrate her fourteenth birthday, but she still looked more like a child than a woman: plump of cheek and fair, more akin to Giovanni than the dark-eyed Lucrezia or the raven-haired Piero. Her face was blotchy from crying. The other figure had her back to him, but Jack could tell it was her. The young woman was dressed in a gown of stiff navy silk. A simple padded headdress netted her hair, a few dark wisps of which floated free at the base of her neck, which was long and slender, the bones of her spine leading like pale stepping stones down beneath the line of her gown.

‘Hush now, Maddalena,’ the woman murmured, as the girl dug the heels of her hands into her eyes. ‘I promise you have nothing to fear. Lucrezia is happy. She has told you so.’

‘What if he is unkind? Or ugly. I know he is older. As old as my father! I cannot—’ Maddalena cut off abruptly as she caught sight of Jack making his way down the passage towards them.

The young woman looked round sharply, meeting his gaze. Jack nodded politely as he passed them, but both girls merely followed him with guarded eyes. As he continued, he heard a murmur and a rustle of skirts, followed by the thud of a door. When he looked back, they had vanished. He had wondered if the woman might be a governess or tutor. But she wasn’t part of the horde of domestic staff whose faces and roles he had become familiar with, and she seemed young for such a position – not many years older than Maddalena herself. He thought of that perfume, lingering in Lorenzo’s rooms. Might she be something else? Something Clarice de’ Medici did not know about? He’d heard rumours Lorenzo had a lover, out on one of the Medici estates.

Jack was approaching the stairs, lost in thought, when a man’s voice came to him, harsh on the quiet.

‘You must talk to him. Demand to know what he is hiding.’

Acerbic, brisk, the voice was instantly recognisable. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. Jack had glimpsed the enigmatic young man only once since the night of the party, early in the morning when he was walking the halls unable to sleep: Pico slipping from the palace, hair dishevelled, eyes shot with drink or lack of sleep. Jack paused, eyes on the door to Angelo Poliziano’s room.

Another voice – distinguishable as Poliziano’s, but too low for Jack to hear what was said – responded. Glancing round, making sure no one else was in the passage, he moved closer, blinking as he entered a shaft of light that lanced through a gap between the door and the frame. He pressed his face to it and saw a sliver of room beyond: the corner of a bed, crumpled sheets, a window, the shutters open.

‘. . . and you know him well enough, Pico. Lorenzo does not bow to pressure. He will tell us in his own time. If, indeed, there is anything to tell.’

A shadow passed in front of the door, blocking Jack’s view.

‘You are his friend – his dearest friend. By Christ, Poliziano, he owes you his life! The truth is a poor cousin to that debt.’

The shadow shifted and the room came into view again. Now Jack could see Pico standing by the bed, a sinewy shadow, silhouetted in sunlight. The young man was naked.

‘The Academy hasn’t met in months,’ Pico continued, pacing. ‘Why does he avoid us?’

‘We are meeting in—’

‘Yes, yes,’ Pico retorted impatiently. ‘But why so long? And when did you last set foot in his sanctum? Months ago? It seems only Marsilio is permitted in there these days.’ Pico swiped something off a table. A goblet. ‘They have a secret I tell you.’

Were they talking about him? Jack wondered. Or were they sensing Lorenzo’s guardedness, now he feared an enemy in his household? The shadow passed again, then Poliziano appeared. He wore black hose tied at the front with blue laces, but was bare-chested. His hair trailed wet around his shoulders, threading glistening lines down his back. ‘You need to go,’ he murmured. ‘I can hear the household has woken. We have to be more careful.’

‘So I’ll use the window.’ Pico’s tone was now light, teasing. ‘Like I do when you’re sleeping.’

Poliziano wrested the goblet from his hand. ‘Besides, you’ve had enough.’

The young man tutted, but let him take it. ‘Save your chiding for your pupils, would you, my dear.’

‘We must keep faith, Pico. Trust him, as we always have.’

‘How can I when everything has stalled? All our plans, our hopes. This world we pledged to build together – what has become of it? New Eden remains a dream. A dream that grows more distant by the day.’ Pico reached up, tugged a strand of wet hair behind Poliziano’s ear. ‘We must set a fire under him. You and I. He cannot be allowed to forget what we have started.’

So gripped was he by their words, Jack only noticed Papi when the man called his name. He jumped back from the door, red-faced, to see the elderly servant frowning questioningly at him.

‘Sir James,’ Papi said warily, ‘the signore has been asking after you. He wishes to see you in his chambers.’

The Sala Grande was alive with activity. Servants moved between the bedchamber and the great hall, bearing baskets stacked with clothes and linens, and coffers and chests that they hauled to a pile near the doors. Porters stood waiting, sleeves rolled up ready. Household officials organised and directed.

Jack, entering with Papi, saw Lorenzo in the midst of the chaos speaking to Bertoldo, his chief steward. Seeing him, Lorenzo hooked a finger and beckoned him to approach. Jack went to him alone, glancing around at the activity. Above him, Hercules snarled across the canvases, battling one foe after another.

‘Look again, Bertoldo. It must be in there. I saw it only last month.’

The steward, a diminutive man with watery eyes and a bristling moustache, inclined his head.

‘Bertoldo.’

The man turned back. ‘Yes, signore?’

‘I will want it for the meeting.’

Watching Bertoldo hurry towards the bedchamber, Jack felt a spark of anticipation. Pico and Poliziano had mentioned a meeting. Was the Academy coming together? Here?

Lorenzo turned his attention to him. ‘Come.’ Leading Jack to the other side of the hall, out of earshot of the servants, he halted by one of the tall windows overlooking the gardens. ‘I am leaving for my villa in Fiesole.’

‘Leaving?’ Jack knew the Medici family had villas scattered throughout Tuscany, but it was the first he’d heard of any move.

‘Some of my staff will depart this afternoon. My family and I will follow in the next few days. I was due to leave in a week or two, but there has been a report of plague in the market. The pestilence can spread like fire in this heat.’

‘May I ask how long you will be gone, signore?’

‘I will return when the air cools.’

Jack thought of Marco Valori telling him the men of the Court of Wolves were leaving the city for the summer. He guessed it must be a privilege of the rich.

‘But I wanted to make sure that you understand my absence does not excuse you from your efforts.’

‘Of course, signore. In fact, I was on my way to speak to you.’ Jack, speaking about his encounter, was gratified to see Lorenzo’s hard expression shift.

‘Valori said his brethren would be interested in meeting you?’

‘Yes, signore. When they return from their estates.’

‘Did he say anything else? Give you any sign he knew of Amaury’s abduction?’

Jack paused. In his brief report, he’d omitted Marco’s interest in Lorenzo’s vulnerability and that the young man’s suggestion of a meeting had come on the back of his own offer to find out more about any troubles in the House of Medici. But Marco was just one man, not the company as a whole. Who knew what personal history might have coloured his view of the signore? Besides, he’d learned his lesson not to give Lorenzo everything and risk receiving nothing in return. ‘He just had more questions about my father’s business in England.’

‘And the girl? I take it she has seen nothing of the man she saw?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

Lorenzo’s jaw tightened. He looked back at the lines of servants, carrying chests to the pile. ‘Then, if that is all—’

Jack jumped before he could think, the doubts and questions that had risen in him at Marco’s words and the conversation between Pico and Poliziano made all the more pressing with Lorenzo’s impending departure. ‘Signore, is the Academy meeting soon?’

Lorenzo’s eyes were on him, narrowed and searching. ‘Who told you that?’

He was caught now, his face growing warm under the man’s scrutiny.

‘Do not hover on wings, Sir James. Speak.’

‘I heard Pico and Poliziano talking about it on my way here.’

‘Pico is here? Now? With Poliziano?’

Jack flushed deeper, the image of Pico’s nakedness, the crumpled sheets, that affectionate gesture, all telling a discomforting tale. He knew there were many men in this city with such proclivities; had discovered this soon after their arrival, Ned and Adam returning, grim-faced and early one evening from a whorehouse a mischievous innkeeper had sent them to.

‘Men, Jack,’ Ned had confided in a whisper after several ales. ‘The place was crawling with men!’

‘Aren’t they always?’ Jack had asked, laughing at his mortified expression.

‘No, Jack. I mean – all men. Men and boys! Some even painted like whores, by God! Men lying with men. Ah, my eyes!’ he’d groaned, clapping his hands over his face.

There were other places they soon heard of: hidden alleys down near the river in Oltrarno where men of all ages and classes ventured after sundown, a bathhouse where the steamy dark concealed any manner of sins, a butcher’s on the Ponte Vecchio run by two brothers where, at night, another kind of meat could be enjoyed. There were laws against it that threatened execution – let alone what the Church thundered about it – but it seemed nonetheless to run as a current, wild and alive, beneath the city.

Well, he was in it now. ‘Pico was speaking of a secret he thinks you are keeping,’ Jack admitted. ‘Something you’re hiding from them.’

Lorenzo’s eyes darted towards his bedchamber, but they were back on him again in an instant. ‘Did he say what this secret was?’

‘I wondered if it might be me – if Pico had seen through our deception? But I’m not sure. Either way, he seemed agitated.’

‘And Poliziano?’ Lorenzo’s voice was tight. ‘What did he have to say about it?’

‘He said they should trust you.’

Lorenzo pushed a hand through his hair. He looked as though he were about to say something further when his gaze fixed on two figures approaching through the bustle of servants. One was Papi. The servant was escorting a man with grey hair, dressed in a black habit. For a second Jack thought it was Marsilio Ficino, then realised it was Giorgio Antonio Vespucci, the friar from San Marco – Amerigo Vespucci’s uncle.

‘God damn,’ murmured Lorenzo. ‘He is early.’

‘Signore,’ greeted Giorgio, as Papi ushered him over. The friar bowed and kissed Lorenzo’s hand, his tonsure gleaming in the sunlight.

‘Fra Giorgio.’ Lorenzo glanced at Jack. ‘Have you met my guest? Sir James?’

‘Yes, indeed. Good day to you, Sir James.’ The friar looked round at the servants, piling the chests by the doors. ‘You are departing already, signore?’

‘Yes, a little sooner than planned. I wanted to talk to you about Lorenzino and Giovanni’s tutelage while I am gone.’

Giorgio nodded, smiling placidly as he turned back. ‘This heat! You must be keen to get to Fiesole. Amerigo, I know, is eager to spend some time in the clean air.’ The friar’s pale eyes flicked to Jack. ‘I presume you will be attending the feast, Sir James? My nephew was hopeful of another chance to speak to you about affairs in England?’

Jack shifted uncertainly.

Lorenzo answered before he could say anything. ‘Of course. I am sure there will be an opportunity.’ He met Jack’s gaze. ‘Now, Sir James. If you would excuse us?’ Placing a hand on Giorgio’s shoulder, Lorenzo led the friar away.

As Jack turned to go, he caught sight of Bertoldo outside the bedchamber talking to Papi. The steward was shaking his head, face taut with concern.
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More horses had died in the night, littering the scrubby ground around the hastily established campsite in the shadow of a spur of rock. Swarms of flies clouded the air above them as the grooms worked to drag saddle cloths from under the heavy, limp bodies. Hearing a cry, Harry looked up, shielding his eyes from the sun, flaming over the eastern mountains. Carrion birds were wheeling in slow circles on the currents.

‘You see why Andalusians say there is no such thing as summer – only hell?’

Harry turned at Rodrigo’s voice. The hidalgo had already donned his gambeson and breastplate, the deep curve of which caught the sun’s red fire. There was a cross carved into the iron. His sword, a spiked mace and a dagger hung from his belt. Rodrigo’s face was sun-bruised; stubble crusting his jaw, dirt from the road ingrained in his skin. Harry guessed he looked much the same, only redder.

‘Better get moving,’ Rodrigo advised, eyes flicking to the packs and blankets crumpled on the ground by the ashy remains of the fire that had guttered through the night. ‘Don Carlos’s men found footprints, not far from our camp. Ten or more sets.’

‘Moors?’ asked Harry, looking over to where Don Carlos, the leader of their company, a seasoned captain in Queen Isabella’s royal guard, was talking to his men. As he watched, several split away, shouting orders. The camp was stirring to life quickly around him.

‘A scouting party most likely. Don Carlos aims to reach the king’s camp by dusk.’

One of Rodrigo’s band, a stocky man with a scar-lined face, approached, boots crunching on the powdery rocks. He was called el Barbero – the barber – apparently on account he liked to take heads. With an offhand glance at Harry, he addressed Rodrigo, before heading over to where the others were saddling their horses.

‘We’re in the vanguard today,’ Rodrigo told Harry.

‘I heard,’ Harry answered, pleased that some sense was now starting to form out of what had mostly been streams of nonsense. Turning, he called for Tom, his groom, but the young man was already hunkered under Nieve, tightening the mare’s girth strap.

The camp took scant time to pack up, no man wanting to linger in the wilderness now word had spread that the enemy might be alert to their presence. Men swallowed down a meagre breakfast while they set about their tasks: royal captains ordering lancers and jinetes – the light horsemen – to form up in their companies, hidalgos and caballeros pulling on helmets, while servants fastened the buckles of their armour, infantry steeling themselves for another gruelling march, hands blistered from the shafts of pikes, carters greasing the axles of the carts that transported the cannons, grooms loading packs on to the backs of the horses and mules that would bear their loads of grain and wine through the day’s savage heat.

In no time at all they were off, leaving the detritus of broken belts, lice-infested blankets, misplaced trinkets and the corpses of the animals who’d expired from exhaustion to litter the plain. Behind them, the carrion birds circled lower as, ahead, the land rose, taking them towards the crags and mountains that emerged from a milky haze, growing clearer and more daunting with the sun’s rising.

An hour into the march and it was sweltering; the sun in their eyes, haloed by a white aura. An hour later it was unbearable. Mules plodded, heads hanging, hooves skidding on the broken ground. Out from Córdoba they had travelled through hills and fertile plains, green and gold with olive and almond groves. Now, all was bare rock and spiky plants, incessant flies and birds of prey. The only sign of civilisation was the ruin of a fort on a distant peak, jutting like a broken tooth from the mountains’ jaws. Infantrymen trudged in silent columns behind their captains, leather brigandines dark with sweat, the forest of spears and pikes jolting in time to their footsteps. Carters cursed as the wheels of wagons carrying artillery rocked into ruts on the twisting, ever upward path. And, above them all, a cloud of dust rose like a gritty yellow banner, announcing their presence.

Harry, riding with Rodrigo’s company in the vanguard behind Don Carlos’s men, felt the sweat pouring off him like water. His dark hair, lighter at his temples, was plastered to his scalp and dripping into his eyes. His palms inside his gloves were sore and his arse had made a soupy puddle of his hose.

The armour he’d been forced to buy in the market in Córdoba hung heavy on his frame, chafing him even through the padding, sawing red lines into the skin of his armpits and around his thighs and calves, where the buckles of the cuisses and greaves were fastened protectively tight. His servant, Hervey – a red-haired, taciturn man, who’d been in Henry Tudor’s company since Brittany – was au fait enough with armour to get him into it quickly and easily, but Harry guessed it would take some time yet for he himself to become accustomed to it.

Much of his experience of warfare had been spent as a rebel, down at times to the shirt on his back. He’d worn armour in his training and in his father’s command in France with Ned Draper and the others of Thomas Vaughan’s company, but not a full suit of plate like this. He had tied the helm – too much of a restriction – to the saddle, but wished he could shrug the whole steel shell off him. The risk, though, was too great, now they were in enemy lands.

Enemy lands? How had he allowed himself to be here?

There had been a lot of Christian blood spilled in these mountains, Rodrigo had told him. They had made some important gains this past year, towns Harry had never heard of falling to their forces: Ronda, Marbella, Coín. But many of these victories had come at either a high cost to their men, or because the Moors themselves had been in disarray, the Nasrid emirate divided between the forces of the elderly emir, Abu’l-Hasan and his war-seasoned brother, Muhammad al-Zagal – and the emir’s ambitious son, Boabdil, who had risen in rebellion against his father and uncle four years ago, setting himself up in the city of Granada, even agreeing an alliance with Isabella and Ferdinand to suit his interest in defeating his own kin.

Despite his initial triumph at the recent gains, Rodrigo had become more cautious on the march, describing the fight to take back the wild territory as a long game of chess: the Christians seizing border fortresses, precipitous mountain towns and coastal villages, the Moors – experts in the terrain and masters of ambush – wresting others back in turn. As the Spanish moved east, deeper into the frontier, each stronghold became more strategic, more vital, but, so too, their own pieces became more exposed for the taking. It was a game that had been going on nearly five years, with the greatest prizes yet to take: Loja, Málaga and – the endgame – the city of Granada itself, capital of the Muslim emirate.

Stones skittered away, tumbling from the high path the snake of horses, mules and men was slowly winding around. Men twitched at the dart of a bird or the clatter of falling rocks, heads snapping round, hands reaching for crossbows or swords. Harry sagged in his saddle, swallowing back the burning in his parched throat. His tongue felt like a dried-up slug, sticky in his mouth. There was a gnawing pain in his head. The world swam in his vision, everything white, sun-blasted. He felt himself jolt – like one of the falling dreams he’d had as a boy, waking his sister with his shout. He fell forward, breastplate knocking against the pommel of the saddle. Nieve stumbled. Coming to with a start, Harry realised he’d let the weary mare wander off course. Beside him, the ground fell sharply into a boulder-strewn ravine.

‘Careful.’ Rodrigo was at his side, grasping the reins and pulling Nieve back towards the rest of the company. Twisting in his saddle, he sought out Harry’s men, a short distance back with his own servants and grooms. ‘Bring wine!’

Plucking a skin from the pannier of one of the mules, Peter sent Hervey hastening up the line. The servant’s face was scarlet, his nose peeling. With his bright orange hair, he looked more like a carnival mask than a man. Harry took the skin and drank deep. Watered wine sweetened with honey. Inclining his head to Rodrigo, letting the man know he was in control, he took up the slack on Nieve’s reins. As his mind came back into focus, he thought how close – how easily – he could come to death out here.

Two days ago on the march an infantryman had caught his foot in a rock and had fallen badly. He’d come round screaming, the broken bone of his leg splintered through his hose. Don Carlos’s physician had set it and the man had been carried, whimpering and sweating, on a wagon for the rest of the day. But by the next morning he was white and shuddering. Last night, Harry had watched from his dim campfire as the man’s captain and friends had gathered round him. Murmured words of prayer and the brief flash of a dagger, and all that was left by morning a pile of raised earth and a cross made of broken sticks.

‘Better?’ Rodrigo asked as Harry drained the skin.

Harry nodded, but his mind answered to the contrary. You fool, you shouldn’t even be here.

Back in Córdoba, after pledging his sword to Queen Isabella, Harry had imagined himself staying in her court, working his way into position as a favoured dignitary, much as his father had in the courts of Burgundy and France. He would amuse the queen with tales of England, enjoy the shaded gardens of the palace, the exquisite wine and meats of a royal table, while turning her against Columbus and thus winning the favour of Henry Tudor, making amends for his failure to hunt down Wynter. He would return to England triumphant, take up the place he deserved at Henry’s side, adorned in the mantles of trust and power; no more lingering on the sidelines, hoping for crumbs of honour, no more hiding in corners intimidated by men like Edward Woodville.

Harry had been bluntly disavowed of such notions the following day, however, when Isabella thanked him for his offer of service and Rodrigo had begun discussing the company they would leave for the front line with in a fortnight.

Realising he’d been taken at his word, his sword, barely blooded, put into service against the Moors, Harry had attempted to suggest he remain with the queen to cement the ambassadorship, but Rodrigo – the eager son of a bitch – insisted he could not pass up this honour: a chance at holy crusade, in a Christian country no less. Besides which, he could not rescind his gallant offer to Queen Isabella.

Harry’s only consolation was that Columbus himself had not remained in the queen’s court either, but had departed for Seville. The man was, from what Harry had been able to glean, now working with a slave trader there, the queen having agreed a stipend to keep him in Spain while she considered his radical proposal for a voyage west to seek the Spice Islands. It seemed, at least, the sailor’s plan would not be implemented any time soon. Other than that, Harry’s only hope for this journey into hell was that he was heading for the camp of King Ferdinand – and the only other person who could help
























AUTHOR’S NOTE

Although many of the characters, locations and events in this book are based in reality, history doesn’t always fit perfectly into the plot of a novel and I’ve tweaked or changed some details to fit my narrative and for ease of reading.

Probably my greatest alteration is with the story of Prince Djem (also known as Sultan Cem). His background as portrayed here is true: in losing the war for the throne against his brother, Sultan Bayezid, Djem fled to Rhodes, where the Knights of St John took him into custody in exchange for a truce and an annual payment from Bayezid. Djem was later moved to a specially built tower in France, during which time several factions – including Pope Innocent VIII, the kings of Hungary and Naples, and the Republic of Venice – vied to take possession of this valuable asset in Christendom’s struggle against the Ottoman Empire, following the fall of Constantinople.

In 1489 a deal was brokered between the Knights of St John and Pope Innocent and Djem was taken into papal custody in Rome, where Bayezid reportedly attempted to assassinate him. The prince’s time in Lorenzo de’ Medici’s keeping is fictitious, although it has been suggested that Djem did indeed make the offer of a permanent peace between Christendom and the caliphate if he was supported in his bid for the throne.

Lorenzo de’ Medici’s Academy is very much based on the so-called Platonic Academy established by his grandfather, Cosimo: a circle of Italian artists, poets and philosophers, who promoted and advanced the tenets and ideals of humanism, including Plato’s concept of a World Soul. Cosimo paid men to hunt down and recover ancient texts on astrology, philosophy, mathematics, alchemy and Hermeticism – among them the Corpus Hermeticum, translated by Marsilio Ficino – gathering together a vast library of knowledge at his palace in Florence, on which the Vatican Library was modelled.

The secret map from the Bristol merchant ship, the Trinity, is my invention, although the vessel did undertake several mysterious expeditions in the early 1480s and it is thought its crew may well have spied the coastline of what would become known as North America. Soon after taking the throne, Henry VII replaced the customs official behind these expeditions, Thomas Croft, with a man loyal to him. Later, in 1496, England entered the race westwards with John Cabot at the helm, under Henry’s authority.

To keep up the pace and avoid occasionally lengthy waits between action in this period, I’ve altered the dates or timing of certain events. Pope Innocent did allow Lorenzo’s son, Giovanni, to enter the College of Cardinals as part of the marriage arrangements between his illegitimate son and Lorenzo’s daughter, but this agreement was made a few years later than portrayed. In 1513 Giovanni de’ Medici ascended the papal throne as Pope Leo X.

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, a close friend of Lorenzo de’ Medici, was accused of heresy by Pope Innocent for his unorthodox writings on humanism and fled to France before being arrested and brought to Rome for questioning. But his book, Oration on the Dignity of Man, as depicted here, was published after his death.

Loja fell to the Spanish in the early summer of 1486, while I have it occurring later in the year, and Queen Isabella met up with Ferdinand’s forces at Moclín, not Loja, although she did visit Sir Edward Woodville, who was instrumental in the town’s fall and badly injured, much as described. I’ve simplified the assault on Málaga; the Spanish were involved in several skirmishes with the Moors and an attack on Velez-Málaga before they reached the city, although I’ve kept much of the detail of the siege and surrender as is. Harry Vaughan was Sir Thomas Vaughan’s son, but very little is known about him and his place as ambassador to Spain and attempts to thwart Columbus’s voyage are fiction, although his father was an ambassador for Edward IV. His half-brother, Jack Wynter, is solely my creation.

Christopher Columbus arrived in Spain in the summer of 1485, where he met the slave trader Gianotto Berardi, with whom he began a partnership, and sought support and funding for his idea of sailing west to seek the Spice Islands. But it would be nearly five years before the council established by Queen Isabella to look into the feasibility of such a voyage – the Talavera Commission – gave their verdict, during which time Columbus returned to Portugal, where he’d spent several years, to appeal to John II to aid him in his dream. Columbus was thwarted in his ambition when the explorer Bartolomeu Dias sailed around the cape of Africa in 1488, opening up a new route and focus for the Portuguese. Columbus travelled back to Spain only to learn that the Talavera Commission had declared his voyage impossible. Queen Isabella, however, remained interested and promised to look into his idea again when Granada fell to her forces. She kept her word.

The Court of Wolves is my invention, although the backstory of its patrons, Lorenzino (whose name in reality was Lorenzo – Lorenzino was a nickname later used by a descendant of the family, but I’ve employed it here for simplicity’s sake) and Giovanni di’ Pierfrancesco de’ Medici is based in fact. Lorenzo de’ Medici was accused of taking his cousins’ inheritance and was forced to settle the dispute with the transfer of his estates at Cafaggiolo. Giorgio Antonio Vespucci was employed as the cousins’ tutor and his nephew, Amerigo Vespucci, was their clerk, although Lorenzo had clashed with other members of this family. His cousins later became enemies of his son and heir, Piero de’ Medici, and the two branches of the family entered into a struggle for control of Florence during the invasion of Charles VIII of France in 1494.

Lorenzo’s cousins, through the connections of Amerigo Vespucci, did enter into a business relationship with the slave trader, Gianotto Berardi, and his partner, Christopher Columbus, although slightly later than portrayed. It was, in part, Medici money as well as funds from the Spanish crown that helped finance Columbus’s first voyage and although Amerigo wasn’t the first man to set foot upon the New World that was ‘discovered’, the continent he later navigated and explored would come to bear his name.
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Brighton, March 2018
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