
  
    [image: The Cardinal’s Blade]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE CARDINAL’S BLADE

          

          BY JOSEPH D’AGNESE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Renaissance Italy. The rebirth of learning.

      

        

      
        Everyone knows the Farnese family. They’re rich, powerful, entrenched. They rule the military, the banks, and the church.

      

        

      
        But that isn’t enough. If the family is to rule absolutely, they must control minds and souls as well.

      

        

      
        That means locking down every painting that hangs on a wall—and the people who make them.

      

        

      
        Watch yourself. This story cuts like a knife.

      

        

      
        It first appeared in Mystery Weekly.

      

        

      
        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews

      

        

      
        Get the Newsletter: JosephDAgnese.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY JOSEPH D’AGNESE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fiction

        Jersey Heat

        The Mesmerist

        Ear of God

        The Marshal of the Borgo

        Murder on Book Row

        Sorceress Kringle

        Arm of Darkness (short stories)

        Daggyland collections (short stories)

      

        

      
        Nonfiction

        Signing Their Lives Away

        Signing Their Rights Away

        Stuff Every American Should Know

        The Money Book for Freelancers

        The Scientist & the Sociopath

        Speaking My Sleuth collections (essays)

        The Indiana Jones Handbook

      

        

      
        For Children

        Blockhead: The Life of Fibonacci

        American History Comic Books

      

      

    

  


  
    
      THE CARDINAL’S BLADE

      A SHORT STORY

    

    
      
        JOSEPH D’AGNESE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: NutGraf Productions LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Main Feature

        

        
          
            The Cardinal’s Blade

          

        

      

      
        Request from the Author

      

      
        
          Bonus Content

        

        
          
            Excerpt of MURDER ON BOOK ROW

          

          
            1. Batter Up

          

          
            2. Snoops Among the Dead

          

          
            3. Enter the Yup

          

          
            Excerpt of THE MARSHAL OF THE BORGO

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAIN FEATURE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE CARDINAL’S BLADE

          

        

      

    

    
      The footsteps tipped him off. The hooded man paused along the cobblestones and whirled. His fingers closed on the garments of the ragged youth who had been following him, and flung the boy against the wall of the nearest palazzo.

      It was night, and the lanes of this particular rione of Rome were remarkably silent. The hooded man had to squint to make out the lad’s face.

      “Signor,” the boy said, “I beg your—” His breath froze when the tip of a dagger came to rest under his right eyeball.

      “You were saying?” said the hooded man.

      “I meant you no harm, Signor.”

      “Drop it. Drop it now, or your eye hits the ground first.”

      The youth unclenched his left hand. A stout club fell to the stones with a thunk. The hooded man eased a breath from his lungs. “I seek Baldani,” he said. “I’m told he lives in this quarter.”

      “What, the learned man? The doctor?”

      The hooded man waggled his head, as if unwilling to concede either point. “Doctor? Ha. Where?”

      The youth pointed with his eyes. “That way. Three doors down. This side. Want me to take you?”

      “I want you to go. And if I ever see you again on the same street where I am passing, I’ll take it as permission to⁠—”

      He lowered the blade to the boy’s throat.

      “No, Signor.”

      “Vattene!”

      He let the boy slide down the wall. “Go,” he repeated. “Leave the cudgel.”

      The boy scurried away. The hooded man paused to catch his breath. He was sixty, a youth no longer. He studied the boy’s club a moment before kicking it away. An effective weapon, perhaps, he thought. But a tool for amateurs. He slid his short blade back into its sheath, which he wore at his wrist.

      He adjusted his garments and proceeded to the address. The tan stucco structure stank of fish and a damp, smoky fire. He took the stairs two at a time to arrive at the top apartment.

      An open door. One of his brother’s thugs, a former soldier, waited on the landing. He shifted his partizan and brought his heels together.

      “Your Eminence.”

      “Go,” said the hooded man.

      The guard descended.

      Two men waited inside. A gaunt wastrel in his forties, dressed in once-fine clothes, and another guardsman.

      “Leave us,” the hooded man said.

      The guard slinked away.

      The hooded man scanned the room. A low table near the window was cluttered with glassware, a pair of mortars and pestles, small candles burnt low, some iron filings in a cup, and numerous items culled from nature. The papery remains of a wasp’s nest, and a dead bird.

      A bed and washstand in the corner were the only signs that someone lived in the squalid flat. The rest of the apartment was cluttered with books, most of which were stacked on the floor amid dust and cobwebs.

      The man settled into the largest chair, hoping to take advantage of the prestige it afforded him. He pulled back his hood. On his head he wore a crimson zucchetto, the skullcap marking him as a prince of the Church.

      “Uncle,” Baldani said, “is this really necessary? I can explain any hint⁠—”

      The cardinal lifted a finger.

      Baldani shushed.

      The cardinal withdrew a small roll of parchment from his robes.

      “It has come to the attention of several in the family that you have been performing…indulging…yourself in bizarre activities which display an outright disrespect for life and are in obvious violation of Church teachings.”

      A dirty felt cap covered Baldani’s bald head. His stained fingertips twitched. “I can’t think to what this refers. I have no wish to go against Church teachings, Uncle.”

      “You’ll address me as Your Eminence or Cardinal Farnese. In this matter I do not wish to be reminded of my late sister or the scoundrel she once called husband. Proceed.”

      “Very well, Your Eminence,” the younger man said, clearing his throat. “I take it this refers to my da Vinci experiment, then?”

      Farnese tapped the parchment. “My brother tells me that you have under your protection a young man of twenty named Lorenzo da Vinci, who is purportedly a relation of the great artist. I’m now told that you paid one of da Vinci’s half-brothers to impregnate a woman of da Vinci’s mother’s line in order to, as you boasted to a comrade in one of the local taverns, ‘breed a successor to Leonardo the Master.’ True?”

      A proud smile, thinly veiled, came to Baldani’s lips. “True.”

      “This is what you’ve been doing with our family’s money? An abomination dating back two decades?”

      “I’ve waited a long time for this to come to fruition. After all these years I expect all the recognition due me.”

      “Recognition? Explain yourself, Pietro. In the eyes of the Church you’ve committed grave sins. You have encouraged the unlawful knowledge of a woman outside the bonds of marriage. That, I tell you frankly, I can live with. But this I cannot: you have assumed the role of God himself by attempting to create a human being in the likeness of another!”

      “Playing at God, Signor,” Baldani said, “was not the purpose of the experiment.”

      The cardinal slammed a palm on the table, rattling glassware. “One does not breed men like mice!”

      Again the naughty smile. “There is not a wealthy family in all of Rome—ours, for one—that does not do precisely that,” Baldani said.

      Farnese leaned forward, hoping to cultivate a sense of intimacy. “Pietro, listen to me. I have watched you grow from a boy. We had you marvelously instructed by the finest tutors. Why you have taken this path in life, I do not know. You could have been a merchant, a soldier, or a churchman, like other men of our family. Please, child of my sister, help me to understand this act of yours.”

      “The idea occurred to me more than two decades ago when Leonardo da Vinci died, leaving no issue. As you know, he himself was a bastard—his father was a notary, his mother a peasant girl from Vinci in the north. I merely duplicated the parentage as closely as possible to bring Lorenzo into the world. I had been conducting experiments with animals prior to this on the nature of character traits. All creatures, it is theorized, derive their characteristics from their parents in the form of bodies in the blood called tratti. Traits. I have simply manipulated artistic tratti to create a being of my own specifications. Why, a good shepherd does the same to his flock to raise hardier sheep. Gardeners do much the same with beans.”

      The cardinal’s eyes raked the ceiling. “Men are not sheep, Pietro, nor are they beans. Let your ‘experiments’ stop here. I am no ignoramus. I see the value of your work, up to a point. It might very well assist herdsmen. Why must you continue your experiments with men?”

      “It is my duty, Unc—Your Eminence. When I chose this path, I promised myself that I would pursue every bit of knowledge until I’d either exhausted it or wearied of it. This is the only way to arrive at scientific truth—whether good or bad. Think of it! Years from now it may be possible to rid the world of disease by culling disease-carrying tratti from human blood.”

      Farnese swept across the room, seized the man by his ears, and dropped to his knees in front of him. When he spoke, his lips were inches from the younger man’s ears. His breath was laden with humility. “Silenzio! Pietro—I beg of you, you must stop. My sister did not die bringing you into the world for this. And our family did not lavish so many scudi for you to squander your education. You are treading close to heresy. You are playing at God! Do you understand me?”

      Baldani tried to wrench away, but his uncle held his skull firmly in his grasp. “My work has done no harm, Uncle. Lorenzo already shows great artistic ability. Surely that is no coincidence!”

      The older man looked into his eyes, and shifted to kiss the side of the younger man’s head. “I beg of you. Don’t embarrass this family.”

      “Embarrassment?” A ripple of anger set the scientist’s face twitching. He swatted away his uncle’s hands and stood, shoving the cardinal to the floor. “All this talk of God! I should have known. It’s your precious reputation that you truly care about.”

      “You fool! If they start talking heresy, you could be excommunicated. Or worse. And yes, it will reflect poorly on this family!”

      “That is not my concern. Go, Uncle. Your visit here has been wasted.”

      The older man rose and tidied his vestments. “Not at all,” he said, pulling up his hood once more. “You have added a good deal of clarity to my plans.”

      
      A week later, Farnese was writing at his desk when his manservant knocked.

      “Forgive me, but I kept one,” the man said. “I didn’t think you’d mind. I saw the way you looked at it.”

      The tip of Farnese’s tongue slid across his lips. He watched as his servant whipped away the oilcloth which covered the painting in his hands.

      Farnese felt his breath seize. “Well done. The others?”

      “All burned.”

      “Where do you want this one, Your Eminence?”

      “That chair there.”

      The servant stood the canvas over the ornate arms of the chair and leaned it back gently against the top rail.

      The cardinal tossed the man a coin. “You are to be commended for knowing the heart of your master so well.”

      “Thank you, Your Eminence.”

      “Take some wine and refresh yourself. And not a word.”

      The man bowed and scurried away.

      For a long while Farnese studied the image. The painting was the work of Lorenzo da Vinci. It depicted the Nativity, rendered with a beauty and tenderness as the cardinal had never seen. Through the wooden slats of the stable, the moon’s rays fell on the infant and formed the shadow of a cross. The child’s fate was thus implied to the viewer of the painting.

      Farnese was long past troubling himself with the glaring contradictions in his own character. Why fret over the origins of a beautiful object
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