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			The Wind Dancer was born of a
       white-hot bolt of lightning.
So legend has it.

			The Wind Dancer’s worth was beyond price;
       its beauty beyond belief.
So legend has it.

			The Wind Dancer could punish the evil,
       could reward the good.
So legend has it.

			The Wind Dancer wielded the power
       to alter the destinies of men and nations.
So legend has it.



			But legend, like history, can be distorted by time,
       robbed of truth by cynicism—
       yet be gifted with splendor by imagination.
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		One

		March 3, 1503
Florence, Italy

		Stop, thief! Stop her! I’ve been robbed!”

		Sanchia tore across the Mercato Vecchio, raced past the church and on down the street, jumping over an emaciated brown-and-white mongrel that devoured garbage scattered over the flagstones. She ducked under the outstretched arm of a leather-aproned cobbler, but his large hand caught the coarse woolen shawl covering her head. She jerked it from his grasp and kept running.

		The merchant chasing her was plump, but still he was closing the distance between them, and Sanchia’s heart slammed against her ribcage in a delirium of panic.

		She was going to be caught.

		Her hands would be chopped off at the wrists.

		She would be thrown in the Stinche to be eaten by the rats.

		Hot, agonizing pain shot through her left side. A stitch. She had to keep running.

		What would Piero do? she wondered wildly. The others were older; they would find a way to survive. But Piero was only six. So many things could happen to so young a child.…

		“Grab her, you fools. The slut stole my purse!”

		Dio, Sanchia thought, he sounded close. How could he run so fast with all those rolls of fat hanging around his middle? She dodged around a wheelbarrow filled with fish, turned the corner of the Canto di Vacchereccia, then bolted down an alley yawning between a goldsmith’s shop and an apothecary.

		Darkness. Twilight lay over the city but full darkness reined in the alley.

		Bright eyes glittered in the deep shadows at the base of the small buildings.

		Rats. Dozens of them!

		She stopped short, involuntarily recoiling.

		The stones beneath the thin soles of her shoes were greasy from the garbage thrown out there by shopkeepers. She need have no fear of the rats, though, while they were feasting on the garbage.

		The smell of rotting food in the closeness of the alley was overpowering. She swallowed, trying to fight down the nausea caused as much from terror as the stench.

		“Which way did she go?”

		The merchant’s voice was wheezing and sounded a little farther away. Had she lost him when she darted into the alley? She shrank back into the densely clotted shadows of the goldsmith’s shop, her palms pressed flat against the stone wall. Her breath was coming in harsh, painful gasps. Could he hear her? She tried to hold her breath, but there was no breath to hold. Cristo, what if he had heard her?

		The cold, wet slime-covered wall chilled her back as it penetrated the wool of her gown. Her muscles felt leaden, the blood frozen in her veins. She was suddenly acutely conscious of the sharp, rough texture of the stone wall against her palms, but the sensation was almost pleasurable. Touch. What would she do without her hands? How could she live? How would all of them live?

		“This way, you stupid blunderer.”

		She stiffened. The voice was not that of the fat merchant but one with which she was bitterly familiar. Her heart gave a wild leap of hope. The alley door of the apothecary shop had opened, and even in the darkness she recognized Caprino’s slight, foppishly dressed silhouette.

		She darted the few yards separating them and almost fell through the doorway into the shop. Her gaze flew to the front of the store, but the apprentice behind the small counter was scrupulously avoiding looking in her direction.

		“He’s safe,” Caprino said. “He does work for me.”

		Poison, Sanchia thought with a shiver, or perhaps the strange white powders Caprino gave his whores.

		Caprino slammed the door and held out his hand. “The purse.”

		She fumbled beneath her shawl for the soft leather pouch and then dropped it into his palm. She leaned back against the door, her knees shaking so badly she could barely stand upright.

		“You were clumsy,” Caprino said harshly. “I should have let that fat fool catch you. Next time I will.”

		She had to wait until she could speak without panting. “There won’t be a next time. I’m never going to do it again.”

		“You will,” Caprino said coolly. “You’re frightened now, but it will pass. You’ll forget the fear and remember only the money that buys bread. You’re not usually this clumsy. You may not come this close to being caught for the next ten lifts.”

		“I’ll find another way.” Sanchia’s hands clenched at her sides. “There has to be another way.”

		“You didn’t think so when you came to me.” Caprino opened the door. “I have no more time for you. I have important business at Giulia’s. Stay here for another few minutes before you go back to Giovanni’s.” The door swung shut behind him.

		He hadn’t given Sanchia her share of the purse, she realized dully. Trust Caprino to try to steal even the smallest purse, if given the opportunity. She would have to seek him out tomorrow and demand her portion. She had mouths to feed and Caprino was right about hunger being a sharp dagger that might goad even a saint into thieving.

		But was hunger worth the risk of having her hands chopped off?

		Fresh panic clutched at her as a chilling memory returned. Two months before she had seen a thief thrown out of Stinche Prison into the streets, his arms ending in bleeding stumps. Since then the fear of that punishment had lived with her during the day and invaded her dreams at night, She had tried and tried to think of another way to earn money to feed them, all the while fearing her frantic scheming would come to nought. There was no other way.

		As there would be no other way the next time or the time after that. She would have to steal again just as Caprino had predicted. But he was wrong about the terror holding her in helpless thrall; it wasn’t a thing of the moment.

		She knew the fear would never go away again.

		—

		“Good evening, noble messeres, I have the honor to present to you my greetings. I am Guido Caprino.” Caprino stood in the doorway and smiled ingratiatingly at the two men sitting at the polished table across the chamber. “The enchanting Madonna Giulia assured me I could be of some slight service to you.”

		He carefully kept a bland expression on his face as he appraised the two men. The older had to be Lorenzo Vasaro, he decided. His high cheekbones and deepset eyes matched the description Giulia had given him of the man—and besides, Caprino’s own instincts responded to the shadowy aura of menace surrounding him. The man was lean, faultlessly elegant in his fashionably slashed black doublet, and clearly more dangerous than his companion. He gazed at the other man and felt a ripple of distaste. He was so male. Lionello Andreas might stand well over six feet, Caprino surmised, and he was too big-boned to lay claim to elegance no matter how richly he was garbed. Now, dressed only in gray hose and a loose white shirt, he appeared to be exactly what Caprino had expected: a barbarian warrior with more brawn than brains, he was not wearing a weapon, not even a dagger. Andreas might be the lord of Mandara, but Caprino would wager it was Vasaro who was the shrewd power behind the scenes there.

		“Come in, Messer Caprino.” Andreas picked up the silver goblet on the table in front of him and waved it at a cushioned chair beside the window before raising it to his lips. “Be seated.”

		The arrogant bastard hadn’t bothered to stand up to greet him properly, Caprino thought as he smiled politely and crossed the room to take the seat indicated. No doubt Andreas did not think him worthy of respect. He would soon learn differently.

		Lorenzo Vasaro rose and moved with silent grace to lean against the wall to the left of the window. He folded his arms across his chest and gazed blandly at Caprino.

		A good move. Caprino’s respect for Vasaro rose even higher. His action had placed Caprino between Vasaro and Andreas. Caprino was tempted to address Vasaro as the worthier of the two but turned instead to Andreas. “I am always overjoyed to accommodate any friends of Madonna Giulia. What is your pleasure?”

		“I need a thief.” Andreas leaned back in his chair and studied Caprino with narrowed eyes.

		Caprino met his eyes and continued to smile politely. “It will be my pleasure to provide you with the finest thief in all of Florence, Your Magnificence. Only a thief, or must he possess other talents? An assassin, perhaps? I have a few associates who have talents in that direction, but no one with the extraordinary skills of Messer Vasaro.”

		Andreas stiffened. “You know of Vasaro?”

		“How could I not?” Caprino remained sitting forward in his chair, one graceful hand resting with seeming casualness on the jeweled hilt of his dagger. “He shines in the firmament like a bright star, dazzling all who see him. Is it any wonder I should recognize him?”

		“Not at all.” Andreas cast an amused glance at Vasaro, who was still gazing at Caprino with no expression. “Do you hear that, Lorenzo? A star, by all that’s holy. Aren’t you going to thank the kind gentleman?”

		Lorenzo inclined his head in acknowledgment.

		“No thanks are needed,” Caprino said quickly. “I merely gave homage where homage was due. It was foolish of me to suggest you might need an assassin when Messer Vasaro is in your service. Why should you need any—”

		“As you say, I need no assassin,” Andreas interrupted with sudden impatience. “I need a thief with hands as swift and sure as an arrow drawn by a master bowman and a touch as delicate as the kiss of a butterfly.”

		“There are many thieves in Florence,” Caprino said thoughtfully. “I myself have trained an honored few.”

		“So I’ve been informed.” Andreas’s lips twisted in a cynical smile. “No doubt you’ve also tutored many individuals in my friend Lorenzo’s former profession.”

		Caprino shrugged. “One or two. But to be an assassin requires a certain fortitude not found in every man. A thief is different. Easier. Not as profitable but …” He trailed off. “How long would you need this thief, my lord Andreas?”

		Andreas went still. “You know me also?” His voice was dangerously soft. “Does my name, too, shine in the firmament?”

		Caprino’s hand tightened on the hilt of his dagger. He could feel a bead of moisture dampen his temple as he realized his mistake. He had judged Vasaro to be the threat. A stupid error. In his experience most soldiers, even condottieri, had none of the skill and subtlety Caprino admired. But he shouldn’t have let his contempt for the profession overshadow his judgment of the man. No, that was not entirely true, Caprino admitted reluctantly. His instinctive revulsion at Andreas’s overpowering virility had also contributed to the blunder by keeping him from a serious study of the man. Now he discerned the intelligence, as well as cynicism, in Andreas’s brilliant dark eyes which were fully as merciless as those of Vasaro. Caprino moistened his lower lip with his tongue. “Your fame has spread over all Italy, my lord. An illustrious condottiere such as yourself must expect to be recognized and—” Caprino broke off. “I had no idea your visit to our city was in secret. If you wish to go unrecognized, then it goes without saying that I never have seen your face, never heard the sound of your voice, never even heard your name pronounced.”

		“And who did pronounce my name to you?” Andreas asked silkily. “And on what subject? I asked Giulia to tell no one I was in Florence.”

		“You know how careless women can be, Magnifico. When Madonna Giulia summoned me here, she mentioned your name but nothing else. I swear this, my lord Andreas. Would the Madonna have sent for me if I wasn’t a man of discretion and honor?”

		“Lorenzo?” Andreas’s gaze never left Caprino’s face.

		Vasaro’s voice was hoarse and scratchy as a wooden coffin pulled over flagstones. “He will betray you for a price high enough. Shall I dispose of him?” Lorenzo asked as casually as if he’d inquired about throwing out the dregs of the wine in Andreas’s cup.

		Caprino leaned forward in his chair, prepared to spring, his dagger at the ready for a—

		“I think not,” Andreas said. “He doesn’t know enough to hurt me, and I’d find it inconvenient to search out another procurer.”

		“A wise decision.” Caprino’s grasp on his dagger relaxed. “A man should always keep the long view in mind. Now about this thief?”

		“Just this moment I have thought of a quality he must possess,” Andreas said, looking down at his heavy leather gauntlets on the table. “I must own him.”

		“Own?”

		Andreas’s long, broad index finger rubbed at the brass riveting of the gauntlet. “He must be mine body and soul. I’ll not have him running back to you with tales you can sell to the highest bidder.” Andreas smiled. “Of course, I could have him removed after he finishes his task, but I dislike rewarding good work in that fashion. Not an intelligent way to proceed.”

		“I can see that.” Caprino’s uneasy gaze darted to Vasaro. Rumor had it that Vasaro had accepted service with Andreas when the condottiere was a boy of seventeen. How had Andreas managed to hold such a skilled assassin all these years? Did he own him body and soul as he wished to own the thief? It was something to ponder, for who but Satan was capable of possessing a demon? “Such men aren’t easy to find. How could I—”

		“You must know ways.” Andreas pulled a purse from his belt and tossed it on the table to Caprino. “Greed, revenge, a woman. We both know the weapons to bind a man. Use them.”

		Caprino opened the pouch and counted the ducats. “A fair price.”

		“A princely sum for one insignificant thief, as well you know, but a small price for the soul of a human being.”

		Caprino smiled. “I’m sure you’ll discover shortly whether or not that is so.” He paused. “I’m to keep this?” he asked as he tucked the purse inside his belt. “I’m honored by your trust.”

		“I can afford to trust you, Caprino. I know where to find you, if you disappoint me. When can I expect you to send me the thief I’ve paid for?”

		“I’m not sure.” Caprino stood up and edged toward the door. “I must consider and de—”

		“Tomorrow.” Andreas’s tone had not changed, but his smile held the gleam of a feral creature. “No later than three. I’m an impatient man.” His gaze searched Caprino’s face. “You already have someone in mind. Bring him to me.”

		Caprino was startled. “But, Your Magnificence, I must study and think upon …” He stopped. How had that whoreson Andreas managed to read him so easily? “I do have someone in mind who might meet your requirements, but there are difficulties.”

		“Overcome them.”

		“I may need many more ducats than this pouch holds in order to do so.”

		Andreas’s lips tightened. “I have an aversion to being preyed upon by the greedy. It would be wise to remember that.”

		Caprino lowered his lids to veil his eyes. “I’ll not be beggared to obtain what you want. I’m worthy of my hire.”

		“If I slip a dagger between his ribs tonight, tomorrow there will be another Caprino in the streets of Florence,” Vasaro said with little inflection. “Perhaps a man less greedy to deal with, Lion.”

		Caprino felt a chill quiver through him but carefully kept himself under control. He nodded. “Tomorrow or the next day or the day after that. I’m not so foolish as to think I’m irreplaceable. But Your Magnificence is impatient, and I’m the man who can help you today.”

		Andreas was silent for a moment during which Caprino tasted the sourness of fear.

		Then Andreas made an impatient gesture. “I must see the skill of your light-fingered villain.” He paused. “Tomorrow.”

		“But it’s too soon. I can’t—” Caprino stopped. He had gained a valuable concession, and it would be best not to push too hard at this juncture. “As Your Excellency bids me. I will move heaven and earth to do as you wish.”

		“I’ll be at the Piazza of San Michele tomorrow at two with another purse containing an equal number of ducats,” Andreas said. “If your thief can claim it from my person, the purse is yours. If not …” He shrugged. “Then I will be most unhappy with you. So unhappy they may end up fishing you out of the Arno.” He waved a hand of dismissal. “Good night, Caprino. Why don’t you see the gentleman to his home, Lorenzo?”

		“It isn’t far. I have a house near the piazza.” Caprino moved quickly toward the door. “Good evening, my lords. Until tomorrow.”

		Andreas smiled mockingly. “Do accompany him, Lorenzo. The streets are so dangerous for a man with a purse full of ducats.”

		Andreas was toying with him, Caprino realized with a surge of rage. He turned at the door and smiled through clenched teeth. “You test whether I’m afraid of Messer Lorenzo? Well, I do fear him. I’m not a brave man, but it’s not courage that’s made me what I am. You might consider who has called the tune this night.” His index finger tapped his left temple. “Up here. That’s what counts.” He bowed. “As you shall see tomorrow.”

		The door swung shut behind him, and the breath immediately rushed from Caprino’s lungs in a soft explosion of sound as the tension eased from him. He straightened his short scarlet cape, meticulously adjusted his velvet cap at the angle he preferred, and started down the stairs. He gazed appraisingly at the painting of Venus in all her naked glory on the wall beside the stairs. The painting was new and exceptionally well executed, but the Venus was not overly beautiful, a circumstance which did not surprise him. Giulia would never permit anything or anyone to overshadow her own charms in her own casa.

		“Buona sera, Caprino.” Giulia Marzo met him at the bottom of the stairs. She smiled sweetly. “All is well?”

		Caprino shifted his cloak to reveal the purse.

		She held out her hand palm upward. “A joy to work with you, Caprino.”

		“Tomorrow,” he said as he tried to edge past her.

		“Now.” Her smile never wavered. “Or I’ll tell my lord Andreas you have no intention of fulfilling your promise to find his thief and even now are hurrying toward the city gates. I doubt you would ever reach that splendid house paid for by the ducats stolen from your whores and thieves.”

		He stopped short and turned to look at her. He should have known Giulia would have been listening to everything taking place in Andreas’s chamber. It was not only the slut’s golden beauty that had caused her to rise from one of his own brothels to own this fine casa. He reluctantly opened the pouch and pressed five ducats into her palm. “Someday, when I lose patience with you, I’ll have you brought back to me,” he said softly. “And I’ll strip you naked and stake you out in an alley and sell that sweet-smelling flesh to every man who walks by. How do you think your fine lords will like you after a few weeks of such use?”

		“You don’t frighten me.” She shrugged. “You cannot hurt me, Caprino. I have the protection of many powerful men here in Florence.”

		“Like that bastard up there?” Caprino jerked his head in the direction of the door at the top of the stairs. “Andreas has no power here in Florence. He rules only in Mandara.”

		“At present.” Giulia’s gaze lifted to look at the door he’d indicated. “Lion could rule anywhere. Men such as he are rare.”

		Caprino’s gaze narrowed on her face. “Do I detect a trace of lust, madonna mia? Be careful, or you’ll lose your one weapon in Cupid’s battle. A whore must never lust; she must only be lusted after.”

		“He does lust after me,” she said fiercely. “For two years he has come to my casa. Never has he asked for any of the other women, only me.” Then as she met Caprino’s satisfied gaze she tried to shrug unconcernedly. “Not that it matters.”

		“I think it does matter to you.” He studied her. “I wonder why? You have the most peculiar tastes. I find him quite ugly.”

		“How would you know? I’ve provided you with too many pretty young boys and wretched-looking men not to know how peculiar are your tastes, Caprino.”

		He tucked the purse into his belt and said mockingly, “He’s far too rough for my refined taste. Soldiers can be so crude. But there’s another five ducats for you if you find out why our brave condottiere wishes the services of a thief.”

		Giulia’s gaze returned to the door at the top of the stairs. “I’ll consider it. But he’s not a man who babbles to a woman.”

		“Not even to la bella Giulia?” He turned away. “Seven ducats.”

		He opened the door and strode out into the street.

		It had been a good evening’s work, he thought contentedly. The stakes Andreas was hoping to win must be very high to make him yield to Caprino’s demands with so little argument. If he was clever he might be able to milk this situation until it rained even more gold into his coffers.

		He turned at the next corner and instead of proceeding to his own house off the piazza, he started in the direction of the Via Calimala and the print shop of Giovanni Ballano.

		“You gave in too easily,” Lorenzo said as the door closed behind Caprino. “I could have persuaded him to take less.”

		Lion lifted the goblet to his lips. “If Caprino brings me what I want, it will be worth the price.”

		Lorenzo shrugged. “If you believe it to be so.”

		“I do.” Lion propped his feet on the table, crossing his legs at the ankles. “We leave the day after tomorrow for Solinari.”

		“If Caprino’s thief succeeds in your little test.”

		“He’d better, or I’ll let you have Caprino to persuade as you deem fitting.”

		The faintest smile lifted Lorenzo’s lips. “No, you won’t.”

		Lion lifted a black brow. “You think I’m too kind to condemn Caprino to your tender care?”

		“I think you would take pleasure in punishing Caprino yourself, but you’d not give him to me.” His gaze met Lion’s. “Why do you persist in trying to save my soul when I lost it long ago? When I was a child of eleven, to be precise. That was when I killed my first man. What were you doing when you were eleven, Lion?”

		“Following my father’s banner, watching his men pillage and rape cities. I killed my first man when I was thirteen.” He paused. “And I don’t consider my soul lost.”

		“Ah, but your killing was bathed in glory and honor,” Lorenzo said softly. “There’s no glory in the world of an assassin.”

		“Killing is killing.”

		“If you thought that was true, you’d let me go after Caprino.”

		Lion smiled. “Perhaps I will.”

		“No, you won’t. To do it, you’d have to live in Caprino’s world. My world.”

		“It’s not your world. Your world is Mandara now.”

		“Because you say it is?”

		“Because you earned a place there thirteen years ago.”

		“With an assassin’s knife.”

		“Which saved my life and avenged my father.”

		“Glory and honor.” Lorenzo’s gravelly voice was mocking. “You see how your mind works? I fear you have a grievous fault, Lion. Somehow you’ve managed to acquire the instincts of a bygone age. Chivalry will never prevail in a land where men like me can grow rich.”

		“Chivalry? My God, you’re demented, Lorenzo. No one is more of a realist than I. If you want chivalry, I’m afraid you’ll have to apply to Marco.”

		“I agree your brother is sickeningly pure and honorable, but I suspect you’re infected with a less virulent form of the same disease.” As Lion started to speak, Lorenzo held up his hand. “Perhaps you don’t adhere to the philosophy, my friend, but the instinct is certainly there. Look how you’ve insisted on trying to keep me by your side so I wouldn’t return to cutting the throats of the illustrious noblemen of Naples.”

		“Most of them needed killing.”

		“But I never inquired whether they did or not.” Lorenzo smiled faintly. “Killing is killing.”

		“By all that’s holy, Lorenzo, will you stop turning my words against me? Why will you not admit that you’re no longer what you were?”

		“Because I am what I am and what I was and what I will be.”

		“Cristo!” Lion drew an exasperated breath. “And what are you then, damn your cryptic soul?”

		A sudden smile lit Lorenzo’s narrow face. “I told you I had no soul. I am many things but I can think of only one that has merit.”

		“And what is that?”

		“I’m the friend of Lionello Andreas,” Lorenzo said softly.

		Lion gazed at him suspiciously. “I have the uneasy feeling you’re making mock of me again.”

		Lorenzo raised his brows. “But of course,” he said blandly. “How can a man who has no soul know friendship? I’m glad you’re so perceptive. It shows I’ve trained you well in these last thirteen years.”

		Lion swore softly beneath his breath. “Lorenzo, someday I’ll—”

		“My lord, the hour grows late.” Giulia Marzo was standing in the doorway smiling at them. “If you please, I’ll show Messer Vasaro to his chamber. Does he wish a companion? I have a sweet little Sicilian girl who could show him much pleasure.”

		“Lorenzo?” Lion glanced at Vasaro.

		Lorenzo shook his head. “Not tonight.”

		“Nor any night of late.” Lion gazed at him speculatively. “I fear you’re beginning to have the tastes of a monk. It was not always so.”

		“I’m an old man of forty-four. Perhaps I’ve lost my virility,” Lorenzo said lightly as he turned and moved toward the door. “I find my books more stimulating than these fair flowers at present. But pray don’t let me stop you from frolicking in Venus’s garden.”

		“I won’t.” Lion’s lingering gaze ran over Giulia’s bare shoulders and then down to the fullness of her breasts. “I promise you.”

		When Giulia returned minutes later, Lion was still sitting in the same position, his feet propped on the table, his gaze fixed thoughtfully on his wine goblet.

		“Vasaro is a strange man.” Giulia closed the door and leaned back against it. “Are you not afraid to call him your friend? Caprino says Vasaro is—”

		“No worse than any of us,” Lion interrupted. “We live in violent times, and a man must be violent to survive and hold what is his.”

		“Or take what is another’s?” Giulia asked, amused. “Is that why you need a thief?”

		His gaze narrowed on her face. “I have no liking for questions, Giulia.” He smiled. “In fact, I consider the forming of words a sinful waste from lips that are so accomplished at other occupations. Take off your clothes, cara.”

		Giulia felt the muscles of her stomach clench as she looked at him. She was breathless and trembling—but not surprised for it had been this way with Lion, since his first visit over two years before. Caprino was right in judging Lion as not handsome. Some might even call him ugly as Caprino had done. His features looked as though they’d been carved from stone by the bold stroke of an ax instead of the delicate chisel of an artist. His cheekbones were too broad, his black brows straight slashes over eyes that were night dark and seldom held any emotion save wariness and cynicism. His lips were well shaped but they, too, held a hint of both sensuality and cruelty. His dark hair was still as closely barbered as the days when he had worn a soldier’s helmet, and his body, though lithe, held none of the slim grace of the courtier. Even as he reclined in an indolent position now, his loose white shirt gave hint of the power of his massive shoulders, and the gray hose revealed the might of trunklike thighs and muscular calves.

		Power, Giulia realized with a start of surprise. Not only did Lion Andreas possess physical strength and power, but also an inner strength and power far beyond those of other men … certainly beyond those of any man she had ever met. His curiosity about life, about what was going on around him was more intense, his potential for good or evil more extreme, his appetites stronger, than in anyone of her experience.

		“I’m growing impatient, cara. Must I beg?”

		“You never beg.” She started across the room toward him, unfastening the rope of pearls binding her fair hair. “You take.” She dropped the pearls onto a table beside him. “And take.” Her palm caressed his thigh and she felt the muscles harden beneath her touch. “Until I cannot even lift one little finger.”

		“How cruel.” He lifted her hand from his thigh and pressed the palm to his lips. “I wonder that you still receive me when I so misuse you.” His tongue stroked the sensitive flesh of her palm. “You always smell of roses. When I’m away from you I always remember the scent …”

		“When you’re between the thighs of one of your other whores? You come to Florence only two or three times a year. Who pleasures you when you leave me?”

		He glanced up, his dark eyes twinkling. “Perhaps, like Lorenzo, I find solace in Plutarch and Aristotle.”

		She smiled reluctantly. “Not you. There’s too much hunger in you. I doubt you could last a week without a woman. Do you keep a strumpet at Mandara to service you? I know that—” She broke off as she felt the sharp edge of his teeth on her palm exerting just enough pressure to send a thrill of lust, not pain, through her.

		Lion’s large hand reached up to caress her throat. “Does it matter that there are other women?” His fingers gently stroked the hollow where her heart was pounding wildly. “Why? I never ask you how many men you service when I’m not here.” He pulled down the square neckline of her gown to bare her breasts, one callused palm moving to the left. He spread his fingers over her breast and watched the nipple tauten in response. “It’s what we are together that concerns me.” He leaned forward and his lips closed on her now distended nipple, and she felt his warm tongue tease and caress the distended tip.

		“Lion …” She swayed toward him, her fingers tangling in his hair. “I could come with you to Mandara.”

		His head quickly lifted and his eyes became shuttered. “No.”

		How stupid to make such an offer. It had tumbled out before she’d thought it through, and, she knew, it was generated by sheer jealousy of those other women in his life. Lion would never take her to Mandara. He would not even talk to her about his life away from her. “I was only joking,” she said quickly, rubbing her swollen breast teasingly against his lips. “Why should I give up my fine life here in Florence? I have everything I want. Money, beautiful jewels, and one man is much like another.”

		“True.” Lion’s tension eased. “But there’s only one Giulia,” he said lightly. “Giulia, the divine.” He stood up and pulled her toward the bed across the room. “Giulia, the generous.”

		She could see the hunger growing in him, his manhood pressing hard and bold against the material of his hose. Lust speared through her. “Generous?”

		“I’m in the mood to test your kindness tonight.” He smiled as he sat down on the bed, spread his legs, and pulled her down on her knees before him. He took her palm and brought it to his lips before lowering it to cover his rigid manhood. “And you are going to be generous to me tonight, aren’t you, cara?”

		Tonight, tomorrow, for a few days. It would never be more than that with Lion. But what did it matter? Her hand moved slowly, teasingly on his body as she gazed up at him through her long lashes. He was aroused, hurting, feeling with an intensity that made her heady with power. She was filled with breathless excitement. Lion would be wild, strong and lustful as a satyr, insatiable as he always was when aroused. More. “Yes,” she whispered. “I’m going to be very generous, amo mio.”

		“You don’t seem to understand, my enchanting Sanchia,” Caprino said mildly. “You have no choice. You will go to the piazza and relieve the gentleman of his purse. Then you’ll bring the purse to me and I’ll see that you’re suitably rewarded. You will do this or you will never lift another purse in Florence ever again.”

		“Why me?” Sanchia asked fiercely. “I told you earlier today that I didn’t want—”

		“This is a special task.”

		“It’s too soon. I can’t—” She broke off as she realized her voice was rising. She cast an anxious glance at the door of the shop set in the alcove behind her. Giovanni mustn’t know she was out here with Caprino. It was only because Giovanni had started on his third jug of wine of the evening and was unlikely to notice her absence that she had dared to slip out when Caprino had appeared a few minutes before. “You know I can’t leave the shop in the middle of the day. Giovanni will ask questions.”

		“And you will lie.” Caprino shrugged. “It’s not as if you haven’t lied to him before.”

		“Not often.” Lies were sometimes necessary to survive, but Sanchia had found that an occasional lie surrounded by the truth was much more likely to be believed. “And not unless it was important.”

		“But this is important. It was you who came to me three years ago and asked to be trained. Out of the goodness of my heart I made you one of the finest thieves in all of Florence and what did I ask in return? Nothing.”

		“Two thirds of every purse I stole is far from nothing.”

		“I could have asked for all but a few ducats.”

		And gotten it, Sanchia thought wearily. She would have had no choice but to give in to his demands. Caprino got his share or there were no thefts, whoring, or killings in Florence. “I’ve never tried to cheat you of your share, Caprino.”

		“I know. Such a virtuous child. It warms my heart.” He took a step closer. “How are your three little friends? I hear Bartolomeo is becoming quite as skilled as you as Giovanni’s helper in the shop. How old is he now?”

		“Ten,” she said warily.

		“And Elizabet? I saw her a few days ago. Such a lovely maid, all golden hair and soft pale skin. She must be fifteen by now.”

		Sanchia stiffened. “Fourteen.”

		“Old enough,” Caprino said. “When are you going to send her to me? There are easier ways for a pretty pullet to make her way in the world than the one you’ve chosen for her.”

		Sanchia’s initial surge of panic was quickly washed away by anger. “Stay away from her, Caprino.”

		“Ah, now that’s what I like to see. A little fire.” He studied Sanchia objectively. “You’re really not bad-looking. A little color in your cheeks and a few pounds on those skinny bones, and I might be able to use you too.” He brought his lace-trimmed kerchief to his nose with a moue of distaste. “After a dozen scented baths and a thorough perfuming.”

		“You do use me.” Her lashes lowered to veil her eyes. “I steal for you.”

		“Only enough to feed that brood you hold so dear.”

		“It will have to satisfy you.”

		“But I’m never satisfied. I’m a very greedy man. Haven’t you realized that yet, Sanchia?” He smiled faintly. “Give me Elizabet and I’ll share the ducats I get for her. I might even be able to persuade Giulia Marzo to take her. Your Elizabet could become the courtesan of a rich and powerful lord. Fine food, pretty gowns—”

		“No!” Sanchia saw the frown forming on Caprino’s face and instantly began to placate him. “Not yet. Perhaps in another year.”

		“Why not now?” Caprino’s voice lowered to a silky threat. “I’m desolate you’re not returning the kindness I’ve shown to you. Ingratitude make me very unhappy. First you refuse to do me a small favor in the piazza tomorrow, and now you’re hoarding that sweet child from me and telling me—”

		“I’ll steal the purse,” Sanchia interrupted. Then, as she saw the flicker of satisfaction on Caprino’s face, she realized with frustration that he’d gotten exactly what he wanted from her. He had used the threat to Elizabet to force Sanchia to steal again. Why had she expected anything else? Caprino always got what he wanted through guile or cunning or force. Still, it had been only a threat this time, she thought with relief. “Why do you want that particular purse? If I see an easier—” She stopped.

		Caprino was shaking his head. “It has to be the man I point out to you. And why I want it is no concern of yours.” He turned to go. “The piazza at two. Don’t be late.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “If I don’t get that purse, I’ll have to seek … compensation. You understand, Sanchia?”

		“I understand.” A shiver ran through her as she met his gaze. “You’ll have your purse.”

		“Good. Such a sweet child.” A moment later he had faded into the darkness, and the breath Sanchia had not realized she had been holding came out in a rush.

		Dio, she had been frightened. She had known it was only a matter of time until Caprino realized Elizabet’s potential value to him. Nothing and no one escaped Caprino’s notice for long if it meant money flowing into his purse, but perhaps she had staved him off for a little while.

		She stood gazing at the darkness into which Caprino had disappeared. Something would have to be done soon about Elizabet, who was becoming too comely for Sanchia to protect. She had caught Giovanni gazing often at Elizabet of late. His eyes held the same lust he had had for Sanchia’s mother. Soon he would attempt Elizabet, if Caprino hadn’t already forced the girl into one of his brothels. One solution to Elizabet’s problem had occurred to Sanchia, but it would take more ducats than she could manage to salvage from her share of the purses she snatched for Caprino. Perhaps if she could find a way to get away from the shop more often—

		She jumped as a crash of splintering pottery sounded in the shop behind her. The sound was immediately followed by Giovanni’s loud cursing. “Sanchia! Where the devil are you?”

		She consciously braced herself and turned to open the door. “I was just getting some air. It’s so—” She gazed in horror at the disaster across the room. A pottery jug lay broken on the scribe table, and Giovanni was making futile dabs with a cloth at the rich red wine spreading on the two leaves of parchment in front of him.

		“No!” Sanchia hurried across the room to stand looking down at the first leaf. It was ruined, the ink running over the parchment. She carefully lifted it away from the one beneath. The second leaf was still legible, but the liquid had soaked through and it would also have to be recopied. “You’ve ruined it.”

		“You can fix it,” Giovanni mumbled, shaking his shaggy graying head. “I don’t have to deliver the work until noon tomorrow.” He turned and walked unsteadily toward the room at the back of the shop. “Sleepy … You can fix it.”

		Yes, she could fix it, Sanchia thought in weary exasperation, but it would take all night and most of tomorrow. Thank the saints Bartolomeo had put the rest of the folio neatly away in the cabinet as soon as he had finished setting the type for each leaf, or this accident could have been a true catastrophe. He had only left these last two leaves out to have them in readiness to set the type early tomorrow morning. Though this disaster was certainly bad enough. Messer Rudolfo was a scholar as well as a merchant, and he would have been furious to have his original Convivio destroyed. He might have yielded to the current fashion of having copies of books in his library printed on the modern marvel of a printing press, but he still had a fondness for the beauty of the originals as well as a merchant’s appreciation for their intrinsic worth. She would have not only to replace Rudolfo’s original leaves with two of equally fine script but to start setting the type herself tonight. She and Bartolomeo had judged it would take both of them working at high speed from the first light of dawn tomorrow to print those last two leaves and finish on time. Now that Bartolomeo would be forced to do the printing alone while she did the hand copying, some of the typesetting must be done tonight.

		“I’ll clean off the table.”

		Sanchia turned to see Piero at the door leading to the small storage room. He was rubbing his eyes with the backs of his hands and looked endearingly tousled and warm, even younger than his six years. She felt a rush of affection and suddenly the world didn’t seem such a grim place. Life had its ugly patches but it wasn’t all ugly. There were children like Piero and beautiful words on parchment and probably hundreds of other wonderful things she couldn’t recall or still had to learn about. “Go back to your pallet,” she said gently. “I can do this myself.”

		He shook his head as he came over to the table and began to clean up the shards of pottery. His small, sturdy body was swaying a little and he was almost asleep on his feet, she thought tenderly. Yet she knew he would stubbornly continue to try to help her. Yes, there were many wonderful things that men like Caprino and Giovanni couldn’t besmirch, and companionship and love were two of them.

		“I’ll get Bartolomeo up.” Piero carried the pottery shards to the big straw basket across the room. “He can set the type.”

		Sanchia shook her head. “Bartolomeo went to sleep only an hour ago.”

		“You haven’t slept at all,” Piero answered. “I’ll get Bartolomeo up.” He disappeared into the room where the four of them slept.

		A moment later Sanchia heard the grumbling protests of a very sleepy Bartolomeo and then Piero’s determined voice. “No, I won’t let you go back to sleep. Sanchia needs us.”

		Sanchia smiled. Young as he was, Piero could never be deterred once he had decided something must be done. Her smile faded when she remembered it was only his stubbornness that had kept him alive when his mother had abandoned him to the streets and gone into one of Caprino’s brothels. Piero had been like a fierce young animal for weeks after Sanchia had found him in an alley off the Piazza della Signoria two years before.

		Bartolomeo was yawning as he appeared in the doorway. “Sanchia, I don’t—” He stopped, suddenly awake, and shouted, “Dio! Can you save anything?”

		Sanchia shook her head. “They’ll both have to be recopied.”

		Bartolomeo glowered at the door leading to the room where Giovanni lay snoring. “It’s the third time this month. Soon no one will come to him. Messer Arcolo does much better work and doesn’t drink like a swilling pig.” His gaze went with possessive pride to the printing press crouching like a giant wooden grasshopper across the room. “Giovanni doesn’t deserve such a fine instrument. It’s wasted on him.”

		“But not on you,” Sanchia said affectionately. “I don’t know if you are mother to that press or it is mother to you.”

		Piero was tugging at Bartolomeo’s wool shirt. “Set the type.”

		“Dio, give me a minute.” Bartolomeo frowned down at Piero. “Will you at least let me wash the sleep from my eyes?”

		Piero shook his head. “Sanchia needs you. She’s tired and wants to go to bed.”

		Sanchia made a face. “There’ll be no sleep for me tonight.” She handed Bartolomeo the leaf that could still be read. “If you can get this now, I’ll try to have the other leaf recopied by morning.”

		Bartolomeo nodded briskly as he glanced down at the page. His drowsiness had completely vanished, and Sanchia could see the familiar eagerness light his face as he imagined changing the elegant script to his beloved block print. “I can do it.” His tone was already abstracted as he crossed the room. “It will only take …” He trailed off as his fingers began sorting through the letter blocks.

		Piero finished cleaning off the table and then began moving about the room putting things in order.

		Sanchia went to the cabinet, drew out a leaf of Giovanni’s finest parchment, crossed back to the scribe table, and seated herself. She glanced at the ruined document and quickly set it aside. No help there; the letters had run together until they were completely indistinguishable. Thank the saints she had read the entire work earlier in the week, as she almost always did when Giovanni received a new commission. It was the third Convivio the print shop had copied this year, but there were several tiny differences she had noted in this version. Rudolfo’s folio had been obtained from the monks of a Franciscan monastery, and the holy man who had copied Dante’s work had arrogantly deleted a number of sentences and added others. It would be futile to hope that a scholar like Messer Rudolfo had not pored over these leaves until he had memorized them to the last stroke of the pen.

		Piero dropped onto the floor beside her chair and leaned his head against her knee. She absently stroked his fair hair as she tried to clear her mind of weariness.

		She felt a sudden rush of panic. What if she couldn’t do it this time? What if she couldn’t remember? She took a deep breath and tried to steady herself. There was no reason why she shouldn’t remember. Since she was a small child she had been able to remember everything she had seen down to the tiniest detail. Surely she hadn’t lost the ability now that she needed it so desperately. God was not always kind, but he couldn’t be so cruel as to take away this gift.

		She closed her eyes and tried to relax, willing memory to return to her.

		And it did!

		The leaf was suddenly before her with all its willful inaccuracies. Sweet Mary be praised, Sanchia thought with relief.

		Her lids flicked open and she quickly reached for the quill.

	
		Two

		You’re late.” Caprino jerked Sanchia into the shadows of the arcade surrounding the piazza. “I told you two o’clock.”

		“It couldn’t be helped,” Sanchia said breathlessly. “There was an accident … and we didn’t get finished until an hour … ago … and then I had to wait until Giovanni left to take the—”

		Caprino silenced the flow of words with an impatient motion of his hand. “There he is.” He nodded across the crowded piazza. “The big man in the wine-colored velvet cape listening to the storyteller.”

		Sanchia’s gaze followed Caprino’s to the man standing in front of the platform. He was more than big, he was a giant, she thought gloomily. The careless arrogance in the man’s stance bespoke perfect confidence in his ability to deal with any circumstances and, if he caught her, he’d probably use his strong hands to crush her head like a walnut. Well, she was too tired to worry about that right now. It had been over thirty hours since she had slept. Perhaps it was just as well she was almost too exhausted to care what happened to her. Fear must not make her as clumsy as she had been yesterday. She was at least glad the giant appeared able to afford to lose a few ducats. The richness of his clothing indicated he must either be a great lord or a prosperous merchant.

		“Go.” Caprino gave her a little push out onto the piazza. “Now.”

		She pulled her shawl over her head to shadow her face and hurried toward the platform where Luca Brezal was telling his story, accompanying himself on the lyre. She had heard Luca many times before and didn’t consider him overly talented. She wished the storyteller were Pico Fallone. Pico could hold an audience spellbound and would have made it much easier for her to ease close enough to snatch the giant’s purse.

		A drop of rain struck her face, and she glanced up at the suddenly dark skies. Not yet, she thought with exasperation. If it started to rain in earnest the people crowding the piazza would run for shelter and she would have to follow the velvet-clad giant until he put himself into a situation that allowed her to make the snatch.

		Another drop splashed her hand, and her anxious gaze flew to the giant. His attention was still fixed on the storyteller, but only the saints knew how long he would remain. Her pace quickened as she flowed like a shadow into the crowd surrounding the platform.

		—

		Garlic, Lion thought, as the odor assaulted his nostrils. Garlic, spoiled fish, and some other stench that smelled even fouler. He glanced around the crowd trying to identify the source of the smell. The people surrounding the platform were the same ones he had studied moments before, trying to search out Caprino’s thief. The only new arrival was a thin woman dressed in a shabby gray gown, an equally ragged woolen shawl covering her head. She moved away from the edge of the crowd and started to hurry across the piazza. The stench faded with her departure and Lion drew a deep breath. Dio, luck was with him in this, at least. He was not at all pleased at being forced to stand in the rain waiting for Caprino to produce his master thief.

		“It’s done,” Lorenzo muttered, suddenly at Lion’s side. He had been watching from the far side of the crowd. Now he said more loudly, “As sweet a snatch as I’ve ever seen.”

		“What?” Frowning, Lion gazed at him. “There was no—” He broke off as he glanced down at his belt. The pouch was gone; only the severed cords remained in his belt. “Sweet Jesus.” His gaze flew around the piazza. “Who?”

		“The sweet madonna who looked like a beggarmaid and smelled like a decaying corpse.” Lorenzo nodded toward the arched arcade. “She disappeared behind that column, and I’ll wager you’ll find Caprino lurking there with her, counting your ducats.”

		Lion started toward the column. “A woman,” he murmured. “I didn’t expect a woman. How good is she?”

		Lorenzo fell into step with him. “Very good.”

		“A woman … offers interesting possibilities. The guards at the Palazzo wouldn’t be expecting a female.”

		“Especially not when the woman smells like spoiled trout. I doubt if even a fishmonger would find her alluring.”

		“That problem seems easy enough to sol—” Lion broke off as Caprino stepped from behind the column and started toward them.

		A smug smile on his lips, Caprino held up Lion’s purse. “You are satisfied? A lift as graceful as the steps of a pavane.”

		“Where’s the woman?” Lion squinted into the shadowed arcade.

		“Gone. I let Sanchia go back to the shop until I learned your decision. There was no point to involving her further, if you found a woman unsuitable for your purpose.”

		“She may be adequate,” Lion said slowly. “If she proves pliable.”

		Caprino’s lids lowered to veil the sudden glitter in his eyes. “A woman you can own is always pliable. Did you think I’d forgotten your second requirement? Sanchia is a slave as her mother was before her. You can buy her and command her to do whatever you wish her to do.” He smiled faintly. “And she would never dare betray you by running back to tell me or anyone else of your concerns.”

		“A slave,” Lion repeated. Slavery was not allowed in his own city-state of Mandara, but there were many slaves in other parts of Italy brought from Turkey, Spain, and the Balkans. “In your service?”

		Caprino shook his head. “She belongs to Giovanni Ballano who owns a print shop on the Via Calimala.”

		“Who sends her out to steal for him?”

		Caprino shook his head. “He doesn’t know about it. Giovanni is a drunkard and a fool who will soon lose his shop and everything he owns. He needs Sanchia’s help, but hand him a jug of good wine and a few ducats and he’ll be persuaded to give her up to you.”

		“More gold?” Lion asked dryly. “This thief is costing me dearly.”

		“I found what you wanted,” Caprino protested. “You can’t expect me to impoverish myself by buying her for you.” A thoughtful frown suddenly wrinkled his brow. “However, out of the goodness of my heart, I’ll return half of this purse to you if you decide to buy Sanchia.”

		Lion’s gaze narrowed. “Indeed? Now why is it you’re so eager for me to accept your little slave girl?”

		“It suits me to have her removed from Florence. I have my secrets also, my lord. Is it agreed?”

		Lion gazed at him for a long moment before nodding slowly. “If Ballano can be persuaded to sell her, I’ll accept your lady thief.” He took the pouch from Caprino’s hand. “Come to Giulia’s tomorrow morning, and I’ll return half the gold in the purse.”

		“You do not trust me?”

		Lion’s lips twisted in a mirthless smile. “Trust?” He turned and strode across the piazza.

		Lorenzo strolled beside him. “You’re going to see Ballano now?”

		Lion nodded. “We’ve wasted too much time. I want to be at Solinari by Thursday.”

		“You think Camari may move the statue?”

		“Who knows what that whoreson will do? He seldom does anything without a reason.”

		“He hates you,” Lorenzo observed. “To keep you from getting something you want may be reason enough.”

		“Well, he won’t succeed.” Lion’s lips tightened. “The Wind Dancer is mine, and I’ll not let anyone take what belongs to me.”

		Lorenzo stopped as they reached a table near the door of a trattoria beneath the arcade on the south side of the piazza. “I’ll wait for you here.” He dropped onto a chair at the table and drew a slim volume from beneath his cloak. “You’re being depressingly grim about this matter, and I have no interest in your petty haggling.”

		“By all means,” Lion agreed ironically. “Heaven forbid you should be bored.”

		“My thought exactly.” Lorenzo opened the book. “Though heaven gave up any interest in me a long time ago. Run along and conduct your business.”

		Lion shook his head, a faint smile on his lips. “As you command.” He turned and strode away in the direction of the Via Calimala.

		—

		The rain was falling hard when Sanchia arrived at the print shop; a worried frown marred the serene beauty of Elizabet’s face as she met Sanchia at the door. “Giovanni isn’t back yet.” She pulled Sanchia into the shop. “You’re soaked. You’re sure to catch a chill. Come and have some wine to warm you.”

		Sanchia shook her head. “Not now. I have to sleep.” She moved heavily across the shop to the storage room and sank to her knees on her pallet. Sighing with weariness, she stretched out and pulled the worn quilt up to cover her chin. “Wake me when Giovanni comes back. Where are Piero and Bartolomeo?”

		“Giovanni sent them to the wine shop to get a fresh jug for him.” Elizabet leaned down to tuck the quilt more closely around Sanchia’s thin body. “Sleep. I’ll try to keep Giovanni from waking you.”

		Sanchia’s lids felt as if they were weighted, and she could hold them open no longer. She had to sleep, if only for a little while. It probably would be for a mere few precious moments. She knew Elizabet would try to protect her, but the girl was too gentle-natured and free from guile to keep Giovanni from doing anything he wanted to do. If Messer Rudolfo was pleased with their work, Giovanni would quite likely bring back another commission and want them to start on it at once.

		And Messer Rudolfo would be pleased, she thought with a glimmer of pride. She and Bartolomeo had done excellent work on the Convivio. Really excellent work …

		“No, you can’t wake her! What do you want with Sanchia?” The note of panic in Elizabet’s voice pierced the heavy clouds of sleep beginning to surround Sanchia. Something was wrong, she thought drowsily. She had to force her eyes open. No, it was too difficult. Finally, she managed to awaken herself enough to stare sleepily at the man standing in the doorway.

		Brilliant dark eyes looked at her from a face as stone hard as the statue of Lorenzo de’Medici in the piazza. Piazza! Shock cleared the last vestiges of sleep from her mind. This was the man in the piazza!

		She sat bolt upright, her heart pounding wildly as she gazed up at him. The giant’s massive body completely filled the doorway, and the tiny storeroom seemed to grow smaller by the second as if he were draining it of dimension in some magical way. Like Zeus drawing power from the heavens to loose his thunderbolts, she thought dazedly.

		He smiled grimly. “I see you recognize me. It seems the theft of my purse didn’t weigh on your conscience. You were sleeping as soundly as an infant in its mother’s arms. Do you always nap after your thefts?”

		Elizabet, somewhere beyond the giant’s broad shoulders, gasped. Sanchia was too frightened to gasp, too frightened to speak, to frightened to do anything but stare at him.

		He frowned. “Answer me.”

		“I don’t …” She stopped and swallowed hard. “Are you going to imprison me?”

		“Isn’t that what should happen to thieves?”

		Elizabet sobbed brokenly. “Sanchia, I told him not to come in. I told him …”

		The man was ignoring Elizabet, his gaze fixed intently on Sanchia’s face. “Isn’t the Stinche where you belong?” he repeated.

		“Yes, that’s where thieves belong.” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “But I no longer have your purse, and if you imprison me, you’ll never get your gold back. They’ll just cut off my hands and—” She had to stop as terror dried her throat. The bloody vision danced before her eyes and it was a moment before she could continue, “If you let me go free, I’ll find a way to pay you back. I promise, my lord.”

		“The promise of a thief.”

		“I keep my word.”

		“A thief but not a liar?”

		“I do lie,” she said honestly. “Well … only when I must. Sometimes it’s better to lie than have bad things happen to people. But I don’t break my promises.”

		“Don’t hurt her,” Elizabet sobbed. “Please don’t hurt her.”

		“Stop weeping,” he said impatiently over his shoulder. “She’s the one who should be crying.”

		“Sanchia never cries,” Elizabet said.

		“Sanchia what?” He turned back to Sanchia. “What’s your full name?”

		“Just Sanchia.” She moistened her lips with her tongue. “I have no other.”

		He bowed mockingly. “Lionello Andreas, my illustrious lady thief. I think we’re destined to become very well acquainted. Stand up and let me look at you.”

		She scrambled to her feet, hugging her shawl close to her body to try to stop the shivering that attacked every limb.

		“Come here.”

		She took one hesitant step toward him, then another.

		“Stop.” He held up his hand and grimaced distastefully. “Do you never bathe?”

		“I bathe, my lord.” Her eyes were enormous in her thin face as she gazed up at him. “Please, my lord, trust me. I’ll return the money.”

		“I trust only a very few people in this world and none of them is a thief.” His gaze ran over her. He scowled. “Dio, you’re scrawny as a starved cat. Does Ballano never feed you?”

		She stiffened. “You know Giovanni?”

		“I haven’t as yet had that pleasure. Where is he?”

		“He’ll be back soon,” Elizabet wailed. “Couldn’t you go before he returns?”

		“Elizabet …” Sanchia drew a deep breath and tried to subdue her impatience. “Why don’t you stand by the door and watch for Giovanni while I talk to his excellency?”

		“Yes, Sanchia.” Elizabet gave Andreas an uncertain glance and hurried from the room.

		“She has the brain of a chicken,” Lion said bluntly. “God, how I hate a whining woman.”

		“She’s only fourteen,” Sanchia said defensively. “And she’s not stupid. You frighten her.”

		Lion’s gaze narrowed on her face. “But not you?”

		She nodded. “Me, too.” She swallowed. “But being afraid won’t save me. As you indicated, weeping and wailing only make men angry.”

		“Has that been your experience?” he asked, his expression intent.

		“Men don’t like tears. It makes them impatient, just as it did you, my lord.” She stood very straight, gazing at him. “What can I do to keep you from taking me to prison?”

		“What would you do?” he asked curiously.

		“Anything,” she whispered. “I can’t leave them. They have no one but me.”

		“Who are ‘they’?” His words were abstracted as his gaze ran over her. By the saints, the woman truly looked the scrawny feline he had named her, he thought with a flash of unreasonable irritation. Sanchia appeared to be little older than the sobbing child across the room; she was as tiny and fine-boned as a kitten. Her triangular face was oddly catlike, too, with its high cheekbones, olive skin, and slightly slanted eyes. Those eyes were strange—gold-amber in color and utterly appealing, even filled with terror as they were now. Her chestnut-colored hair looked as if it had been carelessly chopped and hacked until it was even shorter than his page Nicolo’s. Now it was so rain dampened it clung in sodden curls about her thin face. “Who are you so concerned about?”

		“Piero and Bartolomeo and Eliza—”

		“He’s coming,” Elizabet cried frantically. “Sanchia, do something.”

		Sanchia paled. “Please go away. I beg you, my lord.”

		“You’re afraid of this Giovanni?”

		“Not for myself. He needs me, so he’ll probably only beat me. But if he becomes very angry, he may decide to send them all away and he mustn’t do that. I couldn’t—”

		“A thousand apologies for keeping you waiting, my lord.” It was Giovanni’s voice booming from the doorway. “How may I serve you?”

		Sanchia held her breath, her gaze clinging to Lion’s in desperation. She could detect no softening of his expression, only that strange, searching appraisal.

		Then Andreas abruptly turned away from her to face Giovanni. “Signor Ballano, I am Lionello Andreas, and I’ve come to make you an offer.”

		“A commission?” Giovanni brushed by Elizabet and entered the shop. “I copy by hand or print. My work is known throughout Florence.” Giovanni waved a hand at the printing press across the room. “It’s the best machine in all Italy and I—”

		“I want nothing copied,” Lion interrupted. “I need a servant, and I heard you have a slave that may meet my requirements.” He stepped aside and indicated Sanchia standing in shocked immobility behind him. “I’ll give you twenty-five ducats for her.”

		“Sanchia?” Giovanni’s bloodshot eyes widened in surprise. “You want to buy Sanchia?”

		“Why not? She’s young and appears strong and healthy. She has many years of service left in her. That’s why I’m willing to make so generous an offer. You should be able to replace her with no trouble.”

		“Twenty-five ducats,” Giovanni repeated. He shook his head, trying to comprehend. “For Sanchia?”

		“Is it a bargain?” Lion asked. “Do you have her papers?”

		“In my chest in the other room. A bill of sale for the mother and her.” Suddenly Giovanni’s bewildered expression was replaced by craftiness. “It’s not enough. How would I conduct my business? I’ve spent many years teaching her the skills of copying and running the press. Now you
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