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18th December 1576

Venice, as every traveller knows, is a city of secrets. And wherever there are secrets, there are those who make it their business to root them out, for profit or revenge – or perhaps simply because the lure of the hidden is impossible to resist. On every street corner, stone faces of lions or carnival masks carved into the walls offer gaping mouths through which loyal Venetians are encouraged to post anonymous letters denouncing their neighbours for any misdemeanour: selling short weight, lustful glances in church, right up to the capital offences of treason, heresy or murder.

When I disembarked at the Piazza San Marco that foggy December night of 1576, I was twenty-eight years old and carrying enough secrets to land me straight in the pozzi, those notorious prison cells deep beneath the Doge’s palace. It was never my intention to embroil myself in a murder – God knows I was trying to keep my head down – but I had a habit back then of attracting trouble the way a magnet draws iron. In that respect, not much has changed.

Two vast columns loomed out of the mist as we docked, their summits wreathed in vapour. Between them I made out the silhouette of a gallows, a corpse swinging from it upside down, suspended by one foot. The smell of decay reached me a moment later, mingled with the dark odour of the lagoon waters.

‘What was his crime?’ I asked the boatman as I gathered my bags, gesturing with my head to the grotesque figure.

The man cracked a smile, brown teeth jutting at unlikely angles. ‘He talked too much. Take it as a warning and watch your mouth in this city, young Neapolitan.’

I nodded and quit the boat so hurriedly that I almost lost my footing on the slippery dock. I could hear the boatman’s laughter as I pulled my hood closer around my face and walked away, troubled by the fact that he had recognised my accent so easily. I reminded myself that no one knew me here, but I could not forget that the Inquisition had eyes everywhere.

I took lodgings in Frezzaria, to the west of San Marco, under the name I had been using since I was obliged to flee the convent of San Domenico Maggiore ten months earlier. The room was clean enough – certainly I had slept in worse beds in my time on the run – and the landlord asked no questions about my business in Venice, or where I had come from. Travellers from all ends of the earth fetched up in the lagoon city, I had been told, and you could usefully lose yourself in its maze of waterways and back streets if you so desired. At the same time, it was a city of watchers; you never knew who might have an interest in your affairs, and that could not be taken lightly by an excommunicated Dominican friar who was wanted by the Holy Office. It was not impossible that, even here, there might be those who had heard the name Giordano Bruno and the rumours that trailed in its wake. Another part of myself that I would have to keep hidden, until I had a better idea of who – if anyone – might be my friend in Venice.

I checked the letter sewn into the lining of my doublet, and slept, as I always did now, with a knife under my pillow.

The next morning I wound the short distance through foggy streets to the Campo San Paternian and presented myself at the print shop of the Aldine Press. An officious man in his late thirties, stocky and balding, squinted at me from small, suspicious eyes and told me Signor Manuzio was not available; I saw him take in my travel-worn clothes and unkempt beard and conclude – correctly – that I was not in a position to buy any of the sumptuous volumes displayed in the cabinets around the shop, though my fingers itched to turn their pages. I replied that I carried a letter from Signor Giambattista della Porta of Naples, with instructions to put it directly into the hands of Signor Manuzio, and I would not leave without fulfilling my commission. It was gratifying to see how the man’s eyes widened at the mention of my mentor’s name; Porta’s books on natural magic and cryptography had sold across Europe in multiple editions and translations. They may have seen him hauled up before the Father Inquisitor in Naples, but their success commanded instant respect from anyone in the publishing trade.

‘Your name?’ the balding man demanded.

‘Filippo.’ But I had hesitated the space of a breath, enough for him to notice. His eyes narrowed to pinholes.

‘Wait here,’ he said, disappearing into the back of the shop. I passed the time examining the titles on display: the majority Greek and Latin classics published in the small octavo format. I knew that the Aldine Press, founded in the last century, had pioneered the idea of these libelli portatiles, books that could be carried by a scholar in his bag rather than having to go to the great chained volumes held in libraries or private collections, which could only be read by appointment. Even these portable editions were far beyond my means in my current situation, but as I peered through the glass at a copy of Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, I determined that one day soon I would be in a position to buy it.

The man returned and gestured for me to follow him. We crossed a small courtyard behind the shop and approached a larger building at the back that announced itself as the printworks by the clack and thump of the press from within. As we entered, a clean-shaven young man of around my own age crossed the floor to us, wiping his hands on his overall. His shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow and his fingers black with ink; he pushed a fringe of dark curls off his face with the back of his hand. I tried to suppress my impatience; I had no time for explaining to apprentices and assistants why I would not be satisfied until I had an audience with the proprietor himself.

The young man sized me up and smiled, though his eyes remained wary. His hair stuck to his neck with sweat from the effort of working the press, whose vast frame dominated the workshop behind us. ‘Nico says you bring word for Signor Manuzio from the illustrious Giambattista della Porta?’

‘Look, with respect,’ I said, though I would have liked to push him out of the way, ‘I have instructions to deal only with Signor Manuzio himself. Please take me to him.’

He tilted his head and appeared to consider this. ‘I could, but first – what proof can you offer that you come from Porta? You seem an unlikely messenger for a Neapolitan noble. With respect, you look like a vagabond. When did you arrive in Venice?’

‘Last night. I came by boat up the Po from Piacenza.’

‘How do you know Porta?’ he demanded.

I was losing patience with this upstart, who evidently believed himself to be the big man in the workshop, and was toying with me to prove his own importance in front of the apprentice, a skinny red-haired boy of sixteen or so who had taken over the pulling of the press’s great handle, while clearly following our conversation with snatched glances. Two other men were stationed at the back of the workshop, compositors, setting type in trays; they kept their eyes on their work, but I could feel them listening. I realised I would not achieve anything by squaring up to the dark-haired man before I had secured an audience with Manuzio, who was my only point of contact in Venice.

‘Porta is my …’ I hesitated. What was the right answer? Not my patron, exactly, though he had helped me with gifts of money on occasion, since I became a fugitive – naturally he had sent these in secret. My mentor? It was certainly true that he had undertaken my education in matters beyond the remit of the Dominican order and opened my eyes to a world of knowledge when I was a young friar of barely twenty, chafing against the strictures of the Church’s teachings on the cosmos, but to say so would implicate Porta in the charges of heresy against me. ‘He is my friend,’ I said, finally.

The young man lifted an eyebrow.

‘And this letter?’

‘It’s for Signor Manuzio only. As I said.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘You haven’t read it?’

‘Of course not.’ I was affronted; I heard the mockery in his tone. I could have read the letter, if I’d chosen to; I was skilled enough at breaking seals by now that Signor Manuzio was unlikely to have noticed any tampering, but that would have felt like a betrayal of Porta. He had promised to recommend me to the publisher, and though I was curious to know what he had said of me, I preferred to honour his trust.

‘Show me, then.’ The young man took a step closer, holding out his open palm.

‘Perhaps you didn’t hear me just now,’ I said coldly.

‘Oh, come now. At least let me see the seal. You could be anyone, walking in here straight off the boat – you could be a spy, sent to entrap Signor Manuzio, to trick him into saying something unguarded.’

I frowned, puzzled. ‘Who would I be spying for?’

He let out a dry laugh. ‘Well, that’s the question. No one ever knows, in this town. And Signor Manuzio – well, he’s very credulous. Unworldly, you might say. Always ready to think the best of people, and a man with such a generous nature is a magnet for fraudsters and those with malicious intent.’

There was a clatter at his back as the apprentice dropped a tray of type.

I stared at the dark-haired man, astonished at how freely he spoke. ‘I must say, this contradicts everything I have heard about Signor Manuzio,’ I said, with some feeling. ‘He has a reputation as a formidable scholar and writer, and a man of great courage, to have published works that the Holy Office has tried to suppress. I was led to believe he was pre-eminent among men of letters in the Venetian Republic, yet you make him sound like a simpleton. I wonder how long he would continue to employ you if he knew how you represented him.’ I had grown heated, I realised, because I had been pinning all my hopes on this Aldo Manuzio, of whom Porta spoke so highly; if he was genuinely a credulous fool, I was alone in Venice with no lifeline left.

‘True,’ the young man said, with mild regret. ‘I dare say a more useful employee than me could be found on any corner. But I must warn you’ – he held up a finger – ‘he dislikes empty flattery. If you’re saying all this because you want something from him, he will see right through you.’

‘I’m saying it because it’s what Porta said of him, and I have implicit faith in Porta’s judgement.’

He gave me a long look; eventually I withdrew the letter from my doublet and held it out. As he examined Porta’s seal, I became aware of a curious snuffling noise coming from beneath the printing press; I crouched and saw that it was the red-haired apprentice picking up the fallen letters with one hand, the knuckles of the other stuffed into his mouth, trying not to laugh.

I straightened slowly as the truth dawned and glared at the dark-haired man, who raised his eyes from the letter and gave me a smile caught somewhere between sheepish and amused.

‘Have you finished entertaining yourself at my expense?’ I said, ruffled.

He dipped his head. ‘I apologise. But you can’t blame me for being cautious – it’s quite true that any number of people would like to come here in the guise of friends and trick their way into my confidence. You’ll learn, if you stay in Venice long.’ He held out a hand to me. ‘Aldo Manuzio. The Younger, as I have been used to saying since I was a child, lest anyone confuse me with my illustrious grandfather, who gave his name to the press.’

‘I wouldn’t have expected to find you in the workshop,’ I said gruffly, to cover my embarrassment at being so easily duped.

Aldo sighed. ‘No. My father, God rest him – he used to say I should keep my hands clean now that I run the business, but if I spend too long at a desk, I grow as restless as St Vitus. I miss the heat and the noise and the smell of ink. Besides, I’m training this clumsy lump from Siena – I can’t leave him on his own or he’ll drop everything.’ He indicated the apprentice, who looked up from resetting the type and grinned, his face reddening to match his hair. ‘Ciotto, see that you triple-check those are all back in the right order. I’m taking our guest upstairs.’

‘I thought you would be older,’ I said as we crossed the courtyard, still needled that I had been made to look a fool.

‘I’m twenty-nine,’ he said, leading me up an external flight of steps to a room above the back of the shop. ‘But I’ve been running the business here in Venice since I was eighteen, when my father was called to Rome to work for His Holiness. Come in.’

I suppressed a shudder as he opened the door and ushered me through; I had once had an audience with the Pope, some seven years ago now, and he had all but accused me of witchcraft. I had been fortunate to escape the Eternal City with my life on that occasion, and I was in no hurry to return. Venice, on the other hand, had been praised to me as a more tolerant Republic, one that venerated trade and commerce, where the constant influx of people bringing their various faiths and customs from across the seas meant that new ideas and difference were more readily seen as part of the great warp and weft of life, and not things to be instantly stamped out.

Aldo showed me into a comfortable room furnished with stacks of books all around the walls and a good fire in the hearth. Beneath the far window, a copyist sat at a desk, diligently writing, face hidden by a woollen hood. At the sudden draught from the door, the writer looked up and I saw to my surprise that it was a young woman with neat features and inquisitive eyes. Strands of dark hair escaped her hood at the sides; she set her pen down and tucked them away in a gesture of modesty, watching me all the time.

Aldo motioned to me. ‘This is Filippo, he’s visiting from out of town. Chiara Giunti, my sister-in-law,’ he added, nodding to the girl. ‘Can you give us the room for a few moments?’

‘I’m pressed for time on this,’ she said, glancing at me with a mutinous expression.

‘It won’t be for long. You could go to the pasticceria on the corner and bring back some pandoro for our guest.’

‘I’m not your maidservant,’ she snapped, but there was a weary indulgence in her tone; she sighed and levered herself up, reaching for a fur-lined cloak hanging on the back of her chair. Her hands were pale and slender, a lady’s hands, except that her fingertips were stained with ink. ‘Oh, before I forget – this just came in,’ she said to Aldo, tapping a sheet of paper on the desk. Her face darkened. ‘Trial’s set for Friday. Execution the following day, if it goes as expected.’

‘So close to Christmas?’ He sucked in his cheeks. ‘Gesù Maria. I thought they’d at least wait until after the festive season.’

‘I suppose they want to make an example. Or they want to ensure no one has the time to come forward with contrary evidence.’ Chiara grimaced, pulling on a pair of fine leather gloves; as she moved out from behind the desk, I saw that she walked with a limp, and her left foot turned inward at the ankle.

‘Horse,’ she said bluntly, though I had attempted to swerve my eyes away before she caught me looking, so as not to cause her embarrassment. ‘A runaway horse trampled me when I was two years old, the bone was set badly and didn’t mend as it should. I imagine you were wondering.’

‘No, I …’ I tried to stammer an excuse, but she had stepped past me to pick up a wooden crutch leaning against the wall.

‘I’m not staying out there any longer than it takes to buy pandoro and walk back,’ she said, pointing a warning finger at her brother-in-law. ‘It’s freezing and I need to finish that report. So you’d better make your business quick.’

In a show of gallantry, I lunged for the door so that I could open it for her, but she was there ahead of me, and had it closed behind her without a backward glance.

‘I never heard of employing a woman as a secretary,’ I said, intrigued, as Aldo offered me a chair by the fire. At this, he laughed.

‘Do not let Chiara hear you say that, she’d run you through with a quill knife. She is not my secretary – she works as a novellista.’

‘What is that?’

He drew up a chair opposite. ‘You don’t have such a thing in Naples? We produce a gazeta de la novità – a weekly publication with news of events in Venice and her overseas territories.’

I shook my head. ‘What kind of news?’

‘A bit of everything. Whatever people want to read about. Politics, military affairs, money markets, corruption, criminal trials. Sometimes she discusses new books or music. Even a bit of gossip, though we have to tread carefully with that.’

‘And your sister-in-law writes it all?’ I was astonished. ‘How does she gather the information?’ Chiara seemed forthright enough to march into a garrison demanding to know about troop manoeuvres, though I couldn’t picture her meeting with much success.

‘Oh, we have people well-placed to find things out and report to us. Then Chiara crafts it into a story, with a few flourishes to keep the readers intrigued. She has a particular talent for it.’

‘But how do you know the reports are true?’

‘It’s a matter of contacts. Another thing you will learn about Venice – information is the most valuable currency one can trade. Our sources are excellent. And we reward them well.’

Privately, I thought the promise of reward made it more likely that his sources would invent stories, not less, but I only nodded. ‘And you sell this newsletter through the shop?’

‘By subscription. Our list currently includes diplomats, merchants, nobles, lawyers, churchmen, politicians – anyone with an interest in the business of the city. They trust what they read because of the reputation of the Aldine Press. Of course, many of them don’t realise it’s written by a woman, and would almost certainly cancel their subscription if they did,’ he added, looking culpable. He pointed a finger at me. ‘You see – I have taken you into my confidence without even knowing your family name.’

I hesitated. ‘It’s Savolino.’ Not entirely untrue; it had been my mother’s name before her marriage. ‘But – the authorities permit you to report on the business of the city in this way? They don’t attempt to censor it?’

He made a face. ‘It’s a balancing act, always. If we were to write anything disobliging about the Doge or the Ten, you may be sure they would crack down. As long as we are respectful, write nothing scurrilous or lewd, and express proper disdain for the enemies of the Republic, they mostly leave us alone. Here’ – he crossed the room to Chiara’s desk and picked up a pamphlet, which he handed to me – ‘you can peruse our latest edition while I see what our friend Porta has to say.’

I sat back in my chair, made drowsy by the warmth of the fire, and skimmed the news-sheet. The reports were informative, with an undercurrent of wry wit; I am ashamed to admit that I had not expected a woman to write so well. I wanted to ask Aldo more about Chiara and how she had developed this skill, but he was concentrating on Porta’s letter and I did not like to distract him, since it presumably concerned my future.

I feigned interest in an article on projected movements of the Ottoman fleet in the Adriatic, stealing glances at Aldo to try and gauge his expression, until at length he raised his head and studied me with what looked almost like appreciation.

‘You really haven’t read this?’ He tapped the letter.

‘Hand to God,’ I said, laying my palm across my heart.

‘No, Porta says here that you wouldn’t.’ He smiled, approving. ‘That’s a valuable thing, a man who can be trusted to carry correspondence without his curiosity getting the better of him. But if you had to guess at its contents?’

I took a breath and swallowed my pride. After a decade in the Dominican order I had refined the skill of governing my expressions so that no one could read my thoughts from my face – a particular necessity for someone who has writings and ideas he needs to hide from his sharp-eyed brothers-in-Christ – but now I could feel a tell-tale colour rising in my cheeks. ‘I imagine he is asking you to give me a job,’ I said.

Porta had told me that Aldo Manuzio would know how to make use of me, and enclosed the sealed letter of recommendation. Though I would rather be writing books than selling them, I could not afford to be picky – God knows I had done far worse things for money on my journey north from Naples, including teaching rich men’s children – and I reasoned that if Aldo would grant me the opportunity to work for him, it might bring me into contact with other men of letters in Venice. Besides, I had brought with me a manuscript I had been working on during these past ten months on the road, that I hoped I might persuade him to consider.

He looked at me curiously, and then burst into laughter. ‘What, in the shop?’

‘I could do it,’ I said, put out. ‘I know plenty about books, and I could quickly pick up the trade.’

‘Oh, I don’t doubt your capability,’ he said, clapping me on the shoulder. ‘But Porta aims higher for you. Wait a moment.’ He crossed to Chiara’s desk and took a fresh sheet of paper, dipped the quill in ink and began to scribble a hasty note. When he had finished, he sanded it and folded Porta’s letter inside before sealing the whole. ‘Here.’ He handed it to me. On the outside of the paper he had written merely a letter ‘M’. ‘Stay and take some refreshment with us when Chiara returns, and then I will have Ciotto show you where you need to go.’

‘And you can’t tell me more than that?’ A flicker of fear tightened my gut; could it be a trap? Who was M? Porta I trusted with my life – we knew too many of one another’s secrets, and besides, he was a man of honour – but should I trust this printer just because Porta had known his father?

‘Not yet,’ he said, giving me a cryptic smile. I had the sense that he was enjoying the diversion. ‘I am merely the intermediary. Porta mentions that you were a member of his secret academy. The youngest ever admitted.’

I stared at him. If Porta had indeed committed that information to paper, he must have had a great deal of faith in Aldo; the Academy of Secrets had been investigated more than once by the authorities in Naples, and Porta himself questioned multiple times by the Inquisition. His illustrious family name and the patronage of a Roman cardinal weighed in his favour, but even acknowledging the academy in writing and confirming my part in it was not something Porta would have undertaken lightly.

‘There was a similar learned society in Venice when I was a youth,’ Aldo said, when I did not reply. ‘My father was a member – I begged him to put my name forward to them when I came of age, but it was shut down by the authorities more than a decade ago and no one has dared resurrect it since.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, the usual reasons. The Church is threatened by scientific enquiry, and the Ten will not enter into open conflict with the Church – their relationship is too delicate for that.’

I absorbed this, fearing that perhaps Venice was not so free of the Inquisition’s cold grasp as I had wanted to believe. ‘What else did Porta say?’

Aldo grinned. ‘He said that you had had to leave Naples in a hurry, and that you were not travelling under your own name. Don’t worry – he did not divulge the details of your hasty departure, except to say that it was to do with forbidden books, and that I should ask you myself, as it’s a good tale. And you should know that anything to do with banned books immediately piques my interest.’ His eyes glittered. ‘Under my grandfather, the Aldine Press published a good number of classical works whose titles appear on the Inquisition’s Index of Forbidden Books.’

‘And, do you still …?’

He inclined his head. ‘We are subject to frequent impromptu inspections and searches, so we are extremely careful these days. You will find nothing in the shop or the print-house to give offence. But if there was a particular book that someone wished to read, such things can always be produced.’

He met my eye with a clear gaze as he said this, and I understood that he had given me the gift of a confidence to allay my earlier suspicion.

‘My name is Giordano Bruno,’ I said, by way of reciprocation. ‘I was a Dominican friar in Naples. They caught me reading Erasmus in the privy.’

He let out a bark of laughter. ‘Excellent. Which book?’

‘The Colloquies.’

‘Inflammatory stuff. How did they catch you?’

‘One of the brothers, who was not an admirer of mine, took an unseemly interest in how much time I spent there. Eventually the prior had a servant break the door down. I threw the book into the hole, but they fished it out.’

His eyes widened in horror, though he was still laughing. ‘Dio porco. Did you answer to the Inquisition?’

‘I thought it more politic to leave before that could happen.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘I understand – I have faced them myself. Well, your secrets are safe here. Porta says you are a man of prodigious talents, most particularly the art of memory?’

Porta said a great deal in that letter, I thought; enough to put me entirely at someone’s mercy if it had been stolen or intercepted. ‘It’s a subject that has preoccupied me for some years now.’

‘And me also.’ He reached out and grasped my hand as if we had reached a deal. ‘I would like to discuss it further with you – I believe there would be a readership for a new – ah, here’s Chiara.’

He pressed a finger to his lips as the door opened and his sister-in-law entered, a package wrapped in waxed paper under one arm. She moved with speed and surprising grace on her crutch; shifting her weight to her good leg, she set down her parcel and unfastened her cloak with one hand, moving to warm herself by the fire.

‘He looks pleased with himself,’ she said to Aldo, with a jerk of her head towards me, as if I were not in the room.
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