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For Jillian and Benji Stein,

along with Evan and Kristie Wells,

elves extraordinaire


In bocca al lupo. Crepi il lupo.

Into the wolf’s mouth. May the wolf die.

An old Italian idiom
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PROLOGUE

CATHEDRAL OF ST. MARY OF THE ASSUMPTION

SIENA, ITALY

MAY 9, 1512

GIULIANO DI LORENZO DE’ MEDICI KNEW THIS WAS HIS FAMILY’S LAST chance at redemption. A single attempt. That is all fate would allow. Their legacy was one of risk and reward but, of late, only failure had come their way. He was thirty‑three years old and the titular head of the ancient Medici clan, the great‑grandson of Cosimo de’ Medici, son of Lorenzo the Magnificent. Quite a pedigree. And quite the accomplishment for a third son. Since 1494 he and his entire family had lived in exile, banned from his beloved Florence, stripped of all rights and titles as punishment for his older brother’s grave political mistake.

“Piero was a fool,” Pope Julius II bellowed. “Feeble, arrogant, undisciplined. We knew him.”

An insult? For sure. But not a lie.

The Medicis had effectively ruled Florence since the start of the fifteenth century. Piero assumed the family leadership in 1492 when their father, Lorenzo, died. Two years later Charles VIII of France crossed the Alps with an army, intent on conquering the Kingdom of Naples. To get there, though, Charles had to pass through Tuscany, so he sought out Piero to both support his claim to Naples and allow his army to pass. Piero, ever the arrogant fool as the pope had just described, waited five days before responding that Florence would remain neutral in the conflict.

Which enraged Charles.

So the French invaded Tuscany.

Piero attempted to mount a resistance, but he received little support from the Florentine elite, who had no taste for war. Eventually Piero, on his own, met with Charles and acceded to every French demand, including surrendering control of key Florentine fortresses and towns. His attempts at a negotiated peace were met with outrage and the Medici were forced to flee, the family’s grand palazzo in Florence looted and burned. Piero, for all his mistakes, acquired an insulting moniker.

The Unfortunate.

To say the least.

“My brother has been dead nine years,” he calmly said to Julius. “Drowned after the Battle of Garigliano.”

“And you were but a boy at the exile, a gifted youth I am told, moving from court to court, searching for a home.”

“That is true. But now I am grown and do not intend to repeat my brother’s mistakes.”

The pope pointed a finger his way. “What you wish, is a reprieve.”

He let the insult pass and merely said, “We simply want to return to our home.”

The Medici started as farmers, from the Mugello region north of Florence, who tended their vines and oxen. The origin of the family name remained a mystery. Medici was the plural of medico, medical doctor, yet there were no healers in the lineage. Instead, they became bankers, insanely wealthy, connected to most of the other elite families—the Bardi, Altoviti, Ridolfi, Cavalcanti, and Tornabuoni—through marriages of convenience, business partnerships, or employment. They were the spoke of the wheel, the gran maestro, unofficial heads of the Florentine republic for over a hundred years.

Until Piero the Unfortunate’s mistake.

“Come closer, Medici,” Julius said, adding a wave of his arm.

The pope sat on a marble seat beneath the cathedral’s unique octagonal pulpit. Eight granite and marble columns supported sculpted scenes that narrated the life of Christ, the message one of salvation and the last judgment. Fitting for this confrontation.

Giuliano stepped forward, but stopped a comfortable distance away. He’d been advised not to approach too close. His spies had also reported that the pope, nearing seventy years old, was riddled with gout and syphilis, in constant pain. The old man’s head hung bent with exhaustion, the brow still high and wide above a large and pugnacious nose. A beard fell from the chin, a sign he’d been told of Julius’ personal mourning of his recent military loss of the city of Bologna. Beards had been forbidden by canon law for centuries but, as was common with Julius, he lived by a different set of rules.

The pope had been born near Savona in the Republic of Genoa, of the House of della Rovere, a noble but impoverished family, then educated by his uncle, a Franciscan monk. He rose to be a cardinal at age twenty‑eight thanks to his uncle, who became Pope Sixtus IV, and steadily climbed within the church through three more pontificates until finally claiming the throne of St. Peter in 1503.

A soldier in a cassock was how Julius had come to be described. Terribilità, awe inspiring, that’s what the Italians called him. One of the most dynamic personalities to ever reach the papal chair. Nothing of a priest existed about him except for the dress and name. Never much of a diplomat, always a warrior. Plain‑spoken to the point of rudeness, he belonged to a class of men who simply did not rest. Every moment, every thought was geared to a purpose. He drank, swore, was willful, coarse, bad‑tempered, and impossible to manage. Yet he was also incapable of baseness or vindictiveness and he despised informers. Everywhere he saw and sought greatness. His faults arose from his relentless candor and uncontrollable temper, both of which Giuliano had to guard against.

“Medici,” Julius said, “people are flattering us, telling us grand things, but we know better. We cannot stand on our feet for more than a few moments. Walking has become a chore. Food is revolting. The trip here today took all the energy we have, and our strength diminishes from day to day. Pain is a constant companion. We will not live much longer.”

He refused to take that bait. He knew that Julius had been near death before, the latest incident a few months back when he supposedly lay dying and the cardinals began openly plotting his succession. But the old man had rebounded thanks to that famed iron constitution. And many of those cardinals had been fired or dismissed. They learned the hard way not to assume a man of Julius’ power and strength would die easily. Better to wait until the body was cold and in the ground. But for what Giuliano had in mind for the Medici family, he needed Julius alive, strong, and feared.

“Did you travel here from Urbino or Venice?” the pope asked.

“Venice, Holiness.”

“But that is not your home.”

“It is where most of my family is centered. I wished to consult with them.”

“How is your leader, the doge?”

“He is well. He sends his regards.”

Julius chuckled. “We doubt that. Instead, he surely wishes us to be dead and gone.”

He stayed silent, because the observation was correct. The pope and the Venetians were not friends.

“We have always wondered,” Julius said, “what would happen when we arrive at the gates of Heaven, finally facing St. Peter.”

Giuliano imagined that awkward scene in his brain.

Julius motioned with a wrinkled hand. “We would say to him that we have done more for the church and Christ than any pope before us. We annexed Bologna to the Holy See. We led an army and beat the Venetians. We jockeyed the Duke of Ferrara. We drove the French out of Italy, and we would have driven out the Spaniards too, if the fates had not brought us to this state of physical decline.”

No doubt.

“We have boxed all the princes of Europe by the ears. We have torn up treaties and kept great armies in the field. We have covered Rome with palaces. We owe nothing to our birth or youth, for we were old when we began. Nothing to popularity either, for we are hated all around. Then we would say to Peter that all this is the modest truth, and that our friends in Rome call us more god than man.”

“And hope Peter is not offended,” he added.

Julius chuckled. “To be honest, we hope he is.”

The bravado was consistent with all he knew about this forceful, ruthless, violent man who, for the past nine years, had kept Italy in war and turmoil. But Julius had also brought order to Rome and had elevated the papacy to the dominant political and military force of Italy. He had a keen eye for the arts as well, developing close friendships with Michelangelo, Bramante, and Raphael, however confrontational those relationships might have been. He’d established the Swiss Guards, commissioned a magnificent ceiling in the Sistine Chapel, founded the Vatican Museums, and begun the construction of what he wanted to be the greatest basilica in the world dedicated to St. Peter.

Amazing accomplishments.

“You know we have the same first name,” Julius said. “We were born Giuliano della Rovere. But I have not been called that in a long time. It means ‘youthful.’ We still think of ourselves as youthful.”

“Death seems not to favor you,” Giuliano said.

A smirk came to the thin lips. “There was a time, Medici, when we rode our horse right up the Lateran stairs and tethered him to our bedroom door. We were a rock. We knew no fear or irresolution. Difficulties only roused us to work harder. We think it all consistent with our family crest. An unbending oak.”

They were alone, inside Siena’s grand cathedral. A favorite of Julius’, if his spies were to be believed. His brother, a cardinal, and his cousin, a priest, were close with Julius. So he’d utilized both as intermediaries to request an audience. He’d expected an unequivocal no— after all, the Medicis had been persona non grata for a long time. No one wanted to be seen or associated with the family. Anyone caught scheming with them would be punished by death, and one man had lost his head. So he’d been surprised when the pope had accepted the offer to talk. But not in Rome. Instead, a neutral site.

Siena.

Which had made him wonder. What did this man want?

“We are aware,” the pope said, “of your admirable character, your generosity and sympathetic nature. We are told that you oppose violence and cherish honesty. You are a fair and capable man. But you are the third son. The firstborn is dead. The second a cardinal. So it fell to you to head your family. That is a rare opportunity.”

He agreed.

“We also are aware of your ambition. You want back what Piero the Unfortunate lost.”

He’d been instructed to be direct. “I also want the Spanish gone from Florentine territory.”

“Agreed. Now we will tell you what we want.”

Giuliano waited.

“Money.”

The request was not unexpected.

The church had long been corrupted by gold and silver.

“Though we have been careful with our household,” Julius said, “mindful of our resources, when we assumed the papacy there was enormous debt thanks to our predecessor.”

That he could believe, since Alexander VI had been a degenerate who cared for nothing much besides pleasure. It was well known that the Borgia pope had drained the treasury.

“We have also financed many wars,” Julius said. “All necessary in order to expel our enemies and restore the Papal States to their glory. It is such an insult to have lost them in the first place.”

That precious territory, which had long belonged to the papacy, stretched across the Italian peninsula from the Mediterranean to the Adriatic, then north toward Venice. The holdings were a physical manifestation of the temporal power of the popes, but Alexander VI had allowed a large swath of the territory to be appropriated by Venice. In 1508 Julius personally led an army and subjugated Perugia and Bologna. Then, in 1509, he defeated Venice and restored the Papal States. Hence why the doge would wish nothing but pain and death on this pope.

“Those wars were costly,” Julius said. “But we have also supported the arts and erected grand buildings, along with being generous to the poor. Our charity has caused the treasury at Castel Sant’ Angelo to draw nearly empty. We are ashamed to say, Medici, that we have resorted to selling offices, benefices, and indulgences to raise funds. Shameful, I know, but necessary. We want, before we die, to restore the treasury.”

“Our bank no longer exists,” he pointed out. “We are not in the business of making loans.”

The Peruzzi, Scalia, Frescobaldi, and Salambini were well‑known lenders, but the Banco dei Medici had been the largest and most respected in Europe. Giuliano’s great‑grandfather Cosimo had been a master financier, using his wealth—spread across art, land, and gold—to acquire political control over Florence. But the Medici after him were not as astute. Overspending and bad management combined to send the bank to the brink. For all his political canniness, his father, Lorenzo, had been a terrible banker. Eventually bad loans and too many defaults led to bankruptcy. With his brother’s disastrous political moves and the family’s exile to Venice, some of the family assets had been seized and distributed to creditors. All of the bank’s branches throughout Europe were dissolved. But the Medicis’ vast personal wealth survived.

“Do not think us a fool,” Julius said. “True, there were great losses when your bank collapsed. But those were borne mainly by your customers, not by you. Your family escaped with its riches.”

“Our home was pillaged and burned,” he told Julius.

“But most of your art and gold had already been removed.”

This pope was remarkably well informed.

“We are aware that your wealth has grown immeasurably during the past eighteen years. Though you deflect all attention, you remain the wealthiest family in Europe.”

No sense being coy. “How much do you seek?”

“Ten million florins.”

His father had taught him the first rule of negotiating. Never reveal what is on your mind. So he did not react to the incredible sum. There were also a couple of other lessons. Never cut what you can untie. Advice passed down from Cosimo himself. Along with, Necessity does not make a good bargain. Not a muscle twitched on his face, and his eyes remained rock‑steady as he weighed his options.

The past eighteen years had been tough on Florence. The city had been nearly destroyed by corruption, misgovernment, and heavy taxation. Everything had come to a head two months ago. The papal forces, plus Spain, had met the French in Ravenna. Both sides fought hard and the French lost their commander, but the Spanish won, driving the French northward to the Alps. That’s when Julius laid siege to Florence, intent on changing its wanton ways. That army was still there. Along with the Spanish. Waiting. Outside the walls.

“Forgive me, Holiness,” he said. “But my family has not been a lender to the Mother Church for a long time. We were . . .  dismissed, in favor of another bank.”

“We are aware of such. But that was another pope’s action, not ours. True, we have a bank to handle church affairs, and it will continue to do so. What we are asking of you is something far more personal. More secretive. An arrangement only a few will know exists.”

Secrecy brought with it a multitude of problems, especially when it came to repayment. The Medici had learned long ago that kings and emperors never wanted others to know they were borrowing money, which made it easy for them to default.

“In our closing time of life we are concerned about the church’s grandeur,” Julius said. “Some call us the savior of the papacy. We rather like that description. Popes before us were corrupt, stupid, or weak. But no more do kings and emperors laugh at Rome. Now they fear us. We require you to ensure that legacy remains intact.”

“Ten million gold florins would be the largest loan ever made,” he had to say.

Julius shrugged. “It is what we require for the treasury to be restored. For your family to once again live in Florence and Tuscany. But it does not have to be all in gold. Property that can be converted to gold later would be welcomed.”

Now the main question. “What would the collateral be for such a large risk?”

“An army outside your precious Florence is not sufficient?”

“Hardly.”

“Yet you are here.”

“And you need money.”

He was pushing things.

“Our word means nothing?” Julius asked.

“No. It does not. Especially considering that your army is outside the gates of Florence. And by your own words, you are dying.”

He was not going to be bullied. He came with nothing and he could leave with nothing. If his ancestors had been equally as cautious, perhaps the family would not have found itself in its present predicament. True, this pope was stern, passionate, impatient, keen to move from one fight to another, and never happy except at war. All bad. If Julius reacted with his characteristic rage and cast him away, then so be it. Better that than losing everything. The pope was right. The family’s wealth was at an all‑time high, and he intended on keeping it that way.

The old man cast him a wiry glare. “The talk is, once we are gone, the next pope will be your brother. If such be the case, Medici, you will have direct access to the church and its treasury for any repayment.”

“Those are mere possibilities, not collateral. Also, any arrangement we might make must also include that your army, and the Spanish, immediately withdraw from Florence.”

Julius shrugged. “They are only still there since we agreed to speak with you. We wanted to see if you were as reasonable as people say.”

“And if I had not been?”

“Then our army would have breached the walls and taken Florence by force.”

Not an idle threat coming from this man.

“All right, Medici. You produce the ten million gold florins and we will withdraw our army and grant to you the best collateral on this earth.”

He was intrigued.

“We will give you what few in history have ever possessed.”

He waited.

“Pignus Christi.” 

The Pledge of Christ.


PRESENT DAY


CHAPTER 1

DILLENBURG, GERMANY

MONDAY, JUNE 30

12:40 P.M.

COTTON MALONE HAD COMMITTED BURGLARY BEFORE.

Many times, in fact.

Just not in such an august place.

He stood inside a four-hundred-year-old residence, built of olden brick and stone, first erected during the seventeenth century at a time when the German states, Sweden, and Poland were beset by religious conflict. Catholics fought Protestants in the long and destructive Thirty Years’ War. The building around him was a picturesque relic of that violent history that had somehow escaped razing by the Protestants. It likewise survived later conflicts, including both world wars. It remained the rural home of a cardinal, owned by the Archdiocese of Cologne, whose duly authorized representatives in Rome had granted Cotton permission to surreptitiously enter the premises.

So technically this wasn’t a burglary.

Still, it definitely felt like one.

Germany possessed nine cardinals. Three were beyond the age of eighty, meaning they were ineligible to attend the next conclave and vote for a new pope. Six remained active, the youngest, Jason Cardinal Richter, serving as the current archbishop of Cologne. The house served as Richter’s private retreat, a place outside the city that he enjoyed from time to time.

Dillenburg sat about seventy miles east of Cologne, in a narrow valley cut by the River Dill. The town was one of those out‑of‑the-way places that had once been much more important. Its healing spring and brine works, renovated a few years ago, were back open for visitors, which helped with tourism. Once, a wooden castle had dominated the hill above the town, but all that remained were ruins, along with an impressive stone lookout tower that had become a local landmark. The cardinal’s residence sat in sight of the watchtower atop the thousand-foot hill, with a spectacular view of the valley below.

Cotton was surreptitiously working with the Swiss Guard, on special assignment through the Magellan Billet. His former boss, Stephanie Nelle, had called a few days ago asking for help. An extraordinary situation was developing at the Vatican. Six defendants were on trial for fraud, embezzlement, corruption, money laundering, and abuse of office. The charges centered on the church’s multimillion-euro purchases of investment properties located throughout Ireland and England. The deal, investigators argued, was nothing more than a way for the defendants to launder money and refinance their own debts through embezzled funds.

Two of the defendants were monsignors, employed within the Secretariat of State. Two more were former heads of the Vatican’s internal financial overseer, charged with making sure frauds never happened. The final pair were an Italian financier and an investment manager. The whole thing seemed a wide-ranging conspiracy better suited for spy novels. Certainly not something that might happen within the Holy See.

Thankfully, as with most complex criminal enterprises, mistakes had been made that led to its discovery. A special Vatican court had been empaneled to try the defendants, the judges selected by the pope from among an array of former Italian prosecutors. The trial itself had started months ago, the evidence trickling out at a snail’s pace through a parade of witnesses. It was being held inside a spacious hall within the Vatican Museums to accommodate the many media representatives and spectators. Two weeks ago things had taken an unusual turn when one of the defendants, a monsignor from the secretary of state’s office, offered prosecutors a deal. In return for immunity he would provide them with incriminating information on one, so‑far unnamed, individual.

A prince of the church.

Jason Cardinal Richter.

A secret proffer of information had occurred to prosecutors, and the Swiss Guard had been quietly ordered to confirm its veracity. The trial itself had been recessed on the pretense of the court performing a partial review of the evidence so as to be able to rule on motions filed by the defendants. A totally plausible scenario, as similar recesses had also occurred. So sensitive was the situation that outside help had been requested through the United States attorney general, who involved the Magellan Billet, which had led to Stephanie calling Copenhagen.

“We need a sneak and peek. There are too many eyes and ears at the Vatican. No way to keep something like this secret. So they want us to quietly check it out. How tough could it be? He’s a cardinal, not a mafia boss. Just see what’s there.” 

Right. How hard could it be?

The actual entry into the house had been simple. The locks were easy to pick, and the old building came with no cameras or alarms. But why would it? It was more a getaway than a residence, kept by the diocese as a perk for its resident cardinal. A place to enjoy on the weekends or in summer. No one lived there full-time, but the information they’d been given stated that Cardinal Richter used the house as a repository for, if the informant was to be believed, about four hundred thousand euros in cash. Far more money than any prelate could have ever legitimately accumulated.

He stood at the top of the stairs on the third-floor landing. The stale air carried a musty smell. The walls were heavy plaster, painted a soft cream, broken by arches, the ceilings coffered wood, the mullioned window in the alcove at the end of the hall leaden and in need of cleaning. He assumed this place harbored lots of nooks and crannies. One in particular was of interest. A unique anomaly. The fifteenth-century equivalent of a safe room.

When the Protestant armies rolled through Germany during the Thirty Years’ War, Catholic priests were a favorite target. They liked to hang them. To avoid that priests took to hiding, many inside homes where concealed compartments just big enough to squeeze into were secretly constructed. They were artfully contrived not only to hold a priest, but also as a place where vestments and sacred vessels could be hidden away. Those secret compartments had been built into fireplaces, attics, and staircases, concealed in walls, under floors, and behind wainscoting, designed to blend in with the architecture and escape detection.

They even had a name.

Priest holes.

This olden house had its own. His task was to open it, take a look, and photograph what he found.

A classic sneak and peek.

He stepped down the hall, his steps cushioned by a soft carpet runner, and entered one of the guest bedrooms. Fluted columns jutting from the walls filled the corners. All part of the décor to go along with more moldings that adorned the room, everything glazed with a thick coat of paint. He’d been told that what he sought would be to the right of the door.

He studied the column and caressed the slick surface, the wood painted to a high sheen. The mechanism to release the panel was at the bottom. Not olden. Instead it had supposedly been updated a while back by Cardinal Richter to be more reliable. He crouched, found the hole beneath the base, and pushed on the metal inside.

He heard a soft click.

The front part of the fluted column separated from the rest.

Okay. Step one done.

And though he was no longer a first-stringer in the intelligence business, he still knew how to come off the bench and play the game. Ben Franklin said it best. Distrust and caution are the parents of security. And if nothing else, he was cautious.

Which told him not to open the panel any further.

A dark crack about half an inch wide had formed from where the wood had separated. Interestingly, it had not swung out any farther. Was that significant? Only one way to know.

He found his phone—Magellan Billet issued, a gift from Stephanie—and activated the light. He aimed the beam into the crack and started examining the opening, slowly moving upward toward the top.

About halfway he stopped and felt a familiar surge in his pulse.

“Gotcha,” he muttered.


CHAPTER 2

PIAZZA DI SANTA CROCE

FLORENCE, ITALY

12:55 P.M.

STEFANO GIUMENTA STIFF‑ARMED THE MAN IN FRONT OF HIM, THEN lowered his shoulder and prepared to force his way through the sea of sweaty bodies converging onto him. He spotted a teammate who indicated that he should pass the ball. No way. This was his play.

His day.

He loved Calcio Storico.

Henry III had been right. Too small to be a real war, too cruel to be a game.

The first match was held in 1530, during a time when Florence was besieged by the armies of Charles V and Pope Clement VII. Instead of celebrating the annual carnival, the Florentines played a match of Calcio Storico to mock the attackers. They did not even keep score, the whole idea was to show their enemies that they were not afraid. That legendary game had made it into history books as the partita dell’assedi.

Game of the siege.

Its popularity increased through the 18th century, enjoyed on the streets and in the city squares. A way to vent youthful excesses, rivalries, and passions. The last official match happened in 1739. Two centuries passed before it was revived. Since 1930, except for the World War II period, games among the four historical neighborhoods of Florence had been held annually. The Bianchi of Santo Spirito wore white. The Azzurri of Santa Croce sported blue. The Rossi of Santa Maria Novella were noted for their red. And his beloved Verdi of San Giovanni donned green. All of the players wore baggy puffed trousers and shirts in their respective colors, lightweight so as not to hinder movement. Many, including himself, had already lost their shirts, playing bare‑chested under a Tuscan sun.

Three defenders crashed into him, their powerful arms wrapping in a tight embrace. But he spun around, freed himself, and deflected their attempts to take him down. He cradled the ball close to his chest, which was coated in sand and sweat. Once, the balls were shells of cloth or animal skin, cut into sections, sewn together, and stuffed with straw or feathers. Today they were leather filled with air, like a football.

Probing hands tried to pry the ball from him, but he repelled their efforts and kept moving forward.

Nearly every town and village in Tuscany had a festival that paid tribute to history. Siena had its Palio. Arezzo, its Giostra del Saracino. Montepulciano, the Bravìo delle Botti. But none of those compared to Florence’s Calcio Storico.

More than a game.

A show of art.

Each team fielded four goalkeepers, three fullbacks, five halfbacks, and fifteen forwards. Fifty‑four men engaging in close fights and continuous melee for possession of the ball on a five‑thousand‑square‑meter sand arena set up in the heart of Florence, surrounded by four thousand cheering spectators and half a dozen ambulances ready to transport the injured to the hospital. And there were always injuries. Some quite serious. And a problem, since no substitutions were allowed for either injury or expulsion.

The game was a version of American football that combined boxing, wrestling, and rugby‑style tackles. No pads. No helmets. Twelve men tried to score, fifteen defended. The objective? Advance the ball to the end of the opponent’s side of the field and toss it over a meter‑and‑a‑half‑high fence to score a goal. Shoot and miss? The other side received half a point.

So you could not miss.

Four hundred years ago the winning team was given a Chianina white heifer to eat. Today they enjoyed a meal at a Florentine restaurant. But the real prize was the bragging rights that came from winning for the colors of your neighborhood.

He dug his shoes into the soft sand.

Violence was not just expected but encouraged by the cheering crowds that populated the bleachers, in an atmosphere reminiscent of millennia‑old gladiator games. Each game started when the fifteen forwards began kicking, punching, tackling, and wrestling one another, all designed to tire the other side’s defenses. Once players were on the ground they could not get back up until a goal was scored. Many of his team were down, being held there by defenders. Calcio Storico came with five other rules. No choking. No ganging up on a single player. No criminals. Limited use of martial arts. And if a player said they were hurt, leave them alone.

Other than that, anything went.

Three Blue defenders converged on him. Two of his Green teammates managed to pry the arms and hands off him, adding a few well‑placed punches to make the point. He rolled and tossed the ball to one of his teammates.

One other thing.

The ball had to remain in constant motion. If not, it was brought to the center of the field and placed “at bat,” up for grabs.

He pushed himself away and ran.

The day was hot and arid, typical for summer. Good thing, as spring had been especially wet. There’d been flooding north of Florence, and the River Arno’s banks had been tested as it wound itself through town. Nothing like the catastrophic flood of 1966, though.

That one had wreaked havoc.

Once only noble gentlemen—those who’d acquired lineage or military rank—from ages eighteen to forty‑five were allowed to play. No commoners. Now it was open to all. He’d first played at nineteen. Then a scrawny kid, he was now ninety‑five kilos of muscle, which he worked hard to maintain through diet and exercise. The neighborhood in which you were born determined which team you were eligible to play for. And it remained that for life. No switching sides. Every year the four teams squared off. Two semifinal matches, the winners advancing to the final. Always held the last week of June. He was now thirty‑eight and this was his fourteenth contest, the sixth in the finals.

The crowd were all on their feet.

He shifted right toward the other side of the field. The ball was still heading toward the end, two of his teammates trading it back and forth, buying time until everyone could get in position. One of the Blues blocked his way, fists raised.

A challenge.

He halted his advance, planted his feet, and delivered a solid right uppercut to the jaw, sending the man to the sand.

Where he had to stay.

The ball was heading back toward him. Over half of each team was on the ground, out of play. That opened up the field.

He smelled success.

And signaled for a pass.

The ball arched across above the players and into his grasp. He tucked it tight to his chest. No match could end in a tie, and this game was locked 3–3.

Time to end this.

Wild throws to the net were not common. It would be easy to hurl the ball from a long way out and hope for the best. But a miss would cost the Greens half a point and the match.

In this game you had to be sure.

In life too.

The Blues were closing in. One slammed into him from behind and tried a quick tackle that failed. His shoes dug in and out of the soft sand, which was great when you were taken down, plenty of cushion for the fall, but terrible for traction. Usually, the pitch became firmer the closer to the goal. He’d noticed that was the case twenty minutes ago when they’d last scored.

Use that.

He gripped the ball between his hands, leading with it as he made a dash for the end. Blues and Greens engaged all around him, his teammates trying to provide an opening, the defenders intent on stopping them.

Spilled blood did not always come from the players. Games had often turned into full‑blown brawls involving both players and supporters. His family was among the spectators today, minus his mother, who never cared for the Calcio. She tolerated it, as a good Florentine mother would, but her displeasure was no secret. His father, brothers, and sister loved everything about the game. His brother‑in‑law was on the field with him.

He’d made nine goals during his career on the pitch. So he knew how to get it done. Shift. Move. Stay loose.

Twenty meters.

Two Blues converged.

The crowd roared.

Ten meters.

He managed to dodge one Blue defender but not the other, who reached for the ball in his outstretched hands. There’d be only one chance to make the goal. But if he missed the Blues would get half a point, enough for victory as the clock was winding down to zero.

More Blues appeared.

He’d never make it to the end.

A Blue defender slammed into him. He mouthed a prayer and launched the ball into the air.

Down he went.

The ball flew over the players high enough that no one could leap up and stop its flight. He’d not been able to apply enough force for it to go all the way to the goal. But thankfully there were no players between the ball’s flight and the field’s end. So it hit the hard ground about two meters before the fence, bounced once into the air, and dropped cleanly over.

A shot of gunpowder signaled a goal and victory.

The Green supporters exploded in joy, their flags held high.

His teammates leaped in victory.

He rolled in the sand and stared toward heaven.

Thank you, Lord.


CHAPTER 3

VATICAN CITY

1:00 P.M.

ERIC GAETANO CASABURI KNEW HE WAS BEING PLAYED. THERE really was no other way to view it. He’d been ushered to the second floor of the Apostolic Palace by two Swiss Guards who wore the traditional blue, red, and yellow uniforms, along with black berets. Supposedly, Michelangelo designed the original costumes using the colors of the Medici coat of arms. But who knew for sure? No one of any official stature or standing had been waiting when his car arrived. No cardinal, bishop, or monsignor, not even a priest or nun. Just the two young guards who said they were there to escort him.

A rebuke? Without a doubt.

All consistent with the arrogance that the Roman Catholic Church loved to display.

He’d been waiting now for nearly fifteen minutes, alone, ensconced in what appeared to be some sort of conference room. But not anything ordinary. Far from it. The space was huge, with a vaulted ceiling and walls dotted by an array of impressive Raphaels. There was something to be said for symbolism and imagery. He’d used both tactics, going all the way back to his teenage years when he was part of the Youth Front in the Italian Social Movement, a neo‑fascist political party founded by former followers of Benito Mussolini. He worked his way up through a series of administrative posts to finally being appointed, at age thirty, Italian minister of youth. Twice he’d run unsuccessfully for the European Parliament and once in Rome’s municipal elections. Then he won a seat in the Italian legislature, the popularity of his National Freedom Party growing in direct proportion to the ruling government’s steady decline. Nine years he’d labored as party secretary, overseeing the entire apparatus using plenty of symbolism and imagery. Now national elections were set for September and his job was to secure the prime minister’s post for the party’s popular head. But to do that they had to achieve a working majority in the legislature, and to accomplish that they needed the help of the godforsaken Roman Catholic Church.

The door opened and a rotund man wearing a simple black clerical suit and collar strolled inside.

Jason Cardinal Richter.

Not dressed in scarlet for the occasion.

More symbolism? Damn right.

“I apologize for the delay,” the prelate said, closing the door. “It was unavoidable.”

Surely. No doubt.

Richter stepped over and took a seat at the end of the table. “How are you today?”

This was not their first talk. There’d been many before. Most short. Happenstance. At a restaurant. Social gathering. Once in a church. Three on the phone. Overtures. Feeling out the other. But never had they met like this. In the open. Official. Inside the Vatican. For all to see.

But that time had come.

“I came for an answer to my question,” he said to Richter. “Which I posed to you three weeks ago. I have patiently been waiting.”

“You may not like what I am about to say.”

Nothing unusual there. After all, he was a right‑wing populist. An avowed nationalist. His party’s motto? God, fatherland, and family, but not necessarily in that order. It was opposed to abortion, euthanasia, same‑sex marriage, and anything relating to gays or lesbians. For them a family meant male/female with the male at its head. There, at least, the party and the church saw eye‑to‑eye. They despised globalism and supported a naval blockade to halt immigration. They’d been accused of xenophobia and Islamophobia, which had never been denied. But they supported NATO and, surprisingly, the European Union, with limits. They hated Russia and were not fond of the United States, which was considered equally imperialistic. All in all the National Freedom Party was just the sort of group the Roman Catholic Church would never freely choose to support.

“I have spoken to many here in the Vatican,” Richter said. “Trying to gauge the measure of support. I have to say . . . the popularity runs quite cold. The various candidates from your party, which you want us to support for election to parliament, are all unappealing.”

“Our polling numbers are nearing 60 percent.”

Italy was a democratic republic with an elected president. The executive department was composed of a prime minister, appointed by the president, along with a council of ministers. The prime minister was usually the head of the majority coalition, or some new leader emerging from the majority coalition, or, in extreme cases, someone asked by the president to form a unity government. One caveat, though. Whoever was chosen had to receive the approval of parliament since any prime minister could be ousted with a vote of no confidence.

Which had just happened.

The president had already appointed two different candidates as prime minster, but neither had been able to form a working government. Instead of trying a third time new elections had been called so the people could decide. Eric knew that he was not the only person seeking the church’s endorsement. Everyone would want it.

“Did one of your members once call Mussolini a good politician in that everything he did he did for Italy? I believe that person was further quoted that Il Duce was the best politician of the last 

hundred years.”

Eric shrugged. “And the problem?”

“The fact that you do not see a problem is the problem.”

“We are not fascists,” he declared. “We have denounced fascism in every form. The fact that we might admire how Mussolini governed is not reflective of our political beliefs. If you recall, we dismissed a member of the party for openly praising Hitler. We are a believer in the new right, not the old. We think differently.”

“The catchphrase of your party is taken directly from the Italian fascists. God, fatherland, family,” Richter said.

“Those are three admirable things to strive toward. Are they not?”

“Did your party not also say that fear and insecurity produce much more controllable people?”

He shrugged. “It is true.”

“Eric,” the cardinal said. “The church will not back your party. I made the inquiries, as promised. But there are other choices far more palatable.”

Was this unexpected?

Not in the least.

Thankfully he knew his adversary.

The church, for all its pontifications, was nothing more than a grand political entity, subject to whims, trends, and, above all, pressure. Especially pressure. Always in the past the church had succumbed to pressure. Changing. Adapting. Yes, it took time. Sometimes centuries. But it always survived. It was perhaps the only institution man had created that had lasted for over two thousand years. And it had done that by not being inflexible. Or foolish. The church did what the church needed to do. The trouble was, he did not have centuries to wait.

So do it. Now. 

Apply maximum pressure. 


CHAPTER 4

JASON CARDINAL RICHTER HAD OFTEN FANTASIZED ABOUT THE DEVIL. Was he real? Was he even a he? Like many, he thought of the devil in the abstract. A concept. The reverse of God. The epitome of temptation. Then there was John 8:44. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies. One other thing was also certain. The devil never came dressed in a red cape, with pointy horns, holding a pitchfork. Instead, he always appeared as nothing you’d ever wished for.

So he wondered.

Why had the devil come to see him?

“I am not naïve,” Casaburi said. “I fully understand that some of the positions my party takes on various issues could be . . .  uncomfortable . . . for the church. But let us be real. That could be said of everyone. We all have our bias and prejudices. Our loves and hates. But we have a 60‑plus percent approval rating from the Italian electorate. We control nearly a majority of parliament. After the coming elections that will most likely be a majority. Which means our esteemed president will have no choice but to appoint our party leader as prime minister.”

“But to achieve that majority status in parliament you have to win thirty‑eight of the contested seats. That might prove insurmountable.”

“Not if the Vatican focuses its considerable resources on swaying the electorate.”

He chuckled. “You overestimate us.”

“The church’s influence is enormous, and we both know that. Your priests can change hearts and minds across the peninsula.”

“The Curia will not authorize it,” he said. “I explored that possibility. I truly did. Tell your party leaders that they will have to find another way.”

Luckily, he’d anticipated rejection. So he’d come prepared.

“Try again,” he said. “This time use these two words. Pignus Christi.”

Had he heard right? The Pledge of Christ? He was curious. “What do you know of such things?”

“A great deal. They are not secret. History records them. An ancient promise that the church instituted from its beginnings, yet rarely gave.”

He wondered about Casaburi’s interest. He knew the man to be forty‑two years old, born to the north, in Tuscany, to a working‑class family. He had a modest education that included a university degree. He was a member of parliament, longtime secretary of the National Freedom Party, charged with its everyday administration.

Nothing really remarkable about him.

Including his appearance.

Tall, lanky, the face raggedly handsome with a strong jaw, a straight nose, and a pair of pale, almost artless brown eyes. A thick patch of dark hair, graying at the temples, contributed to an accommodating look that was easily photographed. He was impeccably dressed in a pin‑striped charcoal suit, crisp white shirt, and purple tie. Everything he knew about this ambitious politician signaled trouble—truly the devil—and he regretted becoming entangled with him.

But entangled he was.

Casaburi sat straight in his chair. “One of the Pignus Christi in particular is relevant here. In 1512 Pope Julius II was dying. He’d been a busy man. He’d reclaimed the Papal States. Driven most foreign invaders from Italy. Rebuilt Rome. Ordered the Sistine Chapel painted. Furthered the arts. Started construction on St. Peter’s Basilica. Restored the papacy to a political superiority. He was a great pope. The Warrior Pope. But he also bankrupted the church in the process. Of course, the Vatican was already deep in debt thanks to the Borgias and Alexander VI. So before Julius died he made a deal with the Medici. The family had been banished from their beloved Florence and they wanted to return.”

“All of that appears in the history books,” he said. “Except the part about a deal.”

“Giuliano di Lorenzo de’ Medici was head of the family. A likable young man. Capable too. But being the third son, he had quite the inferiority complex. So, trying to make a name for himself, Giuliano made a deal with Julius II. He loaned the church ten million gold florins. An enormous sum at the time. Lucky for Julius the Medici possessed gold and property in abundance. But to secure that loan Julius had to give the Medici collateral.”

“As I recall my history,” he said. “Julius had Florence surrounded by an army, ready to lay siege.”

“That he did. But Giuliano didn’t care. He wanted real collateral. Julius had none, other than the Pignus Christi. A pledge, in writing, signed by the pope himself, under a sworn oath to God, promising in perpetuity to repay the debt. Which Julius signed, and after 513 years that debt remains unpaid. Surely you know about such things.”

Yes, he did. He served on the Commission of Cardinals, a five‑member body appointed by the pope to oversee the Institute for the Works of Religion or, as it was more commonly known, the Vatican Bank. Which was not a bank in the traditional sense. Instead, it collected, accounted for, invested, and distributed the church’s wealth. The problem? That had historically been done with remarkable confusion, official bungling, no independent oversight, and outright corruption and abuse. Not even popes knew the truth about its dealings, a willful ignorance that many had seemed to bask within. Scandals had become all too frequent, and there’d been many attempts at major reforms. The latest pope had tried his hand and appointed five cardinals whom he thought capable of making changes. But instead of positive moves, more corruption had seeped to the surface through the ongoing fraud trial of six defendants.

A five‑hundred‑year‑old promise from the Middle Ages?

What possible relevance could that have?

“Why did you come to me? There are other cardinals much more politically connected. I work only with the bank.”

“Which is precisely why I chose you. You alone will understand the gravity of the debt the church owes.”

He shrugged. “Could we not simply ignore any pledge, assuming for a moment it still even exists? That was a long time ago.”

Casaburi chuckled. “Which the church is quite the expert at doing. But really? That would be your solution? The pope gave his word, in writing, upon an oath sworn to God, and you simply ignore it? What do you think 1.2 billion Catholics would think of that?”

Not much, he silently admitted. But still. “It is ancient history.”

“How hard would it be to have the faithful obey the commands of the pope when the church itself is a liar?” Casaburi asked. “What kind of panic do you think will ensue when people realize that something so basic and fundamental as their church is founded on nothingness. No honor. No integrity. No nothing. Have you not taken enough abuse with your questionable positions on sexual predators? What has that cost, just in terms of credibility?”

He knew the answer. A lot. “You seem quite the expert on this Pledge of Christ.”

Casaburi nodded. “It was memorialized in two writings. Each identical. Both signed by the pope. One was kept with the church, the other with the Medici.”

He needed to make clear, “The Medici family effectively ended in 1737, when the last male royal heir died. Then, six years later, the final female heir died. There are no more legitimate royal Medicis in that line. It is extinct. So even if this Pledge of Christ exists, it would only be viable to a lawful Medici.”

“I am a legitimate Medici. A legal royal heir.”

“That’s impossible.”

“I assure you, it is not.”

From everything he knew about Eric Casaburi, the man was regarded as braggadocious and narcissistic. As a minister in parliament Casaburi had never sponsored a single piece of meaningful legislation. He spent the majority of his time managing the National Freedom Party, talking to the media, and speaking at political gatherings, promising only that he and his party would deliver the direct opposite of the current ruling majority. What that might be was never detailed. He, and his party, were the precise definition of style over substance. But in today’s Italy, where the people were clamoring for change, tired of the same old, same old, that empty rhetoric had found a welcome home.

“You have DNA evidence of your ancestry?”

“I do. My family’s Medici roots are not something we speak of in public. The story of the Pignus Christi signed by Julius II has been with us for generations. And DNA evidence does not lie.”

“You will have to prove all of that,” he made clear.

“I will. But keep this in mind. The Florentine florin was struck from 1252 to 1533, with no significant change in its design or metal content. It contained 3.5 grams of pure gold. The Medici loaned ten million florins to the church. In today’s value that is 2.3 billion euros.”

“A significant sum,” he said.

Casaburi stood. “Then interest, for over five hundred years, has to be added to that. Which is substantial. Ten percent, I am told. The resulting balance would be in the hundreds of billions of euros.”

He stayed seated and kept a calm demeanor. “You seem to know a great deal about this pledge. Do you have the Medici copy?”

“Of course. I would not be here without it.”

“Why is this only being demanded now?”

“You have to ask that?”

Of course. “I assume that in return for our political support, this matter will never see the light of day?”

“It would not be in our best interests to bankrupt the Holy See. We prefer to be in partnership with you. But if you decide to support our opponents? Then our empathy would wane, and we would see what the people think of another example of Catholic hypocrisy.”

“Does the party know of your . . . Medici connection?”

“Not in the least. My task as party secretary is to advance our aims. How I do that is my concern. Results are what they want.” Casaburi stepped for the door. “I look forward to hearing from you.”

“Soon? I assume.”

“I will give you until Friday at noon.”

Four days.

Casaburi opened the door.

And left.


CHAPTER 5

SALISBURY, ENGLAND

12:15 P.M.

THOMAS DEWBERRY DROVE HIS SILVER‑GRAY MERCEDES AT AN unhurried pace, enjoying the mental release he always felt with being out in the countryside. He savored any escape from London’s hurriedness and its microscope, where nosy eyes and ears seemed everywhere. That apprehension all came from leading a solitary life, one devoted only to God, church, and his work, in that order.

The motorway ahead seemed a 110‑kilometer‑an‑hour traffic jam steadily snaking its way west across southern England. Thoughts speckled through his brain like insects darting across water. More and more of late he’d found himself thinking introspectively. Analyzing. Wanting to fully understand himself. But always seeming to fail.

When had it all started?

That was easy.

As a child, when he tortured and killed stray cats and dogs. He’d come to learn that he did not commit those atrocities because he was born bad, or was inherently evil. Instead, as his former psychologist said, he was the product of systematic violentization.

“Experiences that make people dangerous happen over a long period of time. They do not occur all at once. They come gradually, like water over sandstone, and slowly change the shape of things.” 

Yes, they did.

He now fully understood the five‑step process.

It started with brutalization—when a child routinely witnessed and experienced violence. For him that came from his father, a fearsomely violent Welshman who beat his two sons, eventually killing one of them. He could still see his little brother lying in a pine box, not understanding why he wasn’t waking up. He’d begged him to get up, since his brother was the only other person he had, the only one who knew what it felt like to be him.

And he lost that.

Violent coaching by an authority figure came next. His started the day he was severely beaten in the neighborhood and came home bloodied and bruised. His father slapped him across the face and made him go back and fight.

He did and nearly beat a boy to death.

Belligerency followed, the conscious decision to use violence to protect yourself. For him that happened at Catholic school. When he acted out the nuns would rap him across the knuckles with a metal‑edged ruler. One day he told the nun that if she hit him one more time he’d smash her head.

She did. So he did.

The fourth stage was violent performances.

That came when you asked yourself if you’d be able to hurt someone bad enough to keep them down, make them bleed, and do great bodily harm. He’d known exactly what the therapist meant, since he had no reservations about any of those. As a young man people began to view him differently. Some called him mentally unstable. Others dangerous. Most gave him a wide berth. And as he willingly accepted that newfound status, he quickly drifted into the final stage.

Virulency.
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