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The Darkest Sin

Statement by Cesare Aldo, officer of the Otto di Guardia e Balia

Chapter One




For Clement John Bishop,
 13.12.1933–16.12.2018




Upon this a question arises: 
whether it be better to be loved than feared, 
or feared than loved? One should wish to be both but, 
because it is difficult to unite them in one person, 
it is much safer to be feared than loved. 

Niccolò Machiavelli,

translated by W. K. Marriott (1908)




Author’s Note
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During this period, the Florentine calendar year started on March 25th. December 31st, January 1st and the days immediately after were all considered to be part of 1536.
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Chapter One
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Sunday, December 31st, 1536

Cesare Aldo took no pleasure from killing, but sometimes it was necessary.

There was no honour in ending another man’s life, no wisdom found in the moment when that last breath left his body. Most killings were bruising and brutal, the violence of steel and blood. Then the stench as a corpse lost control, voiding itself of dignity. Poets never mentioned that when they wrote about the nobility of the battlefield.

There was something else poets never wrote of: a tightening in the palle when death felt close. The blood quickened, yes, and so did the breathing, becoming fast and shallow as instinct demanded a choice: stand and fight, or flee the threat. In that moment every part of the body clenched – especially the palle.

Aldo felt his body tensing as the road ahead narrowed between two steep stone slopes. The birdsong that had accompanied them from Scarperia was gone, an unnerving quiet in its place. This early in the day, the road south from Bologna was more shadow than sunlight, giving potential attackers plenty of shelter. With Florence still twenty miles off, and not a castello or farmhouse in sight, this was the perfect place for an ambush.

Aldo twisted in the saddle to glance back at the man he was guarding. Samuele Levi was past his prime, thick of waist and weak of chin. Doubtful he’d ever held a blade, except to open letters. If an attack came, Aldo would have to fight for both of them. He slid a hand to the stiletto tucked in his left boot. Better to be—

Something hissed through the air, and Aldo’s horse flinched as if stung. A bolt was buried in the beast’s neck, a mortal wound. He gripped tighter as the horse’s front legs kicked at the sky. As he tumbled from the horse, another bolt cut the air where Aldo had been. His left knee hit the ground first, pain lancing through him from the sudden impact.

Levi’s horse panicked, unseating its rider. The moneylender tumbled towards the stones and scrub that lined the side of the road, still clutching the two leather satchels he always carried. Levi’s cry cut off abruptly as he hit the ground head first. Knocked senseless, if he was lucky. Levi’s hired horse raced forwards, hooves thundering past Aldo. It sprinted away and his mount followed, hastening death with every stride.

Aldo rolled over, feigning moans of pain as loud as possible to mask slipping the stiletto from his boot. Whoever had fired those bolts would be closing in for the kill. Boots approached from the south, more than one set – two, maybe three. The last did not come close; probably the one with the crossbow, a weapon more effective at distance. Aldo moaned again, sounding as weak and vulnerable as possible. ‘Please . . . please, somebody help us.’ He gave a pathetic, feeble cough as a bandit loomed over him.

‘Too easy.’ Not Florentine, judging by the voice.

‘Please,’ Aldo whimpered in an effeminate tone. ‘My friend, I fear he’s hurt.’

‘Shut up.’ The bandit spat rancid phlegm at Aldo’s face. It took every ounce of willpower not to strike back. Shoving a knee into Aldo’s chest, the bandit pinned him to the ground. Rough hands scoured Aldo’s prone body. He offered no resistance, keeping the stiletto hidden up one sleeve, a hand closed round the hilt. ‘Nothing,’ the bandit announced.

‘Find the other one,’ a stern voice called from further away – probably the man with the crossbow. He sounded authoritative, used to giving orders.

‘Over here,’ a third voice called from where Levi had fallen. Aldo watched a heavyset thug with a musket examining the limp body. ‘He’s dead.’

‘Make sure he is,’ the ringleader said. ‘We need to be certain.’

Aldo’s attacker turned to look – and Aldo plunged his stiletto into the man’s boot, stabbing through leather and flesh. The bandit screamed in pain, doubling over. Aldo twisted his blade to widen the wound before pulling it free. A swift thrust drove the stiletto up behind his attacker’s chin, piercing the tongue. The bandit collapsed, fingers clawing at the blade.

The ringleader shouted a warning to the man standing over Levi. The bandit whirled round, firing in haste. A musket ball fizzed past Aldo’s head, missing by a finger’s width. He rolled closer to the fallen bandit, using him as a shield. While the bandit with the musket reloaded, Aldo found a blade still in its sheath on his crumpled assailant. ‘A wise man draws his weapon before confronting an enemy.’ The fallen bandit was too busy bleeding to reply.

Aldo pulled the dagger free, balancing it in one hand to test the weight. The bandit with the musket was still reloading, but any attempt to flee meant risking the crossbow. There was only one way to improve the odds. Aldo rose for a moment, pulling back the dagger. Palle, the musket-bearer was shouldering his weapon. A fresh bolt pierced Aldo’s sleeve, brushing skin. He hurled the dagger, the blade flying end over end as it cut the air. A misfire born of haste spat hot gunpowder across the musket-bearer’s fingers as the dagger buried itself in his throat. He stumbled over Levi and fell, one blackened hand twitching.

Aldo dropped back close beside the bandit he’d stabbed, counting himself lucky.

The ringleader cursed his men from the shadows. Cover for sliding another bolt into that crossbow, no doubt. Would he retreat, or close in to finish the job? Most bandits melted away when facing determined opposition. But the sound of approaching boots proved this was no ordinary robbery. The ringleader wanted his prize.

‘You fight well. Most guards would’ve run for their lives.’

‘I’m no guard.’ Aldo searched for another weapon. Any weapon.

‘A condottiere, then? Didn’t know Florence still had any.’ The ringleader was circling round, using the conversation to distract from his quest for a clearer shot.

‘A condottiere leads men at arms. As you can see, I’m on my own.’ Aldo stared at his stiletto, its blade still wedged through the fallen bandit’s lower jaw and tongue. ‘I’m an officer of the Otto di Guardia e Balia.’

‘Ahh, a law enforcer – a professional. That explains a lot.’

Aldo rolled the bandit on his side, wrapping an arm round the man’s shoulders, other hand grasping the hilt of the stiletto. ‘When I get up,’ Aldo hissed, ‘you do too. Understand?’ The bandit shook his sweat-soaked face, the stink of shit thick in the air. This one didn’t wait for death to empty his bowels. Aldo twisted the stiletto. ‘Understand?’ This time, a nod.

The ringleader edged closer. ‘I thought your jurisdiction ended at the city walls?’

Aldo rose, pulling the bandit up in front of him. ‘You thought wrong.’

The ringleader stopped, crossbow ready to fire. He was shorter than Aldo expected, with a grizzled face sun-browned even in December, making the pale pink scar on one cheek all the more vivid. Beneath greying hair flint-blue eyes narrowed. ‘So I can see.’

‘Back off,’ Aldo warned, ‘or I kill both your men today.’

‘Let me save you the trouble.’ The crossbow fired straight and true, its bolt puncturing the wounded bandit in Aldo’s arms. ‘Don’t come this way again,’ the ringleader warned as he backed away into the shadows. ‘Next time you might not be so fortunate.’

Aldo waited till the ringleader was long gone before dropping the punctured bandit. He limped across to where Levi had fallen, cursing the moneylender as each step brought a fresh stab of pain from the injured knee. The task had been simple: escort Levi from Bologna back to Florence, safe and unharmed. So much for simplicity. Now he would have to take back a body instead, and get it to the city without any horses to help.

But as Aldo approached, Levi opened one eye to peer around. ‘Is it safe?’ His face was streaked with blood from a deep cut to the forehead, but he looked otherwise unhurt.

‘For now,’ Aldo replied, shaking his head. ‘You make a good corpse.’

Levi sat up, wincing. ‘My kind know how to stay alive, even if it means playing dead.’ He rose to one knee but sank back down again.

‘Don’t try moving yet.’

Levi nodded, touching two fingertips to his bloodied face.

Aldo checked the bandit who had fired the musket – he was dead. But the man who had first attacked Aldo was still alive, faint gasps audible in the narrow hillside pass. The stiletto wedged behind his jawline was trembling, as was the bolt embedded in his chest. Aldo limped back towards the dying bandit. ‘Why did you attack us?’

The bandit coughed, unable to reply with a blade still pinning his tongue. Aldo pulled the stiletto free, and blood poured from the wound. ‘Your capo murdered you. Tell me his name so I can make him pay.’ The bandit gurgled, crimson bubbling from his lips. Aldo leaned over the bandit’s mouth and got blood spat in his face, along with two final words.

‘Get fucked.’

For most Florentines, attending church on Sunday was a chance to pray and give worship to God. For courtesans, church was a chance to be noticed. Mass offered a rare opportunity for unmarried women to meet and mingle with men of means. Whether those men were single made little difference to the courtesans, though married men were less likely to be possessive, or occupy too much of an independent woman’s time. So common was the practice that some churches used a curtain of coarse cloth to divide the sexes, keeping those women without families on the left-hand side – the sinister side, in Latin. But a mere curtain was no match for the courtesans, women of cunning and guile.

The imposing church of Santa Croce so dominated its surroundings that the eastern quarter of Florence was named after it. Outside the church sprawled a huge, open piazza – one of the largest in the city. The piazza remained cold all morning in winter due to the long shadow cast by Santa Croce. But inside the vast church courtesans were doing their best to raise the temperatures of any man watching. They spent the precious minutes before mass competing for the pew that offered the best chance to see and be seen. Overt displays of flesh were not possible, but a sly smile and a gown that accentuated a woman’s natural assets were enough to turn the head of many a wealthy merchant. If this also turned his wife’s face to vinegar, well, that was simply proof of success. A sour wife usually meant her husband was liable – even eager – to reward those who offered more willing, more imaginative company.

Among the courtesans at Santa Croce, two were acknowledged as the queens of the curtain. Venus Cavalcante was a slender woman with a hawkish face whose artistry inside the bedchamber was as celebrated as the sharpness of her tongue outside it. Time’s cruel passage meant she no longer drew the gaze of younger men, but Venus argued for the virtues of her mature clients. They were unlikely to rise to the occasion more than once, and their conversation afterwards was often as valuable as any payment they might leave behind.

Her chief rival was Bella Testa, a younger and more voluptuous woman with greater enthusiasm than skill, if the rumours were true. The twinkle in her eyes and the generous swell of her bosom made Bella the courtesan of choice for quite a few clients, especially the sons of wealthy families. Young Florentine men of means were happy to spend their seed in anyone willing to accept it. Make the recipient a beautiful woman – readily available, at a suitable price – and the lure was often overwhelming.

Each Sunday Venus and Bella did battle for the most prized seat in the vast church, one that provided the best position from which to be seen by men on the other side of the curtain. To achieve that, the winner had to be last into the desired pew, forcing those already seated to move along. From a distance, the courtesans’ polite gestures and smiling faces were the image of courteous civility. Step closer and their hissed insults told another story.

‘My dearest Venus, I wouldn’t dream of making you stand a moment longer. A woman of your many, many years shouldn’t be expected to remain on her feet.’

‘You’re too kind, my darling Bella, but I must insist you sit first. Someone in your condition shouldn’t put such a strain on herself.’

‘My condition?’

‘You are with child, are you not? How else to explain the spreading of your waist?’

A sharp intake of breath from those nearby brought a smile to the face of Venus. Her barb had struck a nerve with the other courtesans. But when she turned to savour their expressions, Venus found her rivals staring elsewhere.

A newcomer was approaching them, narrow of hip and dressed in a sumptuous gown. A coy face hid behind a veil, but what could be seen was exquisite – and devilishly young. The new arrival paused by Bella and Venus. ‘I believe mass is beginning. Shall we sit?’

The warring women found themselves ushered into the front pew, accepting less favourable seats while the fresh face stole their prized position. Venus glanced at the newcomer during mass. This usurper was unfamiliar. The voice had been sweet and definitely Florentine, yet the features remained unrecognizable. Most galling of all, the new arrival was attracting the gaze of every likely prospect in church. Venus had been hoping to lure one man in particular, Biagio Seta, the middle-aged middle son of a family of prominent silk merchants. His childless elder brother was ill, unlikely to see another summer, putting Biagio in line for the business and all its wealth. But he had not a glance for Venus this Sunday, only for the newcomer beside her.

When mass was concluded, most families hastened home to eat together. But a few men remained in the cloister beside the church or the piazza in front of it, claiming an urgent need to discuss business. The courtesans also lingered, gossiping with their maids about who was wearing what. Once the families were gone, men with a need for company could send a message to the maid of their preferred courtesan.

Most Sundays, Venus and Bella had their pick of the offers. But today the messages were going to another courtesan. The upstart did not even have a maid, instead accepting the invitations personally. Venus watched Biagio make his approach, a coy look passing between him and the one he desired. Biagio blushed – he actually blushed! – when the narrow-hipped vixen nodded at him. The couple departed the piazza in different directions, but Venus had little doubt they would be together soon, in all the most intimate ways.

‘Must be losing our touch,’ Bella observed.

Venus sniffed her disdain. ‘Men. They always want first taste. But the novelty soon wears off. Did you hear a name for our new friend?’

‘Dolce Gallo, according to my maid.’

Venus couldn’t help laughing. ‘I wonder what her real name is?’

With no horses to ride, Aldo and Levi had to continue their journey south towards Florence on foot. But hours of marching did no good for Aldo’s bruised, swollen left knee. It had already been unreliable before the bandit attack, weakened by an old injury from years spent as a soldier for hire, riding alongside one of the great condottieri. A bad fall had ruptured the joint, forcing Aldo to abandon life as a mercenary and sending him back to Florence. Falling from his horse as the bandits attacked hadn’t been as bad, but the pain was all too familiar.

Levi seemed to be suffering even more, his body and spirit ill prepared for marching of any kind, so progress was slow and painful. When they stopped for the third time, Aldo pressed Levi for answers. ‘You never told me why you wanted a guard for this journey.’

The moneylender dabbed a cloth to the wound on his forehead ‘Isn’t what happened proof your protection was necessary?’

‘Yes, but it doesn’t answer my question. What made you think you were in danger?’

Levi waved a dismissive hand. ‘It was a sensible precaution. Bandits are common on this road – too common, from what I’ve heard.’

‘And I’ve heard you make this trip three times a year, but never before have you asked the Otto for a guard. In summer, I’d understand it. But robbing people in winter is treacherous, with few rewards.’ No answer. Levi might be little use against a blade, but he was a master at avoiding sharp questions. ‘I’d go so far as to say today’s attack was no happenstance. Those bandits were waiting for us. For you.’

That got a reaction, though Levi masked it in moments. ‘They attacked you first.’

‘If a target can protect himself, he doesn’t need a guard. I was obviously guarding you, so it made sense to deal with me first. To eliminate the more significant threat.’

Levi shrugged. ‘Speculation proves nothing.’

‘Having taken me down, our attackers didn’t finish me when they had the chance. “Find the other one,” the ringleader said. “We need to be certain.” They wanted to be sure who you were before killing us both.’

Levi avoided Aldo’s gaze. ‘You’ve a strong memory.’

‘Being that close to death sharpens the mind. The ringleader was calm, he didn’t panic when the first attack faltered. And he didn’t hesitate to kill his own man on hearing I’m with the Otto. Few robbers are that ruthless.’

‘You want to meet ruthless men, try being a moneylender.’

‘Had the ringleader employed better men,’ Aldo snapped, ‘we’d both be dead by now. Think on that.’ He peered at the sky. ‘We won’t reach Florence before dusk at this pace, and the horses bolted with all our provisions. We need to find shelter, and soon.’

Levi got to his feet with difficulty. ‘Where do you suggest?’

‘I rode with a condottiere who kept a home near Trebbio. We might find a welcome there. It’s a few miles south. Can you get that far before sunset?’




Chapter Two
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Dusk was close when Aldo and Levi reached a modest castello on the outskirts of Trebbio. Their approach set dogs barking. ‘Let me do the talking,’ Aldo said, thumping a fist against the sturdy wooden door. The blows returned as hollow echoes from within.

‘Perhaps nobody lives here any more,’ Levi suggested.

Aldo pointed at a weak light spilling from a window above them. ‘That’s a candle.’

Footsteps grew audible from inside, coming closer.

‘Who’s there?’ a frail voice asked.

‘Cesare Aldo of the Otto di Guardia e Balia. I’m on official business for the city. My travelling companion and I require lodgings for the night.’ Invoking the Otto was no guarantee of a welcome, especially this far outside the city. But the court still commanded some respect – and fear. Coin also helped smooth the way. ‘You will, of course, be paid.’

Sure enough, the heavy door opened a crack. Clutching a lantern, a gimlet-eyed old man glared at the visitors. His yellow tunic was faded from years of wear and washing, while his dull green hose had been darned too many times. ‘What did you say your name was?’

Aldo repeated himself, struggling to hide his frustration. The ageing retainer nodded before shutting the door. When it eventually reopened, a woman in a dark, plain dress stood behind it. Her hair was covered by a fine shawl of light wool and her face showed no fear. In fact, she looked delighted. ‘Aldo? Is that you?’

Her features were hard to discern in the flickering light of her lantern. She had seen plenty of summers, but was still a handsome woman, even in the dour mourning clothes of a widow. There was something familiar about those eyes, too. Of course!

Aldo bowed from the waist. ‘Signora Salviati, I— It is many years since I last came to Trebbio. I hoped your husband’s kin might still live here, I did not realize— Forgive me.’

She smiled. ‘There’s nothing to forgive. And who is your travelling companion?’

Aldo stood aside to let the lantern reveal the moneylender. ‘This is Samuele Levi, of Florence. I’m guarding his journey south from Bologna.’ Aldo gestured at the widow. ‘This is Signora Maria Salviati. Her husband was the condottiere Giovanni de’ Medici.’ Levi didn’t respond. ‘Many called him Giovanni dalle Bande Nere, because his men wore black armour.’

Levi’s eyebrows rose. ‘I’ve heard of him. It is said he fought for those who could not defend themselves, and often refused to accept payment.’ Levi gave a respectful nod.

‘His deeds made him a hero to many,’ Maria said, a frown creeping across her face, ‘yet such heroism pays few bills. My husband’s family does not favour us with its wealth so our comforts are few, but you may break your journey here for the night, if you wish.’

‘We’ll be grateful for any shelter you can offer.’ Aldo dug an elbow into Levi’s ribs.

‘Indeed,’ Levi agreed, reaching into his satchels for coin. ‘Most grateful.’

Maria waved aside payment. ‘You have no horses?’ she asked, looking past them as they came inside. A strong scent of dried lavender filled the entrance hall, but couldn’t mask an underlying odour of mildew and neglect. Aldo gave a brief account of the bandit attack.

‘I’m not surprised,’ Maria sighed. ‘The road from Bologna is not so safe as it was.’

‘Especially for those with determined enemies,’ Aldo agreed, glaring at Levi. But the moneylender ignored the comment, focusing all his attention on their host.

‘I urgently wish to be back in Florence,’ he said. ‘How long is the journey from here?’

Maria studied both men. ‘At least another day on foot, especially if you are injured.’

‘It is nothing,’ Levi said, dabbing a hand to his head wound. ‘I hardly notice it.’

Aldo suppressed a snort of derision.

‘You must take two horses in the morning,’ Maria replied. ‘My son Cosimo was out hunting all day and is already asleep, but he will saddle them for you at dawn.’

‘Most kind,’ Aldo said.

A pretty young maid appeared beside Maria. ‘Simona, prepare rooms for our guests.’ The maid nodded before hurrying away. Maria smiled at both men. ‘You probably haven’t eaten all day. When you’re ready, Simona will show you to the kitchen. Afterwards, there is something I wish to discuss with you, Aldo.’

It was the cold nights that most made Constable Carlo Strocchi miss the comforts of home. In the village where he’d grown up, a person could always find a welcome and a warm fire to banish the cold from their bones, even on the most wintery of evenings. But after his father died from a long and lingering illness, Strocchi’s lack of talent and enthusiasm for working on someone else’s farm had prompted him to leave the countryside. Now, after seven months in Florence, he was learning to tolerate the city. He might even like it one day, but it could never truly be home. There were certainly few comforts for those patrolling it after dark.

Strocchi stamped his boots on the trampled dirt of the street, blowing into cupped hands before rubbing his palms together. Major roads inside the city were wide and laid with stone, shallow channels running along them for waste. But away from the likes of via Largo, the narrow backstreets and connecting alleys were packed earth, which turned to mud part of the year and dust the rest. Standing still here too long in winter was asking the chill to have its frozen way. The sound of pissing nearby was not making the wait any warmer.

‘Haven’t you finished yet?’

‘Almost!’ an enthusiastic voice replied from a dark alley.

Strocchi looked up through the narrow gap between buildings at the sky. Stars, they were something else he missed from home. There a person could stand outside at night and see all the heavens above, those tiny points of light in the blue and black of evening. But in Florence buildings stood two and three rooms high, looming over you, blocking out the stars.

At last fresh-faced Benedetto emerged from the alley, wiping both hands on his hose. ‘Knew I shouldn’t have had another wine. Always goes straight through me.’

Strocchi stepped back from the liquid spreading across the dirt. ‘So I can see.’

‘Where to next?’

‘Via tra’ Pellicciai.’ He strode away, trusting the new recruit had the sense to follow. Benedetto came hurrying after, asking a question. Another one.

‘What’s there?’

‘It’s a short street favoured by men who crave the company of other men.’ Strocchi led Benedetto past the Mercato Vecchio. The stalls and shops had closed long before curfew but would be open again in the morning. ‘Cerchi has a particular hatred for such men. That’s why he insists on us going there.’ Of course Cerchi had a hatred for many things, but the recruit would learn about the officer’s angry ways soon enough.

‘But only night patrols and people with ducal authority are allowed out after dark,’ Benedetto said. ‘That’s why we have a curfew, to keep people safe during the night. Won’t the street be empty?’

‘If lust drives a man to break God’s law,’ Strocchi replied, ‘then breaking the laws of Florence will be of little concern.’ As he and Benedetto approached via tra’ Pellicciai, Strocchi heard the sound of heavy blows and frail cries of pain. He quickened his pace.

Two heavyset men burst from a side alley and raced away, hooded cloaks hiding their faces. Strocchi sprinted after them, but the two fugitives disappeared into the night, losing themselves in the shadows cast by overhanging buildings. Realizing the pair were beyond catching, Strocchi returned to the alley from where they’d first appeared. Benedetto was staring into the darkness, one hand clamped across his mouth. Whatever he saw was draining all innocence from his cherubic features. Strocchi girded himself before looking.

A woman was sprawled in the shadows, battered and bloody. Her legs were spread apart, the hem of her camora up around her thighs, exposing bruised knees. The rich woollen fabric was soiled by boot marks where attackers had kicked and stamped. Her fingers splayed out at unnatural angles, bent and broken. Her face was worst of all, beaten beyond reason, blood matting her hair. Benedetto staggered away to retch, leaving Strocchi with the victim.

He whispered a prayer before moving closer. The camora was a dress of quality, fine embroidery evident even in pale moonlight. The bodice flattered her slight build. It was a garment made to draw the eyes of lustful men – the dress of a courtesan. But she looked young for a courtesan, twenty summers at most.

Strocchi leaned nearer to the woman to study her bruised, swollen features, hoping he might recognize what was left of her – and she gasped in air! The shock of it rocked Strocchi back on his haunches. The victim had seemed dead, still did from any distance. But up close the faintest movement of her breathing was visible.

‘Benedetto! Benedetto, get over here!’

The young constable stumbled back into the alley.

‘She’s alive! We need to get her to a doctor – now!’ But Benedetto stayed where he was, hands flapping like a fish pulled fresh from the Arno. ‘Bang on doors till you find someone to help.’ Still Benedetto didn’t move, his gaze on the victim. ‘Go!’

Benedetto pointed at her. ‘Sh-she’s talking.’

He was right. The victim’s lips were moving, but she made no sound. Strocchi threw his cap aside, lowering an ear to her mouth. ‘What is it?’

‘Al—’ she breathed. Strocchi shifted his head to stare into her eyes.

‘I’ll find who did this,’ he vowed. ‘I’ll make them pay.’ This close, Strocchi could see just how young she was. Her eyes, there was something familiar about them—

‘Aldo,’ she said at last. Her head slumped sideways and she fell silent.

‘Aldo?’ Benedetto gasped. ‘He did this?’

‘Don’t be a fool,’ Strocchi hissed. ‘Aldo’s still out in the Dominion. Besides, we saw two men. Go find help. Getting this poor soul to Santa Maria Nuovo is what matters now.’

Maria Salviati did not expect to find love again, not while stuck in this crumbling castello, but she missed having someone in her bed. Even when her husband was alive, Giovanni had spent much of their marriage fighting for righteous causes elsewhere. He was a Medici, but from the junior branch of the family. Where his cousins revelled in political intrigue and expanding their fortunes, Giovanni had cared only for ensuring his men were well paid, well treated, and well equipped with the finest armour. That often meant spending his wife’s dowry to support his battles. When he died at twenty-six, little was left behind for Maria and Cosimo.

Ten years was a long time without a husband or his coin, but she had chosen to stay a widow, devoting her time to Cosimo and preparing him for life as a Medici. She would not remarry, and certainly not to the sort of men suggested by her brothers. Maria still shuddered when remembering one of those put forward. Signor Lionelle Pio da Carpi had been at least thirty summers older than her, with a most unpleasant body and rancid breath. It had taken a letter to her uncle, the Pope, asking for his intervention to save her from marrying da Carpi. That was a favour she could only call upon once, but it had been worth using.

Once Levi went to bed, Maria dismissed Simona for the night. Aldo remained in the kitchen, warming his legs by the fire. He looked more sinew than muscle, long of limb and lean of face. Time was adding silver to his dark hair and creasing his features, especially around those ice-blue eyes. But little else about him had changed in the many years since she’d seen Aldo last. He must be closer to forty than thirty, yet he had not surrendered to indulgence. That jawline remained strong and resolute, while his shoulders were broad and his waist narrow. Aldo could still turn a mature woman’s head, if he wished. Maria filled his cup with more wine, pulling a chair close.

‘It gets cold here at night,’ she said. ‘Worse in the winter.’

Aldo nodded, his face giving nothing away.

‘Giovanni favoured you of all those who rode with him.’

‘He was a great leader. We would have followed him to death.’

‘He believed you’d become a great condottiere yourself.’

‘In that, he was wrong – I prefer not to lead.’

‘You’d rather others showed you the way,’ Maria said, resting a hand on Aldo’s thigh.

‘Signora Salviati—’

‘We’ve known each other a long time, Cesare. You may call me Maria, if you wish.’ Her hand slid further up the firm, muscular thigh to cup his groin – but found no response there. She gazed into his face, searching for answers. Was it her advances that failed to excite him? Or did he prefer another kind of company? He’d paid no attention to Simona earlier, and she was a comely young thing. The discomfort in his eyes confirmed the suspicion.

‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘An old wound means I’m unable . . .’

‘Please, say nothing more of it.’ Maria removed her hand, settling back in the chair. She knew his excuse was a lie, designed to preserve her dignity and shield his nature. So, no woman would turn Aldo’s head. In her younger days that might have been shocking, but she had seen enough of the world to know better. Besides, such secrets could be useful.

‘You had something to discuss with me, signora.’

‘Yes. My son Cosimo is a young man of considerable promise. I’ve fought to see him schooled in letters and diplomacy. He is a true Medici, born within wedlock – unlike some others that I could name. Yet my son is denied his rightful place in Florence because he is not one of the favoured family line.’ There, it was said. Years of frustration, poured out to a passing acquaintance. It was a risk, but she had the upper hand here – so to speak.

Aldo put down his wine. ‘I understand your concern, but what would you have me do? I am a court functionary, nothing more.’

‘You are not part of the nobility, true, but you are still an officer of the Otto. That gives your words and actions consequence – even importance, in the right circumstances.’

‘My word carries no weight in Florentine society.’

‘Perhaps you underestimate your influence.’

Aldo shrugged. Maria wanted to slap him, to threaten him with what she now knew. But that would achieve nothing beyond making an enemy of someone who might be useful.

‘I’m waiting on a letter,’ Maria continued. ‘If I receive the response I hope, then my son could soon be going to Florence to prepare for his future. It would help to know he had an ally in the city, should he ever need one. Please. If my husband’s memory means as much as you claim, then you must be willing to help his son.’

Aldo hesitated before nodding. ‘Very well. I’ll do what I can, signora.’

‘Thank you.’

He rose from the chair and limped towards the door, favouring his left leg. ‘One last thing,’ Maria called after him. ‘In the morning, Cosimo will help you with the horses. Please, talk to him about his father. Tell him . . . tell him the good stories.’

Aldo gave a wry smile. ‘With Giovanni dalle Bande Nere, all the stories are good.’




Chapter Three
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Monday, January 1st

Aldo woke early in the cold castello. The temptation to linger in a warm bed held little allure, even in winter – sleeping men made easy targets. Rising before dawn gave a better chance of surviving the day. He pulled yesterday’s clothes back on, nose wrinkling. Both the tunic and hose stank of too long on the road, but his change of clothes had been carried away on the lost horses. He could have asked Signora Salviati for replacements, but knew borrowing further from her was not wise. Bad enough they were accepting fresh horses. She might only be a Medici by marriage, but the family expected its debts to be settled, one way or another.

After emptying his bladder, Aldo searched for the stables. The castello had seemed careworn at night, but dawn revealed how decayed it truly was. Broken shutters hung across openings, and everywhere plaster was crumbling. No wonder the signora wanted her son’s star to rise in Florence. They would not survive much longer in a home fast becoming a ruin.

The stable housed a handful of horses. It was obvious someone cared for the animals; they were in good shape. A young man strode in, full of easy confidence, nodding to Aldo before ensuring each horse had water and fodder. Aldo watched him work, appreciating the assured movements. Cosimo Medici was certainly his father’s son: he had the same piercing, intelligent eyes; that noble brow and firm jaw; and an obvious affection for animals, treating them with love and respect. Cosimo was still young, seventeen summers at most, with only a few wisps of hair on his chin and below his nose. But the taut physique showed a love of being outdoors. In that he resembled another young man Aldo had known long ago. Vincenzo lived for the countryside as much as he’d lived for pleasure. It was what had made him . . . Aldo frowned. That had been a different time, a different place. Little good ever came from digging into broken feelings, or broken promises. Let the past be the past.

‘Mama says you rode with my father?’ Cosimo asked while tending to the horses.

‘He was my condottiere before you were born. I owe him much.’

‘I struggle to remember what he looked like, even when I look at his portrait.’ The words sounded more regretful than bitter. What did the son truly think of his father?

‘He died far too soon,’ Aldo said.

Cosimo fetched a saddle from a hook on the wall, nodding at another beside it. Aldo brought the second, helping to put it on a chestnut mare. ‘Mama tells me stories about Papa, but I’ve heard them all so many times. It’s hard to know what’s true.’

‘Ask me. I know some of the truth, what I can remember of it.’

Cosimo tightened the saddle on the mare before straightening up. ‘There’s a tale from not long after I was born. A nurse was holding me at an upstairs window when Papa returned from battle. He shouted at the nurse to throw me down. She—’

‘She refused, but Giovanni insisted, promising he would catch you.’ Aldo smiled. ‘Poor girl, don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so scared.’

Cosimo laughed. ‘So it’s true?’

Aldo nodded. ‘Your father bellowed at her, losing patience. Finally, after praying for forgiveness, the nurse threw you down for your father to catch. And caught you were.’

‘Of all the stories, I was certain that one must be a myth. One of the servants first told it to me when I was a boy, but they claimed my mother was the one who threw me down. Mama says she would never have been so foolish. She always insists it was a nurse.’

‘Myths are stories told too many times. The truth is usually still inside them.’

Cosimo smiled with the unblemished love of a son. Aldo didn’t mention that it was he – not Giovanni – who had caught the baby. Let the young man enjoy his myth.

Reporting to Florence’s ruler was a daily duty for segretario Massimo Bindi. Each morning he waddled to the ducal residence, wearing his thickest woollen cloak to ward off the early chill, hands tucked inside the long wide sleeves for warmth. Bindi preferred sober black or red for his cloak, doublet and hose, colours befitting a segretario. Not for him the vibrant blue worn by some preening merchants, or the lurid hues favoured by younger men these days. Some of them even sported hose with legs of different colours, as if determined to see their stupidity displayed to all and sundry. Peacocks had more sense of decorum.

Bindi passed the Duomo and continued his slow progress north along via Largo, cursing as his boots slid on cobbles left icy by overnight frost. The imposing shape of Palazzo Medici appeared ahead, a hefty monolith of sharp corners and impressive size. Its three levels were all pale sandstone, but the stonework became finer and more elegant on each successive floor. The street level had coarse, rusticated stones with small windows set high enough in the wall to prevent anyone seeing inside. The middle level had smaller stones and numerous arched windows, while the upper level bore the finest stones of all beneath a jutting roof. Merchants sat on the cold benches outside the palazzo, each man hoping for an audience with the Duke, their horses tied to thick metal rings bolted to the palazzo wall. Bindi savoured their envy as he marched straight inside.

The Duke’s administrative segretario was waiting within, as he did most mornings. Francesco Campana ushered Bindi up to the palazzo’s middle level, few words passing between them. Campana was dressed in the traditional black gown of an administrator, the simplicity of his clothes giving little indication of his closeness to the Duke. Bindi knew better than to share idle comments with Campana, whose plain face and reserved manner belied his significance. He was known to have the Duke’s ear when it came to appointments. Should Bindi wish to leave the Otto for another post as segretario, the approval of Campana would be needed to secure a more prestigious and more lucrative position.

Campana escorted Bindi to the private officio of Alessandro de’ Medici but did not follow him inside. Most mornings Bindi’s report was mundane: a brisk summary of cases due before the magistrates of the Otto di Guardia e Balia, if they were sitting that day; a tally of prisoners in the cells at Le Stinche; and an accounting of the court’s current finances. Rare was the day when there were more dramatic matters to report; incidents of violence, sexual depravity or significant civic disorder. There was no need for Campana to be present.

Bindi was master of all he surveyed within Palazzo del Podestà, but he could never relax in Alessandro’s company. The Duke was the most powerful man in Florence and could ask a question about anything at any moment. If the answer dissatisfied him, he could dismiss Bindi from the hard-won position of segretario on a whim. It was terrifying.

Alessandro ignored him at first, too busy laughing with someone else. Bindi did not permit himself to look up until addressed – that would not be proper – but sometimes risked a peek to discover who else was present. Today Alessandro was holding court from an ornate gold chair behind
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The Darkest Sin

BY D. V. BISHOP




Statement by Cesare Aldo,
officer of the Otto di Guardia e Balia:

I was at the visitors’ parlour of Santa Maria Magdalena on a personal matter when I heard a scream from inside the convent. It was shrill, the sound of shock and horror. Another voice cried out: ‘Murder! Murder!’ The internal door of the parlour was opened as a nun ran past, her face stricken. ‘Blood, there’s so much blood—’ Her words stopped, I do not know why.

I persuaded a young woman staying at the convent to let me into the main courtyard. I was familiar with the interior, having come to Santa Maria Magdalena on court business the previous day, Palm Sunday. Nuns were gathering at the north-west corner of the cloister. Several were comforting a novice who had blood on both her hands. She was trembling, her face ashen. I later learned she had made the initial discovery.

The novice directed me inside, saying what she found was on the left.

I went through the doors, passing entrances for the convent kitchen and a latrina. The third door on the left was ajar, the smell of fresh blood strong in the air, but the floor around the entrance was clean. I pushed the door open. Inside was the scriptorium where nuns copy and illuminate holy texts. Unlit candles stood on each desk next to brushes and pots of ink. A single lantern hung from the ceiling, its light revealing the bloody mess below.

I was not surprised that the novice had screamed.

A body was sprawled across the stones, naked and bathed in blood. More blood spread out from the corpse, pooling across the floor. I cannot recall having ever seen so much around a single body. There were numerous stab wounds, at least a dozen to the chest and torso, but it was the face that had suffered most. This had been a frenzied attack, a work of hatred.

One more thing about the naked corpse discovered inside the convent caught the eye.

It was male.




Chapter One
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Sunday, March 25th 1537

Living in a bordello spared Cesare Aldo from religion most Sundays. While most of Florence went to church, Signora Tessa Robustelli and her women stayed in bed recovering from the night before. Once Mass was concluded, men would soon return to the humble building at Piazza della Passera, south of the Arno. But this was Palm Sunday, the first day of Holy Week. Special Masses were taking place across the city to celebrate one of the most important times in the Church year, with many parishes holding processions to mark the day Jesus entered Jerusalem. If there was one thing Robustelli could not resist, it was a procession.

‘Clodia! Elena! Matilde!’ she shouted as Aldo came downstairs. ‘We haven’t got all morning!’ The buxom matrona was wearing her finest brocade gown, a blue shawl draped across her bosom in a rare show of modesty. ‘I’d like to see the procession this year!’ 

‘Coming, signora!’ playful voices chorused above, between giggles.

Robustelli eyed Aldo’s plain tunic and hose. ‘I take it you’re not joining us.’ She pointed to the stiletto tucked in his left boot, its hilt visible beside his calf. ‘Father Anselmo doesn’t approve of his flock bringing blades to church.’

‘Father Anselmo approves of very little,’ Aldo replied, ‘but I doubt anyone will bring a blade to Mass.’ Carrying weapons had been banned in Florence since Cosimo de’ Medici replaced his murdered cousin Alessandro as the city’s leader in January. Cosimo had not yet seen eighteen summers, but he was no fool. He remained vulnerable until his election as leader was confirmed by the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V. An edict restricting weapons within the city certainly lessened the likelihood of an armed uprising by those eager to see Florence return to being a republic. Only those enforcing the law, Cosimo’s own guard and the city militia were allowed to carry weapons. Being an officer of the Otto di Guardia e Balia, the most feared criminal court in Florence, meant Aldo could retain his trusty stiletto. He was grateful for that. The blade had saved his life more than once.

‘Are you coming or not?’ Robustelli asked.

‘Not today. I’m due at the Podestà.’

The matrona nodded, her attention shifting to a young woman bouncing down the stairs. ‘No, Clodia, that won’t do. Go and cover yourself properly.’

‘Why?’ Clodia pouted. Her nipples pressed against the thin lace of her flimsy top, demanding attention. ‘I’m proud of my body. Why do I have to hide it?’

‘Because we’re going to church,’ Robustelli replied, ‘not an orgy.’ 

Leaving them to argue, Aldo stepped out of the bordello. It was not yet mid-morning, but the sun was already touching the stones of Piazza della Passera. The days were getting longer, and warmer too. Aldo breathed in, savouring the aroma of bread baking in some nearby oven. It had been a hard winter, but spring had come early this year, bringing fresh life to the city. It was a pleasure to be alive.

Aldo strode away, heading east. Warmer days meant less pain from his unreliable left knee, so it had no need of remedies or salves. But he still cut north into via dei Giudei, the narrow street where most of Florence’s small Jewish community lived. A door stood open among the houses on the left, beckoning him into the home of Doctor Saul Orvieto. How easy it would be to go inside. Aldo missed Saul, his warm hazel eyes, the ease of their friendship. But they had parted on bad terms, sundered by duty and bloodshed.

Better to keep walking. Safer for both of them.

At the end of via dei Giudei Aldo turned east again, striding towards Ponte Vecchio. This approach to the bridge was usually crowded with the stalls selling fish, vegetables and fruit. After a long, barren winter the produce was inviting again, no more frost-bitten brassica or wizened citrus. But this was Sunday, the Lord’s Day, when most shops and stalls were shut. Palm Sunday processions elsewhere helped to make Aldo’s progress brisk.

Aldo marched up the steady rise of Ponte Vecchio, pausing at the bridge’s highest point where a gap between buildings allowed a view of the river. The water was mottled with merda, dyes and other liquids that drained into it from workshops. Florentines threw almost anything into the Arno. Even corpses went in the water sometimes, victims consigned to the river by those eager to banish the proof of their crimes. If a killer was lucky, or the current strong enough, a body could float miles downriver before eventually washing ashore. But most got caught on the weirs between bridges, giving river rats a chance to feast on the rotting flesh until the remains were pulled out. Aldo turned away from the Arno with a shiver.

After leaving the bridge he cut a ragged path north-east, careful to avoid larger piazze where processions were gathering before Mass. He reached the Palazzo del Podestà early, the forbidding brick fortress looming ahead of him, its stone bell-tower pointing at the sky. In a city full of beautiful buildings, the Podestà was an ugly brute, all sharp edges and glowering menace. That outward appearance matched its inner workings as home to the Otto. Little of beauty occurred within these walls. The few windows facing out were too high to offer any respite in the bleak stone. The fortress had stood for hundreds of years, and doubtless would remain for hundreds more. From here laws were enforced and those found guilty of breaking them faced judgement from the Otto’s magistrates.

Inside the Podestà was an imposing courtyard, a wide stone staircase running up one wall to the loggia that led to the court’s administrative area. A cold breeze chilled Aldo even as he paused next to the one wall touched by the sun. It was always cold inside the Podestà, regardless of the month. But Aldo’s unease stemmed from the men he saw at the top of the stairs: Bindi and Ruggerio. No good ever came of them sharing words.

Massimo Bindi was segretario to the Otto. In theory that made him simply the court’s administrator, a bureaucratic functionary whose sole purpose was to assist the magistrates. But the Florentine practice of replacing the entire bench every few months meant the segretario was the court’s most powerful constant, able to wield considerable influence over rulings. Magistrates came and went but the bloated Bindi remained. Every day Aldo had to report to Bindi, and every day it darkened his mood.

The segretario was a self-serving creature who clutched his power in a clammy fist, but the man opposite him was far more dangerous. Girolamo Ruggerio was a silk merchant, among the leaders of that powerful guild, and a leading figure within the Company of Santa Maria, a confraternity with considerable influence in the Church. More than that, Ruggerio was a cunning creature capable of having anyone he deemed a threat destroyed. A few months before, Ruggerio learned a young lover had written of their trysts in a diary. The youth was beaten to death on Ruggerio’s orders. When an investigation by the Otto came close to identifying Ruggerio, he made the men who had killed for him confess. They did so without hesitation, yet kept his secret safe. Such was the power Ruggerio wielded. Blood never touched his hands – he was too clever for that.

Aldo watched the segretario bow low, not easy with a belly so rotund. Ruggerio had no direct authority at the Otto, yet Bindi could not help giving way. It was sickening, but not a surprise. Ruggerio swept down the wide stone stairs, the morning sun glinting off his smooth and hairless scalp. Satisfaction twisted his thin lips into a smirk, while silk robes billowed around him, the rich blue fabric adorned with fine golden embroidery. Aldo gave a small nod as Ruggerio approached. ‘Signor.’

The merchant paused two steps from the bottom to look down on Aldo. ‘Have we met?’ Ruggerio asked. They had, but still the merchant forced Aldo to introduce himself. Everything was a joust with Ruggerio, a stratagemma.

‘In January, when I helped find those responsible for the murder of a youth called Corsini. Two of your guards confessed to killing him,’ Aldo said.

Ruggerio nodded, as if it were a distant memory, long forgotten. ‘Ahh, yes. One died soon after in a prison brawl, while the other was left with the mind of an idiota.’

Aldo had been part of that brawl, the only one to escape with his life and wits still intact. No doubt Ruggerio knew that too. ‘Le Stinche is a dangerous place. Full of criminals.’

‘Quite.’ The merchant studied Aldo a moment longer before descending the final two steps. ‘I believe the segretario had a matter for your attention. I hope you will pursue it with the same vigour and fortitude as you do other matters.’ Ruggerio strolled away, leaving Aldo to ponder the threat behind that farewell. A shout from above demanded his attention.

‘Come to my officio,’ Bindi called, gesturing him up the stairs. 

Aldo grimaced. How little it took to sour a beautiful spring day.

Ponte a Signa had been Carlo Strocchi’s whole world when he was a boy. It didn’t matter that a much bigger town was just across the Arno, over the same bridge that gave Ponte a Signa its name. And he didn’t care about the boats coming downriver from Florence, taking cargo west towards Pisa. Strocchi hadn’t been interested in either city then, not when everyone he cared for was in the small village nestling by a bend in the river.

True, Ponte a Signa was little more than a huddle of simple houses and dirt roads, but that was enough. There were several large palazzi up in the hills, owned by merchants who only came in the scorching summer months to escape the city. The rest of the year their grand houses stood empty, villagers trudging up the hill to clean empty rooms or tend the unappreciated gardens. To Strocchi, the palazzi seemed to sneer at those below, judging them. His friends often claimed it was possible to see all the way to Florence from the palazzi – Strocchi hadn’t cared. Ponte a Signa was enough for him.

That changed the week his papa died, collapsing in the garden behind their humble home. Father Coluccio gave Papa the last rites, and he slipped away that night. Strocchi had seen only seventeen summers; now he was the man of the house. But he had no talent for farming, and no siblings to help tend their rented field. Three years of hard work brought only diminishing returns. The land couldn’t support Mama and him, not the way it had when Papa was alive. Strocchi admitted defeat after a spring flood took their meagre crop. Reluctantly, he left home, walking to Florence in search of work, promising to send coin whenever he could.

That was a year ago. Now Strocchi was coming home for his first visit. But as the constable got close, he almost didn’t recognize Ponte a Signa. It looked so small. A few drab buildings clustered beside the Arno, the houses crumbling and neglected, dirt roads overgrown by weeds. This was where he’d had so many adventures as a boy. It had been a happy place for the most part, a community of friendly folk who smiled when they met.

Now the village looked wizened, broken. Desolate. Not at all how Strocchi had described it to his travelling companion. They had ridden from Florence on a hired horse, before entrusting the animal to the local ostler and walking into the village.

People in doorways glared at the new arrivals. Was that due to suspicion, or envy? Strocchi looked down at his clothes, at the new tunic he had bought before leaving Florence, eager to show he’d made a success of himself. The sin of pride coloured his cheeks. Sancto Spirito, what kind of welcome should he expect from Mama? He had been a good son, sending home all the coin he could spare, along with letters he struggled to write. Hopefully, Mama had taken those to Father Coluccio to read for her. Hopefully.

Strocchi rounded a corner and his mood lifted. The early spring flowers Mama grew every year were blossoming outside the house, their colours a joy to soften the hardest heart. The front door stood open, welcoming all. He could hear Mama humming inside, no doubt making a hearty Sunday stew, brought to life with torn shreds of basil and a generous splash of olive oil. Yes, there was the familiar smell, making his mouth water.

He was home.

‘It’s just like you described,’ his travelling companion said. 

Strocchi nodded, the smile returning to his face. ‘Yes, it is.’ They strolled on side by side, until Strocchi stopped a few paces short of the door. ‘Would you mind if I went in first? I haven’t seen Mama for so long, and—’

‘Of course. I’ll wait out here. Call me when you’re ready.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Strocchi took a deep breath and ventured in. He paused at the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the darker interior. Should he knock? No, that was foolish. This was still his home, even if he’d been away for a year. ‘Mama? Mama, it’s me – Carlo.’ 

‘Carlo?’ The sound of her voice was so warm, so welcoming. Strocchi hadn’t realized how much he had missed her. It was an urgent tug at his chest, a pull so strong his eyes were brimming and his chin trembling a little.

‘Yes, Mama,’ was all he could say.

She appeared from the kitchen, wiping both hands on her apron, those sharp blue eyes staring at him. Then she flung out her arms and they were hugging and sobbing and laughing, all at the same time. Mama took his face in her hands and kissed him, tears of joy spilling down her rosy cheeks. ‘My bambino is home! My boy, my boy, come back at last! Oh, how I’ve missed you, Carlo. Things haven’t been the same since you left. Why didn’t you send word you were coming? I would’ve made your favourite, if I had known.’ 

She stepped back, looking him up and down. ‘Don’t they feed you in the city? You’re nothing but bones, bambino. What have you been eating?’ Mama reached forward, rubbing the material of his new tunic between thumb and fingers. ‘Spending all your coin on clothes. Since when did you become fond of such finery?’ 

Carlo laughed. He had been gone a year, was now a constable for a powerful court in Florence, and yet nothing had changed. He still couldn’t get a word in.

‘What’s so funny?’ she demanded, a playful twinkle in her eyes. ‘I suppose you think your old mama is not good enough for you now?’

‘No, Mama.’

‘Quite right,’ she said, grabbing hold of his hands. ‘Come into the kitchen and tell me all about the city. Now that you’re back, I want to hear everything—’

‘Mama, wait.’ Strocchi stopped her before she could go any further. ‘I sent coin, and letters by messenger. They swore on the Bible each one reached you. Didn’t you get them?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, yes. I put the coin in a pot, up on the high shelf in the kitchen, you know the one. It’s waiting there for you, all of it.’

‘No, the coin was for you, Mama. To help you.’

She frowned. ‘Why would I need help? I have all I need, now my bambino is home.’

‘Well, did you take my letters to Father Coluccio?’ 

‘The first few, yes. But I didn’t like to bother him.’

More likely she was embarrassed at having to ask the parish priest to read them for her. As if Father Coluccio didn’t do that for other villagers already. Strocchi had feared she wouldn’t ask for the priest’s help. It meant she hadn’t heard what was in the latest letter. Strocchi guided her to a chair. ‘Mama, please, sit. There’s something important I need to tell you.’

‘I don’t need to sit—’ 

‘Please, Mama.’

She huffed and puffed, but did as he asked. Strocchi gathered his courage. ‘I’ve come back to visit for a day or two, but I’m not staying. I’ll be going back to Florence soon.’

‘Oh.’ Mama’s face fell. She had no time for guile or falsehood, never had, so she made no attempt to hide her disappointment. ‘Well, at least you’re here now. That’s something.’

‘Yes. And there’s something else.’

Mama’s gaze slipped past Strocchi to the doorway. Someone was standing there, framed in the bright morning sunshine. ‘Can we help you?’

Strocchi went to the doorway, taking the visitor’s hand, guiding them inside. ‘Mama, I want you to meet someone. This is Tomasia.’

The young woman bowed her head a little, showing the proper respect. ‘Signora Strocchi, it is an honour to be in your home. Carlo has told me so much about you.’

‘Has he? I’m sorry, my dear, but I know nothing about you.’

Strocchi gave Tomasia’s hand a squeeze. ‘She hasn’t heard about our news.’

‘Oh.’

Mama folded her arms. ‘Carlo, who is this stranger?’

He hesitated before replying, struggling to find the right words. ‘Tomasia is . . . my wife.’

Mama Strocchi fainted dead away.
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