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            ‘Introduces us to a teenage Leonardo still struggling to find himself amid the roiling artistic and political atmosphere of late-15th-century Florence … For a young man sexually attracted to other young men, this can be particularly dangerous … Yet his work may be his salvation’

            New York Times Book Review

            ‘The novel, which owes a debt to Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall trilogy in the detail and immediacy of its telling, feels freshly contemporary in its papal intrigue and plutocratic power battles’

            Washington Post

            ‘Marvellous. I was captivated by the sense of place – the ugliness and beauty and turmoil of Florence and Rome in the Renaissance … The whole novel has the feel of a Leonardo painting, the same austere sensuality and precision’

            James Cahill, author of The Violet Hour

            ‘Well-researched, proudly lusty historical fiction’

            Kirkus Reviews

            ‘Captures these figures before their glory, when they’re dogged by the universal and timeless fear that they were born too late and won’t be remembered’

            Publishers Weekly

            ‘It’s got all the gorgeous detail of a meticulously researched historical novel, but with a very contemporary pulse’

            Electric Literature

            ‘A superb debut that encompasses both the agony and the ecstasy of Renaissance Florence … Unforgettable characters and an ever-twisting plot, all told with style, skill, and wry black humour’

            Tim Leach,

author of The Sarmatian Trilogyii
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            Rejoice, O Florence, in thy widening fame!

Thy wings thou beatest over land and sea,

And even through Inferno spreads thy name.

            
                

            

            —dante alighieri, inferno

            c. 1321

            Translated by James Romanes Sibbald

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            You are a Tuscan, and Tuscans love cocks.

            
                

            

            —antonio beccadelli, l’ermafrodito

            1425–26

            Translated by Michael de Cossart
Dedicated to Cosimo de’ Medicivi
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            PROLOGUE

            August 3, 1464

         

         on his first morning in florence, the boy goes to a funeral. Yesterday, he sat on a dray, dangling his legs off its end. He watched the farmhouse sink into neat rows of Tuscan grapes, the village tavern fall from view, the sparse bell towers retreat behind cypress-studded hills. All he’s ever known, gone in a day. Twenty miles eastward he traveled, and now he’s arrived in a different world.

         This city is startling, rich and rude. The river runs red with butcher-stall blood. The air is sweet with sugared almonds and choked by churning bonfires. There are tall towers of bone-white marble; they rise from filth-strewn streets of dirt. And in those streets, people pass wearing shining satin and brocades in cloth of gold, in undyed worsted and threadbare serge too.

         Now, the boy lives here. He’s being threaded into its strange fabric.

         He’s lean and lithe, with a pleasantly long face framed by thick, shoulder-length curls. He has a strong nose, just like his father. A small, almost delicate mouth he’s told he inherited from his mother. He’s dressed in a shade of brown pretending to be black, same as everyone else. A quick glance, and he’s indistinguishable. There’s no mark of greatness. He’s only twelve years old.

         But creases plow across his forehead, incongruous with his young face. He furrows his brows when he stares—and he is always staring: at the starlings overhead, peppering the clouds; at the endless turning of a watermill; at the sweat-specked, half-dressed bodies of the fieldmen back home, or what was home. He commits his curiosities, his stirrings, his whims to paper, loose sheets he tucks beneath his mattress. He is beginning to gather secrets, like the nub of charcoal hidden inside his left boot and the many-times-folded piece of paper beneath this overlarge tunic his father has forced him to wear.

         He is following his father through a crowded piazza toward a long—a very long—stone church. His father strides, but the boy ambles, and 2every new sight slows him more. A passing wheelbarrow filled with blushing, egg-shaped apricots. A stalk of pale yellow melilot reaching defiantly toward the August sun. And the faces all around him—so many of them to draw! At the farmhouse, there was only his grandfather. But he’s dead now. He thought he was going to live with his mother, with her family. Instead, his father has brought him here, to Florence.

         He wants to explore, to see the domed cathedral that every Tuscan praises. He wants to sketch bronze statues and long bridges. Not to go to Mass with his father, to stand and kneel and pray for the soul of a man he never knew. An inconvenience, his father had called it. The boy wasn’t sure if his father meant the man’s death, or his own arrival.

         Memorize the details, he tells himself. Remember the one-toothed man and his grizzly beard. The girl sneaking her hands beneath her veil to pinch her cheeks. All these shades of near-black: the slice of raven-feather silk under a woman’s mantle; the dusky sable trim of a man’s lucco; the faded, scuffed leather of his own boots. He already knows that black is never simply black; it always bleeds into other colors. He just doesn’t yet know the names for these shades, doesn’t know vine black from bone black.

         He can learn. His grandfather said so, told him there are workshops in this city where artists take in young pupils, train them to be painters or sculptors. His father, however, has different designs for him, expects the boy to become a notary, like him. To pore over ledgers, assemble testaments, write contracts. He could do that, he thinks. He’s clever enough. But he also knows it’s in his nature to wander, to wonder—at the swirling water in a draining tub; at the heavy, curling lashes of a beautiful boy; at this church in front of them, how it was possible to stack all those stones.

         “Keep up.”

         He barely hears his father over all this noise, the hurried footsteps, flapping pigeons, shouting vendors.

         When his father repeats the words, he hurries to his side. “Can I stay outside?” the boy asks. “I didn’t know him, the dead man. I don’t know anyone here.”

         Thick fingers curl around his arm. “You know me,” his father says, turning him back toward the way they came, where the dark parade 3of mourners has parted for a single family. A man with a cane taking slow, stiff steps. Two veiled women following him. Children marching behind them. A boy—perhaps a few years older than him—keeping himself ahead of the rest. He’s wearing a cloak, clasped in gold at the neck. Its velvet shimmers. Its color, its black, is different from any other in this piazza. It’s pure, depthless. But the boy’s face is horrid. His nose is flat, his jaw low and square, his brows uneven. His skin is the shade of withered artichoke.

         It’s the most extraordinary face the boy has ever seen.

         “You may not know them, but they’re the most important family in this city,” his father says into his ear.

         His hand crawls toward his belt. Beneath his tunic, the paper itches. “But why do I have to go?”

         His father stands in front of him. Surveys him, as if he were a rabbit, neck broken, splayed across the counter of a butcher’s shopboard. A catch with little meat to the bone, one with a price to be bartered.

         “It’s expected,” he says, as if it’s a suitable explanation.

         Why, the boy wants to ask, to provoke. He knows he’s being petulant, knows he’s a problem his father doesn’t know how to solve. What he hopes for is that his father will give up trying. Leave him here in the piazza, with his charcoal and paper.

         But his father’s lips are bunching together, like a fist. The boy’s drawings will have to wait. He’ll have to try to remember the odd-faced boy.

         His father pulls him toward the church. “Come, Leonardo.”
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         the last amen is spoken, and Lorenzo rises from his knees. All down the nave, thousands upon thousands are coming to their feet. Men from every guild in the city: bankers, blacksmiths, and judges; wool-men and silk-men and linen-men too. Makers of paintings, makers of swords, makers of shoes. Men who sell salt and oil, and men who sell slaves. And then there are still the men not in guilds. Nearest the altar, the old-blood nobles and the new-blood priors. In the rear, the laborers and the paupers. And then, in a section of their own, all the city’s women: the wives and widows; the matrons and handmaids and wenches. Some daughters 4are veiled, hiding their pearl-ringed throats. Others are bolder, barefaced with lead-painted cheeks.

         All of them, every man and woman, clutch a cloth to their faces. Embroidered silk handkerchiefs, simple linen squares, or rough and unravelling serge. Dipped in camphor, pressed rosemary, even vinegar. Anything to stave off the dreaded sickness. They all know a plague has come to Florence, and still they’ve come here, to this church, dim and hot and thronged, to honor his grandfather, Cosimo de’ Medici.

         There he is, on a bier before the high altar. Wrinkled face shrouded by linen, white and starched. Seventy-five years he had. A long life, a productive one. The people here would say he made Florence matter to the world, that he spent his wealth making it beautiful, that he made them all rich too.

         Of course, nothing is so simple. Lorenzo is only fourteen, and he already knows this; he is being educated in the methods of the family bank. How they keep half this city—half the world, even—in debt. How pope after pope, English kings and French kings and so many of the peninsula’s dukes all came to his grandfather, and his father before him, for the gold to build their palaces and wage their wars. Because, in truth, his grandfather was wealthier than them all. And he understood that wealth is a relative, mutable thing. That if money could be made from turning his gold florins into ducats, francs, and sterlings, then he could mint authority too. So with his coin, in this kingless city of councils and republican ways, his grandfather fashioned himself ruler in all but name.

         Now he is dead. His funeral is finished. Already the priests are retreating to the sacristy, the doors creaking open, the congregation clotting together and tiding toward the transept.

         Lorenzo watches them approach, one by one. Shuffling around each other, shouldering themselves to the front. Giving their obeisance as if it meant their debts would be forgiven.

         Most fail to notice his grandmother. She is just a widow to them now. They ignore his sisters too. Meek Nannina gazes at the floor, but Bianca, the eldest, keeps her head high. She takes a defiant step forward.

         To Giuliano, his younger brother, the mourners offer a brief nod. His brother is good-natured and loyal, handsome too; he is sure to 5return each nod. He keeps his back straight, his hands pressed in prayer. Lorenzo knows his brother is worried their mother is watching him.

         She isn’t. His mother’s sharp gaze swings over the crowd with the gravity of a headsman’s axe. She, in her long and heavy brocade, stands taller, stiffer, prouder than his father. To her, to Lucrezia, the congregants genuflect and whisper condolences. In this city, everyone knows to take their appeals to her.

         Now they come before him. Plague be damned, they draw close, they kneel. He’s grateful he can hide his face behind a handkerchief, soaked in some fragrant oil. What scent? He doesn’t know. His nose is crumpled, faulty; he has no sense of smell.

         When the people rise, they peek at him over their own wrinkled cloths, their eyes so obvious in their curiosity. He knows how the nobles and peasants joke about his face. And he also knows they all say he’ll soon be leading the family, that his father is a sickly man.

         It’s true. His father’s fingers, made cherry red and knobby by gout, grip an ebony cane. Anyone can see he only has a few summers left.

         Lorenzo meets his mother’s small, nearly black eyes beneath her webbed veil. She leans toward him, grabs his hand. “Look,” she whispers, her breath hot. “Look at your grandfather, at all he’s done.”

         He turns toward his grandfather, prone and small, resting on a bier. He had a long life, a rich one, and yet all he is now is a corpse, lying on a straw mattress, sprinkled with white and purple flowers. Just another body ruined by plague.

         His mother’s grip tightens. “We must hold on to this. You must protect what you’ll inherit above everything else. You must be strong. Promise me, Lorenzo.”

         He searches for her eyes behind the veil. “I promise,” he says, his voice thin and high.

         He means it. He wants more, more than this, more than anything his grandfather imagined. He wants his funeral under the soaring dome of Santa Reparata, not here in dank San Lorenzo. He wants not thousands but tens of thousands gathered. He wants a pope to kneel beside his wrinkled body, to commend his soul to heaven. He wants permanence, legend.

         Whatever it takes, he thinks, he’ll do it. Anything, to be magnificent. 6
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         the church reeks. The censers have sputtered the last of their frankincense, unmasking the motley stench of the congregants: the rosewater worn by a widow, the stale ale on a drunkard’s breath, the cheesemonger who still smelled of his wares. The good and bad brewing together, souring Salviati’s gut.

         He’s standing before the Medici boy and his family, in the shaggy line of men waiting to pay their respects. He presses an old cloth against his face, searches for its rosemary scent. It’s fading, too weak for the awful air around him. He prays, silently, not to catch the pestilence.

         “Rome stinks too, you know,” his cousin says. “Worse than a whore’s piss pot.”

         He buries his grin in his cloth. “Then I hope they have more censers burning in the Vatican.” A tall, sad crucifix hangs above the altar. His stomach heaves again. “We forget ourselves.”

         Jacopo rubs at his gray brows, chastened. Salviati’s cousin’s steps are slow and deliberate. His cape, black satin, hangs on him stiffly, as if it were threaded with lead.

         They are not just cousins but friends too, and sometimes he forgets he is only twenty-one and Jacopo is twice that in years. That his cousin has stood through too many funerals, has already buried both of his brothers.

         Then again, he, too, has sat through many funerals. His father’s, for one. And he’ll have many more to come if he’s to join the church.

         Jacopo turns to him. His eyes are pale blue, gentle and kind. “It is a noble thing you want to do. I only wish you were as selfish as the rest of us so you could stay here.”

         “I’m in your debt. Your support—”

         Jacopo waves his hand, silencing him. But he knows Jacopo needs to hear his gratitude. His cousin runs his family’s bank, a bank whose scale is second only to that of the dead man’s. Like any talented banker, he knows his cousin keeps a careful ledger in his mind, that he expects his investments—such as Salviati himself—to one day prove profitable.

         “My offer still stands,” Jacopo says.

         “And I promise you I’m still considering it.” 7

         A lie, God forgive him.

         They move closer to the body, the sole of his right boot flapping with each step. The too-sweet stink of rot is creeping into his nose. The priests have uselessly covered the body with wildflowers, anointed it with oil, molded its face to have a semblance of piety. But Salviati has been studying the ways of priests. He knows how a body is prepared for a funeral. That the man’s chest was carved open, filled with herbs, then sewn shut. Stuffed like a pheasant.

         It’s all an elaborate pretense, he thinks. Cosimo was a banker; he was rich and vain. The Bible says usury is a sin, and Cosimo knew he was a sinner. That was why he paid for so many monuments to the Lord—he was trying to salvage his soul. But Salviati is certain: such efforts are futile. God always sees the truth.

         Wood rattles against the floor, stirring him from his thoughts. A cane lies before Piero de’ Medici. The man tries to reach for it, but his wife swats his hand. The young heir, Lorenzo, doesn’t move. A flock of velvet-wearing sycophants clamor to grab the cane, and from the group, Jacopo emerges victorious.

         His cousin presents the cane to Piero as if it is a scepter. While his condolences to Piero are cursory and brief, they’re only a preamble. Now comes the bankers’ talk: the price of English wool, a new tax on wine—unctuous, crude conversation. Unsuitable for a church.

         Jacopo is grabbing his arm, pulling him out of the crowd and toward the family seated before them. “I wish to introduce you,” Jacopo says. “My cousin, Francesco Salviati.”

         “An honor, my lord,” he hears himself saying.

         Piero stares at him. His eyes, rimmed with red, flaky skin, look back to Jacopo. “A Salviati, you said?”

         His cousin smiles gently. “I’ve offered him a post within my bank. But he’s reluctant. He wishes to go to Rome, to join the church. One banker to another, what do you say to this? Help me convince him to stay.”

         Piero isn’t listening. His gaze has returned to Salviati, falling on his clothes, his too-dark skin. “Are you certain he’s your cousin, Jacopo?”

         The fug around him thickens; it gathers in his lungs. He avoids the stares, but he still feels them, searing, all of them—the father and mother, their sons and daughters. His cousin too, who lets out an uneasy laugh. 8

         He turns instead toward the young heir, a boy draped in fabric worth more than all of Salviati’s possessions. A boy who also carries a storied name in Florence, who also was raised in a palace within its walls.

         But this boy isn’t a bastard.

         The young heir’s black eyes flit to him. They rove over his doublet, too faded. They linger on his hair, too coiled.

         Salviati flinches. His shallow breaths are quickening now. The back of his mouth is filling with spit. He’s going to be ill.

         He pushes his way through the crowd with a clammy, clawing hand. He opens the church doors and stumbles, blinded by the sun. He leans against the side of the church and vomits onto its stone.

         Weakened, he wipes his mouth. There’s a puddle of mess between his legs. Spatter is flecked over his one good pair of black hose.

         He turns toward the piazza. It is bright and crowded, as it is every day. This city has nothing for him. No amount of his cousin’s gold will change that.

         He has to leave. Florence is sick, he thinks. He sees it now: God has made His judgment on this marble Sodom.

         Save the monuments, and let the plague take the rest.
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            Part One

            THE DRAPERY STUDY

            1471–1473
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            I

         

         “pay attention, leonardo.”

         He doesn’t hear his master. His mind is on the statue directly in front of him that comes to his shoulders. A boy, cast in smooth bronze with clay and wax and iron underneath. He’s not thinking about the pose he’s meant to be holding. He’s wondering how such a heavy object will be lifted. He sees not the workshop but gears with great, oily teeth. Thick, braided ropes spooling around a wooden winch. Men with calloused hands pushing the bars. Sweat beading across their broad backs like dew.

         Not for the first time, he considers if he’s erred by choosing to apprentice as a painter. If his ambition should have been to make machines and not Madonnas.

         “Your hand.”

         Andrea’s sprightly, plump face is next to him now. His master takes his left hand and gently returns it to rest against his hip. Then Andrea steps back to the statue, where another of his apprentices is waiting.

         Domenico runs a finger down his long, wide nose. He does this when he grows impatient. All the apprentices have learned each other’s habits, Andrea’s too—how their master is dreadfully cross before breakfast; how if he bites the end of his brush, he’s frustrated, liable to tantrum. After years of living in this workshop, of sleeping alongside one another in the quarters upstairs, they know nearly everything about each other. Even that which they didn’t want to know or have known.

         It has been a whole afternoon of this: Andrea’s final fiddling; Domenico waiting to place this or that piece of gold leaf; Leonardo standing, his legs apart, his hand on his hip, his eyes trying not to drift toward the statue.

         It’s a David, the boy who slayed a giant with only a slingshot and his faith in God. He stands with a sword in his hand, Goliath’s severed head at his feet. He’s youthful, bold, a little arrogant too. He’s real to life, as if a metal heart cooly beats beneath his bronze ribs.

         Leonardo can mark his time in the workshop by the David. It was nothing more than the vaguest promise when he arrived. He was still a 12boy then. Still a foreigner to Florence, still skittish as a doe in its never-still streets. In the workshop, he asked questions. Proudly showed Andrea his drawings. Felt as if he had finally found a home in the city.

         Then, near the end of his first year in the workshop, Andrea asked him to serve as the model for his David. Leonardo was young; he was svelte and handsome—a natural choice for a boy warrior. So he didn’t demur. The apprentices always did any task Andrea assigned to them, without complaint. They knew it was a privilege, the rarest kind, to work for one of Florence’s busiest artists.

         On that day, Leonardo had dutifully stripped off his tunic and quickly rolled down his hose. He posed before Andrea and the rest of the apprentices, all of them ready with their papers, their pens. He stood—silent and patient—one hand on his hip, the other holding a dull, half-rusted sword.

         Pens scratched, they tapped vials of ink. The sun had crawled across the floor, it ambered. His mind, then as it does now, wandered. And he let it roam—to any thought, any thought at all, that might make him forget his naked state. The doors, bronze and gleaming, outside the baptistery. A yellow-breasted songbird that flittered about a brass cage beside a stall at the Mercato Nuovo. The zabaglione Sandro had promised to bring him on Easter, that he’d said would be the sweetest thing he’d ever tasted.

         He looked at Sandro then. He was one of the oldest apprentices, a man among boys. His chin was dimpled. His hair fell over his brow in rust-colored waves. His irises were green like mint cut with cream.

         He had felt it all at once, his body betraying him: the heat flaring beneath his cheeks, the lone bead of sweat running over his ribs, the slight stiffening of his cock, which was just beginning to darken with hair.

         He’d heard a laugh.

         He’d heard a whisper. “He’s meant to be a warrior, not a buggerer.”

         He saw the twist of Domenico’s lips, saw Perugino stifle a snigger, saw Sandro refusing to look away from his paper.

         He hadn’t understood it, not at first. He always knew he was different. But he thought all of them were different in this way. That this difference was why they chose to be painters and sculptors, rather than notaries or merchants. 13

         He was wrong.

         Now he stands in the same pose, in the same workshop.

         But it is only Andrea and Domenico watching him. Sandro is gone; he has his own workshop. And Leonardo, thankfully, is posing today in a plain, belted tunic. He’s nineteen, unrecognizable from that child who arrived at the workshop. The dark hair, nape-length in his youth, stretches beyond his shoulders, resting on his broadened back. His nose has grown longer, even more like his father’s. His barbered chin juts.

         Years have passed, and he’s learned how to grind pigments fetched from places he can only imagine. He knows how to thread silk and embroider brocade as good as Florence’s best weavers. He can carve details into wood, can gild gold leaf.

         But he is still only an apprentice. He has no work to his name. He still avoids going to the public baths with the other boys. He still lives a sexless life.

         And in all this time, the David before him has gone from poles of iron to clay to wax and now to gold-foiled bronze. David, who has lingered and taunted him every day of his apprenticeship is now leaving. Finally off to the Medici who commissioned him.

         “It’s done,” Andrea says. He glides his fingers along its arm, around the sharp angle of its elbow.

         The apprentices turn away; they allow their master this final moment. Domenico retreats with the gold leaf, back to a pigment-stained cupboard in the workshop’s rear. Leonardo steps down from the crate he was standing on; he rests the sword on an empty table beside the statue.

         “You’re tired of this. I know,” Andrea says. “But you made for a good David.”

         He tries to smile. It was nearly impossible to begrudge his master, with his bright and wide cheeks, his jocular disposition. Andrea has taught him every skill an artist needs. He’s been kind to him too.

         Andrea steps closer, leans in. “What do you think?”

         “I think it’s beautiful.”

         Andrea’s voice lowers. “What do you really think?”

         Leonardo considers the work, lets his gaze draw toward its mistakes. Here, where the knee doesn’t protrude enough. Or there, where the shield’s edge curves too little. But it was too late to fix such errors, so 14he concentrates instead on its marvels. Goliath’s head, huge and monstrous, at the boy’s feet. How the giant’s hair falls in wavy, damp strands. How its neck is so brutally severed. It raises the hairs on his arms.

         “It’s your best work. Truly.”

         His master nods; he quickly wipes away a tear. Leonardo wants to reach out a hand, to let it rest on his back. He savors these moments when Andrea asks him such questions, him and no one else. When, for the length of an Ave, Andrea is more than avuncular. Almost a friend.

         Then they remember themselves. The teeming workshop around them. The apprentices sketching, molding, weaving, cleaning, waiting for orders. And Leonardo remembers that he works for this man—unpaid, in exchange for a lumpy mattress to sleep on and meals by morning and afternoon. That he must do whatever his master bids. That, in truth, he’s a servant.

         “The statue will be leaving tomorrow,” Andrea says. “I want you to come with me to the palace. It’s nigh time for you to find your own work. It would be good for you to see how that’s done.”

         He says nothing; he’s struck stupid. Nearly six years, and he’s never visited a client.

         Andrea smiles at him, satisfied. “Tell Domenico and Perugino to come too.”

         
             

         

         the four of them stand in the palace courtyard, Leonardo to Andrea’s left, Domenico and Perugino to his right. All of them looking their best: their hair washed and combed, their boots rinsed of dirt and polished, their tunics pressed and neatly belted. Leonardo has worn his favorite today. It is shorter than most, ending just above his knees. It’s twilled wool, dyed lilac. Not a popular shade, for men or women. But it pleases him. He’s become friendly with the dyers after years of errand-running for Andrea; they color his tunics according to his whims, and in turn he gifts them sketches in charcoal.

         Domenico smirked when he saw Leonardo wearing the lilac tunic. But he doesn’t care. How could he today?

         The courtyard is surrounded on all sides by shadowed arcades. Leonardo not only gets to stand here, to be worthy of being admitted to this place, but he gets to admire it too: the uniform arches and their ribboned 15reliefs, how they gracefully, effortlessly lift up the palace’s countless rooms. He gets to see the true scale of this building, so tall that it must block the sun from reaching the courtyard’s stones for most of the day.

         Andrea was wise to come at midday. In this moment, the David is brilliant.

         But there is another David here, behind them. It is, after all, a perennially fashionable subject in Florence. But this one, the one he knows was cast by a dead sculptor called Donatello, Leonardo has never seen. And he doesn’t dare turn to compare it with his master’s work. Not when Andrea is watching him.

         “Now this is a giant slayer!” a sharp voice shouts.

         Here is the man he hears has more gold than anyone on the peninsula, whose commissions keep Andrea’s workshop open, who decides everything in this city. His doublet is emerald velvet. His hose are stark white. But it is his face that steals Leonardo’s attention. He’d thought it was a figment of his childish imagination—what he remembers seeing that first morning in Florence. A gargoyle he had conjured out of the fear of being thrust into the city. He tried to see this face again in the ensuing years, but he has only seen Lorenzo from a distance, in fragments—on a dais during a tournament or between the shifting bodies of costumed revelers on a festival day.

         Now he sees Lorenzo again, sees him closely. His face is the same as the image he stamped onto his memory. The brows, uneven and mismatched, as if they were carved by a novice sculptor. The bottom lip jutting beyond the upper, giving up a constant pout. His tiny, impenetrable eyes and dark, ropy hair.

         Andrea greets him, walks him around the statue, points here and there.

         “I know it was my father, God rest his soul, who asked you to make this. But I could not be more pleased. It’s the David Florence deserves. I’ve only kept the other one because it was a favorite of my grandfather. But I find it embarrassing, truthfully. David is meant to be our city’s hero, is he not? Crushing Goliath, crushing Rome. I cannot fathom why Donatello took a warrior and turned him into a sodomite.”

         He knows he shouldn’t, but he has to see it. He turns.

         A boy, standing with a sword, naked except for his boots and hat. 16Skin so supple, muscles so lean and taut. It is a delicate, beautiful thing. It’s unlike any statue he’s ever seen. It makes his blood quicken, makes his fingers curl, wishing for a phantom pen. But he wills himself to turn away from it, back to his master’s work and the man inspecting it.

         “It’s you,” Lorenzo says, his dark eyes meeting Leonardo’s. Staring at him, unmistakably.

         “It’s him, Andrea. Am I right? In the statue.”

         Now everyone turns to him.

         “Yes. You miss no detail, do you?” Andrea says, his voice honeyed. “This is Leonardo, a most talented painter. All these boys are. Allow me to introduce to you Domenico Ghirlandaio and Pietro Perugino.”

         Lorenzo doesn’t acknowledge the others. His gaze stays fixed on Leonardo. “Would I know your work?”

         “Not yet,” Andrea interjects. “He’s still an apprentice. For now.”

         “Perhaps one day I’ll be hiring him.”

         “Perhaps,” Andrea says, nudging Leonardo forward.

         “It would be an honor.” The words fumble around his tongue; they come out quiet and strained.

         Lorenzo’s eyes rove from Leonardo’s face to his tunic, to its hem above the knee. The tunic, dyed pale purple, which he foolishly, stubbornly chose to wear today.

         He smirks. “We’ll see.”

         Leonardo bows his head, deeply, as if he were standing on the gallows. His trembling hands are pressed together, like a beggar’s.

         Lorenzo thanks Andrea and leaves them as suddenly as he arrived.

         Andrea gives his statue a last, wistful salute, then he ushers them back to the Via Larga. He grabs Leonardo’s arm as he passes, leans close to his ear. “He knows you now. Don’t let that be a waste.”
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            II

         

         there are whispers on the wind. quiet at first. no louder than the silver-green rustling of an olive tree. Heard only after the farmers have rolled into the city with their carts, after the pealing of the noontime bells. They’re loudest in the markets, where they hover between the grocers’ stalls and breed like black flies in a basket of soft, rotting figs.

         The whispers are saying the pope is dead.

         He was found in his bedroom, they say. In his palace in Rome. His body was sprawled across the stone floor. His white cassock was crumped above the knees, revealing milky, hairless calves.

         It was the pope’s chamberlain who came to his side. Who knelt beside the body. Whose nose wrinkled at the stench. And the chamberlain saw that ceremony was upheld. He took a silver hammer and struck the pope’s forehead with it, calling his name: Paolo. Again, with another thud to the skull: Paolo, Paolo.

         The pope’s leg twitched, but his eyes stayed unblinking, his mouth gaping as if he were a hooked fish. He was truly dead, God rest his soul.

         The chamberlain made the proclamation, and whispers carried it out of the Vatican palace. They crossed the Tiber’s bridges and crawled over Rome’s hills. They wandered into arcades, baths, and taverns. But it was in the markets that they settled, grew.

         Here, linens go unwashed and broad-leafed herbs remain unsold, for gossip and suspicion, those old friends, must be indulged. The whispers turn into explanations, into stories; they become the city’s currency. Fresh rumors are soon more valuable than a bullion of gold. Their trade is incessant, day and night, and now two narratives have emerged.

         
             

         

         in one, it’s said that, on that humid July afternoon, the pope experienced a craving for his favorite fruit. A page boy was sent from the pope’s apartments to the kitchens. Melon! he shouted. The pope wants melon! 18

         The kitchens were prepared for this: all summer, a pile of the fruit was kept on the counter. A cook fetched one, inspected its netted rind, hoped he’d picked the ripest. He carved it into jade-colored slices, passed one to the taster—a suspiciously thin man—who tested the fruit to ensure no evil agents had tampered with the Holy Father’s sustenance. The melon was then placed on a golden platter and carried upstairs by the page boy.

         But on that hot day, one melon was not enough for the pope. The fruit was cool and sweet, a divine relief. Two melons, then three did not satiate His Holiness—he wanted more. The page boy hesitated upon the request for a fourth melon, but what could he do? If the pope wished for more melon, the desire was providence: it had to be satisfied.

         The Holy Father, his reddened cheeks sticky and shiny with juice, was halfway through eating his fourth melon when a pain sharper than indigestion stung his heart. He grimaced, he belched, he dropped his plate. He fell from his chair, pale green vomit rioting from his lips, and expired.

         
             

         

         many believe this story. It is spoken by wives and husbands, by cardinals, by spies.

         But some remain incredulous. Yes, the pope was fat, they say. But it was not his appetite for melons that brought his end. They proffer a different explanation. They say on that July afternoon, a cardinal had arrived to entreat the pope for a new benefice. But the pope was not in his presence chamber as expected. He was not sitting in his salon; he was not in his chapel. He was not even nibbling on melons in his dining room.

         In a corridor out of sight, the attendants huddled together. They knew the pope grew drowsy in the heat, that sometimes he fell asleep, knelt beside his bedroom window in between his Aves. But they also knew the pope raged when servants entered his bedroom unbidden.

         Naturally, they chose the newest attendant to call on the Holy Father. And this attendant was young; he came from Venice where men are quiet and severe. So when he approached the pope’s bedroom, he didn’t recognize the noises he heard, the whines and the slaps. He thought some devil must be harming the pope to cause him to make such sounds, and he swung open the door without knocking. 19

         There was no devil. The pope wasn’t dozing in an armchair. He was propped against his writing desk with sweat dribbling down his brow and a smile stretched across his face. There was even rouge covering his cheeks—a habit that was already the subject of much talk—so the attendant couldn’t tell if His Holiness blushed when he saw him. But he heard his last cry: a final, primal moan. He saw him jolt, clutch his chest, then collapse to the floor. And then the attendant saw the page boy who was behind the pope, who was left standing with his oily prick waving in the air.

         
            [image: ]

         

         “so which do you believe?”

         Salviati looks up from the book in his lap. “Your uncle would say we must not wag our tongues with nasty gossip. But it must be the melons, no?”

         The cardinal’s nephew nods. He’s standing again, waiting by the east-facing windows dimming with dusk’s approach.

         Salviati returns to his book, the Augustine, hoping the conversation is over. His finger traces the dense lines, searching for a familiar sentence.

         “Paolo was a buggerer if I ever saw one,” Girolamo mutters. “He was from Venice, was he not?”

         He closes the book, keeps his finger wedged between the pages. Again he looks up at the nephew. Everything about him is long: his legs, his face, even his auburn hair.

         “He was,” Salviati says, already anticipating the response.

         “Don’t they burn sodomites there? Cook them like hogs, over a fire?” He laughs. “Explains why he left.”

         Salviati stays silent. How might Girolamo explain why Salviati left Florence, he wonders.

         He casts the thought away. The Lord is good, he reminds himself. He is blessed. He smiles at Girolamo. “Sodomy is the lazy man’s rumor. It’s no more inspired than saying someone has a—” He stops, not daring to say the word on his tongue.

         No matter—Girolamo isn’t listening; he’s turned back to the window, standing sentinel over all of Rome’s churches, palaces, ruins lying downhill. Waiting to see white smoke rise from the Vatican. 20

         “How long is this to take?”

         “There was once a conclave that took nearly three years.” He pauses to savor the whip of Girolamo’s head. “But Pope Paolo was elected in two days. Hopefully your uncle and the other cardinals will decide soon.”

         “Pray for it.”

         He certainly will. It was tiring to play nurse to a man his own age. But this was the cost of being in the service of the prosperous Cardinal Rovere. Rome had blessed him with a new beginning, but he hadn’t known the Vatican was a slaughterhouse, that diocese and appointments were its cuts of beef, that cardinals and bishops snapped up the sirloins, rumps, and rib meat, and Salviati and the other novitiates were left with the offal.

         Thanks to Rovere, Salviati secured a modest diocese frequented by carpenters, smithies, and pious wives. And Rovere has had the decency never to ask why Salviati sought refuge within the low ranks of the church despite having a respectable Florentine name. In turn, Salviati has never questioned why the cardinal keeps his lewd, pagan nephew nearby.

         Girolamo abandons his post at the window for a sideboard across the room, where a servant has wisely replenished their wine. The pitcher is silver, its handle gilded. It’s gaudy and obvious, like everything in this salon: the gemstones and pearls littering every surface, the portraits of stern-faced nobles crowding the walls. The whole palace is like this too, the entire building a shiny scar along the crest of the Janiculum Hill. All of it ill-suited for a cardinal, in Salviati’s opinion. Especially one who used to be a miserly Franciscan.

         Then again, if he’d been forced to suffer years of mendicant living, he, too, would want to indulge once it was over. The cardinal deserves this, he tells himself.

         Wine splashes into one chalice, then another. “This is terribly dull,” Girolamo says, teetering toward him.

         A chalice is thrust in his face. Pale gold dribbles down its stem and falls onto the embroidered cover of the book in his lap. The City of God. The letters dampen and darken. He shouldn’t worry, he thinks. It’s not his book. He couldn’t afford such a luxury.

         “Drink with me,” Girolamo says.

         Salviati doesn’t move. Refuse it, he thinks.

         But why? To leave this palace and wander down the hill? To cross 21the river and step back into his swampy little pocket of the city, onto a street where it doesn’t matter if he’s a priest, he’ll still be spit on? To climb the crumbling stairs to his cramped, rented room, where he has no armchair, only a narrow bed? What then would we do?

         He obliges the nephew, raises the chalice, and sniffs the wine. Trebbiano, heady and floral. He sips, lets it soak his tongue.

         Girolamo is sitting across from him now, pouting over the rim of his cup. The last of the daylight falls across his face. That hooked nose, those thin eyebrows arching like a hilltop—his resemblance to the cardinal is unmistakable. The whispers say Rovere built this palace for his sister in exchange for her claiming Girolamo was her son. And, yes, saying a cardinal has a bastard is gossip nearly as trite as calling someone a sodomite. But this is the rare rumor Salviati takes as true.

         “So who will be the next pope?”

         Salviati could repeat what he has overheard, but that isn’t what Girolamo wants to hear. “Your uncle is well-liked,” he says. “What he lacks in tenure as a cardinal, he makes up for in piety.”

         “And what might happen if he were to be elected?” The words are tentative, bashful.

         “He’d move to the Vatican. Find you some duchess or princess to wed. And your brother could easily be made bishop.”

         “May he get a diocese far away from here,” Girolamo says. “Constantinople, perhaps.”

         He shouldn’t have mentioned Pietro. Girolamo’s younger brother is courteous and clever, wise and well-behaved enough to have followed his uncle into the church after moving to Rome. Better for him, he looks nothing like the cardinal; he is his true, not alleged, nephew.

         Girolamo sets his cup, already empty, on the floor. “I should be with him in the conclave. Not Pietro.”

         “He knows the other cardinals, knows their games.”

         “So could I, if he only gave me the chance. So could you, even.” His drunk, glassy eyes ponder him. “And what about you? What would you want from all of this?”

         “I haven’t considered it.” A lie, God forgive him. But safer than saying he’s prayed for Bessarion or Borgia or any of the other cardinals to rise before Rovere. He likes his life as it is. His church, far from the Vatican. 22A modest thing of patchwork stone, with a sturdy bell tower that comforts him when he marks its rise above the low roofs as he goes to give Mass. He likes his congregants too—they may not tithe much, but they are honest folk. Like the widow Beatrice who brings him ubriachelle every few weeks.

         “I don’t believe you,” Girolamo says.

         “I’m grateful to continue serving your uncle however he sees fit.” But if Rovere becomes pope, he’d be subjected to more long afternoons with Girolamo. More darting around palaces. More ugly salons. More moonshine in the water.

         “It’s different for you. You chose to come here. You did that, at least,” the nephew says, pawing his wet chin. His doublet’s bright blue has darkened to indigo near the armholes; its dye has blotted the white sleeves of his chemise. He looks like a player, alone on a stage, who has forgotten his lines.

         Girolamo had to know how his finery was failing him. After all, he used to be a cloth merchant in Savona, before his uncle summoned him here. Salviati can imagine that life for him: Girolamo locking up his shop at the end of the day, lumbering down to the rocky beach, listlessly watching the empty horizon. Like Salviati, he wasn’t a man of Rome. He was only beginning to learn its rules.

         Perhaps he’s misjudged this man. He wonders if he can help him and lead him back to the Lord. Perhaps this was why Rovere asked Salviati to keep him company: to turn him into the prodigal son.

         “And what would you want, were he to rise?” Salviati asks.

         “To win something of my own, on my own. My brother, he’s good at making people like him and getting what he wants that way. I’ve always had to fight.”

         “That makes you stronger,” Salviati says, though he’s not sure he believes his own words. “I could’ve remained in Florence. Worked at a bank. But I wanted a different future for myself. God rewards those who strive for something greater.”

         Girolamo staggers to his feet and snatches away Salviati’s cup, still half-full of wine. “And you’ve done quite well for yourself, considering.”

         Considering what? He wants to ask it, doesn’t dare. Besides, Girolamo has already wandered away to fill their chalices once more. 23

         Salviati can’t stomach more of it. He walks to the window, still clutching his book. He stares out through the glass at Rome under a muted sky. Down past the huddled roofs of Trastevere, past the Tiber, farther still beyond the ruins and twisting alleys. He searches for the fingerlike bell tower of his church. He squints and scans. He needs to find it.

         Then, to the north, he marks something else: white smoke rising into the night.
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            III

         

         hundreds of letters, all with the same announcement: Cardinal Rovere has been elected pope. God bless his soul and his reign.

         Outside the pope’s palace, couriers take these letters, tuck them inside leather satchels. They depart Rome under a dim, white-smeared sky, exiting through every gate, onto roads leading away from the city like spokes from the nave of a wagon wheel. They ride all the way to France, to Burgundy, to Aragon and Castile and Portugal. Some take to the sea, to England with its chalky cliffs, to Kalmar, to Ethiopia.

         But the news first reaches the fractured lands of the Italian peninsula: a smattering of duchies and kingdoms and republics, all of them with their dubiously held borders, different dialects, and peculiar laws. The earliest to hear are Viterbo and Spoleto, cities within the pope’s own misshapen lands. Then, to the south, a letter reaches King Ferrante in Naples. Other couriers are dashing northward, days of riding still ahead. To growing, squabbling Perugia. To the brick towers in Siena. Or over the Apennines to Imola and Forlì, loosely held cities coveted by all their neighbors. They follow the eastern coast to the Doge’s Palace in Venice, or the western coast to Genoa. Some travel farther still, up the hills toward Duke Sforza in Milan. And then there is the one waywise courier, thin and tan, who rides toward the center of the peninsula, to Florence.

         He arrives in this lightsome city from the south, greeted by the smaller homes of the Oltrarno. He and his tired gray horse follow the clogged, muddy streets to the pink-watered river that cleanly slices the city in two, and then he crosses the Arno on a bridge crowded with butchers’ shops. The city’s streets become more narrow, more ancient. All around him, people walk, dart, saunter, run. The men wear cloaks dyed deep blue, blood red, faint yellow. The women wear veils hemmed with jasper or pearl.

         He draws closer to the towering dark brick battlements of the Palagio, 25where Florence’s priors bicker inside musty rooms. But he doesn’t stop here. His letter isn’t meant for the city’s council. He must go farther, into the quarter of San Giovanni.

         He crosses a piazza, and a shadow falls over him. His horse slows as a bell tower rises before him, emerald, rose, and ivory white. A baptistery shines with doors that seem to be made of gold. And then there is a cathedral, larger than anything he’s ever seen, its stone lifting up a tiled dome so wide it seems to reach beyond the city, so high it seems to pierce the ribbonlike clouds. He is stilled, and this courier is no oaf: he has traveled across the continent, has seen turreted castles on snowy peaks in the Hapsburg lands, has seen a temple lifted by women carved into stone on a hill in Athens. But he’s never seen anything so massive, so astounding as this cathedral.

         He wants to loiter, but he cannot tarry. His destination is close. He spurs his horse northward, and the palace comes into sight, its soft gray stone dwarfing all its neighbors. The street before it, the Via Larga, is wide, very much so, but it is still crowded: men wearing sweat-stained caps pace with crumpled letters in their hands, and grime-faced women swaddling infants cry out to the closed windows.

         The courier guides his horse around them all and dismounts beside the palace’s archway. His feet move from crushed dirt to washed cobbles as he enters a spacious courtyard. Here, more men are waiting, though they are well-dressed, like he is. More finely, even.

         A statue distracts. A boy, sculpted in bronze. He’s young, carefree; his skin is so smooth—but there’s a sword in his hand, a severed head beneath his foot.

         Firm fingers grab the courier’s elbow, startling him. He meets the impatient face of a household servant. He opens his satchel, explains that he carries news from Rome, and the servant brandishes an open palm. He reluctantly surrenders his letter. His work is now finished.

         The palace servant flips over the letter’s coverture and looks at its seal, recognizing the keys of San Pietro. This servant knows it would be a kindness to offer the road-weary courier some bread or wine, but he also knows this letter cannot wait. So, he nods to the courier, a wordless dismissal, then he carries the letter into the palace, up the stairs, two at 26a time, and then through a long trail of empty rooms ending at the door of his master’s bedroom. He lowers his head and knocks.

         “Enter,” a woman says.

         
             

         

         lorenzo doesn’t look at the servant’s face as he enters. He marks the paper in his fingers, extends his hand. His mother does the same.

         The servant hesitates. It’s amusing to see him fret over whom he should give it to. He wisely chooses him, avoiding his mother’s stillraised, talonlike hand. Then he retreats from the room.

         Lorenzo lets the letter fall into his lap. He slouches more deeply into his velvet armchair, rests his head against its high back, bracing himself for what’s to come. The servant’s interruption was only a brief respite from his mother and her incessant complaining.

         She’s still standing across from him, still refusing the chair he offered her. She’s statuesque: hands clasped, beige brocade stiff—even her beady eyes don’t flick to the servant scurrying out of the room. They remain on Lorenzo until, not a second after the door shuts, she resumes her tirade.

         “You should be glad that wasn’t one of the priors. You should be glad it’s only me seeing you like this.”

         He is rather slovenly this morning. His hair hangs in greasy strands across his forehead. His chemise clings wetly to his skin. He knows he reeks, even if he can’t smell it himself. And inside he feels worse: a thunderous throbbing in his head, last night’s wine uneasy in his gut.

         “The Signoria never arrives until the afternoon.” His voice is raspy. “I’ll be presentable by then.”

         “By then, half the day is already gone,” she says, wrinkling her nose. “All these balls, they’re a waste.”

         “I’m sure the lyre players and the silk guild would disagree,” he says. “Besides, the plague is gone; trade is up. We should be celebrating. The city is great again.”

         “And how long will that last if you empty its purse throwing masques?”

         “With that thinking, we should’ve made Santa Reparata’s dome out of thatch,” he says, laughing. “What good is success if it can’t be enjoyed?”

         She doesn’t answer. Instead, she inspects his hair, his fingers, his slippers. “You can’t sustain this way of living.”

         “I agree,” he says, for he is so terribly bored. For nearly two years, 27he has suffered the Signoria’s daily visits to his bedroom, where they entreat him in careful words and dulcet tones about the city’s coffers, about trivial matters in hillside towns within the republic’s borders. The nine men of the council speak to him with deference, but Lorenzo knows his authority remains as thin and delicate as gold leaf. Like his father, he leads the city with no promised right.

         “You have obligations,” his mother says. “The Signoria—”

         “Tiring and petulant is what they are.”

         “And the bank.”

         “That’s even worse.” He says this knowing it will irritate her—but, in truth, she is the only person to whom he can say such a thing. To everyone else, he must pretend: that he understands the fluctuations of the florin’s value, that he is the wise and gracious banker every local business, every foreign court thinks he is.

         And he is good at this, at performing. Every day he acts as if he is Florence’s ruler, just as the Signoria eagerly acts as if it controls the city, and the many guildsmen act as if they matter too. All of Florence is a game of pretend, and to borrow his mother’s words again, it can’t be sustained.

         “I didn’t raise my children to be careless,” she says, her voice taking on that awful haughty tone she always used with his father.

         “You didn’t raise us, Mother. You trained us.”

         He stands, and the letter falls to the floor. He doesn’t notice it—he’s whelmed by the sickening slopping of wine in his stomach. But he can’t let his mother see that, so he walks to the window, fumbles with the lock. When it opens, late-summer air pours into the room.

         He turns around. His mother is looking at the floor.

         “Are you going to open that?” she asks.

         “But we’re having such a lovely conversation.”

         “The seal, Lorenzo.”

         The stamp, with the keys of San Pietro, is facing up. He knows what this letter is, knows it will announce the new pope. Does he care? Very little. Cardinals are a treacherous lot; one cannot be much better than the rest. Besides, Rome and Florence are like two embittered widows—polite by letter but forever holding grudges.

         Rome and Florence, Venice and Milan, Naples too—they were all this way. As the peninsula’s major powers, they were all bedfellows 28in one moment, rivals in the next. But for some time now, they’ve all remained civil, their disputes bloodless. Each knows their tenuous peace, now nearly two decades old, is better than wasting their wealth on the battlefield.

         A new pope, a new leader of the church’s lands—he could keep the peace; could dash it too.

         Lorenzo fetches the letter and breaks the crusty wax. He won’t allow his mother to read it first.

         “Who is it?” she asks.

         “The cardinals have chosen Rovere.”

         “The fisherman?”

         He nods, laughs. Yes, it’s an insult—but it admits an intriguing truth: this pope is not a Roman by birth; he must have ambition to have risen to such heights. Lorenzo? He has ambition too. Perhaps he and this pope could share a vision. They could toss out the old ways and mark a new one where there were not five major powers but two: Florence as the peninsula’s shining heart and Rome, its prayerful hands. This new pope could see him as what he should be—not a banker, but an equal, a prince. All he needs is an introduction.

         “Summon the Signoria,” his mother says. “Have them organize a delegation to send to Rome to congratulate Rovere.”

         “I should find a better outfit if they’ll be coming.” He raises his hand toward the door. His mother doesn’t stir.

         “What about Giuliano?” She asks this casually; he knows well that his mother never asks questions—she only demands.

         “What about him?”

         “Perhaps he should join the delegation. It could help him.”

         “You really see him as a cardinal? He’s far too well-behaved.”

         “A cardinal today could be a pope tomorrow.”

         True. It’s something his family has never had, and if it were solely up to him, they wouldn’t try. He likes having his brother close by, not flung off to Rome. It’s a sordid city, all ruins and beggars. Giuliano is better than that.

         “I don’t think that’s wise,” he says. “To send only him and not me too?”

         “You’re more than a diplomat, Lorenzo. Don’t belittle yourself.”

         “But it wouldn’t be degrading for Giuliano?” 29

         She huffs. “When change arrives, how you’re seen matters, more than anything.”

         “Precisely,” he says. He thinks of the bronze David in their garden, the frescoed Magi in their chapel, the morello silk or the silver-threaded brocade he wears in every parade. Without them, Florence would be ugly, it’d be lifeless.

         “Have you given thought to your wife?” she asks.

         An unexpected parry, one that knots his tongue. “How is Clarice relevant?”

         “You’d presume to leave her alone for weeks?”

         “She’s in no condition to make such a journey.”

         “Obviously,” his mother scoffs. “I would never suggest such a thing. But you know she’ll be cross if you go to Rome without her. She’s desperate to go home again.”

         “This is her home.”

         She tuts, but there are only so many matters he can concern himself with in a day. This isn’t one of them. “I need to dress,” he says, more loudly than intended.

         She steps toward him. “Stay with your wife. Be a comfort to her. Let your brother go to Rome instead. He needs more. Give him this.”

         He sees through her designs. She doesn’t care if Giuliano travels to Rome—she only cares to keep Lorenzo under her eye in Florence. She prefers him as one of those marionettes that the Sicilians play with. She’s threaded his lips with string, and now his mouth only opens on her command, to speak her words. And he’s let her do this, has let her meddle and dictate—for years.

         “I’ll go to Rome. Clarice will understand.”

         “Very well,” she says, smiling coolly. “You’ll take your uncle with you, yes?”

         “He’s nearly seventy,” he says, but he’ll lose this argument. Tommaso was her old, crooked spy. He’ll send her little reports from Rome, complaining that Lorenzo didn’t attend enough masses, that he spent too much on a banquet. “He’ll slow us down,” he adds.

         “Perhaps you could use some slowing down. He was your father’s best adviser, after all. If you let him, he could be yours too.” 30

         Besides her, she means. But she cannot go to Rome, no matter how badly she wants to be there, telling him what to do.

         “Anyone else?” he says curtly.

         “Guglielmo would be a wise choice.”

         “If you’d like.” This, however, was an easy appeasement: Guglielmo was not only his brother-in-law; he was a friend too. “He’s good company, besides.”

         “I don’t care if he keeps you entertained. I care about his family.”

         “Bianca has nothing to do with this.”

         “Not your sister,” she says, her fingers twitching. “His family. If you take Guglielmo, then we can keep Jacopo from joining, though he’ll still clamor about it, I’m sure. We don’t need the Pazzi Bank making any more inroads in Rome. Especially within the Vatican.”

         “If you say so.”

         “Don’t be glib. This is what you need to be thinking about. Nothing is a simple yes or no. There are myriad choices in everything. The accounts we keep and the payments we call in. The villas we build and the towns we place them near. Even the paintings we choose to hang on our walls or the clothes we choose to wear.”

         He has stopped listening. “I know all this. You—”

         “Of course you do,” she continues without taking a breath. “But remember that it’s not only yourself you have to worry about. You’ll need to appeal to the pope on behalf of your brother too.”

         “Giuliano can speak for himself. We’ll both join the delegation.”

         Her jaw slides, her fingers ball into her palms. He wonders if he was wrong, if she might force her way into joining them. That she’ll walk with them to the Vatican so she can primp their hair and fuss with their doublets before they meet the pope.

         “You will do no such thing. The two of you, on the road together? Something could happen, God forbid.”

         Still this old tale. Three years ago, when his father was still alive, Lorenzo was riding back from their villa at Careggi. On a wide, wooded road, he came upon some lackeys paid by a group of discontent nobles to kill his father. He can still recall it: the roar of the cicadas teeming in the bushes along the road. But he outrode the men, returning to the 31villa. He saved his father. Himself and his brother too, probably. Nothing came of it.

         “We’ll be with the rest of the delegation,” he tells her now. “There’s no reason to be concerned.”

         “No reason? You’ll be beyond our lands. Anything could happen. And then what would come of us here? What about your family?” She takes the letter from his hand, folds it back into its coverture. “No, it can only be one of you gone. The other must stay here. You choose who goes.”

         He doesn’t need to dwell on it. He’ll apologize to his brother later. “I’ll go. I’d like to make a new friend.”
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