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For Erik, who always reminds me there is more to life;

and for Jennifer, who always makes me laugh





Bottle! Whose mysterious deep

does ten thousand secrets keep,

With attentive ear I wait;

Ease my mind and speak my fate.

                 – Rabelais 
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Blois, 1589

I am not a sentimental woman. Even during my youth I wasn’t given to melancholia or remorse. I rarely looked back, rarely paused to mark the passage of time. Some would say I do not know the meaning of regret. Indeed, if my enemies are to be believed, my unblinking eyes stare always forward, focused on the future, on the next war to fight, the next son to exalt, the next enemy to vanquish.

How little they know me. How little anyone knows me. Perhaps it was ever my fate to dwell alone in the myth of my own life, to bear witness to the legend that has sprung around me like some venomous bloom. I have been called murderess and opportunist, savior and victim. And along the way, become far more than was ever expected of me, even if loneliness was always present, like a faithful hound at my heels.

The truth is, not one of us is innocent.

We all have sins to confess.





PART I

1527–1532

The Tender Leaf





Chapter 1

I was ten years old when I discovered I might be a witch. I sat sewing with my aunt Clarice, as sunlight spread across the gallery floor. Outside the window I could hear the splashing of the courtyard fountain, the cries of the vendors in the Via Larga and staccato of horse hooves on the cobblestone streets, and I thought for the hundredth time that I couldn’t stay inside another minute.

‘Caterina Romelo de’ Medici, can it be you’ve finished already?’

I looked up. My late father’s sister Clarice de’ Medici y Strozzi regarded me from her chair. I wiped my brow with my sleeve. ‘It’s so hot in here,’ I said. ‘Can’t I go outside?’

She arched her eyebrow. Even before she said anything, I could have recited her words, so often had she drummed them into my head: ‘You are the Duchess of Urbino, daughter of Lorenzo de’ Medici and his wife, Madeleine de la Tour, who was of noble French blood. How many times must I tell you, you must restrain your impulses in order to prepare for your future?’

I didn’t care about the future. I cared that it was summer and here I was cooped up in the family palazzo forced to study and sew all day, as if I might melt in the sun.

I clapped my embroidery hoop aside. ‘I’m bored. I want to go home.’

‘Florence is your home; it is your birth city,’ she replied. ‘I took you from Rome because you were sick with fever. You’re fortunate you can sit here and argue with me at all.’

‘I’m not sick anymore,’ I retorted. I hated it when she used my poor health as an excuse. ‘At least in Rome, Papa Clement let me have my own servants and a pony to ride.’

She regarded me without a hint of the ire that the mention of my papal uncle always roused in her. ‘That may be but you are here now, in my care, and you will abide by my rules. It’s midafternoon. I’ll not hear of you going outside in this heat.’

‘I’ll wear a cap and stay in the shade. Please, Zia Clarice. You can come with me.’

I saw her trying to repress her unwilling smile as she stood. ‘If your work is satisfactory, we can take a stroll on the loggia before supper.’ She came to me, a thin woman in a simple gray gown, her oval face distinguished by her large liquid-black eyes – the Medici eyes, which I had inherited, along with our family’s curly auburn hair and long-fingered hands.

She swiped up my embroidery. Her lips pursed when she heard me giggle. ‘I suppose you think it’s funny to make the Holy Mother’s face green? Honestly, Caterina; such sacrilege.’ She thrust the hoop at me. ‘Fix it at once. Embroidery is an art, one you must master as well as your other studies. I’ll not have it said that Caterina de’ Medici sews like a peasant.’

I thought it best not to laugh and began picking out the offensive color, while my aunt returned to her seat. She stared off into the distance. I wondered what new trials she planned for me. I did love her but she was forever dwelling on how our family prestige had fallen since the death of my great-grandfather, Lorenzo Il Magnifico; of how Florence had been a center of learning renowned for our Medici patronage, and now we were but illustrious guests in the city we had helped build. It was my responsibility, she said, to restore our family’s glory, as I was the last legitimate descendant of Il Magnifico’s bloodline.

I wondered how she expected me to accomplish such an important task. I’d been orphaned shortly after my birth; I had no sisters or brothers and depended on my papal uncle’s goodwill. When I once mentioned this, my aunt snapped: ‘Clement VII was born a bastard. He bribed his way to the Holy See, to our great shame. He’s not a true Medici. He has no honor.’

Given his prestige, if he couldn’t restore our family name I didn’t know how she expected me to. Yet she seemed convinced of my destiny, and every month had me dress in my uncomfortable ducal finery and pose for a new portrait, which was then copied into miniatures and dispatched to all the foreign princes who wanted to marry me. I was still too young for wedlock, but she left me no doubt she’d already selected the cathedral, the number of ladies who would attend me – 

All of a sudden, my stomach clenched. I dropped my hands to my belly, feeling an unexpected pain. My surroundings distorted, as if the palazzo had plunged underwater. Nausea turned my mouth sour. I came to my feet blindly, hearing my chair crash over. A terrifying darkness overcame me. I felt my mouth open in a soundless scream as the darkness widened like a vast ink stain, swallowing everything around me. I was no longer in the gallery arguing with my aunt; instead, I stood in a desolate place, powerless against a force that seemed to well up from deep inside me . . .

I stand unseen, alone among strangers. They are weeping. I see tears slip down their faces, though I can’t hear their laments. Before me is a curtained bed, draped in black. I know at once something horrible lies upon it, something I should not see. I try to stay back but my feet move me toward it with the slow certainty of a nightmare, compelling me to reach out a spotted, bloated hand I do not recognize as my own, part the curtains, and reveal

‘Dio Mio, no!’ My cry wrenched from me. I felt my aunt holding me, the frantic caress of her hand on my brow. I had a terrible stomachache and lay sprawled on the floor, my embroidery and tangled yarns strewn beside me.

‘Caterina, my child,’ my aunt said. ‘Please, not the fever again . . .’

As the strange sensation of having left my own body began to fade, I forced myself to sit up. ‘I don’t think it’s the fever,’ I said. ‘I saw something: a man, lying dead on a bed. He was so real, Zia . . . it scared me.’

She stared at me. Then she whispered, ‘Una visione,’ as if it was something she’d long feared. She gave me a fragile smile, reaching out to help me to my feet. ‘Come, that’s enough for today. Let us go take that walk, si? Tomorrow we’ll visit the Maestro. He’ll know what to do.’





Chapter 2

My maid awoke me before dawn. After a quick breakfast of cheese and bread, which I devoured, she dressed me in a simple gown, tied back my thick auburn curls with ribbon, and fixed a hooded cloak about my shoulders. She then hustled me into the courtyard, where Aunt Clarice and the towering manservant who accompanied her on errands waited.

I was excited to be going out into the city at long last, but I still expected us to ride in a closed litter. Instead my aunt pulled up her own hood, clasped my hand, and led me out the gates into the Via Larga on foot, her manservant close behind.

‘Why are we walking?’ I asked her, even as I thought it would be much more fun to see the city this way, instead of peering out from behind the litter’s curtains.

‘We’re walking because I don’t want anyone to know who we are,’ replied my aunt. ‘We are Medici and people will talk. I don’t want everyone in Florence saying Madama Strozzi brought her niece to visit a seer.’ Her hand tightened on mine. ‘Do you understand? Ruggieri might be much sought after for his talents, but he’s still a converted Jew.’

I nodded uncertainly. I knew my aunt often sent for the Maestro to concoct herbal drafts; he had even helped heal me of my fever, but now that I thought of it I realized I’d never seen him in person. Did being Jewish mean he couldn’t visit us?

We progressed down the Via Larga. Since my arrival in Florence three years ago, I’d left the palazzo exactly four times, all for formal outings to the duomo. Each time a retinue protected my person and impeded my view, as if any intermingling with the populace would endanger my health. Now as my aunt guided me into the city, I felt as if I’d been released from captivity.

The rising sun bathed the city in saffron and rose. In the residential districts about the palazzo, the air still reeked from the night’s carousing. We wound through narrow lanes, avoiding pools of waste. I longed to stop and admire the looming statues poised in niches along the way, to gape at the engraved copper heralds of the baptistery and the duomo’s brick facade, yet my aunt propelled me forward, skirting the bustle of the marketplace for the back streets, where old houses leaned like decrepit trees, shutting out the light.

I saw the manservant slip his hand to the sheathed knife at his waist. It was much darker here, the air thick with the smell of ordure. I stayed close to my aunt as I glimpsed scrawny children scampering down side streets, emaciated dogs at their heels. A few old gnarled women in tattered shawls huddled on the stoops of their houses and watched us pass. After several bewildering turns, we came before a rickety timber-framed house that seemed about to collapse at any moment. Here, my aunt paused; her servant banged on the lopsided door.

It opened to reveal a slim boy with tousled hair and sleepy brown eyes. When he saw us, he bowed low. ‘Duchessina, I am Carlo Ruggieri. My father has been expecting you.’

My aunt pressed a small cloth pouch into my hand. Startled, I glanced at her. ‘Go,’ she said. ‘You must see the Maestro alone. Pay him when he’s done.’ She pushed me forward when I hesitated. ‘Do not tarry. We haven’t all day.’

I assumed this Carlo must be the eldest of the Maestro’s sons; I could see another smaller boy peering at me from behind him. I offered a tentative smile and the little boy sidled up to me, a small grubby hand reaching for my skirts.

‘This is my brother, Cosimo,’ said Carlo. ‘He’s four years old and likes sweets.’

‘I like sweets too,’ I told Cosimo. ‘But I don’t have any today.’ He seemed to like the sound of my voice and clung to my hand while Carlo led me into the house’s shadowy interior, filled with a strange sharp smell. I glanced at a yellowed skull on a stack of musty parchments before he took me up a creaking staircase. The smells grew stronger: I detected camphor, herbs, and a bittersweet odor that reminded me of autumn, when pigs were slaughtered.

I heard Carlo cry out, ‘Papa! The Medici is here!’ and I reached the landing as he pulled open a narrow door. ‘He wants to see you alone,’ he added, and he said to his little brother, ‘You must let her go now, Cosimo.’

With a pout, Cosimo released my hand. I straightened my shoulders, moving into the Maestro’s study. The first thing I noticed was the light. It streamed in columns through an open louver set high in the exposed ceiling, illuminating a room not much larger than my bedchamber in the palazzo. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with books and glass jars with murky objects in fluid. In one corner a mound of pillows were arranged about a brass-topped table. A large marble slab on a trestle dominated the room. I was startled to see a body on it, half-covered by a sheet.

Bare feet poked up from under the sheet. I paused. A voice that seemed to come from nowhere said, ‘Ah, my child, there you are!’ and then the Maestro shuffled into my view, his sunken features framed by a silver beard. He wore a stained apron over his black robe. He motioned. ‘Would you like to see?’

I moved to the slab. I had to stand on tiptoes to see over the edge. The body belonged to a woman, her head shaved, her torso split open from neck to pelvis. There was no blood or bad smell, other than that of herbs. I expected to be disgusted, scared. Instead, I found myself fascinated by the withered blue lungs and shrunken heart nestled within in a cage of broken ribs.

‘What are you doing?’ I said softly, as if she might hear.

He sighed. ‘Searching for her soul.’

I frowned. ‘Can you see a soul?’

His smile cracked the crevices of his face. ‘Do you always need to see something in order to believe in it?’ He took me by the hand and brought me to the recessed corner and pile of cushions. ‘Now, sit. Tell me why you have come.’

I still wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say, but the gentle way he looked at me made me want to tell him the truth. ‘I . . . I saw something yesterday. It frightened me.’

‘Was it a dream?’

‘No, I was awake.’ I paused, thinking about it. ‘But it was like a dream.’

‘Tell me what you saw.’

I did. As I spoke, I felt again that horrible sense of helplessness and heard my voice tremble. When I finished, the Maestro folded his hands. ‘Was someone you knew on that bed?’ He smiled when I shook my head. ‘I see. That is why you were scared. You expected to find a loved one and saw a stranger instead. He was a young man, yes, with the mark of violence on him?’

A chill crept up my spine. ‘How do you know?’

‘I see it in you. Oh, you mustn’t be afraid, my child. There’s no reason for fear, providing you understand that few would accept what you’ve just told me.’ He shifted closer. ‘What you experienced yesterday is called a presentiment. It may foretell the future or be an echo from the past. The ancients believed it is a gift from the gods; they revered those who mastered it. But in these dark days, it is often seen as the sign of a witch.’

I stared. ‘My aunt said it was a vision. Is this why I’m here? Am I cursed by evil?’

His laughter rang out. ‘I’ve seen many mysteries but I’ve yet to uncover proof of any curses.’ He chucked my chin with his knobby finger. ‘Do you believe you are evil?’

‘No. I hear mass every day and I venerate our saints. But sometimes I have bad thoughts.’

‘As we all do. I assure you, there is no curse. I cast your horoscope when you still were a babe and I found no evil there.’

He had cast my horoscope? My aunt had never mentioned it.

‘Why did I have this . . . this vision?’ I asked him.

‘Only God knows the answer, though I warn you, it might not be your last. For some, such visions are common. For others, they appear in times of peril. And the gift runs in your family. It was said your great-grandfather Il Magnifico could sometimes see the future.’

I didn’t like this at all. ‘What if I don’t want it?’ I said. ‘Will it go away?’

His eyebrows arched. ‘The Sight cannot be denied. You’ve no idea of how many would forfeit their souls for something you’d deny so freely.’

‘Do you have it?’ I asked, enticed by the idea that I possessed something so coveted.

He sighed, lifted his eyes to gaze about the room. ‘If I did, would I need all this? No, Duchessina. I’ve just the skill to chart the stars and interpret in their course a path for men. But the heavens are not always forthright. “Quod de futuris non est determinata omnino veritas”: No truth can be determined for certain that concerns the future.’

I reflected for a long moment before I said, ‘You can have my gift if you want it.’

He chuckled, patting my hand. ‘My child, even if you could give it to me I couldn’t possibly learn to master it in the short time I have left.’ He paused. ‘But you can.’

His voice lowered. ‘I’ve lived long and suffered much. I foresaw at your birth that you would live even longer. Thus, you too shall suffer. But you’ll never endure what I have. You’ll not feel the pain of searching your entire life for something that eludes you. You will fulfill your destiny. It may not be the destiny you want, Caterina de’ Medici, but fulfill it you will.’

He reached out to caress my face. I wrapped my arms about his bony frame. For a moment, he seemed as small as me. Then he pulled away. ‘You honor me with your love, Duchessina. In return, I want to give you this.’

He reached into his pocket, opened my hand, and set in it a vial with a fine silver chain dangling from its cap – a deceptive sliver, filled with amber, which fit across my palm.

‘Therein is a potent liquid. You must never use it unless you have no other recourse. If employed the wrong way, at the wrong time, it can be deadly to you – and to others.’

‘What is it?’ I thought it impossible that anything so small could be so powerful.

‘Some would call it deliverance; others would say it is poison.’

I was startled. ‘Why would I need poison?’

‘Let us hope never. Nevertheless, it is my gift to you.’ He went silent, his head cocked. ‘Now, hide the vial and keep it safe. Your aunt grows impatient. You must go.’

I had been taught it was rude to refuse a gift and so I slipped the vial about my neck, tucking it under my chemise. ‘I hope we can visit again soon, Maestro,’ I said. Then I remembered the pouch and removed it from my cloak pocket. ‘This is for you.’

He took it from me as though it were of no account. ‘Go with God, Duchessina.’

I was moving to the door when he said suddenly, ‘One more thing.’ I paused, looked over my shoulder to where he stood in the shadows. ‘Tell Madama Strozzi that she must be ready to see you safe,’ he intoned. ‘Tell her Rome will fall.’

I nodded uneasily and stepped outside, where Carlo waited. Glancing back one last time, I saw the light had shifted. The Maestro now sat in darkness yet somehow I knew he was smiling.

Carlo took me back out, where I thanked him and started to say goodbye. Cosimo burst into tears. ‘Don’t leave us!’ Carlo had to hold him back as he tried to throw himself at me.

I smiled at Cosimo. ‘But I must go. I have to get back home. I promise to return soon.’

‘You can’t,’ he said, and tears slipped down his grimy cheeks. ‘Everyone will be dead.’

‘Dead?’ I looked at Carlo. ‘What does he mean?’

Carlo rolled his eyes. ‘He always says strange things. Cosimo, stop it. You’re scaring her.’

Cosimo gazed at me with a desolate expression. I felt a sudden emptiness as I leaned to kiss his cheek. ‘I’ll see you soon,’ I said, and I forced out a smile. ‘Be good and mind your brother.’

My aunt was waiting for me in the exact place where I’d left her. As the manservant came forth from his vigil by the house, she said: ‘Did he answer your questions?’

‘I suppose so,’ I said, and I remembered the Maestro’s warning: Few would accept what you’ve just told me. I added, ‘He says I’m studying too much and had a fainting spell.’

I don’t know where the words came from, but they were obviously the right ones because my aunt’s entire face brightened with unmistakable relief from within her hood. ‘Bene,’ she said. She took my hand in hers and paused. ‘Did he tell you anything else?’

I repeated the Maestro’s last puzzling words. ‘Do you know what he means?’ I asked.

She shrugged. ‘Half the time, I wonder if he himself knows what he means.’ Without another word, she took me by the hand and we returned to the palazzo.

As we walked, my other hand strayed to my bodice, where I felt the vial close to my heart.





Chapter 3

‘Caterina, my child, wake up!’ I opened my eyes to find my maidservant bent over me, a candle in her hand, its wavering flame throwing enormous shadows against the walls. ‘Madama Strozzi wants you in the hall,’ she said. ‘You must dress quickly.’

I nodded, slipping out of bed and letting my maid take off my nightdress and lace me into a gown. As she hastily plaited my hair, I wondered what my aunt wanted. There had been a palpable tension in the palazzo lately, especially after I told my aunt what the Maestro had said about Rome falling. I’d also begun to change. Since the discovery of my mysterious gift, I secretly questioned everything. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, I can see now that I had ceased to be a credulous child. I tried to invoke my gift, in hope of seeing my future, but I had no visions, no presentiments. I had no idea of how much my life was about to change.

My maid moved about my chamber, shoving my silver-handled brushes, my shawls and shoes into a cloth bag. ‘Are we going somewhere?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘Madama instructed me to pack your things. That’s all I know. Her manservant is waiting for you outside.’

‘See that you get my casket, then,’ I said, pointing to my coffer. The small silver and ivory box was the only thing I had from my mother. She had brought it with her from France as part of her dowry and the red velvet lining still smelled faintly of her lavender perfume. I had hidden the vial Ruggieri gave me inside its secret compartment.

The palazzo was dark, quiet. I could hear the rustle of my soft-soled shoes on the marble floor followed by the thud of the manservant’s boots as he led me to the hall. I found my aunt waiting, surrounded by a haphazard collection of valises and chests. The high walls were stripped of tapestries and paintings, the gilded furniture half-piled in the corners.

I could feel my heart beating fast in my chest. My aunt grabbed hold of me, held me so tight that my bodice dug into my ribs. ‘You must be brave,’ she whispered. ‘Braver than you’ve ever been. The time has come to show the world that you are a true Medici, born and bred.’

I stood petrified. What had happened? Why was she saying this to me?

‘You cannot understand,’ she went on, her voice wavering, choked by rare tears. ‘But I have no other choice. They’ve ordered it. The Signoria of Florence has banished us.’

I knew the Signoria were the ruling body of Florence, elected by its citizens. Unlike other city states in Italy, Florence was a republic and extremely proud of it. The Signoria had always been kind to us. They often dined at the palazzo with my aunt and her husband, a large group of older gentlemen who drank too much wine and ate too much, and told me how pretty I was.

My aunt went on in a fervent voice, as if she’d forgotten I was there. ‘The shame of it! Forced out of our own city like thieves in the night. I always said Clement would be our undoing. He brought this upon himself. I don’t care what happens to him – but you, my child, my Caterina; you mustn’t be made to pay for his crimes.’

‘Crimes?’ I echoed. ‘But what has Papa Clement done?’

‘No! Never call him that! Everyone hates him because he’ll do anything to save his own skin. Don’t you see? He fled his own See even as Rome was sacked by Charles V. You mustn’t let anyone think you care for that coward who dares call himself pope.’

I stared at her. Was she mad? Charles V was of the Hapsburg family, the emperor of Germany, Austria, Spain, and Low Countries. He was an avowed defender of the faith, though I remembered my uncle saying once that he was also parsimonious and ruthless, eager for conquest and always quarreling with either the canny French or heretic English. Still, he wore the crown of holy emperor, blessed by papal favor, and I didn’t believe he’d dare invade Rome.

My aunt went on, her voice cracking: ‘Clement should have heeded the emperor’s demands and offered up the money to pay the Imperial troops. Instead, he insisted on standing on his idiot pride and supporting the French, though the soldiers were knocking on his door.’ She brandished her fists. ‘Now the Holy City is in flames and Florence rebels against us. He has doomed us all!’

She turned back to me. The sudden stillness that overcame her was worse than anything I’d heard so far. ‘You warned me,’ she whispered. ‘You told me the Maestro had foretold this. He said, “Rome will fall.” But, like Clement, I was too headstrong to listen.’

I wanted to flee back up the stairs and shut myself in my rooms, but my aunt’s stare froze me where I stood. ‘The Signoria has promised you’ll not be harmed. But you must obey them, Caterina. You must do everything they say.’

A wave of cold black fear overcame me. I did not hear him move toward me until her manservant set his huge hand on my shoulder. All of a sudden, I knew. It couldn’t be happening. My aunt had witnessed my birth and the death of both my parents. She’d relinquished me to Rome because she had no other choice, but she came back for me, to bring me to Florence and raise me herself. As much as I’d resented her iron rule, I never doubted her love. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t forsake me.

My voice erupted in a high-pitched scream. The manservant clamped his hand over my mouth; I smelled his rough skin as he swept me off my feet. I tried to bite him, fueled by sudden rage. I kicked and flailed even as his arms girdled me with iron strength. My aunt wept. ‘Please, my child, it’s for your own good. We must keep you safe!’

The despair in her voice made me resist with all of my strength, landing a kick to the manservant’s side as he hoisted me over his shoulder. He began walking purposefully toward the courtyard. My stomach heaved. I beat my fists against his granite back as we entered the dark courtyard with its lovely fountain in the middle, adorned by the preening bronze David with his silly hat. He kept walking, to the palazzo’s main gates.

Outside in the street I heard howling, as if demons leapt from the cobblestones. A man in a hooded cloak stepped from the shadows by the gates and said, ‘Give her to me.’ I writhed and yelled as I was handed over. The stranger smelled of soot and musk; as he hoisted me up onto a chestnut horse, I looked into his dark eyes. He was young, handsome. He whispered: ‘I am Aldobrindi, secretary of the Signoria. Be still, Duchessina, for both our sakes.’

I heard the gates open and pictured the demons waiting, pitchforks in hand. He mounted in back of me, draped something dark and heavy over my head: a cloak to hide my presence.

He led us out into the street. Though I couldn’t see the crowd filling the Via Larga, I heard their deafening chant: ‘Death to the Medici! Death to the tyrants!’

A whip cracked; the horse pranced in agitation. Aldobrindi growled, ‘Out of my way, rabble. I am a member of the Signoria!’ There was a moment of terrifying quiet. I crouched further against him, trying to make myself as small as possible, fearing I’d be discovered, yanked from the saddle and torn apart.

Then we started to move again, the horse seeming to tiptoe through the city, where screams and smoke smothered the air. Peering through a hole in the cloak, I espied the oily flicker of torches smearing past my vision, held high by running figures; there were cries, shouting. I tried to stay calm. But the farther we rode, the more frightened I became. I had no idea of where he was taking me or what would happen to me when we got there.

By the time we came to a halt before a high gate set in an imposing brick wall, I swayed with exhaustion. The stranger took me off the horse. I couldn’t feel my own legs as Aldobrindi led me through the gate into a stark cloister. A single torch burned, casting an eerie light over the rough stone pilasters and a dilapidated well in the cloister’s center.

A black-robed figure came forth. ‘Welcome to the Convent of Santa Lucia.’

I gasped, looking up in horror at Aldobrindi. This was the house of the sisters of Savonarola, devotees of that mad prophet who’d preached against the Medici and was burned at the stake by my great-grandfather.

The Convent of Santa Lucia was the most impoverished in Florence; that it still stood bore testament to the nuns’ persistent hatred of my family, as they would never profit from our largesse. My aunt could not have known I was being brought to this place; she would have fought against it till her last breath.

‘You cannot leave me here,’ I said, and my voice seemed to split apart. But he bowed to me and retreated, leaving the nun to seize me by the arm.

‘The end has come,’ she hissed. ‘Your uncle, the pope, cowers in his citadel in Orvieto while the emperor lets loose his wolves in Rome. This is what your family’s pride has brought us: the wrath of God. But this time, there will be no escape. Here, you will atone for the Medicis’ sins.’

I gazed at her anonymous face, seamed by loathing, her colorless stare starved of pity, and I knew she didn’t see me at all. Tears burned in my eyes as she dragged me past the spectral row of nuns watching motionless from the portico, and down a musty corridor into a windowless cell, where another nun waited.

The door banged shut behind me. With cold efficiency, the nun stripped me of my clothing and left me naked, shivering. She removed something from her robe pocket; I cringed at the glint of scissors in her hand. ‘If you resist, it’ll go worse for you,’ she said.

My tears broke free as she grasped my braid and cut. With the pink ribbon still twined around it, my auburn hair dropped at my feet. A wail clawed my throat. I bit down on it, shuddering as though I stood in snow, refusing to show my humiliation as the nun cropped my hair to its roots.

When she was done, she threw a coarse wool robe over my goose-pimpled skin and thrust a ragged broom at me. ‘Clean it up,’ she ordered, and she watched as I swept the lustrous coils into a pile. When I was done, she met my eyes. Her look was like a field in winter, barren of life.

Without a word she locked the door and left me alone in the dark, with the smell of mildew and rustle of rats in the walls, stray remnants of hair on my feet.

That night, I cried myself to sleep.

Every day for weeks, I was marched to their frigid chapel and forced to kneel for hours on stone until my knees bled. I had to observe every nuance of their rigid order; I was not allowed to talk and I had one watery meal a day, followed by interminable prayer dictated by the clang of a hollow bell. I was never alone except at night, when I sat in my cell and heard the distant blast of cannons. I didn’t know what was happening beyond these walls, but lamentations echoed from the streets and ash fell from the smoke-filled sky to bury the convent’s meager vegetable patch.

One night a sister pressed her lips to my door and said in malignant glee: ‘The plague has come, along with the French. Your uncle hired diseased foreigners to bring Florence to its knees but he’ll not prevail. We will die before we let the Medici rule our city again.’

The nuns doubled their quota of prayers, in vain. Four of the older sisters fell ill and perished, choking on their vomit and riddled with buboes. I lost all semblance of dignity, imploring them to let me go, into the streets if necessary, like a stray dog. But they only regarded me as if I were an animal they prepared for slaughter.

I envisioned my death. For what seemed an eternity, I prepared for it. No matter how it came, I told myself I must be brave. I must never show my fear, for I was a Medici.

Then, after nine long months of assault, with the city’s magnificent fortifications reduced to rubble and the people dying of starvation, the Signoria had no other choice but surrender.

The army financed by my uncle marched in.

The nuns panicked. They moved me into a large room, brought me cheese and dried meats from the cellar, where they’d hidden their best supplies. They told me they only followed the Signoria’s orders, that they never meant to hurt me. I regarded them dully, my scalp crawling with lice, my gums bleeding, and my body thin as a twig. I was so tired of waiting for death that I didn’t even have the strength to hate them anymore.

Within days, Aldobrindi arrived. I’d eaten enough to receive him without fainting, clad in the same gown I was wearing when he took me from my palazzo. His shocked expression betrayed him. I must have looked like a skeleton in a child’s damask and he fell to his knees to beg my forgiveness. His plaintive excuses drifted past me; when he was done assuring me that I would be released and sent to Rome, I asked quietly, ‘Where is my aunt?’

There was a laden pause before he replied. ‘Madama Strozzi had to leave the city but even from exile she never stopped fighting for you. She caught a fever and’ – he reached into his doublet, set a sealed envelope in my hands – ‘she left you this.’

I did not look at her letter. I closed my fingers over it and felt through the paper the invisible presence of the woman who’d been such an enormous part of my world it was impossible to imagine her gone. I did not cry. I could not. My grief ran too deep.

That same day I left Santa Lucia for Rome. I did not know what lay ahead for me.

All I knew was that I was eleven years old, my aunt was dead, and my life was not my own.
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