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SWORDS FOR FLORENCE
By Victor Rousseau 
 
 
 
 

More than cunning and planning and courage
would be necessary to restore my people, the
Medicis, to their rightful throne. We would need
superb weapons—and special skill to use them in
such a glorious cause! 
 

The gang’s leader toppled back with 
a scream. My sword had pierced 
him. 

SAID to Simonetta, my little sister: “Now I am 
half of a mind to let Messer Filippo Strozzi 
stew for his new doublet. And yet I know it 
ld be unwise.” 
he said: “Oh, but he must have it in time for 
banquet of the Gonfaloniere tonight, Lorenzo. 
have promised it him, and our honor is at 

e.” 
Our honor as tailors,” I said savagely. “Well, 

shall not be tailors much longer. Finish sewing 
buttons then, and I will press the doublet 

rward.” And I strode out of the drab little 
r’s shop in the Calimara, of Florence, and into 

room behind it. 
his was my bedroom, and also a gymnasium, 

re I practiced physical exercises quite 
ecessary for a tailor. I picked up a foil, and 
ted the point savagely upon the heart of the 
ed dummy upon the wall. I worked my wrist to 
 it pliant. I should have need of the sword 
e day, not far away now, even though it was 
teen years since my kinsmen, the Medici, had 

been banished from Florence. 
In this year 1512 the demand for their return had 

grown too strong to be further long resisted, despite 
the greedy and despotic camarilla of the Strozzis, 
the Arrabbiati, and other families who ruled and 
plundered Florence under the Gonfaloniere, the 
Chief Magistrate, Soderini. The Pope had a Spanish 
army posted upon our borders, ready to strike a 
blow for our beloved Cardinal Giuliano, now the 
head of the House of Medici. We in Florence only 
awaited the sign, to rise and dethrone the usurper, 
Soderini, and banish, in turn, the Strozzis and all 
the rest of the gang. 

I grew hot with exercise and meditation; I was 
dripping wet when Simonetta entered. I laid aside 
the foil, and looked at her, so fair and gentle. Tears 
came into my eyes; we were the last members of 
the House of Medici within the walls of Florence. 

“All is ready for the pressing Lorenzo,” she 
said. “You must not disappoint Messer Filippo.” 

“And why not?” I demanded. 
“Professional honor, Lorenzo.” 

 



 Speed Adventure 2 

“Aye, so there is honor among the tailors? Very 
well, little sister. Is the iron hot?” 

“It is just right, Lorenzo.” 
“I wish”—I said—“I wish I could leave it in the 

seat of his trunk-hose. I wish a miracle might 
happen, so that it would grow hotter instead of 
colder.” 

Simonetta patted my arm, and I went back into 
the tailor’s shop. 

 
STARTED up from the table, where I had sat 
brooding after Simonetta had gone to bed. In an 

hour I must deliver the doublet to Filippo Strozzi, 
the dissolute son of old Piero Strozzi, who ruled 
Florence under Soderini. I had been thinking of my 
kinswoman, Maddalena, the ward of old Piero 
Strozzi, who had been a child, like myself, when 
the Medici were expelled from our city. 

I had seen her at the Carnival, when they 
enthroned a queen, and she had been the queen. I 
had seen the pride and complacency of her. She had 
been adopted by old Piero Strozzi when Pietro del 
Medici was banished from Florence, because of a 
certain kinship. I wondered whether she 
remembered anything of the past. 

What years we had seen since Florence lost her 
greatness! The monk Savonarola, whose philippics 
against the papacy had ended upon the gallows. 
The Strozzi, the Bigi, the Arrabbiati, and the 
Frateschi striving among themselves for power. 
Then Soderini, nothing better than the head of a 
gang of thieves. And now freedom was afoot again. 

I started up as the knocking came on the door, 
and opened, to find Fra Demetrio on the threshold, 
in his long brown robe and sandals. 

He was a monk of middle age, from San Marco 
monastery. And, because he had known the Medici, 
I had had the cleaning of the monks’ robes. 
Gradually, in the years that had passed, I had come 
to understand that he was a link between my exiled 
family and those elements in Florence that had 
never ceased to be loyal to them. In due course, he 
had given me to know, he would be able to make 
use of me for their restoration. 

Sometimes he had visited us, ostensibly with a 
cleaning order, and of late months he had been 
more and more outspoken on matters political, as if 
testing me. 

“Good evening, Fra Demetrio,” I said. “Come in 
and have a cup of wine. You have some more robes 
to be cleaned?” 

He didn’t answer me at the moment, but sat 
down, and raised to his lips the flagon that I filled 
for him. Then he said: 

“I have no robes tonight, Lorenzo. I have 
something more important even than monks’ 
clothes to discuss with you. Why are you, a scion 
of a noble family, working as a tailor in the 
Calimara?” 

 
THOUGHT you knew, Brother? My father, 
the wool-merchant, being only a distant 

cousin of the Medici, was permitted to remain after 
their expulsion. Later, his business ruined by 
Soderini’s tariffs, he was forced to become a tailor 
or starve. I inherited the business when he died, and 
retained it, to take care of my little sister, 
Simonetta.” 

“And yet,” said Fra Demetrio thoughtfully, “it 
may be that God wishes you to play a more 
important role in Florence, Lorenzo.” 

We understood each other, and were sparring. I 
said: “Fra Demetrio, if you think the time has 
come, tell me what I must do, without 
equivocation.” 

For answer, Fra Demetrio felt at his girdle, and 
then held out to me the most magnificent ruby that 
I had ever seen. It was as large as a dove’s egg, and 
looked flawless, sending out its stream of light 
upon the Fra’s hand. 

It was set in a simple sheath of gold, that held it 
without diminishing its brilliance. I stared at it, and 
Fra Demetrio said: 

“Lorenzo the Magnificent bequeathed this ruby 
to his heir, instructing him that the fortunes of the 
Medici depended on its possession, for he had 
obtained it from the Sultan of the Ottomans 
himself, and it is what is known as a ‘royal’ stone, 
and confers empire and dominion on its possessor. 
So long as the ruling Medici held this stone, 
Florence was in his keeping. 

“His Eminence Cardinal Giuliano is now at 
Prato—once, alas, a tributary city to Florence. He 
is awaiting the call to enter Florence as the rightful 
Medici. But, because he is unwilling to be the 
cause of bloodshed, he must wait until the signal is 
given him. 

“All our preparations have been made for the 
overthrow of Soderini. This gem, dear Lorenzo, 
was stolen in the tumults following the invasion of 
Charles the Eighth. It has been recovered. You will 
convey this to His Eminence at Prato. That will be 
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all. He will perfectly understand.” 
“When?” I asked. 
“Tonight.” 
“I have a doublet to take to Messer Filippo 

Strozzi. It is a matter of professional honor. The 
honor of a tailor, Fra Demetrio.” 

He laughed. “Good! Be at the Gate at twenty-
three o’clock tonight. One will meet you there, with 
a purse of florins, and a horse swift enough to carry 
you to Prato by dawn. I can rely on you?” 

“I have lived a long time for this day, Fra 
Demetrio,” I answered. 

He clapped me on the shoulder, and departed. 
 

HEY kept me waiting at the tradesman’s 
entrance to the Strozzi Palace, while the news 

of my advent was passed along from footman to 
footman, and thence to those of higher import. 
Finally, after I had cooled my heels some quarter of 
an hour, a little secretary came out. 

“So you’re the tailor with Messer Filippo’s 
doublet? Santiddio!” he screamed. “A fine time 
I’ve had trying to pacify him, and, in the end, he 
went off to the Gonfaloniere’s banquet at the 
Palazzo Vecchio, swearing he’d have your heart’s 
blood for sending him there in his old clothes! 
Leave it with me, fool, and get out of Florence as 
quick as you can—that’s my advice to you.” 

“Pardon me,” I said, “but my pledge was to 
place this doublet in Messer Filippo’s own hands. 
My honor is involved—a tailor’s honor.” 

“Take it away, then, and make yourself scarce—
that’s all I’ve got to say to you! Now get out!” 

I smiled as I departed. For under my cloak I was 
wearing a new doublet of my own, and I had also a 
sword, concealed by the folds, which I had made 
rather longer than fashion dictated, for that 
purpose. 

I knew that Simonetta was as safe, in my 
absence, as she would be in my presence. I had told 
her nothing, since she was asleep, but by morning I 
meant to be in Prato, to deliver the ruby to His 
Eminence. 

But now I was unable to resist the jest. I meant 
to deliver his new doublet to Messer Filippo, and 
thus in a measure, shame him in the presence of the 
guests. Also, I hoped to set eyes on Maddalena, my 
kinswoman, who had been in my mind more often 
than I had desired, since I had seen her as Queen of 
the Carnival. 

After which, I meant to discard my tailor’s 

business forever. I had already had an offer to 
purchase it, and, as Fra Demetrio had said, once the 
Medici were restored to power, I believed that there 
would be a more important role for me to fill. 

So I made my way to the Palazzo Vecchio, the 
doublet hidden under my cloak, and, taking me for 
a guest, none of the servants barred my way as I 
strode up the stairs to the grand reception hall. 

 
HERE must have been two hundred guests 
seated at the long tables, under the light of a 

thousand tapers, and their faces, reflected in the 
bright steel mirrors around the walls, trebled their 
number. The banquet was not a formal one, in the 
sense that guests were strolling about the tables, or 
sitting on the divans against the walls; hence my 
entrance attracted no attention, and I stood still, 
looking in astonishment at the display. 

Here were roast capons, peacocks cooked in all 
their finery of plumage, save for the white of the 
plucked breast, boars’ heads with bristles of burnt 
sugar on huge platters, laced linen tablecloths, and 
silver forks for all the guests, an innovation in 
Florence. On the inner ledges of the windows were 
pots of lilies, roses, and carnations, making the air 
sweet with their perfume. 

At the head of the table sat old, white-haired 
Piero Strozzi. On his right was Messer Filippo, and, 
seated opposite him, was Maddalena, my 
kinswoman. 

If I had been struck by her appearance at the 
Carnival, now it was doubly so. My heart thumped 
as I looked at her blonde beauty; and then a black 
rage seized me as I saw Messer Filippo, indubitably 
under the influence of the wine, leering at her and 
ogling her. It was true then, that what had been 
whispered in Florence, that old Piero Strozzi meant 
to marry her to his son, Filippo, and so unite the 
two chief houses under the Strozzi banner. 

I made my way quietly toward the head of the 
table, and I was almost abreast of it before 
recognition came. It came from Filippo, who 
rapped out an oath: 

“Santiddio, the tailor! The last of the Medici! 
You dog, what are you doing here, and where is my 
doublet?” 

I raised my cloak, and held it on my arm, in all 
its bravery of light blue, with the new style of 
slashed and puffed sleeves. “Here it is, my lad,” I 
said, and dropped it upon his knees. And a great 
roar of laughter went up from all the guests, who 
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came crowding around to see what they took to be 
one of those novel sports dear to the heart of 
Florence. 

Filippo’s face was suffused with dark blood. He 
leaped to his feet with a shout of fury, and stood 
before me, swaying slightly; then whipped out his 
sword.  

“Insolent dog,” he cried, “is it the arrogant 
blood of the Medici that is stirring in your veins? I 
shall give you something to take back to your 
tailor’s shop!” And lunged at me, with the intent to 
run me through. 

He was too drunk to see the sword beneath my 
cloak. I had it in my hand already. I flung aside my 
cloak, revealing my black doublet and trunk hose. 
And I would have slain Messer Filippo there and 
then, so great a rage had he aroused in me, but that 
I saw he was incapable of handling his weapon in 
his condition. 

As the crowd sprang from their chairs, and 
scattered, I parried Filippo’s thrust, and stood 
waiting for the next. He came on in redoubled fury, 
thrusting wildly. A twist of my wrist, and the sword 
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A twist of my wrist, and the sword flew from Filippo’s 
hand and hurtled across the room, striking the wall and 
injuring no one. 
w from Filippo’s hand and hurtled across the 
om, striking the wall and falling to the ground, 
rtunately injuring no one in its course. 
Across the table, Maddalena had risen to her 

et, and was staring at me in panic. At the head of 
e table stood old Piero Strozzi, watching the 
ene in an agony of fear for his son’s life. Before 
e stood Messer Filippo, shamefaced and silent. 
ad I chosen to thrust at him, none could have 
amed me. 

But suddenly I was grasped from behind. Three 
 four of the guests came upon me, and bore me to 
e floor. My sword was wrested from my hand. I 
as down now, under a mass of bodies; they were 
reaming death to me; the hall had become a 
ndemonium. 
A platter broke on my head, stunning me, and 

luging me with blood and gravy. I lay there, still 
nscious, but bereft of the power of motion. 
esser Filippo had regained his sword, and was 
shing through the crowd, intent on avenging his 
shonor. It was his father, old Piero Strozzi, 
ught his arm and stayed him. 
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I don’t know whether he told him it would be 
dishonorable to slay a helpless man, or whether he 
wished to save me for purposes of his own, because 
at that moment consciousness left me. 

 
HEN I opened my eyes again I found myself 
lying in a cell, lighted only dimly by the full 

moon, sailing the sky and peering into a tiny 
window. 

The cell was barely long enough to 
accommodate the straw palliasse on which I lay. 
The walls were of stone. I saw something beside 
me, reached out my hand, and discovered a pitcher 
of tepid water, from which I drank eagerly. 

My head was throbbing, and there was an 
insufferable lassitude in my limbs. A long time 
must have passed before I was able to sit up; a 
longer time before I managed to struggle to my feet 
and sway from wall to wall. 

But now the weakness was passing, and I was 
recovering my wits. I remembered all that had 
occurred at the banquet, and cursed myself for my 
folly in failing to fulfill the task that had been laid 
upon me. 

I put my hand to the tiny pouch in the slit of my 
sleeve, in which I had placed the ruby. Thank God 
it had not been discovered! I felt the outlines of the 
great gem, and with that new hope was borne in 
me. I did not know how long a time had passed, 
while I was unconscious, but it could not have been 
more than an hour or two, to judge from the 
position of the moon. 

I had no doubts as to where I was. I must be in 
the Bargello, the city prison. And escape from the 
Bargello was well nigh an impossibility. 
Nevertheless, so long as I had the ruby, I felt that a 
miracle might be wrought. For all our hopes 
depended on its transmission to Cardinal Giuliano. 
And it might be that the Council would sentence 
me only to banishment, in which case the stone 
might still be delivered, though not, of course, at 
the time set. 

After all, I had merely delivered the doublet to 
its purchaser; the aggression had been his; it was 
hardly likely that Soderini and the Council would 
take a grave view of the matter. 

Time passed. It must already be well beyond the 
time appointed for me by Fra Demetrio. 
Nevertheless, I was rapidly recovering from the 
effects of the blow. My head still ached, but I had 
regained the use of my limbs. I felt ready for any 

enterprise. I began planning: in the morning I 
would face the magistrates boldly, I would even lay 
a counter-charge against Filippo Strozzi. That 
would help my cause: they would rather expel me 
from the city than permit a scandal. 

I was sitting on my palliasse, brooding over this, 
when there came a click at the door. It opened, and 
I saw a jailer carrying a naphtha torch, and, beside 
him, a woman wearing a mask. 

“This is the young man, Madonna,” said the 
jailer. “I shall leave the door open, and remain 
within hearing, in case you need me.” 

“I am not afraid. You may withdraw,” she said. 
She came into the cell, removed her mask, and I 
recognized Maddalena. 

 
GOT on my feet, and stood staring at her in 
amazement. I remembered her as a small child, 

but she could have no recollection of me, for it was 
eighteen years since her adoption, and she could 
have been little more than twenty. And I am sure 
we had never spoken to one another in our lives. 

She came forward. “Lorenzo—you—you 
wonder why I am here?” she asked. “Let me be 
brief. I wrote an order to the turnkey, and another 
to the captain of the gate, signing them with the 
signorial seal that my guardian, Piero Strozzi, has, 
as a member of the Council. I wish to help you, and 
to obtain your help as well. For we two, and your 
sister, Simonetta, are all of the House of Medici 
that remain in Florence. 

“I know that the adherents of our House are 
planning to rise. But the Strozzi are taking counter-
measures. Piero Strozzi has seized your sister as a 
hostage—” 

A cry burst from my throat. My little sister was 
all the world to me. Maddalena interpreted my 
movement, and waved me back. 

“Not that way. You cannot save her by any act 
as rash as your going to the banquet tonight with 
Filippo’s doublet. It will be the jest of Florence for 
many a day—but this is no time for jesting or for 
rashness. Be quiet, and listen to me. 

“You thought I had forgotten who I was, and I 
have always known of you. Did you think I would 
fail in my loyalty to the Medici because Piero 
Strozzi adopted me, for his own purposes, when I 
was an infant? He has demanded that I become the 
wife of Filippo within three days, so that our two 
houses may be united, and the wavering populace 
be kindled to new loyalty to the Strozzi and 
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Soderini. And I hate Filippo Strozzi, and will never 
be his wife. 

“Can you save me, as I am planning to save 
you? Can you take me to Prato, where our kinsman. 
Cardinal Giuliano, awaits the day of liberation and 
restoration? He has a detachment of the papal army 
there, all ready to march on Florence.” 

“You know that?” I cried. 
“Hush, not so loud! Of course I know it. And 

did you think I was unacquainted with Fra 
Demetrio and the plans that have been made? Once 
a Medici, always a Medici.” 

I took her by the hands. “Madonna Maddalena,” 
I said, “I have a message for the Cardinal. Did you 
know that?” 

“I suspected it, but I ceased to believe it after 
your mad venture in coming to the banquet last 
evening.” 

“I should by now be on my way to Prato,” I 
said. “There is a messenger waiting for me by the 
gate, with a horse. Shall we go together then? But 
can you free me from the Bargello?” 

Maddalena drew aside her cloak, and disclosed 
a sword. “Yon can free yourself, Lorenzo,” she 
answered. 

“How many turnkeys are there?”  
“The one outside, and two more in the 

guardhouse above. Once in the streets, and I think 
we can make the gate. Soderini has marshaled the 
militia to put down any uprising, and everything is 
in confusion. Well, shall we go?” 

 
TOOK the sword. I offered her my arm, but she 
declined it, and followed me, stepping close 

behind. The turnkey was so near the door, I 
guessed he had been listening, and yet I took him 
by surprise. Whatever he had heard, it didn’t 
matter, because, at the sight of the sword, he 
dropped on his knees, and began to babble. 

I gestured him into the cell I had vacated, took 
the key from him, and locked the door. Then I 
started up the stairs. In the guardhouse, at the 
entrance to the Bargello, the two other attendants 
were shouting and carousing. I stood for a moment 
in the entrance, to give Maddalena the opportunity 
to precede me into the courtyard, and then entered. 

They jumped to their feet, stood dumfounded 
for a moment, and then, at the sight of the sword, 
bolted for an interior room. I heard the bolts shot 
into place on the other side of the door, and 
guessed it would be some minutes before the pair 

would have the courage to venture forth and see 
whether I was still there. So I ran after Maddalena, 
and in another moment we were out of the Bargello 
and in the street. 

At the moment it seemed empty and deserted, 
and then around the corner there came the tramp of 
an armed band. They were the militia, raised by the 
Gonfaloniere, a scheme of Machiavelli’s to 
perpetuate the tyrannous regime in Florence. But 
these raw recruits were from the country districts, 
and most of them secretly loyal to the Medici. 

We quickened our steps. There were few abroad 
in the city at that hour of the morning, and the 
streets were dark. One might have thought Florence 
a city of the dead. And yet, beneath that silence, a 
very devil’s drink of death was being brewed. 
Unchallenged, we reached the Prato Gate, the San 
Frediano. And there, at the small door beside the 
big gate, a youth was waiting, with a horse, seated 
upon the coping of the wall. 

He got up as we approached, and stood looking 
at me dubiously. 

“You are from Fra Demetrio?” I asked. 
“Si, si, signore,” he answered with evident dent 

relief. “I have waited four hours Signore.” 
“You have the horse for me, and—?” 
He was an honest boy, for he pulled the purse 

from his cloak and handed it to me. I opened it, and 
saw that it was packed with gold florins and 
zucchini. I handed the boy two or three. 

“They will not let you pass till dawn,” he said, 
“and perhaps not even then.” 

“I have a pass signed by the signoria,” answered 
Maddalena. “But do we both ride one horse?” she 
asked me. 

“I was told to bring one horse,” said the boy. “I 
was not told that a lady would be here. I have had 
no instructions regarding her.” 

“It might be possible to obtain another horse,” I 
suggested. But Maddalena became urgent. 

“No, if you are willing to take me, I shall ride 
with you,” she said. “We must be on our way 
before—before—” 

“You may go now, lad,” I said. 
 

HE captain of San Frediano gate, aroused from 
sleep by the sentry, came forward fuming, but 

the sight of the pass, with the seal of the signoria, 
wrought a quick change in his disposition, 

“You ride to Prato?” he asked deferentially. 
“And the lady—on one horse? But the road is full 

I 
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of brigands. You will never get through.” 
“We shall do our best,” I answered.  
“You must be on a mission from the signoria to 

His Eminence. Does that mean that the Medici will 
return to Florence? Ah, these were good days, 
before the time of Soderini.” 

I laughed. “Kindly let us through,” I answered, 
“and we will take care of the brigands and the rest 
of it.” 

The captain called to the guard, who opened the 
barriers. I led the horse through. On the other side, 
I lifted Maddalena to the horse’s back, and sprang 
into the saddle behind her. In a few minutes we 
were clear of the town, and traveling along the 
road, which stretched out bare before us. I held her 
in her place, with my arm about her. And for a long 
time neither of us spoke. 

It was I broke the silence: “I little thought, when 
I saw you, Queen of the Carnival, that we should 
ride together like this.” 

“I saw you too. I have always dreamed of the 
day when all we members of the Medici should 
stand together against the common tyrant.” 

I think the pressure of my arm about her must 
have quickened, for she looked back at me 
suddenly, and then I knew that everything was 
well. And so we rode until the castle and town of 
Prato came into view in the moonlight, and, still 
unmolested, I rode up to the gates and called for 
entrance. Up went portcullis, down came 
drawbridge, and we clattered across into the 
presence of a half-dozen men in brigandine. 

“A message to His Eminence,” I said. “I must 
see him at once.” 

“But His Eminence is asleep, and cannot be 
disturbed.” 

“That is not my affair. Madonna Maddalena de’ 
Medici is tired, and requires a room.” 

I indicated my companion, and that staggered 
them. We were conducted inside the castle with a 
profusion of bows and welcomes. 

 
T was still short of dawn when we were 
conducted into the presence of His Eminence, 

Giuliano de’ Medici, afterward our beloved pontiff, 
Clement VII. He looked at me in a searching 
manner, and listened with a stern air, while I 
explained the purpose of my visit. And while I 
spoke his eyes strayed toward Maddalena, behind 
me. 

Then he cut me short. “You are Madonna 

Maddalena, my niece?” he asked, and his face 
showed some emotion. He stepped toward her, and 
embraced her. “I had thought you lost,” he said. I 
had thought you in spirit a very Strozzi, seeing you 
were so young when we were expelled from 
Florence.” He turned to me. “But now sir, what 
proof have I that what you say is true?” he asked. 
“It is both my honor and my misfortune to be the 
successor to the rulership of our house. What proof, 
I say?” 

From my sleeve I drew the ruby, and I placed it 
in his hand. He started, looked at it, looked back at 
me. “This alters everything,” he said. “What of our 
friends in Florence?” 

“Of them I know nothing,” I answered. “Your 
Eminence, I am but a poor tailor from the 
Calimara, whose very insignificance has saved him 
from exile.” 

Cardinal Giuliano laughed. “The Medici arms, 
those golden balls of ours, were once the emblem 
of honest tradesmanship,” he answered. “I must 
think over this matter, Messer Lorenzo. Now you 
must rest after your journey, and I shall see that my 
niece is well provided for. And I thank you for 
having restored her to me.” 

He smiled in a very friendly way, and called to 
the page, who had been waiting in the ante-room. 

“Attend this gentleman,” he said, “and see that 
he is provided with a room.” 

So there was nothing for me to do but to bow 
myself out of the Cardinal’s presence, leaving 
Maddalena with him. 

 
ROM my room in the tower of the fortress, I 
could hear the creak of the drawbridge chains. I 

forced sleep from my eyes, went to the window slit, 
and looked down. In the gray of the dawn I saw a 
dozen men, attired in satin and velvet cloaks, riding 
across the bridge. And at their head was Filippo 
Strozzi. 

They clattered into the courtyard and 
dismounted, while the little garrison stood at 
attention to receive them. Then of a sudden swords 
appeared from beneath the cloaks, and, on the 
instant, there began a treacherous slaughter. 

Within a few moments the helpless garrison had 
been slain, and the intruders were rushing toward 
the castle. 

I ran from my room, down the stairs, to the 
chamber of His Eminence. I could hear the shouts 
of the attackers below. Now I was at the door. I 
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forced it open, and behind it stood the little page, 
dirk in hand. He thrust at me before he realized 
who I was. Behind him I saw Maddalena, with a 
dirk, too, and beside her the Cardinal. 

Now the assassins had gained the stairs and 
were racing up. I awaited them, sword in hand. 
Now they appeared at the head of the narrow, 
winding staircase. But Filippo Strozzi was not 
leading them. He had prudently reserved a place 
somewhat toward the rear. 

Seeing me standing there, ready to receive them, 
they fell back in ludicrous confusion. Then Filippo 
recognized me, and cried: 

“Why, it’s the mongrel Medici, the tailor! Spit 
him, fellows!” 

My answer was a thrust that pierced the leader 
of the gang between the ribs. He toppled back with 
a scream, throwing those behind him into 
confusion. They halted. Only one at a time could 
mount the narrow staircase, and they seemed to 
read death in my eyes as I stood there, waiting. 

Filippo shouted: “A parley, Eminence! Yield me 
my pledged bride, and we withdraw. It was for her 
we came. As for this dog of a tailor—why, you are 
welcome to him, Eminence.” 

Maddalena came to my side, and I felt the grip 
of her fingers on my arm. And before the last 
words had died on Filippo’s lips, the rush came. 

 
HAD expected it, I pierced the first man through 
the throat, and he shrieked, and dropped, but the 

man behind him was coming on, and the one 
behind him. A blade passed between my arm and 
body—an inch to the right, and it had pierced my 
heart. I saw the little page dart forward, and thrust 
his dirk into a stomach, withdraw and thrust again. 
I was fighting like a demented man, and, in the 
gray twilight, it was hardly possible to see where 
the swords were coming from. I slipped in a pool of 
blood, and I saw a sword upraised—and then the 
wielder of it went down with a skull cracked by a 
bronze jar. And that was the work of Cardinal 
Giuliano. 

I was being forced back, but a miracle had 
protected me from everything save a scratch on one 
cheek. I was halting, panting, against the door of 
the anteroom, with four dead or dying men at my 
feet, and the rest eyeing me, waiting to rush in for 
the kill. 

And suddenly there came the renewed clatter of 
horses’ hoofs upon the drawbridge, which the 

assassins had neglected to raise after they had 
overcome the garrison, and, whoever these 
newcomers might be, that continued clatter showed 
that they outnumbered Filippo Strozzi and his 
murderous band many times over. 

But there was no need to wonder who these 
were. They were a detachment of the papal army 
camped about Prato, for their cries and oaths, and 
shouts for vengeance rose in a wild medley as they 
came upon the bodies of the slain. 

Madonna Maddalena ran to the window of the 
ante-room. “Help!” she cried. “They are here! They 
are attacking the Cardinal!” 

All this time, observe, I was fencing with the 
survivors of the attacking assassins. And I was 
trying both to ward off the rapier’s point and to 
break through to Messer Filippo, where he now 
stood in the rear, making a brave outcry, and doing 
nothing. 

But now every surviving member of the 
assassins knew what was afoot. They heard the 
shrill cries for vengeance in the enclosure. They 
heard the footsteps of vengeance on the lower 
stairs. They shrank back from me—and I spitted a 
fifth; and then I stood face to face with Messer 
Filippo, blocking all chance of flight for him. 

I thrust at him. He parried with some adroitness, 
but his face was ghastly in the growing light. He 
knew I had him at my mercy. 

The rest of the band had fled. They had run 
through the rooms of the Cardinal, and were vainly 
seeking escape. I never knew their fate, but I knew 
that escape for them was impossible. 

Whether they were all cut down by the castle 
servants, as they ran frantically from room to room, 
or whether any of them found mercy, I don’t know. 

 
WAS still thrusting at Filippo Strozzi, and now, 
as I saw the weakness of his defense, and the 

fear growing in his eyes, I confess that my long 
humiliation as a tailor in the Calimara filled me 
with the devilish desire for revenge. I played with 
him, catlike, menacing him, seeing his defense 
grew still weaker. And all this was a matter of mere 
seconds, for now the papal troops were storming up 
the stairs. Seconds, I say, and I was prolonging the 
delicious sense of triumph, till Maddalena caught 
me by the arm. 

“Spare him!” she pleaded. 
That brought me to my senses. She was 

pleading for a man she hated, because he had 
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wanted her for his wife. I glanced at her, and 
understood. And then the papal troops, in 
brigandines, were storming into the apartment, and 
in an instant saw the situation, and understood, and 
swords were at Filippo’s throat. 

Madonna stood between. “No!” she cried, with 
arms outspread. And Filippo Strozzi dropped his 
sword-point, and stood with trembling knees in the 
naked face of death. But it was Cardinal Guiliano 
who intervened, with uplifted hand. 

“This is Messer Filippo Strozzi,” he said. “He is 
not to die—yet. He may become a hostage for 
many of our side in Florence.” 

I cried: “My sister!” 
And then, glancing at the Cardinal, I realized 

that Madonna Maddalena had already told him 
about her. 

Cardinal Giuliano smiled. “Yes,” he said. “Put 
down your swords, my friends. I shall spare Messer 
Filippo’s life, and send him back to Florence, to 
announce that, if all hostages be surrendered, and 
no violence inflicted upon our city, there shall be 
no vengeance for past wrongs and injuries.” 

He turned to Filippo. “You agree to that, my 
friend?” he asked. “Good!”—as Filippo cringed his 
acquiescence. “Then go—go at once, and say that 
within two days I shall appear to receive the 
surrender of Messer Soderini.” 

 
T was in the afternoon of the second day that we 
moved against the city, two thousand strong, 

with lances, pikes, crossbows, harquebuses, and 

several culverin. I rode on the right hand of the 
Cardinal, and Maddalena on his left. And even, as 
the noble mass of the Duomo loomed up against 
the sky, and the hundred spires of Florence’s 
churches pierced it, none of us knew whether the 
return of the Medici must be solemnized by 
baptism of blood. 

Not until we were within a few hundred paces 
of the old gray walls. Then a gate opened, and a 
small cavalcade appeared, moving toward us. At 
the head of it was old Piero Strozzi, and with him 
were more than half the members of the Signoria. 
And, seated sidewise upon a mule, was my sister, 
Simonetta, whom they had brought in pledge of 
their surrender. 

Kneeling before the Cardinal, to welcome him 
home, and offer expiation, old Pietro Strozzi spoke, 
while I embraced my sister. Thus we learned that 
the Gonfaloniere, Soderini, was already in flight, 
on his way to seek sanctuary among the Turks, and 
that all Florence joined in welcoming her exiled 
ruler. 

The streets were packed with a cheering 
multitude, shouting the “Palle, Palle!” the cry of 
the Medici. And in the great Square of San Croce 
they would almost have pulled His Eminence from 
his horse, to caress him, so great was the 
enthusiasm. 

In the which turmoil and confusion it was not 
difficult for Madonna and myself to exchange 
kisses unnoticed. 
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