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      To the city of Lichfield and its people, who have made Yoshiko and me so welcome here in our new home on the other side of the world.

      To my friends around the world who have continued to support me in my writing as I hop between genres, trying to find my voice.

      To my fellow writers in Lichfield Writers.

      To the memory of Jo, and all the other “Beans” at Inknbeans Press, who provided such encouragement to me in my fantasies.

      And to my family, who continue to fill their bookshelves with my scribblings.

    

  


  
    
      “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”

      Hebrews 13:2

    

  


  
    
      
        Preface

      

    

    
      Though this is set in a vaguely historical location, that of Italy in the late Middle Ages/Early Renaissance, it should not be taken as a historical novel.

      Any serious students of the age will no doubt be able to discover many anachronisms and inaccuracies, for which I make no apology. This should be read as a fantasy set in our own world, rather than as a detailed description of a past age, and to that end, the names of the two principal locations echo the name of Samuel Butler’s fictitious community. For the same reason, there are no temporal markers allowing the action to be placed precisely in time.

      However, I hope that you will find the characters recognisable, and with luck, as credible in our age as they are in their own.

      One more thing – readers often confuse the views of characters with those of the author. Robertson Davies put it well in one of his books, when a character says “George Bernard Shaw says in Saint Joan that...”. He is corrected by another character who points out that Shaw makes a character express this opinion, which is not necessarily the same as that of Shaw. In this case, I believe that Davies was expressing his own opinion through the mouth of one of his characters while talking about another writer. But to cut a long story short, if you don’t like the narrator’s religious beliefs or moral stances, you shouldn’t automatically assume that they’re mine.

      Illustrations are mainly Dürer – public domain. I put them in because I like them, and they’re almost in the period (if not the geographical region) of the story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          Revelations

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: rev]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        chapter 1 (Lamakan)

      

    

    
      It has been many months, verging on many years now, since the events I write of here transpired.

      I swore to myself that I would never tell a soul about them, but here, living unknown as I am in this far-off land, I feel free to commit my memories to paper, safe in the knowledge that any casual reader who is an inhabitant of this city will be unable to recognise those persons and places I describe.

      And when I have finished, what then? Will I read through the pages of my notes, reopen the old wounds, and then, with a sigh of relief, consign my writing to the flames, hoping against all hope that my memories will likewise disappear as the words turn to ashes in the grate? Or will I seal them in a box, buried deep in the garden underneath the persimmon tree, for future generations to discover? Or perhaps, if I am feeling playful, I will wrap my work in brown paper, seal the package, and address it to my old friend and adversary, Signor Pietro del Murano.

      But since you are reading this, you know which of these options I have chosen. I cannot have burned it, and Pietro would never have allowed it to escape his hands, if I carry out my intention of writing down the full story of his crimes, which has so far escaped the notice of historians.

      It may be that in a hundred years or more there will be further evidence of what he has done, and the man often seen now as the saviour of the city may well be reviled in history books as a traitor or a monster. But who knows what the future will bring? Only you, my reader, know my future, and the future of these words I write now.

      The muezzin calls – I almost, but not quite, face Mecca and prostrate myself in prayer. My servants, good Muslims that they are, are already doing so. I believe they see me as a good infidel. I speak no ill of the Prophet (peace be upon him!), but on the contrary, have come to respect him and his teachings, and proclaim as much to those who will listen. The local imam, whose Latin is at least as good as my own (learned, he told me once, from a visiting Dominican who was making his way through here to Cathay), regards me as being a lost child, but one who will find his way home in the end.

      Without kneeling, I repeat, my lips moving soundlessly, the eternal prayer: “In the name of God, the Merciful and the Compassionate...” Strange words to be uttered, you may say, by one whose mouth daily spoke the words “Hoc ist enim corpus meum”. And yet not so strange as if I were to venture further to the East, where men believe in a bewildering variety of deities, with a multitude of strange shapes, clusters of limbs, and heads of oliphaunts. Or those who believe in the sanctity of nothingness, and believe our lives are to be lived time and time again until we attain a pure state of not-being. At least, this is what I have been told, but I have yet to meet any followers of this strange cult.

      Needless to say, the concept of the Trinity seems equally bizarre and blasphemous to many Muslims. I have attempted to explain it several times to Ali and Fatima, but they remain unconvinced by my explanations. The Imam, on the other hand, seems to comprehend the idea of the Three-in-One in an intellectual fashion, but shakes his head sadly when he explains that he cannot admit the worship of God in such a manner.

      And so here I am, sitting, a glass of sherbet by my elbow, in the shade of a date palm, dressed in a style that few would recognise at home, rambling on as older men will, remembering those things which would best be forgotten, if truth be told.
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        chapter 2 (Nessuna)

      

    

    
      Let us begin with my departure from the Republic. To be precise, let us begin the day before then.

      I was sitting at the table breaking my fast after Mass, when Marco burst into the room without knocking.

      “Forgive me, Reverence,” he stammered. “The Prefect’s men are here, asking for you. They told me to tell you— request you,” he corrected himself, “to attend the Prefect immediately.”

      “And what would Pietro want with me at this time of the day?” I asked, more to myself than Marco. “Give them some wine and tell them I will be with them directly.”

      He left, and I re-applied myself to my breakfast, only to be interrupted two or three mouthfuls later by the door bursting open to admit three of the Prefectural Guards. I recognised the sergeant in charge – indeed, I had only the week before baptised his youngest child.

      “Signor Fabio.” I rose and greeted him. “May I offer you and your men a cup of wine? The weather would seem to demand it.” Indeed, for men such as Fabio, there was no kind of weather that did not demand a cup of wine, either to cool, to warm, to keep out the damp, or to refresh on a dry day. On this occasion, however, he shook his head.

      “I thank you kindly for the offer, Your Reverence. I fear I must decline, since His Magnificence has demanded your presence immediately.  If we were to bring you before him with wine on our breath, I dare not think how long we would retain our present positions. There is nothing personal about this with me or with them,” he added, jerking his thumb backwards at the bravos who stood behind him. “Indeed, there is no-one in the Republic whom I would arrest more unwillingly than Your Reverence, but as you know, what His Magnificence wishes...”

      “...Pietro gets.” I finished his sentence for him.

      “Indeed so.”

      “Allow me to put on my cloak, if you would. I suppose you have no idea why I am being sent for?”

      “None whatsoever, Your Reverence. I merely carry out His Magnificence’s wishes. He does not confide in me.”

      “And neither would you wish him to, believe me, my friend,” I told him as I fastened my cloak about me. “It is all too often far too dangerous to know too many things.”

      We left the house, after I had informed Marco where we were bound, and walked through the streets in silence. Though the Prefectural Guards were not an uncommon sight in the Citadel, and neither was I, the sight of us together seemed to raise a few eyebrows. Automatically, I made the sign of the Cross, and blessed many of those who stopped to gawp at our little procession. Fabio coughed.

      “Pardon me, Your Reverence, but I must request you in the name of His Magnificence not to do that. The less attention that we attract, the better.”

      The better for whom? I asked myself, but did not speak my thoughts out loud.

      We arrived at the Western Gate, where the sentry recognised Fabio and brought up his pike to salute him. Then he saw me and bowed his head, obviously expecting my blessing.

      “You can bless him, Your Reverence,” Fabio chuckled. “Eduardo is in need of it as are few men.” The young sentry blushed at this, but I ignored this, and Fabio’s gibe, and gave him the requested spiritual comfort.

      “Orders came from the Presence Chamber,” Eduardo told Fabio. “He is to wait downstairs.” He gave this last word a peculiar emphasis, which meant nothing to me, but obviously meant something to my guards. Fabio started.

      “You’re sure of that?” he asked. “You’ve been known to make a right bloody pig’s ear of things in the past, young Eduardo. Sorry about the language, Your Reverence,” he added, turning to me, “but this one has been known to make mistakes sometimes.”

      “More than sometimes,” chuckled the smaller of my guards. “That time with the chickens—“

      ”How was I to know?” Eduardo shouted indignantly.

      “Stow it, you mob,” Fabio’s voice cracked like a whip. “I’m sorry for this, Your Reverence. This is none of my doing, I assure you.”

      “I believe you,” I told him.

      We marched across the courtyard, to a small door that I had never noticed before, or if I had, I had forgotten I had ever done so. It was unlocked. “Follow me,” Fabio requested. It was not quite an order. “And take care. The steps are uneven and slippery.” Despite Eduardo’s words earlier, I was expecting to go up to the Presence Chamber, thinking this to be a private secret route, but I was mistaken. The steps led down, to an airless and windowless vault.

      “There’s no-one else down here at the moment,” Fabio told me, his form by now almost invisible in the near-darkness. “And if I have anything to do with it, there won’t be. You can have the place to yourself. And a lot better off you’ll be, given some of the riffraff who find themselves here from time to time.”

      I began to feel alarmed. “Have you any idea at all how long I will be down here?”

      “The longest I’ve ever known anyone be here was three months. After that they took him to Santa Lucia,” referring to the convent where lunatics were kept.

      I shuddered. “You don’t think that will be my fate, do you?”

      In the gloom, I could just make out his head shaking in denial. “You’re too well-known for that, Your Reverence. I’ll make sure that you’re missed. A few words in the taverns, quiet-like, just saying ‘we haven’t seen His Reverence lately, have we?’ That sort of thing. We’ll all do that, won’t we, lads?” addressing the other two. “Then His Magnificence will hear that people are asking after you. He’ll have to let you out soon enough.”

      “Thank you, friend Fabio.” I smiled, though I knew it was meaningless in the darkness. “Here, take this.” I pulled off one of my rings, and held it out to him. “It’s my ring. Take it to my house, show it to Marco, tell him to look after you all.”

      I felt Fabio’s large rough hand take the token from me. “Thank you, Your Reverence. I’ll return this to you when you’re out of here. And now we must take our leave of you.”

      “Go with God, my sons,” I told them. “And I bear you no malice for what you have done today.”

      I heard their footsteps clank up the steps, and the sound of the door slamming, with the key turning in the lock. At that time, almost all light faded, save for a small glimmer of indistinct light. It was impossible to tell what was its source, or, indeed how far away from me it was. I examined, as best I could, my current situation. Clapping my hands, and listening to the echoes, I came to the conclusion that I was in a room of approximately the same dimensions as my bedchamber. I extended my hands before me, and walked slowly across what felt like rough paving towards the dim light.

      I had gone but five faltering steps before my fingers touched the cold damp wall of my cell (for such it was), and I was able to discover that the light came from a small chimney-like aperture some distance above my head. I could make out no sky or any details, other than the dimly perceived stonework of the chimney itself. I stood there, pondering my fate. Now that I was able to take stock of my situation, senses other than my sight started to come to life. The smell of ancient piss and shit stung my nostrils. I realised that I would soon have to add to this, and the prospect filled me with loathing and dismay.

      Then I heard a scuffling and squeaking around me, which I recognised as those of rats, or at least mice. I am not one of those who leaps at the sight or sound of small animals, but I did not relish the thought of sharing my cell with these beasts, which are known to be the harbingers of the plague and other maladies. I could only pray that Fabio and his myrmidons could work their magic in the taverns, forcing Pietro to release me soon.

      In the distance, I could make out the sound of the clock striking the hour. Ten strokes. So soon? And yet, it seemed that I had passed days in this hole already. What a strange thing this thing we call Time is, to be sure. We make of it what we will, and yet it masters us and guides us relentlessly.

      I repeated a Pater Noster, almost mechanically, and then fell into a more specific pattern of prayer, praying, not for deliverance from my confinement, but for wisdom and understanding. It was clear to me that, if Pietro were to demand my presence, I would need these qualities. Unlike Fabio, I had a shrewd suspicion of why I had been brought to this place.

      As time passed, my bladder began to make its presence felt. I used my nose to locate the worst of the stink of shit, and made my way cautiously to what I believed to be that corner before lifting my cassock and relieving myself.

      I returned to my glimmer of light, in time to hear the Duomo clock strike eleven. I dared not sit, as I had no idea what was on the floor below me, though my legs were aching. I had no idea how long I waited in a dazed and semi-conscious state. From time to time, I heard the clock strike, but my mind seemed incapable of counting the strokes. Hunger and thirst began to become apparent, then urgent, and I was starting to wonder if I was to be forgotten, like the poor unfortunate who finished his days in Santa Lucia, when I discerned the sound of the door at the top of the stairs being unlocked, and the hinges creaking. There was a little light, and I heard the sound of footsteps descending.

      “I told you we’d be back, Your Reverence.” Fabio’s rough voice came as that of an angel to my ears. “Has no-one been to give you food or drink?”

      “No-one,” I croaked, amazed that I could still speak.

      “Bastards. Saving your pardon, Your Reverence. Are we going to need to clean you up before we take you to His Magnificence?”

      “A chair to sit. And... and a close-stool.”

      “We can manage that.” Hands grasped my elbows, one on each side, firmly but gently. “Easy does it. Let’s go upstairs, Your Reverence.”

      “What time is it?” I gasped.

      “The sun’s just gone down. Guess that He doesn’t want you to be seen in the daylight.”

      There was still a little light in the western sky as we moved across the courtyard, but even the evening dusk was dazzling to my eyes, almost entirely deprived as they had been of light for the past few hours.

      Fabio and the guards fussed and tutted over me as I sank into a chair. My screaming legs blessed the relief. Somehow, my cloak and cassock had become stained, and one of the guards busied himself with a wet cloth to remove the mould and slime.

      “If you take these off, Your Reverence,” he told me, “I can clean them much better, and you can use the time while I’m doing that to use the privy over there in the corner.”

      I adopted his suggestion, with a great sense of relief. When I came out, Fabio handed me a mug of small ale, and half a loaf of bread with a lump of cheese.

      “Not exactly fine living, Your Reverence, but you will need something in your stomach, and I don’t think you’re ready for wine right now.”

      “I am not,” I agreed, and sipped and chewed. “You’re a good man, Signor Fabio.”

      He shrugged. “It’s hard, but I try.”

      “As do we all. God bless you. All of you.” A thought struck me. “Won’t Pietro be waiting for me?”

      Fabio chuckled. “We’re meant to bring you before him when the cathedral strikes nine. I just decided that we should bring you out a little before then. I think we have another thirty minutes or so before you meet His Magnificence.”

      I closed my eyes, and prepared myself for the mental jousting that I knew awaited me. Physically, I was probably in no danger of execution – legally, that is. I was too well-known and too popular for that. Pietro would have a riot on his hands if he condemned me to death in a court of law.

      But there were other ways to dispose of me, as I knew all too well. There had been too many deaths that appeared accidental. Deaths which ultimately only benefited one person – Pietro. And even if my life were to be spared, there were other ways in which that life could be made uncomfortable for me.

      Fabio broke in on my thoughts. “I forgot this. Pardon, Your Reverence.” He started to hand back the ring I had given him to take to Marco, and I waved it away.

      “Keep it. I owe you – all of you – a debt of gratitude. In the event that I find myself unable to repay you properly,” (I noticed them exchange knowing glances at these words) “I give you this ring as a poor substitute. You should be able to raise a few ducats at the jeweller’s with it.”

      “It’s too much, Your Reverence,” one of them said to me. “What will you do if you give it away?”

      “‘What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?’” I quoted to them. “I have other rings.” I fell to thinking how these words applied to Pietro. A man who had gained, if not the whole world, at least a large part of the world that we knew, but whose soul was, I believed, lost to him.
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