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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






INTRODUCTION

 

Although the setting and many of the events are based on real places and occurrences, this is wholly the product of the writer’s imagination. While every effort has been made to present Renaissance Florence as accurately as possible, the work is a fantasy and should be regarded as such.

 

With the exception of the poetry in Part I, chapter 8, all poetry credited to Lorenzo de’ Medici was written by him. The variant spellings are of standard 15th century Italian usage. Lorenzo signed his letters to friends Laurenzo or Lauro and that style is used in this novel.

 

Most of the persons depicted at the Medici court were actual people and can be looked up in any reliable historical reference.  Every effort has been made to depict them as their contemporaries saw them, and as they saw themselves within the exigencies of the story being told.

 

The Florentine calendar actually changed on Lady Day (March 23rd), not January first, but I have standardized the year to modern usage for the sake of clarity.


PART ONE

 

 

Laurenzo Di Piero De’ Medici,

Called Il Magnifico

 

Quant ’è bella giovinezza

Che si fugge tuttavia

Chi vuol esser lieto, sia;

Di doman non c’è certezza

 

How beautiful a thing is youth

Which flees us in every way.

Whoever desires to be merry, let him;

For tomorrow is never certain.

 

           —Laurenzo de’ Medici


TEXT OF A document confirming the sale of land filed with la Signoria in Fiorenza on November 5, 1490:

 

Know by this statement and testimony that I, Giovanni Baptiste Andreo di Massimo Corsarrio, merchant of the city of Fiorenza and citizen of the Repubblica, freely, on this day, have transferred all claim to land owned by me beyond the grounds of SS. Annunziata near the wall of the city to the alchemist Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano for the sum of six hundred fifty fiorini d’or

It is further stipulated that neither I nor my heirs nor debtors may lay any title or claim to this land, and that it is the property of said Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano until such time as he, his heirs or debtors dispose of it under the rights and obligations of the laws of la Repubblica

Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano declares that it is his intention to build a palazzo in the Genovese style on this land, and to that end has hired my own builders to do the work, in accordance with the regulations of the Arte, and to that end has deposited with me four cut diamonds valued by Tommaso Doatti Capella, the jewel merchant, at one thousand four hundred fiorini d’or, against payment of wages to the builders for construction of the palazzo, which shall begin immediately.

All conditions of transfer being satisfactorily met, this testament is to be regarded as complete and final.

 

Sworn to this day, the Feast of San Zachario, in Fiorenza, in 1490

 

Giovanni Baptiste Andreo di Massimo Corsarrio, cloth merchant, Fiorenzeno

his seal, a blue hand upraised on a field of red and white lozenges

 

Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano, alchemist, stragnero

his seal, the eclipse on a field of silver

 

witnesses:

Tommaso Doatti Capella, jewel merchant, Veronese 

Laurenzo di Piero de’Medici, banker, Fiorenzeno


CHAPTER 1

 

 

IN SPITE OF the cold wind, Gasparo Tucchio was sweating. He swung the ninth sack of gravel onto his broad shoulder and began the careful, dangerous walk down into the large pit that would be the foundation of the foreigner’s new palazzo. He shifted the weight experimentally and swore.

“Ei! Gaspar’, not so fast!” Lodovico da Roncale said as he, too, shouldered a load. “Careful, careful, do not slip,” he said somewhat breathlessly as they made their way into the excavation.

“Damned foreigner,” Gasparo muttered as he took careful, mincing steps down the steep incline. “‘Dig it out to half again the height of a man,’ he says. ‘Fill it a hand’s breadth with gravel,’ he says. He will supply us with cement, he says. He will tell us how to mix it. Arrogant. Arrogant. He wants the gravel level, he wants the corner mountings dug down even farther. He must think he’s some kind of old Roman.”

Behind him Lodovico chuckled through his panting. “You’re too stiff-rumped, Gaspar’. Even foreigners have good ideas once in a while.”

Gasparo snorted. “I’ve been a builder all my life, and so was my father before me. He helped raise the Duomo of Santa Maria del Fiore. I’ve worked every day that I could since I grew a beard, and never, never have I worked on anything like this. Say what you want, Ragoczy is mad.” To punctuate this opinion he swung the sack off his shoulder and onto the floor of the deep, broad pit.

“Good, good,” said Enrico, their supervisor, as the sacks were spilled out. “Another five or more sacks and there will be enough.”

“Five?” Gasparo demanded. “It’s too cold. It’s late. Sundown comes soon. We can finish tomorrow.”

Enrico smiled blandly. “If you carry one more, and Lodovico carries one more, and if Giuseppe and Carlo bring down their sacks now, and carry one more each, then there will be six sacks. It is not too difficult, Gasparo.”

Gasparo made no reply. He glared at the carefully dug hole and shook his head. “I don’t understand it,” he said to himself.

Giuseppe dropped his sack of gravel beside Gasparo’s. “What do you not understand, you old fake?” His leather doublet was open to the waist, so that his rough-woven shirt hung loosely around him. “You hate work, that’s all. It wouldn’t matter if Laurenzo himself had ordered the work, you’d still complain.”

The others laughed at this, nodding their agreement, which annoyed Gasparo. “Are you so eager to work for that foreigner, then? When have any of you been told how to make a building? It isn’t right.” He kicked tentatively at the gravel already spread over most of the bottom of the excavation. “If he were here, I’d tell him what I think, that’s all.”

An amused, beautifully modulated voice spoke from above. “And what would you say to me?”

The working men stopped, looked up. Gasparo shied a pebble across the gravel and said something under his breath.

At the rim of the pit stood Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano. His dark, fur-lined roundel over a black silk doublet and perfectly white camisa proclaimed him a stranger as much as his slight accent and the foreign Order around his neck on a silver chain that was studded with rubies. He wore heeled Russian boots on his small feet, embroidered black gloves, and a French chaperon on his unfashionably short dark hair. “Well? What is it?”

Gasparo glared. “I said,” he lied, “that we might as well go home. It’s going to rain.”

“But not for some while yet. You need not fear to finish your work.” He jumped lightly into the pit, landing easily on the unstable footing. The builders exchanged uneasy glances. None of them could have taken that drop without injury.

“You are doing well,” Ragoczy was saying, walking across the gravel floor. “You should be ready to cement it.”

Enrico bowed ingratiatingly. “I hope that you are satisfied, Patron. We have worked to your orders.”

“All of you?” Ragoczy asked, looking at Gasparo. “Be that as it may, I am satisfied. Yes. You have done well. I thank you.”

“We are grateful, Patron.” He waited, watching the foreigner stride around the graveled bed of the pit.

Ragoczy bent and picked up a handful of gravel. “Why? I thought my opinion meant little to you.” He tossed one of the pebbles into the air and caught it, tossed it and caught it.

Three of the builders stopped their work, eyeing Ragoczy with suspicion, but Gasparo strode up to the black-clad stranger. “Your opinion is worth nothing,” he said belligerently. “You know nothing of buildings. I have been a builder all my life, and my father before me. I tell you that all these precious instructions of yours are useless and a waste of time.” He waited for the blow or the dismissal.

None came. “Bravo,” Ragoczy said softly, smiling. “You may very well be right, amico mio. But nonetheless, you will do it my way.”

Gasparo’s jaw moved forward and he put his hands on his hips. “Yes? Why will we continue with this foolishness?”

“Because, carino, I am paying you. So long as I give you the money you earn, you will build whatever I tell you to, in whatever manner I tell you. Otherwise you may find your money elsewhere.” He paused, still smiling. Although he was of slightly less than average height, something about him—it may have been the smile, or the dark clothes, or his disquieting air of command—dominated the builders in the pit. “If I were to tell you to build a Moorish citadel or a Chinese fortress, if you wanted to be paid, you would do it.”

Even Enrico and Lodovico laughed at this, and Gasparo nodded his encouragement. “If you think, stranger, that you have any power here in Fiorenza…”

“I think,” Ragoczy said wearily, “that money speaks a universal tongue. I think that even in Fiorenza you members of your Arte understand that.” He threw the gravel in his hand away, listening as the stones spattered where they hit.

Again the builders exchanged looks and Lodovico nodded knowingly to himself.

“The way you build now in Fiorenza, this palazzo will stand…what?—perhaps three centuries.” Ragoczy’s face was desolate. “But what is that? Three centuries, four, five, are nothing. I want my palazzo to stand for a thousand years.” He laughed ruefully. “Vain hope. But make the attempt, good builders. Humor me and build according to my outrageous instructions.”

“A thousand years?” Gasparo was dumbfounded. He stared at the stranger, and thought that perhaps Ragoczy was mad. “What use will this be to you in a thousand years? Or in a hundred?”

“It is a home,” Ragoczy answered simply.

Lodovico snickered and winked broadly at Giuseppe. “But the Patron has neither chick nor child. He has not even a wife. What heirs of his will live here in a thousand years? Or in a hundred?”

“Heirs?” It was as if a door had closed in Ragoczy. He stopped moving and his dark eyes narrowed, their penetrating gaze suddenly alarming. “Those of my blood will come after me, never fear. You have my Word on that.”

There was silence in the foundation excavation and the cold wind whipped around them, but the chill the builders felt came more from the foreigner in black than from the air.	

Gasparo beetled his brow as his indignation swelled. “We do not make funerary monuments, Eccellenza. If that is what you wish, talk to stonecutters, not to us.”

There was a new light in Ragoczy’s eyes as he looked at the thick-bodied builder. “Does it matter so much to you, amico?”

“I am a builder,” Gasparo announced as he clapped one huge hand to his chest. “I make houses for the living, not the dead.”

Behind Gasparo the other builders nodded nervously, and Carlo took courage, giving Gasparo an approving gesture.

“Admirable,” Ragoczy said dryly.

“Mock me if you wish, Patron, it does not change the matter. You say you want us to build a house that will stand a thousand years. Va bene. You instruct us in our work. I do not like it, but you are the Patron. But even you cannot pay enough for me to put up a palazzo that is a shell only.” He set his hands on his hips again and leaned forward. “You may mock me, but you will not mock my building!”

Ragoczy nodded. “What integrity!” There was neither bitterness nor condemnation in the words. “I promise you that I have no wish for any empty building. Why would I pay for so much special labor if I did not want to live here? Why else would I care how you lay the foundations?…Well?”

Gasparo shrugged. “As you say, we are being paid to build a palazzo for you. If you want it built with lacquered straw, what is it to me?” He folded his heavy arms over his chest.

Ragoczy nodded. “Precisely. And what can I be but flattered and grateful that you care so much for my home? You must let me thank you for your courtesy.” He strode over to Gasparo, his arms open. “Come, will you not touch cheeks with me?”

Gasparo Tucchio was stunned. Never in his life had a gentleman offered him this familiarity. He flushed, rubbed his gritty hands on his workman’s breeches. “Patron, I…”

Ragoczy embraced the builder heartily, and Gasparo realized what great strength was contained in that elegant, compact body. Very awkwardly he returned the hug, aware of the heavy stubble of his day-old beard on the smooth cheek of the foreigner.

The other builders watched, one or two of them acutely embarrassed. Though it was true Fiorenza was a Repubblica, this went far beyond the social equality they all took pride in. This was unheard of. Enrico soothed his wounded dignity—for as the supervisor, surely he was more entitled to this unbecoming display—by saying softly to Giuseppe, “Foreign manners. Outrageous. The Patron cannot know what he is doing.”

Giuseppe nodded vigorously. “It is well enough for us of the Arte to touch cheeks, but not with one of his station.  He forgets his place.”

But for Gasparo, at that moment if the foreigner in black with the unfathomable eyes had asked him to dig foundations from Fiorenza to Roma, he would have done it without question. There was no mockery in that handsome face, no insult to his conduct.

“Eccellenza…” he began, then faltered.

“Amico, I have been a prince, and I have been a beggar. I do not scorn you because you work with your hands. If you did not build, then all of Fiorenza would still live in tents, as it did when Romans first built their camp here next to the old Etruscan town.”

Gasparo nodded eagerly. “As you say, Patron.”

“Work well, then, my builders. You will all have proof of my gratitude.” He managed to include them all in the sweep of his arm. Then he turned, ran two or three steps, and vaulted upward toward the edge of the pit, swung on his arms, landed cleanly but for a clod dislodged by the heel of one boot.

Lodovico made a low whistle, and Enrico blinked. Carlo and Giuseppe busied themselves with emptying their sacks. Only Gasparo smiled, and he smiled hugely.

From above them Ragoczy called down, “I am going to add to your woes, I am afraid.” He gestured to someone or something out of sight. In a moment another man stood beside him. “This is Joacim Branco. He will be my lieutenant during the building. You are to follow his instructions to the very limit. I will be satisfied with nothing less than the best of what you are capable. I know your skill to be great. I know you will succeed.”

The newcomer beside Ragoczy was amazingly tall, even by Fiorenzan standards. He had long, lean hands, a narrow body and a face like the spine of a book. He wore a rather old-fashioned houppelande in the Burgundian fashion and his unconfined hair drifted around his face like cobwebs. “Good afternoon, builders,” he said in a voice so solemn that it tolled like the bell of San Marco.

“Another foreign alchemist,” Lodovico said to Gasparo, just loud enough to be certain Joacim Branco could hear.

“That is correct,” Ragoczy agreed, and smiled. “His skill is formidable. You will do well to obey him implicitly.” Suddenly he laughed. “Come, you need not worry that he will disgrace you with ridiculous demands. Magister Branco is a reasonable man, much more reasonable than I am, I promise you.”

Magister Joacim Branco achieved a sour smile. He bowed very slightly, very stiffly.

Enrico rolled his eyes heavenward and silently asked Santa Chiara what he had ever done to deserve this. “Welcome, Magister,” he managed to say.

Ragoczy murmured something to the tall Portuguese at his side; then he addressed the men in the pit one last time. “There is special earth to be laid with the foundation. That you will do tomorrow. Today it is enough that you make the gravel even in preparation.”

This time Gasparo’s voice had real distress in it. “But, Patron, if it rains, we cannot lay a foundation. It will be ruined. It will not bear the weight of the building. It will crack—”

“I give you my word that there will be no rain tonight, or tomorrow, or tomorrow night. There will be enough time for you to set the foundation and to install the four corner pieces. After that, it will not matter if it rains; the foundation will be solid and you may make yourselves a shelter with the cornerpieces.” With an expansive gesture Ragoczy turned away, leaving the Magister Joacim Branco alone at the edge of the excavation.

Giuseppe finished spreading the gravel from his sack and looked up. “Jesù, Maria,” he whispered, and had to stop himself from making the Sign of the Cross.

Joacim Branco had come to the very edge of the pit, and in the cold wind the long sleeves of his houppelande flapped like tattered wings. He stood very still.

It was Enrico who broke the silence. “Magister? Would you care to come down?”

To the relief of the builders the alchemist did not jump into the pit, but made his way down the causeway. As he came nearer it was seen that he held several containers in his hands. He put these down on the gravel and turned to Enrico. “At the fence there are two carts. I will need them.”

“How heavy are they?” Lodovico asked, not willing to move.

“They are well-laden. It will take a man apiece to pull them.” He turned back to his containers, having no more interest in the builders.

Enrico shrugged fatalistically and pointed to Giuseppe. “You and Carlo bring down the carts. Gaspar’ and Lodovico can carry down the last of the gravel.”

With a sigh Gasparo trudged back up the slope and reluctantly shouldered another sack of gravel. He thought for a moment about the Patron, about his social solecism, and he grinned.

He was still grinning later as he sat with Lodovico drinking a last cup of hot spiced wine. The night had turned cold, providing an excuse for a larger measure of drink.

“But eggs, Gaspar’, hen’s eggs!” Lodovico was saying for the third time.

“If it is what the Patron wants, we’ll put eggs in the mortar. Shells and all.” He raised his wooden cup. “To Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano, generous madman that he is.”

“Ah, since he touched cheeks with you, you approve every foolish scheme he and that alchemist of his bring forth. If he wanted to cement the palazzo with blood, you’d wield a butcher’s ax for him.” He stared into the fragrant steam that rose from his wine. “Where is all your jeering now, Gaspar’?”

Gasparo Tucchio smiled again, and wondered if he was getting drunk. “It is nothing to me if he wishes to be a laughingstock. And think of other tales we’ll have to tell the Arte. Who has done anything to compare with it? Oh, I know. You’re thinking of Ernan’, and his stories about building the cage for Magnifico’s giraffe. But that is nothing to the tales we’ll have. And when the others come to finish the walls and lay the floors, we’ll have stories to amaze even them.” He tossed off the rest of the wine and considered signaling the tavernkeeper for more.

“But why does he do it? What is his gain? For if money speaks a universal language, as he said, then he must profit by our work.” Lodovico considered this, and his face grew wary. After a moment he extended his cup to Gasparo. “Here. My head is growing heavy. Finish this up.”

Gasparo’s reluctance was for form’s sake only. “If you are sure…And the night is cold. Why not?” He took the cup and filled his mouth with the fragrant wine. How grand it felt, as if he were floating. What if he was a little drunk? It did a man good to drink on such a cold night.

“I wonder what happened to the rain?” Lodovico mused.

“It held off awhile, like the Patron said,” Gasparo replied after he had swallowed and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“How did he know it would?” This question was more to himself than to Gasparo, and so he paid little attention to the answer.

“Well, he’s an alchemist. They know things.”

Lodovico frowned and shifted in his chair. “Hen’s eggs he gives us, and clay, and special earth and special sand, which must be mixed in a certain order. Why?” He stood up, almost upsetting the bench he shared with Gasparo.

“Here, now,” the older builder objected as his seat teetered dangerously. “Lodovico, stop it. Sit down and drink another cup, like a Christian.”

For a moment Lodovico stiffened; then he forced his mouth to smile as he sank back down onto the bench. “Va bene. Landlord! Another for both of us.” He set his face in a mask of good fellowship and leaned back.

As soon as their cups had been refilled and Gasparo had decided which of the cups was his, Lodovico smiled guilelessly. “Ah, it is hard for a man alone, is it not?”

Gasparo nodded heavily. “It is, amico mio. Tonight I can hardly bear to go home. You’d think,” he said drinking deeply, “that a man widowed as long as I’ve been would get used to it. But no. This night, every night, I think of Rosaria. She was an excellent woman—thrifty, pleasant, agreeable, devoted—a treasure among women.  That a little cut should carry her off—” He pulled his hands over his eyes and then picked up his cup again. “You’re young, you’re young. You don’t know what it is to be old and alone.”

“You are not old, Gasparo.”

But Gasparo shook his head and wagged a finger at Lodovico. “I’m thirty-eight. Thirty-eight. Another ten years and I’ll be a toothless old hulk. A lonely, toothless old hulk.” His sorrow at this thought overcame him and he finished off the rest of his wine.

This was going better than Lodovico dared hope. “It’s a pity that age is not respected as it should be.” He leaned closer to Gasparo and switched his full cup for Gasparo’s nearly empty one. “It’s not enough that you should lose your family and wife, but there’s hardly enough money to keep you alive when you can no longer work.” This turned out to be a miscalculation. 

Gasparo pulled himself up straight and said, almost without slurring, “My father was sixty-eight before he stopped working. We Tucchios are strong folk. We work till we drop.” His face sagged a little. “My father was a good man. A good man. He helped raise the Duomo of Santa Maria del Fiore…”

But Lodovico did not allow his companion to wander. “But think of that palazzo. Think of the wealth of the Patron. With even a little of it a man could live well.”

“Here, now.” Gasparo slewed around on Lodovico, a belligerent light in his eye. “Are you suggesting that we rob our Patron? We’re builders, man, not thieves. We do not steal from our Patron, from any Patron.”

“But he’s rich,” Lodovico protested. “And he’s foreign.”

“All the more reason.” With pompous care Gasparo dragged himself to his feet. “We’re Fiorenzeni, Lodovico. Well, I am, at least. We don’t rob foreigners. You put that out of your mind.” He leaned forward. “I see what it is. You’re drunk. You shouldn’t have had that last cup of wine.” He swayed and steadied himself, “I’ll forget what you said, Lodovico. It was the wine talking.”

Inwardly Lodovico cursed but he managed a fatuous smile. “You’re right,” he agreed. “Too much wine.”

With the tenacity of drunkenness, Gasparo persisted. “The thing is not to be thought of. Now, you go home, you sleep this off. I’ll forget you ever spoke to me of this.” He finished the last of his wine and put the cup down with exaggerated care.

“Thank you, Gaspar’,” Lodovico said, making no attempt to disguise his sneer.

“Well,” Gasparo said with a sudden change to the affable, “it’s been pleasant. Very pleasant. Good to talk. We don’t talk enough, Lodovico. Too much work. We should talk more.”

Lodovico removed Gasparo’s hand from his shoulder. “Tomorrow, perhaps. But I’ve got to leave now.” It had, he thought, been a most unprofitable evening. But in time he might turn it to good use. He rose to his feet and shammed confusion. “Which way…?”

Gasparo clapped an affectionate arm around his shoulder. “Ah, Lodovico, you’re a good man. A good man.  I like you. Now, there’s the door. You’ll be grateful for the wine when we’re out in the night.” He reeled toward the door, dragging Lodovico with him.

With a great deal of ingenuity Lodovico disengaged himself from Gasparo’s bearlike embrace. “My head…My head…” He leaned against the wall for support. “Go on ahead,” he said, waving Gasparo toward the door.

Gasparo laughed good-naturedly, waved vaguely to Lodovico and the landlord, lunged through the door and was gone.

“Another?” the landlord asked Lodovico.

“No. No.” He stood in the center of the tavern for some little time, his face closed in thought, his bright eyes calculating. Then, with an unattractive smile, he tossed a coin to the landlord and went out into the bright, cold night.

 

 

THE TEXT OF a note from Donna Estasia Catarina di Arrigo della Cittadella da Parma, housekeeper for her cousin, Alessandro di Mariano Filipepi, to Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano. Delivered by hand to the house of the alchemist Federigo Cossa on the night of March 21, 1491:

 

Diletto mio,

I pray that this finds you with your host, for my message is urgent. Sandro and Simone will be gone for four days following this Sunday. For those days I will be alone, and anxious for your company. I trust you will be so obliging as to continue our most pleasant diversions of last week

Should this be satisfactory, send me word, and I will receive you as before, in my apartments. I have put your gift upon the bed and look forward in anticipation to showing you how well it becomes me. Oh, say you will come. I grow mad for lack of your kisses.

Do not fail

Estasia


CHAPTER 2

 

 

UNTIL SHE LOOKED up with a start, Demetrice Volandrai did not realize how dark it had become in the Medici library. On the trestle table in front of her three books lay open, their texts indistinct now in the suffused light. She put a hand to her eyes and told herself she had a headache rather than admit that her mind had been wandering. She hesitated briefly before closing the books and setting them aside for tomorrow. Reluctantly she tested the quill that lay beside her notes and was not surprised to find it dried, ink caked on it so thickly that she despaired of being able to trim it properly.

She rose slowly and went to the window. In the last burnished light of sunset her woefully old-fashioned gonella of rust velvet seemed more beautiful than it had ever been in better light. Her pale rosy-blond hair framed her face in chaste braids and her simple linen chamise, where it showed above the neck of her gown and puffed around the terribly plain brooches that joined her simple sleeves to her dress, was without stains or grime. If anyone had suggested to her at that moment that she was the most attractive woman in il Palazzo de’ Medici, she would have laughed. Her amber-colored eyes were wistful as she watched the light fade.

“Oh, don’t move,” said a voice behind her as she started at last to turn away from the window.

The familiar sound of Sandro Filipepi’s voice brought a rueful smile to Demetrice’s firm mouth and she turned to him, her arms extended. “Botticelli, admit it: if you could order the sun to stop in the heavens you would do it, so that you could make a color study.”

He shrugged, but did not deny it. “It was color that brought me here this afternoon. That alchemist, Ragoczy, the one who’s building the big new palazzo? You know him?” He waited a moment.

“I have met him once or twice.” She remembered liking his wit and his gentleness, and the enigmatic expression in his dark eyes. “Was he here, too?”

“Briefly. It seems he has some new formulae for colors. Of course Laurenzo is interested, and he asked me and a few of the others to use the colors and tell him what we think of them.” He paused. “I wish I knew what to make of him.”

It would not do for Sandro to see her interest, so she smiled and said, “You know alchemists. They are always mysterious. Confess it, amico, you would be disappointed if he were like everyone else.”

Sandro nodded. “True. And he is foreign. But his affectations. Always dressed in black, never eating with us, forever curious about metals and earths! Ah, well, he is entertaining, and he does know something about pigments and tinctures. I will give him that.”

Demetrice had come around the table and touched cheeks with him. “How generous. Will you try his colors?”

“Of course.” He peered around the darkened room. “Cataloging?”

“Yes. Pico is home for a while and Agnolo is in Bologna, so the task falls to me. I am afraid that today I haven’t done it very well. These old manuscripts, you know, are very difficult to read.”

Sandro’s face had clouded at the mention of Agnolo Poliziano. “I don’t know why Laurenzo tolerates his impudence.” He held up his hand to forestall the answer. “Loyalty is one thing, Donna mia, but this is foolishness. Poliziano trades on Laurenzo’s tolerance shamelessly. You know he does.”

Demetrice had gone back to the table and busied herself with gathering her papers. “I don’t understand it, Sandro. But it is what Laurenzo wants, and I will respect his wishes.”

Disbelief filled Sandro’s next question. “Do you like Agnolo? How could you like him?”

“No, I don’t like him. He’s waspish, he’s ugly-minded and for all his erudition, he’s unpredictable. But he is talented, and truly a scholar.” Very gently she said, “I need not tell you, Sandro, that every gift has a price.”

“And sometimes more price than gift.” He walked across the room and put his long painter’s hands on her shoulders. “If there is any justice in this world, Donna mia, you will not have to bear your poverty forever. If your uncle had been a citizen of Fiorenza, Laurenzo would long since have restored your fortunes.”

Demetrice felt absurd tears in her eyes and she wiped them away impatiently. “Well, even Laurenzo cannot restore what no longer exists, so perhaps it is as well that Lione lived in Rimini.” She tried to smile, but could not. “Laurenzo has been more than generous. He has housed me and fed me and clothed me for almost ten years. That is much more than any of my nearer kinsmen were willing to do.” She stopped abruptly and moved away from him. “Pardon me, Sandro. It is not pleasing for me to talk this way of my family.”

By now the room was almost dark. Sandro was just an indistinct shape with a voice on the other side of the table. Demetrice thought that the dark must have something to do with it, for she had never spoken to him this way before. She took comfort in his friendship and was grateful for his interest, but she insisted on a reserve between them, and it was as real as the trestle table that stood in front of her.

Sandro tacitly accepted her rebuff, but added one parting shot. “I am twice your age, Donna mia. And I tell you, do not depend on anything or anyone in Fiorenza beyond Laurenzo. Fiorenza is a city of passions, of obsessions, and there is as much dark in it as light.”

“This from you, Sandro?” she said, glad to turn this somber warning to banter.

“Especially from me.” Then he, too, abandoned the subject. In a different voice he said, “I am going away for a few days. Simone and I have business to attend to.”

“I wish you a pleasant and safe journey,” Demetrice said automatically. “Do you go far?”

“Only to Pisa. A simple matter. But I would like to ask a favor of you.”

“Of course.” The words were out before she thought about them, and as soon as she had spoken, she doubted their wisdom. “If Laurenzo does not require my help here,” she added prudently.

“It is nothing difficult, I promise you.” He stopped as a servant came into the room carrying a taper to light the lanterns that stood at either end of the room and the three candles on the reading desk beside the fireplace.

The strange air of intimacy that had surrounded them disappeared in the light. Demetrice said to the servant, “Will you start the fire, too? The room is really quite chilly.”

“Yes, Donna,” the servant answered, and bent to her task.

“So it is,” Sandro agreed. He rubbed his hands together and adjusted the long folds of his lucco, the standard social dress of most Fiorenzeni. His was of brown wool and lacked the intricate pleating at the neck that more prominent men wore.

“What is the favor, Sandro?” Demetrice had gone nearer the fireplace and was nodding to the servant as the first spurt of flame took hold of the logs laid there.

“Ah, the favor. Yes. It is about my housekeeper, my cousin. You have met Estasia, haven’t you?”

“Yes.” Her tone was cautious as she thought of Estasia della Cittadella, of her soft, sensuous body and vixen’s face. The primness of Estasia’s widow’s coif did not deceive Demetrice, for she had seen the eager hunger in Estasia’s hazel eyes and heard the coaxing languor in her voice when she spoke to attractive men.

“She does not like to be alone,” Sandro said with some difficulty. “Would you be willing to call on her one of the afternoons I am gone?”

Before she could stop herself, Demetrice asked, “Why?”

“For me? Demetrice?” He hesitated. “She is lonely, you know. It is never easy for a widow. And she often has trouble with other women. If she had a lover, it would be different. She would be happier and would have someone to enjoy. But in my house, there is little opportunity, and Simone is very severe with her.”

Demetrice watched as the fire at last began its steady burn, making a friendly rush and crackle like conversation in an unknown tongue. She frowned, wishing that she did not. “I don’t know.”

Sandro had come near her again, and the light from the flames deepened the lines in his craggy face. “Prego, carina. I would not ask it if it were a trivial thing. You see, Estasia has been very much upset by the sermons Simone has been preaching to her. Simone…” He hesitated, not wanting to condemn his brother. “Simone worries for her soul, and for that reason he cannot accept the way Estasia wants to live. Her vivacity troubles him. He does not see that she has fear, too.”

Rather dryly Demetrice said, “I have heard him. He was here once last year. He does not approve of the way Laurenzo lives, either. He told him so.”

“San Gregorio protect me.” Sandro was acutely embarrassed. “I didn’t know. He should never have…He does not think, Demetrice. His fervor inspires him and he speaks out. You can imagine, then, how he berates Estasia, which only makes her more determined to have her pleasures.” Again he paused, and searched for words. “It would mean a great deal to Estasia to have someone call on her. Someone who is kind.”

“Very well.” Demetrice sighed and looked at her companion. She wished the room were dark again, so that they could recapture that closeness. With the room lit by candles, lanterns and fire, she saw too much and knew too little. “Since you ask it, I will. But I do not know what to say to her. Tell me: what interests her?”

“Housewifery. She’s an excellent housekeeper. Not even Simone can make complaint on that issue. She knows, particularly, a great deal about cooking. She has a way with pastry.”

Demetrice laughed in spite of herself. “I know almost nothing about cookery. It is the price of being raised in a scholar’s home. Now, if the recipes were in Greek, or even Seneca’s Latin, he might have been moved to care about food. About the only dish I can make is honey cakes. But I know a little of lacemaking,” she offered helpfully.

“Estasia is expert with her needle. Her embroidery is superb. Take your lace with you.”

“Yes, but Sandro,” Demetrice objected reasonably, “we can’t sit there and stitch at each other.”

Sandro shook his head and leaned against the mantel of the fireplace. “Talk of clothing, then. Compare velvets. Or gossip. Surely there is fruit enough for that in Fiorenza.” He waited until the servant was gone from the room, then said, “I fear for her when she is alone. She is terrified, sometimes, thinking that she is forever abandoned. I cannot let her suffer because of me. She makes light of it, but I have seen her eyes when she has been alone too long, and they are bright like a trapped animal’s.” He sighed, turned to her. “It is not your responsibility. She is my cousin. I know that. But if you would help me, I’d be truly grateful. Who knows,” he added impishly. “I might even do your portrait.”

“With those new pigments Laurenzo wants you to test?” She, too, moved away from the fire. “It grows late, Sandro, and I have not yet eaten. Will you join me at table? I fear we must take it in the pantry, for the household sat down some time ago.”

“No. But it is gracious of you to ask me.” Sandro shook off his somber mood and strode to the door. “I, too, have not eaten and it is time I was home.”

Automatically Demetrice glanced toward the windows and saw the last glow of dusk in the cold March sky. “I didn’t realize we had talked so long. Yes. Perhaps you’d better leave. Have one of the servants accompany you with a lamp.”

But Sandro laughed this suggestion away. “There’s no need. The thieves are not that desperate. I’ll be safe, I promise you.”

She did not object, but when the door was closed behind him, a frown settled on her face once more and there was a kind of distress in her bearing. She lingered in the library until the young Slavic slave who slept there arrived. Sure that the room was safe, Demetrice left it and hurried to the bottom floor in hope of having a light meal with the stewards.

The stairs of il Palazzo de Medici were narrow and treacherously steep. Demetrice negotiated them with care, reminding herself as she went that she had fallen once, four years before, and the bruises and sprains had been many weeks in fading.

The understeward, Sergio, greeted her casually and offered to get her a dish of veal-and-pork pie that was left over from supper. “There are some tortolini and some broth, if you’d like that.”

To her surprise, Demetrice discovered that she was hungry, and she accepted this offer, spooning pine nuts over the pie when it was brought to her.

Massimillio, the Medicis’ enormous cook, swaggered into the pantry and favored Demetrice with a huge smile that spread over his moon face like butter. “Ah, it is la bella Demetrice, who is so kind and who loves my food.”

Demetrice knew what was expected. “Massimillio, the food is superb, as always. The tortolini are savory and your pie is delicious.”

“Let me pour you some Trebbiano,” the cook offered, reaching for the wine flask. “And when you are finished, I have some confetti.”

“A thousand thanks,” Demetrice said, although she did not particularly like either white wine or sugared almonds.

“Chè piacer!” sighed the cook as he poured himself a generous portion of the Trebbiano and stared into its straw-colored depths. “Now, you, Donna mia, appreciate my art. But Laurenzo!” With his free hand he made a gesture of despair. “He would not care if I made nothing but sausages, so long as he got his chestnuts. I have boiled in wine and roasted barrels of chestnuts, I think.” He shook his large head and his chins wobbled.

“You must make allowances, Massimillio. Since Laurenzo cannot smell, he misses much of your wonderful cooking.” Demetrice sipped her wine and had another bite of pork-and-veal pie.

“Poor man!” He finished his wine and replenished his cup. “Trebbiano is very nice,” he said judiciously. “For all the talk of it being workingman’s wine, it is very nice.”

By this time Demetrice had eaten most of the pie and her tortolini were nearly gone. She smiled warmly at the cook and said mendaciously, “How much I would like confetti, but I fear, Massimillio, that it is such a cold night, and your excellent food is so satisfying, that I had much better have some broth, to keep me warm.”

Grudgingly Massimillio admitted this was wise and turned back to the cavernous kitchens to heat the broth. As he put the kettle on the coals of the hearth, he remarked, “That foreigner, the one Laurenzo likes so much. With the unchristian name.”

“Ragoczy?” Demetrice suggested.

“That is the man. He has us all in an uproar. I have heard that his kitchen is going to be terribly odd. Now, you may say that is his foreign ways, and no doubt it would account for it, but,” he added darkly, drawing down the corners of his mouth, “you may be sure that he will have to find cooks elsewhere if he intends to make us change our ways.” As he spoke, he reached into one of the small drawers of the divided chest that flanked his cooking table, and pulled out a handful of seeds. “I am adding more coriander, to help keep you warm.”

“You are kind, Massimillio.” Demetrice had come to the door and stood watching the huge man as he added his finishing touches to the broth, which had begun to simmer.

“Ah, Donna Demetrice, it is a simple matter to be kind to you. You are good, you are pleasant, you like what I cook. I don’t mind making special meals for you, because you enjoy them and it pleases me to watch you eat.” He poured some of the steaming broth into a large wooden mug. “There. Now, when you have finished that, I fear you must leave, for I have much to do before tomorrow. Two Bolognese merchants and the officers of the Arte della Lana and the Arte di Calimala are to take their meal at midday tomorrow with Laurenzo. They will speak of nothing but cloth and money and will not taste so much as the ginger in my savor sanguino.”

“Poor Massimillio.” Demetrice felt genuine sympathy for the huge man. “Well, if you will, save me some leftovers and we can share a late meal together.”

The cook turned to her, startled. “Will you not be eating with the others?”

“Not if they mean to talk only of cloth and money.” There was a teasing light in her eyes as she stretched out her hand to him. “It will be much more pleasant to have my meal here, with you. Il comestio is nicer in good company.”

“All meals are nicer in good company,” Massimillio announced with awful hauteur. Then he relented somewhat, saying, “It will be a treat to share the meal with you. I am making a berlingozzo and a minestra of spring lamb, for we have just got the first new lambs.”

Although these were not the greatest delicacies available to the Fiorenzan upper class, they were still special treats. Demetrice smiled delightedly. “If they do not enjoy your art, Massimillio, be certain that I will.”

“Bella mia, I will perish of joy,” he announced, and took back the empty cup she handed him. “Now, you must rush off to your bed, or the virtue of the broth will be for nothing.”

Demetrice thanked him again, and left the kitchen for her small bedroom, three floors above. She tasted the ginger, garlic and coriander long after she had extinguished the candle and pulled the worn damask hangings around her bed.

 

 

TEXT OF A letter from Alessandro di Mariano Filipepi to Leonardo da Vinci:

 

To Leonardo in Milano, his friend Botticelli sends his affectionate greetings on our Beato Antoninus’ Day:

I am sending with this a wallet containing some new tinctures that may interest you. Laurenzo’s new friend, the alchemist I have told you of before, developed them. I have used them myself and have found that the colors they produce are of rare luminosity. Try them, I urge you

I had your letter of March 27 in good time. If you are as much distressed by the Sforzas as you say, then why do you remain? You know that Laurenzo would welcome your return, and surely there is work for you to do in Fiorenza that will interest you as much as your work in Milano. Consider, then, caro amico, for you are much missed here. Even that sharp-tongued Poliziano speaks of you affectionately.

You will perhaps be saddened to learn that Laurenzo has not been well. As has been his practice in the past, he has taken the waters and he insists that he is better. But I am worried. His hands often swell and he is sometimes weak without reason. Often of late, his kinswoman Donna Demetrice Volandrai reads to him, sometimes the works of Plato, sometimes new tales. It has become his habit to spend his evenings thus. Yet his mind is keen, and he is, as always, seeking out gifted artists. That young student of Ghirlandajo is part of the Medici household now, and for all your loathing of marble sculpture, you would admit that young Buonarroti has talent. Laurenzo is pleased with his progress, which, considering his youth, is remarkable. I think that Magnifico would prefer it if his own sons showed the promise of Michelangelo Buonarroti. Giovanni is for the Church, of course, and his mind is as tenacious as it is agile. But Piero is another matter: Piero has done little but indulge himself since he was old enough to ask his father for favors. He has not changed since you knew him—he is as capricious as a child, forever making demands.

Yet all is not bleak here. There was a great festival on Ascension Day, and all Fiorenza went into the fields to catch grasshoppers and to sport. There was a special Requiem Mass that day, at San Lorenzo, in memory of Giuliano. That deed will forever be a stain on the house of Pazzi, who would appear to be well-named, so insane was that act.

We have heard that you are still in the habit of buying birds in the market and setting them free. A friend of that alchemist I already mentioned has recently come from Venezia, and made a stop in Milano while the city was still talking about your most recent escapade. Leonardo, amico, you will not save the birds. They will only be caught again and someone else will eat them. How is it that you can invent such terrible weapons of war, and think nothing of examining the bodies of the dead most thoroughly, but balk at eating songbirds?

In reference to your love of machines, you would be delighted at the new palazzo that Ragoczy, the alchemist, is building. It is in the Genovese style, and he has added every innovation imaginable. The builders all gossip about it. He has modified his bath, and made a special chamber for storing and heating water, instead of making a holocaust. The chamber is about the size of two traveling chests and adjoins the bath closely. It is tarred and lacquered so that it cannot leak, and the water is fed to the bath through a pipe with a spigot. He has also invented a new sort of oven for his cooks, one made of metal, which he claims more efficient (though why he should want cooks when he never dines, I cannot conceive). Many of the cooks in the city have said they would have nothing to do with such an instrument. I understand that he has a very simple, hard bed, but that everything else is wholly magnificent. If you do not want Laurenzo for a patron, then consider Ragoczy. He has a great deal of wealth and loves beautiful things almost as much as the Medicis. When I told him of your silver lute, the one you fashioned in the shape of a horse’s head, he was delighted. You need not fear his generosity—he is quite wealthy and completely honorable. I have myself seen some of his jewels, and their size and beauty would stagger even you. At Christmas he presented Laurenzo with an emerald as large as the pietra dura bowl of Laurenzo’s silver cup. He, Ragoczy, knows many secret processes with metals. You would enjoy his conversation as well, Leonardo, for he is an erudite conversationalist and his range of interests is broad.

I pray you will consider coming once again to Fiorenza. We all here miss you. We miss your songs as much as your excellent work, for all you say you never finish anything. Whatever Milano offers you, Fiorenza can give you. Remember that you are loved here, and that the blessings of your friends follow you wherever you go, even home.

My cousin Estasia calls me to table, so I must end this. With the hope that our next greeting will be face to face, this brings you the affection of your friend

Sandro

In Fiorenza, on the 10th day of May, 1491


CHAPTER 3

 

 

NOT ALL THE morning mist had cleared yet, though there was the promise of heat in the air. Fiorenza shimmered in the spring light, so that the tall, stone-fronted buildings seemed touched with gold. On this splendid day the streets were full, the people already preparing for yet another festival. At la Piazza della Signoria banners of all the Artei were already being strung, each proclaiming the importance and function of one of the powerful guilds that were the heart and breath of the city.

“Well, mio caro stragnero,” Laurenzo said to the alchemist who rode beside him and had shared his morning gallop, “what have you in your distant home to compare to this?”

Ragoczy smiled, but his dark eyes were remote. “We have nothing like this, Magnifico.” His gray horse scampered over the stone paving, still fresh, still playful, and the sound of his hooves echoed crisply off the street.

“And even if he did,” drawled the third member of the riding party, “he is much too well-mannered to say so, at least to you, Medici.”

Laurenzo’s attractive, ugly face darkened, but he made no reply, occupying himself with the sportiveness of the big roan stallion he rode. When he had brought his mount even with Ragoczy’s he turned to the other man. “Agnolo, he need hardly concern himself with courtesy when you are by.”

Agnolo Poliziano barked out a laugh, then said more somberly, “I do not know why you allow me such liberty, then, Laurenzo. Or is it out of respect for Ragoczy’s rank? He says nothing of his birth, but I will wager you half of the gold in your damned bank that he is better-born than any of us, though he is a foreigner.”

At this Laurenzo smiled, and though the smile did not come as easily as it had a few years ago, it was still utterly charming and even Agnolo Poliziano could not resist answering it with one of his own. “Neither of us is nobly born, Agnolo. We cannot be. You, I, we are simply citizens of Fiorenza. But you”—he turned to Ragoczy—“you undoubtedly have a title recognized somewhere. I have often wondered what it is. Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano. Da San Germano.” He tasted the words. “Where is San Germano, Francesco Ragoczy, and what is it to you?”

By now they had crossed the Ponte alle Grazie, and not far ahead la Palazzo della Signoria pointed its spire into the festive morning. Fiorenza was a city of towers and turrets, but the topheavy spire of il Palazzo della Signoria was the symbol of la Repubblica, and therefore was unique in the city.

Laurenzo motioned Ragoczy and Poliziano to rein in their horses. “It is very crowded. We will need another way.” He thought for a moment, and took advantage of this hesitation to repeat his question to Ragoczy. “Where is San Germano?”

Ragoczy did not answer Laurenzo’s inquiry at once. He had turned similar probings aside before. His eyes were fixed in the distance, on the gently rolling Tuscan hills with their villas keeping watch over Fiorenza, but his expression was far more remote than the hills he watched. “My homeland is…far away, in ancient mountains, where even now Turks and Christians are slaughtering each other. It is called Wallachia now, and Transylvania.” He stopped rather abruptly, looking once again at Laurenzo. “It is a happier thing to be simply a citizen of Fiorenza, Magnifico, than to be a Prince of the Blood and a lifelong exile.”

A band of youngsters surged out of la Via de’ Benci and at the sight of Laurenzo set up the shout of “Palle! Palle!”

Laurenzo acknowledged this with a nod and a wave, calling out a few friendly words after them, then turned again to the haunted face of his foreign friend. “Exile,” he said, and there was despair in his voice.

Ragoczy said nothing; his dark eyes were enigmatic.

“Better an exile in Fiorenza than King of the World,” Agnolo Poliziano said nastily as he watched the children run down a side street. “Why else did you recall me after sending me away? Certainly you must value life in Fiorenza above all others. Or are you anxious to send me away again, to remind me about exile? What excuse will you find this time, now that your wife is dead, and cannot object to me?”

Once again Laurenzo de’ Medici hesitated before speaking. “When I am most tempted to see you flung into the Arno, bellissimo Agnolo,” he said at last, “I have only to touch myself here”—he fingered a long scar on his throat—“and I recall that if you had not been there on that bloody Easter, I would have died beside my brother, and the Pazzis would rule Fiorenza. You cannot provoke me, my friend. I am too much in your debt.”

“Admirable. Admirable. What splendid sensibility. What sublime philosophy,” Poliziano marveled bitterly. “And without me you cannot finish your library, not that that enters into it. But remember that I have not finished ransacking Bologna for you yet, let alone Padova.” He swayed dangerously in his studded saddle as his horse bucked at the sudden sound of trumpets. “The devil take Beato Antoninus! I wish him heavenly joy of that clamor!”

“The procession will begin soon,” Laurenzo said to no one in particular. “We’d better hurry.”

“As you wish.” Ragoczy was grateful for this change in their conversation. “Perhaps if you do not want to take part in these festivities, you might enjoy inspecting my palazzo? It will be finished shortly, and I have not had the honor of showing you through it. Today would be an excellent time, Magnifico. The builders are all at the festival and we may browse through it at leisure.”

“Bleeding wounds of God!” Poliziano burst out. “What is there to see but walls? You may paint them this shade or that, and have tapestries to cover them, or pictures. But in the end they are still walls, and only slightly different from any others you may see. Some are wider, some are more fancifully decorated, but they are nothing more than walls.”

At this Ragoczy smiled. “Ah, you forget, Poliziano, there are also floors and ceilings, though to be sure, they are only to walk on and to hold up the roof.”

His last few words were drowned in a new trumpet blare. The horses moved skittishly and the three men had to turn their attention to their mounts, tightening the reins, moving forward in the high saddles.

“What a noise they make!” Poliziano had jobbed the bit and his neat bay gelding now tossed its head and sidled restively.

“It is a celebration, Agnolo,” Laurenzo explained patiently and unnecessarily. “Make up your mind, Agnolo. When the people of Fiorenza take to the street, they are a tide, and only the buildings have the strength to withstand them. We must leave quickly or be swept onto la Piazza della Signoria.”

“But to waste another day seeing some new palazzo.” Poliziano’s small bright eyes narrowed and his mouth set. “Very well, very well. I have heard that this palazzo is in the Genovese manner. It might have all sorts of surprises.”

“Yes,” Ragoczy agreed ironically. “There’s no telling how the walls are placed. They may lean at amazing angles.” He turned to Laurenzo. “Do you truly not wish to see the festival, Magnifico?”

“I have seen it often. I have not seen your palazzo. And Piero is attending the festival.” Laurenzo’s attitude was thoughtful and his strong Medici jaw thrust even farther forward. “I will not live forever, and Piero must learn. It is time he discovered that this city is not merely his plaything. He must become accustomed to his civic duties.” He twitched the end of his reins with crippled, lean fingers. “You see, mio caro stragnero, my son Piero is something of a fool. Perhaps it is not too late to change him.”

Agnolo’s angry laugh cut into this. “I would not depend on that, and I tutored him. Look at what he has. Think of the adulation. He is beautiful, and all Fiorenza loves him.”

“By which you mean that Piero is beautiful and I am not?” Laurenzo did not wait for a response. He tapped his horse with his heels and began to move forward through the steady stream of people making their way toward la Piazza della Signoria. “I know well enough what I look like. Giuliano was the beautiful brother. Va ben’. Perhaps it is my face that makes me love beautiful things. Come, take this turn. We’ll go through la Piazza della Santa Croce.” Plainly he wanted to end the bickering.

Agnolo was not through with his barbs. “Such modesty, Laurenzo, Magnifico. But you have read Plato many times. You know that Socrates was sought after by every handsome young man in Athens. You must not despair. Your virtues will save you.” With an impatient slap of his reins Poliziano sent his horse trotting ahead.

“Undoubtedly in Athens my face would be as ugly as it is now.” There was neither rancor nor self-pity in this admission. At the next turn Laurenzo contrived to take the lead, shifting in his saddle so that the gold embossed LAUR. MED. that marked all his possessions would be visible.

Ragoczy followed, a faint smile curling his wry mouth. He shook his head as Poliziano once again maneuvered to get ahead of Laurenzo, and Medici let him keep that lead for a bit, and then skillfully reclaimed it. In a few more blocks the whole pattern was repeated, Laurenzo, as always, regaining the lead.

They were almost abreast of la Chiesa di San Marco when Poliziano tired of the game. He let his horse fall back and he shrugged. “What does it matter, after all? You ride better than I do, Laurenzo. You always have. I know it. But I want to be the better.” His smile had an innocent delight. “Damn your infernal tolerance, Medici. If I were you, I would not have allowed me back in Fiorenza, no matter what the debt.”

“Someone had to take Piero in hand. And he is hardly a reward for anyone.” He shook his head and was about to address a remark to Ragoczy, still a few lengths behind them, when Poliziano began again.

“San Marco. How can anyone bear to live so near these sanctimonious Domenicani?” This attack was plainly directed at the man behind them. “Or do they like monks in your country, da San Germano?”

Ragoczy raised his fine brows. “That depends on whether you are a Turk or a Christian, I suppose. They do not bother me.”

“They bother me,” Poliziano said in a louder voice. “That boring preacher. The new one. He came here last year. What’s his name, Laurenzo? The one who’s always describing disaster. He was here for a while some years ago. You know which I mean.”

“Girolamo Savonarola.” Laurenzo sighed. “Give him credit, Agnolo. He may preach about the suffering of the damned and the worthlessness of the world, but he is sincere and he does not meddle in what does not concern him.”

“You mean he stays out of politics?” Poliziano made an obscene gesture toward the church. “That’s because he hasn’t tasted power yet. You should not have allowed him to come back, Laurenzo. It was a mistake.”

“Turn into the next street, Magnifico,” Ragoczy called, even though Laurenzo undoubtedly knew the way.

“Of course.” He nodded to Ragoczy, but continued his conversation with Poliziano. “You should not say such things, Agnolo. To me you may say what you like. But do not make remarks like that where they can cause trouble. You make the monk more important than he is. We have difficulties enough without making Savonarola angry. Let him preach his austerity and piety. There are some of our citizens who take comfort in mortification, and if they follow him, what is that to you or me? It harms no one. In time, those who embrace him will tire of their asceticism, or they will enter Orders.  In either case, it will mean nothing to the rest of us.  But the one sure way to bring him into politics is to malign him and make mock of his beliefs. If he is forced to defend himself, he will find allies, and that will be worse for Fiorenza than the Venezian pox and war with Milano.” He pulled at the rein and let his stallion trot down the newly flagged street.

Poliziano shook his head, and he let the jeering note come back into his voice. “What? a Medici afraid of the truth? I am a farmer’s son, and I know what can happen when simple folk become zealots. You say it will not happen here, because this is Fiorenza. Very well. Keep your ridiculous policy if you insist. You have convinced yourself that you must be magnanimous with the Church for your damnable son-in-law. What does it matter if his father is Pope? You need not placate a preacher to keep peace with Innocento.” Suddenly the sarcasm was gone and his little mouth narrowed in a deadly serious line. “I tell you that preacher is dangerous. I warn you: he will destroy you.” Then he made as elaborate a bow as he could in the saddle. “Do not heed me, then. Who are you but an ordinary citizen of Fiorenza? What right have you to dictate to the Pope?”

Laurenzo was silent, but his jaw became more tense, so that the muscles stood out along the bone. His wide-brimmed hat shadowed his eyes, but Ragoczy could see anger and sorrow there.

Once again Poliziano’s tone changed. “Don’t think me more of a fool than you are, Laurenzo.”

There was no answer. Laurenzo had already pulled up his horse in the unfinished gateway of an incomplete building. Scaffolding stood in the courtyard, and stonework and mortar showed that raw newness which was a substitute for character in the palazzo. As Laurenzo swung out of the saddle, he tugged his reins over the big roan’s head and secured them to the nearest scaffold’s supports. “I have never thought you a fool, Agnolo,” he said, somewhat more acidly than before.

Ragoczy had also dismounted and was securing his reins to the new hinge mounts that would eventually hold the fantastic cast-iron grillwork of the gate. “Do you want to join me, Poliziano, and see the walls and floors and ceilings? Or would you rather stay here in the courtyard and let my servant bring you some wine to drink?”

This invitation delighted Poliziano. He kicked his feet free of the stirrups and slid off his horse. “I gladly accept the offer of wine, Ragoczy. And I thank you for sparing me the unending boredom of viewing your palazzo. The walls, I see, are upright, and certainly I can get the full effect of the building from here.” His glance took in the unfinished courtyard.

For a moment Ragoczy’s dark eyes rested enigmatically on Poliziano’s face. “Can you?” Then the mood was gone. He shrugged lightly. “There are benches for you to sit on. I am sure the builders won’t mind if you use them. The mosaics on that side of the court have just been laid. I pray you won’t walk on them.”

Poliziano had secured his horse’s reins to the topmost of a stack of iron window grilles. He glanced around the courtyard in a perfunctory way, saying, “Pretty, very pretty. A handsome court. Those mosaics remind me of something I saw in Roma once. Where is that servant of yours who will bring me wine?”

Ragoczy still stood in the shadows, and because of the black clothes of Venezian silk he wore, he seemed one with them, almost unreal. “In a moment, Agnolo. I will summon him. Ruggiero!”

The sudden loudness of his call brought Laurenzo away from his inspection of the gate’s fittings and decorations. “Ragoczy, what are the markings around your arms? I don’t think I know the words. I thought it was Greek, but I cannot read it. Is it in the Russian tongue, perhaps?”

There was a certain aloofness in his manner as he turned to Laurenzo. “No, Magnifico, it is not Greek. Nor Russian.” He contemplated the black disk with erect wings above it displayed against a silver field

“But what does it say?” Laurenzo had stepped back and was slapping some dust away from his buff-colored belted riding mantle. “For some reason I find it…disquieting. The device is elegant, caro mio, much more than my red balls, but there is something almost frightening about it. What does the motto say?”

Ragoczy narrowed his eyes. “It is not easily said in your language, Magnifico. But I will try to tell you. Roughly, then, it is ‘From the greatest darkness eternally reborn.’ The device is the eclipse, of course. The arms are old.” He looked away. “Very old.”

“And very striking,” Laurenzo said. He had pulled off his mazzocchio, though it was not customary to remove hats in-or out-of-doors. “It’s warm for May.”

There was a tap of hard-soled shoes in the far hall which connected the courtyard with the loggia at the front of the house. A figure could be seen moving toward them, and very shortly Ragoczy’s servant stepped into the warm golden light. He was a slender man of slightly more than middle age. His weathered face was beardless and he wore a houseman’s gown of belted linen. He paused and bowed with great dignity.

“Ruggiero, this man”—he indicated Agnolo Poliziano, who stood with one foot on a joiner’s bench—“has done me the honor of being the first to accept my hospitality in this palazzo. Bring him wine, and some of the Persian sweets.”

“As you wish, my master.”

“And, Ruggiero, bring a cup of almond milk to the upper gallery after you have served Signor Poliziano.” He sketched a nod in Agnolo’s direction, then turned to Laurenzo. “I am right, am I not, Magnifico? You do like almond milk?”

The stern set of Laurenzo’s mouth relaxed and he grinned reluctantly. “Well done. You surprised me.”

“I?” Ragoczy gave Ruggiero a sign of dismissal, then crossed the mosaic pavement to a shallow pit where a fountain would be in another month. “Surely you did not think that I would not offer you anything that might suit your fancy. Do you want more than almond milk? I have fruit, I think, and there must be some bread in the kitchen.”

Laurenzo, too, crossed the mosaics. “No, food is all one to me. Almond milk will refresh me.” He looked down at the mosaics. “What made you choose these intricate designs? They’re classical enough to be old Roman.”

Ragoczy was tempted to say that the mosaic designs were exactly the same as certain of those in imperial Roma, but he bit back the words. Instead, he smiled. “Thank you, Magnifico. I confess it was the effect I hoped for.”

“Then you have succeeded.” Laurenzo looked back toward Agnolo.

“Are you sure you will not change your mind, Poliziano, and come with us?”

“When wine and sweets are being brought?” His small eyes brightened. “Enjoy yourself, Laurenzo. For I will be quite happy on my own.”

Laurenzo’s response was resigned. “Then I will not concern myself.” He lengthened his stride and joined Ragoczy in the shadow beneath the gallery. “I like these columns. Are they continued above?”

“Yes. And I am planning murals on the walls there to complement the mosaics. Will you recommend someone for this? I know that Sandro is too busy, but there might be others? Perhaps young Buonarroti?”

“Perhaps. Let me think on it.” They had now entered the hall through which the servant Ruggiero had come. “I like your arrangement for lanterns,” Laurenzo said.

Ragoczy went along with the turn in conversation. “Yes, they give excellent light.”

“But if you had a mirror behind them, you would have even more light.” Laurenzo stopped and pointed out the mountings. “It would be a simple matter to add mirrors. Then this hall would be wonderfully bright.”

“I see.” Ragoczy nodded, knowing that Laurenzo was used to having his advice followed. He studied the arrangement as if it were new to him, and then said, “Of course. You are right. I only hope that I can bring the glass from Venezia without mishap. If it were less fragile, I think I might install mirrors in the loggia, as well.”

Laurenzo’s civic pride was ruffled. “Venezia? Why not order your mirrors here?” He was as well aware as Ragoczy that the Venezian mirrors—indeed, all Venezian glass—were superior to anything produced in Fiorenza. He smiled reluctantly and relented. “Polished metal would do as well, or almost as well. Silver would be particularly appropriate. And Fiorenza produces much finer metalwork than Venezia.”

Inwardly relieved, Ragoczy laughed. “Polished metal, then, and made in Fiorenza.” He motioned them on with a gesture, and a few steps brought them to a wide loggia. “I think you will like this, Magnifico. The windows are particularly large, and set back from the street.”

“You might find them too large in winter,” Laurenzo warned, but without condemnation.

“Ah, but then I will have shutters over them, with louvers to let in some light. I have thought it out, you see.” Ragoczy stood back and with a host’s gesture left Laurenzo on his own.

Laurenzo did not speak as he paced out of the room, but there was an appreciative expression in his large brown eyes. “Even though it is Genovese, mio caro stragnero, it is beautiful. I particularly like this grand double staircase. It is quite unlike anything in Fiorenza. What will you use there, at the landing, to set it off?” He did not pause, but answered his own question. “A painting! Perhaps two of them, or possibly three smaller works. Or a statue, a small one in bronze or marble.” He turned expectantly to the palazzo’s owner.

“Well, no.” Ragoczy mounted the stairs beside Laurenzo. “I have plans for elaborate wood paneling carved in very deep relief. It is more in the custom of my people to do so.” He did not add that the paneling would better conceal the door to the three hidden rooms beyond the landing.

“Wood paneling carved in deep relief. Yes. A very pretty idea. It is too restrained for me, but I suppose you miss your homeland, and want it near you. It is good that your house reflects your country. I mean that this, too, is your home.” He turned on the landing and continued up the left flight to the second floor. “The proportions are always pleasing to the eyes. From here, looking into the loggia, how pleasant the aspect is. You have quite…” He broke off on a sudden gasp as his normally sallow-tan complexion went chalky white.

Ragoczy caught Laurenzo around the waist and held him, feeling the tension grow worse as Laurenzo fought against his weakness and increasing pain.

“No…No…” There was a sheen of sweat on Laurenzo’s face now, and his long-fingered hands shook, locked like claws in the black silk damask of Ragoczy’s Spanish pourpoint.

“Magnifico…” Ragoczy’s beautiful foreign voice was low, with none of the alarm he felt allowed to color his words. “What should I do?”

“Christe and San Giovan’!” Laurenzo hissed through clenched teeth. His rather prominent eyes were squeezed shut and he would have sunk to his knees had not Ragoczy taken the weight of the taller man onto his shoulder. Carefully, gently, he lowered Laurenzo onto the shallow marble treads of the staircase. There was distress in his face as his small hands worked loose the collar of Laurenzo’s riding mantle so that he could unbutton the giaguetta and untie the camisa underneath. When he tried to pull Laurenzo’s fingers away they tightened convulsively.

“Francesco…No…Stay.” With a visible effort Laurenzo opened his eyes and forced the worst of his anguish from his face. “There. I am…better. Stay, Francesco.”

Ragoczy nodded. “Very well, if you wish it. But I would much rather get help. I have servants, and Poliziano…”

“No!” He drew several deep breaths, then went on. “As soon shout it through the city.” Again he had to stop. When he could speak, he said with terrible intensity, “Tell no one. Swear by your life you will tell no one!”

“By my life?” Ragoczy smiled sardonically, then nodded and put his small hands over Laurenzo’s big ones. “I swear it. By my life and by my native soil.”

Laurenzo nodded, and some of the worry went out of his eyes. “It is good. It is good.” With a sigh he turned his head away.

When there had been silence for some little time, Ragoczy ventured to speak. “Magnifico?”

There was a strange lassitude in his voice when he answered, something more than fatigue but less than a stupor.  “In a moment, Francesco.” At last he opened his hands and freed the fine cloth of Ragoczy’s pourpoint. Mechanically he rubbed at his swollen knuckles. “Gout. How it plagues my family.”

“Gout?” There was polite disbelief in Ragoczy’s voice.

“It killed my father,” Laurenzo stated simply, and left the rest unsaid.

“I was unaware that your father collapsed when the gout was on him.” Ragoczy kept his tone neutral. He felt a cold fear for Laurenzo il Magnifico.

“He didn’t.” Now Laurenzo turned to him and raised himself on his elbow. “But he had the disease for many years. I have not been much troubled with it until recently. Before then it touched me rarely, and with much less severity.” He pulled himself to his knees, his pugnacious jaw set with effort. He ignored Ragoczy’s outstretched hand.

“My friend,” Ragoczy said kindly as Laurenzo at last struggled to his feet, “if you won’t disdain it, you may have my aid at any time, and for any reason.”

Laurenzo swayed dangerously, then steadied himself. “I thank you, caro stragnero. Who knows? I may avail myself of your kindness.”

There came the sound of booted feet and Ruggiero appeared at the foot of the staircase. He carried a tray with a single gold cup. “Master?” he ventured.

Ragoczy was back on his feet now. “Yes. Bring up the almond milk, Ruggiero.”

Laurenzo put up an objecting hand, but Ragoczy overruled him. “You need nourishment, Magnifico. It is not yet time for il comestio. Drink this now. This has been a strenuous morning.”

As Ruggiero came up the stairs, Laurenzo tried to be more lighthearted. “You should have known me twenty years ago, amico. I would have found this morning dull and insipid. But twenty years make a difference.”

“I suppose they do,” Ragoczy said uncertainly and took the cup from the tray to hand it to Laurenzo. “My cook, a rogue from Napoli, is Amadeo, and he is, in his own way, a genius.”

“If you insist.” Laurenzo took the cup. “I fear much of this is wasted on me. But it is sweet, I allow that.” He finished the almond milk and was about to hand back the cup when Ragoczy bowed.

“Do me the honor of accepting the cup, as a token of my affection and hospitality.”

Slowly Laurenzo was regaining his strength. He held up the cup. “This is a princely gift, Francesco.”

“You distinguish it too much, Magnifico.” Ragoczy started back down the stairs as he spoke. “But I doubt if Poliziano will want to wait much longer.”

Glad for this excuse to leave, Laurenzo started down the stairs, saying, “Lend me your arm, Francesco. Let us have no formality.”

Immediately Ragoczy was beside him, and the casual, courteous linking of arms successfully concealed the support Ragoczy gave Laurenzo as they came down the stairs.

Ruggiero followed after them, and when they once again stood in the loggia, he inquired, “Is there any other service you will want?”

“No, thank you, Ruggiero. You may leave us.” Ragoczy made a sign of dismissal. When his servant was gone, he said, “Do you still need assistance, Magnifico?”

“I don’t think so.” Laurenzo began to walk down the hall toward the courtyard. His steps were somewhat shaky, but as he neared the courtyard and the familiar sarcasm of Agnolo Poliziano, he straightened his clothes and forced himself to stride as he usually did, and stretched a smile over his teeth.

“Seen enough walls?” Poliziano asked. “You were mighty quick about it.” He finished the cup of wine he held and put it down beside a jug that was still half-full.

Laurenzo ignored this jibe. “If I am to meet with I Priori this afternoon, I must change, Agnolo. It is hardly fitting to walk in as if I had just come from the fields.” He went to his horse and pulled the reins from the scaffold. Only Ragoczy saw how cramped his hands were and how badly his fingers trembled.

“Up to your old tricks, Magnifico?” Agnolo reached for his reins as well. “Very well. By all means, let us be off.”

“Ragoczy.” Laurenzo had already pulled himself into the saddle, and he looked down at the black-clad foreigner. “I would hate to see you leave Fiorenza in the near future. Let us hope that it is not necessary.”

With a covert, compassionate smile Ragoczy acknowledged the significance of Laurenzo’s remark. “I assure you, my friend, that it will not be.”

But Laurenzo was not yet satisfied. “I would be most displeased to learn otherwise.” He paused before making the threat. “Believe me, I would pursue the matter with all the resources at my command.”

“Oh, San Michele! is Ragoczy involved in intrigue?” Poliziano held his horse ready, and his bored words broke the spell.

“No,” Laurenzo said shortly to mask his concern. He clenched his free hand, and his swollen knuckles turned white. Though Ragoczy saw this, he said nothing, nor did he, by so much as the flicker of his eyebrow, draw attention to what he saw. In a gentler tone Laurenzo added, “And I do not think he is likely to be.” His eyes met Ragoczy’s for a moment and there was a plea and a beginning of trust in them. Then he pulled the big roan’s head around and planted his heels so smartly that the stallion bounded through the unfinished gate of Palazzo San Germano.

Ragoczy walked through the gate and watched them go, Laurenzo setting a brisk pace and Poliziano behind him, a resentful angle to his shoulders. Even after they were out of sight he remained in the gate for some little time. At last he turned to lead his horse off to the temporary stables behind the courtyard. His striking, irregular face was troubled, and as he walked, the trouble deepened.

 

 

TEXT OF A letter from Gian-Carlo Casimir di Alerico Circando to Francesco Ragoczy da San Germano:

 

To his revered friend and excellent instructor, Francesco Ragoczy in Fiorenza, Gian-Carlo sends his profoundest respects:

This will come with Joacim Branco, and should arrive, as you stipulated in your letter of July 24, by the middle of September, barring misfortune, arrest, and brigands. Both Magister Branco and Baldassare Secco carry a complete and accurate list of the herbs, spices and medicinals for your verification upon their arrivals. The metals and ores you requested will be sent later, as Paolo Benedetto’s ship has been delayed by foul weather and will not arrive in Venezia for some weeks yet. I have had word that he has laid over at  Cyprus and will not be able to leave for some days. When the ores arrive in Venezia, I will send them on to you by the hand of Guido Frescomare and Fra Bonifacio.

Niklos Aulirios has sent word that the water wheel you made for him some time ago, the one that ran on the power of the tides, has been burned down. He indicated that he will flee into Egypt soon, and will contact you through Olivia when he is able.

Here your home is safe and all goes as it should. Il Doge is anxious for your return, as he wants more of your gold. But I have told him it will be some considerable time yet until you return. I have, in your absence, authorized the making of enough gold to fill one Venezian wine cask and will present it to il Doge on the Feast of Advent on your behalf. This undoubtedly will delight him, and add much to your credit here in Venezia.

Your own gondola has been completed to your specification. It is quite large, your arms are blazoned on it, and the ballast is of the earth you entrusted to me. You have only to send word, and it and your gondoliere will be waiting to bring you home.

The price of pepper has again risen outlandishly. Do you want me to hold your stores, or shall I sell off a few sacks? Your affairs stand in excellent order and there is more than enough money to run your household and see to your instructions, but there is a great deal of profit to be made just now. The English merchants, particularly, are willing to give top prices for pepper. Let me know by messenger if you want me to sell, and how much. As it stands now, prices will be high until Lent.

This to you by my own hand and through the good offices of Magister Joacim Branco, with sincerest regards I commend to you myself and my work.

Gian-Carlo Casimir di Alerico Circando

In Venezia, on the 19th day of August, 1491


CHAPTER 4

 

 

ONLY A FEW candles were burning at the house of Sandro Filipepi in la Via Nuova. The artist himself had retired two hours before and even his austerely fanatical brother Simone had at last finished his prayers and was vainly attempting to sleep on his hard bed.

Donna Estasia sat brushing her luxurious chestnut hair. She sang softly to herself as she plied the brush. The tune was a languid one, sensuous, like the expression in her eyes.

 

O veramente felice e beata

notte, che a tanto ben fusti presente;

o passi ciechi, scorti dolcemente

da quella man’ suave a delicate.

 

Laurenzo’s poetry made her smile. She, too, anticipated a happy and well-blessed night.

 

Voi, Amor e ’l mio core e la mia amata

donna…

 

She would have liked to be able to change the words so that the lover was a man, not a woman, but it would not fit the rhyme. She hummed the phrase over and went on.

 

…sapete sol, non altra gentre,

quella dolezza che ogni umana mente

vince, da uom giammai non più provata.

 

Yes, it was true for her, too. Only her heart and her love knew the overwhelming source of her joy.

The night was warm and the air fragrant with summer. Estasia sighed and put her brush aside, looking for her jar of malmsey-ambergris-and-musk paste so that she could massage it into her hands and face to make them soft and sweet-smelling. At last she found it by the mirror Sandro had given her and which Simone despised so much. She pulled off the ivory stopper and began to anoint her skin. When that was done, she opened her nightshift impulsively and spread the salve over her breasts. Slowly, her eyes half-closed, she worked the fragrant paste into her flesh.

She was about to rise and seek her bed when she felt two small hands brush her shoulders and pluck her nightshift away. The startled cry that rose in her throat changed to a sigh of anticipation as she turned in the circle of Ragoczy’s arms.

“Francesco,” she murmured, pressing her gorgeous body against him. “You frightened me.” The purr in her voice belied her.

“Did I.” He cupped her pointed vixen’s face in his hands and drew her nearer. “And are you frightened now?” he asked when he had kissed her.

She laughed almost nervously. “No. Never that.” She kicked her discarded nightshirt away. “But I am anxious, Francesco. I have not been pleasured for eleven days.” She touched his loose gown of Persian taffeta. “I have been too much with myself. Take me out of myself. Take me.” She moved sensuously in his embrace, then stepped back and raised her breasts in her hands. “See? I have perfumed them for you. They are soft-feeling.” She rose on tiptoe and stretched provocatively. “Tell me you like me. Tell me of your desire to possess me.”
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