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  CHAPTER 1




  The Last Battle




  ’Tis no use telling you my name, for I am about to die.




  Let me tell you hers instead – Simonetta di Saronno. To me it always sounded like a wondrous strain of music, or a line of poetry. It has a pleasing cadence, and the feet of the words as

  they march have a perfection almost equal to her countenance.




  I should probably tell you the date of my death. It is the twenty-fourth day of February, in the year of Our Lord 1525, and I am lying on my back in a field outside Pavia in Lombardy.




  I can no longer turn my head, but can move only my eyes. The snow falls on my hot orbs and melts at once – I blink the water away like tears. Through the falling flakes and steaming

  soldiers I see Gregorio – most excellent squire! – still fighting. He turns to me and I see fear in his eyes – I must be a sorry sight. His mouth forms my name but I hear naught.

  As the battle rages around me I can hear only the blood thrumming in my ears. I cannot even hear the boom of the evil new weapons giving tongue, for the one that took me deafened me with its voice.

  Gregorio’s opponent claims his attention – there is no time to pity me if he is to save his skin, for all that he has loved me well. He slashes his sword from left to right with more

  vigour than artistry, and yet he still stands and I, his lord, do not. I wish that he may live to see another dawn – perhaps he will tell my lady that I made a good death. He still wears my

  colours, save that they are bloodied and almost torn from his back. I look closely at the shield of blue and silver – three ovals of argent on their azure ground. It pleases me to think that

  my ancestors meant the ovals for almonds when they entered our arms on the rolls. I want them to be the last things I see. When I have counted the three of them I close my eyes forever.




  I can still feel, though. Do not think me dead yet. I move my right hand and feel for my father’s sword. Still it lies where it fell and I grasp the haft in my hand – well worn from

  battle, and accustomed to my grip. How was I to know that this sword would be no more use to me than a feather? Everything has changed. This is the last battle. The old ways are as dead as I am.

  And yet it is still fitting that a soldier should die with his sword in hand.




  Now I am ready. But my mind moves from my own hand to hers – her hands are her great beauty, second only to her face. They are long and white, beautiful and strange; for her third and

  fourth fingers are exactly of a length. They felt cool on my forehead and my memory places them there now. Only a twelvemonth ago they rested there, cooling my brow when I had taken the water

  fever. She stroked my brow, and kissed it too, her lips cool on my burning flesh; cool as the snow which kisses it now. I open my lips so that I may taste the kiss, and the snow falls in,

  refreshing my last moments. And then I remember that she had taken a lemon, cut it in twain and squeezed the juice into my mouth, to make me well again. It was bitter but sweetened by the love of

  her that ministered to me. It tasted of metal, like the steel of my blade when I kissed it just this morning as I led my men to battle. I taste it now. But I know it is not the juice of a lemon. It

  is blood. My mouth fills with it. Now I am done. Let me say her name one last time.




  Simonetta di Saronno.












  CHAPTER 2




  The Sword and the Gun




  Simonetta di Saronno sat at her solar window, the high square frame turning her to an angel of the rererdos. The citizens of Saronno oft remarked on it; every day she

  was there, staring down at the road with eyes of glass.




  The Villa Castello, that square and elegant house, sat in solitary majesty a little way from the town – as the saying went: ‘una passeggiata lunga, ma una cavalcata

  corta,’ ‘a long walk, but a short ride.’ It was set where the land of the Lombard plain began to climb to the mountains; just enough elevation to give the house a superior

  aspect over the little town, and for the townsfolk to see the house from the square. With plaster that had the sun-blush of a lobster, white elegant porticos and fine large windows, the house was

  much admired, and might have been the object of envy; but for the fact that the tall gates were always open to comers. The tradesmen and petitioners that trod the long winding path to the door

  through the lush gardens and parks could always be sure of a hearing from the servants – a sign, all agreed, of a generous lord and lady. In fact the villa symbolised the di Saronnos

  themselves; near enough to town and their feudal obligations, but far enough away to be apart.




  Simonetta’s casement could be seen from the road to Como, where the dirt track wound to the snow-rimed mountains and looking-glass lakes. The victuallers and merchants, the pedlars and

  water-carriers all saw the lady at her window, day after day, as they went about their business. Before this time they might have made a jest about it, but there was little to laugh at in these

  times. Too many of their men had gone to the wars and not returned. Wars that seemed little to do with this their state of Lombardy, but of greater concerns and high men with low motives –

  the pope, the French king, and the greedy emperor. Their own little prosperous saffron town of Saronno, set between the civic glories of Milan and the silver splendour of the mountains, had been

  bruised and battered by the conflict. Soldiers’ boots had scraped the soft pavings of the piazza. Steel stirrups had knocked chunks from the warm stones of the houses’ corners as the

  cavalry of France and the Empire passed through in a whirlwind of misplaced righteousness. So the good burghers of Saronno knew what Simonetta waited for; and for all that she was a great lady,

  they pitied her for the human feelings that she shared with all the mothers, wives and daughters of the town. They all noted that, even when the day came that she had dreaded, she still sat at the

  window, day and night, hoping that he would come home.




  Villa Castello’s widow, for such she now was, was much talked of in the town square. The old, gold stones of Saronno, with its star of streets radiating out from the piazza of the

  Sanctuary church, heard all that its citizens had to say. They talked of the day when Gregorio di Puglia, Lord Lorenzo’s squire, had staggered, bloody and beaten, up the road to the villa.

  The almond trees which lined the path swayed as he passed, their silver leaves whispering that they knew of the heavy news that he carried.




  The lady had left her window at last, just once, and appeared again at the doorway on the loggia. Her eyes strained, willing the figure to be the lord and not the squire. When she perceived the

  gait and build of Gregorio, the tears began to slide from her eyes, and when he came closer and she saw the sword that he carried, she sank lifeless to the ground. All had been seen by Luca son of

  Luca, the under-gardener at the villa, and the boy had enjoyed a couple of days of celebrity in the town as the sole witness of the scene. He spoke, as if a wandering preacher, to a little knot of

  townsfolk that gathered under the shadow of the church campanile to shelter from the fierce sun and hear the gossip. The crowd shifted with the shadow, and it was fully an hour before the interest

  and speculation had ceased. They talked for so long of Simonetta that even the church’s priest, a kindly soul, felt moved to open the doors and shake his head at Luca from the cool dark. The

  under-gardener hurried to the end of his tale as the doors closed again for he did not wish to leave out the most fascinating and mysterious aspect of the tragedy: the squire had brought something

  else with him from the battlefield too. Long and metal; no, not a sword...Luca did not know exactly what it was. He did know that lady and squire had spent a couple of hours in close and grave

  counsel together once she had recovered her conscious state; then the lady had appeared once again in the window, there to stay, it seemed, until Judgement Day. A day, all prayed, which would unite

  her again with her lord.




  Simonetta di Saronno wondered if there was a God. She shocked herself with this notion, but once she had the thought she could not withdraw it. She sat, dry-eyed,

  stiff-sinewed, looking down at the almond trees and the road, while the sky bruised into night and the stones beneath her hands grew cold. The town of Saronno lay under the distant mountains,

  silver in the twilight like a dropped coin. The sense of apartness that she had once treasured was now complete: her isolated house was now her prison. She was a tower-bound maid of old besieged by

  dragons, or a novitiate sequestered in her cell. Raffaella, her tiring maid, put a soft robe of vair around her shoulders but she hardly felt it, and did not register its warmth. She felt instead

  only the grief that sat in her chestspoon as if she had swallowed a stone. No – an almond; for when she had first been given one of the fruits of the trees her marriage portion bought, she

  had swallowed it down whole. She had been a bride of thirteen, and Lorenzo, only fifteen himself, had given her an almond as part of the ceremony that had been held in the very grove she now

  regarded day and night.




  They had married in the Sanctuary church of Santa Maria dei Miracoli in Saronno. The pretty white church with its octagonal baptistry, cool tree-lined cloister and slender new tower reaching

  into the sky had never before witnessed such pomp. The new ring of bells sounded the tidings across the plain – two great families united as the people cheered and feasted in the piazza under

  the shadow of the campanile. And after, the more pagan ceremony in the grove, when child bride and child bridegroom wore crowns of silver almond leaves and exchanged one of the nuts. The giving and

  eating of odd numbers of almonds at a wedding was apparently an age-old tradition; meant for luck, good harvest and fertility. But the ceremony faltered when Simonetta had almost choked in an

  attempt to swallow the thing whole. Lorenzo had laughed at her, as her mother gave her water and wine to wash the nut down. ‘You’re supposed to bite it, crush it with your teeth!’

  he cried fondly. ‘Only then do you taste the sweetness.’ He was right – for it had only tasted of dry wood in her mouth. Then he kissed her – all the sweetness she wanted,

  ever.




  She remembered that the almond sat lodged in her throat throughout the whole wedding feast. Her mother, fond of homilies and able to see God’s hand in everything, had grimly told her not

  to complain. ‘You must remember this lesson, my daughter. Sometimes things must be broken for us to taste their fruits as they are meant to be tasted. Your life has been one of ease and good

  fortune, you have been a well-loved child blessed with riches and beauty and a great marriage, but no-one’s life runs in such a course forever. You will suffer one day and it is best to

  remember this. Only then do you feel the full power of your humours and life as God meant you to live; in suffering, but also in enlightenment.’




  Simonetta was silent and drank more wine. She was mindful of the obedience and duty due to her mother, but the almond moved to her stomach at last and she felt the warmth of the grape replace

  it. She slid her eyes right to her bridegroom and felt another warmth: a sick excitement and pleasure that she was married to this young god, that it would soon be their wedding night... She shut

  her ears to her mother’s words. She intended to be perpetually happy with Lorenzo, and knew they would live in all good fortune. Besides, Simonetta thought that she knew the source of her

  mother’s discontent – she looked beyond her to her father. Handsome and florid, her father had always adored his daughter, but she was by no means the only young lady he adored.

  Simonetta knew that her mother had suffered much at the hands of her father’s amours; maidservants who were suddenly insolent, wine-selling wenches who came too often to the house.

  Simonetta knew that such a future was not for her. She clasped Lorenzo’s hand and forgot her mother’s lecture.




  Until now.




  How could she have known that her life would be broken in this way, that she would be forced at last to feel such pain by the death of the man who had made her so happy for so long? She

  was convinced that she could have survived anything but this. Even if Lorenzo had looked at another woman, which he had never done, she thought now that she could have withstood the trials

  of infidelity. If only he were still here, still real, still warm, to laugh and sport with her as they had always done. This she felt, the tumourous lump in her chest, this grief that she

  could locate to the very inch in her trunk, would surely kill her too. And it would be a blessing. She laid her white hands on the sword – his sword, which Gregorio had brought home from the

  battlefield. Then she turned to the other thing that Gregorio had brought her. It was long and menacing, made of a metal pipe and a wooden handle, with a curved metal claw protruding from the side.

  She could barely lift the thing, even if she had had the strength.




  ‘What is it?’ her voice was little more than a whisper. Gregorio stood in front of her, wringing his velvet capuchon in his hand, his eyes awash.




  ‘They call it an arquebus, my Lady. It is one of the new weapons. ’Tis a little like a canon, but a man can hold it and fire it with a matchlock.’ He pointed to charred string

  on the handle of the thing, and the serpentine S-shaped trigger which waited on its metal pivot.




  ‘Why have you brought it to me?’ her throat cracked with the question.




  ‘Because it was one such that took my Lord. I had to bring it to you, to show you that he never had a chance. You know my Lord. He was the best soldier there was. The perfect knight. No

  man could touch him for swordplay. But the Spanish Marchese di Pescara surprised us with more ’n fifteen hundred gunmen. I saw whole ranks of French cavalry go down beneath the fire of the

  arquebusiers. The men that did not take shot were thrown as their horses took flight. And the noise! T’were as if the Diavolo himself had come amongst us and were singing for his

  supper.’ Gregorio crossed his rotten tabard.




  Simonetta swallowed. Her voice could not be trusted now. She nodded at Gregorio in dismissal and took the two weapons, the old and the new, to the window, so she could go on watching.




  You fool, she thought, suddenly angry at Lorenzo. She laid a hand on each weapon, where the cold steel of both froze her fingers. The past and the future. You were the perfect knight indeed. But

  you did not see this coming, did you? What use was your knightly code and your courtly rules of combat in the face of such things? Your ways are gone, and a new world has begun. A world where such

  rules are as straw. Simonetta was not at all sure that she wished to live in such a world. She wondered, not for the first time, if she could somehow fire the arquebus towards herself and join

  Lorenzo in paradise. Or perhaps she could hang herself in the groves like another long-dead deserted maid. But this she knew to be the greatest sin of all; the sin of the greatest of transgressors,

  Judas Iscariot. Simonetta had been brought up by her mother in strict religious observance, and remembered well the Last Judgement in the baptistry where she went to mass as a child, in Pisa. Every

  day she would sit as the priest intoned the well-known Latin, watching the black devils consume the suicides, knawing their limbs and licking up pools of blood with lascivious tongues. They were

  terrifying and exciting and she would fidget in the family seat, feeling her face grow hot as if the flames reached her too, until her mother pinched her sharply on the arm.




  No – she could not take her own life. But her life as she knew it had gone from her.




  She had not believed that marriage could have been so happy. She and Lorenzo had lived as one in the Villa Castello, feasting, hunting, travelling to courts and festivals, drinking from their

  vines and eating from their almond trees. They had observed mass once a week in Santa Maria dei Miracoli, the church of their marriage, but they lived more earthly lives in the pleasures of bed and

  board. No children came to them, but they felt no loss in the completeness of their affection for each other. They were young – they had all the time in the world. When the plague of 1523

  took both their families they scarcely noticed, but lived and loved in their high castle, safe from the siege of pestilence. They laughed the seasons round – Lorenzo was a jocular boy, and he

  trained his lady in his humour for life and all things ridiculous in it, until she became as quick as he. In marriage Simonetta’s looks blossomed and she lost her girlish roundness. She

  became a renowned beauty with her angelic countenance, her abundance of red hair and her pearl-pale hands. They had no need for indigence – their combined fortunes brought them every

  happiness and indulgence. Their walls were covered in rich tapestries, they patronised the finest artists and musicians. Their board groaned with the greatest meats and pastries, and their handsome

  forms were clothed in costly furs and velvets. Simonetta’s yards of copper curls were bound up with ropes of pearls and precious coifs of jewels and silver thread.




  And then came the wars – years of turmoil and struggle between state and state, Guelfs and Ghibbellines. Milan, Venice, Genoa, the Papal lands, all became pieces in the game of bones

  between powers both foreign and domestic. Lorenzo, trained from birth in the arts of war, won glory and was soon given leadership. His commissions took him from home, and more than once his lady

  held Michealmas or Christmas feasts with his great carved chair standing empty at the head of the board. At these times Simonetta felt her spirits much depressed, but turned to her other pleasures

  of archery or the lute to pass the time. Sometimes in Lorenzo’s absence she had a fancy for his child to be with her when he was gone, to give her some occupation, but the wish passed as soon

  as he rode home up the road between the almond trees and she ran to meet him. He would crush her against his armour and kiss her hard on the mouth, and though they retired directly to the

  bedchamber she hoped no more for any fruits of their reunion.




  Now, such fruits would never be born. From this last campaign, when he had gone to fight under the command of Maréchal Jacques de Lapalisse, Lorenzo would never return. That great French

  General was dead, Lorenzo was dead, and now at last she felt keenly what comfort she might have had from his son or daughter. But now she was seventeen, and the best years for childbearing were

  over. She was utterly alone.




  And that is why Simonetta di Saronno wondered if there was a God. For would he have broken her in this way? Would he have wrested apart two such devoted creatures, whose union was blessed in his

  house as one of the sacraments?




  Then she began to be afraid. She had not prayed once since Gregorio had come. If she turned her back on God, she would surely sink into the void and take that other path – the darkest path

  of all. And once in the eternal damnation of hell, she would never see Lorenzo again. This would be a fate worse than the one she endured now, for only in that hope of a far-off reunion in paradise

  could she draw her next breath. When she had been happy she had always prayed to the ear of the Virgin, for did not Santa Maria know the love of a man, and the joy of marriage to Saint Joseph?

  Simonetta was resolved: she would go to the Sanctuary of Santa Maria dei Miracoli tomorrow, the church of the Miracles, and pray to that Blessed Virgin for comfort. For that would be a miracle

  indeed, and she was in need of nothing less. She took her hands from the sword and the gun and left her window at last. She knelt at the foot of her bed to say the Pater Noster, then,

  wrapping herself in the vair, dropped onto the coverlet of her bed as if felled.












  CHAPTER 3




  Selvaggio




  ‘Nonna, there’s a Wildman in the woods.’




  ‘Amaria Sant’Ambrogio, you have been on this earth for twenty summers, and you still have no more sense than a bean. What nonsense is this?’




  ‘Truly, Nonna, I swear it by Saint Ambrose himself. Silvana and I were at the wells, and we saw him. And besides, they talk of him in the town. They call him Selvaggio, the

  savage!’Amaria’s dark eyes were as wide as saucers.




  The old lady sat down at their humble table and regarded her granddaughter. The girl looked little better than a savage herself. Her black hair which normally hung straight to her waist was

  tangled with comfrey flowers and briars till it stood out from her head. Her complexion, normally tanned, had a rose blush to it from her exertions. The girl’s olive-black eyes showed the

  whites all around like the stare of a frighted horse. Her bodice was ripped to show more than was seemly of her bosom, her full breasts straining at the lacings, and the girl’s skirts were

  kirtled round her knees for ease of running, displaying her sturdy legs. Amaria could not be called fat; never that, for the indigence of their household would never allow gluttony. Yet she was a

  softly rounded, peach of a girl, all womanliness in figure and a glowing, glossily healthful embodiment of life. She made a tempting picture for any passing gentleman, with her rosy, abundant

  beauty; despite the fact that her rounded features and full-bodied figure were at odds with the fashions of the day. Courtly ladies craved white alabaster skin, even rubbing leaden paste into their

  faces to achieve the right hue; Amaria was tanned to the colour of warm sand. Noble women were whippet slim; Amaria was all curves and dimples. Great Signoras used all sorts of arts to lighten

  their hair to red or gold; Amaria’s fall of hair had the blue-black sheen of a crow’s wing. Though no woman could ever be more beautiful to Nonna than her granddaughter, the old lady

  despaired of getting Amaria wed; for who wanted a maid of twenty, with plenty of meat on her bones but no sense and no fortune? Even more when she went about Pavia like this – like the whores

  that hung around the square at dusk.




  Nonna sighed and transferred the sage that she always chewed from one papery cheek to the other. She fiercely loved Amaria and wished the best for her, and because the love she held for the girl

  was so great that it made her afraid, she always spoke to her harsher than she meant. ‘I might have known that Silvana had something in the case. She encourages you in all your foolishness.

  Tidy yourself, child, and say your Ave Marias. Look to God instead of your fat friend, and pray instead of chattering like a parrot.’




  Amaria smoothed her hair and let down her skirts. She was used to such censure and it did not lessen her affection for the old lady. She found a bobbin and needle on the mantle and sat to sew

  her bodice. ‘But I saw him, Nonna. We were...looking in the water and I saw his reflection before I saw his person. He has red skin, claws and fur, but his eyes are kind. Do you think he is a

  woodsprite?’




  ‘Red skin? Claws and fur? Woodsprite? Where do you get such pagan notions? More like he is a poor fugitive from this lately ended action – a soldier who has lost his wits. Mayhap a

  Spaniard, for they are witless enough.’ (From Nonna’s levity of tone it could never be guessed that the Spanish had destroyed her life.) ‘What were you doing at the wells anyway,

  as if I need to ask? We have water aplenty and more besides, and a perfectly good spring in the town square from what I know of it.’




  Amaria dropped her head over her sewing and her cheeks flushed. ‘We were...that is...Silvana wanted to...look in the pozzo dei mariti.’




  Nonna snorted scornfully but her old eyes softened. She knew that local folklore had it that if you gazed into one of the natural wells in the woods beyond Pavia it was said that you would see

  the face of your future husband. She knew that Amaria longed one day to fall in love and be married, but she also knew that the girl’s advanced age and lowly station meant a good match were

  impossible, and a grandmother’s love precluded her from a bad one. Her disappointment for her granddaughter made Nonna even more acerbic than usual. ‘Girlish nonsense! Depend upon it.

  He were some hermit, or mayhap a Frenchman. They say the French king is took by the Spanish at Pavia...knocked clean off his horse by Cesare Hercolani...did he wear a crown, your future

  husband?’




  Amaria smiled. She knew nothing of the politics of the recent battle, just that many men had gone and few returned, lowering her chances of a match still more. But at least she had had no man to

  keen and cry over, and light candles like the widows in the basilica. She knew that the French king Francis was indeed a prisoner of the victorious Spanish who now held Milan. But she knew little

  of his citizens save that they had tails and it was said that they could converse with their horses, so curious and snorting was their language. She sighed. ‘You’re right. He must have

  been a madman. Or some soldier.’




  She sewed in silence looking closely at her work, but the talk of war and the French led her grandmother’s eyes to the wall where Filippo’s dagger hung above the mantle. Had it

  really been more than twenty years since Nonna had lost her son, her beloved only son, her shining boy? Had all that time truly passed since the great battle of Garigliano in 1503, when she and all

  the other mothers had prayed for news of their sons? The fate of the others, left to guess whether their sons lived or died was not to be hers though – the Spanish left her in no doubt of

  Filippo’s fate when they brought hundreds of corpses back to Pavia to display in the square. She and those other mothers had searched the grisly pile as the flies and buzzards circled, till

  she saw his beloved face, beaten and bloodied. The Comune had decreed that the pile was to be burnt to prevent pestilence so she could not even bring him home to wash his body as she had

  done so often when he was a little boy, and lay him out with prayers as she ought. She had time to do little more than close his eyes and take from his body the dagger that he had placed in his

  hose – all that the looters had left. She had returned home, thinking she would never forget the stink of human flesh as the pyre burned hot and high and the smoke gave her eyes at last the

  tears that would not come.




  She might have continued so forever, numb with grief and feeling nothing, had God not given her Amaria. For at that very well where the girl had gone this morning she had found her, like Moses

  among the bulrushes. Babies were often left there, and more so now, with so many war orphans of girls that had been gotten into trouble by absent soldiers. Nonna had gone there for water, as the

  city’s wells were polluted with corpses. As she stooped to the pool she heard a strangled cry and parted the rough grass to find a naked, bloody child, its limbs weaving at the unaccustomed

  light, dark eyes blinking from the squashed features of a newborn. Nonna had swaddled the babe and taken it home, not knowing if it was a girl or a boy. She wanted only occupation, and a chance to

  feel again now that she had lost the son who had been her life. She sat impassive as the babe cried all night from the redgum, when it bawled all day for its honeyteat, when it protested at

  the swaddle that she sewed her into, for she knew now it was a girl. Nonna remained numb until the day that the baby fixed her currant eyes on her and smiled her first toothless smile, so

  guileless, so innocent of the war and all that had gone before it. Nonna held the babe to her broken heart and wept for the first time since she closed Filippo’s eyes.




  Nonna had saved Amaria and Amaria had saved her. She had a heart so full of love and grief that it would have burst had she not found another human soul to lavish it on. She called the child

  Amaria after Amore and gave her the name of Milan’s local Saint: Ambrogio. Orphans were always named thus in these parts in the hope of conferring the Saint’s blessing on their

  blighted lives. She had told the growing girl to call her simply Nonna – Grandmother – as she thought herself at forty too old to be known as mother. Amaria had grown into a

  beautiful, lively girl who would forever be talking, of both sense and nonsense all at once. Her beauty and good nature recommended her to many a young fellow, but her orphan status and poor

  circumstances always caused them to withdraw their affections. Amaria thanked God that she had Nonna to love her. And Nonna thanked the same God that she had found someone to love. In helping

  Amaria she had lived again. Now, twenty years later, it sounded as if someone else needed help, Wildman or not. God had taken Filippo but he had sent her Amaria, and she had been blessed. Was he

  now asking for something in return? She looked at her beloved granddaughter, and back at the dagger. She took it from the wall and placed it in her hose, at the right ankle exactly at the place on

  the legshank where she had taken it from her dead son. Amaria looked up surprised as Nonna said: ‘Show me.’




  They walked for the better part of an hour between Vespers and Compline. The bells of the basilica and the constant chatter of Amaria marked their passage and Nonna, as she

  always did, averted her eyes from the square as she passed the great cathedral. She could never see the piazza without seeing the pyre and smelling the flesh of her son. In doing this she missed,

  as Amaria did not, the appeals to God and all his Saints that were pinned to the church door – hundreds upon hundreds of scraps of fluttering paper, supplications for the return of the

  missing, the feared dead.




  As the ground began to rise behind the town, Amaria held out her arm to her grandmother and they continued thus, Nonna breathing so hard that she was forced to spit her sage. They paused and

  looked back at Pavia, the place they called the city of a hundred towers; the second city of Lombardy only to Milan which lay closeby to the north. Grandmother and granddaughter caught their

  breath, seated for a moment on the tufted grass, arms flung around each other’s shoulders. They watched the sunset rooks rising and wheeling around the tall stones that pierced the bloody

  sky. The red shoulder of the Duomo hunched against the skyline and the russet houses hugged the steep incline down to the riverside, where their own humble cot huddled in the crowded wharf. The

  Ponte Coperto, the famous covered bridge, seemed a knobbly red serpent which had flung its coils over the river. The waters of the Ticino were the colour of a blade. Beyond the river to the south

  lay the great field where thousands had lately died. Quiet and empty now; a dark and sorrowing plain looted of all the fallen arms and pecked clean of wasted flesh. As the sun dipped further, the

  bricks of the houses and towers glowed red in the evensun, as if they had drawn up blood from the battleground as a flower draws water.




  Aware of the latening hour, Nonna bid Amaria help her to her feet, and they went into the darkling woods. At last they reached the place they sought, but in the quiet dusk they saw only the dark

  blue pool and no Wildman. But a twig snapped, and Nonna drew her knife at once. These hard times had sharpened her wits and she often came into these hills to snare rabbits for the pot. Her old

  ears were sharper than Amaria’s and she led the girl through the undergrowth, to the leafy mouth of a black cave.




  He was there. As the old woman and the young inched into the darkness, Amaria called the name that she had heard given to the shuffling shadow. ‘Selvaggio!’




  ‘Simpleton,’ hissed her grandmother. ‘How can he answer to a name he doesn’t know he has?’ Nonna called in Milanese dialect: ‘Do not be afraid! We are here to

  help you in the name of Saint Ambrose.’ There was an awful pause as both women contemplated what they might have called forth. Nonna remembered Filippo and said, ‘We are neither Spanish

  nor French, but friends.’




  They saw his bright eyes as he shuffled to the light, but as he appeared Amaria gasped in horror. The creature was painfully thin, his ribs showing each and every one. His red skin was caked

  blood. His fur was matted hair and a beard of many months growth. His claws were the nails of toes and fingers that had grown unchecked till they curled around on themselves. He could have been any

  age between seventeen and seventy. But his eyes were leaf green and, as Amaria had said, had the light of kindness in them. It seemed he could not speak but he could hear – he came forward,

  almost collapsing at each step into the open. Nonna felt herself close to tears for the first time in twenty years, for so might Filippo have looked had he lived, and come back to her. Here was no

  savage. He was just a boy. Those that had done this were the savages. She stayed her fleeing granddaughter with one hand and held out the other to him. She hardly knew what she uttered but she knew

  it was right. ‘Come home,’ she said.












  CHAPTER 4




  Artists and Angels




  At the moment of Filippo’s death on the battlefield of Garigliano, a great artist began his great work. At the very instant that Filippo exhaled his last breath; the

  master’s brush touched the canvas of what was to become his greatest painting. But it is not this artist but his pupil who concerns us – a young man of exactly the unfortunate

  Filippo’s age. A man who would one day be great but not yet, a man who was lazy, dissolute and given to easy pleasure, a man with talent but without morals, a man who had never cared about

  anything in his life, certainly not enough to lay down his life for it, as Filippo had done. On this same fateful day when God took a soldier from his mother and gave an artist the touch of

  divinity to imbue his work, this creature of pleasure was probably beneath His notice. This man’s name was:




  ‘Bernardino Luini!’ The shout, almost a bellow, echoed through the studiolo. Bernardino recognized the voice instantly. It was the voice he and his lover had both

  dreaded hearing when, last night in her bedchamber, they had sported together until the dawnlight warmed the roofs of Florence. If Bernardino were honest with himself, he had to admit that the fear

  of the husband’s return had added a certain frisson to their coupling, for certes the dame was no beauty; for all that he had met her while she was modelling for his master. Bernardino was

  used to the anger of husbands, or what his friends laughingly called the ‘mariti arrabbiati’ when Bernardino met them with another black eye or cut lip marring his striking

  beauty. But there was such venom in this voice that he instantly dropped his brushes and scanned the studiolo for a place to hide.




  Everywhere there were canvases being oiled or stretched, frames being constructed, or apprentices finishing the work of their master. Unhappily, no ideal hiding place presented itself, until

  Bernardino’s eyes lit on the dais at the end of the long room. There sat his current amour, hands crossed virtuously, but her eyes a little shaded from her nighttime exertions. Her

  hair hung in dusky coils about her face, and her green gown helped her sallow complexion not at all. Had there been more time, Bernardino might have asked himself once again why his Master da Vinci

  was so intent on painting her – she had not even the bloom of youth, being the mother of two sons. When he, at last, was allowed to paint the entire female form he would choose a lady of

  passing beauty – an angel to reflect the divinity of his work...but there was no time for such speculation. Bernardino had found his hiding place – there was a rough screen behind the

  model’s head, a sort of triptych that he himself had constructed. It was a covered wooden frame and Bernardino had painted on the stretched cloth, at his master’s instruction, a

  pastoral whimsy of the Tuscan countryside – trees, hills and a stream. Bernardino had balked at the task, he had thought himself ready to paint the human figure, but Leonardo, for some

  reason, seemed intent on giving his student the most menial of tasks. Bernardino was barely ever allowed to pick up a brush unless it was to paint hands. Hands, hands and more hands. For some

  reason Bernardino had a natural aptitude for these the most difficult of subjects, and was asked to paint them again and again. He never got a sniff of the more interesting work, unless it was to

  sketch out the vast charcoal cartoons that his master then completed with his greater genius. He had hoped that Leonardo would recognize his drawing talent and reward him with a commission. But now

  he was glad that his talent had been so little recognised, for the screen would do nicely. As he ran towards the dais the sitter widened her eyes in alarm – she too had recognised the voice

  and feared that confrontation was inevitable. But she need not have feared. Bernardino was a coward. He held his finger swiftly to his lips and slipped behind the screen, seconds before the

  studiolo’s double doors crashed open and Francesco di Bartolomeo di Zanobi del Giocondo entered the room.




  Bernardino applied his eye to the hinged crack where one panel joined the next in his makeshift screen. One look to his Master told him that Leonardo had seen all – he always did. But,

  though his beard hid a great number of the great Master’s emotions, nothing concealed the raised brow as he carried on his work.




  Da Vinci was not spiritual, and his disregard for religion bordered on the heretical, so it was a matter for ironic comment that, with his flowing white beard and hair, he greatly resembled the

  image of a God in whom he did not believe. The Master cared not if such jests were cracked upon him; he enjoyed human folly in all its manifestations, and so was particularly indulgent of

  Bernardino in his amorous adventures. He had favoured the boy from the first, even making him a present of his fabled scrapbook known as the Libricciolo; fifty pages of the finest grotesques

  ever drawn. Its pages displayed a wench with just two holes where her nose should be; a fellow with buboes on his neck so large it seemed he had three heads; and a poor wight with his mouth sealed

  up by nature so that he could only eat through his nose, with a strawlike contraption that Leonardo himself had invented. Bernardino spent hours pouring over the freak-like images, and the Master

  nodded his approval. ‘Just so you know, Bernardino,’ he remarked, ‘when you are drawing your limpid Lombard beauties, that not all that nature creates is beautiful.’ But if

  the Libricciolo showed ugliness in its natural form, its reader was handsome enough to prompt scurrilous rumour that the boy’s beauty pleased the Master in ways that were not merely

  aesthetic. Why else would Leonardo bring the boy back home to Florence with him, a boy whom he had merely apprenticed in his Milan studio, a boy who had never before left the flat disc of Lombardy,

  bounded by mountains at one end and lakes at the other?




  Now, Bernardino could see Francesco striding down the room, with a flourish of his cloak which overturned more than one canvas. All the students turned to watch the scene, but none were curious

  as to the cause – all knew that the root would originate with Bernardino. The outlook in this case was not promising, for Francesco was flanked by two of his liveried men, wearing the

  Giocondo arms, with their swords clanking time with their footsteps. Francesco would have all the assistance of Florentine law afforded to one of its wealthier merchant citizens. The wronged

  husband halted before Leonardo, and that he moderated his tones only slightly marked his contempt for artists and all their kind.




  ‘Forgive the intrusion, Signor da Vinci,’ began Francesco in a manner which assumed the pardon already granted. ‘I seek your pupil Bernardino Luini, who has done me a great

  wrong.’ Bernardino saw his eyes slide over to regard his wife, where she sat motionless on her chair. Francesco reminded him of his grandmother’s cat – sleek, fat and

  dangerous.




  Signor da Vinci deliberately painted a few more strokes and then laid his brushes aside. He turned to face Francesco, but before he had composed his features Bernardino caught the twinkle of his

  eye. The Master meant to enjoy himself. ‘I am puzzled, Signor del Giocondo,’ he said. ‘My pupil is a man of three and twenty, a student in the art of painting. What harm can he

  have inflicted on a merchant as great as yourself?’




  Francesco looked a little put out. Bernardino smiled. He knew, as da Vinci knew, that Francesco would never admit to having been cuckolded by a lowly artisan such as he. He knew also that

  Leonardo would only take so much interest in the affair so far as it affected his work – if del Giocondo decided to take his wife away, and the portrait could not be finished, then the Master

  would be seriously displeased. Therefore he would protect his model’s reputation, and by association, that of his wayward pupil too.




  Francesco shifted his considerable weight and answered the question. ‘’Tis a private matter. One of...business.’




  Da Vinci coughed delicately. ‘Well, Signor, I am desolate that I am unable to help you conclude your...business,’ here the brow arched again, ‘but I am afraid that

  Signor Luini is no longer here. I received a commission from his Eminence the Doge of Venice, and Bernardino has just lately gone to that state to begin the work.’




  Francesco’s eyes narrowed in disbelief, till da Vinci produced a letter from the sleeve of his gown. ‘You know, perhaps, the cognizance of the Doge?’




  Francesco took the proffered letter and examined the seal closely. He gruffly acknowledged the arms and made as if to open the missive until Leonardo snatched it back. ‘You will forgive

  me, Signore,’ he said dryly, ‘but my matters, too, are private.’




  Francesco could do little more. He attempted to regain countenance by saying, ‘Well, as long as he is gone from my sight; for should I see him on the streets of Florence again, I will

  challenge him and he will die.’




  Bernardino rolled his eyes unseen. For the love of Jesu, this was 1503! Three years into the new century and the man spoke as a lover from the antique days of the medieval courts! He fixed his

  eye on his rival and saw him extend a hand to his wife where she sat on the dais. ‘Come, madam.’




  Bernardino saw his Master stiffen.




  ‘I pray you, madam, remain still.’ Leonardo turned to Francesco. ‘Surely, Signore, there can be no cause to remove your wife from this place? Now that the man who has offended

  you has gone, there can be no evil influence? Your wife has no fault in this affair, surely?’




  This last Francesco could not publicly deny. He seemed to waver, so da Vinci turned to flattery. ‘Consider, Signore, what this portrait will do for your reputation as a patron, a lover of

  the visual arts?’




  In point of fact, Francesco had no love for the visual arts, nor understanding of the same; but he knew that Florence’s reputation stood well amid the city states on its art and

  architecture, and he felt all the importance of being a part of this. But he seemed to resist. ‘’Tis only a portrait,’ he said. ‘Not one of your great battles, or a scene

  from scripture or some such. None shall see it but our family circle, where it hangs in my palazzo.’




  ‘Nay, Signore, you are mistaken.’ Leonardo became animated by his passion for his work. ‘For this portrait will be different. It will be a showcase for my latest techniques.

  See how I have blended light and shadow in this wondrous chiaroscuro? And here at her mouth, how my brush blurs the corners to make her expression ambiguous, in a manner I call

  sfumato? Believe me, sir, your wife will be admired the world over, and in this service to her you are not only proving yourself a great patron and art lover but the greatest of

  husbands too.’




  That did it. For despite his family name, Francesco had no sense of humour but a great deal of pride. How better to heal any rumoured rift with his wife than to immortalize her in this portrait?

  He let his proffered hand drop to his side, bowed to Leonardo and left.




  Bernardino leaned his head against the wooden frame of the canvas with relief. He breathed in the sweet scents of oil and poplar, and below that something else...the sweet smell of sandalwood

  that his lady wore, and still deeper, the sharp spicy smell of her sex, so well remembered from yestereve. The remembrance sent a frisson to his groin and he was obliged to spend the next few

  moments counseling himself against such folly – he had just escaped a skinning and must not let his lusts weaken him again. He must leave la Signora alone. His Master’s voice

  brought him to his senses. ‘You can come out now, Bernardino.’




  Bernardino sheepishly emerged, to laughter and scattered applause from his colleagues. He bowed to the collective with a theatrical flourish. Leonardo raised his brow again, as if caught on a

  fishhook. Bernardino bowed in earnest. ‘Thank you, Signore,’ he said. ‘May I return to work, if it pleases you?’




  ‘You may return to work, Bernardino. But not here.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You have enjoyed the eavesdropper’s fate of overhearing your destiny. I wish you to go to Venice and take this commission, for it was not a device which I invented to dispatch your

  rival, but a genuine request from the Doge.’ He pulled the letter from his sleeve once more and waved it at his pupil. ‘I think it best that you are out of the reaches of Signor

  Giacondo for a while.’




  ‘Venice?’




  ‘Indeed. His Eminence writes that he will pay three hundred ducats for a fresco to be painted in the church of the Frari. A Holy scene. The Virgin, angels, the usual kind of thing. I

  think, at last, you are ready.’




  ‘Figures? An entire scene? Not hands?’




  Leonardo gave a rare smile. ‘Figures, yes. But hands they should have certainly, else I don’t think the Doge will pay you.’




  Bernardino’s head was in a whirl. Venice. The Veneto. He knew little of the place save that it floated on water, and for this reason the women were leprous and the men had webbed feet. He

  was enjoying his time in Florence – it was the first time he had left his native Lombardy and was making the most of it. He had friends and...lovers here. He loved Florence. And yet –

  it would not be forever. A year or two might meet the case. And he was to be entrusted with full-figure work for the first time, instead of the forest of hands he had painted – interminable

  digits and knuckles – he hated the sight of them. And the money. He could make his fortune. And there would surely be some handsome women in that state too?




  He took the letter from his Master with thanks, and took his leave affectionately. Leonardo took Bernardino’s face in his hands and looked him long in the eyes. ‘Listen to me well,

  Bernardino. Do not be overwhelmed by the weight of your own genius, for you have none. You are a good painter and could be a great one, but not until you begin to feel. If you have pangs of

  sorrow at your removal from this lady, if your heart bleeds, so much the better. For your work will reflect the passions that you experience and only then will you place those emotions on

  the canvas. You have my blessing.’ Warmly the Master kissed the pupil on both cheeks. Bernardino then turned to the model, whose eyes followed him closely around the room. No, she was not

  handsome, so there would be little for him to pine for. But, leaning close, he whispered, because he could not help himself: ‘I hope to take my leave of you later, lady. When your husband is

  from home.’




  Bernardino walked his beloved streets under the cowl of a cloak – he did not wish to meet his rival before he could safely quit the place. But on the way back to his

  lodgings he went to the places he loved well. He walked in step with the bawling bells that shivered his ribs with their sweet cacophony. Through the Florence he loved, the square where Savonarola

  had burned, and the vanities with him. Bernardino had little to do with the looking glass, so he could not know that as he said a tender farewell to the wrestling statuary that adorned the Piazza

  della Signoria, the carrera marble exactly matched the strange silver hue of his eyes. He leaned on the warm stone balustrades of the Arno and said goodbye to the perfect arches of the Ponte

  Vecchio. The late evening sun – his favourite light of all – turned their stones from amber to gold in her daily alchemy. But Bernardino knew not that his own skin had the same rosy

  hue. As he wandered through precincts of Santa Croce and bid arrivederci to the monks of the Misericordia, he was unaware that those Holy fathers wore cowls as black as his own hair.

  He was innocent of the fact that the pearly marble of the vast domed basilica was precisely the white of his teeth. Yes, whether he knew it or not, Bernardino was as handsome as the city itself. At

  the last, he took a drink from the fountain of the golden boar and rubbed the Porcellino’s nose to be sure that, one day, he would return. Bernardino was not given to introspection. He

  would miss the place, to be sure, but his spirits were already bubbling to the surface. As he walked home he looked to the future, singing softly a ditty composed by Lorenzo de’ Medici, Il

  Magnifico himself:
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