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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.


      




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The novel is set in the Renaissance Italy of a parallel world, as certain discrepancies will demonstrate. Correct Italian pronunciation must not, therefore, be applied to the names, which are spelled phonetically, and should be read or spoken as written.


—T.L.




PART ONE:



The Rose





ONE




Who can tell where love will lead us,


Love the color of a rose—


Love the ever-sounding bell—


Does she summon to a close,


To the bitter of farewell?


To the gorgeous gate of Hell?


Ah, who knows, who knows?





“And do you not know, then?”


“Oh, I know. Or I did, once. Before you corrupted me and made me so virtuous.”


“Hah! Virtuous. You?”


“I. Do I not sit here, conversing with an enemy? With a foul Montargo, no less. (And who’s less than a Montargo?)”


“One of the Estembas, possibly.”


“One only, then, for the rest of us are saints.”


Raising his grey-gold head, Flavian Estemba plucked notes off the mandolin with ringed fingers, and embellished the verse of the song with various asides, in a frivolous yet still very musical voice.


Behind him, over the terrace of the old garden, the sky and the town married with sunset. Everything grew mysterious there, alleys constricting, walls melting into the courts they enclosed. The powderings of dust, which all day rose and fell with the birds at the coming and going of men, sank down like a succession of veils, turning first amber, then apricot, ultimately the shade of ashes. The town also sank downhill to the north and west. In the broad square some three or four streets distant from the garden, the Basilica rested, pale, like a ghost and with its ghostly graveyard at its back. From the square, too, the campanile sounded its own bell as Estemba’s verse once more finished. Elsewhere and everywhere, like a forest of daggers, the multitude of towers pointed up, catching the last rays of the sun on their myriad cupolas, carvings and escutcheons.


“Golden Sana Verensa,” the second young man said, gazing dreamily at the town, “smoothed by fading light. If only she were as magical in fact as she looks this moment.”


“If only anything were: true to itself. Oh if only!” cried the singer of the song. He threw the mandolin in the air, snatched it, and leapt suddenly to the top of the low narrow wall that bounded the terrace, beyond which eighty feet of broken brick and creeper tumbled to the thoroughfare beneath.


“Come off the wall, for God’s sake. Why break your neck?”


“Ah, do you love me so well?”


“I love you well, you fool. Not well enough to pay for your funeral, and how should poverty-stricken Estemba afford it?”


“Romulan, my good angel, I suppose we would have to steal the money from some hapless one, as Montargo always does.”


Flavian Estemba, generally called “Mercuric” by these who knew him, stared toward the street, feigned vertigo; swayed first forward over the drop, next back, and so gracefully and bonelessly fell into the garden, and into the arms of Romulan, who, with a curse, caught him.


Straightening, Mercurio examined the mandolin solicitously.


Romulan turned away, playing anger, almost on the verge of it, and beheld, like his fate, the Montargo Tower, framed between two urns, on the peach-tinted sky. This familiar sight at once absorbed, disturbed him. The tower suggested instantly his father, and that father’s father, and thereby all the decades that had gone, both into the construction of its stones, and of Romulan’s own atoms: genealogy, lineage. To be nineteen and feel such a weight of time was curious.


The young men, back to back in the garden, had a classical stance. Each was handsome, a handsomeness attractively flawed in Estemba, and in Romulan Montargo unnervingly flawless. His looks approached sheer beauty, which bad a fine, almost terrible edge to it. Demon or angel, who could be sure: such a face, endorsed by its mantle of modishly long black hair, its black brows, the black-lashed metallic blueness of the eyes—it seemed capable of any emotion or deed in its savage innocence. And then this savagery was gone, instinctively blurred. The face became merely immature, worldly, eager, bored, for Estemba was saying, “What dangerous adventure do we try this evening?”


Romulan turned back warily. Mercurio was already in the process of leaving the garden. He gave his habitual impression, that he was prepared to leave everything, anyone, unless they hastened to keep up. The impression, in Romulan’s case, might be false.


“Danger? You mean the Bhorga, which is currently full of the Ottantas and the Feros?”


“Not to credit the Castas, who are abroad in multitudes. Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe I alluded to entertainments.”


“My father says I neglect study. Perhaps you should find me a tutor.”


“That I may yet do.”


Mercurio swung over the broken shoulder of the terrace, and vanished onto the path below. The notes of the mandolin plincked up in his wake, and the careless, perfect voice:


“Who can tell where love will lead us,


“To the loss of several coins,


“To an ailment of the loins—”


Romulan followed slowly, sullen and melancholy. He could have given no reason for his mood. He expected the friend below on the walk presently to notice, comfort and divert him.


Behind him, three centuries older than he, the Montargo Tower, and all the other towers of Sana Verensa’s horizons, were starting to open the lamp-lighted slots of long slim windows. Inexorable vertical eyes of brass and blood fixed on the town, the darkening hills that embraced it. The towers seemed all alive in this moment, like serpents risen on their tails, pitilessly intent. Who, with their antique hatreds, would they venomously bite and devour tonight? Any who dwelled in Verensa were used to the phenomenon, consciously or unconsciously observed. These baleful snakes reared over their heads, which were in reality fortress-palaces sculpted with emblems: Ottanta, Montargo, de Casta, Belmorio, Chenti, Vespelli, Estemba, de Fero… Many more. Many, many, many more. Patrician strongholds, each housing an aristocratic family of profound and unassailable ancestry, proud as eagles, ferocious as bears. Each family fed and armored by its history, its Name, its sigils, its banners, its prejudice, its xenophobia. For each House was a planet, peopled as if by a unique race, mostly contemptuous and in loathing of others. From such soil feuds, political in origin, growing but too personal with deaths on every side, proliferated, sure as night and day.


The streets leading to the Basilica square were now obscure with shadows. The brown sun had disappeared, delegating formlessness, which blended with the negative dun-colored clothes of the two young men—to sport house colors unattended on the streets after dusk was unwise in the extreme.


The Basilica bell, which prompted some to think of Heaven, or of death, or of nothing, depending on temperament, grew still. As Romulan and Mercurio went across the square, a grey cat sprang from the rim of the public fountain and darted into an alleyway. Nothing else seemed stirring. The ghostly facade of the Basilica loomed over them. Bronze angels above the doors troubled Romulan, as they had always troubled him. He did not understand why; perhaps he had heeded, unaware, some frightening resemblance to himself.


To the west side of the square, a maze of alleys accumulated. The broadest of these, humpbacked and only part ally cobbled, was yet here and there lit by the lamps and occasionally unshuttered windows of adjacent houses. The mercantile quarter lay almost directly behind the Basilica, and beyond this (the area to which the broad alley led), the Lower Town, the Bhorgabba.


Down the alley, almost it might appear from force of habit, Estemba and Montargo swung, Mercurio still idly sounding the mandolin. Torches, song, shouts, were not uncommon on this way, nor the slash and ring of blades The bright hilts of swords were obvious against the nondescript clothing of both adventurers, whenever they passed through a light. Also the masks both had put on as they vacated the square. Mercurio’s, a most Satanic devil with gold-spangled lids and leering mouth, covered all his face. Romulan’s mask of plain white leather concealed only the upper features. Vanity was less likely the cause of this than the general impatience of Romulan’s nature.


It was full dark when a twist in the alley and a variation in the slope and surrounding architecture abruptly revealed one of the more notorious entrances to the Bhorgabba: the old squat wall with its round open arch, torches nakedly flaring in their brackets with a slightly fiendish look of welcome. On the far side of the arch the seethe and teem of life, whose noise had been audible for some minutes, and which made the spot as low in reputation as in geography.


Tonight, however, an impediment to carnal sin had positioned itself before the arch.


Mercurio halted. Romulan did the same.


Striking an avid chord on the mandolin, Mercurio softly and unnecessarily announced:


“Damnable Feros, playing peacocks.”


And so they were, the five who blocked the archway. Though masked, they had disdained the courtesy and prudence of disguise, and were arrayed in the colors of the de Fero family—unmistakable as the colors of any House—jet black and flame, and decorated besides with every sort of ornament that was worked with Fero’s sigil, the Wolf. Even the masks were wolves’ heads. Their swords, last and best clue, were unsheathed, leaning on their knees as they stood or crouched dicing, affecting unnotice of arrivals on the slope above.


“Back, or onward?” said the devil to Romulan.


“On, I suppose, or be ready for pursuit.”


“There’s clever thinking.”


Mercurio strolled forward and down the alley, touching the strings of the mandolin at intervals, Romulan in step with him. As the torches by the gate struck them, the nearest of the de Feros glanced up, and made a parody of surprise. One by one the others reacted, and with a feigned velvety sloth, spread out across the gate, letting the loosely held blades jangle.


“Good evening, sirs,” said a de Fero to the left of the arch.


“An excellent, delicious evening,” said another to the right.


“Well, well, well,” said Mercurio, strolling on into the midst of them. He was so nonchalant, so barely conscious of them, they almost parted in error to let him by. Then a tall one shouted, and stepped directly in his path. The bulk, and the florid complexion visible in the mask holes, gave the giant away as Old Fero’s second son.


“I cannot permit you to pass the gate, sir,” said Fero Duo, charmingly. “There is a lot of wickedness the other side.”


“So I’ve heard,” said Mercurio. “My reason for being here.”


“And your noble friend?”


“I have no friends,” said Mercurio promptly.


“Enemies, perhaps?”


“A few of those.”


“Name them, if you would be so kind.”


“Oh, Casta, Lippi, Floria—”


“Fero?”


“Fero?” Mercurio was astonished. “Who is Fero?”


“You never heard the name?”


“Indeed I heard it.”


“When?”


“Just now, when you spoke.”


Fero Duo turned theatrically to his lounging friends and kinsmen.


“We have a wit here, it seems.” He lifted the sword, which had black and pink jewels in the pommel. He showed it to Mercurio. “Have you wit enough to say you love and honor the Wolf Tower?”


“I wonder,” Mercurio said. He inclined his head toward Romulan. “Do you think I have the wit for that?”


“If you do, then I do not,” said Romulan.


A blade left its sheath like red lightning under the torches, and lanced forward with a delicacy and artistry Fero Duo might have envied, had he not been in receipt of it. In three seconds Romulan’s sword had scored through the drawstring of Fero’s shirt, which now fell apart, revealing a mottled hairy breast and the cameo of a lady on a chain.


Mercurio balanced the mandolin carefully against the convenient wall of a neighboring yard, and moved nearer. He patted Fero’s arm.


“My dear, I do trust you were recently shriven. Are you confessed? In a state of grace? Otherwise, my companion will be sending you to a warmer night than this.”


Fero Duo thrust him off, fell back a pace, and lugged his sword into the air. It was a dangerous cut, the more so for its raggedness. But where Mercurio had stood was only space. There came a second song of steel lifting from sheath, less couth than the note of a mandolin. Estemba’s own blade shot upward in a silken arc and Fero’s steel clattered on the intermittent cobbles.


“Name yourself!” Some other Fero, much embroidered, shouted as their big leader scrambled for his weapon.


“You name me,” invited Mercurio. He fenced like the accomplished dancer he was, every movement choreographed. Someone lunged sideways yelping as the dancer’s sword licked his chin, shaving a little line on it. Someone else swore vilely as Romulan thwacked him across the shins with the flat of the blade. Romulan laughed slightly as he did battle, showing teeth as beautiful as the rest of him. He did not analyze what he did, or its mortal potential. Death had seldom suggested itself to him save as an illness to which strangers were sometimes prone. His swordsmanship, fly and glamorous as Mercurio’s—Mercurio had indeed taught him some of it—had a playful reckless edge Mercurio’s did not. Mercurio Flavian Estemba, who as a boy had seen his own two brothers die on the street in duels such as this, fought neatly and treacherously. Though to fight was second nature to him, he never engaged to fight without apprehension. His one weakness was that he was stimulated by his own fear, enjoyed it, frequently sought it out, as Romulan sought mere action, for its own sake.


“Leave him!” Fero Duo thundered, as the shaved youth, sent raving mad by a nick, careered about Mercurio. “I want him for myself, whoever he is.”


“You flatter me,” said Mercurio. His sword slid almost invisibly through the Fero’s lax guard, and bit a second time into injured flesh. As the youth roared, Mercurio’s left fist sailed from its elegant sword-dancer’s gesturing, and smashed the bloody jaw on its point. The Fero went down and lay motionless. Mercurio, turning, saluted Fero Duo. “At your service, sir.”


At his back, he heard a screech of blades, a cry. Another Fero, clutching a bleeding flesh-wound in the side, staggered past and through the Bhorga gate, calling for his servant. Token wounds were normally sufficient, despite the crowing. Murder was less often the outcome than it had been. Mercurio ducked under Fero Duo’s blade. The fight was becoming mere ritual, if it had ever been anything else.


Romulan, shoulders to the Bhorga wall, flickered his sword daintily between the two remaining Feros.


His natural impatience, and a sense of boredom, were affecting his judgment. Suddenly there was an oath, a grunt, directly above him. A hand caught at and irresistibly fondled his hair, another ripped the leather mask off his face and dangled it between his eyes. Mirth and invective accompanied the deed. It seemed a Fero servant had climbed the low wall on the inside, and taken it on himself to assist his masters. Romulan cut upward with his sword, losing his temper, reckoning to lose his new assailant a pair of fingers.


The two Feros in the alley smiled at him.


“Romulan Montargo,” one said, genuflecting. “An honor.”


“Montargo, the sinking ship,” said the other. “And tell us, does your father still dally with bitch-dogs?”


Romulan, who hated and loved his father in equal measure, and was sensitive to the mention of him in any context, sprang forward. As he did so he brought a dagger from his belt. He rammed the small blade left-handed into the shoulder of the man who had remarked on dogs. The other got the smart of the sword across his embroidered ribs, slewed and riposted with a speed and virulence that took Romulan unaware.


“Oh Christ, oh sweet God,” moaned the stabbed man, sinking between them. “He’s killed me. By the Mass, he has.”


“Coward and idiot,” Romulan snapped. He stepped back, and spat on the man. Up on the wall, the servant was whimpering. The white leather mask lay on the ground, decorated with a little base blood.


Embroidery, who had not pressed his accidental advantage, glanced beyond Romulan, in time to see the Satan-masked fighter kick Fero Duo in the groin, and the inevitable resultant antics of the latter.


Embroidery, now the sole remaining upright Fero, glared at Romulan, panting, trying to see if he had pinked him.


“I’ll pay you, Montargo.”


Romulan swept him a bow. “If you ever consider yourself able, anyone will direct you to my door.”


“Up, Francho.” Embroidery bent to tug at his groaning kinsman. “Stop calling on Jesus, and I’ll help you home.”


Fero Duo rolled through the dark dust, avoided by Mercurio in distaste.


Romulan walked over to him, sheathing the dagger, the sword.


“It’s my father now they revile. It used to be my uncle. Bloody Fero.”


“Bloody yourself,” shouted the embroidered Fero, aiding his kinsman up the alley. “Say your prayers, Montargo.”


“Oh, say yours and be damned,” Romulan shouted back. He turned abruptly and put his head against the wall. He was shaking with a rage he could neither control nor translate, almost in tears with it, for the fight had stirred but not relieved some powerful passion.


Three Fero servants emerged from the gate and skulked past, one with a slashed palm. Of the flesh-wounded youth who had run in there, there was no current sign.


Mercurio watched these mobile Feros retreat up the slope, leaving one of their number sound oblivious on the cobbles. While Fero Duo, having crawled away, was busy vomiting at a handy interstice, blaspheming between heaves. Estemba set his hand on Romulan’s shoulder.


“Come. We’ll find some Castas for you to eat next. Unmasked, you’ll be a fine target.”


Romulan toed the spoiled mask with his boot.


“It has their stenchful gore on it.”


“As you do, my princeling. When will you learn to fight fastidiously? Next time, go brawling in an apron.”


“Next time, go brawling alone.”


Mercurio slipped his hand through Romulan’s hair, a caress that swiftly became a hard terrier’s grip on the neck.


“I will not have that from you. Save such advice for your enemies.”


Romulan, rigid in his grasp, said fiercely, “Your cousin killed a Montargo not two years ago, enemy.”


“And your uncle killed my brother. What odds? Every tower feuds. You and I do not.”


“My father has said—”


“Your wretched father, dear child, is of no concern to me.”


Romulan twisted about. He stared at Mercurio from two blue conflagrations that must serve as eyes. Estemba regarded him with elaborate politeness, waiting for this anger to erupt or go out. When neither happened, Mercurio made one unequivocal sign. “—For Montargo. Now kill me for insulting your precious House.”


Romulan stared another moment, then flushed, his eyes cooling as his color heightened.


“Confound all our Houses. Let’s get on where we were going.”


Mercurio laughed, took Romulan’s head between his hands and kissed his forehead.


“Let’s on indeed. But put up your hood, proud boy, or we’ll not get twenty paces.”


Distanced from yet beneath the auspices of Sana Verensa’s multitudinous towers, the Bhorgabba thrummed with its low-life and its hot lanterns. Smoky radiances flapped from the apertures of inns; ochre droplets spilled through skew lattices and shutters. Dull red like dying roses, the open windows of harlots, here and there a dark silhouette leaning out, white breasts blooming from a tight bodice, or the breastless torso of a boy whore, gold-earringed, singing his wares like a flute. Torch-poles at corners, most on fire, or the cook-shop ovens baking their pastries and dubious meats, the odd lamp flowering from a lintel, and now and then some place of business that had nothing to do with the sins of gluttony or lust but inclined to avarice, a leather-workers or house of clerks sitting late over their quills and tomes, lent a pastier light to the carousings, scurryings and fumblings below and about.


A wine-stall nearest the Bhorga arch—three benches piled with clay bottles and corked skins—had provided drink. A sistering doorway had provided an encounter with three Castas, heavily masked and clad in ashy cloaks, but still belligerent: “Enzo, who are these? Shall we bash their noses through their skulls? Say, sirs, how do you like us?” To which Mercurio replied in the friendliest of tones, “I love you as I love my doxies.” And to the Casta demand: “Who is your modestly hooded companion?” Mercurio: “A priest, sir, I am showing the seamier side of the town.” Enough merriment was caused by this to let them by. Possibly too, Romulan’s blood-soaked sleeve deterred their instinct to combat, although at another time it might have operated in reverse, an incitement to further blood-letting.


The blood-soaked sleeve had also become of some interest to Romulan himself. Half a mile into the labyrinth of the Bhorga, making he knew not where at Mercurio’s direction, Romulan took another gulp of raw wine, slung the skin to Estemba, walked five or six feet, thrust off his hood, and slumped sideways against a wall, the narrow street, its roofs, yellow lights and the sky between, whirling like a wheel.


Mercurio, having paused to exchange a greeting with some fellow in a doorway, presently came up.


“What, drunk already? The wine must be better than I thought.”


Romulan lay back on the wall. He raised his left arm, considered it, smiled with nausea and said, “This blood is mine.”


“Let me see.” Mercurio drew off the Satan mask the better to observe, dropping it over the stem of the mandolin now on his back. He took Romulan’s arm, examining, relinquishing cautiously. “Imbecile,” he said quietly. “Why did you not tell me?”


“Imbecile, I did not know.”


“Not know? Half-dead and does not know.”


Romulan grinned. “They fought so shoddily. The embroidered booby must have sliced me. I wondered how the blood did not dry but only grew wetter.” He began to sink down the wall. Seriously, sweetly, he inquired, “Am I half-dead?” It meant nothing to him. He did not believe it any more than Estemba had intended him to.


“Buried,” Mercurio said. He plucked Romulan off the wall, drawing the sound right arm across his shoulders, clasping Romulan around the waist. Romulan fell against him, head lolling, laughing, drunk on wine and blood-loss. Through clouds and vortexes they began to move, back the way they had come, Mercurio dragging him, carrying him.


“Where are we going now?” Romulan asked.


“Susina’s house.”


“One of your jades.”


“Susina is two of any man’s jades, at least. Also the only shelter I recognize hereabouts. Be thankful.”


“Oh, I am thankful. Most thankful. I am ecstatic with thankfulness.”


“Hush, child,” Mercurio said, with the utmost gentleness.


The sight of his own wound had undone Romulan. Sick nearly to senselessness, yet he derived a peculiar and intense comfort from Estemba’s supporting arm, the grey-gold hair against his face, the aura of tenderness and protection.


A house-front loomed up, a door with ornate fitments being vigorously pounded. A shout or so, far off as if on the hills. A gold window burst open, a woman’s young and strident voice pierced the eardrums, to be rewarded by Mercurio’s most cajoling note.


“Come now, Susina, remember you were always a saint when it came to a handsome face.”


“Not when it comes to yours, you demi-demon.”


“Ah, Susina. And my charming friend dying at your door.”


“I am not the hospital. I do not take the wounded in.”


“This once.”


“I have patrons and guests. You be circumspect.”


“As a monk, dear lady of delights.”


“Pah.”


A shutter slammed. The door was simultaneously opened.


They swung into the light and Romulan out of it.


Mercurio, feeling the dead-weight of unconsciousness, pulled on his devil-mask again, and picked Romulan up in both arms. The girl who had opened the door giggled.


“So you carried me, last month.”


“And you carried me another way, I remember.”


The girl giggled once more, and lowered painted lids. It was a game, for she was new and he had never seen her previously, or had her.


“She says you must go through the garden and up the stair.”


“Tell her I worship her. If she can procure a doctor she shall be sanctified.”


Mercurio passed through the gaudy antechamber at a striding run, Romulan held like an offering before him. The garden spread beyond a door already wide, a square affectation of wildly scented trees, vines, pergolas and absurd statuary in the antique manner. A tangle of apricots stretched up to a balustrade, almost concealing the pitted stair leading to the windows of the brothel’s mezzanine floor.


As Estemba took the staircase, he grew aware of a group of three feminine figures, somewhat illuminated, and poised at the balustrade above, seemingly intent on him. A glance gave him Susina, lavish in a true Bhorga whore’s gown of lavenders, magentas and hyacinths, that sporadically left bare the two rosy cannon-mouths of her nipples. The other women were ominously clad in sepia, one—and that one a large one—entirely and cumbersomely veiled. The third woman, who was slender, was veiled in dove-grey lace, and in the Eastern fashion, from the lower lids to the chin. Mercurio, even as he negotiated his burden and the stair, looked closely at her. An admirer of female beauty, if not essentially snared by it, he feasted briefly on two smouldering blue coals of eyes, fringed by fans of coal-black lashes. Romulan’s eyes, for that matter, and, also for that matter, fixed on Romulan.


Mercurio reached the top step and thus the mezzanine balcony. To get to the chamber Susina allocated sudden guests, he would need to go by the women.


“Susina, can you summon a doctor?”


“Duelling, you devil-beast. Let you both die.”


“Ah, Susina. These are not your cherry lips that say it.”


“Well, I’m a fool, and will burn in Hell for being one. Go in and I’ll do what I can. Sana Vera!” she murmured as he came forward, “but he’s beautiful. More beautiful than you, you wretch.”


“So he is, and restrain your paws from him. His noble father wishes him kept virgin till the marriage night.”


Susina burst into guffaws worthy of the Chitadella barracks. To Mercurio’s interest, the fat woman in sepia disguise joined in the laughter as coarsely, her veils billowing.


“Pardon me, lady,” he murmured courteously, as the veiling rolled almost over his face, “I will ship oars and sail to leeward of your rigging.” At that, the vulgar merriment increased. The little one, however, had nearly shut her sapphire eyes, looking ready to faint too. “Courage, my donna,” Mercurio Estemba said softly to her. “He will live.”


“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh.”


Her skin, her voice were extraordinarily young. What was a maiden of good family and no more than fifteen doing in a bawdy-house?


But he was by them now, kicking open the curtain beyond the unclosed window of Susina’s private room.


“Thanks, Susina,” Estemba shouted. “It’s as foul as I recall. Or maybe, a mere touch fouller.”


To the melodic accompaniment of her curses, Mercurio laid Romulan on the much-trampled bed, and began to rip his dun cloak to bits for bandaging.




TWO


The bell was striking from the campanile for midnight when the palancina, draped and fringed in the oriental mode, was set down at the edge of the square. A quantity of gauze billowed out like smoke. A sepia bundle of middle-aged womanhood followed. Shaking her skirts, she stingily paid the hired men who, she knew, had grumbled at her weight, then chided the girl who still remained inside.


“Out, my poppy. Are we not late enough? And, God forgive me, we must go in the church and pray before we get to our beds.”


The poppy emerged from the palancina, her head bowed under its mantle and its grey lace, face invisible.


“Poor baby, spirits wrung out, and no wonder. Heaven will punish me, I’m sure, for taking you to such a wicked place. But you would go. And can I refuse you anything? Be off,” the woman added imperiously to the hired men, who stood snickering. She drew the slight form of the girl into her arm, and swept her away across the square. As she did so, a page boy in crimson bolted from the shadows.


“Pieto, is that you? Were you asleep? Restful cherub, light the lamp and keep proper order.”


Pieto, yawning, obeyed. He had had a long wait among the doorways and courtyard gates, where this great woman had left him. He had been nervous, too, so near lawless streets and arguments everywhere, alone, and dressed in the Chenti House colors.


The lamp evolved like a pink moon, a friendly, soothing glow to see them safe to the Basilica side door, to which the naughty fat hag, his mistress, was wont to traipse after every escapade. Pieto regarded the woman slyly, and her charge more slyly still. Pieto pondered what Lord Chenti and his Lady would say, if any told them their pristine about-to-be-betrothed daughter, Iuletta, had been taken calling at a whorehouse.


Clumping and fumbling up the steps, swerving beneath the angels over the vast doors, Donna Cornelia took her accustomed course, via a plaster cloister, to the thin little dexter door jammed among the carvings. Here she knocked, waiting and puffing, until a grill was raised and an eye appeared. To this eye Cornelia showed a coin. The grill went down, a part of the door was opened. Cornelia, pressing her charge before her, crowded through. The door was shut in Pieto’s face. (One day or night, the witch would stick in the door. Like an oliphant of the spice-lands, trumpeting, priest hauling one way, Pieto valiantly pushing the other. But no budging her.) Pieto grinned, and sat on the flagstones by the lamp, for another uneasy wait.


The porter-priest, having accepted his tip, waved the two ladies on into the pillared side chapel, and relapsed in slumber on his bench.


Cornelia bustled, hastening off her veil to reveal blown-rose features of a still-extant prettiness, somewhat resembling the features of the harlot Susina. Which was not very amazing, since they were mother and daughter. Cornelia, tracing before brow and ample bosom the sign of the cross, went over her latest visit with stoical good humor. Though only spoken of in the Chenti Tower as of one deceased, Susina was a lively, charitable daughter, and a wealthy one. On the whole Cornelia, who most of her life had been a wed and apparently respectable servant, did not reckon whoring such a bad trade. For this reason, broad-mindedly, and with a sense of mischief that occasionally had proved her undoing, Cornelia had not balked to take her nurseling with her. Susina behaved reasonably in front of a young aristocratic maiden, and it had given Cornelia a chance to see the girl, and to receive a gift or so—besides exchanging some interesting gossip. Now, however, a vague foreboding was creeping into Cornelia’s voluminous and cloudy-sighted heart. Iuletta, who had chattered like a lark on the road to the Bhorgabba, had been intensely silent during the journey home.


“There now, slip off the veil and be modest before God,” said Cornelia. Iuletta did as she was told, with graceful, somnambulist motions. From behind the dove-grey lace appeared a hurtfully beautiful face, gone pale as snow. The two sapphire eyes, large and brilliant in the dapple of the candles, looked gloriously blinded. Was the child feverish? Heaven, what now? At this age they were like mad things, one minute light and merry, the next screaming or in tears.


Cornelia plumped down before the chapel altar, and Iuletta Chenti knelt spontaneously beside her. Iuletta’s exquisite lips—her whole face and form might have been sculpted by some genius artisan—fluttered around a prayer, and faltered.


Praying earnestly, her mind on other matters and assuming God would not notice, Cornelia worried. It was, for sure, the fault of those two gallants who had come up onto the balcony. One was an absolute Satan in his mask (though a fine figure on him), the other, unmasked and marvelous as a young knight in a stained glass window, stone-white and apparently dead, yet fit for an empress to lay hands on. Moved herself, Cornelia could see the effect this spectacle would have on the impressionable and sheltered virgin. Beg Jesus to put such stirrings cut of little Iulet’s breast. Thank God, there was a betrothal in the offing, young Belmorio, comely enough to dazzle a girl. (Providing of course the Belmorios and the Chentis did not quarrel again as, until one year ago, they had most murderously done.) So much intrigue, so many battles on the streets and in the forums of Sana Verensa. Shocked, disapproving, immensely thrilled, Donna Cornelia began to pray, half-heartedly, for an end to all feuds. In similar vein, she would presently pray for Susina to repent.


Iuletta meanwhile, worried over but momentarily unwatched, had ceased all attempts at piety. Her eyes wandered about the small chapel, familiar to her and quite comfortable in its sternness, even its glimpses of terror. For, while the right wall of the capella was painted in representations of Heaven, the left depicted Hell. There the flames leapt and the cauldrons seethed. The damned, devoured by serpents, poked with toasting-forks, capered upon by monsters, writhed with sad, despairing faces. In the half-shine of the few candles, the awful scene appeared to quiver and to live, but so Iuletta had beheld it several times. And now she barely heeded. Instead she searched the right wall, among Hell’s angelic neighbors. During her earliest childhood, some, in particular Cornelia, had promised her her own personal angel, who would stand always at her shoulder, or hover over her bed when she lay in sleep. A creature, unhuman and sublime, golden-winged, sword drawn and ready—both to smite those who would harm her, and to chastise Iuletta herself should she stray from the virtues of her era and caste. In this angel she had always, to some degree, believed. And now, this night, she had seen him.


Disappointed in the angels on the wall, Iuletta turned precipitately and plucked Cornelia’s sleeve. Cornelia started.


“What is it, my catling?”


“His name. I must know it.”


“What? Whose name?”


“His name. The man the other carried up to the mezzanine balcony. Who else?”


“Oh, shush, child. Not here.”


“Oh, nurse, how can I bear it? How can I bear to have seen him and not even to know his name? Oh, will he die?”


“Eventually,” said Cornelia, and crossed herself. “But not for some years, I would think, being young and strong. And Susina knows a clever physician or two. In her—vocation, that’s usually wise.”


Iuletta breathed quickly. Her cheeks flamed.


“But his name,” she hissed. Her beautiful hand drove all its nails into Cornelia’s arm, right through silk and linen.


“Ah! Leave go of me, scratcher. How do I know his name? Some fellow brawling in a tavern, some cutthroat or slit-purse, some pimp, some ponce—oh, I beg your pardon, Lord. There now, you make me speak crudely before Christ.”


Iuletta put her hand over her face, and looked between her long fingers, on many of which one or two priceless rings guttered or blazed.


“How could he be any of those things you say? He was nobly born. A son of some patrician tower. How could he be anything else and look as he did?”


“Well. That’s so. You are probably intelligent, black kitten.”


“Then it will be easy to learn his name.”


“Perhaps Susina can get it from her Satan friend. And what will you do with it when you have his name?”


“Say it,” Iuletta responded with a strange and burning stillness. “Say it over and over, waking or in dreams, until he hears me.”


“Hush,” said Cornelia automatically. “Not here.” Her interest was kindled. (Over the altar, serene and remote, the tortured Jesus concentrated upon the nails of his cross, ignoring the frenetic dialogue going on below.) “But what of handsome Troian, that caught your fancy so, after I contrived to let you see him in the garden with your father?”


“Troian. What’s that?”


“Troian Belmorio, you ninny. Your intended-betrothed. Such fine legs. And a glory of hair like a fire.”


“He’s well enough. I do not want him.”


“Not want him? Why, I saw your blushes. I saw you, my miss. If we could have had the priest to you, that afternoon could not have been soon enough. Not want him? I was afraid you would leap from the window upon his neck, like the cat you are.”


“Well. But it’s past.”


“And another you’re mad for, now. This will not do, my rose. Fifteen, and due to be wed. You need only one man, I promise you, if he’s sound, and good at his business. (May Heaven excuse me.)”


Two rivers of jet-black hair, slightly curling like the petals of thirsty flowers, spilled from Iuletta’s hood, running by her neck, over her breasts, falling across her hands, which now were clasped in an attitude of manic prayer. Her eyelids had slammed shut. Failed both by the angels and Cornelia, Iuletta had turned at last to God for what she wanted.


Dubious, Cornelia resumed her own orisons. While, after the warm night, the chill of the capella floor soaked unwelcome into her knees. Cornelia disliked all cold things.


“And let Susina, in due course, amend her ways. For she is at heart a good girl, and does a valuable service for these men, who, as You know having made them that way, are much troubled by the appetites of the flesh…”


Which tower was the nest of that wounded prince now lying in Susina’s room? Not a family known to the Chenti household, or Cornelia would have recognized him, being in her way privy to everything. Rank enemy, probably. But then, alliances were made between enemies each day, and fresh enemies gotten. Which House had slain a Chenti last? Malaghela? Strali?


“And God be with us all,” Cornelia finished mechanically, crossed herself yet again, and rose up. Not thinking to wait for Iuletta’s private speech with God to be concluded, Cornelia lifted the girl to her feet. Iuletta crossed herself listlessly, and allowed herself to be propelled from the chapel.


One street up from the Basilica of Sana Vera, the geography of the Higher Town commenced. Presently, from the clustered lodges of their lesser kin, and the mounts of their gardens, the towers began to rise. Once purely naked swords, now each was ornamented, and adorned with its palatial facade.


In the hour between midnight and one, few were conspicuously abroad on these pavements. Out of display, lamps shone from the posts of great closed doorways, and flares in tubes of succulently stained glass. Isolated high-up windows let out splinters of light, but tonight Vespelli alone had pushed a roar of scarlet from her doors. Dogs barked there, and the vibration of music rang dimly; some banquet or other show was in progress. Fearing an overflow of guests into the street, Cornelia puffed into a lolloping trot.


Their destination was, in fact, but five minutes’ walk from the Basilica. Only the colonnaded library and priestly college intervened, and a grassy walk tented over by trees. Beyond the walk, the walls of the Chenti orchard rose up, overtopped by foliage, and above this, the stone pile of the Tower.


A grey ghost on the sky this House by night, a net of stars fixed round its head, pale gargoyles craning from its cornices, its winding, ascending stairs and parapets. The topmost roof, a fair fifty feet from the earth, supported a giant lionleopard, plated with hardened gold, that gleamed sonorously even by dark, and flamed up like a torch by day. The leopard, pilfered two centuries before from some heathen shrine in the East, was now the sigil of the Chenti family. It stood for ever on the roof, soundlessly raging at the town below, motionlessly lashing with its tufted tail, and holding up one paw to rend. There was the usual mythos—that if ever the head of House Chenti felt himself threatened beyond his means, the leopard would spring down to the defense of his people. And too, for the big burnished cat on the rooftop, Chenti had earned a nickname: Gattapuletta.


Mistress of the side door, Cornelia now unlocked an ivy-hung access to the orchard, and ushered her charge, her page and herself into it. A watchman—all entries must be guarded, no matter how modest—advanced at their arrival, but Cornelia brushed him off like a fly. In this household, Cornelia’s authority among the lesser servants was mighty.


A rapid dash across the orchard, Pieto dismissed en route, and negotiation of a topiary garden, led to a terrace and a stair. Here a crenelated box bulked out from the Tower on broad flying supports of masonry. A long window with a wrought iron lattice set with panes of red, pink and white glass, gave on Iuletta’s bedchamber.


The lamp depending from an indigo ceiling lit up a narrow bed, white as virginity, overhung with its crimson Chenti canopy, embroidered in gold with cats and flowers. Lit up chests that waited about the room, and long stacked cabinets of jewelry, and walls which were painted, dark pink on white, with round-topped trees in which rose-red fruit and water-blue birds contested, appeared to be fighting each other, for pride of place. A bolt of smoky lace hung from golden pegs, a gilded lacquered mandolin elsewhere, and a triptych flashing jewels. Little books, commissioned from poets and artists, penned and illustrated by hand and dotted with semi-precious gems, were left lying about as, only a year ago, dolls had been left lying.


How unfamiliar in its familiarity this chamber abruptly seemed to Iulet Chenti, sole daughter of the House of the Polished Cat. All the years of her reason she had known the room, but she re-entered it a stranger. Not till this night had she ever beheld the features of the young man on Susina’s balcony, and yet she had known him at once. It was recognition that had twisted like a dagger in her.


Cornelia fussed about the bed-curtains. Through the unshut window came the scents of the orchard: mulberry, pomegranate and damson trees, peaches on a wall. No noises but the papery exchanges of the leaves. Lord Chenti was away on business at Belmorio. The Chenti Tower, wrapped in its age and arrogance, brooded and slumbered. Somewhere over Iuletta’s head, her mother also slept, or paced about. Somewhere else, and everywhere else, others snored or lay quietly, or contorted their bodies in those mysterious and sinful acts of love Iuletta imperfectly understood, and fearfully connected with random tensions and scintillations of her own flesh. And he, the nameless one, did he sleep, or die, or commit sin? At the thought the young girl gasped, and hid her face in her hands, beginning to weep.


Cornelia swarmed to her, massive queen bee, protective, far too late. The damage had been done.


“Tell me what I must do in order I may see him. Only once more. But no, more than once,” Iuletta cried on the bosom which had suckled her, better identified than the high small mammalia of Lady Chenti. “Tell me what I must do to bring him to me. To—to make him desire me, to woo me. Love me. I cannot live unless he does.”


Good hard sense and sheer romance warred in Cornelia’s soul. Mischief danced in her brain.


“There now, there now,” she muttered, already turning over forbidden things in her mind, scolding herself, feeling her warm power over this fragile pleading sparrow, cast again on her breast.


A distant but resonant bang, a clash and spume of laughter breaking suddenly inside the stones of the Tower provided a momentary distraction.


“And there is your bold cousin coming home,” announced Cornelia, with the smugness of (false) ownership. But Iuletta wept more violently. Some unconscious part of her, perhaps, irked by her cousin’s male freedom, her own suspected helplessness.


Far from helpless, apparently, Leopardo Chenti, conducting a mock duel in one of the large antechambers overhead, had caused his opponent to upset the bronze bust of an ancestor. The bronze, striking the tessellated floor like a gong, thereupon reduced most of the company to mirth. Leopardo dropped his rapier on the ground with a show of annoyance, and waved his sleepy page forward to refill the wine cups.


“What, no more sword play, ’Pardo? Too tired?”


“Well, if I could find other than sheep to touch blades with—”


“Baaa,” two or three elaborated. Others added improvisations of goats, pigs, horses.


Leopardo frowned.


“What, are there Florias in the Chenti Tower? Or would that be a Suvio I hear?”


“Who calls me a Suvio, dies.”


Leopardo turned, his long straight eyes finding the speaker immediately. At which the speaker retreated, no longer quite amused.


With Leopardo one could not be certain, even in jest. Louring, frowning, smiling all at once, and those eyes that seldom blinked, always glowed—The curling apricot hair, a cascading halo for face and neck, did nothing to soften or mislead. A leopard’s face indeed, fascinating, gorgeous and unkind.


With a swiftness of decision his coterie had expected, yet not particularly looked forward to, Leopardo at last made his move. He flung his wine cup, fully charged, into their midst. Yelling, they scattered.


“Suvios all,” Leopardo malevolently titled them. “Come kill me, then.”


Truly, the leopard from the roof was alive.


Wine trickled from doublets, walls, hangings. But as they floundered, the young men saw total abstraction swoop over Leopardo’s countenance, changing it as if by magic. The feline lids actually blinked.


“Are you not ashamed?” inquired a soft cold voice from the doorway, behind them and facing him, a woman’s voice, instantly known. “My Lord is from home, and so you dare to riot in his absence.”


Uneasy, entertained, Leopardo’s companions watched him blush, the high blood of excitement more than rage or embarrassment.


“Lady Aunt, I beg your pardon.”


“Beg my pardon? That is hardly enough. I shall petition my lord when he returns. Must my rest be disturbed? I thought I had been transported to the Bhorgabba.”


“Aunt, my donna, I am on my knees. You!” Leopardo made a thrusting gesture at the others. “Take yourselves off, pagans. You offend Lady Chenti.”


Possibly relieved, Leopardo’s followers slipped out, bowing, through the door, as the woman flowed by them like a snake, into the antechamber.


“They do not offend me. You do that. Can you keep no order?”


Leopardo hung his magnificent head.


“If I’ve angered you, my grief is insupportable.”


“Do you still insult me?”


He looked up and straight at her, her white face that was like Iuletta’s some fifteen years older and without the beauty, yet with some other element that could make dizzy, that could drown—


“Chastise me,” Leopardo said. He went to her. He took in, in one long glance, the pitch-black hair in its golden caul, the plum-dark robe that made her into a stiffly pliant stem, from the prolonged throat to her narrow little feet in their spangled Eastern slippers. Her clear eyes that seemed nevertheless never to have slept, their clarity running into his bones like crystal pins. Then he knelt, then he stretched himself at those feet, face on the floor. “I am a penitent,” he said, the high color continuing to beat in his cheeks under the mane of curling hair. “Do what you like. Scourge me, flay me. I am meek.”


She drew her spangled feet back from him, as if from a suddenly perceived precipice.


“Your insolence astonishes me,” she said, very low.


She turned. The hem of the swarthy robe brushed his mouth. He lay on the tessellations, savoring the taste of its perfume until he heard the door of his uncle’s bedchamber thud shut, the length of a passage away. It seemed quite natural to him, as it had for some months, to be inflamed by his father’s younger sister.




THREE


On the far side of Susina’s house, where by day the market was conducted, geese crackled the air and human voices contested, a troop of whores was passing in procession with bells and tambourines. Romulan, lazily uninvolved in the world, let their sweet shrill mewing sew through his ears like painless needles.


“Love for copper, love for copper. Love for silver. Love for gold—”


The bed was clean, the room hot with sunlight, scented with incenses and herbs. The Fero wound had been nothing, no more than a long, shallow cut, effusive with its dye, yet quickly subdued. Romulan was abashed at it, and at himself. Never hurt before, fainting with horror at his own blood! Yet with a malign pleasure that did not comprehend itself, or wish to, Romulan was glad to have been cared for. Mercurio’s solicitude, and the pretty whore, who all the while had acted the lady to Romulan, and all the while enticed, inducing in him a swimming concupiscence as enjoyable as it was out of the question. While in the background a phantasmal boy with shadowy skin came and went on errands. Later, again reviving—to a tale of Mercurio’s throwing (reportedly), the doctor over the mezzanine balustrade for suggesting the patient should be bled—and to Mercurio himself, who mournfully said, “I’ll get word to your illustrious father. That will bring joy to him. His heir a-bed in the stew-house.”


Romulan turned on to his face, letting his body soak through the hot rustling pallet. If he slept, his father might be forgotten… The world of which he had ceased to be a part started to ebb away, the market noises, the whores’ song, a vocal mallet from some sculptor’s yard, wheels, the odor of musk and oranges—


Then Mercurio’s unmistakable quicksilver step struck like a flint on the stone outside.


Romulan lay immobile, feigning sleep now, and alert.


The curtain rushed on its rings. Sensed rather than heard, Flavian Estemba was in the room.


“Ah, Master Sloth. I trust I find you well?”


Romulan breathed gently, unmoving.


“Sweet Jesus,” said Mercurio, “Montargo Uno is dead. I must fetch the bone-carrier.” His approach was silent, but next the voice was at Romulan’s ear. “In such heat, the corpse will need to be packed in ice. Such luck I have some here, freshly cut from the cellerage—”


Romulan flung round and off the bed. He stood at bay, naked as a young Jupiter, and scowling like one.


“A second Lazarus,” said Mercurio, with satisfaction.


“And where is the ice you’d snow on me?”


“Ice? Oh, melted, my dear.”


The precipitate flight had made Romulan giddy, but he determined now not to display it. He began to take up the clothing of the previous night’s folly, hesitating unlovingly over the blood-stained shirt.


At which Mercurio tossed a bundle of fresh linen on the bed, along with a clutch of outer garments in the black-blue and summer sky shades of the Montargo family. Romulan did not comment on that, but dressed, dealing with the cut arm roughly, to show he now properly discounted it. Mercurio watched with an intense solemnity that could only cover amusement. He was himself resplendent in the brass and white of Estemba, even the golden Ring-and-Arrow device pinned on his right shoulder with a great topaz glistening in the flight.


“I returned for you,” Mercurio said, “with an escort. You must act Estemba for half an hour. Five of our own bravos, and two guardsmen of the Duca’s.”


“Duke’s men? That’ll be theater for the Bhorga.” Romulan made much of tying sleeves. At length: “And my father?”


“One of my servants insinuated a message to one of yours, who in turn, I believe, weasled the message to the manservant of your estimable father. Who, being himself not a man but a martyr, no doubt fell down in a fit and foamed at the mouth. Bear up, child, at this rate you’ll see him in an early grave.”


“I’ll see you in one, Mercurio, if you talk of him in that fashion.”


“I in a grave and you seeing me—not blind with tears? I’ll tie that for you.”


“Do not insult my father.”


“An old argument. I have no love for your sire. He’s vinegar for blood and puts me out of patience. But I beg your pardon for it. Now, let’s be going before Susina finishes biting the cash, and comes to ravish you.”


“You paid her. I’m in your debt—”


“Yes, yes, and the sun is a vast light, and the world has four corners, and we are all in Lucifer’s net. Out of the trap, mouse. The cheese is eaten.”


On the street, staring at the broiling sky or the rooftops, ignoring the whorehouse, the two ducal guards sat in their cloth-of-gold finery, embossed by the red sigil of four linked rings, hands to the hilts of swords. The five Estemba men, intimidated by this, were larking and cavorting, getting their horses to dance on their hind limbs, and shouting after the women who periodically reappeared at windows or in alley mouths, and chasing a man who had come from the market with a goose under his arm, hissing and yelling, up the street.


Mercurio’s mount, a clove-dark mare, sidled to him, kissing his collarbone anxiously. Stroking her, he called the men to order, then swung up lightly on her back. Romulan took his own seat on a borrowed horse with a balletic violence, disdaining stirrups, reins, and gravity.


“Wounded stars,” was Mercurio’s response. “Why did I teach you that trick?”


“Did I not learn it well?”


“Very well, for one who desires to hit the moon and sing falsetto on the way.”


Romulan laughed. The horses trotted and the walls and overhanging cliffs of the Bhorga, dull ochres by day and curded with dust, jolted backward.


“We will leave you at the Emperor’s Monument,” one of the guardsmen said.


“At the Basilica if you wish.”


“At the Monument. So we were instructed.”


“Oh then, the Monument. God forbid I should spoil the lord Duke’s dance measure.”


“The Duca,” said the other man, “is impatient at these combats in the streets.”


“My kinsman, the Duca,” said Mercurio with delicate emphasis, “has fought on the streets himself, and been notable for his skill.”


“In God’s Name,” said the first guardsman, “every tower is at war here.”


“Tradition, dear heart. How else do we eliminate rivals in commerce and love? I presume you are a foreigner to our little country. You must not grudge us our foolish ceremonies. You yourself being quite safe in the Citadel. That tower, once gained, is sacrosanct.”


“Death comes soon enough. Why anticipate at your young age?”


Mercurio studied the guardsman in whom Romulan, absorbed by paternal apprehensions, had lost interest.


“Why not anticipate? What else have we of free will but anticipation?” Mercurio, arguing for the discussion’s sake, questioning nothing, believing very little, mesmerizing the guardsman as a matter of course, smiled gravely at him. “A man, young or old, may go to bed healthy, wake at dawn with a pain like a knife in his side, and be laid in a box by sunset. Or a man may cut his thumb on an awl, a scratch no bigger than a cherry pit, and he may sicken of that, and take that road to a box. Or the earth may shake, as it did here, ten years past, stones fall on your noddle and brain you. Or a plague may breed in the very air. Who can outrun plague? Oh, all roads lead to boxes. It is a chancy business, life. And so, my friend, we kill each other on the streets, the pith of the thing being Surprise! Amazement! My Lady Death, we are before you.”


“Death’s a woman, then?”


“Love and death, women both. Trust neither.”


The grinding, soaring street cry of the whores wafted up again from over the walls. Mercurio, taking it as a bizarre accompaniment, began to sing a courtly love melody of the Higher Town.


“Dance with me while time is yet slow,


Clocks run faster far than you know;


Wear your rose flesh like a glove


For roses wither. Fear it, love.”


His voice cut through all like a gold wire, through time, place, dust, heat and faith. A girl on a balcony averted her head from him superstitiously, among the terra-cotta pots of flowers. Romulan looked at him, entranced. None of them had heard a verse sung better, or a love song more like a knell.


Just then they reached one of the Bhorga gates.


With simultaneous precise taps of his heels, Mercurio set the mare bounding, and, as she did so, shot himself up to balance, feet either side the saddle. Ducking beneath the gate, then rising to stand again, Mercurio bowed to their stares as he left them all behind.


The rectangular courtyard at the center of the Montargo Tower contained the sea. At least, the sea in miniature. A basin of yellowish marble ran the length of it, sky blue tiled within, and filled by water. In the midst of the pool rose a ship, a bireme, with one enormous lilting sail that shifted slightly at the persuasions of the breeze, and whose double oar-banks, twenty-five upon twenty-five each side, seemed for ever to pash the water. Figures, one third life-size, as was the ship herself, manned the oars, the decks, the spar of the creaking sail. The Argo, symbol of the Montargo family for five hundred years, a fountain of basalt whose jets played in the basin to simulate reaction to her sweeps, whose sail was once made of the thinnest plates of copper, now verdigris.


Close to the ship, at a table under an awning, Valentius Montargo sat with his secretary over a batch of Levantine documents.


Loitering stupidly among the orange trees, Romulan stood and hated. Hated the black hair of his father, like his own, the patrician face, very handsome in its way, but unlike, hated the stern, shy and brutal honorableness, the imposition of will, the lack of—what? Something so simple as the evidence of affection? Valentius was the Tower. In his presence Romulan shrank, became nine years of age.


Valentius glanced up, as if struck by a thrown pebble of resentment, and beheld his son. As ever, the quite ludicrous beauty perturbed him. Romulan, undeniably masculine, was yet somehow his mother, faithfully reproduced. And there he stood, white as death, glaring, incalculable. Love, which was to Valentius no longer expressible, choked him. Waving the secretary indoors, he became peremptory.


“Come here.”


Romulan braced himself at the voice. He went forward, flamboyantly, and looked down on his seated father, sneering, and trembling.


“You are set to disgrace me, then? That is what you most want?”


“Disgrace?” Romulan leered. “Fero’s dogs insulted your name, and I sought to defend it.”


“In the Bhorgabba.”


“In the Bhorgabba.”


“You imagine I am proud you go there, that you brawl there? That you spend your nights on the couches of harlots.”


“The Feros are the enemies of Montargo.”


 “Quarrels may be settled in the courts of law. I do not require my son to settle them, inexpertly, with a sword. Nor to sleep off his duels in the brothel.”


“You had no word from Flavian Estemba, then, to give you the truth of the matter.”


“Flavian Estemba, on whom you lavish so much of your time, is unwelcome here. You mention Fero. Neither is Montargo at peace with Estemba.”


“Kindred of the Ducal House,” said Romulan proudly, although he did not value such connections a jot.


“The Ducal House is also a rabble.”


“Oh God, sir,” said Romulan, with spite, “are you not afraid to confide such things to me, worthless disappointment that I am?”


“Disappointment, yes. But not a traitor to me, I trust.”


“A test, sir? Maybe I’ll run straight to the Chitadella with the news. Hammer on the Duke’s gate—”


“Oh, Romulan, be quiet. I’ve had excess of you.”


Romulan snapped his mouth shut. Rebuked, to his acute distress, his eyes stung with tears. He looked away, feigning indifference. He visualized murdering Valentius, nor was it the first such visualization.


His father was saying other things. Romulan held himself in a vise of iron, waiting for the level-toned tirade to end.


“And your neglected studies. Well, there is a remedy for that. If you’ll obey me, just once. Will you obey me, Romulan?”


Tight-lipped, fearful of emotion of any sort, Romulan grated: “Your servant, sir.”


“I think not. But you should serve yourself better than you do. To waste your mind and your energy—”


Romulan riveted the bireme fountain with his eyes. He nailed it to the sky with them.


“—This accomplished man, though a hermit. If you are prepared to abide with the scheme, I have some hope he’ll steady you, employ your intellect. What do you say?”


Romulan turned and stared at his father, having barely taken in a word.


“A hermit—” he parroted, hazarding for more.


“His reputation is modest, since he keeps it so. But such a priest has access to a great store of learning, and profound study. Others have benefitted from this Laurus. Pupils of his gain high positions in the colleges. Do you agree to visit him, and to accept his tuition? I do not command you. I ask you, for your own sake.”


“You now wish to make a mock of me?” Romulan asked coldly.


Valentius got to his feet. His eyes were weary.


“Be guided, or continue with your own course. If you choose the second method, I’m done with you.”


Romulan laughed, melodrama and shock mingling.


“You’d disinherit me.”


“No. You’re all I have, for my faults, and your further public disgrace would afford me no pleasure. It would be purely my personal resolve, boy, to regard you as my son in name only.”


When did you ever regard me in any other way? But Romulan could not bring the words out.


“It rests,” his father said, “on your realization of your duty. Not to me, you may be amused to learn, but to the line which made you. And to yourself.”


“But, Father,” Romulan drawled, “I’m content as I am.”


Valentius Montargo moved abruptly from the table under the awning, unnerving Romulan. Generally these frigid interviews ended with a curt dismissal, but this time form had not been observed. Valentius, walking slowly away, seemed suddenly extraordinarily decrepit, about to falter. Romulan gazed at him, appalled. An early grave, Mercurio had said, which seemed, this instant, almost prophecy. Romulan’s pulse lurched. Nothing on earth or under it would induce him to pursue that man in his plain dark blue, to court that man, to tell him his son would do as he was bid. Nor could anything, least of all himself, restrain Romulan from obeying his order—inane, not understood, ridiculous, a promise of utter tedium. For to refuse Valentius was to refuse all his forebears, the very mortar of the Tower itself. Such defiance seemed too heavy for Romulan to shoulder, although he ached to do so.


With a string of compensatory oaths, Romulan slumped in his father’s chair, and watched the spray of the Argo fountain spot the papers abandoned on the table, until the secretary came back for them.


“This hermit priest,” Romulan snarled at the secretary, a little faceless clerk in black, who plainly feared him. “Give me the fool’s location, I’ve forgotten it.” Thereby ensuring that Valentius would know his command, despisingly, insolently, had been followed.


When the secretary had informed and pottered off, Romulan strode in the direction of the Montargo stable. Occasionally still cursing aloud, he kicked his heels imperiously in the yard until the black gelding was led out for him.


As the second hour of the afternoon was sounded from the campanile, Romulan rode through Sana Verensa’s south gate, where he had left his servant with an offhand: “Get drunk, if you like, but wait about for me.”


The road, which ran by a couple of small villages, and thence southward all the way to Padova, was nevertheless an unkempt sprawling thing that blossomed, at every passage, into shawls of dust. Beyond the road the tawny hills, sisters to Verensa’s own, made a distant rounded cup to hold the circlet of her walls. And as these walls drew away, the atmosphere of the land swept down tindery aromas to replace the perfumes and stenches of civilization. Against his inclination, which was to be sullen, a sense of enjoyment overtook Romulan. He slowed the gelding to an amble, and looked about him.


Behind him, the town seemed small on its mount in that enduring clasp of the hills. Towers stuck up from within it like sticks, flowerstalks, hazy with dust; unreal.


Somewhere on the left side of the road lay the ancient oratory the hermit had reportedly occupied—invisible. The vista presented merely descending slope on slope of wild bleached grass, tipped with the fire of poppies, out of which rose stone pines, like shade-green parasols. A bird whirled up, fluting, then another and another, a cannonade of birds, shot into the cloudless sky.


Romulan urged his horse off the road, and raced it down-slope, through the breakers of the grass and the scarlet flowers. A hare started away before them, and he whooped at it.


Such was freedom, thoughtless, exclusive, and—in a second more—gone. The oratory had appeared, too soon, a creamwashed diptych among the pines, that blocked his way.


Romulan reined in, regarding the sight without memory.


There was some faded paintwork and mosaic glinting vaguely in the sunlight, a weathered mural of Maria Vera, Our Lady of Truth. Below it the door, warped and blackened, stood shut.


The pine tops moved a little in an unfelt breeze, and something glittered amid the savage grass close to the door. The gelding pricked its ears. Leaning forward, concentrating, Romulan too caught a stream of odd metallic sound that lifted, sustained itself, and died. Dismounting to lead the horse, Romulan went forward, clove the grasses and found a wooden post some three feet from the ground. Fixed by a shaft to the post was a battered gilded solar disc with extended writhing rays. The light wind moved again, touched the disc, and it spun vociferously, whistling high and far away, until the wind faded.


Romulan smiled, tolerant of toys, interested despite himself. He took another step and immediately the door of the oratory flew open with a bang, and apparently lacking mortal assistance. A hollow and unhuman voice boomed across the grass.


“Who approaches?”


The gelding shook its head, prancing nervously. Romulan, whose own heart had slammed against his breastbone, angry now, soothed the horse. When the voice resounded once more, and with the same question, he was ready for it.


“I!” he shouted back, clear young man’s voice, its tones winging the space easily, and hitting on the walls.


A pause. The voice—of an intelligence, presumably—boomed again.


“Your name?”


“Name who questions me!” yelled Romulan.


“I am the Slave of Fra Laurus.”


Pulling the reluctant gelding, Romulan went forward.


“And I am Romulan Montargo.” He reached the lightless vertical of the doormouth and said into it, “And no man’s slave.”


Just within the entrance, a black curtain weighted with polished pebbles cut off any view of the interior. Romulan reached to thrust the curtain aside, and at the same instant, it was dramatically drawn.


Before he could prevent himself, Romulan took a step back, his hand going to the pommel of his dagger.


“No need for violence,” said the tall apparition that stood before him. “My apologies for disconcerting you. I do not relish my studies disturbed by idlers or malcontents, and so protect myself as I may. The voice is a device used commonly by the antique peoples of Grechia in their theaters, and by the Egeptsi in their temples.”


“I’m most glad for them,” said Romulan. He turned to comfort the horse, an excuse to regain his own bearings.


“You are Valentius’ son, of House Montargo,” said the priest. “That bough will do for tethering your beast. Then enter.”


Romulan did as he was told, acknowledging himself truly outdanced.


The interior of the oratory, thick-walled and cold, was white-washed as without, bare, and made oddly luminous by its glassless pencil lines of windows. No carving and no ornament remained, save the stout serviceable pillars that held up the roof. The altar supported a wooden cross, an ivory Jesus nailed to it. Otherwise, not a bowl or candlebranch. The priest, perhaps unknowingly, dominated this sparseness in his black garment, like a man-sized icon come to life. Though tonsured, the remainder of his hair, richly waving and the color of malt, fell to his shoulders, a parody of fashion. The crucifix which hung on his breast, unlike that set over the altar, was of gold, and complex with small, exquisite jewels. The face and hands which extruded from the holy robe were very pale, as if seldom exposed to sun or any element. The features of the face suggested strangeness, in a manner that owed nothing to their composition, which was quite ordinary. A look of total absorption held the countenance together, an inner absorption, mental, possibly spiritual. It was a clever face, and strong, but its cleverness and strength had nothing to do with the world. This man might walk through beauty or filth, through fire or flood or anguish, and not notice it, or at least not suffer it, for his brain was in constant flight, negotiating some other plain beyond all physical things. It would be facile for him to deny himself almost anything—food, drink, carnality, power, even riches, for the golden emblem of his piety was clearly important solely for its gaudy reminder of duty, not its value. Romulan, staring at Fra Laurus with a mingling of the inevitable respect for his cloth and an equally inevitable impatience, did not miss these signs of the aesthete, but catalogued them too readily as religious devotion. Another might have concluded it was not only God who directed this intellect. Intellect itself had become paramount, and God simply the clue and excuse for its dreams.
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