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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.
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Author’s Note


During the Middle Ages a copious and curious group of legends became associated with the name of Vergil, attributing to the author of The Aeneid and The Georgics all manner of heroic, scientific, and magical powers – to such an extent, indeed, that most of the world forgot that Vergil had been a poet, and looked upon him as a necromancer, or sorcerer. From the Dark Ages to the Renaissance the popular view of the ancient world as reflected in the Vergilean Legends was far from the historical and actual one in more than the acceptance of legend and magic and myth. It is a world of never-never, and yet it is a world true to its own curious lights – a backward projection of medievalism, an awed and confused transmogrification of quasi-forgotten ancient science, a world which slumbered much – but whose dreams were far from dull. Such is the setting of the novel The Phoenix and the Mirror. It is projected as part of a series, the entire corpus to be known as Vergil Magus; and, though inspired by the medieval tales about him, it is not – though future parts may be – based on any of them.















Introduction


Magic charms must be thrice repeated to be most effective. This novel, charming in the strong sense of the word and dyed to its heart in magic, comes most beautifully alive on repeated readings. Accordingly I commend you to return to it three times.


On a first reading you will discover why this novel is regarded as one of the masterpieces of contemporary Fantasy writing. Its alternative early Renaissance Europe, a place and elegance and magic, is skilfully and vividly rendered; and through it moves Davidson’s protagonist, the Roman poet Virgil. Now, the actual Virgil loomed large in the actual-historical medieval mind-set. The Aeneid, his epic poem of the founding of Rome, was so revered that millions believed the poem had supernatural powers to advise and predict. You can join them, easily enough: hold a copy in your hands, ask it your question and let it fall open at random. The line your finger lights upon will answer your anxiety. Try it: many people did, for centuries. Rumours about Virgil’s magic abilities circulated, growing in splendour as they did. People traded supposed fragments of bone and other Virgilian relics in much the way they did those of saints and gospel characters. It seemed not to matter to anybody that the historical Virgil was not in the least a mage or wizard – he was, on the contrary, a retiring Roman gentleman who worked with obsessive perfectionism at his poetry (often he would spend a whole day composing a single line, only to scrub it out at sunset). Yet during the Middle Ages, as Davidson notes, ‘a copious and curious group of legends became associated with the name of Virgil’ to the point that ‘most of the world forgot that Virgil had been a poet, and looked upon him as a nigromancer, or sorcerer.’ This happened for reasons too complex to go into here – to do with the cultural dominance of Rome, Virgil’s deserved reputation as Rome’s greatest poet, and a perceived consonance between the pagan Virgil (he died a few years before the birth of Christ) and Christian theology according to which one of the poet’s Eclogues was thought to have predicted the coming of Jesus. In The Phoenix and the Mirror (and the half-dozen ‘Virgil Magus’ novels that followed it) Davidson treats this legend as if true. He brings this impossible, beguiling late medieval world brilliantly to life; Virgil his hero, magic and wonder his idiom.


The result is powerful and idiosyncratic. Davidson tells the story of Virgil’s seduction by the beautiful sorceress Cornelia; of her theft from him of that portion of his soul (embodied as a little manikin) that rules his manhood, leaving him weak, tired and unsexed. She assures him she will return it to him if he make her a mirror of virgin bronze – an almost impossible task. Compelled to obey, Virgil sources his materials, assembles his team, and performs feats of alchemical heroism.


Compared to many other Fantasy titles, The Phoenix and the Mirror may strike you on a first reading as both more literary than most and also gentler. There are monsters here that threaten life, pirates and bandits, but Davidson is uninterested in the torturous ingenuities of Grimdark pseudo-medievalism. Rather wonderfully, he is more interested in love and beauty than in war, violence and torture. He is more interested in things being made than things being destroyed.


A single reading of the novel brings all this out. But this is a novel you will want to re-read, and a second reading brings out a deeper sense of Davidson’s craft. His research is wide-ranging and impeccable; his feel for his world is note-perfect. Stylistically too, this is a novel that rewards closer attention, its prose rich without ever being purple or overwritten. Re-reading it you may be struck, as I was, by how often Davidson’s prose falls with unforced ease, and with enough metrical variety not to become merely monotonous, into iambic pentameters, for example: ‘The bird prow lifted oars and dipped its nose/into the sea …’


The nigh shore was dim green, and the off-shore—
Far, far across the white wave seas – lay dun
And gaunt. Clouds paced across the Heavens
Like giant’s sheep, new-washed and fleeces combed …
Here and there from time to time a flash
Of lime-white houses and thin plumes or clouds
Of smoke marked (the) settlements of mortal men.


It’s not all like this (over-extended, this trick would become wearisome indeed); but at moments of lyric intensity, or symbolic importance, the prose distils into poetic pentameters. This, I think, is not a tricksy, or even necessarily a conscious, game being played by Davidson. Rather it speaks to his writerly immersion in his world. Fantasy of this kind is by nature archaic; the challenge facing the writer is creating a living archaism, steering a course between (on the one hand) the ashes of rendering a dead world with merely academic precision and (on the other) the tinsel of dressing patently modern characters in fancy dress. Davidson plots that path very cannily indeed. His novel glows with its own life, but everything in it is grounded in a carefully thought-through and knowledgeable sense of medieval culture and beliefs.


So, the second reading makes clear that Virgil’s ‘magical’ powers are not of the sort of that passes for magic in much contemporary Fantasy – the ability to shoot wands like pistols, say, or to throw great gouts or light or fire from your wizard-staff. The magic in The Phoenix and the Mirror is a matter of craft, wisdom and labour. The creation of the novel’s key magical artefact takes many months of study and work. In this novel magic is alchemical; and reading this novel a second time makes clear that Davidson regards ‘alchemy’ not as a technological or pseudo-scientific process so much as the material manifestation of the underlying and universal principle of change. Not for nothing does this novel include quotations from Ovid’s Metamorphoses; the mage’s prime task is to work metamorphoses upon the materials of the world. To turn lead to gold; to alloy copper and tin into something radically, and magically, different from either.


With a second reading, then, The Phoenix and the Mirror starts to change in the reader’s imagination. She begins to grasp (for instance) that all the detail Davidson provides about the manufacture of the brazen mirror is not merely local colour, or a patina of alchemical verisimilitude. It is a carefully worked-through integral layer to the work. It’s not necessary for the reader to grasp this to enjoy the novel; but paying attention to it enhances and deepens the reading experience.


So what does the third reading reveal? I think it unveils the true nature of the book’s alchemical conceit. The central figure of this novel – the magic mirror, within which can be seen wonders otherwise invisible to sight – is, of course, the novel itself. A properly magical novel takes a long time – perhaps a year – to make. Its components must be of the very rarest quality if it is to work its charm. Only a master of the craft can fashion it. And once it has been cast, what do we see in its reflective surface? Wonders, marvels and one great truth. The truth is love; for love is what the alchemical process renders. The bringing together of copper – which in this novel can only be sourced from the island of the goddess of love Aphrodite – and tin, from the chilly, distant north represents the coming together of female and male principles. The novel ends with the ‘marriage’ of white matron and red man; red and white metal; martial and pacific principles; man and woman – here, a particular man and a particular woman – but most of all: the red blood of the reader and the white pages of the book. It is a marriage made of magic.


Adam Roberts













ONE


His first meeting with her was quite by accident.


He had long ago lost his way in this vast, vaulted labyrinth, and the manticores, seeming to sense this, began to draw closer. He could smell the strong, bitter stink of them; could hear the guttural, gobbling noises which passed for speech among them. From high overhead, at regular intervals, slotted shafts of light came through the grates. The man looked back, without pausing, and saw the manticores, as they came to the diffused well of sunlight, divide into two groups and sidle, single file, along the walls . . . whispering, slithering, scuttling noises . . . scrabble of claws . . . click-click-click.


The manticores abhorred the light.


He pressed on.


To move faster might prove fatal. So far they had not come to deciding on a rush. The awe of men (along with the hate of men, one of their seemingly instinctive characteristics) still held them from it. He walked along as steadily as if he were passing through the streets of Naples – and some of those streets were darker than this; and some of them were not even as wide – and some of them, though not many, were almost as unsafe.


Behind him, just as steadily, came the manticores. In shape they were like great bloated weasels, hair a reddish-yellow for the most part and shaggy as goats, eyes bulging and glowing and rolling every way, showing an intelligence that, for all it differed so incomprehensibly from that of man, was far more than merely animal. Around each neck was a mane like a ruff of clotted plumes, framing a face which might have come from a nightmare – like a human face reduced in size and stretched to distortion: nose shallow and wide, eyes narrow, mouth broad.


So as not to attract attention the man did not now raise his head, but lifted up his eyes. Whoever had built these great tunnels through which the rains of Naples were drained off into the Bay, whether the Titans or the Greeks, the Carthaginians or the Old People of the Land, the Etruscans or whoever (Clemens would know if anyone knew, but Clemens would say only that the tunnels were places to be avoided, which was why Clemens was not here) – they had provided shafts and stairways. If he could manage to find one, if his finding one did not precipitate an attack, if the upper exit was not closed off . . .


Many such doorways were known to exist. Some would require weeks to open, so firmly had they been sealed with cement and masonry, with a gorgon’s mask or the Sign of Methras Invictus or some other talisman or apotropos fixed into them. Others were guarded by heavy doors, locked; but keys existed and hinges were well-oiled, in case those who held the gates wanted a quick way out with no necessity of advertising their movements in the streets. And there were, there had to be, other openings of which no man knew . . . or at least, which no man guarded, either personally or by proxy.


It must have been through one such passageway that the manticores had come, a century before, and stolen a human child. The raid had been witnessed by the child’s mother, who told of it before dying of her tainted wounds, and the tale had passed into legend. So far, though dreadful, it was easy enough to understand. But why had the manticores, instead of killing the child, kept him alive for forty years? And why, then, released him? No one could say, and, seemingly, only one man ever conjectured.


And how few outside the secret-burdened family of the ‘child’ knew that the ‘child’ was still alive (though himself insisting he had died!) at far more over a hundred years than was believable by any who held by the purely natural law. How much longer would he, how much longer could he live? How much did he know? Would his knowledge die with him? Had there not to be another store or source of it? And where else, where better, where likelier, than down in these dim and dirty mazes?


Down the center of this arm of the maze, a trickle of water flowed, and it was wet, too, near the mossy walls, from seepage. But there was a dry enough path – in fact, two – one on either side. The man walked down the left-hand one. Somewhere, far above, a dog barked. The sounds behind him changed at once. For an instant the pad-pad ceased. So did the grunting. The dog barked again – then again and again, without stopping. Then it stopped, abruptly, as if someone had commanded it, or thrown a stone.


Another grating was up ahead; like all of them, impossible to climb to unless someone at the surface sent down fathoms and fathoms of knotted rope. Dust motes swam lazily in the bars of light, then began to dance in agitation as the manticores broke into a trot. A querulous whine that was almost a question was succeeded by a deep gobble that was almost an answer. The movement was toward his right – they were not going to rush him yet – the intention was evidently to pass him, to cut him off. Knowing what little he did of the manticores, guessing from that little knowledge, the man believed that they would not have chosen this plan unless something favorable to it lay up ahead – unless something unusual lay up ahead.


The dog barked again. Or was it another dog? No, there were two of them, one behind and one before, neither visible, but both in the tunnel.


The manticores halted. And the man broke into a run.


There it was. A huge projecting leaf of the original rock thrust itself into the corridor, which turned aside to avoid it. The way was only half its usual width here; evidently the passage at this point was merely a fissure in the substratum. It would have been an ideal place for the manticores to hold him at bay. When they saw him run, the pack of them began to howl and gobble, but the dogs barked, a man’s voice called out, then another, and another. Behind him he could hear his pursuers hesitate.


A dog began to bay in a half-frenzied, half-frightened fashion, which meant it had caught the bitter, pungent scent of the manticores. There was the grating of metal on metal, a loud creaking, a flood of light from high up on one side. A voice called out. The man fled up the damp and shallow steps.


Behind him, as the door was shoved to, locked, bolted, barred, he heard the devilish things below shrieking their frustration and fury.


The gray-bearded man who had let him out demanded, ‘The other men? And the dogs?’


‘There is only me. There were no dogs.’ The place was some sort of grotto. Benches had been hewn out of the rock.


‘But I heard,’ the graybeard insisted. He had a sharp, watchful face. Two dogs barked, one after the other. Men’s voices called. The graybeard’s eyes swung up to the half arch of the ceiling, where the voices had seemed to be; swung over to the man he had just admitted.


‘Was that what you heard?’ the man asked. He looked at the door. It bore the image of an obscure god, one he had never seen before, an equestrian very much like that other godling, the Thracian Rider; but this was instead a woman in a strange headdress. More to the immediate point, perhaps, the door was sturdy and the huge bolts had slid smoothly into the living rock.


‘Filthy creatures,’ muttered the older man. ‘Why doesn’t the Doge send men, thousands of them – armed – with torches – and clean out the conduits once and for all? Is it because the manticores have so many burrows that the ground is riddled with them like an old cheese? They told me that’s why.’


‘They told you rightly,’ the newcomer said, turning to go.


But his rescuer was ahead of him now, blocking the way. ‘Is it true no man can follow? That hundreds would be lost – never find their way back?’


The younger man moved past him. ‘It’s true, and I thank you.’


A hand was laid on his shoulder, tightened. ‘Then why were you in the conduits?’


‘Because I was a fool.’ Their eyes locked. The hand took a firmer grip, then relaxed.


‘No . . . you’re not a fool. And neither am I. So . . .’ A curious sound came from not far off, like a bird call, but of no bird known. The graybeard removed his hand, placed it flat against the newcomer’s back and pushed him firmly ahead. ‘We’ll go and see her now,’ he said. Two half flights of stairs brought them to the surface. They were in a garden, far too large to be located anywhere within the city. A huge oak wreathed in vines stood not far away, and a row of cypresses marked a path. There was a white froth of almond blossoms on the trees to his right, and the air was sweet with the scent of them. The curious call sounded again, nearer.


‘I am coming, ma’am,’ the graybeard said. ‘We are coming. “In the name of Poseidon Horse-breaker,” I asked him, “why were you down in those daemon runs?” “I’m a fool, is why,” he said. And—’


A woman’s voice said, sharply, ‘Tullio, be still!’


Tullio’s face broke into a broad smile as if he had been complimented, and he nodded vigorously to the new comer as if inviting him to share his pleasure. He composed himself as they rounded the great oak, and he bowed. The woman who sat deep in the shade of the tree was probably handsomer now than in the first, fresh days of her nubility; that was clear. If she had been merely beautiful at another period was uncertain. It was sure that she had never been merely pretty. Behind her, on a slight rise of ground, was a large villa. Servants were behind her chair, crouching at her feet, and on either side; yet she had the air of being quite alone. A golden whistle lay in her lap, as lovely as her golden hair.


‘Are you hurt?’ she asked – concerned, yet more bemused than aware. ‘What happened? Who are you?’


The man bowed. ‘I am not hurt, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I was lost – pursued – attacked – then saved, thanks to your servant. My name is Vergil.’ He felt the breeze touch the back of his neck and was prepared when the white deerhound, who had been nuzzling the lady’s hands, leapt howling to its feet. A deep sound rose from Vergil’s throat, and the dog stood back, subsiding, but with its hair still bristling.


‘I think that I will stand over here, if I may, ma’am,’ Vergil said. ‘The wind brings him the smell of those creatures.’


She nodded, abstractedly. ‘Yes, we have it sometimes when the air is still and heavy. Earthquake days, or when Vesuvio is about to be angry. A bitter smell, deep and bitter. Foul things, and yet . . . yet they must have some awareness of beauty, don’t you think? They dig up rubies and emeralds and all such precious stones, and make piles of them only to look at them. Or so one hears.’


Tullio chuckled. His lips smiled, but not his eyes. ‘And so Master Vergil hears, too, ma’am, I dare say – which is perhaps why and how he happened to get lost. Eh, sir?’


Vergil said nothing. The lady said, ‘Tullio.’ Reproof was implicit in her tone. Then: ‘Give him refreshment – no, you, Tullio.’ The cheeks above the sharp gray beard were slightly flushed as Tullio, with the slightest of shrugs, the slightest of smiles, took the tray from a silent servant’s hand and gave it to Vergil, as a servant girl, who had started to move, sat down again. There was wine, bread, a dish of oil, a dish of honey, soft cheese, a sliced lamprey. Vergil bowed his thanks, poured a libation, began to eat.


‘But . . . weren’t there others?’ the mistress of villa and garden asked. ‘We heard . . . it seemed . . .’


He swallowed a mouthful, took a sip of wine. The air was cool in the shade of the great oak. There were many questions in his mind, but he could wait for the answers. He lifted his head slightly. A man’s voice spoke from the top of one of the almond trees. All eyes turned to look. There was no one there, but the voice went on speaking. And then, from the very summit of the oak, a dog barked.


‘I see,’ the lady said. ‘And I know little about such matters. This is no mere mountebank’s trick.’ She nodded. Her fingers played on the golden whistle. ‘I understand, now. You are that Vergil.’


Vergil bowed.


Her deep-set violet eyes gazed at him intently. Her long, white, blue-veined fingers clenched, so that the single ring on them thrust forward its crested signet. ‘Magnus,’ she said, ‘can you make a speculum for me?’


‘No, madam,’ he replied after a moment.


She beat her hands together. ‘Do you understand me? I mean a speculum of virgin bronze, prepared according to the Great Science which is your art.’


The wind had stopped, the air was still. Crouching on the ground behind her lady’s seat, holding in one small hand an embroidery ring with a long needle thrust through the unfinished design – a bird of strange sort sejant upon a heap – a servant girl looked up at him aslant with red-brown eyes. ‘I understand you, madam. In theory I can make a virgin speculum. In fact, however, at the present state of things, it is impossible.’


The lady gave a gasp of despair. She threw out her hands, opening, somewhat, with the force of the gesture, the carefully arranged folds of her robe. An inch or two of bordering showed, and – a sudden stroke of light illuminating a corner previously obscured – Vergil now had the key to the puzzle. But it did not increase his pleasure. There can be too much gold.


‘I should hope, ma’am,’ he said, calmly, ‘that you understand that no simple willfulness prevents my agreeing.’


The despair ebbed from her face, and was succeeded by the slightest of flushes. ‘No,’ she murmured. ‘No, no . . . after all, you have eaten my bread. You have drunk my wine.’


Something stirred in his mind. ‘And not only here,’ he said.


‘What . . . ?’


He came close, spoke so low that only the two of them could hear. ‘ “I, perishing with thirst, was given to drink of the waters of memory. I drank from the cymbal, I ate from the basket.” ’


Memory was in her eyes, enlightenment upon her face. ‘ “You have seen the sun rise at midnight,” then, too,’ she said. ‘You have seen the Eleusinian mysteries. We are brother and sister, but we . . .’ She looked about her, held out her slender hand, and he helped her rise.


‘Not here.’


They left the oak and the almond tree and passed along the lane of cypress trees to the villa. She still held his hand, did not let it go until they were in a room of darkly gleaming wooden walls, faint and musky with the scent of the beeswax polish. Arranged upon the walls were tapestries of Draco and the Gryphons, rich in crimson and scarlet and purple and gold. She sat upon a couch and he, upon her gesture, knelt beside it on the soft, dyed fleece.


‘Now we’re alone,’ she said, placing her cool fingers against his cheek. ‘I’m not going to speak to you from one rank to another, but as mystagogue to mystagogue. I’d like to speak to you without speech . . . “by the unspoken secrets of the mystic chests, the winged chariots of the dragon-ministers, the bridal descent of Proserpine, the torch-lit wanderings to find the daughter, and all the other mysteries that the shrine of Attic Eleusis shrouds in secret.” ’


‘Yes . . .’


So low was her voice now that she seemed almost to speak without speech. ‘I am a mother, too,’ she said. ‘I, too, have a daughter, and, like Ceres, I don’t know now where my daughter is. Ceres learned from Helios, the bright, undying, unconquered sun. I would learn from the mirror, round as the sun. And even if I, too, must search the dark halls of Hell, torch-lit or in utter blackness for my daughter then let Hell itself be harrowed.’


‘You don’t know the problems involved,’ he said. ‘If the speculum can be made at all, it might well take a year to make it. And I have not the year to spare. The task which brought me here today is one which must engage me tomorrow, and for many tomorrows after tomorrow, and there are other works of labor, too, which have been too long delayed. They call to me insistently. I cannot, ma’am, I cannot, I cannot, not even for the sake of the common and holy bond between us. . . . Not even for the Mystery.’


He said, ‘Though much I wish I could.’


There was no trace now of the confusion and despair that had come with his previous refusal. The violet eyes were calm, and then they seemed to glow in the dim light with another and deeper emotion. She said, almost in a whisper, ‘There are other Mysteries besides that one. Have you been at . . .’ She spoke a name, and she spoke another, and then she spoke a third.


‘Yes,’ he said, his own voice now but a whisper. ‘Yes . . . yes.’ He was aware, and aware that she was aware, that his answer was assent as well as affirmation. He put his arms around her, and his lips on her lips.




After a moment she said, her words now not even a whisper, but a breath, ‘Then come, my bridegroom, and let us celebrate the wedding.’


Dim as the room was, it seemed to grow suffused with light, light which turned to color: the pink of a dawn which never was on land, the rose of a sunset which never was on sea. The colors began to ripple slowly . . . slowly . . . in measured, steady change, around and around, in a circle of change and a cycle of constancy. Cornelia lay beside him, he knew that with a joyous knowledge so much greater than anything he had ever known before. Cornelia lay in his arms. Yet, and he was aware of no confusion, no discrepancy, Cornelia sat somewhat before and above him on a sort of throne, naked and in profile, grave, sweet, serene, solemn and beautiful. Her nipples and breasts were like those of a woman who had never borne a child. Light rose-colored waves broke slowly and softly into spray and beat upon the base of her throne and the globes of the Two Earths revolved beneath her bare and outstretched arm. He saw her and he knew her as the Queen of all the World. All remained the same, everything simultaneously changed. He saw her as a maiden of the green north forests, with her hair in plaits, and with the archaic smile upon her lips. She played high strange entrancing music for him on curious instruments. He saw her young and he saw her old, he saw her as a woman and he saw her as a man. And he loved her as all of them. In every speech and language he read the words, Everything is Cornelia and forever, and, Always more . . . Always more . . . Always more . . . Every touch and every motion was joy, was joy, joy, joy, everything was joy . . .


As a great wind shakes the fruit upon the tree, ripe and rich and sweet; as the wind seizes hold of the field of grain, making the full ears tremble and await the harvest; as the wind, strong and tumultuous, drives the ship ahead of it straight as an arrow toward the harbor . . .




And then, even as the fire blazed up fiercely upon the hearth, it vanished. And there was nothing but the cold and the darkness.


Vergil cried out in shock and pain and anguish.


‘Where is it?’ he cried. ‘Witch! Sorceress! Give it back to me!’


Cornelia said nothing. He could not move. He watched her as she briefly opened the palms of her hands, and instantly closed them again, with an almost involuntary smile of triumph. The swift glimpse showed him the tiniest naked simulacrum of himself, pale as new ivory, passive as pallid; then, even in that short shaveling of a second, even that ghost of color faded from it. Tiny, translucent, a mere shape, a shadow, a fraction . . .


‘Give it back to me!’ He lunged forward. He fell back, as she pressed her palms together, fell back with a scream of anguish, lay, sprawled inertly, upon her naked flesh; and she moved from him, contemptuously, unseeingly, with her naked legs, and he fell from the couch onto the floor. She cast one long and level and totally impassive look upon him. Then she was gone. And Tullio was there.


‘Get up,’ he said. ‘Get up, Vergil Magus, and dress. And then go from here and into your house and begin the work of making the magic mirror, the virgin speculum. You are still as much magus as ever—’


‘You are wrong,’ he said, dully. ‘And it wasn’t necessary . . .’


‘Even though you are no longer as much man as ever – If I am wrong, if you are not as much magus as ever, being no longer a full man, then this is your problem and none of ours. If there are things of science and of sorcery now beyond you, then let this be a goad to your flesh not to slacken in the task we have set for you. Do not think, though, to persuade me, that this task is one of them. I know better.’


‘What do you call this which she took and which now I have and hold? Not the ka, and not the ba and not the – it does not matter. I have the thing and so I do not need the name. It is one of your souls, that is enough. Without it you are only part of a man. You will never be complete without it. You will never know the flesh of women more without it. Do my work, and I return it to you. Refuse – fail – I destroy it. Tarry – I punish it. Dally –


‘But,’ he said, regarding him without passion and with utter certitude, ‘I do not think that you will dally.


‘No, no, my Magus. I do not think that you will dally.’













TWO


The street of the Horse-Jewelers lay in the older quarter of Naples, but was wider than many of the streets there. This may have been the reason it harbored the trade it was named after – those wanting the ornaments of which no horse or mule or ass in Naples was ever seen entirely devoid: necklaces of great blue beads to ward off Evil Eye; emblematics of brass polished to a high shine (crescents, stars, hands-of-the-Fay, horns-of-Asmodeus, sunbursts, and scores of others); woolen and even silken pompoms and tassels in a dozen dazzling colors; and those curious objects set to ride like tiny castles or attenuated towers between the animals shoulders; to say nothing of bells in all sizes and shapes and tones, and even drops of amber for the mounts of the moneyed – those having business in the street called The Horse-Jewelers required space for their mounts, their teams and wagons when they had any.


There was no place wide enough to turn more than a single horse, not even in the broad place by the Fountain of Cleo, but the street retained enough width all the way through to drive into Kings Way. A lorimer named Appolonio had his business a half flight up from the Piazza of the Fountain; and on the street side of the same building, in the basement, was the wineshop officially entitled The Phoebus and Chariot, but generally called The Sun and Wagon. When Vergil as a younger man had passed through Naples from his native Brindisi, en route to study at the Academy of Illiriodorus in Athens, the three upper stories had been let each to single sublessors who filled the rooms with what tenants they liked – journeymen, whores, astrologers, waggoners, unsuccessful fences and even less successful thieves, poor travelers (such as students), menders of old clothes. So it had been in those days, so it still was; save that now, on the roof, in a hut of rubble and rushes, a madwoman dwelt quite alone save for fifteen or twenty cats.


Up the steps of the house adjacent came the same man (older now, beard still black as tar, dark of skin, gray-green of eye, and greyhound-thin) at sunset this day. Of all the houses on the street, by this one alone no one loitered, no one rested, no one begged, or ate supper out of a handkerchief or nuzzled a street wench or crouched fanning a charcoal brazier on which cheap victuals cooked for sale. No little boys paused to piddle or scrawl things on the temptingly smooth and clean pale yellow plaster of the walls. In a niche in the wall on the left-hand side, three steps from the bottom, was a brazen head; and, as the man in his slow and painful ascent trod upon the step level with it, the eyes opened, the mouth opened, the head turned, the mouth spoke.


‘Who goes?’ it demanded. ‘Who goes? Who goes?’


‘He who made you goes,’ the man said. ‘And will enter.’


‘Enter, master,’ said the brazen head. The door at the top began to open.


‘Guard me well,’ said the man, not pausing (but a grimace twisted his face); ‘as ever.’


‘Thus I hear and thus I tell and I will always guard you well.’


‘As ever,’ the brazen head replied. The heavy voice seemed to echo somewhere: ever . . . ever . . . ever . . . The eyes rolled – right – left – up – down – the mouth muttered a moment more. The mouth closed. The eyes shut. For a pace or two, the man staggered.


The man walked slowly down the hall. ‘My bath,’ he directed; adding, after a moment, ‘My dinner.’ Bells sounded . . . once . . . twice . . . the soft chimes died away. He pressed his palm upon a door showing, in a relief, Tubal-Cain working in metals and handing something to an awed Hephaestus. The door opened. Somewhere, water had begun to splash. The room was lit by a glowing globe of light upon a pilaster of marble of so dark a green as to be almost black – ‘dragon green,’ the Phrygians called it.


He moved to the first of the other pilasters which ringed around the room and lifted a helm of black enameled work which fell back on golden hinges, disclosing another glowing globe. A voice from one side; ‘I found that too many lights were diffusing the reflections of my inward eye, the one which lies behind my navel, so I covered them.’


After a second, the voice said, in a tone of mild surprise, ‘Greeting, Vergil.’


‘Greeting, Clemens,’ Vergil said, continuing his slow round until every light shone unhampered. He made an effort. ‘I know that very sensitive eye which lies behind your navel. It is not light per se which inflames it, but light which shines through the goblets in which you have captured the fifth essence of wine . . . before imprisoning it, for greater safety, also behind your navel.’ He sighed, stepped out of his clothes and into his bath.


The alchemist shrugged, scratched his vast and tangled beard, made rude and visceral noises. ‘The quint’ essentia of wine, taken judiciously by a man of superior physique and intelligence, such as myself, can only aid reflection. I must show you some notes pertinent to this point in the commentary which I’m making on the works of Galen. Also – fascinating! – my invaluable discoveries anent his prescription of flute-playing as a cure for the gout – the Mixo-Lydian mode, tonally . . .’


Vergil continued to bathe, all absence of his usual zest in this seeming to escape the alchemist, who, having demolished to his own satisfaction all recent galenical research (particularly that of the Arab Algibronius), suddenly bethought himself of something else; smote the conical felt cap atop his mass of curly hair.


‘Vergil! Have you ever heard of a metal with a melting point lower than lead?’


Vergil, pausing briefly in his ablutions, said, ‘No.’


‘Oh . . .’ Clemens seemed disappointed. He said, ‘Then it must be an exceptionally pure form of lead, sophically treated to remove the dross. I’ve seen only a few beads of it, but it melts in the heat of a lamp wick, and if a drop falls on the skin it doesn’t burn . . . remarkable . . .’


He fell into deep thought. Vergil emerged from his bath, wrapped himself in a huge square of soft white linen, and (quickly suppressing a shudder) crossed over to a table and seated himself. The top rolled back, the inside rose slowly, lifting a covered tray. Vergil made a start at eating, but his hands began suddenly to tremble and he clenched them upon a quaff of strong, sweet, black beer, and bent his head to sip from it.


Clemens gazed at him for a while, a slight frown passing over his face. ‘I take it, then, that you met the manticores . . . and escaped from them.’


‘No thanks to you.’ Yes, he had escaped them . . . the brief and bitter thought came to him, Perhaps it would have been better if he had not! He muttered again, ‘No thanks to you . . .’


Clemens thrust out his lower lip. ‘You wanted information about the manticores. I gave you the best information available, namely, that they are best left alone. Anything else would only embroil you more deeply, more dangerously.’


Vergil pondered. The time was passing as if this were any ordinary night succeeding any ordinary day. Yet, what else was there to do? Reveal all to Clemens, entreat his immediate aid? He shrank, with all his nature, from the former; the latter could be, for many reasons, productive of nothing. He recalled his own words to Cornelia; You do not know the problems involved . . . it might well take a year . . . And, echoing louder and louder in his mind: I have not the year to spare!


A year. A Year! – And yet, God knows, if the year were to have been spent with her – !


‘Well, never mind for now,’ he said. ‘Someday you’ll want something from me. I’ll go back down below and get what I know is there. It has to be there. And I have to have it, for the Great Science. But I’ll wait, if I have to.’ And he did have to! ‘Meanwhile, Clemens, here’s a conundrum for you.’


‘Who is it that has a villa in the suburbs, speaks our tongue like a Neapolitan, dresses like a foreigner – but with a strip of purple on the border of the robe?’


Again, Clemens snorted. ‘Is that your idea of a conundrum? Cornelia, of course, the daughter of the old Doge, Amadeo. She married Vindelician of Carsus – good-looking boy, not very much else, who was making the rounds of the minor courts, playing the exiled claimant and all that.


‘Doge Amadeo didn’t think much of him, but Cornelia did, so they were married and the old man gave him a villa in the suburbs, plus a few Oscan and Umbrian villages to lord it over. Then the actual King of Carsus died of a hunting accident – “accident,” huh! – and his twin sons soon had a nice little civil war going for the succession. Mind if I just taste one of these squabs? You don’t seem to care for them.’


Vergil left the table to consult his map of the Economium. Clemens continued the story and the squab. The claimants so ravaged the country that the Great Council of Carsus met in secret and appealed to the Emperor, who, suddenly reminded of Vindelician, supplied him with three cohorts, and a councillor called Tullio and sent them off to ‘restore peace and commerce, suppress brigandry, and allow the smoke from the altars to rise unvexed.’


The twins met under a truce to discuss joint efforts to put down the invaders; but Tullio, in the name of Cornelia (according to Clemens), sent each of them a confidential message urging him to slay his brother – after which Cornelia would betray Vindelician, marry ‘the rightful king,’ and, presenting the Emperor with an accomplished fact, obtain his support and favor. The scheme worked out perfectly. The twins fell upon one another, inflicted fatal wounds, and their leaderless armies capitulated to Vindelician, who had reigned without opposition, Tullio doing the actual ruling, for the rest of his life.


Vergil turned from his map. A dull tale of a dull country, and one which told more of Tullio than Cornelia. Carsus was a landlocked and mountainous country of no great extent, no great resources, and no great interest to him.


It mattered little, after all, where she had learned the cunning of the evil art practiced by her upon him. That she had learned it, used it, was all-sufficient. He did his best to throw off a painful weariness which no sleep could assuage while he stayed in his present, deprived condition. He had heard of men continuing to feel pain in an amputated limb; now he knew how it must be. And yet, what had passed just before had been so glorious, so indescribably beautiful . . . So indescribably false. Everything is Cornelia, and forever. Always more, always more. . . .


‘Why,’ he asked, ‘is she back at her villa here?’


Clemens, having finished his story and the squabs, belched, wiped his fingers on his tunic. ‘She’s a widow, that’s why. And by the law of Carsus, no royal widow, unless she’s a queen regnant – which Cornelia, of course, isn’t – can remain in the country for fear of her engaging in intrigue. Damned sensible of the Carsians, say I. Tullio, of course, was retired on pension. Bides his time, I have no doubt.’




Vergil listened without comment, gray-green eyes expressionless in dark, dark-bearded face. His hands wandered, as if independently, to the case of books set into his great table. The table was circular and revolved at the touch of a hand, from right to left. At its center, three tiers high, was a cabinet which revolved with equal facility from left to right. Thus the immediate necessities of several current projects, as well as standard needs such as the map, were always at his fingers’ ends.


The case of books formed part of the inset cabinet. There were scrolls of one staff, scrolls of two staves, scrolls made of a single long sheet of parchment and requiring no staff at all; there were codices – books made up of single sheets of papyrus and bound in covers – books written in curious tongues of the Nether Orient and upon a curious material unknown to the Economium, pressed together between ornately inscribed boards; and ‘books’ which were so only for lack of any better name to call them: scratched upon dried leaves, incised on split twigs, painted upon bark and carved into thin slabs of wood . . . and, of course, the notebooks of ivory and ebony and beech, insides inlaid with wax for the scratchings of his stylus, in haste or with deliberate slowness.


His hands rested on the bottom shelf of the bookcase, and lay inert.


Vergil said, ‘No . . . it isn’t here. I shall have to go to my library.’ But he did not move. A numbness so cold and deep that it almost stilled the insistent pain of loss (of Cornelia – of manhood – of Cornelia) came upon him as he realized how nigh to impossible was the task he was bound to perform. He repeated, mechanically, ‘I shall have to go to my library.’


Clemens raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘Why bother? I am here.’


The faintest of faint smiles touched his host’s lips. The numbness began to fade. ‘I suffer your boundless arrogance,’ Vergil said, ‘only because it is so often justified. Yes, my Clemens. I see that you are here. The question is, why?’


On its pedestal a smaller replica of the brazen head in the niche in the outer stairway now opened its lips. A sound, repetitive, and hollow as a drumbeat, came from somewhere inside it. Dull, insistent, it would eventually force itself upon Vergil even in his deepest revery; and it was designed to do so.


‘Speak,’ he said now. ‘What?’ As though he cared.


‘Master, a woman great with child. She would have a nostrum for a good delivery.’


Ignoring a snort from Clemens, Vergil said, wearily, ‘I have none. Tell her if she wants a nostrum to go to Antonina the Wise-Woman. Tell her, too, that if she wants a good delivery she should go neither to Antonina nor any other wise-woman. Have you heard?’


‘I have heard and I will tell and I will ever guard you well . . .’ The voice died away.


Clemens said, scornfully, ‘Now that instead of being recognized as a piece of minor common sense of which any properly educated child should be capable – will be spoken of in every house and hovel in the Dogery as if it were a paradox as heavy with wisdom as that imbecile slut is with child.’


‘For one who is in so little practice among women as you are, you have a remarkably poor opinion of them.’


The alchemist picked up a stylus and thrust it into his poseidon-heavy poll of curls. ‘That is why I am in so little practice among them, perhaps,’ he suggested, scratching. ‘However . . . as to why I am here. I came thinking you might know something of antimony. I remained to meditate. I remain, still, because I am full of food – as well as knowledge – and hence, for now, inert.’


Vergil stood up abruptly, dropped the toga-long piece of linen and walked over to his dressing table. Into a basin of water he poured out of habit a very few drops of a preparation of balm, nard, and seed of quince; bathed his hands in it. He paused in the act of drying and said, ‘What was that word? Anti . . .’


‘Antimony. The supposed metal softer than lead.’ He yawned, picked up a lyre, touched the chords with a tortoise-shell plectrum. ‘But I am tired of philosophy. . . . Shall I play you something from my Elegy on the Death of Socrates? Oh, very well!’
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