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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.






 

What thou lovest well remains, the rest is dross 

What thou lovest well shall not be reft from thee 

What thou lovest well is thy true heritage

Ezra Pound 
The Pisan Cantos (81)


 

Chapter 1

 

A string buzzed against his fingernail; the finger itself slipped, and the beat was lost. Damiano muttered something that was a bit profane.

“The problem isn’t in your hand at all. It’s here,” said Damiano’s teacher, and he laid his ivory hand on the young man’s right shoulder. Damiano turned his head in surprise, his coarse black ringlets trailing over the fair skin of that hand. He shifted within his winter robe, which was colored like a tarnished brass coin and heavy as coins. The color suited Damiano, whose complexion was rather more warm than fair.

“My shoulder is tight?” Damiano asked, knowing the answer already. He sighed and let his arm relax. His fingers slid limply across the yew-wood face of the liuto that lay propped on his right thigh. The sleeve of the robe, much longer than his arm and banded in scarlet, toppled over his wrist. He flipped the cloth up with a practiced, unconscious movement that also managed to toss his tangle of hair back from his face. Damiano’s hand, arm, and shoulder were slim and loosely jointed, as was the rest of him.

“Again?” he continued. “I thought I had overcome that tightness months ago.” His eyes and eyelashes were as soft and black as the woolen mourning cloth that half the women of the town wore, and his eyes grew even blacker in his discouragement. He sighed once more.

Raphael’s grip on the youth tightened. He shook him gently, laughing, and drew Damiano against him. “You did. And you will overcome it again and again. As many times as it crops up. As long as you play the instrument. As long as you wear flesh.”

Damiano glanced up. “As long as I... Well, in that case may I fight my problem a good hundred years! Is that why you never make mistakes, Seraph? No flesh?” His toothy smile apologized for the witticism even as he spoke it. Without waiting for an answer, he dropped his eyes to the liuto and began to play, first the treble line of the dance, then the bass line, then both together.

Raphael listened, his eyes quiet, blue as lapis. His hand still lay on Damiano’s shoulder, encouraging him. Raphael’s great glistening wings twitched slightly with the beat of the music. They caught the cloudy daylight and sent pearly glints against the tiles of the wall.

Damiano played again, this time with authority, and smoothly passed the place where he had to change the meter—two strokes, very fast, plucked by the middle finger. When he was done, he looked up, his face flushed with success, his lower lip red because he’d been biting down on it.

Raphael smiled. His wings gathered forward and in, making a sort of private chamber within the drafty Delstrego hall. “I liked that,” the angel said. “—The way you played it, too, first each line, then both.”

Damiano shrugged and flicked his sleeves from his hands, his hair from his face. Though his expression remained cool through this praise, he squirmed on the bench like a child. “Oh, that was just to warm up to it. I wouldn’t perform it that way.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too simple. There’s nothing to it, just playing the one line, without even any trills or ornament.”

The archangel Raphael took the little wooden instrument out of Damiano’s hands. He edged away along the bench, and his wings swept back in a businesslike manner. His face, as he retuned the strings, was chiseled perfectly, almost harsh in its perfection, unapproachable, forbidding. But the high B string rang flat (the pin tended to slip), and his left eyebrow shot up in theatrical shock, along with his left wing. Damiano smothered a laugh. Slowly Raphael began to play the melody “Ce fut en mai,” which is a very simple tune, one he had helped Damiano to learn three years previously. He played it a number of times through, without trills, without ornamentation, without counterpoint of any kind. He did, however, play it differently. The first iteration was jolly; the second, sad. On the third trip through, the song bounced as though it were riding a horse, and the fourth time the same horse was being ridden into battle. The fifth became a dirge, and when it all seemed over for good (like an eventful life—that song—now over for good), he played it through again like the dance it was. Damiano listened, his amusement turning to awe.

“I’ll keep my mouth shut from now on,” muttered the youth.

“I would be sorry if you did that, my friend,” said the angel. “I like to hear you talk.” The smile he turned on Damiano was terrifying in its mildness, but Damiano was used to Raphael’s smile. He grinned back.

“Please, Seraph, while you have the lute, play me again the French piece from last week. I can’t grasp the cross-rhythms.”

Raphael lifted his golden gull-wing brow again, but as no musician needs to be asked twice, he began to play.

Damiano watched and listened, thinking: I am privileged like no other man on earth. I can never deserve this, not though I transmute lead to gold and flesh to fire, not though I keep my chastity for life.

It then occurred to him that perhaps not every young man in the Piedmont would consider it a reward worth remaining a virgin for—hearing an angel of God play the lute of four courses. Even Damiano himself had his moments of dissatisfaction (with virginity, that is, not with Raphael).

And then angels were not a popular object of study, even among the order of alchemists, since they had no material power to offer and were more apt to tell the truth than tell the future. Even Damiano’s father, who had been a witch of great repute, had never tried to summon an angel. Other sorts of spirits he had contacted, admittedly, but of that Delstrego had repented.

At least Damiano hoped his father had repented. It was quite possibly so, since Guillermo Delstrego was a good while dying.

While Raphael played the pastorelle, Damiano attempted to follow him, knowing the music. But soon the angel burst the confines of the French piece, as his student had known he would, and drifted away into melodies and rhythms suggested or invented on the spot. Raphael had a trick of running his lines together until, like the triune Godhead, they were united into a single being. Then, when Damiano had almost forgotten what he was listening for, the different lines sprang apart again. There were four, no five of them. Six?

Soon Damiano was utterly lost, as the angel struck the strings all together in what should have been a dissonant crash but was not. Raphael brushed the strings lightly, as though with his wings, and his left hand fluttered over the smooth black wood of the lute’s neck. The sound was no longer music at all—unless water was music or the scraping of wind over the grass.

Damiano heard silence and noticed Raphael’s eyes on him. The angel’s face was perfect as silver, as a statue, and his gaze was mother-shrewd. He waited for Damiano to speak.

“Am I ever going to play like that?” the young man mumbled, nudged out of a waking dream.

White wings rustled on the floor. Raphael seemed surprised by the question. “You will play like—like Damiano, as you do already. No one can do elsewise.”

“That’s all? As I do already?” His disappointment dissolved in the intensity of the midnight gaze.

“More and more, your playing will become Damiano. As your life takes its form, so will your music.”

Damiano pursed his bee-stung lips. His eyes, avoiding Raphael’s, slid around the great hall with its cream-colored walls, floor of painted flowers, and assorted alchemy bric-a-brac scattered on the acid-stained oak tables. He focused on the black kettle hanging over the central hearth.

“Damiano jerks and stutters. He has the smooth articulation of a sore-footed cow. And as for his life—well his life is to take lessons: in magic, in music. He has done that for twenty-one years.”

Raphael didn’t smile. “You are very hard on yourself. Remember that the harshest critic on earth is my brother, and his specialty is telling lies. Personally I like Damiano’s playing.” He extended the liuto. Damiano took it and fondled it absently. He always felt uneasy when Raphael began to talk about his brother the Prince of Darkness.

“If you continue to study,” added the angel, “I expect you will develop the ears to hear yourself as I do.”

“I knew there was some reason I was studying,” he muttered. “So it’s just so I can hear myself without wincing?”

His grumble died away, and Damiano lifted his eyes to the echo of siege engines, distant and ghostly, resounding in the hall. The iron lids of the many pots on the hearth rattled in reply.

The angel didn’t seem to hear. “I thought that was done with,” muttered Damiano, furrowing his forehead. Rough brows met in a straight line. “Last Tuesday the men of Savoy crept out of Partestrada, between midnight and matins. The citizens they abandoned are in no position to fight.”

Raphael seemed to contemplate the bare hall. “It’s not really... battle that you hear, Dami. Pardo’s rams are knocking down walls outside of town.”

“Walls? Whose? Why?” Damiano shot to his feet and wedged his shoulders into the narrow crack of a window. A man of more substance would not have been able to do it. The wall was almost two feet thick, for the Delstrego house had been built as a fortress.

Damiano craned his head left and peered along the main street of Partestrada. From this particular window, if he twisted with a good will, he was able to spy around one corner to the front of Carla Denezzi’s house, where in good weather she sat on the balcony, doing her complicated needlework. Damiano was practiced at making this particular neck twist. What it told him often decided whether he’d bide his time at home or venture out.

Today the balcony was empty; and its wooden shutters, drawn. The street below, too, was empty, totally empty. Not a man or a woman, not an ox wagon or a wandering ass to be seen. The town didn’t even smell right, he thought as he inhaled deeply through his nose. It didn’t stink of urine, peppers, pigs, sheep, men’s or horses’ sweat—none of the comfortable smells that meant home to him. The streets smelled burnt, like the air surrounding a forge. He lifted his eyes to the distant fields and forests beyond the town wall, which faded from brown to gray to blue in the November air. Damiano squinted—his far vision was not the best. Out of habit he reached back along the wall, his hand scrambling over the slick tiles till he grasped his staff.

It was not the traditional witch’s stick, not being brown, branchy, or picturesquely gnarled. Damiano’s staff was ebony and lathe-straight, ringed in three places with silver. Knobbing the top was a silver crest set with five topazes and a rather small ruby (red and gold being the Destrego colors). It had been given to Damiano by his father when the boy was twelve—he then stood only as high as the second silver band. Now, nine years later, the staff was still a bit taller than he was, for Damiano had not grown to Delstrego’s expectation.

The staff was as important to Damiano as crutches were to a lame man, though young Damiano had two limber and useful legs. It was his spelling-instrument, and upon its black length he worked with more facility than he did on the lute. Also, although he had never worked a spell toward the purpose, Damiano believed he could see better holding the staff. He held it now.

“The wall belongs to a man named Francesco Alusto,” answered the angel, his quiet voice cutting easily through the stone wall to Damiano’s ears. Damiano weaseled back into the room, his cheeks flushed, his eyes bright with worry.

“Alusto? He owns the vineyards, such as they are. But why? What will they do when they get in? Isn’t it enough that they control the town?”

There was an indefinable reproach in the angel’s eyes. “Why? Because Alusto became a wealthy man under Savoy patronage. Although his being a wealthy man might be enough. What will they do? Damiano! They will rape and kill, take what they can carry or haul, and then march away. Perhaps they will burn the place as they go.

“But I am not here to instruct you in the customs of war—that would be a bad education, I think, and more easily gotten elsewhere.” He spoke without heat, yet Damiano dropped his eyes to the pattern of the floor. Against his better judgment, almost against his will he found himself saying, “Don’t you care, Seraph? Don’t you hear the cries of men dying? The weeping? It rang in my ears all of last week when they fought beside the city wall. The good God knows that since the Plague there are few enough men left in all the world.”

The angel’s expression might have been called ironical, if irony were a thing that could be built on a foundation of pity. “I know you hear them, Dami. I almost wish you did not, for when the ears are open, the rest of the soul must follow, to its own pain. But I hear men suffering. I too. The difference between us is that you hear them when they cry out, whereas I hear them always.”

Damiano’s startled glance flew upward to his teacher’s face. He saw the pity, not directed only toward suffering humanity but also toward Damiano himself. He stood confused, not knowing why Raphael should waste his pity on Damiano the alchemist, who was young and wealthy, and in good spirits besides.

“What would you have me do?” the angel continued. His wing feathers gathered up like those of a bird in the cold. “I can’t change the heart of man or the history he’s making for himself. I am not”—and here he spread his hands out before him and his wings out behind him in a sweeping gesture that took in the entire arc of the compass—”in truth a part of this world. I have no calling here.”

Damiano swallowed hard. “Except that I called you, Raphael. Don’t—give me up. Please. If I speak offensively in your ears, remember I’m only a mortal man. Tell me my fault. I would take a vow of silence rather than have my words offend you.” He reached out and slapped the angel’s knee, awkwardly and with rather too much emphasis.

“A vow of silence? That’s a rigorous promise, Dami, and there are few people I have met less suited to it.” Raphael leaned forward, and yellow hair fell gently curling around his face. “I will not give you up, my friend. Compared to mankind, I am very patient. I have the time, you see. And I am not as easily offended as you might think. But you must not ask me for answers that are not revealed to men.” The golden eyebrow rose further, and one wing scraped the flat ceiling “—It may be that they are not revealed to me, either.”

The wing descended, obscuring the window light like a filter of snow. “Besides, Damiano, the important questions involve not the intent of God toward us but the soul’s own duty, and you know that clearly, don’t you?”

Damiano did not know it—not on certain issues, anyway. Behind Damiano’s teeth, white and only slightly uneven, trembled the question that had waited in silence for three years, ripening—the terrible question about the necessity of virginity. Surely now was the time to broach it. Raphael had practically asked for such a question—it was not something unrevealed to men, after all, but only knotty. Such an opportunity would not knock again.

He heard a scrabble and panting on the stairs, and his dog tore into the hall, calling, “Master, Master, there’s a soldier at the door. With a spear!”

She was a small dog, knee-high, very heavy in the head and shoulders, and bandy-legged. Ugly. Her color was white, except for a saddle mark over her shoulders, and so she was called Macchiata, which is to say, Spot.

“With a spear?” echoed Damiano, feeling the moment for his question dart off like some animal that, once frightened, will forever be harder to approach. He stood, indecisive, between the angel and Macchiata.

“Pax tecum” whispered Raphael. His wings rose and glittered, and he was gone.

Macchiata blinked at the disturbance in the air. She shifted from leg to crooked leg, and her ruddy hackles stood out like the quills of a hedgehog. “Did I scare him away, Master? I’m sorry. I wouldn’t scare Raphael on purpose.

“—But there’s a soldier...”

“With a spear,” added Damiano disconsolately, and he slouched down the stairs after Macchiata.


 

Chapter 2

 

The second floor of the house was broken up into smaller rooms. Damiano passed through the vestibule with its florid tiles and heavy, glinting hangings, where the hearth sat smoldering through the short autumn day. The door was made of oak panels layered with the grain in different directions and studded with iron. It stood ajar, as always, for the convenience of Macchiata.

The sergeant watched Damiano advance through the dimness. It was a boy, the sergeant thought—a servant. Beasts with human tongues were bad enough—more than bad enough. That bitch made his honest, though thinning, hair stand on end. He would not now be pushed off on a servant. Not though Delstrego could give a man boils with his stare, as the townsfolk said. Pardo could do worse to the man who did not follow his instructions.

Then Damiano stood in the light.

Not a boy, quite. But spindly as a rail. Girl-faced too.

Damiano blinked against the sudden brilliance.

“I want your master, boy,” growled the soldier. He spoke surly, being afraid.

“You will find him in the earth and above the sky,” answered Damiano, smiling. The sergeant was surprised at the depth of the voice issuing from that reedy body, and though he did not trust the words, he involuntarily glanced upward.

But Damiano continued, “Dominus Deus, Rex Caelestis: He is my master and none other.”

The sergeant flushed beneath his bristle and tan. “I seek Delstrego. God I can find on my own.”

Insouciantly, Damiano bowed. “Delstrego you have found,” he announced. “What can he do for you?”

The sergeant’s left hand crawled upward unnoticed, prying between the leather plates of his cuirass after a flea. “I meant Delstrego the witch. The one who owns this house.”

Damiano’s unruly brows drew together into a line as straight as nimbus clouds. “I am Delstrego the alchemist: the only Delstrego dwelling in Partestrada at this time. This house is mine.”

Snagging the flea, the sergeant glanced down a moment and noticed a patch of white. That hideous dog again, standing between the fellow’s legs and half concealed by the robe. Her teeth shone white as the Alps in January, and her lips were pulled back, displaying them all. Perhaps she would open her mouth in a minute and curse him. Perhaps she would bite. Surely this Delstrego was the witch, whatever he looked like or called himself.

“Then it is to you I am sent, from General Pardo. He tenders his compliments and invites you to come and speak with him at his headquarters.” This was a prearranged speech. Had the sergeant chosen the words himself, they would have been different.

But Damiano understood. “Now? He wants to see me now?”

“Certainly now!” barked the soldier, his small store of politeness used up. “Right now. Down the street in the town hall. Go.”

Damiano felt Macchiata’s rage vibrating against his shins. He restrained her by dropping the heavy skirt of his robe over her head. “All right,” he answered mildly. I’m on my way.” He stepped out onto the little, railless porch beside the sergeant. A twiglike, white tail protruding from the back of his robe pointed stiffly upward.

The sergeant noted the gold and scarlet velvet of the robe and its foppish sleeves. Inwardly he sneered. He further noted the black wand, man-high, ornamented like a king’s scepter. “Not with that,” he said.

Damiano smiled crookedly at the soldier’s distrust. “Oh, yes, with this especially. Pardo will want to see this.” He spoke with great confidence, as though he, and not the sergeant, had just left the general’s presence. Glowering but unsure, the sergeant let him pass.

“Aren’t you coming along?” inquired Damiano, turning in some surprise halfway down the stair. The sergeant had stood his place at the open doorway, his ruddy bare knees now at Damiano’s eye level. “—To see that I don’t play truant by darting over the city wall or turning into a hawk and escaping into the air?”

“I am to guard the house,” answered the soldier stolidly.

Damiano stared for a moment, his mind buzzing with surmises, then he continued down the stairs.

Under the arch of the stairway, beside the empty stables, stood another of Pardo’s soldiery: a tall man with a scar running the length of one leg. He too watched Damiano pass and kept his place.

The street was not so bare as it had appeared earlier. It was scattered with swart-garbed soldiers, who stood out against the dust and stucco like black pepper on boiled frumenty. Damiano had never been able to abide boiled frumenty. No more did he like to see the streets of Partestrada dead like this. He was quite fond of his city.

Damiano could feel, using a little witch-sense—which was nothing like sight or sound, but rather like the touch of a feather against the face or, better, against the back of the palate—that there was no one at home in any of the square plaster houses around him. He gripped his staff tighter and strode forth, immediately stumbling over Macchiata.

“Get out of there,” he grumbled, lifting his skirts and giving the dog a shove with his foot. “Walk before, behind or beside, but not under.”

Macchiata laid back her ears, thin, white, and folded like writing paper. “You put me there, and I couldn’t see.”

Damiano started forward again, hoping no one on the street had noticed. “That was to keep you away from the soldier. He might have spitted at you in a moment, and there’s nothing I could have done about it. Then where would you be?”

The dog did not respond. She did not know the answer.

Someone had noticed. It was old Marco; even war and occupation of the city by the enemy could not keep him from his place beside the well, squatting on his haunches with a bottle of Alusto’s poorest wine. Damiano, at this distance, could not make out his face, but he knew it was Marco by his position and by the filthy red wool jacket he wore. Damiano would have to pass right by the old man, and he would have to speak to him, since Marco had been one of Guillermo Delstrego’s closest friends. Perhaps his only friend.

Marco was, however, insufferable, and as Damiano passed he only bowed in the general direction of the well and called, “Blessing on you, Marco,” hoping the old sot had passed out already. Quite possibly he had, since it was already the middle of the afternoon.

“Hraaghh?” Marco had not passed out. He jackknifed to his feet and strode over to Damiano, holding the wine bottle aggressively in one sallow hand. Macchiata yawned a shrill canine yawn and drooped her tail, knowing what was coming. Damiano felt about the same.

“Dami Delstrego? I thought you had flown to the hills three days ago, just ahead of the Green Count’s army.”

Damiano braced his staff diagonally in front of him and leaned on it. “Flown? Fled, you mean? No, Marco. You haven’t seen me for three days because I’ve been tending a pot. You know how it is in November; people want my father’s phlegm-cutting tonic for the winter, and when I say I’m not a doctor, they don’t hear me.

“Why did you think I’d run away?”

Marco waved his bottle expansively, but very little of the contents splashed out. “Because they all have. Every man with any money in the village...”

“City, not village,” corrected Damiano under his breath, unable to let the slight pass, yet hoping Marco would not hear him.

“And every young fellow with two arms that could hold a spear, and all the women of any age, though some of those old hens are flattering themselves, I will tell you...”

“Why did they leave, and for where?” Damiano spoke louder.

“Why?” Marco drew back and seemed to expand. Damiano sighed and cast his eyes to the much disturbed dust of the street. Nothing good had ever come from Marco swelling like that.

“Why? You juicy mozzarella! To save their soft little lives, of course. Are you so addled with your books and your devil’s music that you...”

“What do you mean, ‘devil’s music’?” snapped Damiano in return, for nothing else Marco could have said would have stung him as sharply. Macchiata vocalized another yawn and flopped upon her belly on the ground.

“Maniac, pagan... The church fathers themselves called it cursed.”

Damiano thumped his staff” upon the ground. It’s vibration, smooth and ominous as a wolf’s growl, brought him back to reason. “They did not. They only said that contrapuntal music was not suitable to be played in the mass. But that too will come,” he added with quiet confidence, thinking of the hands of Raphael.

Marco listened, sneering, to Damiano’s words. To the deep humming of the staff, however, Marco granted a more respectful hearing. The old man plucked absently at his felt coat, from which all the gold embroidery had long since been picked out and sold, and he raised his bottle.

“Well, boy. You should still get out. You have two arms and two legs and are therefore in danger of becoming an infantryman. And Pardo isn’t from the Piedmont; he may not be intimidated by your father’s name.”

“I thank you for your concern, Marco. But I am much more valuable as an alchemist than I would be as a soldier. If Pardo is a man of vertu, he will see that.”

The bottle did not quite drop from Marco’s hand. He stared at Damiano slack-jawed, all the stumps of his front teeth exposed. “You will go over to the monster?”

Damiano scowled. “The monster? That is what for forty years you called Aymon, and then his son Amadeus. He was no friend to Partestrada. He ignored our city, save at tax time—you yourself have told me that, and at great length.”

“The old tyrant grew softer once he’d filled his belly from us, and his son at least is mountain born,” snorted Marco.

“Perhaps Pardo will be different. Perhaps he is the one who will realize he can ride to greatness along with the city of Partestrada. If he has a mind, and eyes to see, I will explain it to him.” Damiano spoke words he had been rehearsing for the general’s ears. Marco cleared his throat, spat, and turned his back on Damiano to shuffle toward the sun-warmed stones of the well.

“Wait, Marco!” called Damiano, hurrying after. He grabbed the greasy sleeves of Marco’s jacket. “Tell me. Are they all gone? Father Antonio? Paolo Denezzi and his sister? Where is Carla? Have you seen her?”

Marco spun about, vermilion-faced. “Tell you? That would give you something else you could explain to General Pardo.” Without warning he swung the clay bottle at Damiano. The staff took the blow, and the bottle fell in purple-stained shards at his feet. Only a swallow had been left in it.

“Your father,” called Marco, stomping down the street in the direction from which Damiano had come, “was an honest witch. Though he burns in hell, he was an honest witch.”

Damiano stood staring at the drops of wine beading the dust, till Macchiata laid her triangular head against his leg. “He shouldn’t have said that about your father,” she said.

Damiano cleared his throat. “He wasn’t insulting my father. He was insulting me.

“But I can’t believe Marco thinks I would betray my friends, let alone my city. He is just old and angry.”

Damiano shook his head, took a deep breath, and jerked his sleeves from his hands and his hair from his eyes.

“Come,” he said. “General Pardo is expecting me.”

Damiano hated being reminded about his father, whom he had last seen dissolving into a green ichor. Guillermo Delstrego had died in pain and had stained the workroom tiles on which he lay. Damiano had never known what spell or invocation his father had been about, for there were many things Delstrego would not let young Dami observe, and that particular invocation Damiano had never had any desire to know.

Guillermo Delstrego had not been a bad father, exactly. He had certainly provided for Damiano and had taught him at least a portion of his arts. He had not beaten Dami often, but then Damiano had not deserved beating often, and now it seemed to Damiano that his father would have liked him better if he had. A mozzarella was what Marco called him. Delstrego probably would have agreed, being himself a ball of the grainiest Parmesan. But after their eighteen years together, and despite Damiano’s quick sensitivity to people, the young man could say that he’d scarcely known his father—certainly not as well as old Marco knew him.

Damiano was like his mother, whom Delstrego had found and married in Provence (it was said no woman in the Piedmont would have him), and who had died so long ago she was not even a memory to the boy. He had her slimness, small face, and large eyes. And though his nose was rather larger than hers had been, it was nothing like the strongly colored and very Roman appendage that Guillermo Delstrego had borne. Yet Delstrego had had to admit the child was his, because witchcraft did not run in his wife’s family, and even as a baby Damiano had given off sparks like a cat.

Was Delstrego in hell? There was gossip that said a witch was damned from birth, but the Church had never yet said anything of that sort, and Damiano had never felt in the slightest bit damned. He attended the mass weekly, when work permitted, and enjoyed involved theological discussions with his friend Father Antonio of the First Order of San Francesco. Sometimes, in fact, he felt a little too sure of God’s favor, as when Carla Denezzi let him sort her colored threads, but he was aware of this fault in himself and chided himself for an apostate whenever the feeling got out of hand. His father, though, who died invoking the Devil, alone knew what... Who could be sure about him? When he asked Raphael, he was told to trust in God and not to worry, which was advice that, although sound, did not answer the question. Damiano prayed both at matins and at vespers that his father was not in hell.

It was quite frosty, even though past noon. Cold enough to snow. The sky was heavy and opaque, like a pottery bowl tipped over the city, its rim resting on the surrounding hills and trapping all inside.

Except it had not trapped anyone, anyone but old Marco and himself. Where had the people gone? Where had Paolo Denezzi gone, taking his whole family? It was not that Damiano would miss Denezzi, with his black beard and blacker temper. His sister Carla, however...

The whole city was one thing. An undifferentiated mass of peasants and vendors and artisans called Partestrada; to Damiano it was all that Florence is to a Florentine, and more, for it was a small city and in need of tending. Damiano was on pleasant terms with everyone, but he usually ate alone.

Carla Denezzi was another matter altogether. She was blonde, and her blue eyes could go deep, like Raphael’s. Damiano had given her a gilded set of the works of Thomas Aquinas, which he had gone all the way to Turin to purchase, and he thought she was the jewel around Partestrada’s throat. Damiano was used to seeing Carla at the window of her brother’s house or sitting on the loggia like a pretty pink cat, studying some volume of the desert fathers or doing petit point. Sometimes she would stop to chat with him, and sometimes, if a chaperon was near and her brother Paolo was not, she would permit Damiano to swing himself up by the slats of the balcony and disturb her sewing further.

In his own mind, Damiano called Carla his Beatrice, and if he was not being very original, it was at least better to liken her to Dante’s example of purity rather than to Laura, as did other young men of the town, for Petrarch’s Laura had been a married woman and had died of the plague, besides.

Now Damiano passed before the shuttered Denezzi house front and he felt her absence like cold wind against the face. “Where are you, my Beatrice?” he whispered. But the bare, white house front had no voice—not even for him.

The town hall had no stable under it, and it was only two stories high. It was not a grand building, being only white stucco: nowhere near as imposing a structure as the towers of Delstrego. It had not been in the interest of the council to enlarge it, or even to seal the infected-looking brown cracks that ran through the wall by the door. Except for the weekly gatherings of the town fathers, discussing such issues as the distance of the shambles from the well and passing judgment on sellers of short-weight bread loaves—such were commonly dragged on a transom three times around the market, the offending loaf hanging around their necks—the town hall had been occupied by one or another of Savoy’s captains, with the half-dozen men necessary to keep Partestrada safe and in line.

Damiano knew what Savoy’s soldiers had been like: brutishly cruel or crudely kind as the moment would have it, but always cowed before wealth and authority. No doubt these would be the same. It was only necessary for a man to feel his own power...

His confidence in his task grew as he approached the open door of the hall, which was guarded by a single sentry. His nod was a gesture carefully tailored to illustrate he was a man of means and family, and a philosopher besides. The soldier’s response, equally well thought-out, was intended to illustrate that he had both a sword and a spear. Damiano stopped in front of him.

“I am told that General Pardo wants to see me,” he began, humbly enough.

“Who are you, that the general should want to see you,” was the cold reply.

A bit of his natural dignity returned to Damiano. “I am Delstrego.”

The sentry grunted and stepped aside. Damiano passed through, leaning a bit on his staff, allowing any casual observer to believe he was lame.

“Not with that,” spoke the soldier, and Damiano paused again. He could not lie barefacedly and tell the man he needed the stick to walk, but he was also not willing to be parted from it. He squinted nearsightedly at the guard, mustering arguments. But the guard pointed downward. “The general doesn’t want to see your dog.”

Macchiata’s hackles rose, and she growled in her throat. “It’s all right,” Damiano said softly to her. “You can wait outside for me. And for your sake, do it quietly!” The dog lumbered out the door, watched by the amused guard, and Damiano proceeded into the hall.

General Pardo was the sort who looked good in black, being hard, neatly built, and of strong color. His height was impossible to judge as he sat slumped in the corner of an ornate bench-pew, his legs propped on a stool beside it. He was dusty, and his face sun-weathered. He regarded Damiano in a manner that was too matter-of-fact to be called arrogant. Damiano bowed from the waist.

“You are the wizard?” began Pardo. To Damiano’s surprise, the general addressed him in a clear Latin.

The young man paused. He always corrected people who called him witch, though everyone called him witch. No man had ever before called him a wizard. The word was one Damiano had only read in books. It rang better than witch in the ears, but it also sounded pagan—especially in Latin. It did not seem right to begin his conversation with General Pardo thinking him a pagan, and yet it wasn’t politic to begin matters by correcting the general. “I am Delstrego,” he replied finally, knowing that at least his Latin accent was above reproach.

“Not a wizard?” The question was sharp.

“I am... an alchemist.”

Pardo’s response was unsettling. His mouth tightened. He turned his head away. It was as though something nauseated him. “Deusi An alchemist,” he muttered in southern-accented Italian. “Just what I need.”

Damiano leaned against his staff, puzzled. He also dropped into Italian: the Italian of the Alps, heavily flavored with French. “An alchemist seeks only to comprehend matter and spirit, and to raise each to the highest level, using the methods of Hermes Trismegistus »»

“DON’T,” bellowed the general, “TELL ME—” He took a deep breath. A soldier clattered into the room, then seeing it was only the general exploding, he backed out.

“—about Hermes Trismegistus,” finished Pardo. Damiano stood pale and staring, like a man who has broken through ice into cold water.

“Why?” he asked in a small voice. “Why not Hermes?”

The general shifted in his seat. A smile spread across his features. “Because, boy, I have heard enough about Hermes Trismegistus and the quest of alchemy to last me three lifetimes. Florence is riddled with fusty old men who claim they can turn lead into gold. Venice is almost as bad.” He turned a gray-eyed hawk glance on Damiano. “Avignon... is beyond help.

“You are too young and healthy to be an alchemist, Signor Delstrego. Also too clean. Can you turn lead into gold?”

“Not... in any great quantity,” answered Damiano, embarrassed.

“Can you at all?” pursued the general.

Damiano sighed and fingered his staff. It was his burden that many of the goals of alchemy he found easier to accomplish using the tools of his father rather than those of the sainted Hermes.

“My methods are not pure”—he temporized—”and the amount of labor involved is...”

Pardo swung his legs down from the stool and glared at the youth in frustration. “What I want to know, boy, is HAVE YOU POWER?”

Pardo had an immense voice and was used to commanding large numbers of men on the battlefield. But Damiano was no longer used to being commanded. The bellowing raised in him an answering anger. His fingers tightened upon the black wood of his staff.

Without warning the air was filled with booming, as every door and shutter in the building slammed back upon its hinges. Sparks crackled in the folds of Damiano’s woolen robe. The light wooden door of the audience chamber trembled for half a minute. A cloud of plaster dust fell.

Pardo regarded it calmly. “I could feel that,” he remarked, “in my ears.”

Damiano kept his mouth shut, feeling he had done enough, and knowing that slamming doors would not protect him from a regiment of swordsmen. Besides, he was tired.

“That’s what I was trying to find out,” added the general conversationally, as he nudged the stool in Damiano’s direction. “Sit down, Signor Delstrego. I want to talk to you.”

“Thank you, General.” Damiano lowered himself gratefully onto the cushion. “I also, was wanting to speak with you.”

“Ahh?”

Uttered by a Piedmontese, that single, interrogatory syllable would have echoed in the back of the throat and in the nose, like the crooning of a mother cat. At the most a Piedmontese would have glanced at his companion as he spoke to show him it was to him the inquiry was addressed. But General Pardo was a Roman by birth. Both eyebrows shot up and his lips pulled back from his teeth. The intensity of interest revealed by the single syllable of “Ahhh?” seemed in Damiano’s eyes excessive: a thing too, too pointed, almost bloodthirsty. It was of a piece with the general’s appearance and his snapping temper.

These Italians, Damiano thought—not meaning to include the Piedmontese—they are too hot and too cold together. Passionate and unreliable.

“To speak with me? I expected as much,” concluded Pardo, with some satisfaction. “Well be my guest, Signor Dottore. I slept in a bed for the first time in a week, last night, and now am disposed to listen.”

Damiano spared only a moment to wonder whose bed the general had slept in, and whether the original owner of it now slept on a straw pile or in the hand of God. Then he put his mind to the task.

He leaned forward on his stool, his legs crossed at the ankles, each knee draped in gold cloth like the smooth peak of a furrowed mountain. His staff was set between his feet, and it pointed at the cracked roof and the heavens beyond. Against the ebony he leaned his cheek, and the wood was invisible next to unruly curls of the same color. His eyes, too, were black, and his mouth childishly soft. A painter or a poet, seeing that unlined face, might have envisioned it as springtime, a thing pretty enough in itself but more important in its promise of things to come.

General Pardo looked at Damiano, but he was not a painter or a poet. He noticed the huge hands, like the paws of a pup still growing, and he saw Damiano, like a pup still growing, as a bit of a clown.

“It is about this city,” Damiano began, and was immediately interrupted, as Pardo inquired what city he meant.

“Partestrada,” replied Damiano, wondering how the general could be so slow. “Partestrada has been under Savoy governance for many years.”

“If you can call it governance,” introjected Pardo.

Damiano paused to show he had heard the other, then continued. “In that time the city has grown from a town of four hundred families into the only place of any note between Turin and Aosta.”

“Of any note...” echoed Pardo doubtfully.

“Her people are healthy, her surrounding croplands flourish. She supports two silversmiths and a...” Damiano decided not to mention the vineyard at this time. “... and she is located on the Evançon, a river that is passable almost its entire length. She has grown like the child of the mountains that she is.”
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