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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.









PART I









La Fantasia


High, high overhead the horse circled slowly, majestically. He hovered on outstretched wings that glinted now black, now bronze, his beak flashing where the sun struck it in the splendor of the morning. Clouds fat and docile and pink as cherubs hung above him, and far below, the line of the coast was marked by a curling white mustache of breakers.


This was the land of the Cérocchi, a place of endless forests and broad rivers originating far inland, at fabled springs, guarded by immense and gorgeous citadels where lived sagacious wizards and golden emperors.


It was at the mouth of such a river that Nuova Genova had sprung up, a carnival gathering of piazzas and palazzos rising up like fingers at the end of a long, curving arm, a spit of land that reached into the sea from the marshy delta where the river bade a last, lingering farewell to the embrace of the land. In this location Nuova Genova beckoned the traveler in an eternal gesture of welcome.


The horse descended in lazy circles while his rider leaned back in the high jeweled saddle and plucked a few tunes on his chittarone and from time to time bent forward to admire the view as the city grew larger and more distinct. Now he could recognize the individual buildings by their distinctive features. There was the square façade of the Palazzo del Doge, as fitted this offshoot of Genova. Farther away but taller was the clock tower adorned with the five red balls of the Florentine Medici. Nearest of all was the palace of the Cérocchi prince, and as he passed over its timbered roof, women in fine garments of brocades, pearls and furs ran onto the gold-fronted balcony, shouting and pointing, their copper faces alight, their black hair framed by elaborate headdresses of feathers of every color, iridescent, now red and amber, now green and brass. Their voices drifted up to him, high and excited, in their unfamiliar tongue.


At last the horse landed, its gold-painted hooves and talons sinking into platinum-pale sand. Lodovico slung the chittarone over his shoulder by its long neck, then swung out of the saddle, one hand still firmly grasping the reins until Bellimbusto had furled his wings. He had seen many unwary riders taken by surprise when they bad relinquished the reins too soon and had watched in helpless dismay as their mounts soared aloft, unfettered.


Already there were quite a number of people rushing out of the gates of the city to meet him, many of them handsome Italians, a few disdainful Frenchmen, and among the rest, bejeweled Cérocchi nobles. They were headed in this scramble by the members of the Signoria of Nuova Genova.


Lodovico stood waiting, his arms clasped over his chest, just below the gold-and-sapphire collar that commemorated his heroic command of the expedition to the great Oriental stronghold of the Thousand Golden Towers where he had defeated the Great Mandarin in single combat. He was dressed for flying, in a short velvet doublet over a shirt of pleated taffeta, slightly rumpled after long hours in his airborne saddle. His hose were stiffly padded and banded with gold-edged embroidery, and his leggings—what could be seen of them above high-topped cavalry boots—were of fine-knitted wool. His hair flowed in chestnut curls to his shoulders, and the velvet hat he now doffed was caught at the edge of the brim by a jeweled brooch that held a long, lavish ostrich plume.


“Look! Who they’ve sent!” cried the leader of the Signoria to the others, his face filled with recognition and pleasure. The secretary who trotted along beside him turned to speak to the Cérocchi prince striding in his wake. “It’s Ariosto!” The others heard this and the intelligence spread through the crowd as they hurried forward even more eagerly.


When they were nearer, Lodovico spread out his arms, a smile on his handsome face. “Good people of Nuova Genova, I bring you greetings from Il Primàrio, the great Damiano de’ Medici himself!”


The leader of the Signoria very nearly stumbled into the magnificent winged horse as he came up to the illustrious visitor. “Ariosto!”


Lodovico reached out to hold the old man up, laughing heartily as he did. The long-necked chittarone thrummed against his back and his horse shied nervously. An easy pat from its master quieted the animal.


By now, many of the others had reached him, and Ariosto had much to do to keep his spirited horse from bolting while he grasped first one arm and then another that was reached out to him. He heard his name in a tumult of voices; his splendid eyes, the same chestnut shade as his shining hair, shone with joy.


“Good citizens! Good friends!” the leader of the Signoria called out at last as he turned to face the gathering, motioning for silence with his upraised hands. “You must step back. You must make room. Come, make way for this great man.” He motioned the people away, but they were reluctant to leave. “We cannot ask Ariosto to stand here on the beach like a vagabond.”


“But I am a vagabond,” Lodovico protested with his most sincere smile. “Think how much of the world I have seen, how few years I have been allowed to rest with my beloved Alessandra, how I have gone first here, then there, in the service of our great Italia Federata. What am I, if not a vagabond, a rover?”


“A hero!” shouted several voices in the crowd, but Lodovico shook his head, lowering his eyes. “No, no, good friends. I cannot aspire to so noble a name.” He looked up keenly, feeling the renewed courage of those who faced him. “But I am here to serve you, and perhaps at the end of our struggles, we will all deserve that fine name. If there is glory, it must be earned, and I can see that none of you would turn from an honest battle.”


This was greeted with such enthusiastic approval that Lodovico turned to the leader of the Signoria with an embarrassed chuckle. “What more can I tell them? My successes, such as they are, have been as much luck as tiny bravery on my part. Fortune is a fickle goddess, and may desert me at any time. For these good people, with so much of the right with them, they have no need of a champion. But if my presence means so much to them, then I will accept this great honor they give me.”


The leader of the Signoria clucked his tongue. “You must not mind, Ariosto, if they express their faith in you. We have had little to encourage us since the prince here”—he nodded toward the tall Cérocchi who stood not far away, resplendent in feathers of many hues and beadwork of jade and chalcedony and ivory—“brought us word of the king of the Fortezza Serpente. When we sent our request for aid to il Primàrio, we had no idea that he would send you to help us.”


Suddenly Lodovico’s expression grew serious; even the winking light in his eyes was muted. “I have read the dispatch you sent. A terrible business, Podestà Benci.” He looked down into the face of the leader of the Signoria. “I bring you the promise of Damiano himself that Nuova Genova will be protected with all the might of Italia Federata. As I left, orders were being sent to Venezia, commanding that nine troop ships set sail at once.”


Andrea Benci’s old eyes filled with tears of gratitude. “Nine troop ships!” he repeated, as if unable to believe the words. It was a litany of hope. “Oh, Ariosto, you cannot know what this news will mean to our city.” He beckoned to his secretary and repeated this information so that it could be issued as a public proclamation He also motioned the Cérocchi Prince to come nearer then gave his attention to Lodovico once more. “The Prince has sent word to the king of the Pau Attan north of here.”


“And what was his response?” Lodovico demanded, a martial determination straightening his stance and lighting his features. He touched the chittarone slung across his back as if it were his great sword Falavedova now safely stowed in the wooden scabbard attached to his saddle.


“Alas, messages move slowly in this land. This is not Italia, where there are paved and guarded roads from Savoia to Sicilia. Here the men must make their way through the trackless forest. There are not only enemies of the Cérocchi to contend with, but there are dangerous animals and great marshes where seductive wraiths lure the unwary to terrible death.” Andrea Benci sighed and crossed himself, then squared his shoulders. “No, we must not despair. Now that you are here, we will take heart again, I know it.”


Lodovico gave him another of his wide, flashing smiles, and wished that he could have more time to explore this gigantic, unknown land. If there were wraiths in the marshes and dangerous animals, he did not know how he would be able to resist them. If only he had not accepted the commission to lead the troops for il Primàrio! How he hated to turn away from such a challenge! He put his arm over Andrea Benci’s shoulder and gestured toward the gates of Nuova Genova “I’ve been in the saddle for two days, aloft” he said. “And damned uncomfortable it becomes after the first few hours. I would welcome a meal and a bath, and then, Podestà Benci, royal Cérocchi, we must talk strategy.” He reached for the reins of his horse and led the celebrating populace toward the ornate gates standing open to receive him, armed captains saluting as he went through the gates, and calling his name.









La Realtà


“Ariosto!” the voice said more harshly, and an unfriendly hand was laid on his shoulder. “By San Giovanni!”


Lodovico opened his near-sighted eyes, blinking in the light. Beside him, the ink was dry on his quill. Somewhat belatedly he put his arms across the parchment pages in front of him. “I dozed off,” he explained lamely.


Andrea Benci, personal secretary to il Primàrio, Damiano di Piero de’ Medici, gave an irritated sigh as he looked down at the poet. “We are supposed to be in the loggia now. We’re expected to help prepare the reception for the English ambassador and his mission. You, if it hasn’t escaped your attention, are going to read the saludictory verses to them, welcoming them all to Italia Federata.”


“I remember, naturally,” Lodovico said with dignity, hating the superior air Benci gave himself, simply because he was closely associated with il Primàrio. “It’s been difficult, writing the verses. Poliziano himself,” he added in a mutter, “could not have found a word to rhyme with Wessex. Wessex!”


“Does that mean that the verses are not finished?” Benci, though an old man of sixty-two, stood very tall, with the hauteur of a born courtier.


“Oh, they’re finished, such as they are,” Lodovico growled. “I am only warning you that they are not as beautiful as I would wish. English is a terrible language for poetry. How can anyone write poetry in a tongue in which all the words end in t or s and half the vowels are left out altogether?” He made a show of gathering up the pages while he stuffed a few of the parchment sheets into the portfolio lying open on the table.


Benci gave him a look of polite condescension. “Great poet, laureate of La Federazione, stymied by few unruly syllables?”


“Poetry isn’t like yard goods: snip, snip and this all you need for a sonetta. Poetry is the passion, the soul, a way for expressing things that cannot be said in the ordinary way. Daily life obscures so much. How can you cut lengths of cloth and think of the nature of courage?” He saw that Benci’s expression had not altered. “You are one of those cutting cloth, aren’t you?” He heard Benci laugh indulgently, and realizing that there was quite a large ink smear on his sleeve, he gave a furtive twist to the material.


“You will have to change your garments, of course,” Benci informed him sweetly and unnecessarily. “Diplomatic receptions have always required full formal wear, or had you forgot?” “I haven’t.” They were precisely the kind of clothes that looked most incongruous with Lodovico’s rough-hewn features.


“Of course I must dress. I will not be long,” he said in a firmer voice as he got to his feet. He hoped that Alessandra had remembered to re-stitch the knot of pearls on his sleeve. It was bad enough that the garment was over four years old and looked every hour of it; to have the jewels falling off it would cause the kind of snickering he loathed. There was also, he recalled with a rush of embarrassment, a wine stain on the hose where clumsy servant had overset a tray at the last official reception. Perhaps he should rub wine on all of the stiff, slashed short pantaloons so that the mark would not be noticeable.


“We will begin in the loggia, so that the people will be able to watch il Primàrio receive the Englishmen.”


Why, Lodovico asked himself, does Benci insist on calling Damiano il Primàrio, as if they had never exchanged more than bows? He nodded, to show he had been paying attention, though the pattern of sunlight on the inlaid floor was more interesting to him. The light bands were so narrow and intense that they seemed solid, like long, cloudy crystals thrust in at the window. There was little movement of air in the room, so that the dust motes hung without motion in the stillness He turned various similes over in his mind: like topazes—trite. Like liquid butter—atrocious. Like the voices of bells and trumpets—perhaps. Like water from a golden spring—too precious. He sighed as the incomplete pictures jostled in his mind and the bars of light made a snail’s haste across the floor.


Benci’s voice reached him like the droning of a kitchen fly. “You will recite your verses there and then the entire train will move into the Grand Hall for the formal speeches. You will be called upon to read some of your own cantos after the meal. Perhaps the Orlando, though most of us have heard it before.” His tone was snide. “You’ve been working on something new—”


“It isn’t ready yet!” Lodovico said shortly. “I won’t foist unfinished work on Damiano’s guests.”


Benci nodded condescendingly. “Il Primàrio expects you to sit beside the ambassador’s secretary at the Great Table. That, of course, is the Chancellor, who is not here in his official capacity. We must be certain that we all remember this.”


The bars of sunlight were thinner now, and reminded him of the light through yellow autumn leaves, or the shine from new-minted coins. On the whole, he liked the leaf image better, but thought that there had to be a phrase that had more translucence. Church windows were much too obvious and overused. Lodovico had stopped listening to the sound of Andrea Benci’s voice. He had learned to endure this folly over the years, but he wondered what had become of those days when a distinguished poet like himself needed only a fine woolen lucco to wear for these occasions, for his genius was considered more important than brocades, or whom he sat beside at table. He rolled up the parchment sheets and turned to regard Andrea Benci with what superiority he could summon. “I will be ready shortly, you need not fear. You may inform Damiano that I will not fail him, or that cursed Ambassador with the impossible name. Wessex. Glennard. Sir Warford Pierpoint Edmund Glennard. By God’s Holy Wrath, what am I do to with that?” Without waiting for a response, he passed Andrea Benci and hurried from the study.









La Fantasia


They had feasted for the first part of the night, the Italians, the few Frenchmen, and the Cérocchi vying with one another in the sumptuousness of the foods presented. All the dishes were displayed by gorgeously liveried footmen. They carried each gigantic platter the length of the hall, held aloft, to the accompaniment of the musicians on the dais at the end of the huge room who twanged and tooted and thumped for each new gustatory temptation that was carried in for the diners’ approval.


Andrea Benci, in an outmoded and ill-fitting giornea, sat to Lodovico’s right and the Cérocchi Prince to his, left. Lodovico gave generous praise to the excellence of the food and its appearance. He tasted every dish set before him but his mind was already engaged with strategy for the defense of this city. The Fortezza Serpente was said to be dangerous and the men who owed fealty to its king were known for the fierceness of their wars and their scorn of pain.


“Honored Ariosto,” said the Cérocchi Prince with great care in his pronunciation, “those of my nation are eager to aid you against these vile intruders. The king of my people, my father, has asked me to tell you that all of our warriors and wizards are at your disposal to command. Your fame has come before you, and your splendid reputation. If Damiano de’ Medici himself had come to us, we could not be more contented.”


This expression of faith touched Lodovico deeply. It was a moment before he could answer. “Good Falcone,” he began at last, using the Italian form of the Prince’s name, “such a tribute coming from one so distinguished as you are is a great treasure. You may be certain that I will do all in my power to be worthy of your trust, though it cost me my life, which is a paltry thing, when all is said.” He took his cup and raised it to the Cerocchi Prince. “I pledge by this wine and by my honor that I will place you above my brother in my loyalty and affection so that together we may rid this magnificent land of the odious forces of the Serpente.” With a grand gesture, he tossed off all the wine in his cup.


Falcone reached to clasp him by the arm. His reserve, which was marked, had been set aside after Lodovico’s great oath. His dark eyes glowed in his wide face and the jewel set in the fillet on his brow seemed to grow brighter. “Superb warrior!” he exclaimed. “My friend.”


Their embrace was greeted by cheers from all those gathered at the feast. Even the servants raised their voices in approval, and two of the dogs scavenging under the long tables barked loudly enough to be heard over the commotion.


At last Lodovico turned to the assembly, his hands raised for silence. “Good friends! Citizens of Nuova Genova!” he shouted and waited for them to become quiet once again. “It is a fine thing to have such dedication, but it is better still if we remember that it is God Who will give us the victory, if we are worthy. Let us kneel and commend ourselves to His care for this venture.” Then, with profound humility, Lodovico rose from the table and went to the seat of the old bishop who served in the Cathedral of Santissimo Redentore There he knelt with enviable grace, and lowered head to be blessed.


The entire company followed his example, kneeling beside their chairs. Even the Cérocchi who attended the banquet listened in awe as the venerable Ambrosian priest pronounced his benediction in a surprisingly resonant voice. “You who will go among the servants of Satan,” he thundered in Latin, “and you will take with you the shining sword of the Archangel Michael, for as Michael triumphed over the Devil and bound him forever in Hell with the Might of God, even so you, with the power of virtue within you, will triumph over this vile spawn of sin.” He made the sign of the Cross over Lodovico, and then over the rest of the company.


The Cerocchi looked solemn, and the Italians went silent as they considered the dangers that waited them. One of the Frenchmen was seen to turn pale.


Lodovico sensed this mood, and he looked at those gathered for this impressive feast; he was a fine sight—tall, magnificently attired, his collar with the Order San Basillo hanging on a wide gold chain glinting in torchlight, his face alight with zeal. His bright gaze rested a moment on the face of each of the men who were congregated in this hall. “Comrades! Do not let yourselves fall prey to fear now. It is certain that you know far better than I what we must face in the vast and unknown lands where the forces of the Fortezza Serpente live. Yet, the falcon”—here he nodded toward the Cérocchi Prince—“has always been the enemy of serpents and he will strike valiantly at his enemy, with all the might of his blood and his honor. And are we not promised by God that those who fight in His Name will have victory over their foes? Take heart then, my comrades, and be sure our cause is just and our triumph assured.”


Andrea Bend could not speak for the tears that rose in his eyes. He took Lodovico’s nearer hand and wrung it fervently.


“Oh, no,” said Ariosto, “old friend, no weeping. This is a joyous time.” He looked from the Podestà to the guests at the banquet. “For to how many of us is it given the privilege to face the enemies of God? Even those who will fall in battle, as must happen to some of us, surely, will have earned themselves a place at the Right Hand of God among the Saints and Martyrs. I tell you now, I would rather die transfixed by a Serpente lance than live to old age in decadent luxury and die forsaken by the world and without the comfort of the promised Glory of God. What true warrior could wish for any death but that gained in honorable combat? What true Christian could desire anything more than to give his life in a cause that is the same as the cause of God Himself?” He turned toward Falcone. “The Cérocchi follow their own gods, but we know them to be men of valor and worthy of this great task. Surely God will not despise them if they war on His behalf in this cause, for it is the way of fighting men to show their valor through worthy deeds and the opportunity to gain in strength. Then let each of you Italians make a brother of every Cerocchi warrior, so that like the great fighters of old, like Achilles and Hector and that staunch Roman Horatius, like the great knights Roland and Oliver, like the Spanish Cid who drove the heathen from his land, we, too, may stand for all time as the measure of bravery mixed with courage, of fidelity and devotion.”


Falcone had come forward, the jewels of his clothes shimmering where the light caught them. Without a word, he took the dagger from his ornamented sheath and held it out to Lodovico.


“Ah!” Lodovico clapped him on the shoulder, took the dagger and kissed the blade before offering his poignard to the Cerocchi Prince. Falcone accepted the poignard and put it into his ornamented sheath, though it fit badly.


Now the hall was once again filled with cheers. The old bishop rose and pronounced the Benediction as Lodovico heard his own battle cry “Omaggio” shouted back at him like the thunder of waves.


It was well into the night when the festivities ended and the men of Nuova Genova went to seek their beds. Lodovico stood in the empty hail, watching a few of the palazzo dogs fight over the remains of a haunch venison. He had found he could not sleep, so full was his heart. His hand rested on the hilt of Falcone’s dagger and he felt the same stirring of gratitude and humility that had nearly overcome him at the banquet.


“Troubled?” asked a voice behind him.


Lodovico turned quickly and saw Falcone standing in the doorway, a cape of tooled leather around his shoulders covering the finery he had worn earlier.


“No, not troubled,” Lodovico answered after a thoughtful moment. “I am often made to remember how fine our men can be.” He put his thumbs into the soft belt at his waist. “As I watched the men give their vows tonight, I was deeply moved…recalling it moves me now.”


“Do you think it will go well?” Falcone asked, coming into the hall with silent tread.


“I hope it will.” He stared down at the floor, doubts welling within him as he considered the magnitude of the venture to which they were now committed. He had seen dedicated men cut down by the fearsome horsemen of the Great Mandarin casually as a peasant scythed down grain. Though he would never say so aloud, he knew inwardly that the selfsame fate could be waiting for all of them at the hands of the men of the Fortezza Serpente.


“Hope?” Falcone said gently.


“It’s all I can do, my Prince. Flying here, I could see how enormous this land is. The wilderness is endless, and what might befall us there?” His handsome face was thoughtful now, and though there was no fear in him, he admitted to an inner caution. “You know this country far better than any of us, and certainly better than I, who have just arrived. I have heard tales of mountains and rivers so long and so formidable that most will not dare to cross them. From the air such things should be easier, enabling us to discover what lies ahead without having to confront it at once, but I would be a fool to say that there is no challenge to us.”


“Your mount…” the Cerocchi prince began, then faltered. “We have only just seehorses in this land, and your mount is more than that.”


“He is part gryphon,” Lodovico explained. “There has long been a legend of this animal. It was said that Roland himself rode such a steed, but there was no proof. And then, when I was with the expedition in the Orient, I learned more and eventually found the animals in a remote valley high in the mountains. It took every bit of gold I possessed to get two young ones, but I was convinced it would be worth it.”


Falcone’s eyes glowed. “I have learned to ride a horse,” he said with a grin. “I am sure that I could ride your animal as well.”


The confidence of this statement made Lodovico laugh. “I hope that you can. We will need men who are capable of all military arts if we are to succeed in our plan.”


“The troop ships…” Falcone was serious once again. “Are they coming, truly?”


“Yes. It takes time to cross the ocean, even when the weather is favorable. Il Primàrio gave his word, and that is the surest bond this side of the Word of God.” He saw the skeptical expression in the Cérocchi’s painted face. “That’s true, Falcone. Il Primàrio is a good and just leader who does not treat his people badly. He has said that the might of Italia Federata will stand behind all those in Nuovo Genova and he will not forsake us.”


“But Italia Federata is far away, and we have heard that there are other demands on il Primàrio. If other matters intervene, we might be set aside…”


Precisely that possibility had worried Lodovico since he had left Firenze, but he refused to voice it now. “He is not the sort of man who abjures his promise.”


Falcone’s smile tightened and his lips grew thin. “I don’t know what to respond then. I do not wish to insult you, Ariosto, but you must allow me my reservations.”


Lodovico nodded. “I understand them, my friend, far better than you might think. When I was far away and fighting in the distant kingdoms of the East, I often despaired. Yet dispatches reached us, and we were not abandoned to our fates by our homeland. It’s because of that expedition that I can give you my word that the troop ships will come, and if more aid is needed, I will have it provided for us all.” As he spoke, he hoped inwardly that would be true. In the case of his Oriental expedition there had been the promise of treasure and the glory of rediscovering the splendor of the East. But this unknown and uncharted land might prove to be matter if the campaign should prove to be long and unprofitable. If that occurred, the Console of Italia Federata might move to withdraw the troops, leaving the Cerocchi and their allies to face the men of the Fortezza Serpente alone. No! He made a sudden gesture that startled Falcone. He would not allow that to happen. If necessary, he himself would plead the case of the Cerocchi and the men of Nuova Genova before the Console. He realized that Falcone was staring at him, and he managed to smile.


“Your face…” the Cérocchi prince said tentatively.


“Not very pretty to look at, was it?” Lodovico asked ruefully and stood straighter. “You must forgive me. My thoughts are…are scattered tonight. Tomorrow, when my mind is clearer we will talk again and you have the chance to look over Bellimbusto’s points for yourself.” He put his hand on the shoulder of the Cerocchi Prince. “It is an honor to be allowed to fight with you, Falcone. Whatever the outcome of our battles I will always be proud to know that you were willing to regard me as your comrade-at-arms.”


Falcone nodded, saying nothing but touching poignard that hung in his dagger’s sheath.


Andrea Benci was nodding in his chair before the fire when Lodovico finally knocked at the door to his chamber. “Oh, Ariosto. I had thought you might come earlier.”


“I was with Falcone,” Lodovico explained, an appreciative twinkle in his large, expressive eyes. “I must apologize for keeping you up so long, but I felt it was important to talk with the prince.”


“Of course, of course,” Andrea Benci agreed hastily. “You’re quite right to do that. These Cérocchi are proud as Austrians. And I don’t mind waiting.”


Lodovico let that polite mendacity pass. “We must discuss what is to be done first. Certainly I must go and tender formal homage to Falcone’s father. We must also think what is to be done with the troops when they arrive. They must be given quarters of their own and informed what rules obtain to them in the city.”


Andrea Benci was wagging his head up and down, but it was clear that the old man had not considered the half of these problems. He gave a little cry of dismay and put his hands to his temples. “So much to do. So little time!”


The fire had burned low and the two lanterns were almost exhausted, so the room was very dim, but Lodovico thought he saw moisture gather in the old man’s eyes. “There will be enough time,” he said at his most reassuring.


“I do hope so,” Andrea Benci muttered to the air. “I am afraid, Ariosto.”


This simple confession filled Lodovico with pity for the old man. “We all know fear, Andrea,” he said quiet1y. “I have never been in battle when I was not afraid. You have a very real danger facing you and the outcome is unsure. In addition to that, there are many people here who depend on you for your wisdom and advice. Of course such responsibilities weigh heavily upon you—you are a good man and will not turn away from them.” He sank into the chair opposite Andrea Benci, sighing as he did.


“But you,” Benci protested, unbelieving. “You are a great hero. Surely you’ve mastered your fear?”


“I pray that I will, before every battle,” he said softly, looking at his clasped hands. “I know that I must not allow my fear to conquer me, for then I would be at the mercy of the enemy. Only they must be allowed triumph over me, not my fear.” His smile was sad. “I have too often seen what happens to men who surrender to their fears.”


“If you are afraid, then how can the rest of us gain courage?” the old man asked, bewildered.


“As I do—as any warrior does. You must learn not to be stopped by it, but to go on in spite of it.” He studied the Podestà with compassion. “You’ve never had to face this before, have you?”


“Never,” the old man said miserably. “I was not in Firenze when there was trouble with anyone. I’ve spent most of my life dealing with import and export matter not wars.” His arthritic fingers locked and unlocked as if performing a private ritual of their own.


“War is not really so different. Most of the time it a dull thing. An army on the march is not much different from a group of merchants who are carrying wares, except that most soldiers are rougher men than merchants. We worry as much about food and bedding as you do, Andrea Benci. The rain wets us as much and is as annoying. The cold freezes us and the heat scorches. You must not think of soldiers as men unlike any others.” He chuckled once.


Andrea Benci’s brow furrowed. “As you say,” he murmured. “I have little experience with soldiers. In Firenze the Lanzi were not often involved with merchants.” It was almost an apology and the old man at last dared to meet Lodovico’s eyes. “I will talk with the Signoria tomorrow.”


It was good to see the Podestà put his mind to this task at last. Lodovico allowed himself the pleasure being relieved. He felt now that Andrea Benci won be on the side of the fighters. To be sure of this, he added, “We cannot afford to lose this battle, not if Italia Federata is to have the lead in exploring this magnificent new land. The Spanish and the French would like it if we failed. Therefore, we must succeed.”


“Yes,” Benci said, somewhat numbly. “There have been Spanish vessels here from time to time. We have been anxious to let them land, but there was little could do without open conflict since the Spanish want to gain ground in the New World” He tried to shrug this off, squaring his stooped shoulders for Lodovico’s benefit. “With you here, it will be different,” he declared. “Our people will rally to your leadership.”


“I hope they may. That is why I was sent—to mobilize our forces and our allies against the foes of the Cerocchi.” Lodovico got to his feet and favored Andrea Benci with a courteous bow. “We must talk again, Podestà Benci, but tonight, I fear I am tired.” His eyes sparkled as he looked at the old man who was all but snoring. “A long flight like that and I am exhausted.”


“Um. Of course.” The old man made a feeble gesture of dismissal. “Don’t stay on my account.” His voice had almost trailed away on the last words, and as Lodovico reached the door, he could see Andrea Benci’s jaw drop onto his chest as he was at last unable to resist the sleep that had been hovering around him like a swarm of moths.


Lodovico found his chamber. He could not bring himself to wake the bodyservant who had been assigned to him, but tugged himself out of his clothes and stored them in the trunk at the foot of the enormous bed he had been provided. He could tell that the mattress was filled with goose feathers and would be soft as merengue to sleep upon, and that promise tempted him. When he had donned his nightshift, he knelt and bowed his head for his nightly devotions.


“In the Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen,” he said, as he had every night since he was old enough to speak. “It has pleased You to send me to aid these afflicted people in this strange and distant land, away from my family and my country. Whatever burden You give me, I will carry it with a glad and humble heart and will, with Your help, so conduct myself as to be worthy of the honor. Should it be Your intention to see me fall in battle, I ask that You will forgive my sins, which must surely blacken my soul and make it ugly to You; to that end, You will purge me of evil that I will at last be sufficiently acceptable to You that I may stand in the splendor and radiance that is glorious forever. If my sins offend You too greatly, then I beseech You that You will let my right arm falter so that I will die at enemies’ hands and be cast into the outer darkness for all eternity.” He stopped a moment, the terrible desolation of his petition weighing on him. The contemplation of that ultimate isolation appalled him the way no armed enemy could. “Lord God, if You deem me worthy, spare me that perpetual condemnation.” He had spoken more loudly than he knew, and it was startling to him. How must it feel, he thought, to be one of the warriors of the Fortezza Serpente and have nothing to meet at death but that awful, endless darkness? The flames of Hell, he knew, would be preferable to such total abandonment.. “I submit myself to Your Will,” he whispered.


When he had finished his prayers, he rose and pulled back the coverings of the bed. The petals of sweet-scented flowers had been scattered on the silken sheets; as Lodovico sank back into the lovely softness, he sensed he would have the same, wonderful dream again. There was a smile on his mouth as he let the perfume of the petals and the embracing luxury of the feather bed lift and carry him into the delicious visions of private paradise.









La Realtà


Alessandra had not repaired his sleeve, Lodovico noticed as he began to secure the fastening of his belted giornea. He saw that the brocaded panels of his bodice were more frayed than they had been a few months ago, and he sighed. There was a run in his silken calzebrache and the heels were sadly discolored. He consoled himself with the thought that his shoes, though scuffed, would cover the worst of that. He knew there was no way to repair the leggings in time for the reception, and the knowledge annoyed him. It was bad enough that he lacked inches and that his face was as rough-hewn as a bust by a novice sculptor, to have to dress shabbily was an affront to his dignity and position. He flipped the threads where the knot of pearls should have been and sighed more deeply this time.


He was attempting to arrange his unruly brown hair hen his wife came into the room. “Good afternoon,” he said, with a degree of affection as he tried to get the locks around his face to curl more tightly, as was the current fashion.


“Benci said that I can’t come to the reception, or banquet.” She was a pretty, petulant woman with languorous eyes. Her body was opulent but lacked any quality of voluptuousness. She came up behind her husband and leaned her head against his shoulder. “I wanted so to see the English ambassador arrive. He’s bringing an enormous number of men with him, they say. Some of them are very famous.”


“That’s true.” He had given up on the curls and was running a comb through his short beard, painfully aware that he should have trimmed it that morning or the day before.


“What are the English like?” Her arms were around his waist and she patted him before she stepped back.


“You’ve seen them before,” Lodovico reminded her gently. “You said they all had red faces.” It had almost six years since there had been an official diplomatic visit from England, and this occasion, when King Henry was sending a full mission and his Chancellor to the Grand Duke of Muscovy, with secondary visits to Firenze and Cracow, would be of much greater international importance, and therefore of greater ceremony than the previous visit had been. “Henry the Eighth likes these extravagant gestures,” Lodovico added, if he had been thinking aloud.


“They say he’s a handsome man,” Alessandra remarked, a teasing note in her voice. “It’s a shame that he did not want to come as well.”


“The King of England would not visit the Grand Duke of Muscovy, my love,” Lodovico said as he put down the comb. “That’s the wrong precedent. Sending More is honor enough for a man who hasn’t a real crown or kingdom to call his own.” He bent down try to adjust the sag in his silken calzebrache, and succeeded in making the run worse.


“Il Primàrio should see that you have finer clothes since you’re his official poet.” She gave a significant look to her own camora, which was as out of fashion as the garments he wore.


“Alessandra—”


“It isn’t right that we should be treated so,” she insisted and folded her arms.


Lodovico agreed with her, but he said, “Il Primàrio has more on his mind than our wardrobes, wife. I may mention it to him. The trouble is, he’s too much like his grandfather—oh, he loves the splendor, but most the time he hardly notices what others are wearing. This is an important evening. He might be willing to listen to me if I point out the state of…” The words trailed off as he tried to fix a brooch over the broken threads where the pearls should have been.


Alessandra raised her head, not precisely defiantly, not at all conciliating, either. “See that you remember. I am ashamed to be seen on the streets. We are not ragmongers. And as for Virginio…in case 1 had not noticed it, my husband, our son is growing and he needs larger clothes. I won’t have him wearing those castoffs that we were given. You’re a more important man than that, and deserve better.”


It was true that Virginio was getting too big for all of his clothing again. A youth of fourteen now, he was becoming more manly every day. It was time to send him to Roma or Paris or perhaps Milano or Pisa. He was nearly ready to start his formal studies. Lodovico sighed, realizing that if his son were almost old enough for university studies, then he was older than he had felt himself to be.


“Have you decided where he’s to be schooled?” Alessandra asked, with that uncanny perception of his thoughts she had often shown.


“Not yet,” Lodovico answered, not wanting to discuss it when he had so many other things on his mind.


“I’ve heard that the schools in Germany are very good.” She had taken the oblique approach, which was her favorite. Lodovico closed the clasp on the brooch as he looked at her. “There is a civil war in Germany, Alessandra. You know that. It would be folly to send him there.”


“But you’ll have to decide soon. Arrangements have to be made if he’s to be enrolled before he’s sixteen.” She was genuinely concerned. There was an anxious line between her brows and her voice had risen a few notes.


“I will speak to Damiano about it,” he promised, knowing that until he did, she would give him no peace.


“I was hoping,” she said in a different tone, “that you would be allowed to spend part of the summer in the country. You keep saying that you are tired and want time to work on your new pieces. If we could have the use of one of the Medici villas, one of the small ones, nothing fancy, then you would have your rest and time enough to write without all these court functions taking your attention away from your work.” There was a tightness at the corners of her eyes “I know that you do not sleep well, my husband, and that you are not as happy as you might be here.”


“It’s a busy year. Il Primàrio has need of me in these times.” It was true—Firenze had seemed the hub of the world since 1530, and now, two and a half years later, there was no sign that the activity was diminishing.


“There are villas in the hills less than half a day’s ride from the gates,” Alessandra said with a touch of asperity. “If you must be near at hand, then let de’ Medici put you in one of those.”


“If there is an opportunity, I will ask about it. A summer in the country would be pleasant.” He stood back and looked at himself in the, small, expensive mirror of Venetian glass. He sighed his resignation and gave a last twitch to the brooch. The knot of pearls lay on the table where their luminous beauty derided him. As he put the mirror down, he accidentally scattered the pearls.


“Oh, no!” Alessandra cried as she saw the milky jewels rolling across the brightly painted floor planks, “Lodovico, how could you?…your pearls!”


He shrugged and smiled “It looks well enough with the brooch. I doubt anyone will notice.” As he reached for the two scrolls he had tossed onto his writing table, he gave his wife a quick kiss, a kind of apology that she was not to be included in the evening’s gathering. He knew how much these occasions meant to her—far more than they meant to him. “I’ll tell you all about the reception. Who was there, what they said, everything. I’ve promised to join il Primàrio and the English party after the banquet, but I won’t stay too late.” This, he knew, was a polite fiction. He had been looking forward to a long conversation with Sir Thomas More, whose writing he so much admired.


“Remember what they’re wearing,” she prompted him. “And tell me if that Wessex man is as handsome as everyone has said. Some of those English are like angels.” She tweaked his beard. “But most of them are pigs.”


“Better for the angels.” He laughed as pulled on his soft velvet cap from which he had removed the bedraggled ostrich feather. “See what you can do with the pearls while I’m gone. Perhaps you can put them on the corsage of your blue brocade gonela.” It was her newest, only three years old, and was quite flattering to her, the blue making her rather pale eyes appear brighter. “You can wear it tomorrow at the garden festival.” He added then, more gently, “The banquet will probably be terrible. You know what it can be like—everything for show and nothing for taste and all of it cold.”


Alessandra gave a complicated little gesture and waved him out of the door.


Cosimo, Cardinale Medici was waiting in the antechamber when Lodovico entered, and as soon as Lodovico knelt and kissed his ring, he said, “I don’t know what’s got into Damiano, receiving the English when the Pope is in dispute with the King of England.” He had piercing, somewhat protuberant eyes of a muddy hazel color that always disturbed Lodovico. Those eyes rested on him now, and the imperious voice rapped out questions. “Has he said anything to you? Is it another one of his whims?”


“I don’t know, Eminenza. I am only his poet, not his adviser.” As he stood he felt the run in his calzebrache widen.


“Yet he discusses things with you,” the Cardinale insisted. “And this Sir Thomas More, certainly, is as much a writer as a court official. It would be just like Damiano to ask your opinion rather than mine. I tell you, the Pope is distressed at this incident.”


Pope Clemente VII had begun life as Giulio de’ Medici, the illegitimate son of Damiano’s great-uncle Giuliano, who had fallen under assassins’ knives twenty years before Damiano was born. Both the Pope and il Primàrio were as fervently committed to their family they were to their mutual dislike. Cosimo, being the most important member of the junior branch of the family was often caught between the two powerful men.


“He hasn’t discussed the matter with me, Eminenza,” Lodovico said as evenly as he could, knowing Cosimo’s capricious temper.


“He discussed banning slavery with you,” Cosimo persisted, clearly expecting a response.


“He discussed that with everyone. It was a difficult question. Firenze had always permitted slaves. And it was his first major act after Magnifico’s death.” Lodovico wished he could escape from the scarlet-clad prince the Church. “I know you felt he made the wrong decision, Eminenza.”


“And you think he made the right one?” Cosimo demanded in his harsh voice that was more suited to military leader than a churchman.


“I have said so. Because I would not like to be slave.” He tried to smile self-deprecatingly but could not quite manage it. “If you have argument with Damiano, why not speak to him?”


“I fully intend to, you may be sure of it. The boy’s been avoiding me since I arrived from Roma. I won’t tolerate many more insults. Damiano may be the leader of the Medici and il Primàrio, but I am Cardinal and it is not only myself he affronts, but the Pope and Holy Church.” It was typical of Cosimo to support his arrogance with all the political and spiritual weight he could muster. “He is walking a dangerous path, Ariosto. The Church has brought greater men than Damiano de’ Medici to their knees.”


Family quarrels always distressed Lodovico, and so he said nothing but, “An unfortunate situation,” to Cosimo, Cardinale Medici before he went to the far corner of the room and pretended to study the new painting there. It was by Giovanni Rosso, and not entirely to Lodovico’s liking. Forms seemed to be spilling out of the canvas, and the perspective was distorted to play tricks with the eye.


A moment later the door of the antechamber opened and Ippolito Davanzati came into the room. He was resplendent in a giornea ad alie of cut velvet embroidered with jewels, and was quite odiously handsome as well. At twenty-three, he was heir to the third largest fortune in Firenze. “Cardinale,” he said as he genuflected perfunctorily and kissed the proffered ring. “Most of the others are gathering in the sculpture garden, though the artists aren’t very happy to have it so. Would you grant me the honor of escorting you there?” His manner avoided insolence by the finest edge. At the last moment, he gave Lodovico his attention. “You’re here too, are you, Ariosto? I was certain Benci had told you where you should be.”


Lodovico despised these smooth-talking politicians. “I’m afraid he forgot to mention it,” he responded with fierce civility.


“And perhaps your mind was on other matters,” Ippolito suggested so kindly that Lodovico longed to slap his beautiful face.


“For God and the Devil!” Cosinio burst out. “Lead us to the others, Davanzati. The ceremony must be about to begin. We would be insulting”—he was clearly insulted himself—“if we were not there with the rest of the court to welcome the English, no matter how foolish and ill-considered their visit may be.”


Reluctantly Lodovico followed Cosimo and Ippolito from the room, dreading the next few hours. He walked the familiar hallways of Palazzo de’ Medici to the sculpture garden that opened on the Via de’ Ginori.


It was a small courtyard, and much of it was given over to fine marble figures. Here Donatello had worked, and Ghirlandajo, and the young Michelangelo Buonarroti. A few of these masters’ works were there, but more of the room was taken up by new, incomplete works of the latest Medici artists.


Today it was hard to study the sculpture, as the place was filled with the unacknowledged aristocracy of Firenze. Lodovico knew most of them, loathed almost. half of them, loved perhaps ten of them. He found himself a convenient corner and opened his scrolls as if studying his verses for the ceremony. In this way he kept himself until the orders were given to proceed to the little piazza between Santa Maria del Fiore and the Battistero.


From the Porta Maggiore of the Fortezza da Basso, along the Via Faenza and the Via de’ Cerretani to the steps of Santa Maria del Fiore and the doors that depicted the Gates of Paradise, the way was strewn with fragrant spring flowers. All of Firenze’s sixty thousand citizens seemed to have come out for the day to view the procession of the ambassadors from England. Every window, every doorway, every balcony and available rooftop was crammed with people, and now, as the afternoon deepened and the rich golden shadows lay across the Arno Valley, turning the houses the color of copper and their roofs the red of old wine, a hush fell at last.


Then la Vacca, the deep-throated bell in the tower of the Palazzo della Federazione, began its slow, lowing toll, and it was soon joined by the bells of Santa Maria Novella, Santa Trinità, Ognissanti, San Marco, San. Lorenzo, Santo Spirito, Santa Maddalena de’ Pazzi, San Jacopo Oltrarno, Santa Felicità, and the carillons of Santissima Annunziata and Santa Croce as well as the distant bells of San Miniato al Monte. It was a splendid, brazen cacophony, an ocean of sound merging and echoing down the streets as the first company of Firenzen’ Lanzi entered the Porta Maggiore of the Fortezza da Basso. So great was the clamor of the bells that the trumpets and sackbuts of the soldiers’ band were completely unheard, though they were loud enough to pierce the tumult of cannon in battle.


Between the Battistero and Santa Maria del Fiore, the welcoming committee stood. There were all the Console members who had been in the sculpture garden earlier, each in long and dignified robes with wide jeweled collars of office, a few wearing the various colored ribbons of their particular Confraternitàs. There were the senior representatives of the Artei, the powerful guilds that were the commercial heart of Firenze and Italia Federata. There were the Ducas of Milano and Mantova, each with his own impressive retinue. There were greater and lesser clergy—whole constellations of bishops, priors, and priests, all in the greatest finery the occasion allowed. With them, very grand in red and tasseled hat, was Cosimo, Cardinale Medici, his keen, measuring eyes flicking over the crowd as he waited.


Andrea Benci moved among these diverse and occasionally hostile groups with astounding ease. He chatted, arranged, informed, always unruffled, never awkward. His giornea of deep, wine-colored velvet was admired by everyone. He took this, and everything else, in his stride, turning aside any and all compliments with a graceful modesty that made Lodovico itch to strangle him.


Somewhat apart from all this stood il Primàrio, Damiano di Piero de’ Medici. At thirty-five, he was in the prime of his life, a tall, saturnine man with dark hair and straight brows. The mark of his Magnificent grandfather was on him, but it was less a matter of actual facial resemblance—though he did have the wide Medici jaw, long-lidded dark eyes and the firm, thin-lipped mouth of that family—than manner. He carried a civic staff in one hand and from time to time he tapped it against his shoulder. Other than that one nervous gesture, he did little to show his impatience, but Lodovico knew, after the close association of twelve years, that il Primàrio was becoming very irritated. Damiano wore his brocades with a nonchalance that Lodovico envied, though he did fiddle with the stiff, gold-embroidered tabard that was the only mark of office he would tolerate.


When at last the troop of Lanzi clattered and jingled and trumpeted their way into the piazza, they were accompanied by cheers that almost overwhelmed the voices of the bells. Damiano sighed and motioned to Lodovico to join him as he moved to the front of the reception committee.


The Capitano of the Lanzi dipped his flag-tipped ceremonial weapon and climbed out of the saddle. “Primàrio!” he bellowed and was only just audible, though no more than ten steps away.


Damiano motioned for him to continue.


“The ambassadors from England!” He gave a sharp, unheard command to the mounted Lanzi, and they parted to allow a second party of horsemen to approach.


Compared to the lavish grandeur of the Italians, the English company was drab. At their head the Chancellor of England rode, and with ill-concealed relief, pulled his horse to a stop. He dismounted wearily, his dark-brown, fur-collared cloak dragging on the ground as he came toward Il Primàrio. His fine, sharp-nosed face set itself in a smile. “Primàrio de’ Medici?” he said formally. “In the name of Henry Tudor, King of England, of that name, the Eighth, I greet you.”


There was mischief in Damiano’s dark eyes as he took the Chancellor by the hand. “You are welcome in Italia, Sir Thomas More.”


More’s somber features relaxed slightly and he reached up to straighten the square-cornered cap on his head “I am mandated to present to you, Primàrio, Sir Warford Pierpoint Edmund Glennard, Earl of Wessex, Envoy to Italia Federata. Also”—he paused and indicated the oldest man in his party—“William Catesby, Esquire Royal to the former King, father of the Duke of Clarence and presently the Earl of Warwick.”


“You are all welcome, were there ten times as many of you,” Damiano assured him with half bows to the English party. “It is an honor to have such distinguished foreigners in our country. Lodovico Ariosto will express our sentiments for us.”


Nudged forward, Lodovico ground his teeth as he reached for his scroll. His giornea seemed not to fit any longer. He was certain that it was a waste of time and no one would hear him. He paused while the trumpeters of the Lanzi played a fanfare and the bells were stilled, and then, hating the whole occasion, he began to read in a voice that was so strained and high that it was near cracking. What an ordeal it was, he thought, to read for these English with the impossible names.









La Fantasia


Falcone stood beside Lodovico’s magnificent mount and stroked the glinting feathers of his folded wings. “He is amazing,” the Cérocchi Prince whispered in awe for the third time.


“I’ve had him since he was a yearling. He was one of the two I brought down out of the mountains,” Lodovico said, unable to keep his pride out of his voice. “You should have seen him then. He was all legs and feathers and every attempt he made at flying was simply pathetic.” He gave the beaked and taloned hippogryph another familiar pat on the neck. “He’s fine now. On land or in the air, I’ve never seen his match. I can’t imagine anything that could best him.”


“We were shocked at the horses brought to Nuova Genova,” Falcone said. “We’d never seen anything like them before, but this… He surpasses everything!”


“Yes, he is something special,” Lodovico agreed. “I’d offer to let you ride him, but he doesn’t take too well to strangers on his back. We might be able to ride him double. If we don’t have to go very far, he’ll be able to carry two of us.” While he was pleased that Bellimbusto was so much his own mount, he thought it would be a pleasure to see Falcone riding him in the sky. “Your name alone should give you the right to ride him. A falcon like you…” He stopped in mid-sentence. “I’ll send word to Italia. I’ll tell them that you must have one of Bellimbusto’s children.”


“Are there more, then?” Falcone asked, his black eyes alive with wonder.


“Not very many, but they’re breeding well. We’ve had good luck with the two I brought back. They produce about three offspring a year—more than horses—and they grow quite rapidly. The real problem is taming them to ride. If you take a tumble when one of these animals is in the air, well, you might have time enough for a prayer.” He chuckled, a full, rich sound that evoked an answering laughter in the Cérocchi Prince.


“Have you ever fallen?” Falcone asked, becoming serious once more.


“Only once,” Lodovico confessed, his handsome features darkening with the memory. “Not very far, but far enough. I was fortunate to land in a pond.” That drop through the sky, when his heart seemed lodged in his jaw, the sickening impact in shallow pond in the field of ripening vegetables, still had the power to cause him chagrin.


“You were very fortunate. I would not want to fall off such an animal once it was airborne..” Falcone ruffled the feathers of Bellimbusto’s neck. “I think such a fall would be formidable.”


“It was that,” Lodovico allowed with forced laughter.


“We will need much strength against the sorcerers of the Fortezza Serpente,” he went on thoughtfully as he studied the folded wings and powerful hindquarters of the horse. “Their warriors…” He broke off quite suddenly.


Though the sun was warm on Nuova Genova and the distant waves were a soft, ecstatic sigh on the beach, Lodovico felt cold go through him. “What about their warriors?”


Falcone hated to show fear, and for that reason he hesitated before he spoke. “They are giants, enormous, as strong as the bear and the panther together. They are armed with javelins and spears, and are all but impervious to our weapons.”


“Impervious?” Lodovico echoed. “I don’t doubt you, hut how can they be impervious? The Holy Roman Emperor in all his armor is not entirely impervious to injury.” He folded his strong arms on his chest and waited for the answer.


“They are coated with flint and frost,” the Cerocchi Prince admitted unhappily. “When our arrows strike them, a bit of the flint breaks off, but the warrior is unharmed.”


“There are cannon,” Lodovico remarked. “It would be difficult taking them into the wilderness, but not impossible. If castle walls can be breached with cannon, then these flint warriors will be destroyed by a few well-placed balls, and your archers need not endanger themselves at all.”


“I have seen your cannon,” Falcone said slowly, little hope in his jet-dark eyes. “Against walls they are, as you say, most effective. But against tall, swift men, what can they do? I don’t think your cannon can be maneuvered quickly enough to defeat them.” He looked again at Bellimbusto. “These animals, well, that’s another matter. With such mounts, we could defeat the flint giants, perhaps.”


Lodovico’s eyes widened at the thought of such a formidable foe. “Giants armed in flint and frost! Never have I faced such warriors. It may be as you say, and they will be the most difficult opponents I have ever encountered.”


“They are that,” the Cérocchi nodded mournfully. “Some of our most stalwart warriors have fallen to them. Then…”—his face was set with the horror of what he had to tell—“the sorcerer you call Anatrecacciatore takes the skins off our fallen men and with dreadful incantations and forbidden spells, inflates those same skins with the breath of his evil power and gives them the ability to move again, but at his behest, so that they enter the numbers of our enemies.”


An Italian would have had tears on his face at such a terrible revelation, Lodovico thought, but these courageous, stoic Cérocchi would not so honor the evil of Anatrecacciatore. “Have you the will to fight these abominations, who wear the faces of your brothers?”


“Ah!” Falcone turned to Lodovico. “You understand. Yes, that is the worst of it—that we must strike at those who are most dear to us, and those who have had the greatest respect of our people.”


“Were you hoping, perhaps, that our men, being foreigners, would be able to battle the transformed warriors without the hesitation that you, in your fidelity, must feel?”


Falcone acknowledged this with a gesture. “It may be foolish of us, but what can we do? I saw my own cousin, whom I had watched die four days earlier, come toward me with a maul raised to strike, and I did not want to fight him. I felt my spear enter the flesh and saw the thing collapse into a withered husk, and still it seemed to me that it was my cousin who had died afresh, though I knew it was his stolen skin only, and the malefic will of Anatrecacciatore, not good, faithful Boscoverdi who fell.”


“You are a valorous people,” Lodovico said, his voice deep with sincerity. “It is a mark of your valor that you do not willingly attack those known to you, though it endangers you.” He put his hand on Falcone’s shoulder. “We are together in this, good Prince. You and I will find a way to defeat this evil, or no one will.”


“I pray you’re right,” Falcone responded with a brave squaring of his angular jaw. “You are new to this land; you have nothing holding you here…”


“Except my vow,” Lodovico put in, his fine eyes blazing.


“Vows have been broken before. There was a promise of peace between the Serpente and the Cérocchi. You may still turn away from us and leave us to our fate. But we Cérocchi—where can we go? This is the land of our fathers and their fathers and their fathers before them. Our blood is mixed with the earth and we may not leave it.”


“You have had my vow, Prince Falcone, that we will fight with you, and if God so wills it, die with you. The sorcerers of the Fortezza Serpente are spawn of the Devil and no Christian knight can call himself true and worthy if he turn from such combat. We will ride into battle side by side, and if we fall, it will also be with our faces toward the enemy and our banners high.” He turned quickly back toward Bellimbusto so that Falcone could not see the moisture that shone in his eyes, for it would unman him to weep before this honest Prince.


Falcone put his hand on Lodovico’s shoulder. “I will call you my brother Ariosto, and will trust you with my life.”


“And I you, Falcone,” Lodovico said when he had mastered himself.


“But if you go, you endanger yourself,” Andrea Benci said to Lodovico somewhat later as he sat in the audience hall of the Palazzo del Doge.


Lodovico shrugged. “Life is filled with danger, Podestà, and there is no avoiding it.” He stroked his short, beautifully curled beard. “It is important that I meet with the King of the Cérocchi and, perhaps, his allies as well. The longer we avoid this discussion, the greater advantage to our enemies.”


“You may be attacked. Wounded! Killed!” The old man’s face was filled with terror at the possibility. “You’re too valuable.”


Lodovico let his eyes rest on Andrea Benci a moment. “I am here because il Primàrio was willing to risk me. How can you, or I, do less than honor his commitment?”


“He does not understand the situation here,” Benci protested, his old hands tightening on the arms of his chair so that the blue veins and ridged tendons stood out in the skin like gold in quartz.


“That does not matter, Podestà,” Lodovico said even more gently. “If I fail here, it will be my responsibility.” He looked beyond Andrea Benci, and there was a dreamy expression on his face. “In the end, it is a question of worth, of integrity. I could be named the greatest hero of the Italia Federata, but if I turn from this war, then nothing would redeem my honor in my own eyes. In the end it is myself who must answer to God for my actions: not you, not Damiano, not the Saints and Martyrs. You may order me to remain, and still I will go.”


Podestà Benci sighed. “Very well, Ariosto. Go, if you must, but I pray, do not expose yourself to needless dangers.”


Lodovico gave him an ironic bow. “I will keep what you say in mind, Podestà. It is certain that you wish me success.” He stepped back from the frightened old man. “You have a garrison here,” he reminded the leader of the Signoria. “You’ve relied on them in the past…”


“That was different,” Andrea Benci interrupted, glowering. “They are good enough, of course. They’ve fended off occasional raiders and a few Turkish pirates, but that is not the same thing as protecting this city from the forces of a strong enemy.”


“There is no indication that Anatrecacciatore is on the march,” Lodovico said, trying to soothe the old man. “From what Falcone tells me, it will be many days before he can launch an attack against us.”


“He’s a sorcerer, Ariosto! Who knows what he can do! You’ve heard about the warriors of flint and frost? And the reanimated skins of fallen Cérocchi? You’ve learned of this and still say that we cannot be attacked?” Andrea’s voice had risen to a shriek and he sank lower chair, as if hiding from the forces which he feared, even now, were gathering to strike at him.


“It is possible, I admit,” Lodovico answered. “We must pray that he has not the power for such a move, or is still unaware of the resistance we’re planning.”


With a sudden burst of energy, Podestà Benci launched himself out of his chair, almost colliding with Lodovico. “We’re desperate here. You know that!”


“Then the sooner I meet with the Cérocchi, the better,” Lodovico said quietly as he led Benci back to the chair. “You must not let the people of Nuova Genova see you are afraid, for if they do, they will catch the fear from you, as if it were an infection, and you will be conquered by it rather than by Anatrecacciatore. If you cannot be brave for yourself, Benci, then be so for the people here.”


Andrea Benci nodded, his head wobbling on his neck like the head of a poorly jointed doll. “Yes. For them. You’re right.”


“I’ll make my journey as quickly as possible, you have my word, and will return as soon as I may without giving offense to the Cérocchi.” He felt a great compassion for the Podestà. He had been an incisive and cold-minded diplomat in his day, but since age had taken hold of him, he had lost something of that cutting edge to his intellect. Before Lodovico had left, Damiano had confided in him that it would have been better, after all, if he had sent Andrea Benci to his family estates in Umbria or appointed him Senior Envoy to the French court that was so much in the shadow of Italia Federata. “You have served our beloved country long and well, Andrea Benci,” Lodovico told him, all the impatience gone from his tone. “Your love and your skill will guide you now, as they have so often in the past.”


For a moment, Andrea Benci said nothing. “I’ve forgotten the way of it,” he admitted in a small, timorous voice.


“No, you haven’t,” Lodovico said heartily. “You are merely out of practice. It will not take long for you to remember.”


There was a pathetic gratitude in Andrea’s smile. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said, and added in firmer tones, “if you’re going to see the King of the Cérocchi, it would probably be best if you went now.”


Lodovico could only admire the courage of that dismissal. He made a graceful bow and withdrew.


Bellimbusto attracted the attention of the entire Cérocchi city as he landed, both Lodovico and Falcone on his back. From everywhere the people came running, most of them shouting, all of them amazed.


“Dismount first,” Lodovico said. “He’s restless in crowds, sometimes, and may soar without warning.”


The Cérocchi Prince nodded and scrambled hastily from the high-fronted saddle, turning to face his people as they gathered around the newcomers.


There were shouts of recognition, and after a moment a path was made for Falcone’s father, the great Alberospetrale, King of the Cérocchi. Tall and straight, wearing his age in glory, the King passed through the throng with head high, the jewels of his leather giaquetta interspersed with porcupine ivory and the talons of eagles. As he drew near, Falcone dropped to his knee in homage to his father.


“Now let the gods be thanked: you have come again,” Alberospetrale said in his deep, sonorous voice as he raised his son to his feet.


“With this splendid animal and this more-splendid hero, who is his master, to aid us,” Falcone responded with pride. “We have been repaid in our good faith, for these valiant Italians have given their word that they will aid us in our struggles with the evil Anatrecacciatore and his terrible flint warriors. In token of their pledge, they have sent Lodovico Ariosto, who defeated the Great Mandarin himself in single combat.”


The Cérocchi had quieted as Falcone spoke, and now there was a new energy in them as they stared at Lodovico, who had stayed in the saddle to control his restive


mount.


“It is well,” Alberospetrale intoned. “It is a great good and we are grateful to the Italians.”


Lodovico murmured a few reassuring words to Bellimbusto, then came out of the saddle to kneel at the feet of the King of the Cérocchi. “Great Alberospetrale,” he began, then looked up at the tall old man in his feathers and leather and ivory and jewels. “It is a humbling moment, to kneel before you.”


Alberospetrale accepted this and indicated that Lodovico should rise. “You have brought two wonders with you—hope and that animal.” He indicated Bellimbusto with a distinguished nod of his head. “I have never seen anything like him.”
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