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  Chapter 1




  

    

      “...look into the seeds of time, And say which grain will grow and which will not...”




      Macbeth (Act l, Scene 3)


    


  




  Vinci, Italy




  Summer, 1476




  Under cover of darkness, Leonardo crept through Vinci’s narrow streets, keeping to the shadows. A hunting quiver crammed with brushes, vials of pigment, and pieces of rolled canvas rode high on his back. His father’s cloth valise hung from his shoulder. Tools of his trade and a change of clothes were all he could gather in his haste to flee.




  As he edged past the humble dwellings of the village, muffled voices penetrated closed doors. His breath caught in his throat when he heard his name. He could imagine what they were saying. News of the allegations and pending trial had traveled fast. Young ladies who once fancied his presence now shunned him. Even his favorite wine merchant met him with an accusing eye while patrons huddled in conversation privy only to their ears. Soon he would be rid of them.




  Lighted windows illuminated the shallow ditch that paralleled the main road. This cesspool of daily life reeked with the stench of human waste, a putrid smell that hung in the air like a fetid veil. Leonardo picked up his pace, anxious to reach the Tuscan hills ripe with the scent of rosemary and evergreen shrubs. Perhaps there he would find solace from those who chose to believe him guilty.




  Near the edge of town, lights from a tavern painted yellow streaks across the rutted surface. Raucous laughter gave way to boisterous shouts.




  “Take it back or you’ll pay with your life,” a man threatened.




  “What? That your mother’s a whore?”




  Glass shattered. The door burst open. A brawl spilled into the street.




  Fists flew. Arms and legs intertwined like a mass of snakes in mating season. Tossed from the melee, a sprite of a man undercut Leonardo, knocking him to the ground.




  “Get off!” Leonard pushed the ruffian aside and scrambled to his feet.




  The man squinted at Leonardo through a half-closed eye. “Look who we have here, boys,” he said, raising his voice to be heard.




  The fighting stopped, and all eyes turned to Leonardo.




  A short, dumpy man with a peg leg wobbled closer. “Well, I’ll be damned. He’s the one I told you about, the artist who fornicates with men.”




  “Is that right?” a gruff voice bellowed.




  “No,” Leonardo said, brushing the dirt from his tunic, “the governors cleared me of all charges.”




  “And how much did it cost to bribe them?” a tall, skinny man said, bringing a roar of laughter.




  The man with the swollen eye thrust his face within inches of Leonardo. “I’ve heard people like you don’t change, but I know how to stop you.” He turned to others. “Anyone here got a knife?”




  Unbridled rage, coupled with the desire to survive, shot through Leonardo. His hand moved toward his own knife, sheathed beneath his tunic. But no, he didn’t want murder on his conscience. Heat surged to his face, and the hair on his arms stood on end. With clenched fists, he crouched—a rogue wolf ready to fight.




  “I won’t die, not at your filthy hands,” he snarled in defiance.




  Hoisting the scrawny excuse of a man over his head, he tossed him into the group, knocking them backwards. In a flash, Leonardo bolted into an alley. His long legs churned like windmills, faster and faster, keeping pace with his racing heart. Rounding a corner, he shimmied behind barrels stacked in front of a store. The rough spines of the slats raked his forearms. He slunk low and swallowed the pain as his attackers rushed past.




  “Find him! I’ll cut that bastard good.”




  No doubt he would, Leonardo thought. Perspiration seeped into his eyes. Despite what felt like liquid fire, he didn’t flinch, didn’t even breathe until the thundering footsteps faded in the distance. When he was sure they were out of sight, he eased from his hiding place and raced in the opposite direction. No one followed.




  He skulked forward with great trepidation. Near the end of the alley, the street appeared empty so he stepped from the shadows into the open road. A smirk curled at the corners of his mouth. “At least I saved my manhood,” he muttered.




  Two men sprang from a darkened alcove. Claw-like hands grabbed his arms.




  “What’d you say?” one of the man said in a surly voice.




  Before he could answer, a fist slammed into Leonardo’s eye. Another split his lip. He spat blood and strained with all his might to wrench free from his captor’s grip.




  “Hold him,” a voice shouted as the rest of the men surrounded him.




  Whump! A board cracked across his back. Air whooshed from his lungs. He gulped, struggling for a breath. Fire rippled down his shoulder as teeth sank into his flesh. Someone in the tortuous mob twisted his fingers, so much so, he feared he might never hold a brush again.




  “Stop! Stop!”




  His pleas fell on deaf ears. The men threw him to the ground, drove their hard-sole scarpe into his ribs, stomped his legs and arms. With each blow, vile remarks painted him the monster he wasn’t.




  “You’ll...never...abuse...anyone...again.”




  Outnumbered, Leonardo could do nothing but cover his head with his hands.




  “See if he carries any money,” someone shouted over the fracas.




  “What’s in his quiver?” another one yelled.




  Leonardo held fast to the straps.




  “Turn loose, you filthy pig.” The peg-legged man yanked hard.




  Leonardo winched as the narrow leather strap of the quiver cut into his shoulder.




  Hands pried at his fingers. Then, for a reason Leonardo could not fathom, the assault stopped. The angry shouts turned to screams of fear, and they tripped over him in their haste to get away...from what?




  As the night swallowed up their fearful cries, an eerie silence settled on the now desolate street. Leonardo lifted his head, wanting to see what had frightened them, and what now might beseech him. He wiped his eyes. Then he wiped them again, unable to make sense of what he saw—something not of this earth —a green mist that glowed and pulsated. The diaphanous phantom with white-hot embers for eyes drifted toward him. Waves of heat scorched Leonardo’s face, singed his hair, and sucked the moisture from his mouth. The smell soured his stomach. He heaved but nothing came forth, not even enough saliva to moisten his parched lips.




  The creature floated inches above the ground. Arms, twice the length of any man, unfurled and waved like dancing cobras within inches of Leonardo’s face. Fingers turned into needle-sharp fangs, ready to strike. Instead, with an upward movement and without touching, the hands drew Leonardo to his feet.




  Surely, the Devil had come to claim his soul.




  “I’m innocent. I don’t deserve to die,” Leonardo cried.




  A cavernous pit, where one would expect a nose and mouth, opened wider and wider. And a thunderous voice rumbled from the inky void.




  “Nor shall you.”




  Leonardo’s legs wobbled and threatened to buckle. “Then be gone, lest you frighten me to death.”




  Snake-like arms slithered back into their sockets, and his eyes of fire cooled to an icy blue. The gaping mouth shrank to a small oval, and the voice became a whisper.




  “I chose that form to make the others flee. Perhaps you would prefer I looked like this...or this,” the creature said, changing from one horrific shape into another.




  First, a dwarf’s body with a bulbous head and a forehead embedded with six roving eyes. Wet, slimy tentacles dangled from a clam-like nose, while saber-like arms slashed the air. Next he appeared as a headless, lumbering shape, draped in black. On the end of each finger, snake eyes searched in all directions. A roar erupted, and the cloak parted. Protruding from the chest, a shark’s mouth gnashed its layers of razor sharp teeth.




  “Aiee,” Leonard screamed. “You are the devil.”




  Without answering, the creature evolved into a human shape, one pleasing to the eye. Brown hair curled about the man’s ears, and dark eyes no longer threatened. He wore a long white tunic, and his voice rippled like a soothing melody.




  “I am not the Devil, nor do I mean you harm.”




  “Then let me go.”




  “I cannot. You are a chosen one.”




  “Chosen for what, if not to die?”




  “The time for new ideas, a rebirth, is at hand. You, Leonardo, will serve as a vessel for such change—the catalyst, the innovator who will transform this world of darkness into an age of enlightenment. The seeds of the future await you.”




  “You talk madness. Who are you?”




  “I am known as the Old One.”




  “Well, Old One, I want no part of you.”




  Leonardo turned to run, but the muscles in his legs cramped, and he dropped to his knees. A sharp pain stabbed his chest. The beating had left him battered and helpless.




  The Old One drew near and placed his hands on either side of Leonardo’s face. Warmth spread throughout Leonardo’s body. The muscles in his legs relaxed, and the knife-like pain in his ribs subsided.




  “What manner of magic is this?”




  The Old One smiled.




  “Do you not seek refuge from those who believe you guilty, those who would humiliate you?” he asked.




  “How do you know this?”




  “I am a weaver of time. Do as I ask, and I will give you refuge. For two years hence, there will be no record of you or any of your works.”




  “That’s impossible. Where can I go that no one will know?”




  “Not where, but when.”




  The Old One stretched out his arms. Light, as if from a thousand suns, engulfed them.




  “I can’t see,” Leonardo shouted. “What have you done?”




  Little-by-little, the light dimmed. The houses and shops were no longer visible, nor could he feel the earth beneath his feet. Leonardo found himself in an oval room surrounded with silver walls. With a wave of the Old One’s hand, one wall disappeared, revealing the blackness of space.




  Afraid of falling into that dark abyss, Leonardo reached for his strange companion, only to watch his hand pass through the Old One’s body. He jerked back and clutched himself, wary of his own reality.




  “What are you?”




  “What I am doesn’t matter, only that you complete your mission. Another world awaits you. I will give you a glimpse of the future. When you return, and you will, you will remember only enough to ignite your genius. Do not be afraid. I will keep you safe.”




  Outside the open portal, stars streaked past, faster and faster, until they appeared as lines of light. Surely he rode in a vehicle made by a god. When the Old One pulled a fist to his chest, all motion ceased. The streaks of light faded, and night gave way to day.




  Leonardo gawked at the landscape beneath him. Odd shaped buildings climbed skyward to dizzying heights. Ships without masts plied a wide muddy river that twisted and turned through the heart of an enormous city. Strange covered carts without horses sped through a maze of roads.




  “Your adventure begins,” the Old One said. “I bid you farewell.”




  Before Leonardo could draw his next breath, the Old One and the silver room vanished.




  “No! How will I—”




  Leonardo’s lips continued to move, but he could not hear his words. He plunged headfirst toward the earth.




  The wind screamed past so fast it sucked the air from his lungs and threatened to rip his eyes from their sockets. He strained and squeezed his eyelids shut but couldn’t close his mouth. His cheeks flapped like a flag at the mercy of a storm.




  “You lied! I’m going to die!”




  Chapter 2




  Leonardo hurled downward, fearing the moment of impact. Instead, the wind stilled, and he found it easy to draw a deep breath. Ever so gently, his feet touched something solid. Light crept beneath his eyelids, and he mustered the courage to peek at his surroundings. If he had not seen the strange sights from above, he would be inclined to think he had returned to the alley in Vinci, but closer examination revealed otherwise.




  Bricks covered the surface of the road. Multi-leveled shops, of various colors, lined one side of the lane. Some upper windows opened onto balconies adorned with potted flowers and protected by a lacy iron fence. A sweet floral fragrance mingled with the smell of alcohol and only a hint of urine—a far less offensive scent than the putrid alleys of Vinci.




  Opposite the stores, a lush, green courtyard ran alongside the alley. Iron bars prevented anyone from entering. His heart quickened at the sight of a cathedral’s magnificent spires. Maybe the church would provide him sanctuary.




  From the far end of the alley, inhabitants approached. They looked human, but after his encounter with the Old One, he decided to reserve judgment. He straightened his quiver, repositioned the valise, and ran a quick hand through his hair. Best I watch and listen.




  Three men, all dressed alike, made their way toward him. Tight-fitting black cloth clung to the lower half of their bodies and the legs. In place of a tunic, white, flowing material draped the upper torso and billowed around their arms. Hats the size of wagon wheels perched atop their heads, each with a long, plumed feather. Swords hung at their waists. A mask with a long beard and curled mustache covered each face, and layers of multi-colored beads swung from their necks.




  Unsure what to expect, Leonardo placed his hand over his knife. The men stopped in front of him, said nothing, but their eyes scrutinized him. The man in the middle raised a large glass beaker filled with a red liquid. “Happy Mardi Gras,” he said and locked arms with the men on either side of him. “So, who are we?”




  The language sounded similar to English, which he had never learned. That he understood it baffled him. Would they also understand his Italian?




  “I do not know.” To Leonardo’s astonishment, he spoke in English. The Old One had prepared him well.




  The man elbowed the others. They all drew their swords and crossed the blades. “One for all and all for one,” they chanted.




  Leonardo understood the words, but they made no sense. Before he could respond, the man continued.




  “No, we’re not The Three Musketeers.” He grinned and in unison, the trio flipped the ends of their beards at him and bellowed, “We’re the Three Mugs of Beards.”




  “Get it?” the spokesman said, pointing to his face. “Mugs.” Again, he raised his glass. “Happy Mardi Gras!”




  More confused than ever, Leonard frowned. “What is Mardi Gras?”




  “Whoa, I don’t know what you’re smoking,” one said, holding out his curvy glass beaker, “but I’ll trade you this Hurricane for a hit.”




  The men laughed and continued on their way.




  “Stay cool, man,” one of them shouted over his shoulder.




  The three swayed from one side of the alley to the other, their laughter drifting back to Leonardo who watched in confusion as another group drew near. One individual stood well over six feet and wore a gold cloak which dragged the ground. The height and broad shoulders resembled a man’s physique, but the individual leading the pack strutted like a woman. Multi-colored gems sparkled on every finger that strummed the air. Fingernails, more like claws, flashed a bright red. The same color highlighted the cheeks and lips while over the eyes blue and silver paint glistened as if it contained stardust. With jewelry dangling from the ears, this odd human being sauntered within a foot of Leonardo.




  “Hello, big boy,” this oddity said, tossing a head of long, straight blond hair. His bejeweled hands flung open the cloak. “Do you like what you see?”




  Leonard fell back against the fence. His jaw dropped. The man wore only a shimmering piece of gold cloth to cover his genitals. Never had he witnessed such overt debauchery. He cringed at the thought of this individual touching him. Had he not suffered enough, accused falsely of salacious charges?




  “You’re a man!”




  “Only if you want me to be, sugar.” The man whipped his cloak closed and motioned to the others. “Come, my sweets, Queenie needs a drink.”




  They pranced away to the sound of distant music and in the direction of the three bearded fellows.




  “Has the world gone mad?” Leonardo mumbled. “If this is the future of mankind, I will do nothing to change my time. Can you hear me, Old One?”




  More people approached. While Leonardo wondered how they might appear, he decided to follow the strange people he had encountered to see what else lay beyond the place of his arrival.




  The alley opened onto a square. A black iron fence surrounded a large courtyard with opened gates on either end. People dressed in a variety of costumes swarmed the grounds. Behind him, the cathedral with its magnificent façade stood with its doors opened. Buildings lined either side of the courtyard, their ornate balconies overflowing with lush green plants. The far end of the courtyard opened onto another street lined with a mixture of carriages and horseless vehicles.




  His chest swelled with excitement as he hurried toward the self-contained carriages, anxious to see how they worked. But his interest was diverted when something more intriguing caught his eye. He had stepped into an artist’s dream.




  Paintings of every description and size hung from the iron fence. Agog at the plethora of hues, he moved from one group of paintings to the next. The range of colors far exceeded his limited palette. How did they make such mixtures? From the lightest transparencies to thick, vibrant impastos, landscapes, portraits, and still life designs jumped out at him. He could not resist the urge to touch the canvas, feel the silky brushes, or handle the small, flexible vials that held the paint.




  “Hey, Robin, get your hands off the merchandise.”




  The abrupt voice startled Leonardo, who dropped the soft metal vial into a box filled with similar tubes, their ends rolled to show how much of the color remained.




  “Forgive me. I meant no harm.”




  The artist applied another bold stroke of color to his canvas then pointed his brush at Leonardo. “You sure you didn’t stuff something into your bag?”




  “Uh, no, I have only my clothes.”




  A stranger approached the artist and disrupted their conversation.




  “Excuse me,” the man said. “How much for the painting?” He pointed to a small landscape hanging on the fence, a simple composition of an archway with a fountain beside it.




  “Seventy-five dollars.”




  The artist looked at Leonardo as if he should not question the price.




  “I’ll take it.” The man handed the artist some paper currency.




  “Thank you, sir. My name’s T-Man. I’m here most days. Come back and see what’s new.”




  Leonardo stepped back and took a good look at this person called T-Man. Faded blue material covered his legs and lower torso. The garment flared and hung in shreds around the ankles. As he wondered what to call the article of clothing, Leonardo mumbled the word ‘jeans.’ How odd that he was able to think in this foreign language as well as speak it. Scarpe translated to tennis shoes, footwear made of canvas and tied to the foot with laces. A piece of leather with holes cut for the arms—a vest—did little to cover the man’s naked chest. Instead of the colorful beads that most people seemed to wear, chains of gold and silver draped around his neck.




  “Is that a handsome sum?” Leonardo asked after the customer walked away with his purchase.




  “Enough to buy you a bow and some arrows.”




  At the mention of arrows, Leonard reached back and adjusted his quiver. His fingers brushed the rolled canvas just beneath the rim. “I have no need for such items, but if you would be so kind as to loan me a few pieces of paper and one of your drawing implements, perhaps I could earn enough money for a place to stay and something to eat.”




  “I got to give it to you, Robin Hood. You got balls.”




  “My name is not Robin.”




  T-Man cocked his head to one side and arched a brow. “Okay, I give up. Who are you?”




  “I’m Leonardo—” His throat knotted. He coughed and tried again but could not say Da Vinci. So, I’m to remain anonymous. What else do you have in store for me, Old One?




  “Okay, Lenny, you claim to be a famous artist. Let’s see what you got. Hell, it’s Mardi Gras.” He shoved several pieces of stiff paper and a couple of pencils at Leonardo. If you sell anything, I get ten percent.”




  A famous artist? The words resonated in his mind. Do I really become so famous that this man recognizes my name? What place and time is this? “I agree to your terms. What should I sketch, and how much should I ask for my work?”




  “Look around you, man. Sketch anything you want. I’d ask at least twenty-five dollars, or you’ll be sleeping on a park bench or in a doorway. Good luck.”




  Leonardo wandered along the fence, this time looking at the people and surroundings rather than the paintings. His eye was quick to recognize intriguing compositions, and his ability to capture the subject made his work easy to sell. After a while, he returned to his new acquaintance.




  “What’d you do, lose your material?” T-Man asked.




  “No, friend, I sold four sketches. Ten percent of one hundred is ten, is it not? Here’s a ten dollar bill.”




  “I’ll be damned. I gotta see what you can do.” He grabbed a sketch pad and more pencils. Taking hold of Leonardo’s arm, he led him to a couple seated at a nearby table. “Where’d you say you’re from?”




  “I didn’t.”




  T-Man shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Been there, too. The banana plants and lamp post will make a good background.”




  Leonardo asked the man seated at the table permission to sketch him and the lady.




  “Do we have to buy it?” the man said.




  “You are under no obligation, sir,” Leonardo replied, his hand moving deftly over the paper. Several minutes later, he placed the sketch on the table.




  “Oh, it’s wonderful,” the woman said. “How much?”




  The man agreed Leonardo had captured their likeness and didn’t hesitate to pay the twenty-five dollars.




  “You’re one hell of an artist,” T-Man said. “Who’d you study under?”




  “You wouldn’t know him,” Leonardo said with a grin.




  “Okay, if you’re so broke, how did get here? Your thumb or did some alien bring you in his space ship?”




  Leonardo couldn’t believe what he heard. He leaned close so that no one else could hear. “You know about him?” he whispered.




  T-Man’s grin turned into a frown, and he stepped away. “You trippen’ man?”




  “No.” Leonardo held out his arms. “See, I’m balanced.”




  T-Man shook his head. “When’d you eat last?”




  “I...uh...”




  “Just what I thought.” T-Man turned to the artist next to him. “Keep an eye on my stuff, will ya? We’re gonna grab a bite.”




  The man nodded.




  “You like hot dogs?”




  Leonardo grimaced. “I would prefer roasted chicken.”




  “How about a burger?”




  “I’m not sure.”




  “You eat beef?”




  “Yes.”




  “Then you’ll like it.”




  They stepped into a tavern bordering the square where a tantalizing smell tweaked his nose. The aroma came from the table near the door and from a dish piled high with what looked like circular, golden vegetables. T-Man followed his gaze.




  “Fried onion rings. You want some with your burger?”




  “Please.”




  They took a seat at a table, and T-Man told a waiter what they wished served. “And bring us a beer,” he said as the man walked away. “You do drink beer, don’t you?”




  “Anything but water,” Leonardo said, not wanting to raise further questions.




  T-Man laughed. “Are you always so polite and formal?” He propped an elbow on the table and let his hand flop. “You ain’t a little light on your feet, are you?”




  “Never. I find dancing most difficult.”




  “You are a strange bird, Lenny, but I like you.”




  The more Leonardo engaged in conversation, the less he understood. But fearing his ignorance at so many things might alienate his artist friend, he decided to quit asking so many questions. Still, his mind screamed for answers. What made the blades circulate above them, cooling the air? How did the globes give a steady light? How did they make music without musicians?




  T-Man gulped down his food.




  Leonardo, on the other hand, savored every bite. He found the beer most palatable and wondered how they kept it cold, especially since the weather remained temperate.




  “My treat,” T-Man said, placing some money on the table. “You finished?”




  Leonardo nodded. “Thank you. You are most kind.”




  T-Man wiped his face with the soft paper beside his plate and pushed up from the table. “Might as well take a piss before we go.”




  Leonardo had long felt the need to urinate and was relieved that T-Man would show him where this was done in this time. He followed his new friend, anxious to relieve the pressure, but never expecting to relieve himself into a porcelain bowl mounted on the wall. After which, they washed their hands under flowing water controlled by the turn of a metal handle. So where did water and urine go?




  By the time he and T-Man returned to the square, the sun had chased away the early morning clouds. The barren sky would make for harsh shadows. Leonardo much preferred to capture subjects in the early morning or late afternoon.




  “Looks like you have customers,” Leonardo said.




  Two men with arms folded and feet apart stood beside T-Man’s easel. They wore jeans like T-Man but no vest. Instead, their upper bodies were covered with thin, close fitting shirts. One fellow had arms the size of ham hocks, and his amber colored eyes met him on the same level. A disheveled head of red hair, a ruddy complexion, and the scowl on his face made for a threatening appearance. The other man was so skinny he’d have trouble getting wet in the rain. He had combed his stringy blond hair straight back over a pink scalp, and a menacing, crooked smile curled his lips.




  T-Man’s rapid breaths and twitching mouth warned of danger; that these men weren’t there to buy art.




  “You didn’t show this morning,” the big man said in gruff voice that fit his demeanor. At least three days of stubble covered his chin.




  Leonardo eased his hand to his chin. Unaware of the passage of time, he was not sure of his own appearance. Not bad, he thought. Tomorrow he would take a blade to his face.




  “Can we talk somewhere else?” T-Man said, motioning to his neighbor who craned his neck to hear.




  The three moved to a more secluded spot, one vacated by an artist.




  “Can I be of assistance?” Leonardo said, joining his friend in anticipation of trouble.




  The big man narrowed his eyes. “Who’s your sidekick?”




  “Another artist...name’s Lenny. Look, Jake, I’m a little short,” he said, handing over a wad of money. “I’ll get the rest to you this evening.”




  “Whatcha think, Clint?” Jake said, glancing at the skeleton of a man next to him. “Should we give him more time?”




  “Maybe we should leave a little reminder to make sure he shows.” From the back of his waist, Clint drew a knife.




  In a flash, Leonardo lunged. One blow from his powerful arm knocked the knife from Clint’s hand and sent the man skittering on his butt. Leonardo yanked his own knife from the casing and thrust it toward them. Jake held his ground, his hands balled into fists.




  “Put that away, man. We don’t want any trouble,” T-Man said as a handful of people gathered to watch the altercation.




  “But they—”




  “Just do it!” T-Man picked up Clint’s knife and handed it to him. “Everything’s cool,” he said to the crowd who turned and walked away.




  “Wise move,” Jake said.




  Leonardo sheathed his knife but kept his eyes on Jake and Clint.




  “This’ll cost you another fifty. You got till ten o’clock,” Jake snapped.




  “I’ll be there.”




  As they turned and headed toward T-Man’s work station, someone grabbed Leonardo by the hair and almost jerked his head off his shoulders. Then fire shot through his lower back. He spun around to see Clint racing away.




  He waved the knife at Leonardo. “Just a nick,” he shouted over his shoulder. “It ain’t over between you and me.”




  T-Man grabbed Leonardo’s arm when he started after Clint. “Let him go. You don’t want to tangle with him. Let me see what he did.” He pushed up Leonardo’s tunic and examined the wound. “He’s right. It’s just a nick. Man, those are some weird ass drawers you’re wearing. Guess it came with the costume, huh?”




  “Yeah.”




  “You say you need a place to stay? Tell you what. Help me make some more money, and I’ll give you a place to crash.”




  “If you mean sleep, I’d be indebted to you.”




  T-Man chuckled. “Okay, Mr. Manners, put those fingers to work. I’ll see if I can hustle up some customers.”




  Chapter 3




  As the afternoon drew to a close, Leonardo returned. “I sold four sketches, but now the light is gone,” Leonardo said. “Will a hundred dollars help?”




  “It will when added to what I sold. I sure hated to slash my prices, but I’m kind of fond of living. Hard to believe I’m friends with those two, huh? But they’ve been good to help me out at times. Long as I pay them back, we don’t have a problem. How about you take down the paintings while I pack up the rest of the stuff?”




  Leonardo glanced at T-Man’s gallery. Even with several blank spaces on the fence, a number of paintings remained. “How do you carry all this by yourself?”




  “Simple. The paints fit in a tote, and the easel goes under my arm.”




  “What about the paintings and your chair?”




  “A dolly and a Velcro strap.”




  Rather than ask for an explanation, Leonardo waited for a demonstration. The dolly, a simple but ingenious invention, held many possibilities, but more than the wheeled contraption, the strip of cloth that secured the collapsed chair and the paintings amazed him.




  “May I?” Leonard pulled the strap loose. The ripping sound startled him. “Did I break it?”




  “No way.” T-Man tightened the strap then ripped it loose. “Great invention, huh? I’ll carry the paints and easel. You pull the dolly.”




  When they entered the alley where Leonardo had first arrived, he noticed a sign that read Pirates Alley. They crossed Royal Street and continued down another street named St. Peter. As the sun set, the city around him came alive with lights from windows, on sides of buildings, and on poles along the street. Some even twisted into words and blinked in color, and everywhere people continued their revelry.




  “When does this festival end?” Leonardo asked.




  “Mardi Gras? Tomorrow’s the big day, but partying in New Orleans never ends.”




  Leonardo had heard of Orleans, France. Had the French founded this town? When? Where?




  “You look about my age,” Leonardo said. “When were you born?”




  “Nineteen forty-seven.”




  “So you’re...”




  “Twenty-two. And you?”




  Leonardo’s voice trembled upon hearing the date. “Twenty-three.” The figures tumbled through his brain. Nineteen hundred and forty-seven, add twenty-two more years, and that comes to nineteen hundred and sixty-nine. I...I’m five-hundred years in the future.




  Sweaty fingers slipped from the metal handle, and the dolly clanked against the brick road. Leonardo grabbed his stomach, turned on wobbly legs, and heaved. Sour food gushed from his mouth and splattered at his feet. He stepped aside, cleared his throat, and spit out the rest of the bitter taste.




  “What’s wrong?” T-Man asked.




  Leonardo kept his head down and held up a hand. “I’m all right. Must have eaten too much,” he said, giving a few shallow coughs.




  “Maybe not. You’re bleeding. Clint stuck you deeper than I thought.”




  Leonardo swiped his hand across his lower back and felt a wet spot on his tunic.




  T-Man picked up the dolly. “Come on, Monique will fix you up.”




  “Who’s Monique?”




  “My honey. She says my friends are trouble; that I’m a lousy judge of character, but she might just take a liking to you.”




  “Is she your wife?”




  “Are you kidding? Me, married? No way! I...uh...live with her. She has an apartment over her bookstore. There’s an extra room downstairs for guests.”




  T-man stopped and propped the dolly against a building. He dug in his pockets and pulled out a key. “We’re here. That’s her store,” he said, motioning with his head to the shop on his left.




  Leonardo took a few steps aside and glanced at the sign hanging from iron brackets over the front of the store—Tempting Titles. “I like the name,” he said.




  T-Man swung open the iron bars. “Come on in.” He waited for Leonardo to enter then pulled the dolly through and relocked the gate.




  Leonardo followed his friend down a narrow passage bordered on both sides by brick walls. Climbing vines covered the surface, adding an air of mystery. At the end of the walkway, he emerged into a courtyard. Lanterns flickered off the nearby walls and water cascaded from a three-tiered fountain. The gurgling sound made for an inviting and refreshing atmosphere. Tall broad-leaf plants cast intriguing shadows across the enclosure. Here and there bricks broke through the plastered walls, adding color and texture.




  “Perhaps I should wait here while you tell Monique about me.”




  “Good idea.” T-Man started up a flight of stairs. “You might want to cover your ears.” His grin twisted to one side of his face.




  Before taking a seat on a stone bench, Leonardo ran his hands under the water and splashed his face. The room overlooking the courtyard blazed with lights. Inside, a woman hurried from one side to the other. He couldn’t make out any features, but it seemed she walked with a limp.




  “Something smells good,” T-Man called out as he reached for the door. “Where’s my pretty?”




  “Why so late?” the woman asked and greeted him.




  Slim in stature, she didn’t quite reach T-Man’s shoulders. Leonardo had no problem hearing their conversation.




  T-Man took her into his arms and kissed her. “I ran into a little trouble.”




  She put her hand on his chest and stepped back. “So what else is new?”




  “Yeah, but this time Robin Hood came to my rescue...or at least I thought he was Robin Hood. But he claims he’s Leonardo da Vinci.” T-Man erupted in laughter. “You know what? He damn well might be. He sure can draw.”




  Leonardo couldn’t believe what he heard. How did T-Man know his surname; that he was born in Vinci?




  “Okay, I know there’s more to the story. Let’s have it.” Her voice reflected concern, not anger.




  “Jake and Clint paid me a visit before I could scrape up the money I owed them. When Clint pulled a knife, Lenny—that’s what I call him—stepped in and got the best of him. Jake agreed to give me till ten o’clock to settle up. With Lenny’s help, I’ve got enough to pay them. But...”




  “But what?”




  “Clint couldn’t let it go. The snake jabbed Lenny as we walked away. It’s not bad. Just needs a little doctoring.”




  “And you brought this puppy home?” Monique looked down into the courtyard.




  Like a kid caught listening to something he shouldn’t, Leonardo glanced up with a feeble smile and a half raised arm. Guess he wouldn’t be sleeping here tonight.




  Monique opened the door wide and called to him. “Lenny, I’m Monique. T-Man says you’re hurt. Come up here and let me have a look.”




  Leonardo straightened his clothes and finger combed his hair. “I would be most grateful.”




  Monique turned back to T-Man. “Is he for real?”




  “Oh, yeah. Got a feeling you’re going to like my friend.”




  “That’ll be a first,” she said.




  I do hope she likes me. I’d hate to sleep on the street.




  “Come in.” She moved to the side to let him pass.




  Leonardo nodded and stepped into a kitchen. T-Man was right. Something smelled fantastic. Having lost his meal, his stomach rumbled.




  “Sounds like more than your injury needs tending,” Monique said. “First, sit here and let me see where you’re hurt.”




  Leonardo lifted his quiver and slipped it over his head.




  “I’ll take that. Might as well give me your bag, too,” T-Man said and propped them against the wall.




  “Turn sideways.” Monique lifted his tunic and examined the wound. “It stopped bleeding. Some Neosporin and a butterfly should do it.”




  “I don’t understand.”




  “Chill out,” T-Man said. “She’s going to make you well.”




  Monique took several items from a cabinet. She poured a clear liquid on a piece of cloth and cleaned the cut.




  Leonardo squirmed and gritted his teeth.




  “Sorry. I know it burns, but it’ll kill the germs.” She squeezed an ointment from a small vial and rubbed it on the wound. After that, she removed a tiny bandage from a package and cut two notches in the middle, opposite one another. “This will keep your wound together till it heals,” she said.




  Leonardo didn’t ask about the medicine or what she meant by germs. To his amazement, the bandage stuck to his skin.




  “Thank you,” he said. “You’re most kind.”




  “You’re welcome.” She turned to T-Man. “You’re right. He’s nothing like any of the guys you bring here. Would you care to join us for supper, Lenny?”




  “I’d like that.”




  “Sit here,” T-Man said, pulling a chair from the table. “I’ll set you a place.”




  “Nothing fancy, tonight,” she said, “red beans with sausage over rice.”




  “And do I smell bread pudding?” T-Man said.




  Monique answered with a smile, a captivating, whimsical twist of the lips, like laugher without sound. Leonardo found himself fascinated with this woman. Long dark hair, pulled back at the neck, hung well past her shoulders. Eyes, even darker, hid behind thick lashes. No fair skin for this beauty. She had an olive complexion, smooth and unblemished like a piece of fine silk, except for a tiny scar above her left eyebrow. High cheekbones and a straight nose fit nicely. If ever he had the chance to sketch her, he would not alter a thing.




  “Both of you need to wash,” she said. “There’s a towel by the sink.”




  Leonard and T-Man did as instructed. After cleaning his hands, Leonardo took his place at the table.




  T-Man spooned a helping of rice and beans onto his plate and passed the bowls to Leonardo.




  When Monique opened a tall, white box behind him, a cold breeze brushed his skin. She took out a bucket which contained chunks of ice. She dropped a handful into each glass and filled them with a light, rusty-colored liquid.




  “Hope ice tea is okay. T-Man and I like our tea unsweetened. Do you take sugar?”




  Leonardo shook his head, figuring it best to do whatever they did. The cold liquid tasted delicious, and he quickly finished his glass.




  Monique poured him more. “So, where are you from, Lenny?”




  He hesitated, wondering if he should tell the truth. He had never heard of New Orleans so why should they know of his place. Then again... “I come from a small village in Italy.”




  “Oh, I’ve always wanted to go there, especially Tuscany. I drooled over pictures of the rolling hills and the villas.”




  That she knew of his country thrilled him. “These pictures, they’re in your books?”




  “You bet,” T-Mann said. “She has books on anything and everything. You can travel the world and never leave St. Peter’s street.”




  “I’d very much like to see your shop.”




  “I’m closed tomorrow, but I’ll be open on Wednesday. We are going to make the Rex parade, aren’t we?” she asked T-Man.




  “Sure thing, sweetie,” he said, washing down a mouthful of beans with the tea. “I’m ready for bread pudding.”




  Monique served everyone a bowl and topped the pudding with a dark, bubbly sauce. “Careful, it’s hot.”




  The aroma made Leonardo’s mouth water, and the taste proved even more delightful. “Hmm, food fit for the gods,” he said.




  Monique responded with that enigmatic smile.




  “That was terrific,” T-Man said, pushing up from the table. “I hate to eat and run, but I’ve got to get the money to Jake, or he’ll come looking for me.”




  Monique frowned. “Are you sure Jake’s the only reason you’re leaving?”




  T-Man didn’t answer her.




  “Would you like for me to accompany you...in case there is a problem?” Leonardo asked.




  “Naugh, you’ve helped enough.” T-Man turned to Monique. “I’ve got a favor to ask.”




  She raised an eyebrow, obviously curious as to what T-Man had to say.




  “Would it be okay if Lenny stayed in the guest room tonight? He gave me all the money he made today so I could pay Jake. I’d hate for him to spend the night on a bench.”




  “My lady, if you’ll give me a day or two to earn more money, I’ll be glad to pay you for the lodging,” Leonardo said.




  “I suppose it would be okay.” Monique looked from Leonardo to T-Mann. “When will you get back?”




  “I shouldn’t be long.”




  “I’ve heard that before.”




  “Now, honey, you know you can’t live without me,” he said, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek.




  She gave him a gentle push, but with a serious face said, “Don’t be so sure.”




  Despite T-Man’s grin, the tension between them was obvious.




  “Lenny, look after my girl till I get back.” He gave Monique a gentle pat on her back side and bounded down the stairs.




  Monique picked up the plates and carried them to the counter.




  “May I help?” Leonardo asked.




  “Sure, might as well earn your keep. I’ll wash. You dry.” She handed him a towel. “One of these days I’m going to install a dishwasher.”




  No doubt such an invention existed. He could hardly wait to get into the bookstore to learn about the wonders of this world. Maybe she had papers posting current events. He wanted to know more about this country—its name, its location. A chill passed over him. What had become of Italy? Had it progressed like this civilization?




  “Well that does it. Thanks for your help,” Monique said, taking the towel from him. “You probably want to shower and change clothes. I’ll show you to your room.”




  He picked up his things and followed her into the courtyard and through a door under the stairs. She pushed up a small lever on the inside wall and a light came on overhead.




  “I think you’ll find the armoire and chest of drawers adequate for your clothes,” she said, glancing at his valise. “You’ll find clean towels, wash cloths, and toiletries in the bathroom. Sorry, no tub. Make yourself at home. I’ll have coffee ready in the morning.” She bid him goodnight and left.




  A lamp, similar to one he noticed behind the counter in the restaurant, set on a table near the bed. Looking under the material that shaded the source of the light, Leonardo saw a black projectile on the stem of the fixture. He pressed it. The light turned on. He pressed it again, and the light turned off. On...off...on...off. Everything about this place was magical.




  He wanted to know what produced the light but couldn’t dissemble Monique’s house to see how it worked. He would have to wait and find the answer.




  A wooden chest rested at the foot of the bed. He raised the lid and discovered extra blankets. Next, he crossed to the bathroom. To his surprise, the porcelain object for relieving oneself was mounted to the floor with a round, open lid on which one could sit. Behind the bowl was a porcelain tank. He lifted the top of the tank and found water and mechanisms inside. He pushed down the lever on the tank. The water emptied and so did the bowl at the bottom. The roll of paper to the left had to be for cleaning oneself. The urge to go overtook him and he used it. Once again, he pushed the lever. Swish! Gone!
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