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Senon e vero € ben trovato.
Evenif it's not true, it'sagood invention.
I amagirl who did no wrong
| am a woman who slept with my father the Pope
| am a rock whose hands have appetites
| am a hunter who cannot kil
| am a mercenary with the French disease
| ama girl who lived among stones
| am a woman who poisoned my enemies
I amarock and my brothers are rocks
| ama cleric who trafficked in curses
| am a gooseboy or am| a goose
| ama girl who did little wrong
| am a gooseboy or am| a boy
| am a farmer who stole something sacred
| am a monster who let the child go
I am a dog with an unlikely past
| am a hunter who followed the coffin
| ama girl who did something wrong
| amthe other side of snow
| amamirror amirror aml|

Mirror mirror on the wall
Who is the fairest one of all



D OPEOPLESaY that | am both your father and your lover? L et the world, that hegp of

vermin asridiculous asthey are feeble-minded, believe the most absurd tales about the mighty!
Y ou must know that for those destined to dominate others, the ordinary rules of life are turned
upside down and duty acquires an entirely new meaning. Good and evil are carried off toa
higher, different plane. . . .

Remember this. Walk straight ahead. Do only what you like, aslong asit is of some useto
you. Leave hesitation and scruples to small minds, to plebelans and subordinates. One
consderation aoneisworthy of you—the eevation of the House of Borgia, the elevation of
yoursdlf.

<

—Alexander VI's speech to Lucrezia Borgia, from Arthur de Gobineau’ sScenes
historiques de la Renaissance (1877), as quoted inThe Borgias by Ivan Cloulas (1989)

O NE DAY some Lombard masons working near the cloister of Sta MariaNuova just off

the Via Appiahad opened a sarcophagus and found the body of ayoung Roman woman of
about fifteen, so well preserved that it seemed alive. A crowd had gathered around and
admired the girl’ srasy skin, her half-open lips reveding very white teeth, her ears, her black
lashes, dark, wide-open eyes, and beautiful hair, doneinaknot . . .

e e ——

—The Borgias, ibid.



Contents

——

E-Book Extra: “ Little Snow White” by the Brothers Grimm

(read the origind version of the classcfairy tale)

Mirror mirror on thewall...

Epigraphs
Theroofs of Montefiore

+——1502

The name of theworld
Lago Verde
What they told her, what she saw
Don't leave, don't follow
A pack of dirty thieves
Troubleand hissigter

&

| an agirl who did no wrong

Cesare

Lucrezia
| am awoman who dept with my father the Pope
What | saw then
| am arock whose hands have appetites
A moment ago
A dgrall in the country
Under the twists of thornbank
What liesin the mirrorPrince Dschem’ s secret
Thethree eyes of God
Thevisonin San Francesco

$—1506——=
Biancaawake

Shades of rock
| am agooseboy or an | agoose

Mirrormirror
| am a hunter who cannot kil
Bring me her heart carved from her chest
Interview with an assassin
A wak in the woods




The heart of the woods
| am arock and my brothers are rocks
Seven

$—1512——=

Thedwarves

A holeintheworld

Thebeast inthewadl

Vicente
Mirror mirror
Thereturn of the prodigd
Beware beware

Thefigureinthedearing

Interviews
Anivory comb, my dear

| anagirl who did littlewrong

She wakes once more

A bodice, my darling

Two hitesfrom the Apple

Theova window

| am awoman who killed for love
Reflections

Vigl
$—1519——=¢
Theis
Freandivy
The heart of the matter

Montefiore
Note

Acknowledgments
About the Author
Also by Gregory Maguire
Credits

Copyright
About the Publisher




The roofs of Montefiore

F ROM THE arableriver landsto the

south, the approach to M ontefiore appears a sequence of relaxed hills. In the late spring, when the
puckers of red poppy blossom are scattered againgt the green of the season, it can ook like so much
washing, like mounds of Persan silk and Florentine brocade lightly tossed in hegps. Each successiverise
takes on anew color, indefinably more fervent, an aspect of distance and time stained by the shadows of
clouds, or bleached when the sun takes a certain position.

But the traveler on foot or in a hobble-wheeled peasant cart, or even on horseback, learns the truth of
theterrain. The ascent is steeper than it looks from below. And the rutted track traversesin long
switchbacks to accommodate for the severity of the grade and the crosscutting ravines. So the trip takes
many more hoursthan the view suggests. The red-tiled roofs of Montefiore comeinto sight, promisingly,
and then they disappear again as hillsloom up and forestscloseiin.

Often | have traveled the road to Montefiore in memory. Today | trave it in truetime, true dust, true air.
When the track lends me height enough, | can glimpse the villa sred roofs above the ranks of poplars,
acrosstheintervening valeys. But | can't tell if the houseis peopled with my friends and my family, or
with rogues who have murdered the servantsin their beds. | can’t tell if thewalls below theroofline are
scorched with smoke, or if the doors are marked with an ashy cross to suggest that plague has cometo
gnaw the living into their morta rest, their last gritty blanket shoveled over their heads.

But | have come out of one degth, the one whose wallswere glass; | have awakened into asecond life
dearer for being both unpromised and undeserved. Anyone who waksfrom her own grave relies on the
unexpected. Anyone who walks from her own grave knows that death is more patient than Gesul Cristo.
Desgth can afford to wait.

But now the track turns again, and my view momentarily spins back aong the dopes|’ve climbed so far.
My eye tracesthe foothills already gained, considers the aphabet of light that spellsits unreadable words
on the surface of theriver. My eye dso moves dong the past, to my early misgpprehensions committed
to memory on thisisolated outcropping.

The eyeisdways caught by light, but shadows have moreto say.

Rest. Breathein, breathe out. No one can harm you further than death could do. When rested, you must
go on; you must find out the truth about M ontefiore. Granted a second life, you must find in it more
meaning than you could ever determinein your fird.

e1502 «



T HE WORLDWas called Montefiore, as
far as she knew, and from her aerie on every sde dl the world descended.

Like any child, she looked out and across rather than in. She was more familiar with the vistas, the
promising valeyswith their hidden hamlets, the scope of the future arranged interms of hillsand light.

Once asmdl dragon had become trapped in the bird-snaring nets dung in theuccellare . Biancawatched
asthe cook’ s adolescent grandson tried to cut it down and releaseit. Her eyeswere fixed on the
cregture, the stray impossibility of it, not on the spinney in which it was caught. How it twitched, its
webbed claws a pearly chacedony, its eyes frantic and unblinking. (Despite the boy’ s efforts, it died, and
his grandmother flayed it for skin with which to paich the kitchen bellows)

Biancaregarded vistorsto Montefiore with fierce attention: emissaries of the world. But the bones of her
home—the house itsdf—remained as familiar and unregarded as her own fingernails.



Montefiore was larger than afarmer’ svillabut not so imposing asacastle. Too far from anywhere
important to serve as acasale —a country house—it crowned an upthrust shoulder of land, soits
fortifications were natural. On al sides, the steepness of the dope was adeterrent to invaders, and
anyway, Montefiore wasn't large enough to interest thecondottieri who led their smal armiesaong the
riverbank on one campaign or another.

Had Biancaan adult eye, she might have guessed from its mismatched roofs and inconsistent architectural
detailsthat many owners had lived here before her family arrived, shaping the space with adisregard for
symmetry or loveiness. When its masters had had money, they’ d made attemptsto drill alittle grandeur
into the old stone hull, like crisp starched lace tied under the wet chins of adroolingnonna . A recently
completed interior courtyard, handsomely done with columns and vaultsin the revived archaic style,
provided relief from the roaring breeze.

Except for the courtyard, though, most attempts at improvement had been abandoned in mideffort. Some
windows werefitted with glass, but in most windows, squares of linen had been nailed to the shutter
moldings, paelight conferring a sense of height and volume to the dark rooms. Along oneretaining wall,
aloggiaran unevenly, itswallsinsat with terrazzo putti whose faces had become bubonic with the remains
of insect cocoons. For half acentury the chapd had stood with aroof beam and naked struts, the old
cladding and tiles having been swept away in an arrogant gale. When the Januarytramontana blustered
in, the geese sometimes sheltered there from the wind, though they seldom took communion.

Fortunately too inaccessible to garrison an army, Montefiore was nonethel ess valuable as alookout.
Fromtimeto timeinitshistory it had been commandeered for its prospects. On a clear day oneimagined
one could glimpse the sea.

What child does not fedl itself perched at the center of creation? Before catechisms can ingtill a proper
humility, smal children know the truth that their own existence has caused the world to bloom into being.
The particular geography of home aways charms, but the geography of Montefiore was unarguably
pastoral. The arrangement of Tuscan and Umbrian vistas, draped from the very threshold of home
through diminishing folds to the horizons, taught soft blues and brownsto Bianca de Nevada. That was
what they were therefor; this brown, that blue; this here, that there.

These moments, more or less, had their flashing existence, circa 1500 anno Domini, though the name of a
year means little to one who doesn’t yet know the name of corruption.

T HERE WEREthe grapes to harves, the

swester first olives and thericher late ones, and the second cutting of hay to manage before an early frost
sapped it of life. But the wesather, this year, was benign, and the agricultural operations around
Montefiore were conducted without delay, each initstime. Therefore, the cook’ saugury of chicken
livers predicting success, Vicente de Nevada organized a corpus of laborersto continue work on ditch
digging at the far end of the green lake.

Still consdered an unacceptabl e landlord—for the Spanish dant to his otherwise serviceable Italian—de



Nevadawas tolerated but not admired. Well, he was new in the didtrict till, only these few years, having
arrived from the suspicious unknown with amotherless child and awrit of occupancy sedledina
plum-colored wax. He was aquiet man and agentle one, and his passions, asfar as the locals observed,
didn’t show in amanly, obviousway upon hisface; so he wasn't admired. Who could take thetimeto
study aman whose face was the same in winter or summer, in prayer or labor, on feastday or,
presumably, at an auto-da-féin hishomeland, Spain? No, Vicente wasn't admired, but he was tolerated:
he saw to it that the sick were tended, the dead blessed by the priest attached to Montefiore, and the
wheat shared out and the applesin their time, and the joiner paid for his labors when a coffin had to be
built.

Vicente de Nevadaloved hissmall holding, and since the weether was cooperating and the work crew
needed encouragement, he pulled off his shirt and got hip-deep in the svampy water at thelake's
draining edge. He helped to unsettle boulders that had rolled into the mud back in the time of Potiphar.

“Go on, assist the good man, you lazy cleric,” said PrimaveraVecchia, the cook.

“It wouldn't be seemly,” said Fra Ludovico camly. “If you think he needs help, do it yourself.”
“I'mwatching the child.”

“Leave her in my watch.”

“What amistake that would be. She' d wander up to her nose in the green water and drown before your
eyes, while you tiptoed around squedling for an angel to cometo her aide. I'd no more leave her in your
carethan | would my own soul.”

“Hmmmph,” said FraLudovico. “I’ ve never been persuaded you had much of asoul. More like alittle
damp anchovy stuck between your breadts, trying to breathe. That’ swhat you smell like, anyway.”

The small girl balanced on the margin of the moment, toesin the water and hedsin the mud. Shewas
thinking that from the house, the small lake did look green, because regular flooding made the poplars
stand knee-deep in water. But from here, on site, with the sun diding westward, the water |ooked
Slvered, and there were flicking scales of sky blue and white aswell as poplar green and an uncertain
black.

The reflections speckled her pae skin. She stopped to ruck her tunic afew inches higher. It wastiedina
knot in back, with a vague hope of keeping it dry, but its hem was dripping.

Biancawas interested in everyone' s splashing. She had listened carefully about the planto irrigate afield
farther dong the dope by draining thiswetland above. Her father grunted, holding the small of his back,
sweating between the shoulderblades. In formal and courteous words he encouraged the workers. They
grunted in mockery, equd parts affection and brave disrespect.

He was the world to her, more than the house was, even.

Hefdt her looking, and with his unvarying expression he turned and waved. It wasthat, and that aone,
that kept the workers at their task. They would have preferred him on the bank, supervising, upbraiding
them. But aman who would pause to wave at his daughter, even if hisface didn’t change—well, that was
agesture they could read. All together now, andlift. Lift.

What did they know of how he cuddled her and protected her, of how he sat by her cot at night so she
could deep, of how quickly he started when abad dream woke her? What did they know of the
disagreements he had had with Primavera, who wanted to take the child to her pallet in the kitchen? They



knew nothing of any of this

She wanted to walk across the water to him, to run on its mosaic of reflections, for even acrossthis
glassy space shemissed him. She cried out, salfish thing—don't disturb the man while hetriesto shrink a
lake—but her voice came out as alaugh across the water, no more precise than the call of abird. He
waved again.

“Come here,bambina , your behind ismucky,” said Primavera, pulling hersdf off the rotting log on which
she had sat.

“You'veleft adent inthislog,” observed FraLudovico kindly.

Bianca skipped on aong the lake edge, making the old cook cross, and, with pinsin her shins, she
hobbled after.

“ Papa, Papa,” babbled Bianca.

“Don’'t come down thisway,” said her father. “We don’t know which isthe keystone boulder. When
we' ve shifted the right one, the rest will give way, and the force of the water might be strong. Primavera,
aren’'t you minding her?’

“1 am, but she must mind mefirst,” said the cook.

Fra Ludovico snapped out of the attitude of prayer he' d been affecting and strode forward. He passed
the cook, kicking up aspray of dirt with his sandal, smirked, and swooped Bianca up out of harm’ sway.

“Leave her be, I'm capable,” snorted Primavera.

“Andlift,” said Vicente,* and lift,” and the crucia boulder behaved. There was a suck of stone from
mud, asmdl cataract. The men fdl back, laughing, to see awaterworks succeed, at least for the moment.
The pull wasn't strong enough to endanger anyone, but Primavera, heading for Bianca, trod on an gpron
of sand asit shifted, and she sat down suddenly, up to her apron strings in water. The laborersjeered,
and with her deft tongue she cursed them imaginatively. Fra Ludovico dl but pranced past, holding
Biancalike aboon.

The priest set her down and sheran to her father, across a shallow puddie left by the lake as it receded.
She skidded and fell forward onto her hands and knees, as wet as Primavera, and laughing.

Vicente de Nevada swept forward and dipped his hands under his daughter’ sarmpits. “Y ou’ re amucky
mess, and will degp inthe barn with the pigs,” he said. “What' sthis, though?’

He handed Bianca back to the priest and said, “Now stay out of the water, Bianca, it’s unhedthy.”

Then he felt the puddle with his pams, and then hisfingertips. He pried adightly bowled edge of puddle
upintotheair. Or that’ swhat it looked like.

Water ran off it.

“Y ou’ ve unearthed a shard of the pagan past,” said FraLudovico. “A Roman shied?’
“I’ve unlaked it, not unearthed it,” said Vicente.

“Thelid of alarge cauldron,” said Primavera, huffing.

The workers drew near, but in ahuddle. They wanted to see and they didn’t want to see.



“It'samirror,” said de Nevadawonderingly.
Hetook it back to Montefiore and had it cleaned, and a beautiful frame carved for it.

But what wasit doing in Lago Verde? That was the question on everyone' s mind, then, and for many
years after.

“I"d guess that someone smuggled it out of Florence, to rescue it from the bonfires of Savonarola,” said
FraLudovico. “Maybe then he suffered fiery hemorrhoids, thought better of hisvanity, and pitched it in
the lake as he passed. We ought to have left it there.”

“Have | admitted aoud to you something | have long suspected?’ said Primavera. “ Y ou' reafool . No
one passes thislake but to approach or leave Montefiore, and I’ ve lived here since before mirrors were
invented. I’ d have known if thisthing had a human owner. No, it' s a creation of the water nymphs. |
don't like it one bit. We ought to put it back.”

“I’'mnot afool,” said the priest, “but though it pains meto say it, for once |l agree with you. We ought to
tossit back inthe deep.”

“It'sjust amirror,” said Don Vicente de Nevadato hislittle girl, holding her in hisarms high enough so
she could see hersdlf, and she could see him too, loving her. “ Can you see yoursdlf? What do you see?’

“| see Bianca,” shesaid, “and | seePapa. ”
Hesmiled.

“WhereisMamma 7" she said, and craned her head thisway and that, asif to peer beyond the mirror's
ornate frame, around the frame' s edges, into the watery recessesjust out of view.

Vicente de Nevada neither scowled nor winced. Evenly he answered her, as he dways had. “Y ou can’t
see your mother; sheisdead. Thisisn't awindow to heaven. Thisisjust amirror.”

Hedidn’t look for hiswife there, nor was he the type of man to look at himself. Happiness now
sometimes meant turning away from what one remembered of earlier, better happiness. When he did
look, he saw the view reflected from the mirror, the view out thesalone *swindows, of Toscanaand
Umbriain falow beauty, seductively ready for the next invading army.

But Bianca dwaysthought of it asa curved sheaf of lake, pleasingly cut from water and hung on thewall.

What they told her, what she saw

I RIMAVERA VECCHIA had once had sex

with asguid. On washdaysin high summer you could still see the markslike arow of puckered bumps
that the squid’ s passionate hold had |eft on her skin. They began beneath her right breast, circled around
her ample hip, and closed in on her cloistered area.

“What were you doing with asquid?’ asked Bianca



“Everything asquid could manageto do,” said the cook. “Once you lose your husband to the wars, let
metdl you, you become afishwife in more waysthan one.”

“What wars?’

“One or the other of them, | forget. I’'m too old to remember what my feet look like, how can |
remember my husband? Eat up your supper.”

Primaverawas older than Gesu, or so she said. She knew how the world worked. She said: “Y ou, my
child, were concelved in asnowy dale. The forests had lost their leaves, and the trunks of the trees had
gone black with the wet of snow. | know this because of how white-and-black you are, that skin, that
hair. Eat up that bread, haven't | told you aready, before the mice get it.”

“What doesconceived mean?’

Fra L udovico wandered into the kitchen just then, sniffing for ashingle of ham. Primaverasaid, “ It means
thought up.”

“Areyou corrupting the child?’ asked the priest.
“I'mteling her of her origins”

FraLudovico sat down at the table asif a symposium on the subject had been cdled. He said: “In the
year of Our Lord 1495, on a bright autumn afternoon of stubborn winds and warm rain that smelled
unpleasantly of sdted cod and violets, the dark-tressed Maria Inés, origindly of Navarre, gaveyou life,
After her difficult miscarriages, you were her firgt child to cometo term, and your mother lived long
enough to name you Biancaand seal her devotion with akiss on your bloodied hairless scalp.

“Oh, thelove she had for you,” said FraLudovico. “1 performed the christening with one hand and
anointed the forehead of the corpse with the other. And then your saintly mother flew to heaven and
became an angd. Now be asaint like your mother, will you, and fetch me asip of wineto go with this
ham. I'veatwinge.”

Primavera, when the girl had gone: “Y ou smple oaf, don't lieto her.”
“Hush, you suppurating old boil of a peasant.”

“You weren't present at the mother’ s death, and you know it. Y ou're apriest, you aren’t supposed to
lie”

“I’'mapriest, | know better than most when alieis permitted. | would have performed theriteshad |
happened to bein the vicinity. Y ou know | would.”

Biancareturned with the wine. The priest toasted his nemesis. “May you choke on your godless
superstitions and spend eternity in coas up to your squid marks. Amen.”

“Bianca, thekitchenfireisfailing, and | left the kindling on acloth at the bottom of the steps. Can you
bring it to the hearth?’ asked Primavera. The girl, biddable enough, went off.

“I know you'rean old fool,” said the cook, “but really, I'm surprised you would lieto the girl.”

“My lieisadender thing. It serves a purpose. Bianca should see that her birth ushered her mother into
heavenly bliss. Ian't it true enough? And isn’t it good for her to consder?’

Primavera: For al you know MariaInéswas aharlot. She may be writhing in hell or removing an ocean



with thelid of an acorn in purgatory. How can you promise Bianca her mother isin heaven?

FraLudovico: The ories of heaven belong in the heads of children. If, as children grow, the stories
evaporate?—oh well. They leave behind aresidue of hope that changes how children behave.

Primavera: That stinks more than your chamber pot.

And are you going to heaven or hdll, do you think, with your heathen tricks and legerdemain?
I’'m not going to die at dl, just to spite the architects of the worlds.

FraLudovico crossed himself and ate some more ham.

Bianca de Nevada returned with the kindling and hel ped Primavera stoke the fire. She didn’t ask more
about her mother: What was there to say? But Fra L udovico, warmed by the wine and thefire, talked
about an arterial system of grace that webbed together human affairs. When he left, Primaveraraked the
embersagain.

“Look, child,” shesaid. “Isthisakitchenfireor isit thefires of hell?’
“Thereisapot onachain for our broad beans,” said Bianca. “1 don’t know if hell has such apot.”
“Isyour mother adead woman or is she abroad bean?’

Thiswas a harder question to answer. Once amother started being dead, and was planted in the ground,
what wasto say she didn’'t emerge, eventualy, as abroad bean?“1’m not sure,” said Bianca.

Primaverasaid, “Y ou’ re young enough to be ignorant, but you are not afool like some | know. Of
course your mother isn't abroad bean.”

“They say you are an onion,” said Bianca, shuggling toward Primavera slap.

“That only refersto my distinctive and refreshing odor. Now, listen to me. When your mother died, she
died. Maybe the saints came and put her in a sack and took her to visit with Saint Peter. Or maybe the
worms broke their Lenten fast to chew on her ddliciouslips. Nobody knows, but what’ s doneis done,
and your jobisto be clever and not to listen to nonsense. Do you understand me?’

“How do | know what is nonsense and what isn’t?”’

“If you're ever in doubt, throw a pepper up intheair. If it failsto come down, you have gone mad, o
don't trugt in anything.”

She made a supper out of peppers and broad beans, illustrating her point obscurely. Bianca ate heartily
though she wasn't sure she understood the lesson.

She would ask her father, though, when he returned.

When Don Vicente arrived home afew dayslater, some latest necessary negotiation with the Papa
legates having broken off unsatisfactorily, Bianca greeted him with the question. ButPapa, isMamma an
angel or is she abroad bean?

For once Vicente wasin no mood. “Who puts anotion like that in your mind?’

Hefired the corrupt old matron, but Primaverarefused to leave the kitchen. “1t would take me half aday
towalk to the village, and you' d just have to send for me again when you changed your mind, and my



hips aren’t what they were.”

“They never were anything much like hips,” sniffed FraLudovico in passng. But Primavera s point
carried the argument, and Vicente relented.

IsMamma dead? Is sheredly dead? Or is she an angel, or abean, or something else?
“I"'m surrounded by smpletons,” said Vicente.

But he remembered his daughter’ s birth—in anook in atavern on the road from Rome, when Maria
Inés swater broke without warning. The baby came twisted and ought to have died, but the mother died
instead. For apayment of florins her corpse was alowed to share achurchyard grave with aloca
merchant who conveniently had died the same day. (The merchant had been awidower and his dead
wifewouldn’t know he was buried with another woman until purgatory, when everything wastoo late to

change anyway.)

Whether Vicente began a once to love Biancain place of her dead mother or whether he had to learn
not to despise her for causing hiswifeto bleed to deeth, Biancalived alifetime without finding out. Fra
Ludovico waswrong: Truth is as evanescent aslies, and dissolvesin time. But asafather will, Vicente
had taken Biancain hisarms, and he continued on the road through Spadina toward Spoleto.

Except for that which pertained to the confusing and contradictory legend of her birth, Bianca de Nevada
had been told little about Maria Inés de Castedo y Nevada. The flattering characteristics that memoridize
the person who diestoo young aren’t dtogether convincing. Marialnés had been asaint, an angel, a
paragon. But Bianca had to wonder. Had her mother never thrown astone at acat, or peed in the
vegetable garden, or stuck out her tongue at the Archbishop of Pamplona? On these matters neither
Primaveranor FraLudovico would comment.

So Biancacameto consder her mother something like the stark unsmiling icon of the Virgin that Fra

L udovico kept propped up on ashelf in hiscell. In the severe older style, unpopular these days, the piece
showed judging black eyes, lips pursed asif reserving amother’ skiss for someone more worthy than
Bianca

“ Papa?” said Bianca, the question mark carried in the set of her small shoulders. “WhereisMamma
now?’

He couldn’'t answer her inquiry. He held her instead and walked to the steeper side of the mount, where
the wind raced up the east face of the dope with such speed that it could carry apiglet from abarnyard
below and brain it against one of Montefiore' s protruding roof beams.

Vicente regarded his Bianca. Of her beauty there was no doubt, and no description would serve. But the
name was correct.Bianca, aname referring to the polished whiteness of her skin, dmost amarble from
the Carrararegion; andde Nevada, thefather’ sfamily name, betraying his own humble gatusin the
outlands of Aragon, but pertinent here: of the snowy slopes.

And Bianca saw her father too, hiswavy chestnut hair sanding almost straight up in thewind. She
couldn’t see her mother in him, but she could see something that she guessed he might have learned from
poor dead Marialnés: a habit of love. So maybe growling Fra Ludovico wasright about the contagious
quality of blessngsin human afairs.

Don't leave, don't follow




CAN’Tlgowithyou?l'II be dill and say
my prayers.”
Her exposure to other girlslimited, Bianca nonetheless had learned to sulk prettily enough. It didn’t

work, though. Her father wouldn't let her off the property. She could go no farther than the orchards and
the higher of the hay meadows. Only asfar asthe bridge, and onto it, but not acrossit.

“The wesather isterrible,” he said, and shivered, though it was high summer and the goats sat panting in
the shadows, too tired to bleat. “ Beyond the bridge a dreadful snow fals. My beard crustsover and in
minutes my cloak isgiff asacuirass. | can't turn a thewaist. If you were walking behind me and you fell
and caled my name, | wouldn't hear you: plugsof iceforminmy ears”

“Y ou would dways hear me,” she said, laughing. “Y ou hear me when | wake up to go in the night,
though my water islessthan aspoonful.”

Hetried again. “I tell you, the world isaterrible placeto be. | don’t want you to come with me until
you're older, for if something happened to me, what would become of you?’

“What could happen to you?’ she asked.
“Wél, atree might fal on my head and turn my brainsinto whisked eggs.”
Hisdrollery wasineffectud. “ Papa, redly.”

“Look,” hetold her, “here a Montefiore, Fra Ludovico and PrimaveraV ecchia can keep you safe. But
should anything ever happen to me, you are not to come looking.”

“| don't understand why.” She lowered her chin and glared at him with a severity uncommon in achild.

“Because anything that could happen to me could happen to you. If | wasin trouble somehow, it would
be acomfort to know you were safe here, and not getting into mischief on my behalf. | lost your mother,
through no fault of my own.” Hisvoice was stern. “1 won't lose you too, nor even waste my time
worrying about it, providing you obey me.”

“Y ou go and come, and go and come, and nothing ever happensto you.”

“I go and come, and play my games, and stroke my beard and nod my head and hold my tongue, al to
keep us safely overlooked up here. These are boisterous times, and too many men are greedy for
everything. Y ou stay here. Y ou give me your word?’

Shewouldn't.

“Bianca,” he said, “this bridge on which we stand. Up thereisLago Verde, and the stream runs out,
benesath this bridge, to water our lower fieds, and eventually to join the other rivulets and power the mill
at the edge of the village. Y ou can see the noisy stream, the rushes, the wrens at their work, the hills
beyond. But what don’t you see?”’



“| don’'t seewhy you haveto leave again,” she said.

He snapped at her, “Y ou don’t see men thieving for riches. Y ou don't see the cavary or the foot
soldiers. Y ou don't see’—here he lowered his voice, trying another gpproach—"you don't seethe
ornery cregtures who live under the bridge.”

Shelooked at him with suspicion and mock contempt, but he could tell he had found his weapon.

“If you come down here aone, alittle dip of athing asyou are, one of them will legp from their damp
burrow and snatch you away. And then I’ll come home, and cry,Bianca, Bianca! And you'll be gone,
and no oneto tell mewhere you went. But I'll know, Bianca I'll know. Y oudisobeyed your father. ”

“What do they look like?’ she asked.

“Scarier than Primavera,” he said. “1 don’'t want to terrify you, so that’sall I'll say. Now kissme, and let
mebeonmy way.”

She kissed him and let him go. And, more or less, she believed him that the weether in the world was
brutal. Every time he came home, it took longer and longer for him to shake off the frozen look on his
face, and thaw at the sight of her. Then, when summer had passed and the autumn rushed goldenly in, he
was gone again, and thistime for along time—more than aweek. Long enough for the staff to relax into
mild disbehavior.

“Thewall by the back stairs wants a coat of lime wash,” said one of the maids. Someone had been
drawing ingtructiond diagrams for the others and the male figure looked rather too much like anaked Fra
Ludovico for anyone' s comfort.

“You'relucky the old fool does’t take this Saircase,” muttered Primavera. “He d collapsein
mortification and brain himself on the stone landing, and go on to swell the community of soulsin heaven
and bore them eternaly. No, Bianca, you are forbidden to go look. When the time comesto tell you the
glorious nonsense of sex, I'll do it with the help of a carrot and a soft loaf of bread folded in two.”

“I know about sex,” said Bianca. “I’ ve seen the ram and the ewe.”
“And what precisaly can you see about the romance between the ram and the ewe?’
Very little, asit turned out. But Biancawas crafty enough to disguise her ignorance and wouldn't say.

Thegirl had dl too few amusements, sequestered as she was. The gooseboy was friendly but vague, and
preferred the company of geese. The servant girls from the village thought Biancawas too young for her
friendship to be worth cultivating. So needling Primaveraor FraLudovico was one of Bianca srare
entertainments. At lunch:

“| want to see the funny drawings. Why can’t 1?7’
“What funny drawings?’ asked Fra L udovico.
“ Someone has sketched schemes of sex between whores and morons,” said Primavera.

“Only amoron would have sex with awhore,” said FraLudovico. “Bianca, | forbid you to examine these
diagrams. Y ou would weep with fright and grief.”

“I can see her laughing hersdf sick,” said Primavera. “ Or getting ideas. Usudly, for the sake of honesty, |
have to chop the carrot in half so as not to get ayoung girl’ shopesup.” A pause. “There sredly nothing



to compareto asquid.”

“| seeahorse” cried the gooseboy, who frequently cried what he saw, though most often it was shapes
in the clouds. But today he was right, and Don Vicente would arrive by nightfall.

Fra Ludovico posted himsdlf in achamber to pray that Don Vicente might bring good newsto their
windswept perch, though he would never eaborate the nature of the hopes he had; hiswastoo lofty a
gtation for him to descend to common gossip. “Y ou don’t know what you pray about,” snorted
Primavera, “that’ swhy you won't tell us. Y ou pray for areason to pray, that’sal. And it doesn’t come.”

“It'Il come soon enough,” said Fra Ludovico bitterly. “1’ ve been to Rome, after dl; | know how quickly
peace concludes.”

“If | fdl adeep into my grave now, I’ d have nothing to think about but the children war has taken from
me,” snapped Primavera. “No one survivesin times of war unless they make war their home. How did |
get so old and wise, but for welcoming war into my house and making friends with him? Better to
befriend the enemy and hang on. Something worse might come dong, which might be amusing or might

“Something worse dways comes aong. That’ swhat I'm praying about.”

Primaveraleft to supervise the preparation of the evening medl. Biancafollowed her and mooned about
the kitchen, getting underfoot and upsetting a pot of broth, till Primavera scolded her and sent her off.

FraLudovico, to Bianca s knock, replied yawnily, “1I’m deep in prayer, child. Go away.”

Shethrew stonesin the well, but the well didn’t throw them back, and she went to the top of the back
daircase, where the loca girls had begun covering the offending images with lime wash.

“What isthat supposed to be?’ she asked, pointing.

The girls had no usefor her. Had she been the Sister of one of them, they might have been kind; but they
were always serving, and had few advantages, and the pleasure of sisterhood among them was more
luxurious than the gpped of being kind to ayounger child. And the girls could see that asthe lone child of
thelocal landholder, Biancawas far more likely to attract a desirable husband than they, which made
them less than sympathetic to her londliness.

So the drawings they were covering up were especialy galing, and they had to choose their strategy of
cruelty. In the end the puddle of soapy water on the top step did their work for them. Down she went,
three steps at atime, while the girls laughed.

“Nobody pushed her,” they agreed, affronted, when Primaveraarrived.

Biancabled alittle and cried, but she cried |ess than she bled, and then she stopped bleeding, and went
to wait for her father in the apple orchard.

The orchard was gently terraced into four broad earthwork steps, each one lined with a double row of
trees. Thetime of gppleswas nearly here; the first windfals were jeweling the ground with carmine and
green. Biancaknew her father, who was kind to hisanimals, would bring his mare here, once she'd been
unsaddled and watered. He would let her take advantage of afew apples.

Biancadidn't fret but sat quietly in the verdant shade of the top level. She couldn’t see through the
descending boughs, but she would hear the mare nicker and stamp, and she would run down with arms
outstretched, gaining speed on each of the four dopes.



It was closing on evening by thetime he arrived. Sheranto him. “ Papa,” she cried, for
more-than-aweek had seemed to her little-less-than-a-year. She didn’t mean to complain of her fall,
only to show him who shewas, in case he d forgotten.

But he turned and saw her, and shrugged away the mare’ s nuzzling head. He didn’t notice his daughter’s
bruise or the scab. Which seemed odd. He said merely, “What afledge of your mother you are, and ever
more s0,” and hetook her hand in his as he hurried her toward the house. He didn’t ask her about what
had happened while he was gone. He had something on hismind.

The sunwasastout ball of glowing blood in the haze of thin clouds, and then broke through. The stones
of Montefiore were copper butter. The windows that had glass winked blindingly back at the sun.
Everything in the world had an eye and could watch. From beyond, the hoofs of another horse rang ouit.

She shuddered with achild's pleasurable shiver of fear. She wanted her father to stop, hold her, attend to
her. “ Something iswatching us,” she murmured. He thought she meant the moon, rising over the house on
the other Sde, asilver sentind, and she did. But she meant something dark aswell as bright, and in that
she was correct.

A pack of dirty thieves

iswhat they caled us. They had no better Wordsforit, not knowing whether we were beasts or men. We
knew no better than they did what we were, for we had little language of our own—no names, back
then, few habits of civilized living. But we didn’t stedl. Dirty vagabonds, thelot of us, back then, but not
thieves.

Back then, | say, meaning a past moment | can postulate must have existed, but can't in truth remember
for itsdf.

We might have become more human—sooner than we did, if indeed we ever have—did we move
according to the rhythms of human beings.

We hear the bells of the chapel on the blossom-scented winds of May, and weredizeit’ stimeto pray. If
we are to be human we must pray as humans do. So we put down our tools and scour the muck from
our nails, for we have learned you must not cometo chapel smelling of corpses and shit and gold and
blood and the juice of whores. We scrub and arrange what passes for our clothes, and mat down our
manesto look more like human hair, and we tuck our cloven feet into sacks of soft lesther called boots,
and we traipse to the chapel to pray.

And when we arrive the candles are dark, the doors are closed and bolted, the crowds of faithful are
snoring their lusty dreams under every swaybacked rooftop in the village. Wethink, oh, sothisisn’t the
timeto pray, then. And we go home, trying not to laugh at the dreams of humans, which are draped like
tattered clouds above their homes until the sunlight bleachesthem invisble. Aswe trudge home, the snow
crunches under our feet, theicicles dangle like white marble fringe on the pines. Time moves differently
forus.

This happens again and again. After some decades | think—I think it was | who thought this, though the
notion of anl istill aconfusng one—I think this: When humans hear the bells of faith, they arethere at
once. When dwarves hear it, they arrive too late.



But our lives are longer than human lives. Just yesterday PrimaveraVecchiawas dipping off the lap of
her grandmother and landing in the basket of onions and pissing on them. They made a better soup for it,
those onions. Today Primaveraishairy of chin and tomorrow no one will remember who shewas.

Our lives are more secret too. Humans shorten their lives by gossip, and dwarves can barely talk.
Speaking uses us up, speeds us up. Without prayer, that act of confession for merdly existing, one might
liveforever and not know it.

| was in the shadows on the night of the copper moon. | had been following her father to lay abargain a
his door, to spend my wordsin the hope of an exchange, to negotiate for the return of what we' d lost.
But he was frightened of the coming dark and spurred histired horse up the last dope before | could
trudge into his path and confront him.

So | followed behind, and heard what | saw, and saw what | heard. As he and the girl-thing came down
from the orchards, the moon and sun both witnessing, ahorseman arrived on agtalion, caparisoned in
black and red, and said, “Have you readied the house? He' s here.”

Trouble and his gster

I N THEshadows, | watched Don Vicente

de Nevada hand his daughter to the housemistress and begin to shout orders. Some associate was on the
road, following aong behind with an entourage that included a noblewoman. They were making their way
up the dopes at adower pace, but would arrive in an hour or so.

If the bedding was rank with disuse, it must be aired a once. Mulberry twigs scattered under the
bedsteads, to draw the fleas from the mattresses. Flowers gathered for the tables, floors swept, pastries
prepared, wine decanted. Everyone at Montefiore must come directly to receive ingructions. Isthere
asparagus in the ground, or hasit gone by?

They ran to their work, as humanswill, with vigorous shortsightedness. Asif the presence of afresh
pastry can change how the world works. Asif flowers might interrupt the flow of dow ire, or abetter
bottle of wine hdt inits path the progress of verdigris upon abronze statue of ahorse and rider in some
town square.

But | sat in the shrubs, biding my time and chewing the haunch of some boar that had crossed my path. |
enjoy the spasmodic tics of human endeavor, the aimless urgency, the pride of it. Thesuperbia . Hurrying
feet, muttered curses, cross remarks sent winging about the estate. The child fled to keep out of the way,
and hunched on the bottom step of the outer staircase, hugging her kneesto hersdlf.

| could make out the very lashes on her inky eyes, you see, | could smell her very purity.

Vicente was tersely chiding amaid about the unsavory state his better attire seemed to bein. From the
kitchen, Primavera s voice rang with impatience. Fra L udovico kept himsdf safely out of the way,
polishing the ornamenta candlesticks to be used at Mass. So Bianca happened to be aone when the
entourage rounded the last steep curvein the road and drew abreast dong the stone wall that shored up
the gardens hanging above. The urchin stood there with her chin dropped, studying the roof of the



palanquin, until the mounted soldier said, “Run and tell the lord of the house we have arrived.”

“Whoisit?’ said Bianca, areasonable enough question, as the man was only one, andwe implied apair
at lesst.

“The Duc deVdentinoisand hissger.”

A pale hand appeared in aseam of velvet drapes, asif considering whether or not to open them to the
light. My eyefel onthejewe, anirregularly faceted ruby of uncertain clarity but with striking purple
depths.

“Oh,” said Bianca, “afriend to play with.”

Then the hand disappeared—perhaps the sister had caught aglimpse of Bianca, or had redlized that a
voice S0 youthful wasn't worth the effort of attending. The brother apparently knew his sster well and
waved the bearers on. Swesating and grunting, the attendants pressed forward until the equipage had been
lifted up the last rise to the villa' sfront door, and set down on alength of tapestry laid out for the

purpose.

“DeNevada. You rascd, we' re here,” shouted the man. “ Y ou' Il leave uslanguishing like afishmonger
and his prize smon out here?’

The attendants stood back. As Vicente rushed out, in arobe of charcoa blue, the curtainsin the
palanquin parted and the sister emerged, blinking asif she' d just woken from a deep.

Biancamoved forward from the shadows to see.

| amaqirl




who did no wronq

I ama girl who did no wrong.
| walked this side of Gesti when | could.
| kept an angel in my apron pocket.
| do not think it did me any good.

I HE MANWas ayoung brute, one of

those handsome men who knock mountainsto one sidein order to clear the view. Primaverawas both
smitten and on her guard. She saw how hisfeet gripped the ground as he dismounted, asif his boots
were filled with bronze feet, asif he werein the act of being cast aready as his own statue. His dark eyes
weretigers, prowling to strike at thrests.

“Vicente,” hesaid, “abasin of water for the face, abasin of wine. There are plansto arrange tonight, and
little enough time.”

“That man has astorm of beauty in hisface,” said Primavera, backgtairs. “He looks asif he could easily
wrestle any squid out of the water.”

“Heisamonger snner,” said FraLudovico, fussng at hisvestments. “Don’'t you know whoitis?It’'s
Cesare Borgia, the son of the Spanish Pope. To plot a vendetta, no doubt, to lay waste to more of our
homeland. I's he requisitioning troops again?’

“His campaigns cost me the lives of both my sons” said Prima-vera. “ They werefoolsto alow
themselves to be conscripted, but they were my fools. | hope Don Vicente is cannier than they were, rest
their souls”

“He'saguest of our master,” said FraLudovico. “Don’'t get any ideas about dishing up vengeance or
anything foolish like that, or wée' Il al be daughtered in our beds before morning.”

“I like aman who wears hisimplement so prominently,” said one of the maids. “It makes my work
eader.” Sherubbed her bosom asif polishing aknob of furniture.

“I like aman who needs forgiveness so obvioudy,” said Fra Ludovico primly. “It makes my work
clearer.”

“He sayoung one, to have taken so many livesinwar,” said Primavera. “Lives of hissoldiers, livesof his
enemies. Now, what cruel nonsense does his handsome head plot with our good master? Bianca, take
thissalver of cheese and fruit upgtairs. Biancal Whereisthe child?’



| ucrezia

I NEEDEDthe air, | needed freshnesson

my skin. | needed to see what wasto be seen. | didn’t wait for the hand of my brother to prompt me
from the carriage. I, the daughter of apope, I, who had been thegovernatrice of Spoleto at the age of
nineteen, | never waited for prompting.

“Vicente. The comfort of reacquaintance.” | used our common | berian tongue, toying with his Christian
name as a courtesan teases a drunken courtier, with malice and pleasure a once. “Vicente, before you
are seduced into intrigues of state by my brother, be so good asto favor me with your welcome.”

| awaited akiss but accepted his hand. It's best to acquiesce to custom, at least when oneisin the
country. Avoiding hiseyes, | trained my atention on the child instead, feigning an interest | didn’t
pOSSess.

“Who are you, who looks on aBorgiawith impunity?’ | said, though the child had hidden her eyes
behind her father’slegs. | could examine Vicente' sform while pretending to play find-the-child. A
tiresome pretense, but even ayoung Borgia had to observe some proprieties, as scurrilous spiesare
always lurking about to report on our deeds and misdeeds.

“Bianca” murmured her father, “ surely you remember my Bianca?’

“I haven't taken her measure before,” | answered. “ She was a shit-smeared froglet the last time | was by.
Why, she’ sturning into a person.”

“They do, you know,” said Vicente.
“Let me seethecherubina, then,” | said. “ Cometo Lucrezia, child.”
The child waswary. She didn’t obey me until her father nudged her forward.

And we looked at each other, that girl and I. She out of childish curiosity and caution, | out of the need to
have something to talk to her father about. | had no nativeinterest in thischild. | attest to that now. |
would have been happy never to see her again. She was no more than a saucer of spoiled milk to me.

Though she had her beauty, I'll grant you that. She curved, rushlike, againgt her father’ swell-turned calf.
She had the face of anew blossom, afreshness and paleness one could imagine some sorcerer growing
inamoonlit garden. Her hair was pinned up in awomanly fashion, despite her youth, and its blackness,
under anet of smple unornamented cord, had a steepnessto it, adepth. Odd how such things strike one.
Her eyes were hidden from me; she wouldn't look up. Her skin was white as snow.

| am a woman who dept with my




father the Pope

| am a woman who slept with my father the Pope.
They say | did, at least, and so does he.
And who am | to make of the Pope aliar,
And who is he to make a liar of me?

What | saw then

S)M E OFus are born many times. Some
are born only once. Primaverasays that some are born dead and live their whole lives without knowing it.

| can’t say much about earlier childhood memories. One knows things with acomplicated and unrdligble
conviction. The sky-blue sky isas blue as the sky. White beansin a brown pot are more ddlicious than
milk. The purr of cats and the claws of cats are not the same thing. One can’t remember how one learned
to bresthe, at least thefirst time.

But then oneis born anew, usudly at the moment that the bresth begins again after it has been held.

| released the air of my lungs, and breathed again, and looked at my father’ svisitor. And | remember her
with avividnessthat strikes me, to thisday, as preternatural. But surdly thisistrue of dl children?>—that
one day they come upon an awareness of themselves, of their own knowing, and in that moment they
shuck their anima natures off and begin to hoard the treasury of knowledge that will make them capable
of grief and remorse aswdll as pity and love?

Inlooking at LucreziaBorgia, | was aware of mysdlf looking: | was aware of mysdlf. | wasadark twist
of child hiding behind my father, and she was a coil of effervescent flamein the reception yard before the
safehold of Montefiore.

She peered a me (I know to say this now) with the eyes of achild. For al her grandeur and hauteur she
wasn't as grown up as she thought. She had other things on her mind, and she wasn't good at disguising
her boredom. So | had an uninterrupted access to her, and saw the woman called the flower of her time,
the Romanllily.

Lucreziabit her lower lip, pretending to play with me, though | knew she was playing at something else.
Shetucked her small chin into her embroidered collar, then cocked her head and looked at me dantwise.
Shewas displaying al her best angles—to her brother, to my father, to dack-jawed FraLudovicoin the
background for al | knew. She had the smooth forehead of a pale squash, and her hair spilled out of her
bindings with liberty and energy. It was as yellow and crimped as dried tendrils of runner bean at theend
of season. Sheloved hersdlf, that much was sure. | didn’t have avocabulary for beauty at thetime. But
shewas bewitching: and | knew it right then, that moment too. In knowing that much, | began to grow up.



| am a rock whose hands have appetites

| am a rock whose hands have appetites.
| am a rock whose appetites have hands.
| am a thing unresolved into courteous shapeliness.
| ama creature excluded from limbo and hell,
A thing of which heaven prefers to stay well unaware.
Neither pet, nor beast of the fields, or beast of the woods,
Nor idiot kept, more or less, in the warmth of the hearth
For the sometime amusement of humans and sarcastic angels.
Nothing exists but it rests on me, at the start,
At the end; but | keep to myself, as no one will have me.

A moment ago

Itis1502. Vicente, the widower, triesto keep alow profilein his aerie. Lucrezia Borgia, with her hair
newly dyed, is on her way from Rometo Ferrara. At twenty-one sheis married for the third time, to
Alfonso D’ Este. Her father, wicked Pope Alexander VI, has only ayear to live. Machiavelli won't
publishThe Prince for adecade yet, but heisbusy scrutinizing the life and pursuits of that splendid
soldier, Lucrezia s brother, Cesare Borgia. The discovery of Espariolaby some adventurer put out from
the court of Their Catholic Mgesties, | sabellaand Ferdinand, meansthat the whole planet goesinto a
fierce wobble: tides sweep up into the front doors of St. Mark’ sin Venice, earthquakesrock the Levant,
pyramids arelost again in sandstorms, as every chinin Europe turns away from Byzantium and toward
Lisboaand Cadtile. The East is about to sink into the dust of mystery—again—asthe light of reason
blinds the west. “ The world is coming to its senses, asif awakening out of adeep deep,” saysErasmus.
And Biancade Nevada, seven years old, aware of none of it, equally unaware of me, watches and listens
to the people standing on the grass before her.

A dtrall in the country

T RUNKS, PROVISIONS caskets were
unloaded, and Don Vicente kept trying to urge the guestsin the door, but Cesare was too jittery to be



housed, and he walked up and down in the forecourt, talking his political predictions aoud.

“It's been afew years now since that viper, Savonarola, was put to death, and Florence regains her
strength and vanity by the minute. He burned the vanities, but he couldn’t burn out the high regard
Florentines have for themselves. And for that he wasimmolated. What a pure, savage end for him.”

Don Vicente, who had known something of roasting of conver sos by Torquemadain Spain, flinched at
the flippancy. But he stood like a Roman legionnaire, his fine shoulders thrown back. “We can discuss
things over alibation,” he said soothingly. “Welcome, my lord.” Hisgrip on Cesare sforearm
strengthened—in this case the handshake betraying its Roman origins. to assess whether aman might
have aknife hidden benegth the deeve of histunic.

“There are srategiesto consder,” said Cesare, confirming Vicente sworries, but the famous s ster
yawned ogtentatioudy and pulled at her brother’ stunic.

“Later for all that, later,” she said. “I’ ve spent agood part of these hours behind curtained views. We' ve
been on the road from Rome three days aready. | need to stretch and to see something. Don Vicente, let
me ask for your arm. I’ m faint as a dowager who has taken Madeira a noon.” She looked about as faint
asalightning bolt. “Conduct atour for me; show me somerurd interest. Take mefor astroll. Show me
something, anything. Theviews. The geese. Y es, show methe geese”

“I can loan you the arm of FraLudovico,” said Vicente. Fra L udovico looked terrified and began to busy
himself with hisdeeves.

“My father isthe Pope of the universa Church,” said Lucrezia. “1 have more spiritua companionship than
| can bear. Leave FraL udovico to his hours. My brother can spare you for awhile, Don Vicente. | ins,
Cesare, | will havemy exercise.”

“Very wdl; I'll stay and pose questions of state to the de Nevada daughter,” said Cesare, pointing at
Biancaand making her nervous.

Vicente had no choice but to be courteous. “A gtrall, then,” he said to laBorgia, and to his daughter, “but
you, come with me. The Duc de Vadentinois has no interest in talking to an infant. Heisonly being kind.”

Biancafled to her father’ sside. “Oh, we areto be awalking nursery?’ said Lucrezia. “Very well then. |
ought to have brought my own babe, Rodrigo. Heisfour. Beware the cliff edge, my babe; a childish foot
can make amisstep and the rocks bel ow—you see them?—Il ook sharp and unwelcoming.”

Biancaran ahead of her father and the noblewoman. She was glad to be out of harm’sway, since harm
seemed coiled in the military man left behind in the courtyard of Montefiore,

The path, thissde of the bluff, doped down in agentle zigzag to some outbuildings: acroft, alean-to for
the shepherds; the diminished Lago Verde beside avigorous and well-pruned olive orchard. Thewalls
were littered with the leavings of goats, who liked to legp over any obstacle. And below, the bridge that
Biancawas forbidden to cross.

Though she was prohibited from the world beyond the farm, she loved to hear the noise of villagelife
scraping beyond her confines. As shefdl adeegp, on nights when the wind was ill, she could sometimes
hear tenants singing, joking, building their cooking fires and banking their deeping fires, leaping up &
threatsred or imagined. They were safety to her, the vinemaster, the gooseboy, the shepherd, the odtler,
the hunter, the smith, the girlswho did floor washing and laundry, and the lads who organized the haying
and cured the hams and pressed the olives and then cleaned the stones and pressed the grapes when they
wereripe. Lifeon afarm wasauniversein itsdf, but, since the cows had long since been moved out of



the bier in the ground floor of Montefiore, Biancafelt she had only adistant relationship with the
contadini who came and went to work, and who thrived on the farm’ syield.

“The newsfrom Rome,” said Vicente after atime, to avert attention from the expressive pressure of la
Borgia sarm upon his.

“Oh, Rome,” said Lucrezia, “my brother will call it acircus of toadies, my father anest of vipers. Toa
noblewoman it’sal private chambers. We women work by gossip and innuendo. A manisacock in
armor, aridiculous propogition; awoman isahenin veils. Lessvivid to see but no lessridiculous to
consider. But indulge my appetite for aview, Don Vicente. That long line of hills there—isthat Cortona?’

“Nothing like Cortona,” said Vicente. “Nowhere near it.”

“Undergtanding how the land chooses to spread itsdlf about isn’t my strength. What | long for isthe sea.
Canweglimpseit from here?

“We can't. We' re asinland as we can be, between the Adriatic and the Tyrrhenian Seas.”

Above acrumbling bank by the side of the path Lucreziafound an old stone sl that had been set upon
an ancient protruding root. It would make agood seat. Shetried to lever hersaf up, but her gown kept
catching on the fringe of smaler exposed roots. She pouted meaningfully, and Vicente, who didn’t care
to touch her, obligingly came forward. He gripped her by thewaist asif she were hardly lighter than his
daughter, and he set her down. His hands stayed on her waist to secure her there.

“I can see everything,” said his guest. “ Goats and geese, hills and meadows, vines and |aborers, the
gooseboy and the gamekeeper. It does my heart good.” She sighed, and Vicente, who found her canny
and darming, relaxed alittle. Though o often after an effect—and who wasn't?—she had areservoir of
genuinefeding, it seemed.

“Cesare would give you the news from Rome in one manner,” she said, continuing the conversation from
before, “and | another. Y ou know his motto—Aut Caesar, aut nihil—either Caesar or nothing. Well, |
tire of it. He hashisgameto run, and | mine. The old pepper can’t keep on forever, you know, and when
he goes, the fight to succeed him will be intense.”

Vicente raised an eyebrow.

“My father,” she said curtly. “My dear father. The most roundly defamed Bishop of Romein the history
of our holy Church. Y ou know what liesthe Orsini spread about him? Theinfessura. It’s no secret that
people credit the so-calledinfans Romanus as being the fruit of amonstrous union between my father
and me. And the august Bishop of Rome allows such nonsenseto circulate. He bdlievesit unnerves his
enemiesto think him capable of such wickedness. He does't think of the cost to my reputation.”

“I can have no opinion about such matters; I’ m a country farmer—"

“The things they report. Simony and nepotism the least of it. They whisper about whorestaken on the
floors of the ducd apartments. Whores stripped of their clothes and required to pick up chestnuts with
their nether lips, while bishops make ready the available crozier for penetration.”

“My childispresent,” said Vicente desperately. “ Sheisayoung girl, and even more innocent than most.”

Lucrezia breathed in and out in sudden anger, and muttered, almost under her breeth, “ They weren't
chestnuts, anyway, they werejewels.” But it wasn't clear to Vicente whether she wasjesting or not.

“Thetruth,” shewent on, “thetruth, dear gir, isthat I’'m ayoung woman, and these times frighten me. Do



you remember afew years back, when amonster was dug up from the mud of the banks of the Tiber? It
was huge and deformed; it had the head of awoman and its behind was bearded. The peasants of Rome
went mad for fear that God was signaling the end of civilization. At the close of the third st of five
hundred years since Gesti' shirth. But | think civilization isn’'t ending, just changing. And the power to
changeit beongsin the hands of the mighty.”

She held out her hand, a pretty ddlicate thing, pae as pounded legther.
“I don’t know why you are spesking to me of this,” said Vicente.

“I liketo speak in the language of my father,” she said smply. “Cesare prefersthe Italian tongue as
spoken in Rome, and | hear more of sacred Latin than my ears can bear. At home we sang to ourselves
aswe spoke, in that tone of Spanish that evokes blood oranges and tenor utes. Y ou give me agreater
pleasure than you redlize. Y ou provide for me acomprehending ear for this secret familiar tongue we
share”

Vicente nodded, indicating he saw it as aduty and an honor both.

After along pause, she said, “Hewill not bethelord of dl Italy if he does not concentrate his attentions.
He must dismissthe disiractions from hismind. Y ou will haveto hedp himinthat. Itiswhat | ask on his
behdf, before he asksit.”

“1 am happy to provide the succor of my homefor arest and arespite, adistraction from the
campaigns” hesad.

She studied the workings of the farm before her. “How are the geese?’ she asked. “| trust the boy saves
them from the foxesin the hills?’

“The boy doeswell enough,” said Vicente. “ A goose does not ask much of life, after al.”

“No,” she admitted. “Those who ask much are more likely disappointed. We should dl beassmpleas
the goose.”

“Wadll, the boy isgood to them,” said Vicente softly.

“Ther€ smerit inthat, | suppose,” shereplied.

Under the twists of thornbank

about the puling exercises of the Holy Father, the gonfalonier of Florence, the vengeful evicted Medici,
the breakaway state of Pisg, theinterest of Spain and France in the Kingdom of Naples, the security of
Venice, I| Moro of Milan. They talked in large concentric circles, asif any of it mattered: asif Cesare
Borgia, Duc de Vdentinois, hasthe power to sink rootsin Romagna. Like other mortas, he'll die before
Romagna knows he has been born.

| was more interested in the beast pulled from the mud of the Tiber. How had the Tiber conspired to lose
her grip on one of its own sinews? What kegps ariver in its banks but the spirits of the drowned, the
titans and Nerelds, whose time has passed, and who in shame and righteous humility cover themsalves



with their watery blanket?

What did it say about the movement of time, about what was about to happen, that | could understand
the hummingbird spin of human voices?

| might have gone back to my brothers then and there. But | let them stay where they were, and waited
to learn what next | could learn. | followed the distinguished woman and the hilltop farmer when they left
the spectacle of geese and pond and millworks. | emerged, more a shadow of arock than arock itself,
and accompanied them unawares. | was there when Donna Borgia saw the looking glassfor thefirst
time

The thing about amirror isthis: The one who staresinto it is condemned to consider the world from her
own perspective. Even abowed mirror works primarily by engaging the eyes, and she who centers
hersdlf inits surface is unlikdly to notice anyone in the background who lacks a certain satus, distinction.
Or height. Like adwarf, for instance. Or ayoung child.

What liesin the mirror

T HiSIsalovely looking glass” | saidto
Don Vicente. “1t' sonly aslovely aswhat it reflects,” he answered, though his courtliness was studied and

heavy.

With more care to amuse, he continued, “Wefound it in ashallow end of the lake you pass on your way
up the hill. How it got thereisamystery, but it can’t have been there long; there is nothing warped or
rotted about it.”

“Clearly it must be amirror from the workshop of the devil,” | said. “Doesit have amessage for us?’

“FraLudovico won't even comein thisroom,” said Don Vicente. “ Heis even more superdtitious than his
old crony and foe, the cook.”

“Looking glass, what do you see?’ | murmured. My neck was as white as the swans of Castelfiore and |
breathed deeply, to cause the exposed area of my clavicleto lift and promote my breasts. “Do you see
the corrupted heart of asinner or the soul of asaint in the making?’

“| supposeit only seeswhat you show it,” said Don Vicente.
“Shdl | show it more?’

Hedidn’t look a me. Helooked in the mirror ingtead. “Who isthe fairest of dl?” he whispered. Did he
mean to compare the pair of us, the Lucreziawho stood in the mirror and the L ucreziawho stood before
it? A mirrored image has no cologne to seduce; is purer for that. While | had dabbed mysdlf with attar of
Persan roses.

Hedrew in hisbreath, and | knew that the work | had managed poorly in the farmyard was conducted
better before alooking glass.



“My sdter,” said Cesare at the door, in admiration. “Will you never learn to govern your clothing?’

Prince Dschem'’ s secret

SJPPER WASpUt out by Primaveraand

her helpers, and the better of the wine casks tapped, and tapers lit. Fra Ludovico was requested first to
pray and then to sing, and then to shut up and go away.

At length, Primaveraand the staff were excused too. When they tarried in the antechamber giggling and
picking over scraps, Cesare took it upon himsdlf to yell them down the stairs. He waited until he heard
the door dam shut. “Go bolt it,” he said to his host. When that was done, Cesare refilled his goblet with
wineand sad, “We re here on amission. Let my sster explain the matter whilel dine. Then I'll makea
proposa.”

Lucreziamade aface and pretended to yawn, though Vicente could see she was crucidly involved. “Do |
talk, dear brother, about the peninsular wars? About your ambitions for aduchy in Italy? About what
you' ve doneright, and what you' vefailed to manage yet?’

“Don'’t fiddle with me. Y ou know your task. Talk about the Turk, Lucrezia”

| will offer succor, thought Vicente. Thisismy table, my food, my wine. Thisiswhat iswanted, the
digraction. I'll listen asahost ought.

LaBorgiatook asip of her watered wine. “1 don’t know what you follow of the workings of theworld,”
shesaid to Vicente. “Y ou're afarmer; you' re occupied with your ownpatria, your house of Montefiore.
How much do you notice of thecondottieri that passwithin your sight?Y ou're no fool, and the view
from Montefiore is generous. But your concerns are of the farm, not of the state.”

“That' strueenough,” hesad, “afarmisal | can manage.”

“It takes a strong man to ded with the scheming Sforzas of Milan, the Medici struggling for Florence, the
Doge of the Serene Republic of Venice, the Orsini and the Colonna and the d’ Este clans, to say nothing
of usblameless Borgias.” Shelaughed; she liked the game of chess as played by principdities. “While
you' ve been breeding your pigs and clearing your land, we ve struggled with the ambitious French King
as he headed to annex the Kingdom of Naples. Oh, Don Vicente, the aliances shift by the week. The
murders are epidemic. Mercy, the men who are declared dead before they have been diagnosed with
illness! The reputations we lose between lunch and dinner.”

“How attractive to see awoman pursue ladylike pleasures,” said Cesare over ahank of pork. “Get to the
Turk.”

“We reapractica family when we'rein public,” said Lucrezia. “We re known for our sengble aliances
and our deft way with poison. Isit areputation we don't deserve? No one takes the time to refuteit.
GOossip servesits own purposes.

“Beyond our shores on many sideslive the Moor, asyou may know. And the Caiphsto the east arethe



wisest and shrewdest among them. There is aking, the son of Mahomet 11, named Bayezid. Do you
know of him?’

Vicente shook his head. Lucreziawas correct in her assessment of his concerns. After his evacuation
from Spain and hiswanderings, his had learned to be alocal heart.

“When Mahomet |1 died, Bayezid succeeded to the throne. Bayezid had ayounger brother named
Dschem, who even as alad without whiskers cut afine figure. Prince Dschem possessed hisown
appetite for power. He objected to his brother’ s rule and was duly crushed, but he escaped to Rhodes.
There, the canny Governor-Knight handed him over to my father’ s predecessor in the Holy See, and
when my father was elevated to the Papacy he took charge of the Prince.”

“Asaprisoner of war?’ asked Vicente.
“Asaprominent houseguest who was too amusing to be alowed to return home,” interpolated Cesare.

“The Sultan Bayezid wanted his brother barred from Congtantinople,” said Lucrezia “ Sensibly enough. If
the brother remained in Rome as a hostage of sorts, the Sultan could be expected to postpone mounting
an attack againgt the West—after dl, his brother might be endangered. And the Sultan even sent
Innocent |1 the spear of the centurion Longinus—the very spear that pierced the body of Gest
Cristo—as a gesture of homage regarding Rome' s power and beliefs.”

“Thiswasdl to prevent the West from mounting another crusade for the reconquering of Jerusalem,” said
Cesare. “But you drag it out so, Lucrezia.”

“You'vegiven memy task; I'll tell it as| like. Anyway, make your dinner lagt, it’ s better for your
bowels,” she said. “ Seven years back—1495, it was, | think—Charles V111 of France cameinto Rome
on hisway to Naples and then, it was said, on to the Holy Land. My father tried to hold him back, but
Rome is ungovernable at the best of times, and the Pope and Cesare were forced to retresat to the Castel
Sant’ Angelo.”

“Rape and plunder and extortion, murder and mayhem,” said Cesare. “Quite aparty. It wasfun.”

“But asection of thewall of the castle collapsed, and Alexander VI had to negotiate hisway to
safety—and to restore the Papacy, of course, too.”

“He sold meto Charles, that devil,” said Cesare through a mouthful of goose breast. He spoke without
irritation, indeed with some respect.

“Charles had the upper hand,” said Lucrezia soothingly. “That day anyway. He left Rome with Cesare as
ahostage and with Prince Dschem. The Prince would serve to protect Charles—what Ottoman army
would atack Charlesif he had the Sultan’s own brother in custody?’

“Y ou said the Sultan didn't care for his brother.”

“Dschem was worth more dive than dead; he hel ped neutraize the warmongers. It was a convenient
equation for everyone. At any rate, Charles' s army passed unimpeded through the Pepal States, as
agreed. There were nineteen carts lugging trunks of treasures, and aretinue of Turkish onlookers, and
Cesare”

Cesare began to snort through his nose with laughter, remembering.

Lucreziaexplained. “Oh, the King of France was bested, though. All it took was a bribe, not even alarge
one; and two of the carts were allowed to disgppear and return to Rome, and only later wasit



discovered that the seventeen remaining carts were hegped with nothing but mud and stone.”

“| escaped afew dayslater,” said Cesare. He belched with gusto and held hisside. “1 had agood laugh
with HisHolinesswhen | got back to Rome.”

“What mattersis Prince Dschem,” said Lucrezia. “He knew that the prison of my father’ s household had
been aprotection for him, and life would become rough for him now. Maybe some Turkish seer told him
how little time he had | eft.”

“I'vefinished what | want,” said Cesare, dashing the plate to the floor in impatience. “ All the trekking
about, it sabore. Lucrezia, there’ sonly one thing on my mind: if youwon't get toiit, | will.”

Lucrezialooked intently at her brother, but her hand, hidden out of his sight on one sde of her chair,
gestured to Vicente Listen to this.

Cesare s voice became hushed and hurried. He leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner. “Prince
Dschem knew that from a position of weakness our father nonethel ess had made the better bargain. The
Prince knew the Borgias would aways be stronger and smarter than our enemies. Dschem bartered for
hislife. While we were hostages, he knew | would try to escape, and he begged meto freehimwhen |
did. He paid mein advancefor hisrescue.”

“What could he pay with?’ said Vicente, another coin of homage spent as courteous interest.

“Ah, themesat of it,” said Cesare. “Bayezid had been paying forty thousand ducats annudly to Rometo
keep Prince Dschem safe, hedlthy, and far away from the Sultan’ s court. But the funds were paid directly
to my father, and to Innocent |1 before him. Dschem had nothing with which to bargain except astory,
and that hepaid meinfull.”

“Thedtory,” sad Lucrezia, “of the holy fruit of wisdom.”
Vicente picked up apear on asiver plate and offered it to her.

Her girlish ebullience was cloaked, though as astrategy or a cue to deep fedling, Vicente couldn’t tell. He
tried to assemble an expression of smilar mystery, protecting himself against adanger he couldn’t yet
identify.

“I can’'t make merry onthissubject,” Lucreziasaid. “ Too much hangsin the bdancefor us. For usal.
Ligenwdl.”

“Wetold you that Bayezid had recovered the spear of Longinus, one of the most holy relicsin
Christendom,” said Cesare. Hisvoice had logt its rasp and become silken with well-harnessed energy.
“But Prince Dschem offered news of something older. Something more perfect. So desirable that its very
existence had been kept hidden for centuries. A sprig of the Tree of Knowledge, out of the very orchard
of Eden from which our kind has sprung.”

Vicentesad, “You'retaking of anemblem. . .”
“Aliving sprig,” said Cesare. “Do you understand what this means?’

Vicente leaned forward and clasped his hands together, thinking of what to say. “I’ m not gifted with faith
asrich asyours. | struggle to comprehend. How do you know Prince Dschem wasn't just inventing a
fancy with which to turn your head, to cause you to help him escape?’

“My brother has areceptive mind,” said Lucreziadryly. “Onewouldn't think the mightiest soldier in



centrd Italy would be taken by tales of magic, but that is one of the secrets of his strength. Helistensto
evaything.”

“I'mnot afool,” said Cesare. “I’ d known Prince Dschem for agood ded of my life. He understood that
asaprisoner of Charles V11, hislifewas at graverisk, and he was ready to spend the most valuable
asset he possessed. He told me that the scion of the ancient tree, since the holy times, has been covered
with beaten slver. But it il bearsthreefruits. And they areliving. They are perfect. They are Apples
with an aspect of the eternal about them. They don’t decay. They have never decayed in athousand
years.”

“Whereisthistreasure?’ sad Vicente.
“Prince Dschem told me,” said Cesare. “ And then | left. Without him.”

“Hedied amonth later, in Naples,” said Lucreziaflatly. “Our detractorsin Rome say he was poisoned
with a particular dow-acting powder that only we Borgias know how to produce.”

“| see” said Vicente.

“Qur father tried to sl hisbody back to hisbrother,” said Lucrezia. “ One can dways use alittle extra
money in the Vatican coffers”

“And now we come to the reason for our visit,” said Cesare. “1 want you to go collect the sacred fruit of
Eden and bring it to me.”

Vicente shot alook at Lucreziaand gave a soft laugh. “Oh, you credit me with more bravery than |
deserve. And more naiveté. | have no interestsin traveling abroad, nor in leaving my motherless child
here. | have afarm to oversee, my friends. Eveniif | believed the story of Prince Dschem, and | knew
there was abranch of the Tree of Knowledge still flourishing—and in thisdark life | fear thereisn’'t—I
possess too little faith to be entrusted with such amagnificent quest.” He wagged his head with an
acknowledgment of their confidence in him, though when he refilled their glasses the stream of wine
wavered as his hand trembled.

“I have been making my way about the country this season,” said Cesare conversationaly. “Y ou know |
have been busy removing from power the various arrogant lords of Romagna. I’ m looking to consolidate
my power before my father dies. I’'m building atempora base for the sacred power of Rome. Therefore,
I”’m conscripting the heads of households for my army. Y ou would be usdlessin an army, but | would
takeyou if | had to.”

“It would leave my household undefended, and my daughter—" said Vicente. “I’ m a.countryman, Don
Cesare.”

The use of acommon title with the Duc de Vdentinoiswas abold move. Overly familiar. The room grew
uncomfortably ill.

“Were you to undertake the task | set out for you,” said Cesare, “1 would put a protective restriction
upon your property for however long your journey might take, beit monthsor years. If you refuse my
petition, I'll have you anyway for my army, and leave your houseto fal down the hill with disuse. Either
way, you leave tomorrow morning.”

Vicente looked from one Borgiato the other. “Isthisthe price you exact for my hospitdity?’ he
Sputtered. “I’ ve given you my loyalty time and again. I’ ve opened my doorsto you and killed the fatted
cdf.”



“Alwayskill the fatted calf, lest it grow to become acow, and producein itstime abull who will gore
you,” said Cesare. “What will it be?’

Lucreziahad turned her face to thewal at this point.
“I am being cut out of my own life,” said Vicente despondently.

“The Prince had his supportersin Congtantinople,” continued Cesare, asif Vicente had just acceded to
his request. “They knew that centuries ago the Apples had been removed from agarden in Babylon.
They had been hidden in atreasury near the Agia Sophia. From abroad, Prince Dschem organized a
theft, and he had proof that the theft was successful. But the Apples were apprehended by pirates off the
Levant, and they fetched up on the shores of Agion Oros, the Holy Mountain, that spit of land in the
Aegean east of Thessaly. Theretherelic ishidden in one of the ancient monasteries. It's said no females
can go on to the Holy Mountain; the governors of Agion Oras dlow only mae students. Idiorrhythmic
monks or cenobites.”

Vicente made a desperate face. “Hermits, on their own in the wilderness, and cloistered brothersin
community,” explained Cesare. “They don’t answer to Rome, nor to the Eastern patriarch. They livein
their own holy time, foolsfor God. It’ slikely they don’t even know what they have, but they treasure it

for its beauty.”

“I speak no Greek,” said Vicente. “I can’t chant to adore an Eastern Christ.”
“They arewaiting for you,” said Cesare. “ The Applesare waiting.”

“| can't go oversess.”

“Go over land, through the V enetian marches, through Illyria, through Thessaly,” said Cesare. “I'll secure
you passage, funds, horses, and trandators.”

“How am | to manage wrestling arelic from ahorde of rabid monks?’

“You'll makeamost graceful thief.” Cesare began to yawn. “If not, you' Il make aclumsy conscript and
find yoursdf positioned in the front rank. Now I’ ve concluded my request. I'm turning to my bed.” He
stood and left the room without thanks, without permission, without waiting to hear which of hisoffers
would be accepted.

Vicente turned to Lucrezia. *Y ou asked meto hear him out, to pay some attention. And you reward me
with this sentence of exile from my home? Who will protect my daughter?’

“Oh, that,” said LucreziaBorgia. “Don’'t worry about that. | shal ook in on her from timeto time.
Montefiore is about halfway between Rome and Ferrara. Y ou know | liketo stop here. So I'll take her
under my wing. I'll treat her asif she were my very own.”

“Lucrezia,” said Vicente. He had only one strategy. He stood and went to her and knelt before her. She
was awoman of appetites and she had dallied with him by the thornbank. He held his hands out shoulder
height, palms out, leaving himself defensdess, opening himsdf to her.

Shedidn’t buckle. She said with the crispness of a prelate issuing a penance, “Hismind istoo full of
fancy, Vicente. It was dways like that. Heis more devout and supertitious than your cook and your
cleric taken together. He won't succeed in his military campaignsif he continues to moon on about this
relic. He needsto discharge an agent to accomplish hisgoa so he can turn his attention to the truly
pressing matters. Y ou are the necessary distraction; now he can consolidate his campaignin the
Romagnaand build up the Borgiasto be thekings of Itdy.”



Then she got up and walked away too, and Vicente was | eft alone, al aone, but for the dread about how
hislifewasto change, and for the dwarf who sat hunched and more or lessinvisible in a shadowy corner
of the piano nobile. The dwarf had tried to speak about recovering what had been logt, but Vicente's
attention had been diverted. Though the dwarf knew little about time, he was learning about timing, and
he’ d missed his chance. Not today. Maybe next day.

Thethree eyes of God

/ \ N HOURbefore sunrise Fra Ludovico

lighted the torchesin the stable yard. He yawned, for he' d been awake dl night, praying out of a
nameless sense of dread. Hewouldn't put it beyond Cesare Borgiato conscript apriest if his numbers
were low. And Fra Ludovico deplored visitors of stature anyway. They aways expected to make their
morning devotions before it was properly morning.

In vestments that could have done with an airing he readied the roofless chapel at Montefiore for the
celebration of the Eucharist. With alargeflat leaf from a patch of marrows, he picked up the most
obvious of the goat droppings. Then he dragged some benches onto the grass and, for the Duke, a
prie-dieu.

Cesare and two bodyguards appeared first. The Duc de Vaentinois sank to his knees and groaned, in
piety or excitement or to deliver himself of gas. At adirty look from the priest the bodyguards left their
hal berds leaning againgt apillar, just out of reach. “ Even the dovesin the barn rafters don’t wake up for
morning Mass,” Fra L udovico muttered. “Why should these assassins bother?”

Because they need the grace the more, he knew. That was why.

As he st out the implements for the sacrament, he studied the Borgia. A man in his pinkest hedlth,
halfway through histwenties or S0, the priest guessed. The rugged apped of aknight-at-arms. In hisbed
Cesare could have any guest he wanted, Fra L udovico surmised; and rumor had it that he was generous
in his affections and catholic in histastes. Fra Ludovico, who found that sharing his cdll with the Holy
Spirit was abit too close for comfort sometimes, was surprised to notice that his wariness of the Duke
was coupled with curiosity. A rogue with apassion for prayer. See how he furrowed hisbrow in
devotion, how the sweat drew hot lines down hisforehead. Fra Ludovico had to ook away in order to
concentrate on his sacred business.

Rumor backstairs had it that Cesare was continuing to drum up an army for more Romagnese operations,
or perhaps an invasion of Florence. The Strategies of aBorgiawere hard to guess. The Duke had many
intentions, some of which contradicted the others. It was none of FraLudovico’'s concern—so he
believed, and so he prayed fervently it would remain.

Hisroutines a the dtar had grown casud, and he found reason—liturgica or otherwise—to keep turning
his eyeto the small and dangerous congregation. He was intoning the introit in hisragged Latin when
Lucrezia gppeared. Aswas befitting for awoman at prayer, she'd covered her facein afinevail that
looked to be of Flanderslace. The stories he’ d heard tell, of Lucreziaand agirlfriend hiding in the pulpit
at the Badlicaof Saint Peter’ sin Rome, and making catcalls at Pope Alexander while he elevated the



monstrance. And the sycophants and toadies and bum lickers grinning at the girl’ slibertinewaysin
Christendom’ s second holiest site. Though she had the appearance of glory too; he had to admit it. Even
behind that vell, he could see evidence of the hair that Primavera siwore was stained blond with the juice
of lemons. The scandd. Beauttiful, though.

She had her own road to travel. But Lucrezia had comejust thisfar with her brother, and from here she
would continue north without him. She was married, after al! And on her way to Ferrara. Her dender
form showed little evidence of the childbearing she' d done—there was Rodrigo, somewhere, and then
rumors of aninfans Romanus —the child of the Pope and his daughter—who had been spirited away in
obscurity.

A hussy, though ahighborn one. Shewore her traveling gown so tight, so fitting on her well-sprung form;
it could scarcely be comfortable. She' d continue north through the Papal States to Bologna, and travel
then by cand to the Castello Etensein the duchy of Ferrara, there to join her husband, Alfonso d Este.
May she go in safety, thought Fra Ludovico. May her brother go in safety. May they go soon.

Vicente de Nevada appeared then, and Primaverawith a peasant look of vengeance, scowling openly at
the noble guests. She led young Bianca by the hand. Fra Ludovico straightened his spine and raised his
voice. He began the reading of the Acts of the Apostles—chapter 5. “If this counsdl or thiswork be of
men, it will cometo naught: But if it be of God, ye can’t overthrow it.”

Fra Ludovico was asmple man, adevout one, and he took his vocation serioudy. He liked the message
of thereading and said those verses again, thistime in Italian, to make sure that the Borgias took note of
what God was saying to them today.

He addressed the crucifix behind the dtar, and when he turned around toward the penitents again, he
saw the stolid Vicente weeping openly, and Bianca struggling out of Primavera’ sarmsto go to him.
“Shhh,” scolded Primavera, casting Fra L udovico an apologetic glance. But Biancawouldn’t be
consoled. Shewrestled free. She pitched hersdf against the master of Montefiore and stroked his black
beard. “ Papa,” she murmured, asif she knew what must lie ahead for them. “ Papa,don’t leave me.
Papa, don't.”

“Get her out of here,” roared Cesare, “I’ mtrying to pray, damniit.”

“I'll take her,” said Lucrezia. She hadn’t bothered to open her gradua anyway. “ Come to me,cherubina.

“Don't bother yoursdlf,” huffed Primavera, but she could get off the bench only with difficulty, as her
arthritiswas worg in the morning. By the time she struggled to her feet, Lucrezia Borgia had whipped
Biancainto her arms and was hurrying up the nave with her.

“Stop, I'll manage her.” Primavera s voice waslike abdlowsin afoundry, thunder trying to whisper.
“Silence,” roared Cesare.

“I'll read from the Gospel of the Evangelist Saint Mark,” said FraLudovico. “Everyonelisten.” But no
onedid. Bodyguards, nursemaid, Borgias, and the master of the house had al left the chapel mostly infits
of weeping and shouting. Fra L udovico paused to try to collect some semblance of religious calm. But he
found himself shouting out the open doors at them all:

“If thiswork be of men, it will cometo naught.”

The dispersaswere brief. Up on his stalion legped the Duc de Vaentinois, Cesare Borgia, devotions
behind him and the rapture of conquest ahead. Let Lucreziato her marriage and her ffairs, let Vicenteto



hismission, to achieve the mightiest token of God left in theworld or to fail. It wasin their hands now.
For Cesare, back to hisfriend Niccolo Machiavelli, back to the summoning of armies and the conquest
of states, back to the pleasures of Rome rotting in the summer sun. In the balance of histhighs against the
horse, in the heft of hisstrong backside in the saddle, his eyes sweeping over the hillsin the vaporish
dawn, hefdt himsdlf imperious, invincible. Despite the cold, his cock poked inside his garments. Morning
Mass dways did thisto him, and it was agood way to start aday of bloody bullying.

He left without good-byesto his sster or his hogt, histhoughts on the road ahead.
“He has provided you a purse for your needs,” said Lucreziato Vicente.

“Hesaid aguard, atrandator. The protection of my household,” said Vicente. “ That was his promise.
You heard it.”

“Would your daughter not be safer in aconvent?’ said Lucrezia
“A child should have aparent and ahome,” said Vicente,

“I had a pope and apaace,” Lucrezia countered. “1 had no mother to speak of; the sisters of sometired
order or other could do good work to care for your child.”

“Cesare may break his promises,” said Vicente coldly, “but | will hold you to yours, LucreziaBorgia
You areno goose. You know | meanit.”

He had her. Shesaid, “1 will keep my word, then. | will seethat your household is maintained and your
child protected.”

“Y ou take agood ded on yoursdf for your brother,” said Vicente, trying to disguise his contempt.

Lucreziadrew hersdlf up, unsure whether this was a compliment or not. “Don’t double back in aweek
and hope to escape Cesare’ s notice. He' d only hack your daughter to pieces and send you on your way

agan.
“I'monafool’serrand,” sad Vicente, “which will cost memy life.”

“Look,” said Lucrezia. She unlatched her gradual and beckoned Biancaforward to see. Theilluminated
pagesfdl open and the sudden sun made of the vellum ablinding platter. But evenin dl that shining, asif
the very words of God were singing in light, there was a sequence of brighter shapes, like three drops of
fire

Vicente had to shade his eyesto see. He could barely tolerate the glare. They were ovate in shape, like
the dits of skin that pucker about our eyes, and they seemed to blink like eyestoo.

“They arethree slver leaves from the branch of the Tree of Knowledge,” said Lucrezia. “ They were sent
to Prince Dschem as proof that his campaign had worked, at least at first. They will haveto serve as
whatever proof you need, Vicente de Nevada.”

“Youdon't believethereisa Tree of Knowledge,” said Vicente, “and | don't either.”

“I believe you haveto go looking,” she said. “Maybe you' Il grow faith enough to find what the world has
kept hidden dl these centuries. Now, keep the memory of thesein your heart and you won't fail for
courage. Go on your way, and come back to us soon, and change the course of history.”

“They look likesmall slver mirrors” said Bianca.



“That'sall they look like,” said Vicente. “ The half-folded leaves of an dlivetreein winter are assiver as
this, and more useful.”

Inside the chapd, struck by aresonant glory, Fra Ludovico began to sing the Credo in unum Deo.

“Take her away; | can't bear this,” said Vicente. He wrapped himsdlf in his cloak. While Primaveraand
Lucrezia Borgia snatched at Bianca slimbs, and she twisted and almost escaped, her father tucked the
page of scribbled notes into his deeve and mounted his steed. He turned the mare’ s head away from the
chapel doors and toward the smoky blue horizon of the north. He was hafway down the road at aclip,
scattering the gossiping geese on their way to the millpond and giving the gooseboy amorning' slabor to
collect them, when Bianca broke free and began to follow.

The mare kicked up dust, and green growth cloaked the road asit turned into the woods. Her father had
crossed the bridge. He was hidden from her, as heleft her in her childhood forever and disappeared into
aquest. Shefollowed him asfar asthe bridge—right to the middle of it—the very middle. And went no
farther.

Thevision in San Francesco

I N THEabsence of hisbdoved Maria

| nés—an absence whose pang changed in character but grew no weaker as the years passed—Vicente
de Nevada found himsdlf ever more readily spooning his daughter up to his breastplate with aseemly
devotion.

Histaking leave of her, therefore, cut him as deeply asit did her. He had the more capable congtitution,
and he could make of his backbone aridge of steel, and manage not to turn around, nor to turn back,
though her sobs echoed behind him. He breathed through his mouth to keep from crying out in reply. His
nogtrils clogged effeminately.

His hard-earned house, his precarious foothold, Montefiore, hovered in histhoughts. He didn’t swing his
shouldersto watch its roofs become lost in the green tide of uprushing foliage. Through al of Cesare
Borgid s cutthroat campaigns to subdue the petty dukes of the Papa States, Vicente de Nevada had
managed to stay out of it. He hadn’t ducked from commitment to a cause, but he had learned by virtue of
hisforeigner satusthat it was sensible to kegp one’s mouth shut when opinions were being catapulted
about in adrunken rage.

Therefore he suffered gall of abitter sort, to be wrested at last from his home for adifferent kind of
campaign.

I”’m not religious enough to believe in the assistance of angels, he thought, using the edge of adeeveto
catch the runoff from his snuses. Were angels available to cometo my aid, I d scarcely recognize them.
They’ d be smart to move on to campaigns where their assistance might be put to better use.

I’m not overly religious, but perhapsthe Duc de Vaentinois, amaster in o many things, has selected his
agent wisely. For if | can’t be easilly comforted by the notion of celestia helpers, nor can | read dark
meanings into the writhings of coincidence. | can’t turn back merely because my spiritsare low. Human



spirits Sink, that iswhat they do. | must just press on and go whereI’m told and do what | can and
expect nothing, neither help nor praise.

And to protect my child, my Bianca, my dove with the cautious eyes, | must leave her to the whims of the
world. Thereisno hopefor her if | refuse; thereisno trickery | could effect that Cesare and Lucrezia
between them couldn’t undo, or work against my favor.

What Cesare was capable of! His brutality was legendary, but legend is often just bombast, intended for
effect. In Rome he had impressed his lovers of both sexes as atorero, bringing the enraged bull to a
bloody end. In FHorence the Borgias were pilloried, and Montefiore was near enough to Florence—on
the border of the Toscanavineyards and olive groves—to pick up echoes of the latest rank opinions of
Cesare. But in the long diagond swath of duchies and strongholds that made up the Papa States, from
Rome to the southwest up to northeasterly Rimini on the coast of the purple Adriatic, and theninland to
Bologna, the roar of Cesare the Bull was fearfully desfening.

Eschewing the golden raiment of some princes, he entered his conquered cities dressed in black,

escorted by aretinue of ahundred black-clad soldiers. A Gonfaonier and Captain-Generd of the
Church, amurderous hot-blooded n, avigilant generd able to endure the mercilesstides of fate,
what wouldn’t he do if he discovered Vicente had betrayed him? Cesare would murder his own mother if
it might securefor him abetter cut of mest at dinner.

No, there was nothing for Vicente to do but swing his steps toward the north and pretend at hope. And
perhaps his sacrifice would convince the Fates or the saints or Fortuna or whoever held sway over
human affairsto tender some mercy in hisdirection and ddliver to him theimpossible hidden branch from
the Tree of Knowledge.

Hewould go north. Hewould. Just not immediately.

That he was a skeptic in matters of faith didn’'t mean hewas afool. Theirreverence and the upset in Fra
Ludovico's chape had unnerved Vicente, and he wouldn’t undertake an impossible mission on behaf of
his child’ swelfare without applying for holy protection. One needn’t rely on the intercession of the saints,
but nor should one appear to be uninterested in their favors, especially in what amounted to a sort of
indentured thief’ sholy pilgrimage.

So Vicente, with heavy heart, took himself to the nearest place for succor and for supplies, thewalled
city of Arezzo.

Hewaslate in arriving and had to bed with aband of soldiers outside the walls, for the city gates had
closed for the night. The food was smple and the wine watered, but he dept without fear of brigands. He
had dressed as a peasant, and the purse supplied by Lucreziawas well hidden on his person.

He heard mutterings against Cesare and ignored them; he heard soldiers praying to the spirit of
Savonarola, and marveled anew at the belief that Itdians sustained in the surviva of the spirit after death.

In the morning, when the doors had been opened and the livestock driven out to grazing fields, Vicente
joined the throng of peasants doing their common businessin the sunnycampi and the shadowy aleys.
He made hisway up the doping city streetsto where the city’ s main churches hunched under their
impressive roofs and steeples.

The church of San Francesco seemed the quieter today, and there Vicente took up a post.
Uncomfortable with Latin prayers, he petitioned for guidance and expected none. He was aposeur. Do |
work with theintrigue of aBorgia, he asked, since | have unwillingly become the sinister arm of Cesare,
or do | bring to thistask my own cool head and sense of fair play? Do | march into this private battle



with my daughter’ sface stitched in the mind’ seye, or to conserve my strength do | retire thoughts of her
until | return, if ever | should?

A monk with arasping cough prostrated himself on the stone floor nearby and began to moan for release
of asort Vicente guessed might not be entirdly pietistic. Vicente moved away, moved forward toward the
dtar.

Someone was working on the floor of the square sanctuary, refitting pieces of tiling, and severd
candelabraon their own iron stemswere planted like trees of light, to help the mason see. Vicente' seye
was drawn to the walls, which had been ornamented with ranks of frescoed paintings. The colorswere
gaudy and not to Vicente sliking; the images seemed the story of acommon people, without the glow of
hammered gold to sgnify the sacred. But he found himsdlf studying theimages asif for clues on what to
do, how to behave. Perhaps, even, why—why bother to go forward at al, when all he loved was being
left behind.

“It sagtory of the Church,” said the mason after awhile, in arural accent Vicente had to work to
understand.

“Everything isagtory of the Church,” said Vicente cautioudy. It didn’t do to be rude to anyone,
especidly in ahouse of God.

“No, no, you mistake my meaning,” said the mason. “I’ ve been here for days and the good brothers have
read it to me. Thewals are divided into panels, do you see?—and if you follow aong and look from
here to here, and then drop your eyes and look again, astory istold scene by scene. It’ s the truth about
the Cross of Gesli. Can you make it out? There at the top, our father Adam isdying, and the Tree of Life
isfigured. It sfrom that tree that the Cross was cut. After the death of Our Lord, the Crosswaslog, but
then it was found, and some descendant of our brother Lazarus, being dragged dong to hisgrave, was
raised from the dead. Raised up.”

The mason grinned; what teeth he had were brown. 1 love that notion. | would relish the raising of my
brother, Severino, so that | could explain the better why | murdered him in thefirst place, and then do it
agan.”

Vicentesaid, “Do you believein such stories?’

Themason said, “1 believeinthefloor. | putitinplaceand | wak onit. Faithisafloor. If you don't work
a making it for yoursdlf, you have nothing to walk on.”

Vicente didn’t want to enter a discussion about faith. He looked at the painting of the Tree of
Knowledge.

“Even the mighty VVaentino, bull of the Borgias, came hereto pray,” said the mason. “ The decorations
arenot dl that old—within my father’ slifetime, | think—and they have their own lure. I’ ve heard tell that
Cesare prayed here. When the mightiest of Roman families till relies on thefloor of faith, what doesthat
tdl you?’

“That hisfather isthe Pope,” said Vicente noncommittaly.

“Hisfather didn’t paint thiswall of faith, nor pay for it,” said the mason. “Take of it what you will. Even
the Turkish infiddl, friend to the Borgia, gaped at its beauty, they say. Its beauty makes one bdieve.”

What | believe, thought Vicente, isthat Cesare Borgia came here, to pray and to plan his campaigns, and
that Prince Dschem accompanied him. | believe that the Prince noticed Cesare sinterest in the story



picture here. | believe he used this story to his own advantage at the very end of hislife, to try to secure
his own rescue. He invented afable to appeal to Cesare' s superstitious nature, and now I’'m chained to
it.

But then what of those three silver eyes of God in LucreziaBorgia s gradua? Very specid work by
Byzantine craftsmen? Or something more?

I'll take of it what | can, thought Vicente. Helooked a a square of wdl in which aking was degping
agang soft pillows as an angel descended in rosy light over the undefended shoulders and unwitting
expression of guardsinadequate to their task. How lucky to have a sergphic assstant. But if I’m to have
avison, | must makeit mysdf. I’m neither adeeping king nor aworking mason, and afarmer haslittle
use of floors.

Helooked at the painted scenes some more. He saw acity in terra-cotta here, aprophet there. Three
men hoisted the vertical post of the cross, and the forward man put such muscle into the task that his
genitals had become loose from their bindings and hung in undignified view. The horseswere ready to
stamp and snort, and one could dmost smell their shit. The lancesraised in battle were athicket of
strokes againgt adefeated sky. Here was an angel in an annunciation—why would no angel ever
announce amessage to Vicente? Here was a battle in terrible crowded circumstance—a battle as
conducted on aloggial—and here was Lazarus again, looking well rested enough. Here was a dwarf
with hishand on hiship. Learning anew stature as he gazed soberly upon the cross.

It'sdl we can do, thought Vicente, to look, and invent our own stature, and see if we can measure up to
it. Faith may cloud our eyes or open them; who can say?—buit it’ s up to usto invent our intentions, and
live up to them, or fall a the duty.

| intend to save my daughter, he said to himsdlf. With faith or againgt it, that iswhat | intend. | have no
papal father, like Cesare, no army behind me, no coffersto plunder. I have only my sense of that Borgia
family, and the way that they turn, they turn; they awaysturn. If I’m not back quickly, and successtully,
they will turn, against my Biancaif they can't reach me.

What miserable leverage Vicente had over Lucreziawould count for nothing in a contest with her
brother. There was no angel available to guard Bianca, and Vicente required protection more rigorous
than agroveling priest and acursing cook could provide. Cesare lived by love and war. Since Vicente
couldn’t woo the man he' d have to pose athreat. Would that he had access to his own army of
conscriptd!

Widl, who'sto say he didn’'t? Helooked at the armiesin the painting again and thought: Il borrow you
or your kin.

He began to devise a protection, to invent infiction what hislucklesslife had never provided him. A
family, an army, athreat. Now: out to thecampo, and surely in one of the narrowvicoli he could find a
scribefor hirewho could lend him aquill and ink, vellum and wax? And see that an epistle be ddlivered?
Vicente would use the best of his coin to ensure the best product, and live on scavengings, and walk
instead of ride, and do without lodging at inns. Histrip would take longer, but, please God, his daughter
would be safer.

Please God, that is, should there be such an Element in the heavens.
He turned toward the task and wa ked out of the door, alone.

The mason shrugged and went back to hiswork. He repaired the work of fifteen centuries before him as
best he could. A floor of faith wasn't imperviousto the effects of age.



The mason might have seen a shadow on the floor, had he had faith of adifferent sort. Indeed, he rubbed
his eyes and decided he wastired, for though the candlesin theiron trees seemed to burn as brightly as
before, he was no longer as clear-eyed as he had been when he started an hour or two ago. In truth, the
dwarf wasthere, lingering. He could catch up to Vicente in amoment. He wasn't much good as an angel
and he didn’t know why he was compelled to accompany the man on his quest. But the dwarf planted his
feet on thefloor of the church and gazed upon Piero della Francesca s painting of adwarf witnessing a
holy moment in the cycle of the True Cross. Scarcely fifteen feet away, alazaruswas ready to rub his
shoulders and work out the kinksin his muscles. The dwarf in the painting was looking at the Craoss, but
he was a'so |ooking across the span of holy painted space at the man raised from the dead.

Dwarves made of rock have no capacity for faith, but that doesn’t mean they have no appetite for it.
Staring at the dwarf painted into the plaster, the other dwarf, the elghth dwarf, shed aricher shadow, and
the mason, cursing mildly at what age was doing to his eyes, went to take hislunch early.

/ \ STORM had come up from the south, a

tarantella of wind and surging smells. Appletreeslost their limbs, and the cow byre its roof, and the cows
could be heard Singing in plainsong throughout the night. By morning the roads were dick with thefalen
fruit of olivetreesand smdled like afine breskfast.

FraLudovico had had avision in the middle of the night. He had thought it was dyspepsia at first, ashe
had met with a sausage of suspicious vintage, and his somach had been shouting a him. But despite
bouts of digestive grief Fra Ludovico had kept sinking into avelvety somnolence, pitched between deep
and awakesome drowsing, and in that state of haf-here-haf-there, he had seen the girl stepping on
clouds of carvenivory, for dl theworld like Saint Catherine of Sienain her mortd stoles and immorta
graces. But she stepped toward a cliff edge and seemed not to redlize it; and though the priest tried to cry
out, his voice—with the persastent laryngitis that afflicted him in dreeams—was feeble. Too smdl athread
of warning spun out. She didn’t hear. She walked on at her own pace toward a danger.

He stood, relieved his bladder, picked a shred of gristle from histeeth, and noticed, in the yard below,
that visitors had arrived under cover of darkness. Sometime between midnight and dawn, during the
hours pertinent to the sanguine humor.

The prelate was fedling his age. The yearsfollowing the departure of his master hadn’t been easy. Firt,
Lucrezia Borgia had dismissed the overseer that Don Vicente had assigned to waich after things.



Dismissed or removed from the digtrict, it was unclear which, but in any case the haplessloca governor
was gone as gone. Fra L udovico had little practice in standing up to strong beautiful women—not for
nothing had he fled into the skirts of the Church instead of the more profane variety—but for al his
timidity, hisfondness for the true daughter of the house prevailed. He wouldn't leave Biancaaoneto
suffer at the hands of laBorgia, now the Duchessade Ferrara. If suffer it would be: and he thought it
would.

Well, who could doubt it, redlly? Asfar off the public way as Montefiore was, the rumors from Rome
arived, nonetheless. The glamorous Lucrezia, married first to Giovanni Sforzaof Milan, didn’t demur
when her powerful father and brother declared Sforza to be impotent. The courts opined: virga intacta.
End of marriage—naturaly: Sforzahad proven too unimportant amatch for the Borgias' expanding
ambitions. And what about the rumors that Cesare had dared murder a Spaniard whose amorous interest
in hissster rivaled his own?Was Perotto Calderon’ s corpse found bobbing in the Tiber? Well, whose
corpse, given enough time, wasn't?

In theway of things, Lucrezia had made a second marriage, to Alfonso of Aragon, Duc de Bisceglie, of
the family of the King of Naples. All lutes and sonnets and garlands of posies, right? And Lucreziawas
saidto carefor him, in her limited way, and to care for the notion of living by the sea even more. But a
seasoned garroter broke into the house one night—bad luck, wasn't it?—and L ucrezia once again found
hersdf freeto marry to her family’ s advantage. In his professional capacity Fra Ludovico cherished the
sacrament of matrimony asaspiritua union, but he knew that in thistime of internecine strugglesit wasn't
uncommon for aman or awoman to marry severd times over. It took ahighly cultured woman to
manage to marry more advantageoudy each time her husband, through murder or carelessness or the
decisions of the courts, happened to be disposed of .

All powerful families have their detractors. Fra Ludovico had no way of knowing which reports were true
and which were danderous gossip circulated by the competitive Roman families or by the vengeful
Sforzas, whose reputation had been besmirched. Over the past few years Fra L udovico had carefully
remade himsdlf from asolemn cleric into aharmless, beneficent idiot. It was acharade of witlessness
designed to protect his position. And so carefully conceived. He knew, for instance, that Lucrezia Borgia
had a ddlicate congtitution and rank odors offended her. So whenever she wasin residence, he would be
sure to traipse through the ripest of cow muck and track it in onto Montefiore' s clean, straw-strewn
floors. He spilt milk on his garments and I €eft it there to sour. When she confronted him in his disgrace, he
affected a bestific smile and quoted Scipture in araggle-taggle Latin.Omnia alterans, hewould say in
response to any criticism. She was educated classicdly, better than he was, but he needn’t worry about
getting hisreferences sraight. His errors served to illustrate his generd befuddliement.

With Primavera aging ever more decrepitly, Fra L udovico felt he had to take larger responsibility. He
liked to think, in his careful campaign, that he was cannier than aBorgia. Helpfully, his Srategiesaso
afforded him extra hours of napping and woolgathering, which conserved his strength for what he feared
might be mortal combat someday.

Of course, Primaveradid most of thework of caring for Bianca. The girl dept on arush pallet next to
Primavera s and hel ped with the household chores. Theloca maids came less often, asthere waslittle
entertaining to speak of, and Bianca and Primaveramanaged whatever domestic work was required.

Asto the farmwork—such was the awe in which the Borgias were held that thecontadini kept to their
schedule of tasks without much supervison. Y early the olive trees were cut back just far enough to alow
abird to pass through the main branches without its wing tips brushing the leaves. During the spring, the
fields were planted on the seventeenth day after the full moon. Now that Lago Verde had a better
channd for drainage, worries aboutmal aria —bad air—could be countered by a more conscientious
attention to the letting out and the stopping up of the water flow.



Beyond, tenant farmers harvested the apples and grapes and olives, and hayed when haying was on, and
daughtered a spring lamb or two and an autumn hog, and a goose for the Christmas season. One could
hardly have imagined alandlord was needed, so practiced were olive trees and ewes and meadows and
gpple orchards at producing, without instruction, their sgnature offerings. Or maybe the threat of
LucreziaBorgia sinevitable return bullied the farm into behaving itsdlf: that’ swhat Primaverasaid.

Biancalived in her house like a child on an idand—not quite done, but a priest and a cook for company
weren't enough, either. She was about eleven years old now. She begrudged the sacrifice she' d been
required to make, but she wasn't afool: she could tell that showing contempt to Primaveraor Fra
Ludovico would be misdirected. She misbehaved mildly, aswasfitting for her age.

She dreamed of leaving, but she had too little exposure to the world to imagine where to go. And her
father had made her promise. Would the terms of that promise ever expire? What if she were asold
as—oh, avillage maiden, or laBorgia, or Primaveraeven, and her father had never come back? Would
she be bound to live and die on the hilltop al because she’ d once given her word?

The notion of disobedience occurs, in time, to everyone. One summer day when the sky featured blazing,
portent cloudscapes, Bianca decided she had to leave Montefiore, she had to break her promise and run
away. If she could do nothing else, she' d begin a pilgrimage to find out what had happened to her father:
to rescue him if she could, to mourn and pray over hisgraveif she must.

She got asfar asthe bridge at the bottom of the property, where the cultivation ended and the woods
began, on dopes descending too steeply for agriculture.

She paced noigly on the well-worn boards to the middle of the bridge. She would gain the other side
today, and her thumping was to drum couragein her.

She stopped, though; the echo of her footsteps seemed awarning. She remembered her father’ s story
about amudcresture below the bridge. She leaned on the sonerailings to look. “Have you something to
say tome?’ shesad. “If you're going to protest, at least do it in person so | can try to argue you down.”

The fact that the mudcreature didn’t speak didn’t mean it wasn't there, of course. Silence can betactical.
Even God used slence asa strategy.

She looked. She peered further, both into the shadows and into the surface of the stream. The water
today was high, but running dowly, and the surface reflective, trees and sky and rocks shivered into
interlacing tendrils of green and blue and brown. It was S0 easy to imagine what might lurk benegth the
gloss of the reflected world, agnarled, hairy hand flexing to grab her ankle.

“Gesl),” shesad, disgusted at herself. She couldn’t make herself pass. Not yet. Sometime when the
bridge wouldn't thump at her, when the water wouldn’t wink at her: then shewould crossit. But
today—and in severa other triesthat summer—shefailed, and kept failing. Wasit her promiseto her
father that waited under the bridge, with its hairy hand?

A Borgiaentourage had arrived in the dark. A small one, only four horses. Lucreziamade her breskfast
from the house stores and supplies she carried with her. Currants from Corinth, bread in honey, a glass of
wine imported from Crete. She made alazy ingpection of the farm—the accounts, the state of the
orchards, the gooseboy and his geese, the buildings and outbuildings, and in the evening she cameto a
conclusion. She decided that Bianca no longer needed anurse, and Primavera could be let go.

“Go where?’ said the cook, grinning as toothily as her teeth would alow.

“Go. Retire. Haven't you some feeble spawn to take you in? They’ ve foisted you off on usfor far too
long. Go back to them and require that they obey the Fourth Commandment, and honor you, whether



you deserveit or no.”
“Therd snoone,” said Primavera
“No onewho will admit toit,” murmured Lucrezia. “Who could blame them?”’

“I logt both sonsto Cesare' swars,” said Primavera pointedly. “Theill-fated attack on Forli wasn’t good
for our family line. They were stupid and cloddish but they were my sons, and they’ re gone. My only
grandson isahunter, and seeing what conscription did to his father and uncle, he keeps out of the way of
thecondottieri. Helivesby hiswits, no place specia, and | can’t go roost in atree with him. | haven't
got the hipsfor it. | should mention that he has no interest in displaying his handsome head on astake on
the walls of some castle Cesare wants to occupy, and therefore the lad uses his head, unlike othersin his
family.”

“So he' soff and gone,” mused Lucrezia, in apleasant threatening way.

Primaverawas on her mettle. “ Asit happens, he's here today; when | saw that you'd arrived in the
nighttime | sent for him, so he could provide us some mest for the table. HE' s here to protect me should |
need it.”

“You'renot listening,” said Lucrezia “ Go throw yoursdlf on the mercies of the amshouse. Throw
yoursdlf off the precipice behind the gpple orchard. | don't care. Just Stuff your persona itemsin the cleft
of your bosom and take yoursdlf elsewhere.”

“My kneeswon't manage the dope anymore,” said Primavera. “| haveto stay at Montefiore because |
can’'t maneuver mysdf down the hill.”

“Shdl | arrangeto have you rolled out in abarre ?’

“I’'m sureyou could,” said Primavera. “ There are Some wine casksin the village large enough. But you' d
have to get them up herefirst. Now, will there be anything else, Donna Lucrezia? I’ ve the girl’ s supper to

get”

“Send her tome,” said Lucrezia

“She has her supper to eat,” said Primavera. “1’ll send her to you when she' sfed.”
“Youwon't correct me, “ said Lucrezia. “Y ou won't dare.”

“I beg your forgivenesswith dl my heart, and trust in your legendary mercy,” said Primaveradryly. She
took hersdlf off to the kitchen, histrionically wheezing on the sairs.

From the piano nobile Lucrezialistened to the sounds of cooking below. Primavera caled Biancato
come clean her hands and wipe her face. Then she bellowed for Fra L udovico to come bless the damned
medl beforeit got cold. When the meal was over, Primavera bullied Bianca out of the rags and aprons of
her everyday wear and into better clothes, and rubbed the Sign of the Cross on her forehead and
pressed aleaf of basi| into her collar. Then Bianca was released to become the audience of the defacto
mistress of Montefiore, Lucrezia Borgia, Duchessa de Ferrara.

She held hersdlf to one side of the door before she entered.
She wasn't asaint stepping on ivory clouds, no matter how Fra Ludovico dreamed of her. Nor was she

quite thebambina that Primaveraremembered. Shewas at that age of hafling, that moment of sheerest
youth that drives elderswild. Shewas Susannaat her ablutions, the more beautiful in her alure because



the more innocent of it. Her bosom hadn’t swollen yet. She was as deek as akouros oiled for the games
of wrestling in old Athens or Sparta, which Hellenic sculptors had memoridized in marble to emblemize
human potential. One had been dug up in Ravennarecently and Lucrezia had bought it for her paazzo.

“Comein,” said LucreziaBorgia

Bianca stepped into the room. When her trips between Ferraraand Rome alowed it, LucreziaBorgia
stopped to supervise the development of Bianca s poise and manners. Bianca couldn’t quite remember
the arrangement by which she’d come to be award of the Duchessa, but it had to do with her father’'s
departure, so Bianca had cultivated a habit of caution.

Stll, Lucreziawas so glamorous, o civilized, and spoke in such adulcet hush. Bianca had to lean close
to hear, and closer ill. “Comein, comein! Forward into the lamplight. Theroom isgloomy. | takeit the
old onion hasfed you your supper?’

Bianca nodded.

“Turn, so | might look upon you,” she said. “And see how God has formed you in these months since my
last examination. What sort of vestment isthat robe; does the peasantnonna think you are agiantess?’

Primavera had wrapped Biancain acrimson cloak far too largefor her.

“This robe belonged to my mother,” said Bianca. “ That' swhat my father used to say.” Feding afool, she
shucked off the heavy garment, and laid it in folds carefully over the arm of achair. Then she turned back
to Lucrezia. She held her shoulders high but tucked her chin into the collar of her dress. Her eyes stayed
trained upon the patterned carpet of red and blue that L ucrezia preferred to walk upon instead of to hang
againg the cold one walls of the house for warmth.

“Y ou chose to wear agreen like a Frankish bottle of may wine, and awhite cascade of lace through the
collar,” said Lucrezia

“Primavera chooses my clothes,” murmured Bianca. “1 don't care about what | wear.”

“Nonetheless, you' rewell clad. Clever fingers have stitched that bodice to show you off well. But you
don’t observe the sumptuary laws. Y ou are above your station. And the redness of that huge cloak! A
laugh. Still, you' re a pretty enough child, Bianca.”

Pretty enough for what, thought Bianca, but she said nothing.
“Attend to mewhen | speak, my girl,” said Lucrezia. It offends me for you to ignore my remarks.”

“I’m hereto do your bidding,” said Bianca, as evenly as she could given that her knees, as usud, were
knocking. “But | don’t know what you wish.”

“Y ou will beawoman oneday,” said Lucrezia “Y ou need guidance in the womanly arts of conversation,
negotiation, deception, prayer, and the management of a private purse. Please, take your placein this
chair. I will have afew wordswith you as amother might do with adaughter.”

Bianca sat, and the silence was profound and grew somewhat tense, asif Lucreziawas sudying her and
finding her wanting. Perhaps she wasintended to speak?“I know little about Donna L ucrezia,” Bianca
sadat lagt. “1 don't know if you have adaughter.”

“I haveyou,” said Lucrezia, “whichisasclose as| come. There are other children, boys, here and there;
and at amasquerade ball at Lent the sad miscarriage of my new child began. I’ m bereft. This causesme



to move from placeto place.”

She looked less bereft than bored. Biancafelt her skin prickle. “Theloss of achild must be apitiful
thing,” she said guardedly, but with feding too, as she couldn’t hel p but think about the loss of her father,
and how such a condition became constant, like an appendage or atumor. Hello, thisis|, and these my
arms and legs, which are useful, and thisinconvenient hump is my sorrow, which islessthan useful, but
I’ve learned how to hump it about with me, so pay it no mind.

“I should have liked adaughter,” said Lucrezia, “but perhapsit’ sfor the best.” She turned and gazed at
the mirror that hung over the mantel ledge. When she continued, it wasin avoice asif she were speaking
to hersdlf, to control her passions: the undertones trembled. “When my father died three years ago, and
the triple crown of Rome passed first to Pius 111, the House of Borgia was protected, and Cesare's
career asthetempora arm of the Papal Statesin Italy seemed secure. But the new prelate saw fit to live
only the month, and no amount of judicious payment could effect another eection that favored our line,
S0 under thereign of Julius 1, we have been hounded. Hounded! And much of our family’ swedth has
been appropriated. They say Cesare has been secreted out of the country, hoping to appeal to the King
of Francefor the rightsto the duchy of Vdentinois”

Bianca heard the cautionary phrasing. “They say this?Isit true?’

Her question brought Lucrezia sharply back. “Y ou aren’t as empty-headed as you appear,” she said.
“Did | bring mysdf to murmur in your presence? Oh, | did, but no matter, for you are as bound to this
crop of house on thisold Etruscan hill asyour feeble nursemaid is. Don't look in the corner of the room,
my dear, but someoneis here, secretly and without defenses.”

Despite hersdf, Bianca s head swiveled, and she saw that a mattress had been set up in the shadows.
Coverlets were mounded upon it. A man wasjust then propping himself up on his ebow, blinking.

For an unholy instant she thought it might be her father, and she started with an expression of joy.

“Such awelcome,” said the man—Cesare Borgia, for it was he—and Biancafell back, chastened.
Cesare had seen the involuntary gasp of asmile, the hopeful eyes, and he worked himsdlf out of his
stupor and sat up. “Who isthisyoung thing then?’

“I told you. She' sthe child of Don Vicente de Nevada. She' sthe only one of the family left behind, now
that the mother is dead this past decade, and the father lost on your fool’ s errand.”

Lost? Logt?

“You said shewasachild,” said Cesare, watching Bianca appreciatively. “ Y ou said shewas till bound
in ababy’ s apron.”

“Wadl, she'sgrown then,” said Lucreziacrosdy. “| forgot that children grow.”

“What anatural mother you are.” Helooked at Bianca with an expression of sweetness. “Come here,
then, my dove. Sit besdeme.”

His sster snapped a him. “We re after something other than succor. Cesare, remember your ams.”

“There smore than one way to tease a secret out of ayoung thing,” he said. “A soldier canbehungina
cageinthesuntill he confesses, or he can be wooed into submission if he' s pretty enough. Come here,
come here, my little mouse.”

Bianca knew enough not to come forward. “A mouse doesn’'t accept invitationsfrom acat,” shesad



politely. “A mouse wouldn't know how to conversewith acat.”
“She'sgot thetrim of your saild” Lucreziahooted with unprincipled glee,
“I’'mnot well,” said Cesare, “| need some tending. Be agood girl.”

Biancawasn't areticent child when it came to pirouetting about the farm buildings. She played with the
gooseboy and teased her old nursemaid, and endured Fra Ludovico’ s tender smiles and muttered
benisons. But she thought that the man who smiled at her from a half-raised position was less cat than
panther. Clearly hewasn't well, and hadn’t been for some time. He must have paid for his adventures
with aburden of infirmity taxing hissoldier’ sbody. The skinfell on his cheeksand hishair had no gloss.
But the panther inside Cesare’ s exhausted form was gill healthy and handsome. It was the panther that
frightened Bianca. She stayed where shewas.

Some smdll trinket on the desk snapped in Lucrezia s hand—perhaps a comb made of tortoiseshell. She
flung its piecesin aglittering handful a the mirror, and the tines clicked like toenail s againgt the glass.
“Brother, you' re hounded like afox, and as near to cornered as you have yet been. Y ou’ re broken down
with the allment that killed our father, or some version of the French disease calculated to rot your nose
off your face. Y ou' ve squandered the strength you commanded. Don't bring this desperate campaign
down to a seduction.”

“I'll find out what we need to know,” he said to hissigter. “1n my weakened form | can still break your
neck, Donna L ucrezia, should | decide.”

But Bianca could tell that Lucrezia held sway over her brother. He brought himsalf up to asitting position,
steadying himself on the cot with both hands like an aged man. The panther in him retreated, though it
seemed to Bianca perhaps more dangerous for it to be hidden. She had a sense of being awake to peril
inaway she had never known, and only because of how L ucreziaand Cesare spoke with each other. A
peril asevident in their courtesy asin their sharpness.

“State your businessto her, now that I’ m awake enough to listen,” he said.
“Very well,” Lucreziaanswered. “Bianca, will you St?’

“I’d rather stand,” she said. Children didn’t regularly St in the presence of their betters—primarily so that
they could get ahead start should they have to run for safety.

“Sit,” sad Cesare. Bianca sat, though on the very edge of the stool he had indicated. Her heels drummed
onthefloor.

“I’ve made it my businessto oversee affairs at Montefiore” said Lucreziain aformd tone, asif
addressing an assembly of princes of the Church. “I’ ve been tirdlessin turning over the papersinvolvedin
your father’s ownership of this establishment. There are tithesto be paid to the Church, there are costs to
the guards who patrol the valey below and keep you safe from invasion and pillage. All this|’ ve done
out of lovefor your father.”

| doubt that, Bianca thought. In what ways could you love my father? For one thing, he'sbeen missing
for haf my life.

“It turns out that some time ago, blithering Fra Ludovico had aletter from Don Vicente. It was secreted
into hisbook of devotions, and when confronted with its presence he didn’t seem to know what it meant.
Thefirst part wasin Itaian, and directed the cleric to maintain the letter in a safe place and present it to
you when you were older. The letter then continued in Spanish. It was addressed to you. Have you read



it

“I’'m schooled in my letters,” Biancaadmitted, “but not so that | can read in the language of my
granddres”

“I thought not,” said Lucreziasmugly. “ Shall | read it to you, trandating as| go?’

“If it saletter from my father to me, perhaps| should wait until I’ ve learned enough Spanish to read it for
mysdf.”

“How ungrateful,” snapped Lucrezia. “| can understand how Fra L udovico might have erred, in that he
has become a halfwit; but for a young person you seem to have a head on your shoulders. FraLudovico
understands no more Spanish than you do. Suppose the | etter were arequest for help? Suppose your
father hasfalen into the hands of brigands, or iswasting in an Ottoman prison? Suppose he knows away
you could help release him?Would you have him wait another sx months until | could find atutor for
you, and then another six months beyond that until you’ d learned enough to attempt atrandation? Y our
father’ sface might have become mantled with mildew by thet time.”

Bianca flushed, knowing this could be true. Her lungs kicked in her, asif she were underwater; her vison
watered and caused the room to stew. “If you mugt, then.”

“| don't offer because | must. It'snothingto me” said Lucrezia “'Y ou must petition courteoudy if you
require my services.”

“Sigter,” growled Cesare, but she cocked her wrigt at him asif to say Thisis my hand to play; let me do
itasl like.

“Please, DonnaBorgia,” said Biancathen, wringing her hands together. “1 most humbly entreat you to
read my father’ sletter doud.”

“Very wel,” said Lucrezia. “Since you' ve asked so nicely.”

She unfolded an uneven scrap of parchment that had become creased from being stored between the
leaves of abreviary. “So it begins, Most beloved Bianca,” she said.

“I writein haste to put down afew details of your family of which you, asachild, have not
been made avare. My work in the service of 1l Vaentino takes me far from you, and | must
serve my Duke or risk upsetting what remains of our happy life asatraveling family who has
found awelcoming homein the hinterlands of central Itay.

“I cannot know what fate will befal me as| march to amost unpredictable goal. However,
should | fail to return before you have reached your maturity, | want you to know that thereis
help for you abroad. If famine or plague or the danger of war threatens your safety at
Montefiore, you should make dl haste to your mother’ sfamily homein Navarre. Therea
treasury isreserved for our family’ s use, and petition can be made to draw upon it once you
have reached your womanly estate.

“If, however, news should come to the Castedo family of Navarre or to my kin, the de
Nevadafamily in Aragon, that harm has befallen you, don't worry: our cousinswill mount an
expedition and pitch battle against your enemies. Those countrymen of ours, the Borgias, have
talentsin intrigue that they didn’t invent wholecloth. The de Nevadas and Castedos could
match them in cunning and outstrip them in cruelty. So let these words give you some comfort,
that though I’ ve become asimple farmer in Itdy, there areimpressive resources at my
cal—and at yours. Apply to the reigning Bishop of Navarre for help, and he will not fail you.



“I’ve arranged passage cross country to Cittadi Castello, and | start as much before dawn as
acrowing cockerel can wake me. | do thiswith the knowledge thet every step advancing me
toward my goal isastep | will be eager to retrace to come home to you. Be good, my sweet
Bianca, and keep your father in your prayers and in your heart. Be mindful that only love could
make meleave you, and if the Love that governs our daysis merciful, it will be love that
returns us to each other too. If not in these days of our lives, then in the long golden day
without sunsgt, in heaven.”

Lucreziacleared her throat. “How very tender. Y our father’ s humor is melancholic aswell as
phlegmetic.”

Bianca couldn’t speak for thetearsin her throat. After all these years, to hear her father’ s words. Papa!
Though unschooled in treachery, she knew enough to guessthat the Borgias wouldn't hesitate to
fabricate aletter from her father if they thought they could gain by it. But thiswas her father’ svoice,
without compromise, without doubt. The rawness of hisgrief at parting from her brought her own
loneliness back to her, and she wept slently but openly, asif he had only left that morning, and al the
intervening years that had passed so far were yet to be endured. And who knew how many were | ft,
before the reunion in heaven or on thiswretched earth?

“How recently hasthis arrived?’ asked Bianca. “May | go ask Fra Ludovico?’

“He sdotty asadormouse,” said Lucrezia. “I asked him the same question and he answered,tomorrow,
or the week after, I’'m not sure.”

“But do you have any word from my father?” Suddenly she was emboldened to ask. “On your behalf he
left on acampaign: what you have heard?’

“Nothing, but slence means nothing in itsdf,” said Lucrezia, turning acommon viperous thought of
Bianca sinto aposy.

“Do you have knowledge of this Navarrese Bishop?’ said Cesare.

“Y ou ask me questions and you don’t answer mine,” she said.

“Let me suppose you didn’t hear what | said. Do you have knowledge of this Navarrese Bishop?’
“I don’t know a Tuscan cock from an Umbrian hen,” said Bianca desperately.

“What ismeant, herein, by ‘womanly estate’ ?” mused Lucrezia.

“He must mean that adowry or adebt to be discharged can be effected when Bianca comes to marrying
age, of course,” said Cesare. “How old are you, little mouse?’

“Sheisachild still, with the chest of aboy,” scoffed Lucrezia.

“Y ou were engaged to be married when you were leven,” Cesare reminded hissigter. “That disgusting
cherubino from Vdencia”

“I was the daughter of Cardina Rodrigo Borgia,” she snapped. “I’ d have been engaged in utero, had it
benefited the family fortunes, asyou know very well. Despite Vicente simplication of wedth and
connections, the de Nevadafamily is neither powerful nor clever. Thisletter may be aruse to confound
LB”

“Weweren't meant to seeit,” said Cesare.



“Of coursewewere. It swritten in Spanish. Who else at Montefiore would have been ableto read it?’

“It’ swritten in Spanish to keep news of the family wedlth away from prying eyes. Else the threat of
kidnapping and ransom might gpply.”

“Let methink. It could be aploy. On the other hand, the threat of retaliation by loya cousins. . . | never
knew de Nevadawell, but he didn’t seem the scheming sort. Was he clever enough to plan astrategic
defense of hisdaughter like this?’

“Was he?’ Biancawas affronted. “ Y ou meanis he” Shedidn’'t know or care whether her father was
clever; she cared that he stillwas .

“Thefirdg rule of success, my dear Ster, arule you should have mastered by now, isnot to
underestimate the deviousness of your enemies.”

“Oh, but who isan enemy?’ asked Bianca, meaning it rhetorically: Certainly not us. we' ve given our
father’ s yearsto some campaign of yours! Some years, but not alife.

“Y ou're not an enemy, you' re abother. We ve learned nothing from you. Run on now, and take the
ridiculous cloak with you.”

“Oh, let the mouse stay,” said Cesare.

Shades of rock

T HE YEARSpeded dowly off, one by

one, or perhaps dozens at atime. Vicente had lost the ability to read time from the spatter of light the high
window alowed to trail acrossthewal of hiscell. Some days he couldn’t imagine whether it was Starlight
or sunlight, and other days—or nights—he felt that each individua stone was outlined with a pressure of
dlver edging, asif its crystaswere yearning to make ussful luminescence for him.

He knew that some days must be wintry, for afine snow managed to filter in through the ditted gperture,
and failed to melt for hours on end, but lay like the ghost of a carpet for him to regard. Hisfingers ached
and stung, and then lost fedling. Other days he might catch the sharp sweet smell of anewly cut meadow.
Hewas most awarein the spring, for once ayear the monks butchered alamb, likely for the paschal
celebration, and in amatter of hourswhat started as the stench of searing flesh and bubbling blood
became the aroma of choicest mest.

Always, there were the sounds of bells, as the monasteries across the rough forested hills of Agion Oros
tolled their timesto God and signaed news of their continued existence to one ancther.

Occasiondly the sound of winds, or of distant birds of the sea, spiraled down to his cdlibate ears.

Once he heard adonkey bray, and he laughed for awhile, at the gait of its voice picking its ungainly way
through theair.

Never, though, did he hear the monks at prayer or at chant. Indeed, he rarely saw more than two of them



a atime. Whenever the door of his prison opened, two new monks brought in hisfood, or clean clothes
occasiondly, and swapped a fresh empty bucket for the stinking fly-struck bucket of shit he had

prepared for them. Maybe the monks were on arotation, but there were too many of them for Vicenteto
identify by sight or voice. They al wore black robes, and the black hair on their chinsraveled hafway
down their chestsidenticdly. Every now and then one might smile abit more kindly than the others, ashe
delivered bread and vegetablesin broth, or a pastry with pistachios and honey, or aflagon of cool
welcome water. But Vicente had not learned enough Greek to be able to converse. Besides, the monks
were ether living under vows of silence or, without awoman leading them in the arts of conversation,
they had lost the capacity to chatter.

Whatever the unit of measure, hours or days or years, too many had passed since Vicente had |eft the
high sanctuary of Montefiore in search of the branch from the Tree of Knowledge. The days on the farm
in centrd Italy glowed in hismemory with arosy impossibility: Certainly olivetrees could never have held
such slvery light intheir leaves, of an April morning; sheep had never lowed like lullabies, had they? And
there had never been aMariaInés, she of the delicate lemon flower scent, the alabaster breadts, the smile
that broadened when she threw her head back in laughter. Of the haven she might have provided in the
marriage bed, Vicente was certain he wasimagining it from delirium born of loneliness. Hewas no longer
convinced that woman could possibly have been created so accessible, so responsive, so convenient:
even God couldn’t have imagined such a perfection.

Vicent€e srecollection of hiswife's sex was clouded in his eyes, perhaps because his own sex, these
years, had no memory of itsdlf; he resentfully carried nothing but asmdl cold snail between histhighs,
useless but for adribbly piss. Hewouldn’t be surprised one day to wake up and learn that what had
once passed as his genita's had crawled away in the middle of the night to bury themsdvesin ahole
somewhere and rot in peace.

He wished that he and hiswife had had children. How much more possible it might be to endure the
passage of eternity if he knew that Maria Inés had born him a son or adaughter, or several. What a
refreshing picture, to imagine somewherein Italy or Spain acrowd of de Nevada children, cavorting in
sunlight. But he knew that this couldn’t have happened, for the hole in his heart around the notion of
children was s0 severdly black that he couldn’t even venture to consider the subject directly. He could
only deduce afull and permanent lossin this matter.

But perhaps God had selected him for this assgnment: to live ahalf-death in aholy prison on aholy
mountain, among masculine people and creatures and flies and rocks. (Where the spring lamb might
come from every year, in apopulation said to be entirely of rams, wasaholy mysery.)

Vicente had followed what guidance had been given him, long ago, and he had worked hisway through
the Papal States, north by Ferrara, up into the Venetian marches, and then by boat across the Adriatic to
Damatia. For protection from brigands, he' d met up with a caravan of merchants, and proceeded to
Montenegro, Rumdia

By quick degrees the world had grown more barbarian in itsinhospitable strangeness. When he ventured
beyond the reaches of his adopted tongue, he occasondly could find atradesman or asailor with enough
Spanish to indicate where he was, but once he | eft the coast and began the overland trek through
Macedoniaand Thessaly he had little to trust in but hiswits. He avoided wolves and thievesin the
wilderness; he swam through a flash flood without drowning. Once he considered murder, when he got
30 hungry he thought his ssomach would begin to digest his own heart for nourishment, but God forbade
murder. Believing lessin God than in God' s laws, he went hungry until the hunger was daked by Fortune,
who gave of her excessahandful of nutsor asow-running chicken.

The landscape became harsher. Deep forests dternated with stony hardscrabble s opes from which the



ancient pagan Greeks had harvested their fulsome stories and upon which their descendants seemed to
be dying of sarvation. By and by, asthose weeks of travel passed in the whedling pinions of
categorizable hours—dusk, dawn, and the hundred permutations between, how lovely, how luxurious,
how fatally addictive, the passage of daily light—\Vicente moved further into the realm of strange myth,
away from the cycles of hisadoptedpatria, hisfarm and home, and toward the strained attenuated life of
mad monks and wild fire-breathing boars and the goal of the fruit of the Garden of Eden.

And he' d found what he was sent to find, and been discovered in the process, and tossed like abug into
ahole, and he waited to die, and wanted to die, and he didn’t die. So was there a God or wasn't there?

Hetook out his recollections from time to time, revered them as private landscapes to which he could
repair. The spread of hisholdings a Montefiore, the far more distant Aragon of his childhood, these sites
were available a will. How kind, the thought of adope of pink and white blossoming amond grovesin
an Aragonese spring! But his memories seemed unpopulated. So herelied for menta exerciseand
diversion on the recalling of his approach and apprehension at Teophilos.

As Cesare Borgia had said, the long promontory of Agion Oroswas amost an idand. Using asack of
florins, the value of which Greek peasants easily recognized, Vicente de Nevada had induced a pair of
brothers with afishing boat to set out from Ouranopolis and take him down the west Side of the
peninsula. For aday they drifted and fished. The brothers cared little for their passenger’s
intentions—they threw bread at him, and a fleece when awind came up, but generdly they were happy
enough to do their work and ignore his presence.

Vicente spent histime making amental chart of the shoreline. He noted the monasteries that cropped up
on the sheer dliffs, like honey-colored hives generated spontaneoudy out of their stone foundations. He
tried to memorize the pattern of mountains that |oomed beyond.

When it seemed the brothers had caught enough to merit their efforts, they began to try to turn the vessel
about, hauling on ropesto trim the sails. The fishing boat refused to cooperate. By the glowering
expressions of the fishermen, Vicente grew adarmed. He could tell they thought the boat was bewitched.
The darker it grew, the more resistance the boat developed, until at last the brothers had had enough.
They fell upon Vicente and tossed him into the sea

Though he was surprised, he was hardly disappointed, as he had comethisfar in order to go farther. So
he struck out for land, and with backward glances saw the brothers bringing the boat around without
further difficulty.

It hadn’t been adifficult swim, even for someone whose experience of water was limited to duck ponds,
duggishrivers, and Lago Verde. The northern Aegean seemed warm to him, though what did he know of
the source of its currents? Acrossiits peacock-feather waters and past the idands of the Sporades and
the Cyclades, and beyond the hump of Crete with its minotaur’ s maze, the sands of the Saharas were
said to stretch. Perhaps the hot breath of Africaleaned heavily on the water. Or maybe his passage was
charmed. In any event, he made it ashore without mishap. There was alanding and arude dock of sorts,
but no soul aboui.

He couldn’t light afire, having no tinder or spark, so to warm himsalf he began immediately to find his
way up the dopes, through gray scrub, gnarled aromatic stuntpine, grasses with gritted edges that cut and
stung. Hewasn't long in the wilderness, circling about to get agood look at the nearest monastery, when
he came across what must have been aroadside shrine of some sort. Here hung atin icon of afigure of
indeterminate gender, and aclay cup supplied with alump of wax: avotive. Protected from the weather
inatin box benesth the ledge he found ahel pful flint and tinder, and so within afew minutes Vicente had
mede himself asmall fire and driven theworst of the chill from his bones.



He had said a prayer for the safety of someone, but MariaInés was aready dead, and he couldn’t now
remember for whom he' d been praying, nor, for that matter, to whom, either.

Helearned to his delight that the natural defenses of Agion Oroswere so considerable that the monks
were casud about barring the monastery gates at night. Furthermore, during the day, the gates stood
open and often unguarded, as the monksin silent procession went to their laborsin orchards, fields, and
pastures. From nooks and hides, Vicente spent severa days watching the monks at their work. Once he
saw adonkey pestered with horseflies, and knew that if donkeys and horseflies behaved here as
elsawhere, rain was coming. They did. A cloudburst sent up a screen, and in dashing rain Vicente gained
access to the courtyard through gates no one had stopped to close.

The next day hefound acloak on apeg, set aside for usein inclement westher by whichever monk most
needed it. Though his new beard didn’t fringe and frazzle in the same way of Byzantine priests and
acolytes, he made his cautious explorations. Vicente never heard ahuman voice raised in anything but
gpparent prayer until the day an ancient patriarch came across him with his hand on the door of the
monastery’ s treasury. The old man had shrieked like awoman, and monks appeared from nowhere,
fierce as crows, to settle down upon Vicente and protect what was insde. Down into the dungeon he
had been thrown.

Memories began to drift and become unsettled in his mind. Sometimes he said loud—" Cesare, Duc de
Vaentinois, | came so much closer to achieving your quest than you thought | might.”

Hesad it. “Cesare, this hand nearly touched the fruit of the Garden of Eden.”

He said, “ The stem was warm to the touch, like stonein a sunny garden, though the door was closed and
locked and | had to smash the hinge with aboulder. Did I? Didn't 17’

Herolled on hisside and groaned. He said, “ There are things I’ ve forgotten, and that’ samercy, but
nobody remembers them on my behdf.” Andin aflood of self-pity, he said, “ The very stones of the
world are as deaf as God, and God is as deaf as His stones. Will no one remember me, since | cannot
remember mysdf?’

The stones must not have been as deaf as he imagined, for they answered, “ God keeps His own counsd,
but the stone hearsyou.”

Hedidn’t make afurther remark, for to converse with the stones of his prison must be asign of his
mental collapse and maybe good Brother Death would show up at last. It was about time.

| am a gooseboy or am | a goose

| am a gooseboy or am| a goose
The margin that separates usisloose

Mirrormirror




B IANCA COULDN'Ttdl whet they

wanted, why they were pestering her so with questions. Did they want there to be a huge dowry available
for her in Spain? Was Cesare after anew fund with which to rebuild an army? Or were they worried that
their appropriation of her father’ s house would bring trouble? Bianca knew little of the Orsini or the
Colonnafamilies of Rome, the Sforzas of Milan or the Medici of Florence. She did know their names,
though, and their enmity toward Cesare Borgiawas particular and public. Surely, in hiding from his many
Itdian enemies, thelast thing he was worried about was avengeful distant Spanish clan? Biancawasn't
sure her relatives even existed. She’ d never heard of them before—but then, four years ago, her father
would have been unlikely to discuss matters of family relationswith her.

Lucreziadrew adeep bresth and |eaned forward, and was about to embark upon anew line of
guestioning, when aridicul ous gabble sounded from the barnyard beyond, and the pedl of boyish
dhrieking. Lucrezia shead pivoted.

“Primavera,” she bellowed. “What isthat bother?”
Theonly sound, at first, was of the nursemaid’ s uncontrolled laughter.
“ Primavera.”

Up from below at last came the old woman’ sreply, clearly uttered with difficulty, asthe laughter benesth
it threatened to break through. “The geese have cornered the gooseboy in the pig’ strough,” she said.
“Oh, it'stoo good. Heis hopping up and down and they are pecking hislegs.”

Lucreziawhipped hersdf from her chair. “Crezia,” said Cesare.
“ won't haveit,” she said, and left the room.

Cesarerolled his eyes heavenward and made aholy gesture. “ Sheisaskind asasaint,” he said to
Bianca. “ Saint Bathsheba, Saint Sdome, anyway.”

“May | go now?" asked Bianca

“Oh, stay thewhile,” said Cesare lazily, “the Scourge of the Apennineswill take her timeto rescuea
useless gooseboy, won't she, while her own beloved brother languishes on hisrack of torment.”

Biancasad, “ The gooseboy tendsto get himsalf inamuddle. Perhaps | should go help your sister?
Primaveramoves too dowly to be of use, and FraLudovico is more scared of the geese than the
gooseboy is”

“Let her take care of the cretin. Y ou can amuse me. What do you know of the world, little mouse?’

Shedidn’t want to talk to him, but then, what harm could come to her from aman who couldn’t get off
hispalet?“l’ve my smdl view of theworld,” shetold him. “I seldom leave the farm—only once or twice
to thevillage at theford of the river afew miles on, and then only with my father. Yearsago. Thisis
world enough for me, up here. | play with the birds. | climb the appletrees. | used to try to make friends
with the servant girls, but snce my father l€ft, they have gone away too. Primaverafeeds me, and when



he remembers, Fra L udovico seesthat | keep to my devotions. I’ velearned afew lettersand | can write
my name, some modest sentences. | can swim; the gooseboy taught me how. | milk the cows when the
farmer istoo drunk to come up the hill to doiit. | collect the eggs and help pull beans from their runners
and tomatoes from their vines. | help Primaveramove the potted lemon treesinto thelimonaia for the
winter. In the summer | pick oleander, lavender bells, and fennd for the shrinein the chapd wall. | watch
themoon initssweling and itssubsding.”

Helooked at her asif she were reciting the most intimate of love sonnets. “What atreasure your
ignoranceis,” hesaid. “Come st by me”

“I'mghy,” shesad.
“I'm safe, I’ m the brother of your guardian,” he said. “ Shall | tell you of the world?’

She held her tongue, and pulled her stool forward afew inches, but still kept adistance from where
Cesarewas leaning hischinin hishand.

“What do you care of my battles, my successful campaigns, my reversas of fortune?” hesaid. “I'mold
enough to be your father. By the time you were even born | was on my way to being ruler of half Italy.
And | would have given the Holy Roman Emperor agood thwacking, and | might have taken on the bully
king of France, who has no businessin Italy. In another few months, had my father not died . . . Well, it
might yet happen, my sweet mouse. Wait and see.

“But the world wags on. Had my esteemed father, Alexander V1, not died three years ago, I'd belying
on sheets of gold with docile girlsand lusty boys eight times prettier than you are, instead of suffering here
with my own unobliging wounds. And sickness | carry with mein my gut. It stings. | need adistraction.
Come here”

“Please, Don Borgia. Y our sister will have ahard time with the gooseboy. I'm afraid he' slittle more than
afool, but he likes me and trusts me. Let me go seeto him, and rel ease the Duchessa to keep you
company. I’'m not fit to entertain you. | know so little of the world of which you speak.”

“Theworld grows and shrinks at once,” said Cesare. “Isthisafunction of my being wise beyond my
years, or isthe agein which we live contorting itself with confounding knowledge? In this year of our
Lord 1506, the Genoese navigator Columbus has died. Do you know of him? He was the one who
brought back the news of Espafiola, anidand of Cathay so far acrossthe cold Atlantic seait might as
wdll be Dante’ sMalebolge. The Moor has been driven from Granada, and the Jew from much of Spain,
and Their Catholic Mg esties Ferdinand and | sabella cast their eyes on their western prospects, and the
canny Lishoanstoo. I'll go back to Navarre and find your dowry and clamiit, and if it isenough for a
sngle horseand asuit of mail, or if it helpsto raisean army, | will not be stayed from my destiny. Come
here, | say.”

Rehearsing the future for the world seemed to energize him.

She might never have the chance for such an audience again. Even if she wanted to flee—what might she
learn, with care? She drew herself just afew inches forward and said, “ Please, | know nothing of the
world, except my father islogt init. Do you know if heisdive? Do you know where he went, or why?’

“I know where, and | know why. To buy meamiracle” He closed hiseyes, asif hisinterna pain was
mounting. “1 could useamiracle now.” He opened his eyes again. They were swvimming in tears. “Come,
gt by my side, let metell you what | suspect of your father’ s whereabouts.”

What she might learn, what she might lose. It was another bridge to cross, and she was struck immobile



inthemiddle. “It' stimefor my prayers,” shesad a last.

“I'll teach you how to pray for mercy.” With amovement more forceful than she thought him capable of,
he reached out and grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward him. Her heart suddenly ablue onion in her
chest, cold and layered and stinging in its own juices, she struggled. With one hand he encircled both her
small wrigts, and clamped them onto histhigh, forcing her to aknedling position between hisknees. She
could hear her voice warble, amockery of asong; she couldn’t make it form words, just an obbligato
wall like areed flute on asingle high note.

Bianca heard the Duchess of Ferraraat the threshold of her father’ ssalone, and avoicelike astorm
came down between Biancaand Il Valentino. “ Cesare, has the French disease made you mad? Release
her a once”

“Comeand join mein my devotions, dear Sster,” he growled. Lucrezia Borgia picked up thefirst thing
she could grasp—a piece of failence—and she hurled it. Her aim was wild. The vase struck the mirror
over the mantelpiece. The mirror was unharmed, but the vase' s earthenware divers scattered with force.
Bianca saw the blood spring like black gum on hisforearm. He let her go so he could sweep shards off
thetop of histhigh, and this cut the Sde of hishand.

“Will you take a child to marry and bed her without benefit of adowry?’ asked Lucreziaicily. “Areyou
entirdy insane?’

“I'minsaneand I'm gill aman,” he said to her, “and as you know well, my chill and beautiful spouse
Charlotte isthe sgter of the king of Navarre and therefore livestoo far away to be of wifely useto
me—and has done so for seven years. I'm practically unmarried.”

“I won't be bedded or married, either one,” said Bianca, but the Borgias had turned their attention and
their contempt upon each other, and neither noticed or cared what she' d said.

Cesare' svoice was hard asiron. “ And have you forgotten your infatuation for your powerful brother
now he has lost stature in the eyes of the world? Now that he skulks under cover of darkness plotting
useless campaigns of revenge? Allow me some comfort, Sveet Sster.”

“Sheistoo smal. You would only bruise her,” said Lucrezia.
“I’'m taking about my comfort, not hers.”

“Get out of here,” said Lucreziato Bianca. “How dare you linger and taunt my brother like that. Have
you no shame? | suppose you haven't, without awomanly woman to raise you correctly. The attitudes of
apeasant, courtesy of your Primavera. Go.”

“How’ syour gooseboy?’ said Cesare tauntingly to hissister. Biancafled.

Shefell onthe stairs, not from fear, but because she redlized that blood was running off her temple.
Shards from the vase must have struck her too. For amoment she couldn’t see. As she crouched there,
trying to wipe her eyes clear of blood, she heard nothing at al, and then the sound of dippers brushing a
few steps across the floor. Was L ucrezia Borgia approaching her brother to dap him or to kisshim, or to
whisper something in hisear?

Bianca heard the Duchessa s voice, afew tones|ower than that in which she usudly spoke. A voice of
fal se solemnity and genuine menace.

“Mirror, mirror on thewal, who among usisfairest of al?’ shesaid.



Bianca straightened up and listened, asif the mirror might answer. If it did, it wasin a pitch too cerebral
or too hushed for Biancato hear. In any event, Cesare either mocked his sister or echoed the mirror’s
answer when he said, “Well, it’ snot you, sster. It' sthat little mouse child, the daughter of our agent de
Nevada. Doesn't that just make your Borgia blood boil. What' 1l you do about that?”

Lucrezialaughed, ahoundish laugh, dmost abaying. “Y ou have so little power over me now, brother
duke,” she said, and though her words were rough, her tone wasintimate and cgoling. “The heyday of
the Borgiasis over dmost beforeit’ s begun. I’ [l watch you rot in agrave before the decadeisout, I'll
wager. But I'll be damned if | see you cagting glances at a child young enough to be your daughter.”

“You're jed ous because she' sloveier than you,” he said. *Y ou awayswere ajealoustype. | fill adore
you, Crezia. Come here. Come to Cesare.”

Biancatumbled down the stairs, blood in her eyesor no.
| am a hunter who cannot kill

| am a hunter who cannot kill.

The yearling unicorn haunts with taunting eyes,
Ready to lay its sacrificial head
Between my quivering thighs,

Asking the clemency of death
Soit canyield
The song for which it lived.

But | am a man whose heart is stiff as stone.
Let unicorns and maidens plead for mercy,
For the wisdom death reveals, for aright of passage
Through the gates of horn to the sacred city,

To Gesll on its steps, to incorruptible parents
Restored from the grave and waiting with opened arms.
| will not grant that privilege to any.
| don't possess credentials bright enough
To vouchsafe anyone passage to paradise.

Bring me her heart carved from her chest

T HEsalonewas silent. Cesare had
summoned Fra Ludovico to help him hobble down the stairs. Looking for the mouse? Looking for



confession and penance? Cesare was a man of supergtitions—he had believed in Prince Dschem' sfairy
tale of the Tree of Knowledge, he bdieved in the mercy of the Church. Helit votivesto Gesti and the
Madonna, to Pan, to his hero Alexander the Great, and to Fortuna, al on the same altar. He played at
prophecy with avolume of Virgil, opening it at random to read aloud the poet’ s antique opinion on the
decision of the moment.

Lucrezia sat and absently covered her lap with the red cloak that Bianca de Nevada had |eft behind. As
she stroked it, and the day’ s shadows began to gather, shefell into areverie. Perhapsit was seeded by
the afternoon with thelittle girl. Thoughts of her own girlhood at that same age—and later—camerising

up.
Shedidn’t often revisit her past, for the future offered more succor.

Asachild, she'd been as good as orphaned. Well, when your father isthe Pope and your mother his
mistress, and your nursemaids cardindswell placed in the Curia, even smal domestic details of your
childhood tend to seem freighted with portent.

After her father was elevated to the throne of Peter, the Vatican's gpartments and officeswere as
crowded as dleys on market day. The commodities on sale were pardons, favors, indulgences to shorten
purgatorid jail sentences. Who in those crowded bazaars of the faith might have provided the
companionship agirl might need? Not even the solemn sisters who oversaw the housecleaning of
Christendom’ s most magnificent palaceto Chrigt.

All this had begun when Lucreziawas the age that Bianca was now—about eleven. The previous Pope,
Innocent V111, had taken ill. His doctors had bled three young boys as a propitiatory offering, to no avail.
Innocent VI had died. So had dl three boys. On a sacrifice of their blood, her father, Cardinad Rodrigo
Borgia, had been elected to the Papa See, and Lucreziawas removed from the care of her mother,
Vannozza

A famous Roman courtesan, Vannozza had spent her years as Cardina Borgia s mistress established
conveniently near to his palace on the Piazza Pizzo de Merlo. She' d conducted her businesswith equal
parts of hauteur and circumspection. She' d protested at the remova from her household of her older son,
Cesare, whose career was being thrashed out by his father; she’ d wept piteoudy when deprived of
Lucrezia. But what rights are l&ft to any mother when afather has made up his mind?—and sincethis
father was newly dected Pope of the Roman church, Vannozzawas required to bear her grief in silence
as best she could. She didn’t refuse the Pope company when herequired it, but she bridled—L ucrezia
later redlized, she must have bridled—that the Pope s newest mistress, the clamoroudy tractive Giulia
Farnese, was given part respongbility for theraising of Vannozza s own Lucrezia.

Lucrezia had taken leave of her mother casudly, mockingly. Well, her robust and homely father wasin
his ascendancy, and court life ssemed more dluring than learning the arts of needlework a her mother’s
elbow. Lucrezia had been fattened on the notion of Borgia supremacy, after al, and her mother wasn't a
Borgia—not even by marriage. With difficulty Lucreziamanaged to choke back her impulseto correct
her mother’ s comportment—as L ucrezialeft to take up her proper placein the Vatican paace,
Vannozza stears and hand-wringing weren't suitable gesturesat all —and besides, the girl didn't
envison what a profound changeit would be. The distance to Vannozza s door was, mathematicaly,
exactly asfar asthe distance fromit. Surely?

Asit turned out, such measurements aren’t entirely governed by the laws of mathematics. The laws of
politicsand one' s personal humors ater the equation.

And Lucrezia, impressed with Giulia Farnese' s beauty, was cowed by it. Giuliawas her own age, nearly,
and her father’slover. The paradox of that!



Before sate affairs and court life began to restrict her liberty, the young L ucrezia haunted the servants
guartersin the Pope sfortress, the Castd Sant’ Angelo. She exchanged her silks and fursfor her
handmaiden’ s broadcl oth tunic and dipped out awindow, and played tricks on fishermen struggling to
find dinner inthefilthy Tiber. To see how it felt, she’ d laid down with shepherdsin fields striped with the
shadows of poplars. She’ d wandered incognita—the daughter of a pope—giving free kisses among the
tombstones and cypresses on the Capitoline Hill. In matters amorous, Lucreziawasfinding herself
talented. Too soon, her beauty became unique. Before long she couldn’t show her face inside or out of
Saint Peter’ s Basilicawithout being recogni zed.

Study came easily to her. She spoke four languages well. Without much effort she could hear inthe
rhythm of foreign tongues a certain implied meaning, even when vocabulary and the nuances of grammar
escaped her. For achild with spotty tutoring, she engaged in her own private trivium: not grammar,
didectic, rhetoric, the traditiona roster of subjects, but glamour, intrigue, and power. She followed the
affairs of the court of the Pope with closer attention than most bishops. Once, when the Pope was
indisposed, she even had managed the affairs of the Church for ashort while, until she was prohibited by
cardinasfrom signing apapa document with the question “ Ubi est penna vestra?”—meaning not only
Whereisyour pen? but dsoWhereisyour penis?

But she' d enjoyed governing, when thetime arrived to try it. She' d spent those few monthsin 1498,
when she was scarcely eigh-teen, asgover natrice of Spoleto. Five long months there, married to one
man, Alfonso of Aragon, and in love with another who would no longer have her. She was pregnant with
the child who would be named Rodrigo, after her father, and she was saddled with the other one, the
mortal mistakein her arms, the one who cried piteoudy at night, who wouldn’t be thrown over the edge
of the agueduct, all because of the meddiesome de Nevada. . .

Adult as she could be by now, at the age of twenty-six, she sat before the mirror and studied her face
within it. Had so much happened in such a short time? In seven years? Vicente de Nevada, having
learned of her residency there, had made hisway to Spoleto, on the Umbrian flank of the Apennines. He
had gone to hear Mass at the duomo. He had ventured forward and caught L ucrezia at the conclusions of
the Sacrament. She'd been praying in front of FraFilippo Lippi’ sfresco, in which the Virgin hoversin
robes of white and gold before God the Patriarch, who sets a crown of surpassing glory upon her head.
Lucreziahad been jedous, not of the Virgin's beauty, but of her crown.

“I beg to spesk with the DonnaBorgia,” said Vicente, in Spanish, and from her impious thoughts she had
been torn, for the consolation of hearing the family tongue.

De Nevada asked for thegovernatrice ' sintercession with her brother Cesare. De Nevada had a
motherless child, and his profession was agriculture; might Cesare, out of fedling for afellow Iberian,
secure the immigrant a position, perhgps even asmdl landholding?

“Put the child in an orphanagetill she'solder, and send her to be anun when she' sready,” decreed
Lucrezia “Neither my brother nor | have property we hand out for the asking. If you need work, Cesare
isawayslooking forcondottieri. A mercenary earns good pay and can usudly find awar to fight.
Besides, | don't oversee my brothers rare administrations of mercy.”

Something in de Nevada s expresson—hisrefusd to consider farming the child out—made her fed a
modest pity, though. Sheinvited him to vigit her in the castle. That afternoon, from arampart, she
watched the father and daughter make their way up the dope and be admitted to the interior courtyard.

There, despiteachill intheair, Lucrezia greeted them. She had dismissed her retinue of attendants and
chaperones, and her husband was off hunting for the day. To prove her own motherliness, and asa
badge of respectability, she kept the Punishment on her hip. He was docile enough until it proved



inconvenient—hisusua way.

She had arranged atable to be set with Cadtilian lace, and platters of fresh fruit and decanters of wine
were a the ready. Vicente had the young girl by the hand. The young Bianca

The child must have been three years old or so. Good-looking in her way, considering how lumpy and
irregular children’ sfaces could be. The dark hair, the skin so white. Pale eyes, the color of water, set
wide, and cunningly large, the way children’ s eyes 0 often seem. The child was preternaturaly
self-possessed. Shedidn’t join the other urchins playing chase and seek games among the arches. She
didn’'t interrupt her father, pull at his deeves, nor did she whine or fuss. She stood with both feet planted,
her little ssomach a smooth shallow bowl benegth the pleats of her green-black tunic. And while she
stood and watched, too well behaved for belief, Lucrezia s own Punishment thrashed in her arms,
threatening to unbalance her onto the cobbles, maybe endanger the child growing within her.

“Let me help you,” said Vicente, acapable father. She despised him for having the nerve to assist without
leave. But he had anatural touch, and the squirming toddler settled, and she hated Vicente for that talent
too.

They exchanged afew remarks about lifein Iberia, in Itay, about the weather and the church servicesin
Spoleto. She asked why he had left hishomeland in thefirst place. That might have been dl. But Vicente
had touched L ucrezia somehow, in some way she didn’t know—perhaps as a spesker of Spanish he
reminded her of her brother, whose company she missed so0? It was hard to say. And when the weather
grew sharply colder, and a sudden squall fell like white nets around them, she found hersalf extending the
hospitaity of the castle to this newcomer. Spend afew nights, she had said; make your beds here. Until
the snow letsup, at least. Little hope, redly, of my finding you afoothold of property, but | can find you a
bed and amed.

That night, before Alfonso had approached her chamber to take his due as a husband, the Punishment
squalled worse than ever. The wet nurses couldn’t calm him down, and she wouldn’t |et them take him
away for fear they would kill him before she had a chance. She would rather do the job herself so she
could ensurethat blame fell safely esewhere. She' d thought it through often enough, hadn’'t she? And
here was de Nevada, aman of no gpparent connections, presenting himself asalikely candidate. Fortune
smiled on her, for once! She could accuse him and imprison him before morning, and no one would come
forward to speak on his behalf.

Long after midnight, she wrapped a bunting around the deeping child’ s mouth to muffle any sudden cries,
and she carried him down the steps of the courtyard and exited the palace by a side door. (She had seen
that the guard would be deeply adeep thanksto a hepful powder in hisevening de.) She made her way
across the brow of the mount, to where the bridge, stepping in Gothic arches on top of a Roman
aqueduct, began itslofty walk from the castle, across the gorge carved out by the Tessino River, to the
monastery on Monte Luco, the far side of the valley.

Even in the scatter of snow, her step was swift but sure, for she had taken the air and the views from the
bridge many times before. It was guarded at the far end, she knew. But the near end was desolate. Not
even aviper could svarm up the steep legs of the arches.

She went to where she judged the halfway point must be. She lay down the Punishment to unwrap him,
to send him naked to his Maker, and good riddance—when, awhisper on snow, she heard afootstep or
two coming from the direction of the castle, though no one could have seen her leave.

Sheturned and peered. A mist had come up on the valley’ swestern dope. If her pursuer was hidden
from her, she must d o il be hidden from him.



She hadn't bargained at working hastily. Perverseto the last, the child chose this moment to wake. He
kept writhing as she leaned against the edge of the rampart and readied herself to pitch the weight
mightily, to clear thewideledgein an arc and ensure fatdity. She couldn’t get afirm enough footing.
Damn. He seemed to have an animd’ singtinct for what was happening.

Perhaps she would have to bash his head in first to reduce his form to dead weight. She gasped with the
effort and drew her son back, prepared to batter the wal with his skull—and then the sound of nearer
footsteps, awhigper becoming arhythm through therisng mist.

It was Vicente. The onefigured to stand as a culprit was interfering instead. He was aghast. He threw
himsdlf between her swinging arm and the wall, so the baby thumped hideoudy, but not damagingly,
againg hischest. “ Areyou mad?’ hissed Vicente. “My lady Lucrezia”

She dumped againg the far wall with the back of her hand againgt her mouth. “Who are you? Wheream
|7’ she quavered, working for timein which to gather her thoughts.

“Y ou don't know what you are doing,” he said. “Come, takemy arm, and I’ [l walk you to safety.”

It wasn't hard to appear besotted with deep, for she was dizzy with fright. If anyone were to learn what
she had been about to do . . . Evenfor aBorgia, the daughter of a child was extreme. By the time they
had reached the castle side of the aqueduct, however, she' d prepared a defense and a Strategy.

“I'mdow towake,” shesaid. “I suffer from fits of degpwalking. It' sal asadream, ahorrid dream. Do
me the honor of keeping my fretful condition amatter private between us. How lucky you were to come
wake me and avert disaster.”

He saw her inthe morning. At atablein the solar, he sat down with the young woman and her husband
asthey broketheir fast. Hislittle girl sat on hislap. The Punishment had been sequestered far enough
away so hismorning screams couldn’t be heard.

“I hopeyou dept well,” said Lucrezid s hapless husband.

“Only s0-s0,” answered Vicente, studying the bread in hishands. “I had much on my mind and kept
turning. I’ m scarcely surewhat | should do next. DonnaBorgia,” he continued, looking her in the eyes, “I
await your advice.”

“I've been thinking,” said Lucreziahagtily, “about your predicament. | believe with alittle atention,
Cesare or | may yet be ableto find you asmall estate, conferrable upon certain conditions.”

“I thought you considered that impossible,” said Alfonso de Bisceglie, surprised & hiswife.

“I couldn’t deep either, and | put my mind to the task.” Her answer was brisk and the topic of
conversation changed.

Thus had Vicente come into possession of Montefiore, after Lucrezia, privately, had had the previous
owner smothered, to ensure the premises were available for new occupants.

Learning from her panic, Lucrezia had dismissed the Punishment from her life thoroughly as she had
dismissed herself from her mother’s. In due course, she had given birth to Rodrigo, of more honorable
lineage, of better disposition and capabilities than the Punishment. To protect him she had him raised far
from herself too. There was reason, in hislegitimacy, to worry about his prospects, and shewouldn’t see
him besmirched by too close an association with her.

Shelooked at the mirror asthese days, seven years past, reframed themselves. It wasadmogst asif she



could see the hills around Spoleto, dotted with ilex, lulled by the morose remarks of sheep. Thepam
trees, the threads of waterfdl on the far dope of the canyon . . . She had never been able to guess why
Vicente de Nevada had been awake and clever or bold enough to follow hisroyal hostess out of adark
guarded castle and across amist-shrouded bridge. He had been certain enough of himself to leave his
little girl behind, dozing under her blankets. Andshe had not been screaming through the night, with the
pains of teething, of colic, of genera disgpproval of the world.

That same good little girl, now swaying her boyish hipsat Cesare.

The Duchessa couldn’t bear what she had seen. Cesare was as good as dying—L ucreziawas no
fool—and 4till the lecherous bastard had found the girl child dluring. Her own brother, the tenderest swift
soldier ever to enter her bed—groping at achild. In aseizure of ire she gripped her somacher and tore
it. Good that he had bullied the priest off somewhere—probably to alocal church with ared roof, so
Cesare could take the sacrament in some sort of comfort. He enjoyed the penance dmost as much asthe
gn. It didn’'t matter where he had gone. He had | &ft her, that much was clear. He was gone for good.

Sweeping up in atempest of silks and ermine, before she knew what she was about, she pitched hersdlf
toward the door.

“Primavera,” she commanded. “Where are you? Someone, get that old cow up here. It it true that she
has a grandson who is ahunter? Primavera. He will come and have an audience with me, as soon ashe
can wash the blood off hishands. Primavera. Does no one lissen when | cal?’

Primaverawas out a the well, rinsing Bianca sface. She heard Lucrezia Borgiabellow. Primavera slips
set more firmly together. When, at last, she heeded the summons and stood to obey, her ankles shook.

| nterview with an assassin

Y ouappreciate thereward?’ She

looked down at the soft purse of coinsin her hands and shifted it gently back and forth, to make the
musical remark of the money within more dluring. He wasn't used to being in the house, at least not
farther than the kitchen. He stood as if before a magistrate and looked her in the eye. “ Enough to ask
about the service required.”

“Takethe child from the house, deep into the woods, far beyond where anyone might find her.”
“There are woods enough to loseachild in.”

“I want her morethan logt. | want her life.”

“Thewoods will teke her life”

“I want you to teke her life”

“ She has serioudy offended.”

“It'snot your placeto ask why. Nor are you to find yourself capable of remembering thisinterview. You



areahunter. Wait until night has begun to fal, and take her life however you must.”
“You trust alot to aman you don’t know.”

“Y ou have an aged grandmother in my employ. Y ou will want her to see her fina daysin comfort,
not—otherwise.”

“I"ve no one ese but an aged grandmother. My father and his brother were both killed in the
bombardment of Forli, and my mother died of grief soon theresfter.”

“What isyour name?’

“I’'mthe hunter.”

“What does your grandmother call you?’

“Obedient.”

“Fair enough. Do as| say. Bring me her heart carved from her chest.”
Ranuccio lifted hisbearded chin.

“I don’t want her to survive, to cdl on relatives from across the seato avenge her abandonment. Make
good my request and you shdl have this purse, and your silly grandmother shall deep on her own straw
pallet until the end of her days.” Shethrew the purse on thetable. “Her natura days.”

He picked up the purse and weighed it in hishands and didn’t spesk &t firdt. It was asif he'd never come
across coin before. They both heard the sound of hisnonna ’ s voice caling the chickensin. It wasan old
voice, and the only oneleft he knew. He said, “1 can hope to commit amurder and to eliminate achild. |
can decide not to ask questions about your reasons.”

“Can you aso manageto forget that we have ever discussed any of this?’

“Any of what?" he said, and smiled for thefird time.

A walk in the woods

B IANCA HADesten aready, but she sat

in the kitchen helping Primavera prepare amed for the Borgias. It felt safe there—well, safer than
anywhere e se. Primaverawas scowling and cursing protectively. “What isthat monstrous bitch up to,
that your face is covered with blood?’ she'd said.

There wasn't anything to say, because Bianca could hardly describe what had happened, or why. “It was
an accident,” sheinssted.

“Y ou were standing like a docile sweet orphan and avase flew into your head by accident?’

“I'm not an orphan.”



“Of course not, and avaseisn't abird with silver wings either. The blood in your eyes, mercy. | should
tell you about blood.”

“Please, Primavera, not that again. | know about that.”

Updtairs, Lucreziahad picked up alute and tuned it. The familiar melody that skittered down the stairwell
was lopsided, its syncopation the result, perhaps, of a snapped string not yet replaced. Primaveradidn’t
talk over the sound of the music. She supervised ajoint of pork bound in strings, and took from a hook
inthe chimney stack aparcd of olives she' d been smoking. Sharply, her worry showing, shetold Bianca
to tir the white beans smmering in a pot suspended from a chain in the kitchen fireplace.

Bianca s eyes were cleared of blood. She was glad to have something common to do—tir the
beans—and dready shefelt better. She was afraid that the presence of blood was going to bring
Primaveraaround to discussing her favorite topic, theimminent arrival of ayoung woman's menses.
Biancawas neither skittish of her female development nor eager for it. But Primavera, sengtiveto her
own desiccation, found no more enjoyable atopic than the rehearsal of what the monthly complaint was
like. The cramps, the mess, the induction into alife of fecundity and danger.

Tonight Primaverarestrained herself. She felt the atmosphere curdle and pause. The house had amusty
arr, asif an atmosphere of grief was|eaching through the stones from an underground source. No obvious
message in the beans or the clouds. Ranuccio had bought her a chicken and wrung its neck, and after she
finished cutting it she'd spill itsliver and see what mischief was afoot.

What was the source of the sour miasma? Had arat died beneath the floor joists, and wasit extruding its
malodorous juices? Or was the spirit of the house' s previous owner making itsalf felt? When shewasn't
being a superdtitious seer, Primaverawas aredist. Her grasp, increasingly, was on the present. If the
ghost of the former landlord was bent on causing their skinto crawl, hewas doing it effectively, but he
was still no more than aghogt, and in any contest, the quick overcrowded the dead in al geographies but
the churchyard and the spiraling corridors of hell.

Or might it be amore recent arriva, the ghost of Vicente de Nevada himsdlf? Perhaps, months ago and
far away, he’ d met hisend and his ghost had taken itstime returning to the family home.

Primaveraknew it didn’t do to turn ablind eye on such things. She descended to the cold keep below
the stairsto get adip of ail. Intestines spilled in augury should then be cooked and eaten, for the sake of
economy aswell as spitting at the fates. Below steps, she heard agasp from the kitchen. It took her a
minute to turn—she d put on afew pounds lately. She needed to step down aleve or two and find room
to negotiate her bulk on aflat bit of flooring rather than to risk twisting on agair. By the time she returned
to the kitchen, she saw the stool on which Bianca had been sitting, overturned in aclumsy way. The
spoon for girring the beans was on the floor.

Bianca had made no protest when Primavera s grandson entered the kitchen, picked up ahed of bread
with one hand and grabbed her own forearm with the other. He shoved the food in his mouth and yanked
her from her seat roughly; she was dangling like anewly caught trout. She kicked not out of alarm but
with aningtinct for balance.

Then Ranuccio barreled out the door, knocking the crown of Bianca's skull on the stone doorframe, and
she was abstracted with swimming sparks of pain. By the time she could focus her eyes through her
distress and register something discernible, she was outsde—thisis the meadow, now thisisthe lower
meadow, and Montefiore is retresting above me, like astorm cloud in reverse. Itslow wings and barns
closetheir arms againgt the bulk of the main housg, itsred roofline lowerslike afurrowed brow.

The house became richer, more obtuse, a red-brown rose growing in reverse, back toward secret potent



bud.

She saw the gooseboy who stood gaping at the side of the road, adrift in his snowy cackling blanket of
friends. Shetried to utter aHelp me! or aWhat? or aCome now!, but al she could managewasa
strangled sort of duck quack. He waved his hand and smiled a her—they were hardly friends, Bianca
and the gooseboy, just people who lived on the same hill, basically—and then he and his downy
companions had been swallowed up in the arms of apple trees, which in turn became an apron of apple
trees sweeping in asingletide away from her. Shewas past Lago Verde and up to the bridge her father
had forbidden her to cross.

There Ranuccio stopped. Was he going to throw her over the sde? Or did he somehow know about her
father’ s prohibition? But no—he was fishing with one hand insde his shirt. He came up with asack of
coins. Hetossed them in the water. He was distracting the mudcreature! Must be so. He continued down
the other sde of the bridge, and she was being hustled away from Montefiore without further assault. As
if thisassault weren't enough.

Montefiore was becoming the dense irretrievable past, the dead childhood, dead, cold dead on its dab,
and no mercy existed in the world or out of it to dap it back to life again.

Ranuccio wasn't agiant, though; not amudcreature, not an ogre from some comic hearthside tale. He
was a strong man and abig one, but he was only aman, and she was after al eleven; she ought to be
ableto figurethisout.

She hadn’t seen him often. Occasiondly when the weather was harshest he would show up and share
some food with his grandmother—aeither bring her some treet, abrace of pheasants or rabbits, sometimes
ahaunch of venison or adithery set of steaks cut from the flanks of aboar. Primaverawould prepare the
mest; she was no stranger to the benisons of wild garlic, lemon, and black peppercorns from the East.
But though Ranuccio and his grandmother shared a grief—the degath of the generation between
them—they seemed to have no other common language. In the yearsin which Bianca de Nevada had
come to be aware of Ranuccio, hisarrivals and disappearances had been conducted in an amost
conspiratoria slence.

Thumping againgt his sde—for even as dight as she was, she had someweight, and sointime his
muscles ached—she twisted and findlly caught enough breath, and enough sense, to begin to complain.
She yelped her confusion at first, and, her breath ignited, she began to wail, and to try to twist her arm
free s0 she could beat againgt hisside. “Where are you taking me?” she said. “Where are we going?’

The promontory for which Montefiore was named |eaned above them, and the house waslost initsleafy
opacity. “Whereismy home?’ she demanded, more franticaly. “Where are we going?’

“A wadk inthewoods,” he sad.
“I’'m not alowed to go aone into the woods.”

“You aren't done.” He sat her down and jabbed her playfully in the side with one hand, though with his
other he continued to keep her wrist in acircling grip stronger, she imagined, than iron shackles could

possibly be.
“The dark is coming on, and Primaverawill worry.”

“The old smély goose mother knowswheat thisis about. Don’t worry about her.”

“But shedidn’t say aword to me. She would have told me—"



“Shedidn’'t want to larm you. Shewanted it to be asurprise.”

Biancastood till to consider this. There was so much unclear about how adults behaved, and Primavera,
it was sure, was more quixotic and ficklein her behavior than most.

“What isyour intention?’ said Bianca, asfirmly as her quavering voice would alow.
“Let’swak awnhiletogether and learn our intentions.”

“If you let go of my hand, | can walk more comfortably.”

“If I let go of your hand, you will run away.”

“I will not run away.”

“You will runaway. | know children, and when they are scared they are foolish as hens. They bolt at the
first chance they get. | tdl you, thereislittle reason to be scared.” From aleather pouch dung on astrip
of leather around hiswaist he picked a dagger with a handle of worn antler.

She shrunk from him as best she could, asif she could shed her own hand and leave it therein hisgrip.
Her underskirt had gone damp.

“What useisthat knifeto you here?’
“To protect usin thewoods,” he said. “Do you seethat it's getting dark?’
“I don't seeasmuch as| would like”

“Becauseit’ sgetting dark.” But the light in the sky was ample enough to shine on the silvered blade,
making it stand out againgt the blue-black undergrowth. They poked deeper into the woods, and the sky
darkened now as the canopy of trees closed above them.

“If I let you go, you will run,” he said again, many minutes later, when the dark was no longer considering
avigt but had moved in for the night. The only light was the luminescence of late summer bugs, the Stripe
of dlver dong the blade, and the wet in Ranuccio’ s eyes. She could smell from her own body a sour
moisture, the reek of her body’ sfear.

“If you let mego,” shesad, and fatered.
“...youwill run,” he said, completing her sentence.

And then she understood him. She stopped and stood till. Helet her go. He raised hisknife. He held the
handle with one hand. With the fingers of his other hand he gripped the point of the very sharp blade
teasingly. A single drop of black blood stood out on his thumb.

She gave agenuflection that she didn’t know he could see, and then she turned and walked carefully
away, into the dark.

The heart of the woods




I aANUCClOWAlTEDuntiI the sound of

the girl’ s progress had become swallowed up in the back-and-forth of wind through leaves. Now there
was the creak of an oak limb, now asilence through which a distant stream could be heard to murmur.
Now arush of wind again—and

and—theworld had sealed over, had hedled itself of the girl’ s presence, asif she had never lived. Had
even forgotten her absence. Even he, used to hearing a beetle pause and ingpect itself under afdlen log,
was dizzy with the mystery of how fully she had been taken away.

What was her name, even?

He stopped to rest, leaning against a boulder. He hugged himself for warmth. What was to be done now?
For the beautiful Donna L ucrezia had requested the child’ s heart as proof of her death. Ranuccio didn’t
understand the root of Lucrezia s malice, but hewas clear on this: shewouldn't rest until she was certain
her campaign had been carried out as requested. So there was the matter of the heart to consider.

Ranuccio’ snonna was afabulist, a pagan oracle, equaly conversant with the saints and angels as she was
with the crooks, shimmies, elves, and frostlings of local renown. Her wisdom hadn't prevented the death
of her sonsin battle. So to avoid asmilar fate, Ranuccio had taken to hunting in the forests that till
surged like seas around outlying farms and past tillage and orchards.

But, looking for something different by which to rule his depopulated life, he had dso been drawn to the
lures of Siena, and Arezzo, and even, two or three times, to the diadem of central Italy, Florence. And,
though he had little language in which to cast his understanding, Ranuccio nonetheless found himself
sympathetic to the sweet sound of discourse, to reason’ s steedy footfall from thought to thought, from
proposition to proof, from thesisto antithesis, from the raw clever act of characterizing theworld to the
more serene bliss of categorizing it. Pico dellaMirandola, aconvert of Savonarola's, had laid it out so
dearly:A dog must always behave like a dog, and an angel could not but behave angelically.

The world was wilderness on one side, full of twisting oak trees dropping their penile acorns, of wolves
with ruddy jaws. Even the vines of ivy would reach their smal dry-clawed hands up the inside of your
caf and thigh if you lingered too long. And on the other sde—the side Florence ruled over—it wasrolled
and leveled paradise, with cypresses and laurel s trained to march in arithmetica arrangements, and gravel
walks raked so purely that even the robins knew not to hunt for wormsthere, lest the symmetry be
spoiled. Classical statues preened on cornerstone plinths, proposing by the perfection of their formsa
range of states of being so sublime that Ranuccio had never had the temerity to ask for aglossary of their
qudities.

But Forence, and the legidated and unspokenregulae that governed its civic life, both appeded to
Ranuccio and made him mute before his superdtitious grandmother. Love and grief had bound them, and
mutual hunger alowed them to sit down and share what the skill of the hunter and the skill of the cook
could contrive between them to put on the table. But conversation had not been their habit.

He had never told her, for instance, about the time he had come across a unicorn in aglade. He knew the
lore about unicorns—that they only ever approached maidens, and in no conceivable way had Ranuccio
ever been amaiden. But lore was only lore, asystem of thinking decayed from some more ancient, blurry
hypothes's, deteriorating toward a superdtitioustic or ridiculous custom.

He had been up to see Fra Tomasso, his confessor, a crippled Franciscan who had retired to an oratory
carved out of acave. Thefriar lived there with abeaky merlin that perched most daysinsdethe
awesomedried skull of a Cyclops. It seemed that Ranuccio wasthefriar’ s sole disciple, and only an



occasiond one at that.

FraTomasso had bled him for health, and heard his confession (fornication, avarice, contempt for the
name of the Lord, that sort of incidental sin), and fed him a scupperful of ail that purged hisbowesina
sudden and unpleasant way. So, on the way down from the oratory, feeling hollowed and pardoned and
ready to sin again, he had been pleased to come acrossasmall but steep, dightly sulfurous waterfal he'd
not seen before,

Ranuccio had shed his clothes and plunged into the pool benegath the waterfal with acheery abandon, the
more delicious for being so rare. When he emerged, cleaned outside now aswell as, in every way that
could be managed, within, he had staggered into the groveto find his clothes, and naked as Adamin
Eden, he had startled the unicorn, who turned its head.

The unicorn, by virtue of its characteristic utensl, was presumed aways to be mae, but Ranuccio found
himsdf unwilling to look and see. What did it matter? In any event there was aradiance, that radiance
that stories occasionaly remember to tell, and Ranuccio was blinded by the sense of being visited by light
itsdlf. Perhaps, in the creature’ s presence, Ranuccio’ s own maleness was unmade, or his maidenness
cdled forth. Or some other mystical transaction, too confounding in itsary whitenessto name.

He knelt before the beast, and it seemed to Ranuccio that the unicorn hesitated. The hunter felt astiff hest
throb from itsflanks, asif its suspicion could take on atherma aspect. But Ranuccio put his hands down
on his own thighs, turning histhumbs outward to revea his open pams. Helowered his eyes. He heard
the ground tremble, as hoof after hoof was set ddlicately down—in perfect synchronization, mountainsa
continent away were crumbling one by one. The creature brought its bath of light forward, and the great
horn came near. Ranuccio could seeripples of gray-white line, fine as spiderweb, tracing through the
ivorylike shaft, asif proof that the horn grew through minute accretion like anything esein this natural
world. Then the unicorn set its horn into hislap. At once, Ranuccio’ s eyes spilled with bruising tearsand
his cock trembled and released its scatter of milky pearl. Ranuccio was asfully emptied, asfully hollow,
asit was possiblefor agrown human maleto be, and the unicorn turned its head and looked upon the
shattered possibility of aman, and made its request.

The creature wanted to completeitslife, to Sng the song that gaveits life meaning. It ought to have died
naturally, and its song issued out of it in true time. But the world was changing. What had once been a
dragon in anet was now just abird born wrong, changed accidentdly inits egg. Chicken livers could not
tell the future precisaly enough to prevent the death in war of aparent and an uncle. The unicorn had
outlived its age. It was dog and angel both—damn Pico to hell—and there was no place for that much
mystery in the world anymore.

How could he deny the unicorn its death? Was it commonplace mercy or superior cowardice? But he
could, and he did: he might be naked as Adam, but he couldn’t be as pure. Adam and Eve named the
world between them, but Ranuccio wanted no knowledge unshared by his species. He would turn aside
from the sacred Temptation and, in the consequence of it, risk the remova of the need for a Savior to
redeem his other mundane sins.

How he communicated thisto the creature, he didn’t know. Did the creature pull back its horn? Did the
hunter swoon? He was dressed, and singing along ridiculous song about a Knight Templar, dmost home
by dusk, when he came back to his senses and remembered what had happened in the glade by the
waterfal.

Ranuccio never spoke of it to asoul. Hedidn't confessit to Fra Tomasso in later conversations.

What the exchange had done for him—to him—became evident only in time. Hewas a hunter, a



castaway in the shrinking forests of late medieva Itdy, and, sngle-minded and uneducated, he' d been
bred and raised to hunt and kill for food. And now he couldn’t perform the duty without a certain cost to
his spirit. He did kill, of course—it wasthat or die of starvation. He used arrows and traps, snares and
cudgels; he netted when he needed. Once he even experimented with a short rifle, though the gunpowder
stank and the noise seemed to rip the very trees out of the ground.

But hedidn't kill without dread and shame, redlizing that the lower creatures, the deer and fowl and boar,
the rabbits, thewild pigs, al ressted, dl preferred their livesto their deaths. The unicorn had offered its
life, had petitioned for its death, and he' d failed, as a professona hunter, to oblige. He might learn, in the
afterlife, whether hisfailure was avirtue or afault, but in the meantime he suffered with not knowing.

And wondering, dl dong, in the crusty margins between dreaming and waking, if the unicorn was il
waiting, or if it had found amore capable murderer.

He hadn'’t been able to murder the child, ether, but he found a young buck and ably brought him down.
The deer’ s hind legs crushed in unnatura position beneath him, Ranuccio straddled the powerful neck
and pulled the head back, and readied himsdlf for the reckoning that the creature would do with his eyes.

The deer didn’t do as he ought. He didn’t fight or thrash, he didn’t stiffen at the threat of the knife swild
bite. It was asif he too had met the unicorn in the woods and had learned about this moment.

It was asif—in awild fantasy, he grappled to understand—it was asif the buck were as good asthe
girl’smother, that reportedly beautiful Marialnés, so intent on thelife of her abandoned child that she
would die asecond time to help the hunter build an dlibi, to buy the child time and safety. The mere sex
of the creature didn’t ater the mercy or the value of the sacrifice.

“Thank you,” he murmured, and dit the deer’ sthroat.

“The heart of thewoods,” he said to Lucreziawhen, the next morning, he handed her the wooden casket
she had requested.

| am a rock and my brothers are rocks

I amarock and my brothers are rocks
And our family nameis patience.

Grinding our lunch can take most of a decade.
Sep soft, we're a beach: step firmly, a landslide.
At the head of the sky is a burning stone,

A circlet of stars, a mirroring moon, an eye of blinding gold.
At the bottom of every sky isa world;

At the foot of its forested mountains, always a stream.
We aren’t the gold nor the blue nor the slope.
We aren't the stream nor the sound of its rushing.
We are the bed on which the world rests,

Its criminal patience, its bleak stupid patience.

Seven



was less than we were used to being. We had once been the number one more than seven, we clotsin
the earth’ s arteries. But the noisy one left and maybe for need of him we were stricken with attention.
When we were only saven, there was something wrong.

It was amatter of balance. Thereisasmug assurance among pairs, apossibility of completion that other
creatures lack. We knew enough of the world of beasts and men to see how males burrow and females
furrow, but the comfort of pairing isn’t critically dependent on that exercise.

We lived without the caw and twitch of sex, or to date we had. Unaware of parents but for the mothering
hills and the smothering sky, we made do with what we knew: each other. We had no names. We
couldn’t count until one of usleft, and then we learned to count to seven, and to figure out odd from
even. With adeparted companion, there was alooseness to our group. There was away in which we
wereincomplete, and, perhaps, more dert because of that hunger.

The human mind—we have come to observe—tricks out distinctionsin principles of opposition. A man
more foul will likely be less benign. A woman with agreedy belly may aso be mean with her widow's
mite. Theway aman dakes histhirgt and awoman dakes her thirst are not identica, for they thirst for
different things.

Perhapsthat iswhy humansrely on the mirror, to get beyond the smple me-you, handsome-hideous,
menacing-merciful. In amirror, humans see that the other oneis aso them: the two are the same, one
one. The menace accompanies the mercy. The transcendent cohabits with the corrupt. What stirring lives
humans have managed to live, knowing this of themsealves! And so we had made amirror, and in our
foolishnesslogt it, and the one who set out to reclaim it had never returned. Back into our unexamined
selveswe dunk, until she arrived at our door.

To say wewere pairsisto propose, to the human mind, asystem of marriages among brothers, asif 3
and 4 were one unit together in dl things, asif 3 and 4 gave to each other something deniedto 5 or 2.
Thisisn't the case. To say wewere pairsisn't to propose an intimacy or asingularity among our pairings.
It' smerely to say that we functioned, loosely, asteams of two, and it hardly mattered whether it was 1 or
7 on the other side of the table or the other end of the long saw or the other edge of the pillow. Indeed,
until recently, we wouldn't have known to identify 1 from 7, or 4 from 6, or apillow from asaw. In our
efficiency wewere blind.

But one of usleft, and we eventudly noticed that he was gone.

There wasn’t enough of usto go around. It wasn’t 7 who was abandoned, nor any other one of us. It
wasthedl of us, and then we learned to count to seven, and saw that we ought to have been ableto
count to the next number up, the seven plus one. But we couldn’t, for that one was gone. In his absence,
we remembered once again our incompleteness.

We were shorn, softly and without pain, of our assurance. We noticed what was wrong. We began to
notice one another.

The appetite for noticing having been awakened, we were ready to notice the girl who fell, faint from
hunger and cold, at our threshold.

She might not have known it for athreshold at first. We have our clandestine ways. It might have looked



to her like alog decom-posing in the forest or aledge of gray granite outcrop. It's never easy to see
through the eyes of humans and guess whét they think they are seeing.

But we saw her, in our bumbling unsatisfied way. Wetook her in. We dragged her over the threshold,
aware, some of usfor thefirgt time, of the fringed pattern of muscled digits at the ends of our armsthat,
for lack of abetter word, might aswell be called hands. We used our hands—hands. Hah—and we
carried her into the smokelight, the better to ook upon her form.

Wedidn't call her Biancade Nevada, we didn't say, “Wake up, Biancade Nevada.” We didn’t know
that was what she was called. We hardly knew, | think, that people had names.

But we cast our glances sdelong, to see if she was our missing one.
She seemed not to be, unless he had changed agood deal.

She had hair of graven black lines, finelines, each ditinct but with like inclination; they spread upon the
pillow in a soft fan that moved as her head moved. The brows on her face were pale as the underside of
adragon’sgullet. Indeed, there was something of the look of a corpse about her, though we' ve cometo
redizethisistrue of dl humans. They begin to diewith therr first infant’ swall. But it wastruer of her,
because of the tone of her skin.

Her limbs were long enough to have uncoiled from their embryonic spasm. Her lower trunk wascladina
skirt the color of dried moss, and her torso in atunic of meadowlark brown. Her hands—far more clever
than ours, more completely cloven into separate fingers—Ilay back on the pillow, curled dightly like the
legs of acrawfish, and the tenderness of her palms was enough to make us weep, though we couldn’'t say
why, and | daresay to this day none of uswould try to explain.

We didn't discuss her or touch her, but we drew to her chin ablanket of webweed, for though we're
accustomed to the damp and the dark, we know human beings learn what we know only when they have
died and been consigned to the soil.

For her comfort we kept away the mealworms and diceworms and the dung beetles. One of us—none
could say who, for we didn’t yet distinguish ourselves one from the other—sat near her shoulder and
brushed decay away.

We had nothing better to do but st and keep watch over her until she had finished her rest. It waslikely
that she dept three, perhaps four years, before she tirred.

When her eydidsdid flutter, we became shy, asif caught in acommon sin, though without the individua
soul to save or lose, we were as incapable of sin asascorpion.

She breathed in and out severd times, and sat up. Her hair, we were interested to note, had become
longer while she dept, and as she blinked her eyes, she caught her hair in the crook of her arm and
shielded her bosom with it. (Her tunic had fallen away into separate threads and couldn’'t behave asa
tunic any longer.)

“Good Savior,” shesad, “ preserve me from this dream.”
We blinked; as none of us considered oursalves the Good Savior we didn't think it proper to reply.
“Who areyou?’ she asked.

Thiswasaremark more likely dedicated to our family, but the one who was gone—the one that, plus
seven, had made us whole—was the one among us who was oldest and most capable of language. We



worked our throats to find words within, with little success.

“I’m Biancade Nevada,” shetold us. “I’m the daughter of Vicente and Maria de Nevada of Montefiore,
on the edge of Toscana heading toward Umbria. I’ ve never seen your sort before. Who are you?’

The question occasiondly invents the answer. We heard her words, and saw her palor, and perceived
thatBianca meantwhite. So names were characteristics, then, and we chose from among the
characterigtics of stoneto invent oursalves, out of charity.

“Stone can't see,” said one of us, blinking. “ So call me Blindeye.”
“My limbsarelike stone, so I'm Lame,” said another. “Or maybe Gimpy.”
“Stone can't taste, s0 I'm Tasteless.”

“No more can stone smell, so I might be No-Nose, but if | could smell, | would smell Bitter. So call me
Bitter and have donewithit.”

“I didn’t quite hear the question; stoneis hard of hearing. So you can call me Deaf-to-the-World, thank
you for asking.”

“I’'m Heartless, for | can't fed,” said the red-bearded one, with areluctant sigh.

The saventh didn’t answer for amoment. When welooked at him, he said, “ Stone can't speak, so I'm
Mute, Mute; aways was Mute, dways will be Mute. MuteMuteMute. Why do you even bother to ask?
Why do you bother me 07" MuteMuteM ute, it seemed, would have liked very much to talk, and was
thereforeirritable a being reminded of hisdehility.

But in the naming of oursdvesfor thefirg time, we felt the absence of our missing brother more strongly
than ever. “And then,” one of us answered, “thereis the departed one of us, who has more sense and
more sensesthan therest.”

“And hisname?’ asked Bianca
“Next,” someone said, and we others thought about it, then nodded.

Thisishow we were born. She sat amidst us, more or less naked as a human baby, looking, but it was
we older brothers—older than trees, older than wind, older than choice—who were bornin her
presence. Blindeye, Heartless, Gimpy, Deaf-to-the-World, MuteMuteM ute, Bitter, and Tasteless:.
incomplete sections of each other, beginning our lumbering life of individudity—
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Sn RRING, AWAREOf smdl| pains. The

chamber had amusty aspect, as of acatacomb or an ossuary. She couldn't tell where the light originated.
There were no gpparent windows, there was no suggestion of sunlight, even behind panels of wood or

draping folds of carpet. Y et she could see—she blinked—and the room swam into a cooler, more
decisvefocus.

She sensed the arbitrary, the conditiona. Only when shetried to tell herself what it was did it settle down,
theway telling adream makes adream gain itslegs and lose its mystery. The space was nothing like a

room. . . and as the wordroom is spoken, even to deny alikeness, the nonroom-like space becomes
more like aroom, regardless.

There was a space that became more like aroom as she considered it. The long stone on which she sat
seemed, on reflection, to straighten itsangles, asif tending to think itself abed; and then, belatedly, it
grew or acquired bedposts of asort, which became more nicely carved the more Bianca thought about it.



Her clothes had fallen and rotted off her, nothing less than that—and she was naked benegth the dightly
clammy sheet. Wasit linen?—yes, afinelinen, and look at that embroidery stitching itsdf as she watched,
making the complicated turn around the corner, and the small white rosettes blooming &t intervals!

How peculiar to be naked, she with her lifdlong shyness about her form. It was distracting. It therefore
took her sometimeto register the conversation she seemed to be having with other matters of businessin
the room—bits of furniture, were they, or seven boulders arranged randomly?

No, boulders don’t speak, except in dreams.

The muscles of her neck ached and she urgently needed to urinate, not uncommon in adream. So
dreaming or not, she began to stretch and to draw the sheet around her, as modestly as she could. The
sheet fed straps forward over her shouldersthat bit where they ought, forming ayoke and bib and gown
that alowed her to move with modesty. Then she stood and found a porcelain vessel for peeing into, and
squatted aboveit.

One never peesin adream, one only needsto. So what did it mean, that she could?

Only when she had finished and pushed her hair back from her forehead—the hair that fell now almost to
her wai st—did the opinionated rocks begin to shift. Had the rocks been speaking to her? She had a
sense that they had: what an odd dream thiswas being. She couldn’t seethemwell at dl. It was asif they
drank the light in the room and emitted it as darkness, akind of cloaking smudginess. She felt shewas
looking through a glass clouded with soot. She couldn’t make her eyeswork correctly, rub them as she
might. The creatures were neither naked nor clothed, so far as she could tell, only rather roughly cast.
They had alook of—how to put it—character. She thought of the way an outcropping on aridge will
resemble, suddenly, acrouching dog, or an angel’ s flexing wing, and once you have noticed it you can
never pass by it unaware again.

How the edge of this boulder resembled thejutting brow of a scowling man.
A very smdl scowling man, but aman nonetheless, not achild. Nothing childlike et all.

And this one had aflared hump to one side that looked like a misshapen shoulder, drawn back; one
could finish the thought of the boulder and imagine the swelling some inches down as ahand on ahip.

And thisother, on her other Sde. A sense of itsstraining.

It was uncomfortable; she was surrounded by granite formsimitating creatures. It made her fed preyed
upon.

She sood again, height being al she had againgt them. A painful tendernessin her groin, from where she
had urinated. She groaned without caution.

She wanted to leave them, to train her eyes more carefully upon the walls of this chamber, and notice
them into clarity: awall of polished planks, of ruddy brick, of rusticated stones>—something to identify.
Anything. Nothing would clarify unless she worked at it. She moved forward again, to leave the standing
circlearound her, and noticed—how had she missed it before?—that her fingernails had gonelong and
witchlike, ivory scythes splintered at the ends, capable of ripping skin. Her toenails curled like tusks, and
nestled into one another like the overlapping segments of aflattish, chambered shell.

Shefdt she'd died and been buried, and was being restored to life, to anew life, asan anima. Shewas
one step shy of being human now. Her breasts, though modestly sheathed in her gown of bedding,
moved of their own new weight, and brushed against the cloth bib. The tender tips of her breasts



blistered with a curious sort of pain, and she shook, from her elbowsto her spine. The convulsion drew
the cloth againgt her breasts again. She exhaed with aspasm of her cheeks and tongue, rleasing a
wordless sound of surprise.

Braised, tormented—the whole world leaning upon her in the form of abedsheet fingering her skin—she
stepped back, asif her deep were till waiting for her on the bed, like body warmth lft in the mattress
for afew moments after you arise. Asif she could subside back into deep safely, and wake up some
other time, some other way.

Then the convulsion, which had had ateasing aspect aswell asafrightening one, took a deeper bite of
her body, lower down, and the soft pain of her groin sharpened. Asif in her degp she'd been
impregnated by awolf, and ayoung wolf cub was scrabbling at her interior to bite its own exit passage.
She sank to her knees, her arms crooked behind and her e bows pressing down into the mattress. She
flung her head backward and clenched her fists. Her knees hit the floor and lifted and hit the floor again.
Like abellows her thighsworked back and forth.

“Mamma,” shesaid,” Mamma. Gesti Cristo.Mamma, Mamma. ” Then her words gave way to mere
gyllables, lengthening inchoate sounds.

She voided her interior. The blood rolled and splashed, and bits of matter tore embery fingers against her
insdes. Whatever Primavera had predicted, it wasn't anything like this. Biancawaited for the blood to
take aface, for itsairy bubblesto sit and wink like eyes, or for aform to dither out of her onitsduice of
organic juices and devour her. She closed her eyesto protect hersalf from seeing whatever it would be,
and she rocked more exhaustedly from side to sde. Her legswere dick, her buttocks and her hegls dick,
and shefdl, dmost fainting, asif she couldn’t endure such loss of blood without aloss of breath or even
life. She found herself rolled against one of the boulders, and then another. They were moving, they were
closingin on her, like the stones of her tomb cometo do their job, and her blood lapped againgt their
roots and splashed their sdes. She swooned.

When she came to consciousness—the same or another sort, she couldn’t tell—the room had taken its
own measure and settled down some.

There was no direct source of light, no oil lamps or hearth fires, no sunlight bleeding aong the edges of a
shuttered window. No windows at al. But the space had volume and there was even some color, of a
sandy, ochre-tinged sort.

She pulled hersdlf to her feet and looked about. Along the edges of what she could perceive ran ranks of
stone boxes, dl large enough to contain human remains. Sarcophagi, she guessed, with carvings on the
front and sides, and statues of smdler-than-life-sizefiguresreclining onthelids.

It might have been horrifying, but it wasn't. It was nice not to fed alone. Thelong front panelsillustrated
scenes of war, naked Romans battling with naked Etruscans. The bas-relief was so heightened it dmost
looked asif the figureswere going to detach from the stone. Greek | etters, lessregular than the human
proportions, spelled captions she couldn't read.

The portrait sculptures up top were carved in an identical position. All the figures reared up on one
elbow, pivoting on ahip, asif watching her. But their facia features had been eroded by age, and it
wasn't easy totdll if they were mae or female. They held shallow cupsfor celebration, and coins or wine
were deposited within. She found it easy to accept araised stone dish from acheery effigy and drink a
swalow of wine. Though open to the air of the tomb for a thousand years or two, the wine had aged well
and was delicious.

Here were knives with handles of bone. Here, on the floor, bits of Roman glass. Here, an anomaly: a



figure of Proserpina, her composure calm and unthreatening. She held one hand on her breadt, asif
feding her own pulse, and her other hand was held out, offering a stone apple to the dead. It’ snot so
bad, she seemed to say; hdf alifein the sun, haf alifein the earth: I’ ve learned to manage quite well. Call
me Persephone and feed me a persmmon; cal me Proserpinaand hand me an apple. Whatever | havel
share.

Her smile was sweet and eroded. Around her stood double-handled vasesin black glaze, no doubt
containing the ashes of the dead. It was acalm cinerarium. The only unpleasantnesswas afaint smdl of
pietra fetida —that stone with afaint reek of sulfur.

She couldn’t tell what the floor was like, as she couldn’t see much of it, except where her blood had
gplashed and dried gummily.

Standing amid the sarcophagi lurked the random uncarved boulders. She hunted about until shefound a
bucket that stood beneath a pump. Working the pump for what seemed hours, hoping that the hollow
retching sound below indicated suction and water, she was rewarded at last with agush of dusty water
that quickly turned pure and cold, dmost icy. Shefilled the bucket nearly to the brim and carried it to the
side of the bed, and she began to scrub at the floor, to erase evidence of her blood flow.

She dabbed where she had to, where the blood reached, and as her eyesfell upon the first of the
boulders, she remembered she had seen them vaguely featured with human characteristics. Now, though
they remained till, she had an even stronger sense of presence. She mopped the blood gingerly, asif
cleaning wounds, first from one and then another, and when she was done the bucket of water had gone
red. She couldn’t find adrain in which to dop it, and there was no door to the chamber—just wallsand a
floor. No windows, no door, no further world.

She sat back on her heels and |ooked the nearest boulder in the eye sockets, and said, “Waell, forgive me
my trespasses, then.”

“Ah, we forgive you who trespass againgt us,” said the boulder.
“| do beg your mercy,” shesad.

“Don't tireyoursdf. Mercy isn't something we concern ourselves with.” The boulder was blushing to life,
filling in its outlines with arough musculature. A clothed, bearded obgtinacy became dowly
apparent—more or less like aman, though rather less than more. Not merely because of its Sature, but
aso0 becauseit retained in its fixed expression something of therock. It had eyesthat didn’'t moveinits
skull, but its skull could swivel on itstorso (there seemed no neck), and the head moved back and forth,
surveying things, dmost asif it were waking up just as she had.

“Gesl,” she said. “ Preserve me from this dream. Who are you?’

The boulders spoke—the others first—naming their incapacities, naming their attributes as stone. Blind,
deaf, mute, and lame; lacking in smédll, lacking in the ability to savor. The one nearest her, the onewho
seemed most like afigure, said, “I am Heartless, for | cannot fedl.” With the severe expression of an owl
he turned his head and glared at her.

“Heartless” she said, nodding, asif able at least to understand this much.
“And our departed partner isnamed Next,” said Heartless.

Shedidn’t know what he meant. She was busy trying to understand that he was redlly spesking. She
wasn't sure she could see hislips move, but perhaps the beard and untrimmed mustaches concealed



mation.

The other stone senses shifted, like heavy cresturesin swiftly flowing water: ponderoudy, thoughtfully, so
as not to lose their balance. She couldn’t be sure of their sexes—male or femae, or whether they had
sexes at dl. But Heartless seemed the most finished in form, perhaps because he stood the nearest, and
he was clearly mae, anyway, from his overly bristling eyebrows to the pouching groin.

“I"'m bewildered,” she said. “Talking to astone. How can thisbe?’
Heartless shrugged.

“How long have | been adeep here?’ shesad.

“It'snot long.”

“I"ve become amature person. But | only remember faling in the forest.”
“Youfél at our door.”

“Luck—7’

“Dedgn.”

“Why?

“Y ou could be safe here.”

“How did you know | would fall at your threshold, though? As| recal it, nothing was chasing me. | had
fled ahunter, I’ d been told not to return to my home. The night was aterror, the woods scrabbling their
twig fingers—but how in al theworld could | fal right where you planned?’

“We planned to be where you fell. It isn't the same thing.”
“But how did you know?’
Again, he shrugged.

“How much time have | dept here? There are choresto do,” she said, straightening up. “If not chores at
the farm, then surely, chores here.”

“Y ou approve of our arrangements?’ he said brightly.

“Not asgloomy as|’d have imagined. But how long have | been here?| am older—my armsfed like
paddles, my breaststurn at their own speed, my legs are monstroudy long. Look at these nails. It 1l take
daysto filethem down.”

“Y ou’ ve been here long enough to grow, | suppose,” he said without interest.
“I'm herefour years, or five, certainly. Or Sx?’

“I don’'t know.”

“And what have you been doing in dl those years?’

“Waiting. Waiting for you to wake up.”



“Standing here around me? For years? What did you do dl that time?’

“To the extent we are capable,” he said with adight grin, “we were thinking.”
“What do you think, then?’ she demanded of him.

He considered. “ Sow thoughts.”

The others came forward alittle. They were like small children with decrepit faces. Their heads were
large, noses bulbous and raw, beards tattered, or patchy, or bushy as broom. There was afamily
resemblance of asort, but only alittle variety in the stitching on adeeve, the color of acloak. Onehad a
full set of very black teeth inset with gold bands—an arresting sight.

“What do you want of me?’ shesaid.

Heartless made asign, dotting the air with aseries of poking motions, asif writing something with his
finger. “Once we wanted to change into something more human than we are. Now we only want our
brother back. Without him, we shift, we adjust. We need to know where heis.”

“I have nothing to do with your brother,” she said.

“Perhapsyou do,” he answered. “He went to your father to propose a bargain, and when your father |eft,
our brother went with him. We guessthat your guardian, laDonna Borgia, can tell uswhere heis.”

She had forgotten about her father, about Lucrezia. She had forgotten about the world beyond the room.
It hurt her head to think of it.

“How does laBorgiaknow where your brother is? Y ou’ re speaking nonsense.”

“I"'m speaking truth,” he answered. “Y our guardian now stands before our looking glass. We want it
back. We want to look in it and see our brother. We don’t want to change any more. We change before
your eyes.” It wastrue. The lipswere more red, the fingers more divided, the beard looked lesslike
carved granite and more like human hair. “We want to be whole and adone, and she has divided usinto
segments, asif wewere lost individuds, theway humans are. We aren’t humans.”

“You aredwarves,” she said, asking more than stating. He turned his head.

“Wewant our looking glass”

A holein the world

I IME BEGANtO passin amore

customary fashion, which isto say that Biancagrew to be able to see better. The dwarves|eft her aone.
At first shewould deep and wakefitfully, but in time more regularly. The befurred darkness overheed
looked less like the inside of amarsupia pouch and more like a celling, with carved rafters, and a
chanddlier made of four stag skulls, with full racksintertwining, and candles set in their forking branches.



Though Proserpinaremained to smile vacantly ahead, the accoutrements of the tomb seemed to be
disappearing. Were the dwarves smartening things up while she was ad egp? Providing amore habitable
gpacefor her? Or was she organizing it hersdlf, out of interior boredom and memory?

Intime, the walls of the chamber became pand ed halfway up with awormholed chestnut sadly in need of
oiling. Abovethe chair rail the walls were sheathed in a sort of green sonewith a pale black striation,
and nooks and shelves and crannies were cut in them any which way. There were long, deep shelves,
suitable for salvers or shiddsto be dotted in, and cubbieslarge enough for nothing more than amug, a
ring, apair of gloves. But the shelves were too high for the dwarves, for they were dl empty.

Thefloor was littered with rags, ladles, cooking pots, boots, axes, gems, urns, swords, pelts, skeletons of
small animas, bundles of dried vegetables, hooded cloaks, blankets sour with mildew, locked books,
cacified turds, platters, coils of rope, candles, censers, colorfully glazed storage pots sealed with wax,
belt buckles, pearls, liliesin bloom from their tubers, eggs, keyson aniron ring, severd cats, bedding,
and corked vids carved fromivory.

There was ill no door, no window, and she couldn’t say whether the dwarves disappeared or
regppeared inthe middle of theair, or if they just went and stood behind the bits of furniture for hourson
end. It wasadmogt asif they had someway of cloaking their accessto the exit. As Bianca sthinking grew
sharper, she thought: Maybe they project themselves forward or backward, so that some semblance of
them lingersin the air after the essence has dready removed itsdf. At any rate, therewasawaysa
murkinessin their agpect.

At the beginning the dwarves seemed to have interchangeabl e attributes. She couldn’t keep them straight.
The one with ared beard and amonk’ stonsure at breakfast seemed, at lunch, to have ared beard but a
full head of curly white hair, and the monk’ s tonsure was now being sported by the dwarf with the black
teeth. Their voices were hard to track because only one of them ever seemed to speak at atime. Perhaps
it wasthat they al had the same voice except the one who had said, crisply, that he was MuteM uteM ute.
But after awhile it began to seem asif thingswere solidifying. Asan exercise to prove hersdf canny,
Biancatried to catalog the dwarves' attributes, and the harder she tried, the more the attributes seemed
to Stay put.

Heartless was the one who most often took the voice. He seemed to have a certain patience for Bianca.
It wasn't the patience of adog, or of the vacant gooseboy, or of Primavera even; it was a patience with
no expectation of areward. Biancagrew to like the times when Heartless was there and the others, in
their mysterious way, gone. He sat near her and ran fingers through hisred beard, clearing it of pebbles,
grit, sand.

She' d found a pot and underneath it, with some effort, she had located afire. Though she couldn’'t seea
flue, the smoke from a hedlthy fire dithered & sawhere, somehow, and occasionally the pot was helpfully
filled with cold water. So she could boil vegetables and leaves and scraps of meat. If shelooked to the
right or the left, and concentrated, she could find atable, and more often than not it was heaped with
whatever she needed—a candle snuffer, a stole for warmth, a cut of lamb and a heap of onions, a
tankard of warm milk.

Though shetried, she couldn’t find akey to fit in some door that she might locate one day.

But she found her memories, bit by bit, working backward. She remembered Ranuccio, the hunter, and
his abduction of her from the kitchen. She remembered him without remorse or contempt. Indeed, ashe
was the last person she saw before her long, dreamless deep, she remembered him well, asif she had
known him well. The long chin, the neat beard, the fedl of hishand around her wrigt. Four, five, Sx years
later, she could till fedl the heat and the pressure of his pam and hisfingers againg her.



She remembered Primaveranext. Primavera. It was asif Prima-verawere ahuge egg of awoman, a
moon, bowling along in the corridors of the house. Biancafelt awedth of fondnesstoward the old
woman, who seemed to have been present at the birth of the universe and grown old long before the first
drops of the Flood burst from God’ s vengeful clouds.

Of the others, shewasless sure. She remembered Fra Ludovico alittle, his blustery ways, his off-key
snging. How he disguised his bravery asfoolishness.

And then there was her father. She’ d never forgotten him, ever, but he was so far behind her now. She'd
been, what, six, seven when he left? And now she must be seventeen. Vicente de Nevada, who had | eft
her to—to what? To follow somewoman? To find hisfortunes? To berid of the burden? If she knew
hersalf better, she' d know whether she could forgive him or not.

What was she, redlly? What had she become? What did it mean to be agirl, or anew woman,
imprisoned on the crest of alondy hill, imprisoned in aroom without awindow or door? She found
hersalf dubious about basic personal matters—whether, for instance, she preferred peachesto figs, or the
music of harpsto the music of lutes. How could she be such a cipher? How could there be so little of her
to know? And here she was, older and mature, but now as good as dead, with no one but ambulatory
stonesto talk to.

There had been other children at Montefiore, surely? In trying to picture them, shewasn't sureif shewas
inventing them as effectively as, an hour ago, she' d come up with afresh camisole.

She remembered alad with an expression of permanent surprise on hisface; that grass was green when
he went out of doors seemed to come as a pleasant shock every time. He waded about the world with a
gabbling hedge of orange beaks and downy flowers—the geese. She remembered geese. So he must be
the gooseboy. Sweet dim thing.

Sheremembered the maids of the kitchen, who might have been her friends but for their rural ways.
Though Bianca had dopped pigs and gathered olives and hel ped boil the tallow and hang out the laundry,
she hadn’t been acandidate for their friendship.

So she had been lonely. Y es, now she could seeit. Londly, in part because she hadn’t been arura
farmhand. She had been the daughter of the house.

Montefiore,

She remembered it with aheady pleasure. The chape without its roof, the steep walls on the house' s cliff
sde, the way the house otherwise sagged comfortably down toward the approaching dope, itsred roofs
like plums drying in the sun. If she wasthe daughter of the house, the house was her red parent. The only
onethat had lasted. “| want to see Montefiore,” she said to the principa dwarf, Heartless.

“Y ou are bitten with the usua human rage of wanting,” replied the dwarf, munching on abone that
looked unsettlingly like ahuman digit.

“Nonetheless,” shesaid, “1 am human, or used to be, and | don’t see any shameinit. | want to seethe
place | comefrom.”

“Don’'t we giveyou dl that you need?’

“1 have clothes, | have abook of devotionsto read and asmall Spanish guitar to play. | have food of
exactly the quality and variety | can imagine but no finer, nothing to delight me by itsnovdty. If | anto be
restricted to the gpprehension of anything I’ ve known in my previouslife, then let it at least include



memory. | want to see Montefiore again.”

“Aren’t you happy here?’ asked the dwarf, abit morosdaly. And then more dyly, “Were you ever happy
there?”

“I was something there,” she said. “ Aware of something sad, but redl. Living on the forward edge of any
ordinary day. Things happened. | don’t know how to answer your question about happiness. Happiness
doesn't signify. Can you give mewhat | ask?’

Shedidn’t understand the equation by which her needs were met; at times she believed she was making
the dwarves up hersalf. But Heartless, whose red beard seemed more and more likely to sit on hisface
and not wander off to someone ese's, finished his meal. He pushed the bone to one side and belched,
and got down off his stool. He walked to the middle of the room and said, “Were you to get what you
want, poor thing, you wouldn’t want it. Isn't the wanting richer?’

“I don’'t know what isricher,” she said. “It’snot aquestion that interests me.”
“Then pick me up and help me, and you ded with your concerns asyou must.”

She didn’t want to touch him. She hadn’t touched any of them since the day she washed her menstrual
blood from their stone feet. Shewas afraid he' d change in her arms. But he stood there with rude dignity,
glaring, and she had no choice. She stood and approached him, and reached down and picked him up
under the arms. She grunted with the effort. He was aboulder, after all.

“Turn my facetoward thewadl,” he said.

She did, with some trouble, and when she had cradled his seat in her braced arms, she leaned closer to
thewall, which today seemed a hairy web of roots and skittering stones, and soil falling in soft dry fans
upon the granitefloor.

Heartless reached out and twisted aside two protruding tree roots with aslittle fuss asif they were made
of softened wax. He poked them into gentle swags. In the space between them, framed like awindow,
he put out hisleft hand and smoothed the dirt. Then, having removed a stone or two and esten them, he
leaned forward and bresthed on the rude circle he had implied with his hands.

Theair turned Slvery, avertical plague of fog. Again Heartless pushed forward his hands and smoothed
it. He patted it down till the air was ill and gray asadice of ice cut from afrozen lake. He breathed
again. With an expression suggesting he regretted her appetite for the past, he gestured a Biancade
Nevada

“Go ahead, then. Look, if you must.”

The beast in the wall

V ICENTE PRACTICEDremembering the
tricks that weather could play on the eyes.



—How fog could shroud the features of a person, making them seem, at adistance, little more than the
suggestion of ahuman.

—How the sky could glow with pale-colored ribbons after arainstorm.
—One night the moon had bloomed over the plains with the color of the juice of ablood orange.

—One day the moon had swaggered up to the sun and punched it in the eye, and the world had gone
midnight at midday. Birds had lost their bearing and smashed againgt the walls of the kitchen garden, and
Primaverahad made astew of them.

In the absence of any real weeather in the dungeon, Vicente designed days, months, whole seasonsin his
mind. But how odd, wasn't it, that the crispest memories were of aberrations. The snow in April, that one
year, when iciclesformed on the clematis blossoms. The yeer it thundered a midnight, Chrismas Eve,
aborting the service. Was that 1500, when all of Europe was readying to be overrun by hellish vermin, in
preparation for the doom of time? But whatever had been borne that frightful year had skittered away
without much damage, smothered by the smooth round of normal days. And it was ordinary days—the
lazy passing of sun over the orchards, hour by hour—

It didn’t do to consider how much he missed them. He just imagined them and | et them drift away.

Since he couldn’t be getting younger, he must be aging. As his muscle tone went, so, perhaps, his mind.
Hetherefore wasn't as surprised as he might have been to notice one day that a portion of the wall
seemed to be bowing. Perhapsit was asort of eroson. He had been in here an awfully long time, after
al.

For awhilethewall just seemed to swell, like a bubo, though mercifully free of that certain rankness.
Finally (after hours, or days, or weeks? Who could say?) the growth detached, and an accretion of
boulder stood on its own singlefooting. Vicente, when he could pull himsdlf to hisfeet, found he could
wak around it. The place from which it had been evacuated seemed a deegper pocket than such astone
would require.

He sat and looked at it, on and off. Indefinitely. It seemed at timesto have the character of a creature,
though he knew if he began befriending random boulders, hisfina menta collapse was near. The stone
had no face, which was the confounding part. Four legs clumped closdaly together, more or less the same
shape, each lumpy with abit of knee, dightly splayed at floor level to suggest a padded foot. Thelegs
terminated above in adomed and doping brow.

There was no mouth, or none he could be sure of. An orifice puckered a one Side, off center, though it
might as easily be an anus asamouth, or an ear. Or just a beauty mark of sorts. The stone didn’t radiate
menace, though in away Vicente would have welcomed even menace, to vary hisdays.

Then one evening (he dill could tell day from night, mostly, thanksto the high window), the thing suddenly
shook itsdlf violently, like something bel abored with awhip, and straightened up. Itslumpy brow eevated
dightly, with abegtiad sort of intelligence. Though there were no discernible sensory organs, Vicente had
the impression he was being observed.

He began to speak in Spanish—most of his thoughts had reverted to the tongue of his mother. Aswell as
he could remember, he told the thing how he had come to be here. The act of speaking brought words
back to histongue and thoughts to his head. Fra Ludovico. FraL udovico, for ingance, of al ridiculous
men! He d been afigure of someridicule, but how niceto find him around in the memory, capable of
being mentioned.



The creature stretched itslegs and shrugged its headless shoulders. A fruity, indecent odor emerged from
somewhere, but it didn’t last long and &t least it smelledwarm . And that was something.

Vicentesad, “I’ve cometo this miserable scrag-end of the world to find the food that fed the beginning
of our race. I’ve cometo find the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge.”

The creature betrayed no surprise a this, though perhapsit didn’t understand Spanish. Or perhapsit had
no way to demonstrate surprise except by curling its sort-of-toes, which it did from timeto time
expressvely.

Vicente was undaunted by the cresture’ staciturn nature. He found that he was standing and swinging his
armswith exhilaration as he recalled the excitement of seeing Montefiore for thefirst time. Hislord and
tyrant, that scandal ous Cesare Borgia, had seento it that Vicente was accompanied to the new home
with asmall party of mercenaries sporting the Borgia pennant and equipped with an iron-spiked battering
ram. “In any event, there was no opposition to my taking possession of Montefiore,” said Vicente. “I
came upon aplacein mild disrepair, with sullen and uncommunicativecontadini and house servants more
or less attached to the property. They resented us at first. But they were won over. They took usin, and

astimepassd. . "
He paused and looked at the stone beast, and several things happened at once.

“My Bianca, my sweetest Bianca. Marialnés was deed, but she left me Bianca.”

As Vicente spoke her name, the beast straightened up for amoment, aert and, it even seemed,
respectful. If it is courteous to bow before royalty, it is courteous to honor the humble who deserveit.
The behavior of the stone beast—its rough brow elevated—gave Vicente de Nevada hisfirst experience
of acknowledgment in years. A response to something he said.

“Biancade Nevada,” said Vicente. “My daughter.”

He had come here, those years earlier, asaway to protect her. He was to have secured the limb of a
tree, history’ smost ancient tree, out of duty toward her. He had forgotten. He had let hisimprisonment
overwhelm hismemory and hisduty, not toil Valentino but to his daughter.

“I need to leave,” he said to the beast. “I need to claim that talisman and return. | can't tell if I’ ve been
gonefor ayear or adecade, but I’ ve beengone too long. Let usfinish thisjob, then, and away to Itay.”

The stone beast lowered its brow and turned (by which action Vicente decided the lower beveled sde
was the front, and the higher side approximated a crania hump rising behind). It began to crunch itsway
into the hole from which it had been disgorged. A sound of scrunching and grinding. Small dry streams of
sand and pulverized gravel spat out. The beast didn’t merely reclaim its stone womb, though. It kept
going, apparently. To judge by the noise, the creature was burrowing through rock. Initswake was a
tunnd.

In his prime Vicente couldn’t have fit through such anarrow passage. But he had wasted into areptilian
dip of athing. Having nothing to claim as his possession, he began to make his escape from the dungeon
cdl of Teophilos.

The stone beast carved out a sharply angled turn. It started to burrow upward. The detritus dipped down
and backward and hit Vicentein the face. With every passing moment of effort, Vicentefelt abit more
awake. Hewas aware of hisbreathing. Of the trembling inefficiency of hismuscles. Of thesand in his
lungs. He was aware that hisflesh hung on hisarmslike rotting cotton cloth, and that his clotheswere
encumbering as awinding sheet. But hismind felt sharper and sharper. He began to fed affection for the



stone beast, and to think the smple thoughts that he had once had for his hunting dogs. Good dog, he
thought. Good boy. Y ou have anose | don’'t have, and eyesthat can see through stone. Apparently.
Good boy. And on we go.

When the beast had made another soft turn and begun to rise again, scrabbling, eating, bullying the rock
asde—Vicente couldn’'t imagine how it was done—it occurred to him that they were following a path
within the thick walls of the monagtery itself. They were twisting around the soft curves of the building's
grand and massive sdient. They were following the straight line of thewall of an interior chamber. They
might emerge any minutein awine cdlar, alaundry room, achamber for storing herbs and root

vegetables, an apothecary.

The stone beast paused at last and made afina exertion, and then pushed through. Vicente followed into
awd| of light that burned like pitch againgt hiseyes.

It was probably amercy that he cried in pain, for histears moistened, cleansing hiseyes of grit. The
outlines of lighted things shivered. In time, he could sit up and look about himself, and clutch hiskneesin
astonishment. He had forgotten how convincing the world could look, how sure of itsdf: itsoutlinesand
edges, its gradations, recessions, protrusions; its startling and vulgar colors.

They had come into aroom of prayer, with four high windowsin acupola overhead, shafting hot broiled
light yellowly down from the sides of a high thin dome. Cristo Pantocrator was figured in gold leaf upon a
wall, staring with massive cold love and patience. The Paraclete was opposite, serrated tips of fire
crowning its head, seven olive branchesin one claw and seven laurel bowsin the other. Between the two,
on an dtar, sood atabernacle. The cornerswere pillars of solid Persan lapislazuli. Thelintelsand struts
were knobbed with dusty jewels. Each wall was a piece of glass about aslarge asaman’s chest. Inside,
resting on agolden armature specidly carved to support the thing in anatura arc, was displayed the
bough of thetree of Eden, with silver leaves, and three well-formed Applesin their first blush of ripeness.

Vicentefdt little by way of awe. Whether the artifact was an object of profound theological implication
or an exquisitework of art didn’t matter. The whole room, with its motes of dust dancing dowly inthe
shafts of possessive light, ssemed miracle enough. Gest Cristo Himself, waving from beyond the glass,
couldn’t have made Vicente fed more staggered, joyous, dive.

The stone beast put out its two forward limbs. Eagly it balanced on its hind ones and reared up. It raised
itsdigitiessarmsand laid them with a soft clipping sound against one of the glass facades. It knows,
thought Vicente, why I’ ve come here. It’ s been dispatched, or it has dispatched itsdlf, to be my guide.
Weasit acacified angd of some sort, or afriendly stone dog? No matter. It did the duty of friendship. It
raked itslimbs gently acrossthe glass. Thetips of itslimbs, where there ought to be paws, or hands,
puckered and settled. Onelimb gently swept the glass out of the air, into aball, as neatly asafilm of
morning hoarfrost can be scooped up and rounded.

Then the creature fell back. The bough stood ready for taking. It wasn't the beast’ sjob to takeit. It was
Vicent€'s, and he knew it.

Tremblingly he reached in and detached the bough from its stand. He held it with no more reverence than
he had held Bianca, when she had been a spray of eternity in hisarms. Perfection of bone, breath, and
blossom.

Vicente set the artifact on the floor while he looked around for asack or acasket inwhich to carry it. He
didn’t need to bother. With its strange limbs the beast secreted the thing somewherein thefolds of its
stone form. It disappeared, harbored in stone.

They turned and | eft the treasury. From a distance Vicente could hear the soft keening of monks at



prayer. Possibly they were on duty, guarding the doors. He wished them well and was sorry for their
loss.

Back into the flank of thewall they crawled. The stone beast had to go first, being ableto intuit the way
somehow, and Vicente to follow. Since Vicente couldn’t rebuild the wall behind him, their mode of
escape would be obvious. Who knew how long it would be before an alarm was raised and a party
dispatched to reclaim the stolen relic? Perhaps quite awhile, Vicente thought, and hoped, and, yes,
prayed. Perhaps the monkslooked in on their most precious possession only on the highest of high holy
days, or on the ascension of anew bishop or prelate.

Or perhaps they checked on it on the hour; it was impaossible to know.

The stone beast burrowed. Vicente followed. They traced along tunneled route through stone as cold as
ice. Intime they emerged on abeach of broken shae. All about them burned stars, making a spangled

mess in the sweet black sky.
Al-iksir

T HE SLIGHTESTpoem of my dear Pietro

Bembo, smuggled into my chambers when the dreadful Duca de Ferrarais away, and | tremble before
unfolding the page. It might be anything. It might say anything. It might contain the secret that will make
me more dive. | open the page. It'sapoem, it'sathing of beauty, it' satestament of love, it iseverything
awoman could want. It isn't enough.

| can hear the legend they make of my life dready. | can hear the scoundrels practicing their danders and
half-truths about my vices. Donna L ucrezia, they say, in voicesfasely honeyed: apatroness of the arts, a
whore of Babylon, amurderess and acommunicant, amother and amistress, adaughter and aDiana.
They exaggerate my romances. They missthe point. Gossp serves some purpose. May their purposes
fal intheend.

Sometimes | dream of the water. | saw the seain Naples, of course, and | am no stranger to views of our
cold dexandrine Adriatic, of the more limpidly turquoise Tyrrhenian Sea. But I’ ve not sailed out beyond
the sight of land, out between the dipping thumbs of waves and the shapely varnished disc of the
heavens. I’ ve never been beyond reach of father or brother or husband or lover. | should like not to turn
my back on my life, but | would be grateful for an escape from the tyranny of family.

| wasin Ferrarawhen | heard that Cesare had died in Navarre. Died as acommon soldier, fighting
naked in asenseless campaign, one morning before dawn. He gtill thought he might regain some foothold
of power from hiswife, or threaten the family de Nevada until they came up with an army or fundsto hire
one. | took to my chamber. For amonth | relived our childhoods. By day | honored our family devotion
through my penances of grief and guilt. By night | remembered our crimes of love in dreamsthat came
without cost or consequence, the only regret being to awake from them.

| loved my brother. He had held my hand during the investiture of our father into the See of Rome. |
admired hisambition and his cruelty. | collaborated with him in campaigns againgt the world, againgt our



father, against our respective spouses. He could ook at me and make me smoke with need just by
angling aglancein my direction from beneath asingle raised eyebrow. My inddesfdt asif snged and
sanctified with frankincense from Araby.

What more does one ask of life, redly, but to stagger from moment to moment with areason to wake
and wait for the next reason to wake? This Cesare had given me, and this, in dying, he took from me.

His death occurred perhaps ayear after | had sent that child out to the forest. In that vicious year nothing
had gone right—perhaps as a punishment to me, perhaps just as proof of how callous the world could
be. Cesare' s career being ended, horribly, | had my third husband, Alfonso d' Este, Duca de Ferrara, as
an occasional visitor to my bed; and Ariosto to Sng me his epic romances, and to tease me with sonnets,
Pietro Bembo. But it was with the death of Cesare that my world began to end too. For what could my
husband, my lovers manage to mean to me?

With what ferocity did | push my court into diversions, though. Masques and balls, operasand
recitations, fests of valor and fests of humiliation, lectures on alchemy, lectures on theology, lectureson
the art of lecturing. And from each digtraction | learned two things. There was dways some smdl nugget
to please or perplex me, accompanied by the larger and tired knowledge that nuggets of pleasure
couldn’t ater fate nor massage the broken heart into working properly again.

Niccolo Machiavelli would come and talk to me about Cesare. We drank winein tal red goblets. We
remembered Cesare’ sambitions, his strengths, hisloves. | think Machiavelli loved Cesareasmuch ashe
admired him, though | think herightly feared him more than anything else. We talked about Forence,
about the Republic; we remembered Savonarolaand the bonfire, and how sad that the Medici
themsalves hadn’t been included among the baubles to be scorched.

Machiavelli would leave. Darling Bembo would come, the love, and try to disarm my grief with the
attention of hishand, his sex, hisnibbling lips. The coy code nameswe had, the pretense at pretenses. As
if my husband knew nothing, or, if knowing, asif he might careat dl.

But | had amind aswell asaheart, and acuriosity aswell asan ambition. And | paid attention. Ferrara
hasits university—perhaps not on apar with Bologna or Paris, Wirttemberg or Oxford, but it attracts
eager students. Once, eager to try astudent again, | cloaked myself beyond recognition and dipped into
the galleries. It hgppened that an alchemist was speaking in the scholarly language of Latin, and it had
been too long since I’ d heard the Latin of Rome, of my childhood. | listened with grave joy asadip of a
thing, alad, asked questions about the Elixir of Life.

“Elixir,” said the sage, “is derived from aterm of the Moor—al-iksir,though they stedl that root word
from the Greekxieron, meaning adry and powdery substance. A tincture.” | listened with keener
interest. The Borgiafamily has dways had afondness for what can be accomplished by the judicious
gpplication of aparticular tincturein aparticular glass of wine.

The young lad perssted and asked questions about quicksilver. One of the three e ements on which the
universe is based, said the lecturer. In dayslong gone by, weathy Spanish families used it to coat a
shdlow bagin, large enough for bathing in.

Not just in Spain, | wanted to say. Perhaps remembering stories of his grandfather, Pope Alexander V1
had such abasin created in the gardens a Tremante. A sumptuous afternoon was to be had, asthe sun
heated the water. One could shuck on€e' s heavy clothesand step in, asif descending into amirror. The
many times | sported myself therein, heedless of opinion. Cesare with me once or twice, more often than
not my father lookingon.. . .

A foolish notion, continued the lecturer, as quicksiiver has many dangerous effects upon our species. It



can provoke drooling, and lassitude, and lgpsing into amentd state of sharp terror, in which one can
believe that congpiracies againgt one are being whispered in every quarter.

A Borgiadoesn't need to bathein aquickslver poal to believethis, for it isawaystrue and aways has
been.

“The more common term ismercury,” continued the alchemigt, “ and the minerd is derived from cinnabar.
The celestid body that we cdl Mercury isred, asthe poison of quicksiver. Thelost chapter of The
Secret of Secrets by Rhazes, the Persian achemist, concerned itsalf with the bodies of the world—the
metals, sones, and salts—and the volatile liquids, or spirits. Though Rhazes couldn’t complete the
transmutation of base metdsinto gold, asthe Emir of Khorassan had required, and wasfatally thumped
on the head with hisownSecret of Secrets, thereis much we learned about how the world isarranged, in
its secret inclinations.”

| listened, for secret inclinations are of abiding interest to awoman. In sometimes being able to determine
the secret inclinations of others, woman has her sgna advantage over man. | left with ingtructionsto my
attendant to summon the curious student.

In due course he presented himsdlf at court and, without tedious delay, in my bed. He wasn't personadly
possessed of any Secret of Secrets, to my mind, and my attempt at spiritua corruption wasan
uncharacterigtic failure. | couldn’t induce in the young man anything gpproaching physica ecstasy. Oddly
beardless, perhaps he was deficient in the manly properties. But he did chatter engagingly about the
nature of quickslver, and | learned from him much that would prove useful. He styled himself Paracelsus,
though in his adoring letter of thanks and gpology he signed his nameTheo. Bombast von Hohenheim.

| gavewhat | could, in those years, and waited out my days. My father was gone, my dear brother was
gone, and who was there to promote? My husband would always be an Este, not aBorgia. My young
Rodrigo was being raised apart from me, as| in my day was raised apart from my mother. | had one
miscarriage after another, and nothing worthwhile to occupy my time. | even considered becoming
devout, in some benighted homage to Cesare sflares of faith.

Then at the age of thirteen Rodrigo died. We'd lived apart for eight years, and he died apart from me. |
had imagined, eventualy, he would grow old enough to deserve my company, strong enough of character
not to be corrupted by me. | was anticipating that day with joy. It wasn't to be.

So more and more often | took to repairing to Montefiore. It pleased me for its obscurity. There, without
courtiersto entertain or ignore, | pretended at being the widow of afarmer, and nothing more. | sat at the
window and watched the [aborers at their jobs. | berated the ancient Primavera, who no longer saucily
answered back. | invented false confessonsfor FraLudovico. (“Father, there were three beautiful
brothers, each untutored in love, and their own father dead from the famine, so how werethey to learn
with no whore to teach them? Out of the mercy for which I am so well known, | took them to my bed,
Father, at the sametime, and in thefollowingway . ..”) | enjoyed trying to talk him into an occasion of
Sin beneath hisrobes.

| wasin thesalone one afternoon, considering the range of dembics, the crucibles of ground minerds,
and herbs | had Primavera gather by the roadside. A dog began to bark in the field beyond, and there
was something urgent in its barking. Sometimes acinghiale will lurch from the woods and stray too near
the farm, and | dways had the gooseboy on my mind, for hewas dow of wit and liable to wander into
the jaws of awild boar without noticing. | stood and looked out the window to see the commotion.

Primaverawas spinning in the sun, and squinting, for her eyes were no longer strong. The gooseboy was
dack-jawed—as usud, no surprise. Fra Ludovico had falen to hisknees asif beholding an apparition.



He needed Ltin for the moment: “ Ecce homo.” But it wasn't Cristo Himsdlf stopping for lunch at
Montefiore, but Vicente de Nevada, trudging up the doping road, accompanied by something that
looked from this distance like a dog without a head.

| admit that my days had not been filled with surprise of late, and what is life without surprise?| had
never expected to see Don Vicente again. | had not expected that someone would need to tell him that,
despite his sacrifices, his daughter was dead.

| stepped to the mirror and passed a hand over my hair, and then tore from my scalp acirclet of pearls,
to appear more common. | bound my stomacher with quick hard pulls of the cords.

| hurried down the flight of steps from the door of thesalone to the terrace below the loggia. | stood with
my hands on both my cheeks, to appear as| truly fdt: terrified and overjoyed.

Vicente

H E sawDonna Lucreziaappear, ina

black cloud of slks paneled with gold brocade, like athunderstorm dotted with stripes of lightning. He
had to catch his breeth, for the yearsin adank dungeon had done their mischief in hislungs, and there
were certain exercises he' d never undertake again. The last few miles, the soft approach up and down
the succession of hills, dowly rising toward Montefiore sred roofs, had seemed to take longer than the
weeks and weeks between Ouranopolis and Venice. But there was the famous Borgia, more beautiful
than ever. More beautiful than any fishwife of the Adriatic or courtesan of the Doge. More beautiful than
anyone but hisBianca

The stone beast hung back, skulking in his shadow. On the shores of Agion Oros, once the sun had
opened its Cyclops eye again, the beast had seemed less marmoredl. Itslimbs took on the snapping
energy of apuppy’s, and its agpect was margindly more animal. So Vicente began to think of the
creature as an improperly made dog, one with afaceless knob that passed for ahead. The companion
had certainly helped him obtain passage in every instance, as no one wanted to be bitten by a stone dog
that had no mouth.

LucreziaBorgiamet him at the bottom step. She held her hands out at last. Her fingerstouching hiswere
likelilies set againgt burned twigs.

“Welcometo Montefiore,” she said. Not\Wel come home, he noticed, but here were Fra Ludovico and
Primaverato do that.

Hedidn't turn to them yet. He could hardly get his breath. He hoped before he would need to ask, a
shutter would fly open, avoice would ring out. Her handswould lift in the air in the gesture of surrender
to theimpossbility he knew he was manifesting: that, after al thistime, he had come back.

But the day kept its secrets. The house teased him. His retainers and his unexpected houseguest waited
for him to speak. With difficulty he discharged a clutch of phlegm and found hiswords. “ Donna L ucrezia.
My houseisyours.” He couldn’t continue with the forma language, though. He couldn’t afford to spend
his bresth in pleasantries. “My daughter. Whereis my daughter?”’



“Oh, there smuch to tell you,” she answered, “but we won't speak out here. Y ou need to change those
hideousrags. Comein, my friend. I'll decant some—"

“Primavera?’ hesad. “What isthe sate of affairs here?’

Primaverakept silent. He pressed her to explain, but she spilled tears down the netted wrinkles of her
cheeks, and shook her head.

“Primavera,” he demanded. His voice was a croak, awhisper.
FraLudovico said, “ She can’'t answer your questions, Don Vicente. She doesn’t have the faculties.”
“Has shelogt her mind?’

“She haslost her tongue, in some accident or feat of vengeance. It was ripped from her mouth. She could
never write, as you might remember, so there’ s no way to learn what happened to her.”

With some surprise, Lucreziasaid to the priest, “ Y ou’ ve become coherent with the return of your
employer. | haven't heard you make so much sensein years. Your tongue will have to come out next.”

“I have no ideaiif what | say istrue, of course,” continued Fra Ludovico hadtily. “For dl | know,
Primavera dept with the famous squid again and in a dangerous moment of passion swallowed her own

tongue”
“What nonsenseis going on here? Whereis Bianca?’

“Vicente” Lucrezialaid her hand on hisdeeve. “I'll tel you what | know, but not here, not in front of
them. Y ou don’t understand about Fra Ludovico. In your absence he's gone mad and he gabbleslike a
lunatic.”

“Whereisshe?’ Vicente turned around and around, and the stone dog followed him in stone circles.

“Here sgabbing like alunatic for you, my lady,” said the priest. “No one keeps news of a child from her
parent. Don Vicente, listen: by force of will or by the will of force, Biancamade her escape from this

prison. We don’t know where sheis or what has become of her. | pray for her departed soul daily.” He
made to comfort Vicente, but the weakened man twisted and sat down on the ground, hislegs giving up.

“Y ou've been acomfort, clearly,” said Lucreziaicily. “Escort him to the piano nobile, you two. I'll
prepare arestorative for him.”

When he had come to his senses some, he dried hisface and looked about. The stone dog was sitting on
itshind limbs aertly. Lucreziareigned from behind atable of inlaid marble. Three candles, nearly invisble
inthe srong daylight, shifted their dender flames.

“I’d hoped to tell you news you could rejoicein,” she began.

Hedidn’t speak. But he turned and looked at Lucrezia. Though hislungs were enfeebled after hisyears
in prison, his eyes seemed fine. He had learned that he hadn't tired of looking at things. Even now his
eyeswere greedy. The beautiful Borgiawoman lifted her dender neck to be looked a. Her chin had the
tight articulation of awel-made lady’ sslk dipper. He could imagine burying his damp eyesinto that
proffered hollow. But hisyears of cdlibacy stayed hismind from considering any pleasure more fervent
than consolation.

Hisvisions of Bianca—memories of her in thisroom—were of achild who didn’t yet come up to his
lowest rib. If he had seen his girl as ayoung woman on the road five miles out, he passed her without



knowing. Would he know her againif hefound her?
Hesad at ladt, “Let’ sfinish the businessfirgt. I've brought Cesare the token he hired meto find.”

Sheralled her eyes. “Cesareisn’t in aposition to care, so you can save your breath. I’'m not the
desperate man grasping a strawsthat he was. | have no interest in sham and trickery.”

“Y ou supported him in his command of meto thistask, Donna Lucrezia”

“It was his strategy to follow every hope, however fantastic or mundane. It gave him peace. And what
camed him camed usdl. Asyou remember. But whatever deceit you' ve concocted to abuse uswith, it
isn’'t worth my time nor your breath, which | see must be husbanded.”

“Nonetheless. I" ve accomplished the task with which | was charged.”
“Then you' ve done my family agreat service. Thank you.”

“In exchange for my undertaking Cesare’ s assignment, he was to keep my home and my family safe.
He s broken his agreement. I’ ll have my words with him, and see how he can help to find my daughter.”

“You'll haveto find him firg. Inthe efterlife”
He gaped. “Murder?’
“Of course. That' sthe only way Borgias agreeto die”

He lowered his eyesto the stone dog. “I’ ve been away so long,” he muittered, “too long, for sure. | don't
even know what year it is, nor who rulesthe sates of Itay.”

Mincingly shesaid, “ThereisadellaRoverein the Vatican. As Julius1l. He pretendsto dogood. Heis of
no interest to the Borgia enterprises. Florence hasits Gonfalonier for life, and the Doge of Veniceisa
certain Leonardo Loredan.”

“That much | know,” said Vicente. He paused to cough. “1’ ve had an audience.”
She raised a plucked eyebrow.

“| stopped to beg accessto the Doge' s treasury—for permission to lodge safely there the artifact |
dole” hesad.

“Please, Don Vicente. You're not well. Y ou don’t need to spend your bresth on such lies. For onething,
agentleman farmer wouldn't dare to approach the Doge of Venice”

“| dared approach you, once upon atime.”

“For another, it'sacrude ploy to pretend you found something Prince Dschem doubtlesdy invented in a
desperate moment.”

“| did indeed. | found the branch of the Tree of Knowledge, and with such a credentid | bartered for an
audience with the Doge. Duchessa, | had had many yearsto think about the negotiations between your
family and mine. | found that | didn’t trust your brother to take possession of the entire artifact. | needed
something to bargain with in the event he threatened me or my family. And wasn't | wise? Hewho took a
good dedl of my lifefrom me, and in theinterim lost track of my daughter’ s whereabouts—what right had
he to thisthing of unequaed magnificence?’



“So the Doge has the supposed relic of Eden.”

Hesad, “I left one Apple from the branch. | retained two of them for bargaining with.”
“Isthat s0?Let me seeit.”

“I'll remind you, respectfully, that | went on Cesare sbidding.”

“I am hissster and hiswidow and hisheir. Let me seeit.”

“Youdon't even believeit exists.”

“Convert me”

From histraveling sack he withdrew the few items of clothes he had acquired on hisreturn journey.
Within them, settled aslightly and safely asawanut meet in ashell, reposed the sacred bough. He took it
and lifted it with both hands. The sem shone asbrightly silver asif aservant had only just finished buffing
it, and the Silver leaves shimmered delicately in an invisible wind from another climate. Thetwo Apples
remaining smelled of rosy sweetness, though from where the third had been plucked, ablemish of black
tarnish knobbed.

Lucrezia Borgialowered hersdlf to her knees and made the Sign of the Cross. “Upon the wood of this
sametreewas our Lord crucified,” she said.

“Thetreeisdlver,” sad Vicente.

“That isits agpect to our Sght. It snot slver, though; how could asiver tree support Applesin an eternd
dtate of perfect ripeness? Thisis no artifact, but proof adequate for thereviva of afailing faith.”

“One hasto havefaith first in order for it to berevived,” he said. “I am through with thisthing, whatever it
is. | want no moreto do with it. How did Cesare die”?’

“I wish hisbody were here,” she said. “Heisburied in Navarre, they tell me. He waslooking for the de
Nevadafamily to raise up an army on hisbehdf.”

“Thereisno de Nevadafamily in Navarre, or none that would recognize this wandering cousin,” said
Vicente coldly.

“Y ou wrote to Fra Ludovico—7"

“I wroteliesfor the purpose of protecting my daughter. Apparently it wasn't enough. Now you must tell
me, DonnaBorgia. | don't have any interest in sacred matters. | want to know how my daughter died.”

“She went off into the woods on her own and she never returned,” said Lucrezia. “ Primavera s grandson
found her body at the foot of acliff. He buried her in an unmarked gravein the forest.”

“1 will see him now. Ranuccio, isthat it? Do | remember? Ranuccio. Whereishe?’

“You may not seehim,” said Lucrezia. *He disgppeared from the region shortly thereafter. | believe he
was caught poaching apig from the barns of Don Mercutio down the valey, and rumor hasit he was
doneinasapig might bedonein.” After apause. “I mean, on aspit.”

Vicente said, “Why was my daughter wandering alonein the woods? Shewas atimid sort.”

“She changed,” said Lucrezia. “ She became brazen and feckless. | couldn’t stop her, though | did my



best. | hope you appreciate my efforts. Primaverawas no use a al, you know, and Fra Ludovico has
become asmpleton. His spiritual warnings made no difference. Asbest | could, with the obligations of
my marriage and my life at the court of Ferrara, | have stood in your stead as a parent, Vicente.” She
raised hersdlf to her feet and held the bough in her arm asif cradling an infant. 1’ ve done what you asked
of me, what you begged of me. But | couldn’t wander into her soul and make her love me or respect me.
Inthe end shewas awillful child, like most. Her ending was likely inevitable.”

Vicente de Nevada stood too. He had to crush an inclination to beg pardon and leave the room, asthe
room was his, the house was his, even the sad history of what had happened to his daughter, whatever it
was, belonged to him, not to Lucrezia Borgia. But unless she waked out of the room first, he would be
ceding to her the right to the house, and this he was unwilling to do.

“Tell me about your dog,” she said, smiling at him. She put down the sacred bough and picked up asmall
pearl-handled knife.

“The dog doesn't figurein thisstory of grief. It hasno name,” he said.
“It?’ shesaid. “Not he or she? Poor thing. Come here, poor deformed thing.”
The creature came forward waxily.

Lucreziaturned and neetly diced from one of the Apples a clean wedge. The juice beaded up on the
knife. The moon-white flesh was flushed with pink and pale green and ydlow. She held the knife down
with the Apple dice onit, and for this supreme honor the beast found reason and meansto develop a
mouth. A holein itstop opened, more or less mouthlike, and a helpful tongue legped out and gathered
the Apple.

“| adore feeding the hungry, just asthe Scripturestdll us.” Her words were tender but their ddlivery flat:
shedisplayed an dchemist’ s keptica curiosity over atrid of elements.

The creature sat back and looked up at Lucrezia. It occurred to Vicente that it now had eyes, and lids
that could blink. It blinked its stony lids. One dry tear broke from each duct and rolled to the terrazzo
floor, there to shatter into aclot of dust and gravel. An improbable smell of rue.

“It would seem you aretelling the truth,” she said. “ Thisredlly isthe Apple of knowledge. It will give
tongue even to therock.”

The beast turned to Vicente and put its head between Vicente' sknees. With its new tongueit licked
Vicente' s hands.

Then the thing straightened up, like alittle monkey, itsforelimbs pivoting outward. Onits hind legsit took
agep or two. Lucreziasaid, “Honor to God, the thing iswalking.” She backed up astep, and picked up
theknifeagain. “Vicente”

The beast paid her no attention. With one of itsforelimbs it reached forward and the stubby hoof was
cloveninthree. It helped itsdf to the rest of the Apple that LucreziaBorgiahad offered it. “Vicente,” she
sad, “what license”

Vicente made no move. Confident as athree-year-old and about astdl, the stone beast walked on its
hind legs, up to the hearth. Today’ sfire waslaid but unlit. The beast knocked the brush aside and
shuffled through yesterday’ s ashes to the back wall of thefireplace. It leaned itshead and its
shoulders—there was no denying they were now shoulders—into thewall. It disappeared into the stone
as neatly asacorpseis swallowed by aflooded quarry.



Vicente was stirred by the audacity of the stone dog. Its disappearance after al these weekswasa
bracing shock. Whatever had rescued him from the dungeon in Agion Oros had exacted its price and
gone away. Had it been traveling beside him, invisible, incognito, in the Greek fishing vessa ? Its stone
weight interfering with the boat’ s maneuverability? No proof of that. Who knows how long the stone had
been with him, and in how many guises. Now it was gone.

He was bereaved further, thistime for astone.

The world seemed a punishing deeve of bright changing lights and dark moods. Flawed and regrettable,
the presence of it nonetheless clawed at one, claiming one' s attention. “ Get out,” he said to the Duchessa
de Ferrara, hardly believing histemerity. “ Get out of my house at once.”

If LucreziaBorgiawas shaken, shedidn’t show it. She put her white knuckles against the desktop and
leaned acrossto him. “In my own time and in my own way, and not before. | owe you nothing.”

“Y ou owe me my daughter’ slife,” he said. “Will you pay mewith your own?’ He pushed the table with
his hip, ineffectualy; hishands srangled air.

She was frightened, though, and fell back. The bough with one remaining Apple dipped from her grasp
and rolled dong the hem of her garment. “If you kill meyou' |l never even learn where your daughter’s
body isburied. Y ou won't know where to have Fra L udovico sing her the last rites, which | could tell
you even now.”

“No onewill Sing you last rites. No onein Italy will weep when you die, and the name Lucreziawill fall
out of afashion for athousand years.” But her parry had worked. His hands, hungry for resis-tance to
overcome, paused.

“You are afather without achild,” she said. “I am achild without afather. Surely we can understand
each other’ sgrief? In daysto comeit will not seem so hard.”

Helooked at her asif the concept of days to come was impossible to decipher. Then his hands opened,
pams outward. “ Thereis no way to live without her,” he said.

“Y ou must make your confession to Fra Ludovico,” shereplied. “ Custom says God can speak even
through the flute of a madman when forgivenessisrequired. Don't presume to know what your life may
become now until you have yourself absolved of your Sns.”

He spat a her display of piety. She made awincing smileand said, “I am as practiced at accepting
absolution as| am at Snning with ever gregter relish the next time. If you' re going to murder me, Don
Vicente de Nevada, do it in astate of grace, anyway, for amoreillustrious contrast of effects. Cesare
aways mentioned the satisfaction of it.”

Helooked sideways at her. She had dismissed him, and now faced the mirror. “I must seeto my hair,”
she spoke, amogt to hersdf, in theway of certain women. She scooped up the singlefruit onitssilvery
bough and held it dongside her face. It was such afeminine gesture, it brought back to him Marialnés,
and his child, Bianca, who would never become awoman. He turned to shutter his eyes, and followed
the empty passage out into the empty world.

Mirror mirror




O UT OFour need we patronize our

artigts, weflirt with our poets, we petition our architects: Give usyour lusty colorful world. Signd to usa
state of being morerichly stegped in purpose and satisfaction than our own.

Thanksto our artists, we pretend well, living under canopies of painted clouds and painted gods, in hals
of marble floors across which the sung Masses paint hope in degpimpasti of echo. We make of the
hollow world afuller, messier, prettier place, but al our inventions can't create the one thing we require:
to deserve any fond attention we might accidentally receive, to receive any fond attention we don’t in the
course of things deserve. We are never enough to ourselves because we can never be enough to another.
Any one of uswaksinto any room and reminds its occupant that we are not the one they most want to
see. We are never the one. We are never enough.

Theholy find this some mincing proof of God. Damn them.

There was de Nevada, mourning the death of his daughter, and why shouldn’t he? But he cameinto the
room and brought back the treasure we never bdieved he could achieve—that | doubted the existence
of—and he also brought back to me the brusque male fact of my brother, and how dead heis. How |
can never walk into the room again and have him mean something to me, even in hisdrunken lechery with
other women; | can never even suffer the pain of knowing I’ ve not quite caught his attention. Thereisno
longer aCesare Borgiawith attention to catch. Don Vicente sreturn bringsit al up to me again; the
phlegmeatic humor risesin me and dashes hotly in my windpipe.

| lay the remaining Apple onitsslver branch and turn to the mirror. Thelight has shifted somewhat and |
amost fed visted—beside mysdf. It s no doubt the effect of seeing that stone cresture dissolveinto the
stonework of the fireplace, like alouse burrowing into the skin. It makes mefed that any wall or floor
could shift itsreliable shape and blurt forth into a creature again, asif the house were possessed of a
stone ghoul. Uncomfortable. One would never be alone again, even in one' s boudoir.

“Mirror, mirror,” | spoke doud, to steady my nerves, “who isthefairest of usal?’

| thought of my father, the great Pope Alexander VI, and how he had played at being the prelate of the
Church of Rome. How he had had testicles of the sons of his enemies removed and gilded and returned
to their ownersin caskets beautifully inscribed with erotic carvings, to mock them. Y et he had aso had
baskets of overflow from our banquets brought out to those suffering from plague and famine on the
banks of the Tiber just below Rome. What wasfair in the use of power? Cesare’ sfriend Niccolo
Machiavelli would have sharp praise for the man who used power to his best advantage. But Machiavelli
didn’t condder the mord fairnessin aruler to be worthy of mention.

And who askswomen to befair, anyway, unlessthey do ask themselves?

| had sent Bianca away to be murdered, those long years ago. It seemed hard to remember. But my
Cesare had cadt his attention her way—he who had so little time left—and indeed, that wasthe last time
wemetinthislife. A cock to every hen who staggered into his house, whether shewas hisequal or no. |
couldn’t have that happen. Not for his sake; not for hers. Was murder the right aternative? Ah well, too
late to decide otherwise now.



| looked upon myself theway | did when | was an adolescent. When life beckoned from the horizon. |
could only imagine growing more beautiful, more powerful, more responsiveto life' s beneficence and
squdor. Back then, the figure who would look back a me in the looking glass was potent with mystery,
more arresting than | could imagine actualy seeming to anyone.

Now, the venerable Apple nodded perfectly againgt my cheek. Beside itsimmortal perfection | looked
wan, afishwife, asgter to old Primavera. | could see the thin struts of my shoulders making a yoke under
my skin, and my neck arose from ashalow well. My eyes had falen prey to asnare of webbed lines, too
fineto be vighble to anyone across the room—but what do we ever want but for someone to come
nearer? And then al our imperfections are magnified.

| put my head to one Side, criticizing my aging beauty. “Who isfairer?” | begged the mirror to lie and say
“No one; you are beautiful asalegend.” | knew it wouldn't lie. But | didn’t expect it to speak, either.

It spoke in the language of mirrors, not of words. A mist crept over the skin of the glass. Migtaking it for
my hot bresth upon it, | leaned forward to smear the fog away with my hand, to see some further truth,
something consoling, that | hadn’t yet thought or imagined.

But when my hand reached out, | felt for an instant something other than the cold touch of glass. | cawed
asound of darm. Before | fdll to the floor, twitching with disbelief, | saw the child again. Biancade
Nevada. In my delusion shewas no longer dead. She had a grave and magnificent expression. | can't
explainit. Puzzled curiogity. A raging patience. An articulate Smplicity. A womanliness.

Or perhapsit was that she seemed like one who didn’t worry about what it meant never to be enough.
The absence of such acare on her brow filled her with an unearthly beauty that | could neither achieve
nor abide.

Thereturn of the prodigal

I HE CIRCLEOf mist gave onto aroom

Biancaremembered, though for amoment she thought it was empty. By leaning near she could see
beyond the margin—it was more like looking through awindow than into apainting, for as her angle
changed, more came into view. That was when she saw the woman on the floor.

Biancacouldn't tell if she wasweeping or—could it be?—thrashing in laughter. Sherolled over and over,
and her limbs seemed unfamiliar with each other. A white worm of spittle drooped from her lower lip. On
the floor nearby lay abranch of an apple tree with asingle fruit attached.

The woman there on the floor is convulsing, thought Bianca, and her heart moved cautioudy. She
reached out her hand, forgetting for amoment that she was entombed in aroom without exits. Her hand
met abarrier of hard air and couldn’t penetrateit.

As sheregarded it further, she recognized the floor of thesalone of Montefiore, its shiny waxed bricks
laid in herringbone. The woman who suffersis someone | know. It' s the woman at whose word my
father left me; the woman who looked in upon my childhood with dight but steady interest.



It took Biancaawhilelonger to remember the name of Lucrezia Borgia. Borgial With the reclamation of
that single word, atide of memories surged forward, and each small wavelet made her older and fiercer,
but aso more amazed and incredulous.

How she could think, these years|later, of bitsof childhood things that she hadn't redlized she was taking
in. She had the whole of Italy in her mind—murkily, but there it was, along pennant of aland, with so
much to know, so much to gppreciate. The shalow hills of rusty scrub in the south, and white villages
around tourmaline harbors, and sweep after sweep of whesat and rape and olive, and gnarled nap of
grapevine hafway up the dope of every river valley. The blue distances of the lower Apennines, the
wind-twisted cypresses and the fierce patriotic pines; the shegp in apanic in the fold, thefox on the
prowl in the hen yard. Everywhere, the ruins of Roman temples, like ancient discarded teeth of the long
dead giants of the past. The polished glory of the states today, of Forence preening, of Milan preening,
of Venice curled up knee-deep in the waves, of Rome too vain to preen. Siena, Lucca, and then Savoy,
and the lakes of the Dolomites, splashes of blue and gold whenever you looked, except in snowstorms,
when they went white and slver instead.

She saw al this, she saw the land with an encompassing cata ogic clarity, though she had scarcely ever
been off the hill at Montefiore, at least not in her living memory. She saw the dozen duomi like so many
pepper pots on atable linen painted italia. She saw the separate characters of the seas and knew that the
northern Adriatic swelled with different and more insdious force than the southern Tyrrhenian. She saw
the remains of the Etruscans and the Athenians and the Phoenicians and the Egyptians and the Cretans
and the Visigoths and the Franks, like so many spices scattered into a mest pie. She saw the roads
gpoking from Rome, avast asymmetricad whed. She saw Mithraisin hislair, and Jupiter broadly
speaking to Neptune, thundercloud to wine-dark wave. She watched Romulus and Remus suckle from
the wolf and then, when their appetites grew more human, eat her. She saw the bishops and the pagan
priests and the soothsayers and seers, al much the same man, and she saw much the same woman
nearby, watching and hel ping and performing her little anonymous sabotages. (Shelooked like
Primavera, smdl and gnarled, an onion left in the root cellar too long, and gone alittle soft.) She saw
Chrigt wait in Sicily to be recognized. She saw Saint Peter crucified in Rome, and Savonarolaroasted in
Horence. She saw theriverstie themsavesin knots of blue, the clouds spell the names of popesin the
sky, the rocks pick themselves up and rearrange themselves, and she saw Vesuvius and Aetnalose their
tempers.

But it was LucreziaBorgiathat she cared about, Lucrezia Borgiawho was asenmeshed in dl this
particularity as she herself was. The woman was now ditting on the floor with her legs Stretched straight
out in front of her. Then she opened her legs dightly and threw back her head and closed her eyes. Her
pelvislifted from the floor and she shuddered.

Biancahad often seen Fra Ludovico at prayer, and knew that his mutterings could grow so intense that
he often forgot he wasn’t alone. (Well, he wasn't; God was around somewhere.) Now, since Lucrezia
Borgiacouldn’t know she was being observed, Biancafelt sordid. She dropped her gaze and looked
away. When she looked back—yes, as she' d feared; the window was gone. A matted bit of old cloth
hung in its place, atattered moth-eaten tapestry with apicture of a unicorn picked out in dirty white wool,
and ahunter peering from athicket.

She became impatient; the world of Montefiore had sprung up like atang in her mouth, like ahexed
appetite, and she would have more of it. “Heartless,” she called, “where are you?’

She looked about. The creatures were there, doing something. Making ameal of some sort. Uselesdly.
“Can’'t you scrape acarrot, even?’ shesaid. “ Give me that.” Bianca had scraped few enough carrotsin
her childhood, but her hands were human hands and could invent away to do it more efficiently than the



dwarves.
They looked a her with baleful gloom, asif scraping carrots efficiently wastheir chief ambitionin life.

She thought of severa niggling thingsto say to the seven of them, but as she was sorting out which one,
she realized with a gtart that she was clear that theywere seven. She could count them now. “ Martedi,
mercoledi, giovedi, venerdi,” she said to the four on one side; “ sabato, domenica, lunedi,” shesaid to
the others. “What are you doing here dl a once?’ They jostled like small children, eager and untroubled
by sentiment, watching a cook wring the neck of a chicken.

“What are you doing?’ saild MuteMuteMute.

“I'll make you ameal,” she said. “Why not? | need things, though, thingsto cook with.” She redlized that
though she’ d eaten—occas onally—the sight of that applein Lucrezia Borgid slap had made her hungry
as hdll. Hungry not to eat, but to feed someone.

Suddenly she became happy. “Thingsto cook with?” MuteMuteM ute and Tasteless brought her alarge
earthenware jug that she recognized as aghirarium, astorage jug for dormice. Shelifted thelid and saw

that skeletons of dormice were splayed on the ramps molded againgt theinsdewalls. “You'll haveto do
better than this, men,” she said.

They became lively with the game of it. A bloody haunch of venison from adrawer, a splash of melted
butter in the hedl of ashoe. Eighteen ropes of garlic. A damp heap of hairy borage leaves. Four dried
peas. A handful of pine needles and acorns, which she set aside as agarnish. Two giant potatoes, each
one aslarge asthe head of—was it Gimpy?—who carried them, one under each arm. A pot of fish eyes
like buttons, dl ill damp and intelligent. Laborioudy she lined the fish eyes up dong ashdf, likethe
serving dishes for a party of seahorses, and the eyes followed her as she moved around the table. She'd
servethem to Blindeye and seeif they helped.

The room came into crisper focus as she worked, and asmell like real food began to fill the space. The
dwarvestook to tussing on the floor and singing mean songs about one another, and asking repeatedly
when the meal would be ready. “Whenit' sready,” she answered, ftirring.

“Bowls,” shesaid at last. “We need bowls.”

They stopped their capering and looked at her.

“Well, wash your hands and get your bowls,” she said.
They looked; they all had, more or less, hands.

“Ther€ sapump in the corner; useit,” shetold them. She pointed. By now she knew, yes, thereit would
be, and there it was.

They washed and splashed and plugged the pipe with their fingersto spray one another. They found
bowls somewhere and brought them to the table. Bianca could locate no spoons, but soup could be
drunk from a deep bowl. She used the first bowl as aladlefor the others. When she had supplied each of
them with ameal, she found asmall stool and sat down with them.

“Let usthank God for our blessings,” shesaid.
“What blessngs arethose?’ asked Bitter.
“Oursdves, one another, food, and bowls, and God,” she answered. “ Come now, felows.” She made



the holy hand gesture and dropped her eyes, and began to mumblein Latin. The dwarves watched her
closdly and did as she did, though they had no Latin to speak of, and mumbled nonsense instead.

When they were halfway through with their medl, abubble of stone began to form in the floor near
Bianca sfeet. She watched with curiosity asit swelled in amanner oddly organic. “ Thefloor' s calving,”
sheremarked, and so it seemed; before her, in aminute or two, stood another dwarf, who looked less
human than the others. He stood on two feet, tentatively, though his arms seemed not entirely convinced
they were arms. He wore atunic of sortsto cover his nakedness.

The dwarves|ooked at him asif surprised, asif unfamiliar with him. Y et he seemed to be something less
than an invader. He seemed to know where he was. He looked at Bianca and nodded, asif there was
something about her presence that was satifying.

He spoke. The language was gutturd, the accents dark and shapely. The seven dwarves flinched.
Dedf-to-the-World said, “I1t' sgrowling at us.”

“It wants some of our supper,” said Tasteless. “It’ safool; the supper’ sawful. Who calsthisfood?’

“Beddes, there' s not enough to go around,” said MuteM uteM ute, which was hardly true; the pot was il
nearly full. But the newcomer dwarf seemed to need a bone upon which to gnaw, or a scatter of pebbles
on thefloor, like seed thrown to the fowl.

The newcomer spoke again, more urgently. The resident dwarves leaned forward, asif trying to
understand, but their patience was dim, and one after another they went back to their soup.

The newcomer came forward and pounded on the table. The dwarves smiled a him as one might smile at
achild saying something innocent and stupid. But the soup seemed powerfully good, dl of asudden.
They sucked at the marrow from the bones, they splashed the broth, they poked whole onions with their
spoons so that onion deeve gave birth to smaler dimmer onion baby, and onion baby regurgitated onion
deeve again, and so on.

“Behave,” sad Bianca.

The newcomer growled like adog. He made histhroaty remarks again and again, more and more
desperatdy. The seven dwarves began to make fun of him, to imitate his succulent murmurings and mime
his anguished expressions. “Oh, it wantsto beloved,” said Bitter. “What ahopdessthing it is”

Thevidtor straightened up asif anew thought had occurred to him, and he brought out of an inner pouch
anice enough gpple, from which onethick dice had been taken.

“Oh, something sweet for after the soup,” said Bianca. “And I’ ve been thinking about apples. Well,
you' re kind enough to offer this, whoever you are.”

She found a knife when she put her hand out for one, and she gripped itsivory handle firmly. When
offered it, she took the apple, and she saw that the dice that had been taken out was roughly an eighth.
She divided the remaining fruit—rare wonderful fruit!—into seven other segments. She offered adice,
one after the next, to the seven dwarves.

Each dwarf accepted the fruit. Each onetook a piecein hisdirty hand, and regarded it the way Fra
Ludovico considered the Holy Host. Each one partook of the offering, for good or ill.

Biancasat back, bemused, affectionate, interested. The chair was suddenly comfortable; it had cushions,
and asmal ool for her feet, carved in the Roman style.



The dwarves made little display of their satisfaction or their regret at the sweet, though they didn’t clamor
for more nor immediately push away from the table. Gimpy folded his arms across his stout chest and
achieved alook of reflection. Heartless stroked his beard—hewas the red beard!—and began fishing
through his pockets asif for a pipe. MuteM uteM ute smiled and began to hum amelody Biancaamost
thought she remembered: a sprightly, cogwork melody with no gpparent beginning or end.
Deaf-to-the-World took up the knife and began to play with a splinter from the edge of the table, teasing
it into aform of some sort. Tasteless sprayed aglorious smilein everyone s direction and began to snore.
Bitter scowled at his brother’ slaxness and pounded one stubby finger on thetable, asif rehearsing
argumentsinternally so to be ready to drive points home when the conversation began in earnest. And
Blindeye turned his head and looked at Biancaasif he had never seen her before. When she caught his
eye, shesmiled, but he ducked his chin and lowered his eyes, suddenly mortified a histemerity.

Thewhole party seemed sprightlier, more vigorous. Biancafdt like dancing. But the newcomer would
have none of it. “Brothers,” he barked, and Bianca was surprised that such were the improved spiritsin
the room that she could understand the language now. “Brothers,” he said again, snapping, “I’ve
returned, and you have forgotten who | am to you?’

The dwarves snapped out of their severa reveries and games, and turned to him. “Y ou petition for our
attention,” said Heartless.

“I amyour kin,” said the newcomer. He straightened up, and either the dwarves had grown more like him
during the med, or he more like them, for they seemed familia now, inlook aswell aslanguage. “ Do you
forget me?’

“Wel, yes” said Heartless “Actudly.”

“I am—" He paused, asif not quite having sorted it out for himsdlf. “1 am Nextday, you cretinous
lumphesads”

They may never have heard the name before, and indeed Nextday seemed surprised by it himsdf, but
somehow the concept made sense to them. The dwarves|ooked at Nextday with more careful, judging
expressons.

“I was one of you before | |€eft,” said Nextday, “and you' ve forgotten | was ever here. So | come back
to claim my moment with you. Let us go to our work, now we are fed, and see what of the world can be

She could sense the change. The dwarveswere full of purpose. They pushed back their chairs and went
to cupboards and found cloaks and boots, and put them on. The whole room snapped into being. A
wardrobe bolted into a corner, abench popped aong the wall; the floor brought forth awoven carpet,
rather anice onetoo, in golds and greens. The vague piles of mess retreated into darker corners, asif
cowed by firmer intentions.

“Come,” said Nextday, “thereisalot to do yet, before night hasfalen.”
“Take mewith you!” said Bianca.

She knew she could go, now, because for the first time there was a door, a wooden-datted door with
stout iron hinges and abolt and alock besides. The door had asmall hinged window of redl glass, and
the strangest yellow soup stewed on ether side of the glassin an acidic, shrill sort of way. It took
Bianca s bresth quite away when sheredlized it was nothing but sunlight.

Shefollowed the dwarves out the door.



Beware beware

FORAWhilethey stood blinking. Bianca

couldn’t tell what season it was, if any; the gentle rise on which the door gave was unkempt and
confused. Wild rose blossoms, given over to the blowsiest excess, reclined on hoops bowed with ridges
of snow. Spring ferns uncurled their tender headsin arunaway patch of autumna gourds. Thear had a
glazed, unnaturd quality, asif steegped inthe air of something violently acoholic. Undertones both of dry
rot and damp decay. Biancafet hersdf swimin her clothes, and eager to be out of them.

The dwarves seemed to have forgotten her. Nextday stood on arock so he could be seen, and
addressed his brethren. In the air his language was harder to follow. They were speaking about the
mirror.

“What mirror isthis?’ said Bianca, pushing forward, reminding them that she wasthere.
Nextday said, “Itisn’t your concern, nor should it be.”
“But | may beableto hdp.”

“You aren't ableto find your way through a draped doorway into the next room, or you' d have left our
homelong ago,” snarled Bitter. But Nextday continued for her benefit in avernacular she could more
eadly follow. “I'll remind usal what we are after, and let the world have at usif it must. We rethe ones
who made the mirror; we' reto be the onesto reclamit, if it'sto do no harm.”

Biancahad athrilling sense of possibility smilar to the senseamirror gave: of othernessand familiarity at
once.

“Tell me about the mirror,” shesaid.

Nextday consdered her request. He said, “I’ ve been learning much in these days. To peak of
something, | find, can help clarify it in one sown mind. Therefore I’ll tell you what | know, and perhaps
I"ll learn something in how | put my knowledge forward.”

“Or perhaps 1’1l reply with something you don't yet know,” said Bianca helpfully.
“Thrillsunbounded,” observed Bitter in alow voice.

“1 hope she speaks better than she cooks,” said Tastdless. “I didn’'t carefor that stew at dl, did you?’
“Bequiet,” said Heartless. “ She can hear aswell as speak.”

“Stay on the matter,” said Bianca, unflustered. “Themirror.”

“We are arace more stalwart, more stubborn, than yours,” said Nextday. “We ve spent arcs of years
thinking asingle thought. But in our vast and tedious life, we ve cometo redlize that what divides usfrom
the quixotic human raceisthe quadity of quickness. Cut to the quick, they say; the quick and the dead,
they say: They mean life, liveliness, when they saythe quick. And we seethat if we' reto benefit at al



from our neighbors here—the human herd—we must quicken.

“So, being adept at dl things having to do with the earth—the soil, the mines, the precious stones and
metalss, the juice of lava—we found it easy to ferret out the secrets of the Venetians. We blew aquantity
of glass and shaped it into a shallow bowl, and painted the inner skin with acoat made of tin and
quicksilver. We made for ourselvesamirror that could look like an eye into aroom, so we could watch
how humans|ook at themsalves, and learn by their example how to look at ourselves.”

“A clever trick,” said Bianca, “and possibly amean one.”

“Minerds have no mords, and we are little more than ambulatory stacks of minerals. We weren't
stymied by reservations. But we suffered a setback. To ready the mirror, weleft it out inthe air soits
shape could fix, and it could adjust to the code of the world in which humanslive, and not to our code.
Then to cure it we submerged it in abath of water. But it sank, and we couldn’t seeit. It had become
invisbleto us”

“Lago Verde” said Bianca.

“We watched it being reclaimed. From a distance we saw that it worked, well enough. But quicksilver is
strong enough stuff when found in nature, and stronger till when dwarveswork withit. It corruptsthe
mind, and confounds the separate humors. It can make humans suspicious of cabalsin every crowd, of
treason at every turn. It causes tremors and drooling. It’ s a dangerous substance to humans.”

“Can't you just gtedl it back? To protect the humanswho found it, if nothing else?” said Bianca.

Nextday sad, “Humans can sted dl kinds of things; perhaps that iswhat makes them change and shift
and thrive so. Dwarves can't sed.”

“But you told methat minerds have no moras,” she said. “If you can't stedl, perhaps you are made of
more than mineras.”

“Clevernessis unbecoming in acorpse,” sneered MuteMuteM ute.
“And you stole the secret of glassmaking from the Venetians,” she pointed ouit.

“Isthisacourt of judicid lav? Areweontrid?’ said Lame. “ Goodness, I’ d have worn something more
atractive”

“If it saquestion of donation, let mejust giveyou themirror,” said thegirl. “It' sassmple asthat, surely?
If my father isdead, then the houseismine, and I’ [| have nothing in the house that doesn’t rightly belong
tome”

Nextday looked at her with aquiet sort of consolation. He didn't offer an opinion about whether her
father was dead or not. He only remarked, “ The houseisn’t quite yours. And we don't stedl.”

“What do you do, then?’ she said. “Where do you go? What is your task?’

Nextday said, “1 am going to take my kin to Arezzo, to see the fresco in the choir. Someone has painted
adwarf onthewal there, acreature of dignity and intelligence, camly interacting with the family of man.
Perhaps he is both a dwarf and ahuman being; thisis something of which we have not heard. We aretoo
long underground. Now we' ve awakened, now we' ve eaten—"

“If you can cdll that food. Pfaaah,” muttered Tasteless.



“—now we are above, and more solid in new forms than we expected.” Nextday looked about at the
small men intunics and leggings, hoods and boots. “We must passin the world and see how we fare.
Perhaps, though it had hardly begun, the time for the mirror is done, and now it’ stime to look with our
own eyes.”

Heblinked sadly at Bianca. “Can we leave you safely here?’

“Of course,” shesad.

“You arenot to run off,” hetold her. “DonnaBorgiawould see that you were killed again.”
“I have not died yet,” she sad, laughing.

“No,” hesaid. “All but that, but not that, no.”

With that he began to lead his brothers away. Heartless came up and pressed his hand to hers, but then
hurried after hiskind.

Such wasthe increased corporedity of the tribe that she could see them leaving, and waving at her, and
hear them when they were gone, tramping softly in the imposs ble season. When their boots no longer
thudded upon the rock or skittered stones on the pebbley path, she could hear them hissing musicaly
through their lips, like infants walking down the lane to greet the goat in his pen or the fowl pecking for
breskfast dong the verges.

She sat down and looked around her. The exterior of the dwarves home had the aspect of a hummock
at firgt, little more than amound of grass on the side of ahill, but as she looked it shrugged off its green
roof and grew scales of pantiles. The doping sides of the dwelling straightened themsalves up and
became timbered, and the windows made an effort to line themselves up on something of aparald, to be
more pleasing. The hill dropped some bulk behind, and what remained looked more like a cottage, more
or lessfreestanding, with achimney of stone and chipped brick, and asmell from within of mushrooms,
sage, and Parma cheese.

“Not such anugly grave,” she said to hersdlf, “not an ossuary, not a churchyard; no, quite respectable.”

Respectable, but lonely, after awhile. The sun went behind a cloud and the more wintry aspects of the
garden seemed to dominate.

Then, when shewas just about to give up and go insde, she heard anoise in the brambles, and she called
out, “Who isthere?” She turned to see afigure make its way across the clearing.

Thefigurein the clearing

I WASN' Tlooking to find you,” said the
figure. “Are you agoose?’

“I know you,” said Bianca.



“All my geeseknow me,” he said proudly.

“I’m not agoose,” shesaid. “But | know you just the same.”
Hebit the corner of afingernall.

“Y ou're the gooseboy,” shetold him.

“I' know,” hereplied. “I’mlooking for the lost goose.”

“lamlog, inasense,” she said, and she began to laugh, “and in asense | am agoose—but not the one
you'relooking for.”

“Canyou hdp mefind her?” hesaid. “ The houseisfull of hunger, and they will have agoose upon the
table”

“Do you remember me?’ shesad.
“Not if you weren't with the other geese.”
“1 was, sometimes.”

Helooked at her sdeways. “I’' ve never met a spirit of the woods before,” he said. “Primavera used to
say that the wood spirits are as old as Roman times and | must beware hags and graybeards. Y ou don't
look much likeahag.”

“Nor agraybeard.” She wasteasing him, but that she had always done. “ Do you redlly not know who |
an?

“Neither goose nor dryad. Some saint with loosened garments?’ He saw that her tunic was unlaced. She
put her hands to her breasts and covered them.

“Not asaint,” shesaid and sighed. “1 never lived enough to have the chance to become a saint. Saints
have to enduretrias, and | wastoo innocent even for atrid.”

“How do you know me?’

“Y ou are the gooseboy from Montefiore.” But she didn’t know his name. Had she ever known his name?
Hewas too smple to need a name, just the gooseboy, or, addressed directly, Boy.

As she had grown and changed, so had he. A young man now, he was somewhat stooped of shoulder,
asif practicing to be acodger. One leg seemed shorter than the other, or withered; anyway, it kept itsalf
dightly arched behind, looking abit like a high-spirited colt’ srear leg. Without much success his cheeks
and lipswere trying to grow a beard. His chin was stronger than it had been, though his eyes were il
jittery with caution.

“I amyour friend,” shesad.

“If I've learned anything from the kitchen tales that Primaveraused to tdll, it’ sthat the likes of me areto
beware of friendslikeyou,” he answered. “Maidens of unusud friendliness, that sort of thing.”

“Don’t beafool,” she said. He flinched and retreated.

“I'am only looking for my lost goose, nothing more.”



“I'm sorry. | didn’t mean that. | merely mean this. don’t you recognize me? | am your friend from long
ago. Bianca, who played with you in the road below the house.”

His eyes|ooked more hooded than ever. “Biancadied years ago. Are you her spirit?’
“I didn'tdie” shesad. “I jus—went away.”
“What do you want with me?’

She shrugged. “To help you find your goose, | suppose. What else does a friend want, but the same
thing?’

“If you aren’t going to ensnare meinto your wicked bed,” he said, sounding faintly disappointed, “you
may aswell help me find my goose. Have you seen her? It' s the one with the long neck.”

“Don't they dl havelong necks?’

“Wel—yes, now that you mentionit.”

“Where are the other geese, while you look for the lost goose?”’
“With themsdlves, of course.”

“Safe?

“As safe as geese can get. Which isn't very safe, | admit; after all, | keep them together and free of the
fox only so they might end up roasting on the spit.”

Shesad, “I'll hdp you find her. Where are you looking?’

“Here and there.” Heindicated to the lft, to the right, broadly and without fuss. She looked around, and
began to take in the world again.

Beyond the clearing, there was no correction to the world. The trees had a certain snap to them, a
self-assurance, that was offengive at first. They didn’t shrug themsalves into more respectabl e shapes,
more graceful curves, those limbs that were ragged with disease or hollowed by the boring of insects
stayed ragged, insouciant. As she ventured afew steps farther, the rocks and stones jabbed her tender
soles, and afly pestered her about the ears. The air grew colder again by degrees and wouldn’t warm as
she might have preferred it to. It was, in short, the red world.

Shetook his hand and they walked together, he with hislopsided lope, she gingerly, to protect her feet. It
was bizarre and even crud, in away, to seetheworld ingst on being itself, with so little regard for them.
Coming upon an ungainly promontory, they had to scramble around it, asit neither retreated nor
developed convenient footholds for their use. Balsam pitch smeared against her gown, rubbing agummy
mark init. Her breasts were cold and the tips of her breasts stiffened uncomfortably. She ought to have
willed hersaf some decent clothes, but she hadn’t remembered the world to be so unaccommodating.

“I don’t know your name,” she said.

“I am the gooseboy,” hetold her fondly, asif to have heard that she could forget was proof enough that
they had once known one another.

“But your other name,” she said. “I’ve aname. Bianca. Biancade Nevada.” It felt odd in her mouth.
“Didn’t you have another name?’



“Micheotto,” he said. “Nothing more.”

“Micheotto.” Shefound hersdf smiling. “I think we were friends once.”

“I think sotoo.” He said it out of a passion to please, not from conviction.

They skirted a stand of dender treeswith dender trunks like the legs of fawns, and bodices of white | esf.
“How many geese have you?’ she asked.

“Seven,” hesad, “or eight.”

“Seven when oneis missing, eight when oneisfound?’

“Seven or eight.”

“Wadll, therethey are, then.” They had cometo agentle dip from which aspring burbled; avernal pool
shimmered with the reflection of agaggle of geese. White curvets upon green water. “Four, five,
Sx—saven.”

“Seven!” hesaid. “ That’ sthe right number, | think. So she's come back.”
“ She came back while you were looking the other way.”

“That' s often the way you find someonewho islogt,” he said. He smiled at her asif he were competent,
just for amoment, and his gaze looked clear and friendly. In dl her childhood she hadn’t thought of him
as much more than agoose himsdlf, and the redlization caused her grief.

“Come back with me,” he said. “They will be happy to seeyou.”
“Who isthere?’ she asked.
“DonnaBorgia, for one.” He paused asif trying to remember the others.

Her fear was profound, though she didn’t know why. She pulled back and said, “Y ou aretrying to lure
me back!”

“I am looking for my goose, nothing more,” he said. “Y ou must believe me.”

“Play with your geese, gooseboy,” she said, and pushed him on the shoulder. He sumbled and fell to one
knee, and while he maneuvered and huffed to find his balance, shefled.

It wasn't hard to find the dwarves cottage. While she was gone, while she had ventured into the world, it
had solidified more. A rich moss adhered to one wall. The door was now lime-washed and opened in
two segments, like the door of abyre. A concavity shaped like ashell at the top, perhaps a shrine, was
st inthe sdewall. She went to look. Within stood no Virgin with open hands, no carpenter with a Child
on his shoulders, as she might have expected to see. Instead, a crudely carved stone tree with a coil of
serpent wrapped around its base. A single apple, outsize, weighed down one branch. The serpent
ignored the apple. Though its head was turned toward Bianca, its fangs were westhered into stumps.

| nterviews




V ICENTE FOUNDFra Ludovicoin the

little yard behind his cell, where he was keeping watch over akettle. He was boiling up berries and bark,
which Vicente remembered was the basis of some unsavory potion famousfor the stupor it induced. The
foul smdl was comforting initsfamiliarity.

“Areyou the mad priest or the quiet sage today? Be the coherent one, if you can; | have to hear
someone making some sense.”

Fra L udovico seemed lessinterested in conversing with Vicente than in governing the flame and making
sure sediment didn’t scorch on the bottom of the pot and ruin the batch. But he said, “ Sit, Sit, my friend,”
and Vicente squatted, upwind of the drift of vapors.

“I left you in charge,” he began.

“Youdidn't leaveme incharge, ” said FraLudovico. “In charge of laBorgia? | can't evenget upona
donkey anymore without aladder, ahoist, and aweek of fasting. The notion of asking meto governa
Borgial But | did my part nonetheless, you know.”

“Yes. You played the part of ablithering fool. What for?’

“A canny disguise. So | might be considered harmless, and not need to be disposed of. So | might
protect my position and protect your daughter.”

“But you didn't protect her.”

“I didwhat | could. If you' re going to blame me for the way things happen in human affairs, you're
wasting your breath. Have adrink instead. It isn't ready but it’ll burn your tongue and stop your
nonsense.”

Vicente asked Fra L udovico for more information about the disappearance of Bianca. He wanted amore
certain sense of when the disaster had happened. The old priest—for by now he was old—shook his
head and tried to remember. “It was close to the time that Primavera s grandson disappeared,” he said at
last. “ And shewill know exactly when that was. She will know,” he added, “though shewon'’t say, of
course. Shecan't.”

“But how many years ago? Y our cheek has gone hoary, and | can’t escape the sad eyes of Primavera. |
gather I’ ve been away about adecade, but when in that span of years did Bianca disappear? And what
prompted it?’

“I measure time by the seasons of the Church,” began FraLudovico, “and every year begins anew, with
Advent; it' sthe same year, over and over, indistinguishable one from another—"

“I'll turn you out on your fat old behind, you piousfool—"
“About Six years, more or less.”

Thiswas clearer but hardly acomfort. “But why? What happened? How had she changed?’



“She changed only as every child changes, no more, no less. | gppreciate your sorrow, but you must
understand: Had | seen signsthat she intended to flee | would have intercepted her. She was till docile
enough, still atimid child in her way. Wdll, you' d never let her meander—"

Vicente gave himalook. “I’ll say what | will,” said the priest. “I blame you no more than | blame mysdlf,
Don Vicente; factsare asthey are. You rarely took her asfar asthevillage.”

“Shewasachild. ”

“And she grew up while you were gone. Or began to, anyway.”

“Was she threatened here? Soldiers sniffing around?’

“We enjoyed the customary blight of daily life. We ddighted in tedium.”

Vicente could sit no longer. He strode back and forth, stroking his beard. “Have you blessed what you
can of her spirit? In the event she has died? Have you performed the offices of the dead?”’

“Shewas blameless,” said Fra Ludovico. “ About that you can rest assured. I’ m no theologian, Don
Vicente, but | can't bring myself to worry for the state of her soul in the afterlife. She wastoo pure achild
to need serious pardoning.” He stirred more vigoroudy. “Besides, | used to note that you didn’t take
much stock in my feeble efforts.”

“Who are you to deny achild spiritud benefit because her father isadoubter?’ Vicente overturned the
pot, scalding the priest’ s bare toes. FraLudovico yipped in pain and irritation. “Are you a pope, to
determine who deserves forgiveness for their Sns? 'Y ou have no right to deny my child sanctity. Y ou have
no way to seeinto her heart.”

“Y ou’ ve been changed by your adventures, | see. | suppose | might aswell get used to it. Now look. |
have my convictions. Maybe they are born of alittle too much liqueur in the colder days, but they are
convictionsjust the same. And | don’t sense that Bianca has departed thislife.”

“What are you saying?’

“Nothing more than what I’ ve dready said. No hunting dogs have found her body in the woods.
Villagers, whose gossip and conjecture often signifies, have been as my<tified aswe at Montefiore are.
Primaverainssted on augury after augury, trying to learn the truth, and she could read no sign of Bianca's
demisein any entrails. That was when the old sow could still speak, of course, though her tongue became
detached shortly theresfter.”

“For blasphemy?”’

“If she’ d been subject to that punishment for blasphemy, she’ d have been mute since she wasthree” He
continued. “Maybe Bianca escaped over the hillsto Ravenna. Maybe she found alittle convent
somewhere and offered herself to Christ. In any case, I've more to do than say the Mass of the Dead for
ahedlthy young girl who lights out on her own.”

Vicente hugged hiselbows. “ Y ou didn’t go after her.”

“Maybe she went after you,” said Fra L udovico, scowling at the hickory bark and sanguine berry
dopped on the ground. “ She was growing up, you know; she couldn’'t help it. You can't fix achildin
time”

“If I find her corpse, or hear word of her death, you will bless her spirit?’



“I blessher spirit daily. I'll blessyourstoo, if you take to wandering the woods and fields |ooking for
evidence. And I'll not say the Mass of the Dead until | know one or the other of you have died.”

Vicente had to smile despite himsaf—weskly, affectionately. “ Y ou’ re as superdtitious as Primavera, in
your ownway,” hesaid.

“Now that's blagphemy.”

Vicente wandered through the airy chapel and out into the stable yard. The gooseboy was settling his
flock behind their brambly hedge, and fixing what passed for a gate with atwist of moldy rope.

“Y ou never know which goose you will lose and which goose you will find,” he was muttering to himself.
“Fddio,” sad Vicente. “Fiddio, isit? Or Paolo? | can’'t remember.”
“Michelotto. Everyone seemsto want to know today.”

“In your wanderings, lad, have you come across anyone who could tell me the whereabouts of Bianca?
Y our friend from those years back—you must remember her? With the skin so fair, and the black, black
har—"

The gooseboy twisted hisface asif trying to remember. He opened his mouth to speak, but another
voice cut through the air firgt, caling him away from Vicente. Lucrezia Borgiastood at awindow, her
beautiful hair falling to one side, anivory comb in her hand. “Michelotto,” she cdled. “Micheotto, my
boy. It stimeto brush my hair. Come and give your poor mother some attention.”

The gooseboy shrugged at Vicente and raised his eyebrows, and went to do ashe wastold.

Vicente made hisway at last to the kitchen. He found Primavera squatting upon a stool in the middle of
thefloor, sfting through abowl of lentils. When she came upon an occasiona stone, it went skipping out
the door into the lettuces.

Hedidn't know what he was after, nor could he bear to plague the oldnonna with questions when she
had no way to answer. But he sat down on abench aong the wall, and she put aside her work and
looked at him with eyes gone nearly glassy with milky film. She reached out and held his hands. She
sgueezed them again and again, asif therewas asigna in the pattern of her grasp, but he could read it no
better than he could read the comments of clouds scrawled against the sky.

An ivory comb, my dear

I HE PREMONITIONiIN the mirror was

accurate. The girl wasdive. Any day she might come forward to stake her claim on the future and tell the
truth about what had happened.

“You'recertanitwasshe?’ sad Lucrezia

Micheotto had his hands on her head, playing with her hair, plaiting it. She dapped hiswrist and said,



“Y ou odd thing, listen to me! How could you know it was she?’

By the time the answer to Vicente s question about the whereabouts of Bianca had surfaced in the
gooseboy’ s brain, he was no longer speaking to Vicente but to his mother. She got the benefit of the
information instead. Michelotto, though, couldn’t remember how the conversation had come up, nor what
proof he had to offer her that Bianca il lived. “Therewasahouse,” hefindly said, “not asfar away as
al that, but one | never saw before.”

“Couldyoufindit agan?’
“If it wanted to be found, | suppose.”

Shewas gripped with adesire to smash his skull with aheft of marble. He lived to mock her al her days,
but he was the one person she couldn’t be seen to kill. He was too thoroughly a Borgia. Would she had
managed it when he was atoddler, would she had been able to throw him off the aqueduct at Spoleto!
But Michelotto was her son and nephew both. In the years following the degth of her father, her brother,
and her son Rodrigo, and with the collapse of the romance of her marriage, she had cometo cling to
Michdotto, despite al hisfancifulness. And she had begun to fed fond of him. Because she could expect
nothing of the Punishment—not even that he bear the family name—she had found away to love him
without stint or mercy.

Thisdidn’'t keep her from wanting, on aregular basis, to brain him.

“Wewill walk,” shesad, “this very day, we will walk for awhile, and you will suggest apath to take.
Thisway, that way? Whichever way you think best. Just give me amoment”—she was thinking
quickly—*“that | might ready mysdlf. Put up my hair.” She held theivory comb in one hand and
considered the various recipes a her disposd. “ Go downstairs now, Micheotto, and speak to no one.
Wait for meon the stepsand I'll bewith youin atrice.”

Michelotto did as he was told. He sat on the bottom step of the outside staircase and played with akitten
as, nearby, Vicente cut himsdf a staff. Michelotto watched the wheezing man begin, with effort, to scale
down the steepest dope behind Montefiore. He couldn’t guess why Vicente would be risking the integrity
of hislimbsin such an exercise. He didn’t bother to guess.

Vicente thought: Perhaps Bianca had gone deepwalking and fell from awindow, and her corpse haslaid
buried in undergrowth at the foot of the bluff? Or perhaps she was pushed by hands accustomed to
murder? In any case, one had to start looking somewhere.

e

The comb was alovely Spanish piece that had belonged to some courtesan of her father’ s—perhaps her
own mother, for that matter. It was carved with an expressive burst of orange blossoms. Therack of pins
curved inward for better purchase. It wasn't difficult to coat the tines with alethal substance that dried
quickly and would liquefy again when it camein contact with blood. Now: how to disguise hersdlf. She
thought at |ast of the vestibule of the chapdl, where Fra L udovico hung old garments for use while
gardening. Shefound acloak and draped it close upon her face, pushing her own hair back so its
luxuriance and color wouldn’t give her away. Then she smeared her face with soot from the inside of the

fireplace, and surveyed hersdlf in the mirror over the mantel. She looked agreeably like Primavera s older
gder.

The sun was bowling down the sky, and the yard clear of laborers but for Michel otto, who took a bad
start when he saw the old hag coming down the steps. “ Shhh, my boy, it's amasguerade game!” she
cawed, trying out an appropriate voice. “ Aswhen we wear meta casques at carnival, nothing more.”



“Youterrify me. | don't like amasquerade.”
“Oh, I'll let you wander home aone then, when you have shown mewhat | need to see”

Shewasn't sure the light would last, nor that Michelotto would be ableto find apath at dl, daylight or
not. But he had the ideato bring agoose aong and give it instructions. The goose seemed disinclined to
assg inthe exercise. But after agood swift kick in her downy behind, she focused her attentions and
began to waddle down the road.

Lucreziafound something liberating in the disguise she' d taken on, and she enjoyed hobbling and sghing
asif shewereredly ahedthily farting old dame instead of alithe and beautiful thirty-two. Michelotto kept
agood distance from her.

Acrossthe bridge and along aways, and before long the goose | ft the track.

“Isthistheway?’ asked Lucrezia.

“Shethinksitis” said Michdotto.

“What do you remember of where you were?’

“I can’'t say for sure that we were here. Or that we weren't.”

“Y ou sweet cunning idiot. I'll have Primavera bake you your own private tart if you lead me correctly.”
“An appletart?’

Sheglared a him. “ A goosetart, of course. Arewe till true?’

“Arewe?’ heasked her.

The goose paused. The gloom was thickening in the underbrush, and awind twitched the canopy of
leaves high above. “ There sthe pool in which wefound the goose,” said Michelotto at last, unhappily,
honestly, for he wasn't quite capable of guile. “L ook, she headsfor it. The house wasjust up that dope
and around the copse of trees with white leaves.”

“Very well,” said Lucrezia. “Now you may take your ladygoose home. | will proceed alone.”
“You'll get lost coming back,” hesaid. “Thedark isfdling.”

“I seeinthedark,” she answered. Her eyes svam with aslvery light; Michelotto couldn't tell if she had
bewitched hersdlf or if it was merdly atrick of the dusk. “Now off with you, friend, and leave meto my
work. | intend to pay asocid cal.”

“I would liketo see her again,” he ventured.
“If you would like to see anything again,” she answered, “I suggest you heed my advice. Good-bye.”

Hewouldn’t leave and she wouldn't go on with himin tow. At last she stooped and found asmadll, sharp
rock. With a steadiness of hand that surprised dl three of them, she pitched the missile at the goose. It
droveinto the back of the goose' s head and asmall flower of blood bloomed on the white scalp. She
honked her irritation and rage and with an explosive clatter of her powerful wings shelifted out of the
pool. “Your gooseisgone,” said Lucrezia. “Y ou are the gooseboy. So find her.”

Tending geese was hislife. He knew no obligation more pressing. So Michedotto lit out after the goose.



She was smart enough, Lucrezia observed, to head back in the direction of Montefiore, so there was no
need to worry about Michelotto’ s getting lost in the woods at night.

Shefollowed the imprecise directions, and they proved precise enough. Before long she discovered a
cottage in the woods, with alit wick sitting in astone basin of il at the window. The cottage was
improbable, and L ucrezia puzzled about it as she drew nearer. There were no fields, no byres for sheep
or cows, no orchards nearby, no rutted track for the approach of afarm cart. The thing had grown upin
the middle of the woods like atoadstool in therain.

Y et there was glassin the window, red glass—small circlets and lozenges set inagrid of lead, and a
gplash of color here and there. A bit of shapelyferro battuto ornamenting the rooflinein afestive scrall,
that looked from herelike theiron letters of avery foreign aphabet. A smell of roasting venison, with
autumn gourds and onions, hung in the air. And then—she leaned forward to assess it—the sound of a
Iute being plucked in adesultory and unpracticed manner, asif someone had nothing elseto do but try to
make music while the med finished cooking.

“A medl for amendicant,” caled Lucreziain asmal voice, to try it out, and then lowered her voice and
roughened it up. “A med for awandering monk, who will blessthis house.”

The music stopped. Lucrezia had reached the door, and she thumped on it. “ There must be agood wife
at home, preparing the evening medl. | beg for mercy.” She drew the shawl down upon her face so that
nothing but her chin might show.

The door opened. Biancade Nevada, exactly asword had had it.

Lucreziaflinched and flushed. Simple rage—that Bianca de Nevada should somehow have escaped the
death sentence issued years earlier? Or rage supplanted by pleasure, that the girl lived ill, to be killed
again. Another chance. The Borgiablood quickened.

And the cause? It would take an Ariosto to unravel theroot of her guile. Any murder, even
suicide—especidly suicide, perhaps—is an attempt to stop the future from happening. Though Lucrezia
Borgiaknew hersdf to be as comfortable as awell-born woman could wish, with influence, romance,
fame, and luxury, she couldn’t stop the future without Cesare from unrolling. Every day, every hour, both
she and the world further adjusted to soldiering on without him. On the day that Cesare, secretly and in
pain, had made hislagt assgnation with hissigter, a the mountain retreat of Montefiore, he had grown
distracted by the beauty of Bianca de Nevada. He was leaving not just for Spain, but forever, but he left
Lucreziaan hour or two earlier than he needed, by noticing Bianca.

Lucrezia couldn’t murder to bring Cesare back. She wasn't Zeus, to cause Phaéthon to stop driving the
chariot of bright Helios: she couldn’t hdt the daily chariot of crushing light and rushing time. But she could
murder to stop the innocent virago—the only serioudy dangerous kind—from living and thriving when
Cesare couldn’t.

“Mercy,” Lucreziarepesated.

“I've been done such along time,” said thegirl child, inavoice of surprise a itsdlf, avoice that leaned
toward womanliness, “and now the world repopulatesitsaf in my direction.”

“Forgivetheworld itsintrusions, if you can,” said Lucrezia, husking her own voice in amasculine manner
as best she could. “The wandering hermit such as| makes effort to avoid the snares of the devil, so often
hooked and crooked into the words and doings of humankind. But even | become hungry, and | must eat
if | anto pray for our sdvation. Y ou tempt me with aromas of dinner. May | comein and share amedl
with you?’



“Thisisn't my home, and I’ ve no permission to welcome aguest,” said Bianca “But | won't turn you
away hungry. I'll give you abite, and you can bring news of the world to me. Can you tell me much of
the doings of the day?’

“Y ou need to know whether the wheat is sewn in the fields yet, or the sow has had her spring litter? Or
are you more interested in the status of Pope Juliusthe II’s campaign against Bologna? Or the latest
fashions from the court of Louis X1 of arrogant France?’

“| scarcely know what to ask,” she said. “Can you tel me of Montefiore?’

“I don’'t know the place. | avoid towns and estateswhere | can, preferring to take my meal with the small
farmholder and the vagabonds of the woods. But by the aroma of it, you eat more agreeably than most
tenants. Where do you get your fulsome table, herein the middle of nowhere?’

Biancade Nevada said, “Let me cut you from the hedl of the joint, where the meat is cooked aready,
and spoon you some marrows and carrots and the like. Il pass you a plate through the window.” And
S0, inaminute, shedid, and Lucreziatook the offering with afine and sudden hunger. Primaverawith dl
the produce of Montefiore, and the hunters and poachers and snarers at her disposal, hardly could
prepare ameal as sumptuous asthis. But Lucrezia couldn’t bother with food, however enticing.

“I can’t pay you for your kindness,” said Lucrezia. “What coin | collect is dedicated to relieving the
suffering of the poor.”

“My needs are supplied,” said Bianca Y our company is payment enough.”

“Let me hunt in my cloak for atoken of my gratitude then,” said Lucrezia. “ A monk is often thrust trinkets
by blushing gentlewomen who confess the sins of their boudoirsto hisholy ear. But we have no use of
such finery, and they weigh down the hems of our garments aswell as our souls. Y ou have aface as
beautiful asthe evening; you will be ornamented asyou deserve.”

Bianca cast her eye down, unused to compliments from men, even monks. She didn’t ask for the gift, and
had not yet found words to decline it, when Lucreziafastened her grip around the comb and raised it

high.

“May it bring you much happiness,” she said and drove the ivory implement down into the back of the
girl’ slowered head. Shefdt the tines scrape and then dig into the scalp, asfully asthat stone had driven
into the skull of the goose. Bianca de Nevada gasped and her hands fluttered like two dovesin the
gloaming. Shefdl againgt the casement of the window, then dumped back insde the cottage, lost in

shadows. Lucreziaflung the plate of food, uneaten, in the window over the girl’ s corpse, and made her
way with haste back up the hill and toward Montefiore.

| ama qirl who did little wrong

| ama girl who did little wrong.
| courted loneliness to be my lover.
| spoke in tongues to insensible rocks, pretending
Only | their natures could discover.
Each of us wishes more than the world can offer.



The hermit his coffin, the prince his princely coffer.
To thirst for solitude while the carnival rages
Isthe curse of fools or the saintly goal of sages.
Neither a simpleton nor a saint, | suffer

The attentions of my coldly unvarying lover.

She wakes once more

T HE DWARVESwere around her,
swiffling like calts.

“Weleaveyou done,” they said, more or lessin one voice, “and provide you awindow upon the wicked
world, and your vanity betrays you. Thereisnothing but grief out there!l Haven't you learned thisyet?’

She sat up and felt the back of her head, where blood had matted.
“Have you been to Arezzo and back?’ she said. They shook their heads.

“Thefarther we got from you, the less sure we seemed of ourselves,” said Heartless sadly. “Y our kind
imagination of us—asindividuas, with names, of al things—has begun to seem akind of nourishment.
Without your regard, our initiative was sapped.”

“Y ou must get that mirror back and regard yourselves,” shetold them. “Oh, my head hurts so.”

“It would have hurt you worse until it couldn’t hurt you further, had we not come back.” Heartlessheld
out theivory comb. Severa of itstines had broken off, and among those that remained was aresidue of
blood and dried matter and threads of her raven black hair. “ A serried rank of small poisonedstiletti, ”
hesad.

Stll, it was abeautiful thing, even with broken tines.

She steadied herself with a hand to her temple, and then said, “ Y ou aretoo kind, and too.. . . too. . .”
She wanted to saylittle, but that would have been repaying their kindness with rude honesty; she thought
too incomplete, but that also seemed uncharitable. Andtoo attentive waswrong. Without their
attention, she would be dead.

Shedidn’t finish her sentence. They helped her to her feet. Across the room—and didn’t the venison
smel wonderful! Where had that come from?—she saw the silvery fog in the wall, the ova through which
she had once seen Montefiore. She walked over to it and put up her hand to her head, and held theivory
comb gingerly in place, taking care not to scrape her scalp withit.

Shedidn’t know if it was hersdf she was seeing. The reflection was imprecise, varnished with mist; but
there was awoman’ sface therein, and asitslips moved, so Biancamoved hers, asif under aspell.
“Mirror, mirror,” she said. “What isto become of us?’

“What isto become of you, if you don’t take care?’ complained Gimpy.



“We won't be here forever to guide your every step,” snapped Deaf-to-the-World.
“Asif we have nothing better to do,” added MuteM uteM ute.

“We have nothing better to do, damn the fact,” observed Bitter, “but that still doesn’t mean we want to
doit”

“Wewill be hereforever,” said Heartless. “ That’ sthe truth of it. But you, dear Bianca. . .”
Hedidn't finish his sentence, just stood looking at her fondly.

“Y ou must take the mirror back,” said Bianca. “What are you waiting for?'Y ou want to be human
enough, you haveto learn to steal. What was the first act of disobedience but a theft? Let me come with
you, I'll lead you as aband of rogues. The robber queen! | like the notion.”

“Itisn’'t safefor you yet,” said Nextday.
“You'relessthan men,” she said. “How do you know what’ s safe for me?’

They had protected her and she had shamed them. Bitter made arude gesture before the others could
stop him. “We |l go asfar asthe bridge anyway,” said Nextday decisvely. “We |l look to see what we

“| ask your pardon for my crude remarks,” she said, but they paid no attention to her.

A bodice, my darling

S)THEmi rror reveded that the girl had
survived, and the comb clasped to her temple lent afurther beauty against her black hair.

Lucreziadischarged her lady-in-waiting and took to the dressing room hersdlf. With abandon she rooted
through trunks and leathern satchels and thearmadio in the corner until she located what she was
seeking. There had been amasquerade at New Year’s, in January of 1503, when the guests and revelers
al cavorted behind masgues shaped cruddy like human genitals. She had found the affair sumptuoudy
corrupt, and had kept severa of the masksfor their comic or aphrodisiaca effect. She dug up the most
objectionable and, making sure the door to the hallway was shut and bolted, she affixed the creation to
her head by means of apair of leather straps.

It looked crude and terrifying, and she was satisfied. If her turn asaholy fool had not worked, let her
make more of amockery of things.

She could hardly deep that night, in anticipation, and she arose long before dawn. Even Vicente, who
dept poorly, could be heard through the door still moaning in his dreams. She took atorch from the
gable. A horse stamped and whinnied—then nothing but silence. Sheleft the house behind in green
moonlight.

How long had Cesare been dead?—three years, four, and her father only ayear or more than that?



Since then she had turned into amonster—| ook at her, afiend sneaking through the fields beyond
Montefiore with alecherous disguise hidden under the skirt of her tunic. She felt the very blood in her
heels pound, and she had to run along the road, the papier-méché genitals hidden under her gpron
dapping her again and again in the groin, mocking her failure asamother, her lossasasider.

Thistime it was early morning when she cameto the cottage. As before, an enticing aroma suffused the
mysterious clearing, something of eggs and cheese, onions and herbs, and the nutty snap of breskfast de.
How could there be eggs and cheese here, without the cackle of hens or the barracking opinions of a
goat?

Extinguishing her torch in aditch, she paused behind astand of hawthorne. It had blushed into fuller |esf
snce her last vist and gave her enough protection to listen for the sound of voices. And, to be sure, she
waswiseto wait, for she heard aclamor of unfinished male voices. Then, ridiculoudly, the bottom haf of
the severed door opened, and out came creatures that she hesitated to call dwarves, though what else
could they be?

LucreziaBorgiahad dwarvesin her court a Ferrara. Dwarves were amischievous and important
presencein roya society, serving as confidantes, jesters, aides-de-camp, and chaperones. Generaly they
possessed expressions of profound gravity, whatever their socia station or native intelligence; there was
something dignified about how their solid, full-size heads sat without remorse or gpology upon bodies that
had to work harder than most to manage an outsize world. The tendency of dwarf legsto bow, of dwarf
handsto be clumsy at small work—managing broth in a soup spoon, the hilarity!—oh, oh, that wasa
common enough cause of low humor. But even the cheeriest and most self-depreceating dwarf, capering
like an imp, couldn’t shuck off a salf-possession, which left audiences somewhat uneasy, even while
holding their sdesfrom the pain of laughter.

These small men who departed from the cottage in the woods were a different breed of dwarf, froma
different race, perhaps, though what little she could see of their faces suggested they were swarthy,
bearded, compact, like dwarves. It was something else; it was that the shortened torsos and smdl legs
were proportioned differently—neither better nor worse, just differently. These dwarves—six, seven,
eght, shelost count—seemed more like children still forming their milk teeth. Their rib cages were not
barrels but dender butter churns. They talked with one another in alanguage she couldn’t make out—it
seemed to be aRomish language, full of danting vowels and surprising stops and starts. But the smal men
were gone soon, traipsing away from her, and the clearing took on afresher bloom, asif they swept
away with them the last miasmaof night.

She removed her apron and affixed her indecent headdress. Then she hurried to the door and pounded
upon the closed upper haf. Her legs were swathed in leggings, like the tight, flattering crimson appare
that Florentine youths wore, making codpieces a boast, an escutcheon, rounding buttocks to seem as
fervent and inviting as a courtesan’ s cleavage. She could stand like a man—hadn’t she admired enough
men in her time, and learned their pendulums by heart?—and she had an airy tunic to disguise her
breasts, which anyway were bound flat in lengths of cotton.

Thegirl cdled, “Y ou’ ve forgotten something, how kind to knock, but I'm just here with my mea—" and
cameto the door, expecting areturning dwarf. She must have seen the malelegs, for her sentence
stopped, but then she was drawn by courage or curiosity to swing open the top half of the door, and she
stood face-to-face with the obscene reveler.

LucreziaBorgiamarveled at how musica agirl’ s scream could sound. Shetossed her head likeahorse
asit nickers, and the thread-haired scrotum and the half-erect member (cheesecloth wrapped around a
length of toweling) flopped menacingly down over her nose,



Thegirl couldn’'t speak and couldn’t breathe. L ucrezia advanced upon her into the room, and put her
hand as roughly upon the girl’ swaist as she could manage. She pushed Biancaagaingt apost in the
middle of theroom, and flipped the girl’ slong apron up, asif intending to forage between the girl’slegs.
But instead she caught the corners of the gpron and pulled them back around the post, and she ducked
behind and tied the corners together, so the girl was caught, at least momentarily, tied like Saint Sebastian
at thepillar, and in nearly asluscioudy fainting a state.

Lucreziawheeled about again. Her eyesin this cottage worked poorly; wasit the mask, or did the light
bleed improperly from the lamps? She found she could make ot little of the furnishings. Therewas
nothing with which to attack the girl—no poker from the fireplace, no conveniently clawed kitchen
implement. Only afew carved stone tables, or were they sarcophagi >—and a statue of someone very
like Prosarpinain adtting position, munificently holding out an gpple.

The woman turned back and looked at Bianca. The tightened gpron around the girl’ srib cage had
pushed up her small breasts and made them prominent. With aroar Lucrezia pushed her masgued face
againg the girl, rubbing, and the girl sagged againgt the post, which now looked like astalagmite in some
cave.

Lucreziadidn’t want to leave with the job incompl ete thistime, but she thought she heard asound. A
sound, surely? The tramp of small feet? Were those creatures coming back? She wouldn't be caught
here by atribe of midgets. Or wasthat theroar of timein her ears, had she been here longer than she
ought? The girl’ s pale skin was whiter than before—was it cadaverous! Perhaps. Lucreziafled, praying it
might be so.

Two bites from the Apple

B UT THEMiIrror wouldn't let her done,

Try asshe might, shroud it in black lace from Seville, blow out the candlesin the room, close her
eyes—themirror ill gripped her. At last she could take no more, and she positioned hersdlf in front of
its harsh eye, and demanded the truth of it.

She no longer knew, nor even cared to question, whether the shapes reved ed therein were phantasms of
her mind or whether there was amagic at work. She wiped the spittle from her chin—she was chewing
her own lips from rage and frustration—and saw the dwarves reviving the young woman once again.
They loosened the makeshift bodice formed by the tied apron. They settled her upon the floor and
rubbed her wristswith oil of lemon flowers. She could smdll the tang of coastd fruit through the looking
glass, and she gashed her wrist againgt the side of the ornate frame, wanting to beet the offending scene
out of the bowed mirror. But the mirror would have none of it; it showed her Biancade Nevada until it
was through. 1t showed how young she became, when refreshed by the dwarves; how the color stole
back into her cheeks, and her anthracite hair bloomed more luxurious than ever, and her limbs, flexing for
circulation, the more perfect and admirable than ever. And her life more hersthan ever.

Lucreziawatched as the dwarves presented the girl with asmall leather sack drawn closed with a cord.
Thegirl opened it and a splash of water flowered in her lap. She withdrew a handful of coins, which she
set asde, inabowl held up by areclining statue. Lucreziafelt ascading of gorgein her gullet.



So shefell back, at lagt, to the tradition perfected by her ancestors. What alibrary of recipesthey’d
amassed—poisons that had killed cardinals and princes, dukes and their wives, inconvenient lovers
overstaying their welcome.

When Cesare had abducted Caterina Sforzaat Forli, he' d wrested from her the secrets of her signal
achievement, aveleno attermine, which promised perfect deep. But Lucrezia Borgiawould improve
upon thisunfailingly reliable decoction. She' d assure her own ascendancy while dooming the durable
child to death at last. She' d use thelast Apple brought from Agion Oros, useit for her redemption and
Bianca sdownfdl a the sametime. The samefruit that killed Biancawould give L ucreziamastery
unfathomable. Perhaps even the wisdom to adjust the mistakes of time, to correct the past.

She had seen what a bite of the Apple had done to the stone-faced beast. A mere dice of it had given the
creature amouth, an upright posture, the talent to pass through stone. What might it do for a person more
meagnificently human than most?

The mirror, maddening one minute, was helpful the next. Lucrezia began to redizethat it derted her when
the dwarves were ready to leave. They would begin to appear in garb more clearly like human garments.
They congtructed aclumsy box with wheds and shafts, and practiced hauling it about. They wereona
campaign of some sort. What were they up to? No mind, never mind; enough that they were gone.

<

She couldn’t guess the colloquy the dwarves engaged in: whether to behave astheir kind didn’t behave,
to leave behind the moradly neutral state of their natures and commit amore human act. Lucreziadidn’t
associate the stone dog to whom she' d offered the Apple and the dwarves who had gone on to eat the
rest of it. She was an unwitting Eve. But now they were on their own. They would take the mirror,
without permission, and damn the cost. They wanted to keep Bianca safe.

She wouldn’t be acrone thistime, nor play the role of awaggish courtier. She would face the child in
finery. She had Primaverawring the juice from ten lemons and work it into her fair hair. If Bianca, sars
glowing in the highlights of her midnight hair, would preen as Hecate, L ucreziawould pounce as Aurora
She sat on the top step of the flight above the loggia, turning her tressesin the strengthening sun. Summer
would be here before long; she would reign as the goddess of dawn. The peacocks screamed at the
competition; she threw her head back and answered them.

Thetime came at last. She plucked the Apple from the silver sem—the second of the reported three, the
third said by Vicente to be hidden in the treasury of the Doge.

The Apple sat in abronze dish like something pagan. Had L ucreziaamore fanciful mind shewould have
supposed it to be humming at alevel just below the threshold of the human ear to comprehend. But fancy
was for servants and infants, and poison was the real work at hand. She set about with the tools of her
trade to re-create, in the darkest way she could, al-iksir.

Roots of mandrake, aknife with ahandle made from human pelvis carved into obscene figures, amortar
and pestle for the mashing of savorless mushrooms, adrop of Fra Ludovico’'s communion wine for
perverson, an dembic, asmal fire underneath it in which shefed scraps of human hair, bitsof thegirl’s
old childhood garments, aletter from Marialnésto Vicente, feathers of geese, and alive mouse she'd
caught by overturning awater bucket. (The mouse escaped with asinged tail.) But the crucid ingredient
of choice was quicksilver, crushed and refined in acrucible, then reduced into a more docile and
transparent state through the private adchemy for which her family was known.

She varnished one hdf of the Apple with the poison—the haf toward which the last remaining Slver leaf
pointed, like atrembling needle. Thetight, unwithering red skin of the holy fruit took the application
sympathetically; indeed, only by the closest peering could she see thefaint line that marked the edge of



the brushwork.
One sde, holy improvement; the other, an instant degth.

The world was s0 easy to face with atoal like thisin her hand.

She dressed carefully, findly, in the richest gown she happened to have on hand, and tied ropes of pearls
about her waist and looped other strands of pearlsthrough her hair. Then she flung open Vicente' s
wardrobe and pulled from a hook a crimson cloak that had belonged to Maria Inés de Castedo y
Nevada Lucreziadidn't know if Biancawould recognize the garment, but it felt superb to dress hersdf in
it. Thefit was perfect.

She swept through thesal one, startling Primavera, who was just getting around to opening the wooden
panels at the windows. The old woman crossed herself and followed asfast as her legs alowed.

Lucreziaflung open the door onto theloggia. Fra L udovico was carting armloads of brilliant yellow
ginestra to theroofless chapel. “Looks like our Duchessais off to market,” he said, but at a second
glance he added, “and she intends tobuy the market. Where on earth are you going?’ Her look was so
venomous and straitened that without delay he flung down the blossomsin two intersecting lines, making
aydlow crosson the ground. It didn’t hold her back. Shetrod upon it and kept going.

Appearing at the corner of the house, Vicente was on hisway to continue his search. Daily hewas
making ever wider circuits out from the house, and one day he knew he would not come back. Now he
gasped and fell into afit of catarrh, raising his saff againgt her. That very cloak. “Villain,” he said, or tried
to, hisvoice merely athrottle of phlegm in histhroat.

“Bother,” she answered, digtractedly. “Who can tell me where Michdotto is?’

Vicente wouldn’'t and Fra Ludovico wouldn’t and PrimaveraVecchia couldn't even if she wanted to.
Lucreziafound her son by hersdlf, loitering in the sheepfold at the bottom of the dope. She proposed that
he escort her into the woods for awalk. She was eager to see the rura springtime flowers. She would
have company, and ayoung man’sarm, as she didn’t want to dip into abog or tread upon a snake.

“You aretoo lovely towak in thewoods,” he said cautioudly.

“Then let the woods improve themsdves as | passhy.”

The cottage came into view. Miche otto seemed surprised to find it; perhaps he didn’t remember having
seen it before? Or who might live within? No matter. Lucrezia paused at the edge of the clearing and
said, “Let’s pause, have abiteto eat, youand |.”

She withdrew from an inner pocket of the cloak a portion of cheese, asmdll loaf of bread, and the
Apple, which waswrapped in acoppery silk cloth for safekeeping.

“I don’'t carefor bread or cheese,” said Michdotto, “though the Apple looks fine enough.”
“The Appleisn't for you,” shesaid. “But isn't it gppetizing?’

She held it up, and her own hunger for it began to gnaw & her. Theair in the clearing fell till, and the
bees about the doorway of the dwarves' cottage seemed to cease their noisy commerce with flowers.

“Please” hesad. “I rarely ask you for anything.”
“Eat the bread if you're hungry,” she said again. “The Appleisfor another.”



“Who?" he asked, and sheredized that, just possibly, he didn’t see the cottage before them. What a
ligbility adanted mind was.

At last, cursing mildly below his breath, he grabbed the bread and broke a segment off, and fitted a hunk
of cheese upon it, and ate the two together, his eyes on the Apple dl the while. It took little enough time
for hiseyesto grow heavy, as she knew they mugt. Still, waiting, she was dmost driven mad hersdlf by
therosy scent of the Apple.

Then Michelotto stretched, and yawned happily, and fell to the ground, heavy aslead. Shewaited a
minute or two, and shook him roughly, but her labors over the bread had proved effective. He didn't stir.
Had she amind to, she could have diced his heart out of hischest and held it up for review, and he
would never have awakened until the sedation wore off. How helpful to have ataent for cooking.

She got up and walked to the door of the dwarves cottage, and rapped upon it with impertinence.
“I am told not to open the door to anyone,” came the voice of Bianca de Nevada from within.

“And asengble precaution, in these times,” said LucreziaBorgiain her own voice. “1 hear tell of men
abusing the lonely maidensin their cow stals and convent cellsaround here. But I'm afriend of your
family’s, and I’'m in sorest need. Y ou may remember me or you may not; you may think of mewell or ill;
it doesn’t bother me. But my companion hasfalenill, and | want a scupper of water to revive him.”

She could hear Bianca pause.
“Thereiswater in every stream,” shesaid.

“I don't havethetime, and | don't want to leave him aone here. Rogues roam the countrysidein these
periloustimes. Weren't you bothered by someone yoursdlf, recently? For the love of mercy, Bianca,
open the door and at least pass me aflask of water; | ask for nothing more than that.”

Such small charity couldn’t be denied atraveler in need, Lucreziaknew, and Biancawas forced to open
the top half of the door.

“Oh,” she cried as Lucrezia had known she must. “Not you, no,” and she went to dam the pandl shuit.
But Lucrezia nudged an ebow in and stopped her, and pointed wanly at her son, ensnaring the girl’s
attention through her ingtinct for good works.

“Micheotto, Michelotto. What has happened. I'll fetch water—”
She disappeared for amoment and brought back a small earthenware flagon.

L ucrezia accepted the water without comment and crossed to the body of the boy, which looked
convincingly crumpled and lifeless. She knew that water would revive him shortly. She had only a handful
of ingtantsin which to finish her task. Gently sheraised hishead onto her 1ap and used afinger to work
his mouth open. She dribbled alittle water onto histongue. Some of it trickled out the corners of his
mouth, making him seem more like his dack-jawed sdlf, even though comatose.

“Isherecovering?’ asked Bianca. She hadn’t come outside. She' d been well warned by those dwarves.
But her hands twisted at the top of the locked lower portion of the door, worrying.

“Hemay, intime,” said Lucrezia. “I’m glad | remembered you were here, Biancade Nevada. | had
heard about it, but hardly believed it.”

“Who knew such athing?’ said Biancawarily.



“Y our father.”

Biancadrove the hedls of both hands into the sockets of her eyes. Her spine shook and her garment
dipped off one shoulder. “Don’t speak to me of my father,” she said, when she could talk. “He madeit
his career to leave me, when | needed him. He took hisinstruction from you and your brother, when he
might have stood up to you. He might have taken mewith him. Y ou lie to me, you old woman.”

LucreziaBorgiacouldn’'t be moved by the sentiment, nor could she forgive the insult. Old woman.Old.
But she smiled with the wiles of athousand years, and said, “A child will rail againgt theinevitable, and
then, asan adult, will learn that the inevitable can be avoided. My dear, you are marooned in amagical
grave, atumulus of ancient embittered spirits, and you refuse to emerge, out of fear and horror of the
world, and of me, But I am atoning for having borrowed your father from you. I’ ve come to withdraw
you from your grave, to restore you to life and to your father. Vicente de Nevada has come back to
Montefiore. He' s there now. He has sent me here to collect you. He has sent his proof.”

She unfolded from the sepal-like corners of the cloth the magnificent Apple. “Hereiswhat he hasfound
for us, the treasure he was dispatched to collect al those years ago. Though we need it no longer, it
retainsitsholy magic. It will release you the rest of theway into your life, and you can come with me.
When Micheotto awakes we will, the three of us, return to Montefiore, and reunite you with your
fether.”

L ucreziahad been speaking without design, by ingtinct, but she could see by the widening of thegirl’s
eyesthat she had put into words some silly belief the girl held. “I don’'t know why | should trust you,”
Biancasaid at last, but her chin yearned forward, out of her tomb, and her voice was soft. She was ill
S0 young, so foolish. Petty ignorance has its charm, to be sure.

“I'll show you I mean you no harm,” said Lucrezia. “Y our father brought this holiest of sacred totems for
Cesare, but it can do him no good; heisdead, and his corpserotsin agraveyard in Navarre. But let it do
you good, and me besides. Look, | will show youit’'ssafe; | will eat some of it myself.”

She hdd it up in the sun, and turned the leaf so it pointed toward Bianca de Nevada. Then she daked her
own hunger with asingle bite from the unvarnished side of the holy fruit.

She couldn’'t say how shefelt; she had seldom had words for happiness. Happiness was a cruel hoax,
usudly, eclipang momentarily the true sour nature of the world. Y et now she had amoment of rankest
hope, that perhaps benegath the shining aspect of the world there was adark richness, avein of clarifying
joy. Shewaited for thegiubilo immenso to pass, for that isthe nature of visions; they damto aclose and
then, my dears, that isthat. Better not to have had them at dl. But the moment lingered until it wasn't a
moment, or she wasingde the moment in away o full it had infinite richesto it, agpects of immortaity
her usua apprehension denied her . . .

Like the sun coming out unexpectedly on a prospect of lagoon, lighting the surface of the water on fire
with white, and someone like Cesare coming forward on the quay.

Micheotto burbled behind her insensibly, and she knew that time was passing, she knew it must be,
though she couldn’t fed it. She smiled more genuinely than she expected to, and held out the Appleto
Biancade Nevada

“Oh, you try too,” she said.

The girl held thefruit in both hands and trained her eyes upon Lucrezia. “Y ou are known for your
poison,” shesaid, “but if God would will it, I would rather be removed from aworld in which you canlie
to meso.” Shebit from the side, the silver leaf trembling. Miche otto sat up suddenly and retched al over



himsdlf. Bianca dropped the Apple and her eyesdid up into her skull.

The ova window

W HETHER I Tbe the highest of holy

days or the day a comet smites agranary, the farm chores always need to be done. Despite the shock of
seeing L ucrezia Borgiain glamorous dudgeon, the household had gotten on with itsday. FraLudovico
and Primaverawere down in thefields, FraLudovico to perform ablessing over the spring planting,
Primaverato supply some pastries and ale to thecontadini. No longer interested in his estate, Vicente
had taken a small bark onto the mirrored surface of Lago Verde, and he stirred at the muddy bottom of
the water, trying to didodge any corpse he might find.

Montefiore had stood undefended.

So the dwarves had comein, without invitation, and made their way with some effort up the flight of steps
to the piano nobile and through the door. It wasn't their noses so much astheir earsthat turned their
steps leftward beyond the entrance hall, because the glass made a sound of rippling, akind of crystaline
lapping. They could hear it sag. They weren't so far beyond their earlier selvesthat they had lost that

capacity.
Thereit was. The mirror waited for them. They till had a choice.

Getting it down from the wall was harder, though, than it looked. Nextday decided at |ast to enter the
wall and unhook it from behind, and |et the other dwarves wait before the fireplace and catch it. But he
couldn’t enter the wadll; it ressted, a convincing otherness, separate from him. Hefelt asif he couldn’t
breathe for an ingtant, and the dread was full and interesting in itself; he rather liked it. But the job was
neither to panic nor to observe how to avoid panic, but to get the mirror. So at last they pulled atable
over from the center of the room and scrambled onto it.

In the end, they managed dl right, and the mirror was removed from the place it had hung the past
decade or two—amere breath in their long life, but apainful breath, aheld breath; and they felt coarser,
richer, more devious, more themsalves, to have it back among them.

Nextday found alength of fabric to blind the mirror’ seye. They carried it out as minerswill carry afdlen
brother, among them; there was something corpsdlike about the dight bulge of the glass beneath the
shroud. It was stored in the whedlbarrow, and Gimpy, the roundest among them, got in with it, to cushion
it with the softness of hisbelly.

They began to sing, merrily for them, as they made their way from Montefiore. A rooster crowed, adog
or two barked tympanically; the winds contributed atona sostenuti. It felt good to be unformed, ready,

capable of posshility.
No one saw them come or go.

Intime, they reached their lair, which to them had never looked like a cottage, nor hardly acave, but was
gill home, with dl the musty copralitic warmth and persondity of home. The glamour of the mirror, even



behind its shroud, commanded their attention, and they were well into their fourth or fifth argument about
how and where the splendor should be set, and in what waysto revel about its recovery, when they
finaly stumbled upon the body of Biancaand took her for dead.

They began to weep and curse. Not for love of her, particularly, but because their transaction had been
compromised. The mirror had come at too stiff aprice, and whilethey had it, it wasn't free and clear. So
Nextday tore the shroud off the mirror and they looked at themsdlves therein.

They were seven or eight or nine small men, bleeding obstinately toward some kind of humanity, stuck in
aprocess of change that they could no longer vary. They might have used their mirror as an escape
hatch, to ask it the single correct question, the only question amirror ever cares about: not who did |
used to be, nor who am | now, but who am | to become?—for the secret act of light that firesamirror is
this A mirror’ simageisawaysforward of the truth by an ingtant or so. While a question isformulating—
Who isthe fairest of us all,say, orHow many crow’ s feet can | pretend not to have today? orlsthis
the face of a murderer? —the mirror aways knows the answer before the question is asked.

The dwarves had hobbled out of their stony natures partly by accident and somewhat by design, but they
had hoped, at |ast, to be able to choose whether to consider the experiment afailed one, and if s0, to
retreat into their lost selves, and subside, insensate, insensible even. But now they couldn’t empty their
pockets of memory, of irritation, of regret or conundrum, of paradox or paradise. They were trapped by
the laws of their own devisng.

Fedling the old moments silting away, Nextday took his all-but-human hands and put them upon the
bowed glass of the mirror. He was able at |east to remove the glass from the poisonous quicksilver
behind it. However, he could no longer absorb the congtituent parts of glassinto his skin. He was | ft
with along ovd of glassthat could reflect nothing—along anonymous shield, barren of deceit. The
looking glass, clear enough now, without the looking aspect.

Putting the glass down, he huffed and g ected aknob of mucus, and his back bent over. He looked asiif
he would vomit with grief, but he didn’t. He dropped his head lower and scratched in the ground for
something, and histail hung in dejection.

The others set about to construct a coffin for Bianca de Nevada, and partly from sorrow—for their
sadness strengthened as they began to recognize their castaway status—and partly for punishment, they
st the glass from the mirror into the lid of the coffin, so the girl’ s beautiful form could decompose asthey
watched, and asit rotted, their own indictment and incarceration would be more fully nailed upon them
too.

| am a woman who killed for love

| am a woman who killed for love.
| am a woman who killed for lack of love.

The mirror declares that the twin accusations are equal.
| am the black dove who pecks at the coffin
Wanting to manage a morereliable insult,

To chew her eyesfromtheir sockets, say, to wring
The hair from her head, to desecrate the silk



Of her unblemished skin in the way that birds do best.

Reflections

T HERE WASN0 Apple l&ft, for when she

fel, the Applerolled into the door behind her. | didn’t think to try to reclaim it until | wasthirty or forty
feet away, hustling that duggish goose of agooseboy up the dope. When | turned back, uncertain, | saw
that the house had disappeared. There was smply atumulusin aglade. Shadows of blue and granite.
Traces of winter’ ssnow lingered inlong driations, like the thin fingers of ancient women who refuseto
clasp their handsin prayer and decently die. There was no door, no smoking chimney, and al | could
smell waslesf rot and mold, and the wet earth waking up again.

Michelotto, small miracle of contradictions, was chéttier as we came closer to Montefiore, and began to
ask about the cottage in the forest. | hadn’t thought he noticed it, or remembered it a al if hedid notice
it, but he seemed darified in mind. Asif hisepisode in acomahad given hisfeeble mind a better rest than
it was used to getting. “A girl lived there” hesaid. “And | spoketo her.”

“Oh, yes,” | said, “I’'m sure there was. When you were little you used to speak to the geese, and you
claimed they spoketo you too.”

“They did,” hesad. “They told me many thingsthat | didn’'t understand.”
“Fascinating and marvel ous. What secrets do geese know?”’
“Who they like and who they didike. Among the other geese, | mean.”

“I see. A hierarchy among the gaggle. I’ m sure that was spdllbinding to listen to. Look sharp, you clot,
you'retrampling in the mud.”

“They aso mentioned who they liked among the humans. They didn’t care much for you, for instance.”
“Wadll, | cared for them dearly, especidly when braised with red wine and currants from Corinth.”
“They said you will listen to no one but yoursdlf.”

“Well, you listen to the geese and the wind and the farting of frogs, you do the hard work for me.”
“They said you would listen to them someday.”

“Havethey anything interesting to tell me?’

“I don't know,” he said, but in acomplicated tone, asif he might have meant! don’t know if they do, but
he might also have meant! don’t know whether you will find it interesting, but others would.

“It was Bianca,” hethen said. “ Bianca de Nevada, who used to live with us.”

“Isthat s0.” But | didn’t care to speak about Bianca, nor to allow the memory to take hold in hisusualy
incurious shell of amind. So | took hishand, and | let my middle finger trail acrossthe center of hispam,



asfaintly as| could manage given we were lighting out cross-country. He took a swig of bregth, being
gartled in anew direction, and my effortswere fruitful. | turned to smilea him and said, “Y ou have
grown to such aman, my Michelotto. If we knew each other better | might be a better mother to you.”

Inthislight vein | dragged him away from the subject of Biancaand turned severa keysin that
ill-regulated apparatus of a human being that had not been turned before. Raising achild is hard work,
I’'vefound; and thisiswhy I’ ve seldom kept myself to the task. But moment by moment, asaresponsible
parent is able, one must help the young fledgling to encounter more adult arenas of engagement.

The house was gill empty. The pagan rites that attended the sowing of the fields were well under way
and, | understood, would last into the night, when abonfire of last year’ s rubbish would announce the
satisfactory preparation of thisyear’ s crops. | pulled Michelotto into the house and tutted him for the
barnyard smdll. “Y ou are old enough to perfume yoursalf with something more redolent than goose shit,”
| said. “Oh, it falsto me, | see, to teach you how to clean yoursdlf up for awoman. Take off thosefilthy
clothes and throw them out the window to be burned. Y our days as a gooseboy are over, my dear.”

| was busy watching him, though he seemed wary enough—and that was agood thing; it suggested he
hadn’t been initiated into the holy mysteries of sex by the duts and bored soldiers' widowsin the hamlet
below.

| have aways liked to watch a man remove his clothes. The faint modesty that al men evince—once or
twice in on€e' s career with them anyway—makes their bodies the more beautiful to behold, when at last
thetunic is hauled over the shoulders and the loin wrapping is untucked and kicked away. | madeto give
him a semblance of privacy, and turned to fuss over the heeting water. But there wasthe mirror inwhich |
would glimpse his handsome form, because mirrors don’t lie about men, only women.

It wasthen that | saw the mirror was gone. Michelotto’ s emergence from the clothes of his childhood had
distracted me. | wailed from arage| didn’t understand. Maybe it was ssimply that I’ d been denied the
right to hear from the mirror that she was dead. It was al | would have wanted, to look at the mirror and
See nothing but mysdf.

Micheotto worried himsdlf over me, and came forward to calm mein my distress. | suppose | was
keening, and it made him uncomfortable. He didn’t know what he was doing. Anyway, there was no
mirror to see.

H E WASout in the forest, higher up than

usud, and the plains of Umbriastretched below in their pulsing washes of green and gold, brown and
blue, beyond. He looked to the west, to seeif he could find the roofs of Montefiore glinting in the noon
sun, but the trees, on the dopes where he guessed his house should be, had comeinto the full leaf of late

Soring.

He came upon the casket first. Itstop was clear aswater. He looked down at it, and wiped away a
scattering of spring pollen. The smeared powder gave the glass agreenish tinge, and for aminute he felt



he was looking into abox of ice, or the clearest river water, for thefigureinside seemed tofloat ina
current. Then he realized thiswas merely atrick of the glass, the way that glass playswith and distorts

light.

Hewasn't surprised to see that the figure resembled his daughter, Bianca, for in the months and years
since his escape from Agion Oros, most of the people of the world reminded him of her oneway or
another, either by startling contrast or by painful smilarity. He had never seen acorpse in aglass-topped
coffin, and that was surprise enough for the day. That the corpse should imitate his daughter sesemed only
fitting; what other more crucia business had a corpse to attend to, when you comeright down to it?

He hauled part of afdlen tree trunk to a convenient place and settled himself uponit. He had nothing
better to do; he had been able to decide no other coursefor hislife to take. He hadn’t been able to
return for any length of time to a Montefiore without Bianca, and the rest of the world lacked savor. So
he came and went, an itinerant on aquest without shape. He didn’t mind resting for awhile, keeping an
eyeonthefigureinacoffin.

Herested, and couldn’t decide to move on. In the hours or days that followed, he began, dowly, to
redize that he wasn't done. Seven smal men and arather large dog began to be seen about the coffin.
He couldn’'t dwaystell when they came or went, but he had a sense that even when he couldn’t see
them, one of them was aways present. They didn’t talk to him, but from time to time they bowed and
shuffled in hisdirection.

The dog came up and put its head in Vicente slap. He scratched it behind the ears, courteoudy enough,
but in time he shooed the mongrel away. He had never liked dogs much.

e1519



T HE YEARShad shunted past, and life

had never resumed in the way it ought to have done. When she was thirty-three, LucreziaBorgiad Este
ordered an inventory of her ornaments. Rosaries, enameled buckles, hundreds of pearls, broaches of
finely wrought silver, clasps and combs beyond figuring. And asingle slem asif from an gpple tree, made
inwhat appeared to be the finest silver, though in three places where rubies as large as apples might once
have hung, dots of black tarnish proved resstant to any means of removal.

In 1514 Lucrezia suffered terrible wounds with the birth of Alessandro, who entered the world with a
huge head. It was amercy that he died ayear or so later. Anyway, he was survived by his new sigter,
Eleonora, and was replaced by another son ayear later. Lucreziapaid acall on one of her favorite
lovers, Francesco Gonzaga, to find him supine and withered, attended by severa greyhounds and a pet
dwarf upholstered in brocade. She showed him her new baby—named Francesco—but she wondered if
she had named the baby precipitoudy, for Francesco Gonzaga was troubled by the French pox. Though



he was being treated with mercury, taken interndly, he seemed in danger of losing his handsome noseto
rot. Hewasn't interested in her new baby. She didn’t visit the sick man again.

Another new pope was elevated, in time. Thisone cast hislot with the resurgent Medici. The campaigns
in northern and centrd Italy swept back and forth with the usud shifting of alegiances, granting of
concessons, revocations of treaty, accusations of betraya. The winds from the north, thetramontana
and thesirocco, had anyone the noseto detect it, carried the first whiffs of Protestant objection to papa
vice and corruption. In 1517 Martin Luther nailed the ninety-five theses on the door of Wittenberg Castle
Church. Strong stuff.

In Lucrezid srepose at the Belvedere on an idand in the Po near the Castel Teda do, intimates and
prospective lovers and her husband discussed these matters over the fine strong broth known as
chocolate, the beans for which the Genoese navigator had discovered fifteen years earlier in the spice
idandsin the seas weeks west of Lisbon. The sun seemed as secure in the sky as ever. It wasn't, though.

L ucreziabecame quamish about everlasting life, which, as her energiesbegan to fail her, was of
increasing concern. How had her obsession with an ignorant farm girl brought her to such grief? How had
she squandered the very Apples of Eden—if such, indeed, they were—on an act of revenge and hatred?
The convents and hospitals she had founded, the pious works tedioudy entered into and sometimes
compl eted—these works of mercy seemed insufficient when posted againgt her crimes. Acedia chief

among them.

Pregnant for the el eventh timein 1518, she spent her autumn nourishing the fetus with pastries, sugared
fruits, honey by the spoonful, roasted nuts seasoned with st from the Venetian suppliersat Cervia. She
grew plumper than usua and feared that the next baby would have the same large head as Alessandro, or
even larger, and that the force of its passage would split her asunder.

Within amatter of months she lost not only Francesco Gonzaga, as expected, but aso her mother.
Lucrezia had never been close to Vannozza Cattanei, and so the shock she experienced at the news of
her mother’ s desth was unexpected. She found herself lighting candlesin chapels whose adornments she
had commissioned but whose doors she had seldom darkened. She remembered leaving her mawkish
mother when she was only eleven, and the mean-spirited glee she' d felt about it. She recalled succumbing
to the lure of Vatican Rome, the mobs, the ceremonia parades, the glints of color, the pageantry of
power—how drab all that seemed, considered now against the tears her mother had bothered to shed at
Lucrezia s breezy departure.

AsLucrezid s confinement neared the end, she removed hersdlf to Belriguardo, one of herluoghi de
ddlizie, pavilionsof ddight. It wasn't ascore of milesfrom Ferrara, but when she arrived and inspected
the frescoed chambers, the cloistered gardens, the choice meals laid out to tempt her appetite, she turned
away. She decided she would go to Montefiore instead, and settlein to give birth there, and pretend to
be the widow of afarmer, with another kind of life.

She lay beneath sumptuous trappings of cobat blue and gold, tossing and turning in her sheets of silvery
slk. The physician would not alow her to travel. She was too near to term, she had had too many
problemsin the past.| have had problemsin the past, shereplied in her own mind,and they all center
around my appetite to know everything.

Had she been afarmer’ s wife—had she been Vicente' swifel—instead of the daughter of a pope, she
might have had humbler tastes. She dashed the wine upon the floor and asked for clear mountain water
ingtead. Shelaughed at the sight of the hefty haunches of the chambermaid who had to wipe up the mess.

| saw one bite of the Apple turn aheadless dog into a squat man-cub, she remembered, a creature who



took the Apple when offered and | eft with it into the chimney wall. | nibbled one smdl bite mysdf—and it
hasn’t changed me dramatically. | have had no immunity from illness or sorrow, and | hear the doctors
murmur in the antechamber. Maybe | needed more of the thing—with my wretched past, one smdl bite
wastoo little. | need more.

Then she raised herself up on an elbow and recalled that one Apple remained. It was in the protection of
the Doge of Venice, someone who had professed, from adistance, an admiration for LucreziaBorgia
That was sensible enough, for Venice was within striking distance of Ferrara, scarcely aday’ stravd if the
roads were good, the brigands busy €l sewhere, and the weather hel pful.

She had dways meant to return to Venice, and now sheredized it wasn't Montefiore but Venice that
cdled her. Thefinal Applewould heal her, would kill the child within her womb if such were needed. It
would grant her some measure of fuller life than she, even with al her advantages of beauty and birthright,
had ever managed.

She cdled upon the midwives, the surgeon, her confessor, and, an afterthought, her husband, and
declared her intentionsto take aretinue to Venice. The heat of the summer was dmost upon them, she
said, and the breezes off the Adriatic would cam her, would sing her new baby through the canal on
easng tides.

“Yes,” said Alfonso, looking down his strong hooked nose at her, eager to be el sewhere. He glanced a
the confessor and made amotion: Confer the gppropriate blessings and administer the sacrament of
Extreme Unction. If she continuesto fail, we'll petition the Pope to send amore senior prelate, as befits
her station.

Shetried toflail at them, to rip the dressings of her bedstead.

Alfonso patted the pillow and blessed her mildly and without conviction, and withdrew his hand before
she could hiteit.

Her labor pangs began shortly thereafter, and the desth knells sounded on her horizon. They weren't
immediate but they were imminent; they were nextday. She wouldn't givein, though, until she had risen
from her bed and made her way through the watery highways of Venice, to greet the Doge a his paazzo
and bargain or beg or stedl that Apple that rightly belonged to her.

Decades earlier, some hack of apoet seeking to make areputation of his own by sullying hers had caled
her a Thais. He' d embellished beyond recognition her appetite for venom, lust, and vengeance. A Thals,
aRoman harridan, amaenad, amurderess, acorrupt and unforgivable harpy. Once she had laughed in
delight at the sound of her fierce reputation. But she wouldn't be unforgivable; she would seeto that. She
would find thefind Appleand lunge at it before it wastoo late. Learning dl therewasto know at last,
she would find agood reason to forgive hersdlf her random sins and well-cloaked crimes, and ensure she
would beforgiven in the afterlife aswell.

She wasthirty-nine.

Fireand ivy




SrUCK Aswedl arein the maw of time,

the dwarves|earned to age, and discovered anew variety of patience, onethat required effort. Around
the glass-lidded coffin they kept their vigil, even after the eyesight of Vicente de Nevada begantofail,
and hismemory to falter, and he returned to the hilltop bier with infrequency, and then not at all.

Springs came and went, interspersed with sequences of summer, autumn, and winter, in aregular pattern
that, the dwarves decided, wasn't dl that hard to follow. Their beards grew longer and grayer, and
Gimpy showed up once with apair of black scissors.

“Where did you get those?” asked Deaf-to-the-World.

“| bargained for them from a shoemaker,” hereplied. “1 did hard labor for aweek, tanning lesther ina
foul warehouse, and for my efforts| was repaid with thisimplement.”

“What isit for?’

“Our beards are growing into the soil. Haven't you noticed?’” Gimpy wandered about the clearing and
snipped off the beards at waist height. Indeed, some of the dwarves had been rooting in the soil. The dog
alone seemed imperviousto hair growth, or maybe it was that he shed.

“What else are scissors good for?” asked Heartless.

“Oh, well,” said MuteM uteM ute, looking around. “1 suppose we could cut back the ivy growing over the
coffin”

No one could not think of areason to protest, not even Bitter, so the dwarves, enjoying the mobility they
hadn’t redized they’ d been lacking, gathered about the bier. Deef-to-the-World, Tasteless, Heartless,
Blindeye, and Bitter clutched handfuls of ivy and hauled it back. Gimpy and MuteM uteM ute took turns
snipping. Once they’ d been accustomed to breathing through solid stone, and now they found gardening
strenuous work. Well, they were aging too. Tastelesswas losing his black-and-gold teeth, one by one,
and Blindeye complained that white smears were beginning to cloud hisvision.

When they had finished, they laid to one Sde apile of dead ivy the Sze of asmdl house.

Midsummer day was approaching, 1519, and more of the world’ s timel essness was evaporating by the
hour. MuteM uteM ute fished from his pocket atin box with ahot cod insde, and used the cod to light
the older, browner parts of ivy. Within a short time the burning vines became a beacon on the hill, and
they smoked al day, until by sunset they had attracted attention.

The gooseboy, Michelotto, came thrashing through the summer growth. He was still agooseboy, though
he was twenty-two now. His shoulders were less hunched. Perhaps due to having enjoyed a hearty if
belated introduction to the joys of the flesh, Michelotto was pleased that hisright leg no longer trailed.
Indeed, he was a specimen of surprising beauty. He had Lucrezid s aguiline nose and shapely chin, and
hiseyeswerealiquid gray, water in a pewter goblet.

“You make afireto cal mehere?’ he asked.

Away from the farms and villages, the dwarves were rarely addressed by ahuman. It took their earsa
short time to remember how to decipher syllables.

“Wemakeafireto burntheivy,” said Heartless.



“Oh, but look,” said Michdotto. “It doesn’t seem to be burning.”

Michelotto seemed to be right. Anyway, he was more human than they, so the dwarves paid attention.
They could seethat the fire was burning. The leaves of the ivy seemed green as ever, though perhapsit
was merely that they hadn’t burned long enough. Leave it to ahuman to fiddle over such minute
diginctionsasburned ornot burned in ameatter of so few moments.

Michelotto went down on his knees before the coffin and leaned acrossit. He breathed on the glass and
rubbed it with his hand.

“Isthe box full of someone?’ he asked. “I can’t rub away the mist.”
Stoneheart said, “ She waitsin our time, while we have moved on into hers.”
“It'samaiden, then,” said Michelotto, more or less gpprovingly. The dwarves nodded.

Micheotto pressed his hands againgt the lid and felt asif for aspring lock release. “But the glassisvery
pure” hesad. “I can't seewhat isindde, for something like breath clouds the insgde of the glass. But the
breeth makes asilvery beaded backing, and the ova glass doesthework of amirror. Try as| might, al |
can seeismysf.”

“That isever the trouble with human beings,” snapped Bitter. The other dwarves|ooked a him with
surprise. “Wdl, what of yourself do you see?” he continued, “if you must go on about it s07’

“Not very much,” said Michelotto, “and that’ sthe sorry truth. There’ snot al that much of meto see” He
amiled at himsdf, though, forgivingly, and with atouch of his mother’ s sdf-admiration.

“May | open the box and view the corpse?’ said Michelotto after awhile. “ Arethesetheremains of a
saint, like Lucy of Narni? Perhaps a necessary holinesswould be conferred upon me, and my menta
downess would be corrected. I'm surer of thought than | used to be, but even so, | could do with any
blessing.”

“She has theinnocence of asaint,” said Gimpy, “but she’ s only ayoung woman who has dipped
Sdeways afew feet, into another realm.”

“Stll, I'd like to have her blessing, even if sheis dead. Will the body gtink after al thistime?’
“Little offendsus” said Tastdess, shrugging.

“Isittime?’ asked Heartless. “Isit time dready? We have been here only snce morning, surdly! I've
hardly had a chance to contemplate.”

Helifted hisnose and sniffed and listened. Severd tearstracked into his beard, which was now more
white than red. “ The old threat is hearing the kndll of bells cdling for afunera Mass,” hesaid. “The next
danger may be kneeling here before us, for dl | know. The only way to be kept from danger isto be
kept dead, and all we decided to do wasto try to keep her from the one who would destroy her then.
Let life go ahead and destroy her now, in anew and novel way. We have no right to forbid it.”

Michelotto took this as permission to continue, and with more dedicated efforts, he worked at the clasps
and hasps that secured the lid to the coffin. The dwarvesdidn’'t help. They stood back.
Deaf-to-the-World backed into the fiery mountain of ivy, and yel ped.

Michelotto laughed—silly little men!—and wrestled the lid, at last, avay.



Heleaned over and looked at Bianca de Nevada, and his bresth stung in his chest.

“She hasn’t changed aday,” he said. “And | remember her now, and the fate that befell her. She was my
friend, my Bianca, my good true friend. How has she cometo rest like a painted marble beauty in this
box of wood and glass?’

“Y our mother took every step she could manage to destroy her,” said Blindeye. “Here shelies, though,
richasrain. lsn't she ddicate?’

Michelotto |eaned over the box. The girl was unblemished and incorruptible. Her hair had grown in the
box, and made for her asort of black pool of netting, in which her pale face and her pale hands floated.
The clothesin which she’ d been put to rest may have rotted away; it wasimpossibleto tell, for the hair
covered her asrespectably asanun’s habit. Her eyeswere closed, but the face appeared unsunken,
unblanched. Shelooked asif she were adeep.

“May | kissher?’ he asked.
“No, no. No, Michelotto.”

The gooseboy turned to argue with the dwarf, who had professed to be excused from responsibility, to
find that it wasn't the dwarf spesking. It was't any of them. It was someone el se, pressing through aclot
of undergrowth.

The dwarves thought it was Vicente, for he was the only one, bes des them, who had cometo sit with the
girl. It had been some years since he' d shown up, and they had presumed his bad lungs, bad legs, bad
eyes, had gotten the better of him at last, and death had alowed him some peace that life had withheld
from him. But Vicente could only have gotten older, that much they were sure of, and this was ayounger
man, one they had never seen.

Michelotto had seen him before, but he couldn’t remember his name. They hadn’t known each other
well. But he remembered the stride. The face was older, the beard and the temples flecked with early
slver. The eyes were like knotholesinto a deep and complicated tree.

“I came upon her just asyou did, but held back, hardly believing my eyes” he said. “Neither that she
wasthereat all, nor that you opened the casket. But in any case, she' s not there for you to kiss.”

“Who areyou to say?’ asked Michelotto.

“The onewho put her here,” he answered. “Not knowing what | was doing.”
“I had heard you were daughtered like apig,” said Michelotto.

“I just disgppeared. That'sdl.”

Heartless drove histhick fingersinto his beard and fished out, one &fter the other, a stack of florins.
“These” hesaid to Ranuccio, “1 believe areyours.”

“I didn’t want them before and | don’t want them now. Give them to the poor,” said Ranuccio.

“Ah, I’'m poor enough,” said Heartless, and put them back in his beard. “Y ou were the one who brought
her to us. Did you know that?’

“I don’t know where she' s been, nor, hardly, where I’ ve been. And I’ ve never seenyou in my life”

Ranuccio Vecchia had confessed his deed in the forest not to Fra Tomasso, but to his grandmother,



Primavera, who hadn’t been able to keep her tongue ill, and for her gossip had lost it. To protect what
was | eft of Primavera slife, he' d disappeared from the district. He housed himself, for his penance, under
the tutel age of the abbot at Cirocenia, reading what could be found of the Alexandrine and Coptic monks
and the desert fathers.

The abbot hasreleased him at lagt, divining that it wastimefor him to request forgiveness of thegirl’s
father. Ranuccio had been making his way to Montefiore across the spines of the hills, trying to avoid the
temptation of villages and farms. The smoke on a promontory attracted his atention as he approached,
though. It wasin his path, so he decided to stedl up and peer at what was happening.

“Itishardly possible that the Signorina de Nevadalies herein perfection,” he admitted. “Perhaps|’ve
died, and my soul makesitslast perambulation about the world, to face its Sins and to accept its
punishment.

“I might have kissed her in the forest, but shewas achild, and it would have been akiss of Judas, leaving
her to her fate,” said Ranuccio. “And so, Michelotto, asfar as| can determine, you have no right to
interfere. A kissnow cannot kill her further.” He kndlt at the coffin’ s edge and put his hands benesth
Bianca s shoulders, and pulled her up afew inches. Her head fell softly back and her mouth opened. The
teeth were pearls and the bregth, if breath it could be called, smelled thinly of apple blossoms. Ranuccio
put his mouth to hers and apol ogi zed.

The heart of the matter

S—(EWOULDha\IeWhat shewanted, at
lagt.

She passed without impediment into the mouth of the Grand Cand, and the gondolier silently worked the
boat between the cliff faces of Venetian palazzi andscuole, churches and shopfronts. The dawn sky was
aclever slver, not unlike thewater, and it fdlt asif she were dipping away between sheets of purest silver
slk. Sheleaned back in an ecstasy of release. The fullness of knowledge she had dways craved was
within reech.

Rome and Ferrara had often been at war with Venice, or at least worried about Venetian interestsin the
north of the peninsula, but who could not love that principdity built on blocks of water, its buildings
fringed with Moorish fretwork and stone lace? Its marble facades had a grandeur and dignity that no
duomo in Italy could imitate, stresked asthey were by thereflective play of sunlight or moonlight upon
the cands.

It was odd, she thought, to arrive in abusy municipdity like Venice and find it empty. It must be one of
the innumerable saints days. Or perhaps an invasion had come from the sea, and the armies and the
merchants and the beggars and friars and painters had gone lurching toward the Lido to watch the battle.
Uncharacteristically, the gpproach from the south had been left unguarded, and while dozens of gondolas
tipped smilingly by, and hundreds of dark windows were unshuttered, no citizen gazed across the water
at Lucrezia. No shy girl looked down from acloistered agrie to py the Duchessade Ferrara. No
awkward new-bearded soldier, distracted by her beauty, tripped upon his halberd and plunged into the



cand, to the roaring laughter of his companions.

It was like lying between sheets of mirror, that wasit: the water reflecting the high scoured-kettle gray of
the sky, the sky rippling with ribbons of light tossed back by the shallow tidal cands.

She knew the city enough to recognize the gentle S curve of the Grand Cand. She recognized the
Albergo dd Leon Bianco, its asymmetric arched doorways at gondolaleve like so many separate
mouthsinto which a corpse might dip. What did the V enetians do with their dead, when therewas no
place to bury them? She had known this once but couldn’t recall the answer.

Slavs, Mamluks, Levantine and Spanish Jews, Africans, Greeks—the city of athousand nationdlities, its
candslikeadevedlowing Asaand Africato flow into Europe, and Europe to flow out—how could
Venice be empty today? And silent. The crash of barter, that noise louder than war, was silent today, as
if it werethe Nativity. But no bellstolled, and the church steps were empty of the unwashed hoping for
ams

She passed under the Ridto bridge, which was as clear of crowds asif plague had wiped its bloody
bottom on both approaches. The Grand Cana made its last turn south and diced east again, toward the
Bacino di San Marco and the Doge' s palace. San Giorgio Maggiore, like avirtua headland of religious
reassurance, mounted its domes in the light that seemed dustier than common sense might dlow. The
detailswere lessfirm, though the light was till strong.

And the gondola made its single ceasel ess step beyond the Punta della Dogana, to where the water
widened with the merge of the Giudecca Cand, and the greatest piazzain Europe spun whedingly to her
left, and the winged sentry opened its mouth and roared from the top of itspillar.

But we stop here, she said, or meant to say, though her words didn’t reverberate in the air. We go to the
Doge, to reclaim what is ours. Have you forgotten your instruction? We are not to head toward the open
water. Are you mad?

Her mind began to race, though in adow heavy way. With effort she brought hersdlf to an elbow and
managed to turn around. The gondolier must be wool gathering; he needed a sharp reminder.

She gasped, or tried to gasp, but her lungs gave forth no air, and no sound. She clutched the hem of her
robe, asif to rend her garment and her skin if necessary, to expose her lungsto air. They must need it.
She couldn’t breathe without air. What nonsense was this? Her hand was caught in arosary of

grey-slver peals.
Y ou must deliver meto the Apple, she cried.
The gondolier paid her no mind. He kept plying the waterswith hispike. In the stiffer breeze blowing in

from the open seato the southeast, the cloak that he wore against the morning chill pushed back from
both sides, just as she had tried, but failed, to do with her own garment. His hood fell back.

The gondolier raised hisrack of horns. The hide on his chest was diced open, and through the aperture a
small cavern was reveded, about the size of the cavity that his heart must have once required. He had no
heart, though. Within his chest burned thefind Apple, addicate condensation beginning to form upon it
asthe cold wind strengthened off the most endless sea.

Montefiore




O FTEN |havetraveled the road to

Montefiorein memory. Today | trave it intruetime, true dust, true air. When the track lends me height
enough, | can glimpse the villa sred roofs above the various ranks of poplars, cedars of Lebanon, pines,
acrosstheintervening valleys.

Ranuccio doesn't say much. A habit of slence ill obtainsfrom hisdaysin the abbey. But hetriesto
break it, naming the things of the world for me asif | have lost language. Perhaps | have. By catdoging
the road we introduce the world to each other. Newbornsin anew world.

But when | ask after my father—or Cesare—or Lucrezia—or garrulous Primavera—or sweet dim
Micheotto, and why we left him weeping in that circle of soneson the hill—or vain and frightened Fra
Ludovico—Ranuccio has no answers. He will only squeeze my hand. He will not let go—hewon't let
go! Not unless| need to escape into the bushesto relieve and cleanse mysdif.

| won't let go of him, ether, for reasons | don't yet understand. But thereistime. Again, thereistime. It
rusheslikeacloud of insects, an aeration of ingants fluttering up from fissuresin the ground, againgt my
face; | brush them to see through them, beyond; but | try to see them aswell, the instants. Each lesf,
whether she be like her sister or not. Each creak of the brother timbers of the world. Each moment of rot
and blossom, by turns and smultaneous, and the world in colossal panorama behind, ninety billion
ingantsflying up like snow blowninmy face.

Weturn at the bottom of the fina dope. The world seems emptier than it once did, asif the Four
Horsemen have donether job too well, and | havelived on into an afterlife. But no afterlife could smell
as swest as goose shit, could ring with nonsense hammering as of someone most mundandly fixing a
warped window casement just out of sight.

Webegintorise. | am hardly equal to the task, after my long rest. Ranuccio would carry me, but | refuse
the offer. We pass aflooded field. We cross a stone bridge. We study a green lake for its secrets. | stop
to rest on arock wall | had forgotten—how dear even smple rocks can be. A bit of thornbank |
remember from long ago, wilder now, overgrown, gripswith al itsmight toitslife.

| seeapriest in asoutane and a straw hat against the sun, making wide gesturesin the roofless chape,
preaching, for al | can tell, to agaggle of geese. | see astout figure on alow stoal in the kitchen garden,
pulling up radicchio and flecking the dirt off it with avigorous motion. | see afigure beside her

hel ping—man, woman, | cannot tell—who puts one hand to a hip, and straightens up.

The hand goes up to the eyes, shading them, to study me as| gpproach out of the shouting light. Then
both hands go up, the gesture, in dl the dark placesthat we humanslive, of surrender. He sufferswhat is
inevitable. He surrendersto the impossible. He can't get breath at first, but then he does. He calls my
name,



Note

I’ve taken certain libertieswith the life stories of historica figures Cesare Borgiaand LucreziaBorgia
I’ve omitted detailsthat didn’t serve (the other Borgiasiblings, for instance). The Borgiainvolvement with
ade Nevadafamily isfictiona. However, | have used selected scraps of history to lend credenceto the
narrative.

The glamour of the Borgias rests on the rumors of incest, poisonings, adultery, conspiracy, murder,
griking physica beauty, vigorous sexua gppetites, hedonism, nepotism, and papd falibility of the most
egregious sort. That the Borgiafamily isaso credited occasiondly with bouts of wiseand just
governance, with art patronage, with interest in the scientific developments of their day, makes less good

Bayezid did send the spear of Longinus, or something purported to be such, to Rome, which suggests
that artifactswith biblical credentids, whatever their provenance or their imputed spiritud pizzazz, had
some politica vaue.

Prince Dschem was believed to have been murdered through a dow-acting poison administered by
Cesare before the Bull of the Borgias escaped from the custody of Charles VIII.

Paracel sus spent time at the university in Ferrarawhile Lucreziawas Duchessathere. It' sunlikely she
ever attended lectures, but she was said to have alively mind about al manner of things and, like many
highborn women of her day, took license to do as she liked whenever she could get away with it.

A bridge on an agueduct spans the gorge beside the castle at Spoleto, where Lucrezia, at the age of
nineteen and newly married for the second time, wasgover natrice.

During the High Renai ssance, the medica use of mercury (to treat syphilisamong other allments) was
accompanied by the growing awareness of a side effect of what we might now cal paranoia. And grand
Spanish familiesafew generations earlier did bathe in pools coated with mercury. | have imagined the
transplanted Borgias might have brought that old custom to Rome with them.

The identification of Cesare Borgiaasthe mode for Machiavdli’ sThe Prince iswell known. And
LucreziaBorgia s coloring of her hair with lemon juice was avenid sin at best. The most egregious
examples of corruption in the Vatican aren’t my invention, though some of them may well have been
exaggerated, the result of a public relations campaign that plagued the Borgias while they were in power
and besmirched them further when they lost it.

The Borgiafamily reputation hasn't been helped by Victor Hugo's sensationd Lucrece Borgia, thebasis
of the Donizetti opera. However, Montserrat Caballé comes closer than anyone e se to redeeming
LucreziaBorgia sreputation as an amora murderess smply by singing thearia®“ Com’ebelol” inavoice
of slvery purity. (A recording of her 1965 performance is available on cassette or compact disc.) Recent
biographies of Lucreziaand the Borgiafamily by Rache Erlanger, Ivan Cloulas, and otherswill supply
more information for readersinterested in separating verifiable fact from fiction—ether mine or that
promulgated by the Borgias' enemies.

May | be excused for embroidering upon the history of adynasty whose career has already entered into
legend? Cesare Borgiamight have had my head for it, and Alexander VI recommended the eventud
disposition of my soul, but | like to hope that Lucrezia Borgia, who commissioned Ariosto’ sOrlando
Furioso, would have understood some of the licenses |’ ve been bold enough to take.

And wherever they are, those Borgias, may they rest in peace.
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L ONG, LONGAGO,in thewinter-time,

when the snowflakes werefaling likelittle white feathers from the sky, abeautiful Queen sat beside her
window, which was framed in black ebony, and stitched. As she worked, she looked sometimes at the
falling snow, and so it happened that she pricked her finger with her needle, so that three drops of blood
fell upon the snow. How pretty the red blood |ooked upon the dazzling white! The Queen said to hersdlf
asshesaw it, “Ahme! If only | had adear little child as white as the snow, asrosy asthe blood, and with
hair as black as the ebony window-frame.”

Soon afterwards alittle daughter came to her, who was white as snow, rosy asthe blood, and whose
hair was as black as ebony — s0 shewas caled “Little Snow-White.”



But dasl When the little one came, the good Queen died.

A year passed away, and the King took another wife. She was very beautiful, but so proud and haughty
that she could not bear to be surpassed in beauty by anyone. She possessed awonderful mirror which
could answer her when she stood before it and said —

“Mirror, mirror upon thewdl, Whoisthefairest of al?’
The mirror ansvered —
“Thou, O Queen, art thefairest of dl,”
and the Queen was contented, because she knew the mirror could speak nothing but the truth.

But astime passed on, Little Snow-White grew more and more beautiful, until when she was seven years
old, shewas aslovely asthe bright day, and till more lovely than the Queen hersdlf, so that when the
lady one day asked her mirror —

“Mirror, mirror upon thewal, Who isthefairest fair of al?’
it answered —
“O Lady Queen, though fair ye be, Snow-Whiteisfairer far to see”

The Queen was horrified, and from that moment envy and pride grew in her heart like rank weeds, until
one day she cdled ahuntsman and said “ Take the child away into the woods and kill her, for | can no
longer bear the Sight of her. And when you return bring with you her heart, that | may know you have

obeyed my will

The huntsman dared not disobey, so he led Snow-White out into the woods and placed an arrow in his
bow to pierce her innocent heart, but the little maid begged him to spare her life, and the child’ s beauty
touched his heart with pity, so that he bade her run away.

Then asayoung wild boar came rushing by, hekilled it, took out its heart, and carried it home to the
Queen.

Poor little Snow-White was now al aone in the wild wood, and so frightened was she that she trembled
at every ledf that rustled. So she began to run, and ran on and on until she cameto alittle house, where
shewent into rest.

In the little house everything she saw wastiny, but more dainty and clean than words can tell.

Upon awhite-covered table stood seven little plates and upon each plate lay alittle spoon, besides which
there were seven knives and forks and seven little goblets. Against thewall, and side by side, stood
seven little beds covered with snow-white sheets.

Snow-White was so hungry and thirsty that she took alittle food from each of the seven plates, and
drank afew drops of wine from each goblet, for she did not wish to take everything away from one.
Then, because she was so tired, she crept into one bed after the other, seeking for rest, but one was too
long, another too short, and so on, until she came to the seventh, which suited her exactly; so she said her
prayers and soon fell fast adeep.

When night fell the masters of the little house came home. They were saeven dwarfs, who worked with a
pick-axe and spade, searching for cooper and gold in the heart of the mountains.

They lit their seven candles and then saw that someone had been to visit them. Thefirg said, “Who has
been Stting on my chair?’



The second said, “Who has been eating from my plate?
Thethird, “Who has taken a piece of my bread?’

The fourth, “Who has taken some of my vegetables?’
Thefifth, “Who has been usng my fork?’

The sixth, “Who has been cutting with my knife?’

The saventh, “Who has been drinking out of my goblet?’

Thefirst looked round and saw that his bed was rumpled, so he said, “Who has been getting into my
bed?’

Then the otherslooked round and each one cried, “ Someone has been on my bed too?’

But the seventh saw little Snow-White lying adeep in his bed, and called the others to come and look at
her; and they cried aloud with surprise, and fetched their saven little candles, so that they might see her
the better, and they were so pleased with her beauty that they let her deep on all night.

When the sun rose Snow-White awoke, and, oh! How frightened she was when she saw the seven little
dwarfs. But they were very friendly, and asked what her name was. “My nameis Snhow-White,” she
answered.

“And how did you cometo get into our house?’ questioned the dwarfs.

Then shetold them how her crud step-mother had intended her to be killed, but how the huntsman had
gpared her life and she had run on until she reached thelittle house. And the dwarfs said, “If you will take
care of our house, cook for us, and make the beds, wash, mend, and knit, and keep everything neat and
clean, then you may stay with us dtogether and you shdl want for nothing.”

“With dl my heart,” answered Snow-White; and so she stayed.

She kept the house neat and clean for the dwarfs, who went off early in the morning to search for copper
and gold in the mountains, and who expected their meal to be standing ready for them when they
returned at night.

All day long Snow-White was adone, and the good little dwarfs warned her to be careful to let no one
into the house. “For,” said they, “your step-mother will soon discover that you areliving here.”

The Queen, believing, of course, that Snow-White was dead, and that therefore she was again the most
beautiful lady in theland, went to her mirror, and said-

“Mirror, mirror upon thewal, Who isthefairest fair of al?’
Then the mirror answered —

“O Lady Queen, though fair ye be, Snow-Whiteisfarer far to see. Over the hillsand far
away, She dwelswith seven dwarfsto-day.”

How angry shewas, for she knew that the mirror spoke the truth, and that the huntsman must have
deceived her. She thought and thought how she might kill Snow-White, for she knew she would have
neither rest nor peace until she redlly was the most beautiful lady in the land. At length she decided what
to do. She painted her face and dressed hersdlf like an old pedlar-woman, so that no one could
recognize her, and in this disguise she climbed the seven mountains that lay between her and the dwarfs



house, and knocked at their door and cried, “ Good wares to sell — very cheap to — day!”
Snow-White peeped from the window and said, “ Good day, good-wife, and what are your wares?’

“All sorts of pretty things, my dear,” answered the woman. “ Silken laces of every colour,” and she held
up abright-coloured one, made of plaited silks.

“Surely | might let this honest old woman comein?’ thought Snow-White, and unbolted the door and
bought the pretty lace.

“Dear, dear, what afigure you are, child,” said the old woman; “come, let me lace you properly for
once.”

Snow-White had no suspicious thoughts, so she placed herself in front of the old woman that she might
fasten her dresswith the new silk lace. But in less than no time the wicked cregture had laced her so
tightly that she could not breathe, but fell down upon the ground as though she were dead. “Now,” said
the Queen, “I am once more the most beautiful lady in theland,” and she went away.

When the dwarfs came home they were very grieved to find their dear little Snow-White lying upon the
ground as though she were dead. They lifted her gently and, seeing that she wastoo tightly laced, they cut
the silken cord, when she drew along breath and then gradualy came back to life.

When the dwarfs heard dl that had happened they said, “ The pedlar-woman was certainly the wicked
Queen. Now, take care in future that you open the door to none when we are not with you.”
The wicked Queen had no sooner reached home than she went to her mirror, and said-
“Mirror, mirror upon thewal, Who isthefairest fair of al?’
And the mirror answered as before —

“O Lady Queen, though fair ye be, Snow-Whiteisfarer far to see. Over the hillsand far
away, She dwelswith seven dwarfsto-day.”

The blood rushed to her face as she heard these words, for she knew that Snow-White must have come
tolifeagain.

“But | will manage to put an end to her yet,” she said, and then, by means of her magic, she made a
jpoi sonous comb.

Again she disguised hersdlf, climbed the seven mountains, and knocked at the door of the seven dwarfs
cottage, crying, “Good wares to sell — very chesp today!”

Snow-White looked out of the window and said, “Go away, good woman, for | dare not let you in.”

“Surely you can look at my goods,” answered the woman, and held up the poisonous comb, which
pleased Snow-White so well that she opened the door and bought it.

“Come, let me comb your hair in the newest way,” said the woman, and the poor unsuspicious child let
her have her way, but no sooner did the comb touch her hair than the poison began to work, and she fell
fainting to the ground.

“There, you modd of beauty,” said the wicked woman, as she went away, “you are donefor at last!”

But fortunately it was dmost time for the dwarfs to come home, and as soon asthey camein and found
Snow-White lying upon the ground they guessed that her wicked step-mother had been there again, and



set to work to find out what was wrong.

They soon saw the poisonous comb, and drew it out, and amost immediately Snow-White began to
recover, and told them what had happened.

Once more they warned her to be on her guard, and to open the door to no one.

When the Queen reached home, she went straight to the mirror and said —
“Mirror, mirror onthewall, Who isthefairest fair of dl?’
And the mirror answered-

“O Lady Queen, though fair ye be, Snow-Whiteisfarer far to see. Over the hillsand far
away, She dwdllswith seven dwarfsto-day.”

When the Queen heard these words she shook with rage. “ Snow-White shdl die,” shecried, “evenif it
costs memy own lifeto manageit.”

She went into a secret chamber, where no one else ever entered, and there she made a poisonous apple,
and then she painted her face and disguised hersalf as a peasant woman, and climbed the seven
mountains and went to the dwarfs house.

She knocked at the door. Snow-White put her head out of the window, and said, “1 must not let anyone
in; the seven dwarfs have forbidden meto do s0.”

“It'sdl the sameto me,” answered the peasant woman; “I shal soon get rid of these fine apples. But
before | go I’ll make you a present of one.”

“Oh! No,” said Snow-White, “for | must not takeit.”

“Surely you are not afraid of poison?’ said the woman. “See, | will cut onein two: the rosy cheek you
shdl take, and the white cheek | will eat mysdlf.”

Now, the apple had been so cleverly made that only the rose-cheeked side contained the poison.
Snow-White longed for the ddlicious-looking fruit, and when she saw that the woman ate hdf of it, she
thought there could be no danger, and stretched out her hand and took the other part. But no sooner had
shetasted it than shefell down dead.

The wicked Queen laughed aloud with joy as she gazed at her. “White as snow, red as blood, black as
ebony,” she sad, “thistime the dwarfs cannot awaken you.”
And she went straight home and asked her mirror —

“Mirror, mirror upon thewal, Who isthefairest fair of al?’
And at length it answered —

“Thou, O Queen, art fairest of al!”
So her envious heart had peace — at least, So much peace as an envious heart can have.
When thelittle dwarfs came home a night they found Snow-White lying upon the ground. No bregth
camefrom her parted lips, for she was dead. They lifted her tenderly and sought for some poisonous
object which might have caused the mischief, unlaced her frock, combed her hair, and washed her with

wine and water, but al in vain — dead she was and dead she remained. They laid her upon abier, and
all seven of them sat round about it, and wept as though their hearts would break, for three whole days.



When the time came that she should be laid in the ground they could not bear to part from her. Her pretty
cheekswere il rosy red, and she looked just as though she were dill living.

“We cannot hide her away inthe dark earth,” said the dwarfs, and so they made a transparent coffin of
shining glass, and laid her init, and wrote her name upon it in letters of gold; aso they wrote that she was
aKing'sdaughter. Then they placed the coffin upon the mountain-top, and took it in turnsto watch
besdeit. And al the animas came and wept for Snow-White, first an owl, then araven, and then alittle
dove.

For along, long time little Snow-White lay in the coffin, but her form did not wither; she only looked as
though she dept, for she was still aswhite as snow, asred as blood, and as black as ebony.

It chanced that aKing's son came into the wood, and went to the dwarfs house, meaning to spend the
night there. He saw the coffin upon the mountain-top, with little Snow-White lying within it, and he read
the words that were written upon it in letters of gold.

And he said to the dwarfs, “If you will but let me have the coffin, you may ask of mewhat you will, and |
will giveittoyou.”

But the dwarfs answered, “Wewould not sell it for dl thegold in theworld.”

Then said the Prince, “Let me haveit asagift, | pray you, for | cannot live without seeing little
Snow-White, and | will prize your gift asthe dearest of my possessons.”

The good little dwarfs pitied him when they heard these words, and so gave him the coffin. TheKing's
son then bade his servants place it upon their shoulders and carry it away, but asthey went they stumbled
over the sump of atree, and the violent shaking shook the piece of poisonous apple which had lodged in
Snow-White' sthroat out again, so that she opened her eyes, raised the lid of the coffin, and sat up, dive
once more.

“Wheream 1?7’ she cried, and the happy Prince answered, “ Thou art with me, dearest.”

Then hetold her dl that had happened, and how he loved her better than the whole world, and begged
her to go with him to hisfather’ s palace and be hiswife. Snow-White consented, and went with him, and
the wedding was celebrated with great splendour and magnificence.

Little Snow-White' swicked step-mother was bidden to the feast, and when she had arrayed herself in
her most beautiful garments, she stood before her mirror, and said —

“Mirror, mirror upon thewal, Who isthefairest fair of al?’
And the mirror answvered —
“O Lady Queen, though fair ye be, The young Queen isfairer to see”

Oh! How angry the wicked woman was then, and so terrified, too, that she scarcely knew what to do.
At firgt she thought she would not go to the wedding at dl, but then she felt that she could not rest until
she had seen the young Queen. No sooner did she enter the pal ace than she recognized little
Snow-White, and could not move for terror.

Then apair of red-hot iron shoes was brought into the room with tongs and set before her, and these she
was forced to put on and to dance in them until she could dance no longer, but fell down dead, and that
wasthe end of her.

THEEND
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