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Has he tenpered the viol's wood
To enforce both the grave and the acute'1l

Has he curved us the bowl of the lute?

EZRA POUND " Pi san Cant os"

DAM ANO S LUTE

Prel ude

Saara's song could make a garden out of a barren nmountainside, or cover a hil
of flowers with snow. When she sang, it was with a power that killed nen as
wel | as heal ed them She could sing the winter and the sumrer, weeping and
danci ng and sl eep. She could sing the clouds in their traces and the water in
t he bog.

She sang (this particular norning) a nmighty song, replete with clouds and

bogl ands, barren hills and | ush, sumrer and wi nter, weeping, dancing and every
other sort of earthly event. She sang fromdimmatins to high prinme. At the
end of this singing her voice was ragged; she was blue in the face and she saw
spots before her eyes. But Saara's power of song had for once felled her, for
she had not been able to sing one doe goat into a good nood.

And this was unfortunate, for Saara neither wanted to loll nor heal, and she
desired neither carpets of snow nor Bowers, but only the trust of this one
ungai nly creature, as conpanion in her |oneliness.

O all creatures (except perhaps for the cat) the goat is the hardest to
sing-spell, having nore than its fair share of natural w tchery. Further, of
all the changes one can work upon a goat, contentment is the nmost difficult
state to obtain. To make things even nore trying for Saara, this particular
doe was encunbered by a dead winter coat she was too out of condition to shed,
and was unconfortably pregnant besides. Her gaunt sides resenbled a

hi de- covered boat matted with brown al gae. She wanted nothing to do with

conpany, and had to be chased fromthe pineslope to the hill-done crowned with
birches before allowi ng herself to be befriended.
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Yet this obdurate goat was al kt he conpany springtine had delivered to Saara
am d the Al pine crocus and the purple hyacinth. Saara was not about to let the
beast starve hersel f through obstinacy, not while Saara herself so needed sone
ki nd of voice in her ears besides her own.

But this was not strictly true—that she heard no other voice but hers. There
was one other: the one that echoed in her head like her own thoughts, and yet
was foreign to her, a voice soft and deep in slurred Italian. A voice which
asked her questions.

"Where is he gone?" it asked her and, "Is it tine to go hone? Can | go hone
now?"

Never had Saara any answers for it.

Thi s bodil ess voi ce had been couched within her own head for over a year
serving only to make Saara feel as discontented as it was and nore howingly
al one.



To distract her fromthese unanswerabl e questions she had tried work, unti

now her garden was bl oom ng as never before and all her herb-pots were full.
Then she had played with the weat her, making the nearby villagers niserable.
Fol l owi ng the visit of a brave del egate from Ludi ca, she curtailed
experimentation and attenpted to | ose herself in her own woods, in bird shape.
But that effort was | east effective of all, for what reply has a wood dove to
guestions a Lappish witch cannot answer?

Now, as springtine took hold of the earth, Saara found nothing in all her wld
refuge to interest her but this one strayed goat.

And the goat was di sappointing. After spending all norning trying to entice
her, Saara coul d approach just close enough to feed the doe a few will ow

wi thies and some fiddl eheads of the new ferns. Mst of these treats the aninal
spat out (as though to say she was no common nanny, to eat anything that
happened to be green and given).

So Saara sang the goat a new song: a song of the first day in June, with a
ronping kid on the hilltop (instead of kicking in the belly), crisp sun in the
sky and dry feet in the grass.

Saara sang in the strange tongue of the Lapps, which was her own. It nade as
much sense to the doe as any other tongue. The animal stared dourly at Saara
with
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anber eyes the size of little apples, each eye with a nysterious black box in
the center.

After receiving enough song-spelling to turn all the wolves in Lappland into
m | k puppies, die doe condescended to recline herself in the litter of spring
bl oom

Saara was already lying down, flat on her stomach, head propped on hands,

not her - naked. She had brai ded her hair into tails when she had her norning
bath. It subsequently dried that way, so now, when she freed it fromits
little pieces of yarn, it gave her a nmass of rippling curls which shaded from
red to black to gold in a cascade down her petal-pink back

She m ght have been-a tall peasant girl of sixteen. Her body was slimand

sal amander - snoot h, her face was dinpled and her green eyes set slantwise. Wth
one foot pointed casually into the pale blue sky, Saara | ooked as charmi ng and
epheneral as a clear day in March

She had | ooked that way for at |east forty years.

"Coat," she announced, aiming at the animal a green disk of yarrow,
shoul d eat nore. For the baby."

But the goat was still chewing a sliver of green bark she had deigned to take
ten mnutes before. She flopped her heavy ears and pretended she didn't
under st and Lappi sh.

"Haven't you ever been a nother before?" continued Saara. "I have. A nother
has to be nore careful than other people. A nother has to think ahead."

The goat nade the rudest of noises, and with one cloven hind hoof she scraped
of f a wad of musty belly hair, along with some skin. Then she bl eated again
and rol |l ed over, exposing that unkenpt abdomen to the sun

"I could sing you a song that woul d nake you eat every |eaf off every tree in
t he garden—er at |east as high as you could reach,” the woman nurnured,

yawni ng. "But then you'd explode, and that, too, would be bad for the baby."
Saara, |ike the goat, was nade | azy by the sun. She turned over and watched
her blue felt dress, freshly washed and dripping, swinging fromthe branch of
a flowering hops tree. The wind played through the hair of her head, and

t hrough her private hair as well. She chewed a bl ade of grass and consi dered.
The goat bored her, though there was a certain satisfaction in hel ping the
beast produce a sound | ad. But
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Saara came from a herding people, and did not regard livestock with
sentinmentality.

No, it was not Saara, but the child-voiced presence within her that wanted to
talk to the goat. She could isolate this presence from hersetf-proper and fee

you



its warm edges. It was a bundle of visions, nmenories, instincts and,.. and
fire. It was a shadow with dark eyes and skin: a guest in her soul. It was
young, eager, a bit tenperanental...

And undeni ably full to bursting with sentinment. It liked to talk to goats.

Its nanme was Dani ano Del strego—er at |east the presence belonged by rights to
this Dam ano, who had left it with her, like senme foundling at a church door
and not part of his own being.

It was wearisone that he should do this, wearisone in the extreme. Spraw ed
flat on the sunny | awn, Saara |let her song die away. Then, for an instant, she
had the urge to rush at the sad, partial spirit she harbored, dispossessing it
and recovering die unity of her own soul. But if she did that, she knew that
Del strego hinsel f, wherever the fool had wandered (west, he had said,), would
be half dead, instead of only divided in two.

Despite the passage of seasons and the bitterness with which Saara and the
Italian had fought on this very hill one day, killing two | oves together (or
maybe three), Saara remenbered Dami ano as he had knelt in the snow before her
weepi ng over the body of a little dog, and so she refrained.

Besi des, the dark inmaterial eyes with their sad questions trusted her and
depended upon her, and Saara had been a not her

And the nost inportant reason that Saara did not evict her strange tenant was
t he sane reason for which she courted the attentions of this unmannerly goat.
She was lonely. For the first time in twenty years and nore Saara was |onely.
She flipped onto her belly again and used her hands to thrust herself off the
earth, snapping her feet up under her. The goat also sprang up with a startled
bleat, flailing her broonstick legs in all directions. Sunlight kissed the
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top of Saara's nose—already slightly burned with such ki sses—and polished her
shoul ders.

Once upright she stood still, panting. Suddenly she flinched, though nothing
but sun and soft w nd had touched her. At the peak of her irritation with the
voi ce in her head, a realization had come to her. It was Dam ano hinself who
was meki ng her so unaccountably lonely. It was he whom she wanted to see: this
son of a bad lineage, who had ripped her soul apart, and who afterward had
spared no nore than ten mnutes out of his affairs to come and repair the
damage he had done

Leaving her with a burden it was his own business to bear: a voice inaudible
and dark eyes unseen. It was Saara's immuaterial baby, and woul d never grow up.
After a year and nore its longing for Dam ano had becone her own.

She ought to find him she thought, and make himtake it back. Wether he
woul d take it or not, still she would be able to see the fellow again, and to
di scover what he was doing. For a nonent she was quite intrigued, imagining
where the dark boy ("boy" she called himalways in her thoughts, to renind
herself that she was no girl) mght have gone to, and what strange | anguages
he m ght be speaking, to what strange nen. And wonen.

She had every right to seek himout, for he was a witch born, and so one of
her | and.

For a few minutes Saara played with the idea of finding Dam ano, but then
uncertainty rose in her mind. It whispered to her that if Dami ano had a

mat ching desire to see her, this would have been plain in the regard of those
dark eyes that | ooked at her through the darkest hours of night. If he thought
of her as often as she thought of him then surely she would know it, holding
his soul as she did. But die eyes stared w thout seem ng to know what they
saw, and the voice which acconpani ed di e eyes never spoke her name. It seened
to Saara that all the caring in this strange bond was on her side.

And even if Daniano would wel come her... even if tine had changed his
unpredictable Italian mind... to search himout through all die plains and
ranges of the West would be an arduous task. It could be done, certainly, by a
wi tch as experienced and | earned as she was. But
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t hough Saara was powerful, she was a woman of the northern enptiness. She was



di sturbed by* throngs of people, and the close dirt of cities disgusted her
And at bottom she was afraid of such a journey: nost of all afraid of another
meeting with Guillerno Del strego's son

Why shoul d she want to visit Dam ano anyway—a witch born with command in his
voice and a mind that nmight |earn wisdom who had mai med hinself, throw ng
away wi sdom and birthright together? That denial was inexplicable: an act of
perversion. So what if Damiano played the lute and sang a pretty song or two?
Any Lappish witch could sing, and Dami ano's southern songs had no power in

t hem (save over the heart, perhaps. Save over the heart).

He was nothing but a nmoonchild, twin to the hopel ess presence he had |eft
Saara to tend. There were no signs he would grow into a full man. Wthout a
single soul, he could not.

Al this Saara repeated to herself, letting the | ong-sought doe goat wander
of f among the birches. If she reasoned | ong enough, surely she could talk
herself out of a long journey that nust only have di sappoi ntnment at the end of
it.

But as she reflected, her criticismbecane sonmething else entirely. It becane
a certainty as strong as presage: a certainty that Dam ano as she had | ast
seen him (a creature neither boy nor grown man, splashing carelessly over the
marshy fields) was all the Dam ano there was destined to be. She shuddered in
the sun. Wether foresight or nerely foreboding, this certainty caused her
surprising pain.

Saara sat wetchedly in the grass, undeci ded about her journey and about her
own feelings, but reflecting in how many ways nmen di sorder the |ives of wonen.

Chapter One
The grass showed two colors, like ariffled deck of cards. Al the early
mar guerites bobbed in waves, up and down the hills. Each hill had an oak or

two, while the wealthier elevations al so possessed orchards of apple or

pl um-bar e- branched, but with twi gs swollen purple, pregnant with Easter's

bl oom Branbles crawl ed over the fields and on to the single trodden road.
Even these branbles wore a charming infant green, and their withy |inbs
spraw ed thornl ess. The sky was a cool washed blue, spittled with inconsequent
cl ouds.

Thi s | andscape was Provence in high norning during the third nmonth of the
year. Nothing ill could be said about it, except that nornings had been warner
in spring, and nornings had been a bit drier. But this springtinme would

doubt| ess produce warner and drier nmornings inits own tine.

So much was of nature. As for the man-nmade el ement which conpletes a

| andscape, there was avail able nothing but three roofless huts by the road
(each with blue Iight shining out through the wi ndows, dean as an enpty m nd)
and a trundling green wagon with two young nmen on the seat, pulled by a black
hor se.

There was one other presence in the | andscape, one which was neither quite
artifactual nor quite a part of nature. That was a bundle that lay hidden in
the I ong reeds spawned of a rivulet running between two hills. The bundle
consi sted of four human bodies, tied together with rope and |ying danply dead.
They had been there for two weeks, and the thrusting horsetails had grown
around them cl osely, forcing thenmselves into the linen shirtsleeve,
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bet ween t he wooden button and the hand-darned hole, and along the nmutely
gaping lips. The bodi es were bl ackish, but since it was only March, there were
few flies buzzing. Tliese blindly anbitious reeds stood to the west of the
road, and since the wind was blowing fromthe east, not even the noddi ng horse
was aware he had passed a green charnel

This was an inpressive horse: not a destrier or battle charger (that close
cousin to a plow horse) but a lean, light horse built for speed and cities,
built for races down graded boul evards with the vendors all up and down the
course selling ypocras and squares of marchpane. It had nmovenent, this horse,
as was evident by the way it lifted up its front feet just one razor cut



before its back feet overstrode them It had el egance, as it proclaimed in its
clean, glistening throatlatch, its ironic black eye and supple crest. By its

| ean di shed head and serpentine neck-set, one could see the horse carried Arab
bl ood. By its size of bone, and the untrustworthy set of its eye, it was part
Barb. It was a tall aninmal, deep-chested and |long of shoulder. It was a horse
to produce wagers.

And it seemed not only to be bred for races, but to be in training for them
for it was thin as a twist of black iron, and its head snaked | eft and right

wi th energy, snapping its poor harness of rope.

But it was not, of course, training for any such thing, for racehorses do not
train by pulling wagons.

Thi s wagon, |ike the knotted-together harness, did not fit the quality of the
animal that pulled it. H e harness was nade up frombits and pi eces: sone of

| eat her, some twi ne, sone of velvet ribbon. The wagon (theoretically green)
had a nunber of side-slats which had never been painted and were different in
l ength and cut from one another, as well as fromthe green boards. Along wth
t hese went places on the vehicle's high sides and back which of fered excell ent
visibility into the interior. H e wagon was nearly enpty and made a great dea
of noise as its wooden wheels roiled over the earth.

The driver of this rolling drumwas as black of hair and eye as his horse, and
his skin was burned dark, as though the nan had been in the el enments al

winter. This inpression was furthered by his wool en tunic, which was
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colored too delicate a rose to be a product of the dyer's art. In fact, this
col or had been produced in the same manner as the wearer's tan. This young man
was as thin as his horse, and he, too, possessed sone degree of el egance and
nmoverrent (though not of the sort to cause nen to wager noney). Like his horse,
he was tall but not wide, and like his horse he nodded. But where the anim
nodded to his own hooves' rhythm the driver appeared to nod asl eep

"You know he shouldn't oughta do that." The still younger fellow beside the
driver spoke in coarse North Italian. This one's hair was red, knife-trinmed
and carefully finger-curled. He wore a dagged jerkin of too many colors to
list. He was, if such a thing is possible, thinner than either the horse or
the driver beside him He infused his few words with a degree of rancor

i npossi ble for the casual listener to understand, unless the listener first
knows that these two travelers were really close friends, who had spent too
much time in cl ose conpany w th one anot her

H e driver of the wagon sat blinking for a noment, as though he were
translating his conpanion's words froma foreign | anguage. Hi s eyes were fixed
glassily on the gelding' s sw shing croup. He was thinking in a passive and
random f ashi on about goats.

At last he answered. "It doesn't matter, Gaspare. Hie worst he will do is
unravel the ribbons, and then | can tie themup again." The bl ack horse chose
this nmoment to give a particularly doglike shake, which freed the singletree
end of a length of rope and sent it snapping over his back. At this sudden
attack he bolted forward, and his passengers skidded into the hard back of the
hard wagon seat. Hard.

"Poor Festilliganbe,” nmuttered Dam ano. "He was never meant to pull a | oad.
And he has little enough to please himthese days, |ean as he is." The dark
young man was suddenly stricken with a desire to gather |eaves and tw gs for

t he gel di ng, although he knew quite well that horses don't eat |eaves and

twi gs.

When one's conpanion smarts under a weight of self-pity, it is not a good idea
to send one's condol ence in other directions. It does not prompte the peace.
10
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"Poor Festilliganmbe!" hiccoughed Gaspare. "Festi H -ganbe? He al one anong
us..." Emotion choked the boy, and his face grew as red as his hair. "If |
could live on the grass by the road, 1'd have no nore conplaints."

Caspare's face was singular in its parts. Hi s nose had an aquiline height of



bri dge and narrowness along its I ength which any man of birth m ght have been
proud to call his own. His eyes were | arge and soul ful and his conpl exi on was
mlk and (nore usually) roses. H s nouth was nobile.

Yet in all these features there was no harnony, but rather constant war, for
the nose was too |ong and sharp for the shape of his face and the eyes were
too big for anyone's face, and his mouth—aell, since it was never wthout a
word, a twitch or a grimace, it was very hard to say anythi ng about Gaspare's
nout h.

He was just fourteen, and he hadn't had a good dinner in BIT too |ong.
"Nebuchadnezzar did," replied the dark youth, referring to the possibility of
living on grass. His voice was distant, his |ess anbitious but nore
proportionate features alnost slack. "O it is said that he did. But | don't
recall that he was happy eating grass.”

Gaspare swelled. "I'mnot happy, eating nothing!" Qut of sulks he yanked a
| ock of hair that tunbled over his right ear. The spit curl went linp. H's
finger coiled it again, tighter. The boy's head | ooked heavy, as will a round

child-face that has grown too thin over its bones. Both his | eanness and the
dandi fied clothing he affected nade Gaspare appear ol der than he was.
Consequently his tenpers seened nore scandal ous. -

Dam ano |ifted one eyebrow H's formwas al so drawn out by fortune. In fact,
he | ooked al nost consunptive, with his face reduced to dark eyes he could
hardly hold open and a red mouth that yawned. "Hein? My friend, I'"msorry. |
would Iike to eat, too. But don't begrudge the horse his horseness; if he had
to eat bread we'd have been carrying our goods on our backs all the way from
t he Pi ednont."

Gaspare could say nothing to this, and so was made even unhappi er

Even in March, the warnth of noonday nmade wool
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itchy. Young Gaspare scraped his bottom agai nst the seat, first right, then
left. He was an unusually sensitive boy, both in spirit and in skin, and since
he was al so an unusually poor one, his sensitivities were an affliction to
hi m

"Surely in such lovely countryside, well find a town soon," said Dam ano,

t hough the forced heartiness of his reply betrayed a | ack of skill at |ying.
"Or perhaps an abbey, where we may be fed without having to put on a show "
"Or arich penitent on pilgrimge," Gaspare continued for him " strew ng
gold coins. O a road |leading up to heaven, white as mlk, wth angels beside
it ranked |ike poplar trees—angels playing flageolets and cornermuse, but the

angels will be nade of cake, of course, and the pipes all of breadsticks, and
at the top of the road will be a piazza paved with bricks of sweet cakes, and
a gate of crystallized honey.

"By the gate will stand Saint Pietro, dressed like a serving nan, with a
napki n over one armand a wi ne cup in each hand, bowing and smling. He will
not stop us, but will thrust a cup lovingly into our hands. Then the sky w Il

be all around us, floating with white-clothed banquet tables |like so many

cl ouds, and piled on each of them olives, puddings, pies, sweet and peppered
frumenties..."”

"I despise frumenties," murrmured the driver, rousing a bit. The bl ack gel di ng
had maneuvered the wagon so far to the left of the road that his hooves
scythed the bright and turgid grasses, and now he reached down for themin
full rebellion. Dam ano's eyes stayed open | ong enough for himto pull the
reins right.

They were s.trange, those eyes of Danmiano. They were dark and soft and heavily
feathered, and in all ways what one desired and expected in a Latin eye. They
were the sort of eye which is obviously created to house nysteries, and yet
their only nystery was that they seened to hide no nysteries at all, no nore
than the dark, soft eyes of a cow at graze. \Wen Gaspare | ooked deeply into
Dam ano' s eyes (as happened nmost frequently when Gaspare was angry) he
sonmetines had the fantasy that he was | ooking straight through the man and at



an enmpty sky
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behind. At those tines the little hairs stood up on Gaspare's arns.

Gaspare's own pale green eyes flashed. "Well, do not be al arned, nusician, for
I don't think you're about to be offered frumenty. Nor olives, nor breads, nor
roast pork, nor wne, nor..."

"Do be quiet," sighed the other, his | oose shoul ders sl umping in exaggerated,
Italian fashion. "This land of talk doesn't help. If you could think of

somet hing constructive to do about it..."

Gaspare set his jaw, watching the last of the three ruined huts pass behind

t he wagon and be gone. "I have thought of sonething constructive. | told you,
we shoul d eat what God has put in our path."

The weary bl ack eyes lit with amuserment. "God sent that wether on to our road?
M ght He not al so have sent the shepherd to follow? In which case our skins

m ght have been stretched over a door al ongside the sheepskin.™

"W saw no shepherd," spat Gaspare.

Dam ano nodded. "Ah, true. But then we lolled no sheep!" He spoke with a
certain finality, as though his words had proven a point, but there was
something in his words which said also that he did not care.

Gaspare's expressive eyes rolled. (He, too, was Italian.) "I wasn't even
tal ki ng about the sheep, nusician. Nothing to get us in trouble with the
peasants. | nmeant hares and rabbits. Birds. The wild boar..."

Dam ano peered sidel ong, "Have you ever seen a -wild boar, Gaspare?"

The redhead responded with an equivocal gesture. "Not... close up. You?"
Dam ano shook his head, sending his own black nane flying. Hi s hair was so
| ong and disordered it was al nbst too. heavy to curl. "I don't think so.

Though 1'm not sure how it would differ froma donestic boar." Wth one hand
he swept the hair back fromhis face, in a gesture that also had the purpose
(vestigial, by this tinme) of throw ng back the huge sl eeves of a gown of

f ashi on.

"But, nmy friend, how have | ever stopped you from availing yourself of these
foods? Have | hidden your knife, perhaps, or prevented you fromsetting a

snare? Have | by word or deed attenpted to discourage you... ?"
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Gaspare broke in. "I can't do it... when you won't." Nothing about his

col | eague bothered himhalf so nuch as Dam ano's educated vocabul ary and
poetical syntax. These mannerisms struck Gaspare |like so many arrows, and he
never doubted that Dam ano used themthat way to keep Gaspare (guttersnipe
that he was) in his place. Gaspare would certainly have used such words in
that fashion, if he'd known them Yet at the same tine the boy was as proud of
Dam ano's learning as if it had been his own.

Gaspare's unspoken respect for his partner bordered oh religious reverence,
and he lived under a fear that someday Dami ano woul d di scover that. This

t hought was insupportable to the haughty urchin.

Dam ano, of course, had known Gaspare's real feelings since the beginning of
their partnership. But that know edge didn't nmake tile boy any easier to take.
The nusi ci an | ooked away, resting his gaze upon the purple horizon. He didn't
like quarrels. He didn't have Gaspare's energy to spend on them "I don't know
how to set a snare, Gaspare," he munbled, and |l et the breezes of Provence w nd
t hrough hi s vacant m nd.

The boy snorted. "But would you set one if | showed you how? Wuld you pluck a
lark, or clean a rabbit, or even eat one if | cooked it for you?" He
forestalled his friend s sl ow headshake. "No, of course you wouldn't. Well
that's why | can't, either—er 111 be a bl oodstai ned shanbl es-man in ny own
eyes. And so well both starve to death."

Dam ano gentry corrected the horse. He yawned, partly because of the sun

t hrough a wool en shirt, and pertly because discussions |ike this exhausted
him He wi shed there were some way he could communi cate to Gaspare how like a



bund man he felt, or perhaps |ike one who could not renmenber his own nane. Not
that Dami ano was blind (only nearsighted), and not that he had forgotten
anyt hi ng. But he had been a witch and now was one no | onger, and that was nore
t han enough. Surely if the boy understood..

But all he could bring hinmself to say was: "Please, Gaspare. | get so tired."
H s | ack of response brought the flush stronger into

14
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Gaspare's face. "W will starve, and it will be att your fault!" he shout ed,

in an effort to be as unfair as possible.

Dam ano did not | ook at him

Gaspare's color went fromred to white with sheer rage. That he should have to
followthis lifeless stick fromplace to place |like a dog, dependent upon him
for music (which was both Gaspare's living and his life), for conpanionship,
and even for | anguage (for Gaspare spoke nothing but Italian)... it was
crushi ng, insupportable. Tears | eaked out of Gaspare's eyes.

"But tears were not Gaspare's nost natural node of expression. Convul sively he
grabbed Danmiano's armand drew it to him Wth a canine grow he sank his
teeth into it.

Dam ano stood up in the seat howing. Gaspare tasted bl ood but he did not |et
go, no nore than any furious terrier, not until the wooden handl e of the

hor sewhi p canme crashi ng down on his head and shoul ders.

Dam ano then threw hinmsel f down fromthe seat of the nmoving wagon, clutching
hi s bl eeding arm and danci ng over the shoul der of the road. The gel di ng
pattered to a halt and turned its el egant, snakelike head.

Above, on the high wooden seat, young Gaspare sat, red as a boiled crab, and
puffing like a bellows.

Dam ano stared, slack-jawed, at him "You bit nel" He repeated it twice,
wonderingly. "Wy?"

Suddenly Gaspare was all conposure, and he knew the answer to that question as
he spoke it. "I wanted to see if you were still alive at all. You don't act
like it, you know, except when you play the lute. | thought maybe you died
last winter, during the battle of San Gabriel, and had not yet noticed.

"A man gets tired," Gaspare concluded, "of talking with the dead."

Still gaping, Damiano pulled his wool en sleeve up. "Mther of God," he

whi spered, staring at the neat oval of broken skin, where stripes of crimson
were welling over the bronze. "You have bitten nme |like you were a dogl Wrse,
for no dog has ever bitten me." Hi s head went fromside to side in shocked,

ol d-womani sh gestures, and his eyes on the wound were very | arge.

Gaspare sat very tall on the wagon seat. The yell ow
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and green of his dagged jerkin outlined the ribs over his enotion-puffed
chest. "Best work |'ve done in weeks," he stated. "Should have seen yourself
hop. "

Then he settled in the seat, like a bird shifting its weight fromw ngs to
perch. "You've been unbearable, lutenist. Absolutely unbearable for weeks. No
man with a spirit could endure your conpany."

Recei ving this additional shock, Dam ano |et his wounded arm drop
"Unbear abl e? Gaspare 11 haven't even raised ny voice to you. You' re the one
who has been how i ng and conpl ai ning since we hit the French side of the
pass...."

"Exactly!" The boy thrust out one knobbed finger. "Even though it is to neet
my sister we are traveling across France and Provence in cold, dry Lent. It is
me who conpl ai ns, because | ama man. And you bear with nme with a saintly,
condescendi ng pati ence whi ch underni nes nmy manhood." Now Gaspare stood
declaimng fromthe footboard (which wobbl ed) of the high seat.

"To err is human. Yes! | ama human man and proud of it! To forgive... and
forgive, and forgive... that is diabolic."

Suddenly the ol der fellow s dark fece darkened, and he kicked a wheel as he



muttered, "Did you have to say that—exactly that, Gaspare? Diabolic? A man can
al so get tired of being called a devil."

Gaspare snorted and wi ped his nose on his long, tight sleeve. "No fear. You
possess no such dignity. You are the unwitting—and | do nean unwi tting—tool of
wi ckedness, designed to |lead ne to damed tenptati on! By Saint Gabriele,

Dam ano, | believe you |lost your head with that cursed Roman General Pardo in
the town hall cellar, for you' ve been nothing but a ghost of a man since."
Dam ano stared at Gaspare, and then stared through him Five seconds |ater

for no perceivable reason, he flinched. H s uninjured arm gestured about his
head, dispersing unseen flies. Wthout a word he stepped to the side of the
wagon and clinbed into it through one of its large holes. A monent |ater he
was out again, carrying a bundle with a strap and anot her bundl e wapped in
flannel. The first he slid over his back {it made a tinkling noise) and the
second he cradled with notherly care. Then
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he strode off and di sappeared to Gaspare's eyes, hidden by the bul k of the
wagon.

Gaspare heard the receding footsteps. He stood and hopped fromone foot to the
other. Failing to see Dani ano appear around the wagon, he sprang gracefully to
the dirt.

It was true. The lutenist was |eaving, plodding back up die road toward Lyons,
Charoni x and the Al ps. Wthout another word, he was | eaving. By conscious
efibrt, the boy turned his sensation of cold desolation into his nore
accustoned red anger. He caught up with Daniano in ten athletic bounds.

"Hah!" he spat. "So you think to stick ne with that unmanageabl e swi ne of a
horse? Well, it won't work. The crows can pick his ribs for all 1 care!" And
he executed a perfect, single-point swivel, flung up his right armin a
graceful, dynam c and very obscene gesture, and marched back down the road
west and south. Hi s small, peaked face was flam ng

Dam ano, in his outrage, had forgotten Festiiliganbe, and he now felt a bit
foolish. H's less acrobatic steps slowed to a shuffling hah, while he heard
Gaspare runmagi ng t hrough the wagon. At |ast, when the noi se had faded,

Dani ano cane back

The horse, while still standing between die traces, stared curiously over his
shoul der at Dam ano. He had a marvelous flexibility in that neck, did
Festiiliganbe. Dami ano tossed his gear back into die wagon and carefully

deposited die lute into die niche in one corner which he had built for it.
(This corner had no holes.)

Slowy and spiritlessly Danmi ano wal ked over to die horse. He exam ned die
knotted, makeshift harness and die places where it had worn at die beast's
coat. Festil Hganbe lipped his master's hair hopefully, tearing out those
strands whi ch became caught between his big box teedi. Dam ano didn't appear
to notice.

"I shouldn't be doing this to you, fellow *' he whispered, stroking die black
back free fromdust. "You are no cart horse. It's clean straw and grain for
whi ch you were born. And fast running, with victory wine fromsilver cups."”
Thi ck horse tips smacked agai nst die young man's face, telling himwhat die
gel di ng thought about silver cups. H's near hind foot suggested tiiey start
novi ng agai n.
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Havi ng no ideas of his own, Danmi ano was open to such suggestion. He boosted
hinself up to die driver's seat and reached for the whip he had dropped after
drubbi ng Gaspare. Carefully he pulled up his sleeve, bunching it above die

el bow to allow die sun free access to die neatly punched bite on his forearm
The horse did not wait for a signal to start.

What a misery that boy was. Squatting passively on die plank of wood, Damni ano
| et Gaspare's offenses parade by, one by one.

There had been that housewife in Porto. She had had no business to call die



boy such names, certainly, but you cannot drive through a town cracking
strange worren on di e head and expect to get away with it. Not even when tfiey
are bigger dian you. Especially not then. She had al nost broken die |ute over
Dam ano' s shoul ders (though he was by rights not involved in die exchange of
insults, only easier to catch tiian Gaspare).

And in Aosta they had cone near to fenme, or at least a confortable |iving,

pl ayi ng before die Marchioness d" Orvil, until Gaspare ruined things and nearly
got diemsent to prison with that sarabande he insisted on dancing. In front
of die marquese, besides. Dam ano bl ushed even now, wondering how he coul d
have m ssed seeing all winter diat die dance was obscene. Gaspare had no
del i cacy.

But he was touchy as a condottiere, where slights to his small self were
concerned. And jeal ous. Though he never |et Dami ano forget die young man's

i nexperience wi di wonmen, Gaspare's attitude was as possessive as it was

nmocki ng, and his green eyes watched Dami ano's every nove. Let the lute player
of fer one gallant word to a fermal e of any description, whether it be a girl
with die figure of a poker or a nother widi a dozen children, and Gaspare
purely trenmbled wi di agitation.

You'd think he was a gir! hinself.

And hey! Gaspare was even jeal ous of die horse. That was what |ay behind his
silly resentnent of die animal. He was jeal ous.

Heat lay a dry hand agai nst Danmiano's face. The clouds had dissolved in die
sky. The black gelding trotted now easily, ears a-prick, |ong head bow ng | eft
and right to
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an invisible audience. It was as though this trip to Provence were
Festilliganbe's idea, not Dami ano's. O rather not Gaspare's, Dam ano
corrected hinself. Dam ano had no pressing desire to neet Evienne and her
thieving clerk nf a lover in Avignhon on Pal m Sunday. It was Gaspare who had
arranged the rendezvous and set the tinme. (And what a timel How they had
gotten through the snows of the pass at that season was a story in itself, and
not a pleasant one. It had al nbst done for the lute, not to nmention the three
living menbers of the party.)

Gaspare babbl ed endl essly about his sister, calling her harlot, slut and whore
with every breath and always in tones of great pride. He had badgered Dam ano
into crossing the Alps two months too early, just to keep faith with this
sister with whom he was sure to squabble again in the first hour

There was nothing wong with Evienne, really. She had a warm ripe body dusted
with freckles, a wealth of copper hair and a strong desire to pl ease.

But when Dani ano conpared her to another wonan of his acquai ntance—a | ady
whose tint was not so rare or figure quite so generous—all Evienne's col or and
charm faded into insignificance.

Next to Saara of the Saami, all of fermale humanity canme out second best,

Dam ano refl ected ruefully.

And when Gaspare nmet Evienne again, along with her |over and pinp, Jan Karl,
the boy was sure to learn nore pickpocket's tricks. He was certain to wind up
hanged as a thief, if he didn't die brawing.

Dam ano shut off this silent arraignment of his nusical partner, w thout even
touching on Gaspare's salient vices of gluttony and greed. It was an

arrai gnnent too easy to draw up, and rather nore pathetic than daming. The
upset of spirits it was causing in the lutenist was making his armthrob

har der .

So what if Gaspare was nothing but trash, and doily beconm ng worse. \Who had
ever said otherw se—Gaspare hinsel f?

No. Especially not Gaspare.

And there was the truth that disarmed Dam ano's argunment. Gaspare expected
not hi ng but failure from hinsel f—failure, acrinmony, wounded pride. He knew he
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was difficult to get along with, and he accepted that Dam ano was not.
Therefore he considered it Dam ano's responsibility to get along with him as
it is the responsibility of a hale man to support a |ame conpani on, or a
sighted man to see for a bund.

And this last tirade, in which the boy had accused Dami ano of exactly not hing,
had been built on a bizarre foundation of humility. For by letting the

| ut eni st know how di sappoi nted in him Gaspare was, he also | et him know how
much he had expected of him

Dam ano' s head drooped. G ass-broken road swept by bel ow t he cracked
footboard. Hi s fine anger dissolved with the shreds of clouds, leaving a
puddl e of shane.

The truth was he didn't really Iike Gaspare. Not whol eheartedly, except when
the nmusic gave thema half-hour's unity, or during the rare noments when they
were both rested and fed. Gaspare was sinply not very |ikable.

But the problemwas Daniano didn't |ike anyone el se whol eheartedly either,
except of course one glorious angel of God. And that took no effort.

Gaspare had been right, Danmiano adnmitted to hinmself. He had failed the boy. He
had given himvery little, on a human | evel, since the beginning of w nter
Aside fromhis nusic, Dam ano had felt he had nothing to give.

And wasn't the |lute enough? Dani ano rubbed his face with both hands. God knew
it was work to study and play as hard as he had done for the past year. It
requi red concentration, which was the hardest of works, as well as the best.
But no. Dami ano m ght be a nadman about his Instrument, but he was not so

del uded as all that. One could not pass off a bourree as an act of friendship,
any nore than one coul d di sgui se as human warnth what was nere good nmanners
and a dislike of conflict.

And what had he taken from Gaspare in exchange for that counterfeit
friendshi p? Rough |oyalty, praise, energy, enthusiasm...

Once Dami ano had had his own enthusiasm Enthusi-jismand a dog. The dog died,
and then the enthusiasm and he had had only Gaspare.

Eyes gone blind to the spirit, ears gone deaf to the natural world: it seened
to Dami ano he had given as
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much as a man ought to be asked to give, for the sake of right. He ought to be
al | owed sone peace now, for as long as he had left.

But how could he say that to Gaspare, who had never possessed what Dami ano had
now | ost ?

Suddenly it occurred to himto wonder which way the boy had gone. Surely he
woul d continue to Avignon, to Evienne. Daniano raised his eyes.

A minute | ater and Gaspare woul d have been out of sight, or at |east out of
the lutenist's poor sight. But he was visible in the far distance ahead, a
bobbi ng spl otch of nodey, jogging along fester than the horse's anble.
Frowni ng, Dami ano tossed his hair fromhis face. Gaspare's physical endurance
i nspired awe. Doubtless he would make it to the city al one, and probably he
woul d go qui cker and plunper than he would have in the lutenist's conpany.
Then truth stung Dam ano's bl ack eyes. Bel oved or no, Gaspare was necessary to
him In a manner totally renmpved fromthe question of |ike or dislike, Dam ano
Del strego needed Gaspare because the boy believed in himas a lutenist, as a
conposer.

As a man of possibilities.

Dam ano did not believe he was the best lutenist in the Italics, any nore than
he had believed hinself to have been the npost powerful witch in the

Itali cs—when he had been a witch. After all, he had only been playing
(obsessively) for a handful of years. But Gaspare did believe that, and nore.
Gaspare was the first and only person in Damiano's « |ife who was convi nced of
Dam ano' s great ness.

It had been at first enbarrassing, and then intoxicating, to have soneone so
convi nced.

It had beconme necessary.



The world was filled with strangers. Gaspare, with all his prickliness and his
i gnorance (ignorant as a dog. Unreliable as a dog in heat), had becone
necessary to the nusician.

Dam ano asked the horse for nmore speed, snapping the whip against the
singletree. Festilliganbe bounded forward, honking nore |like a goose than a
horse. Harness snapped. The wagon boomred al arm ngly.

This was no good. Two nmiles of this speed and the m smat ched wheel s woul d cone
of f.
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Dam ano cursed the wagon. He'd rather be riding. But if he was to travel wth
Gaspare again, he'd need the ranshackl e vehicle. Perhaps He ought to catch
Gaspare on horseback, and then return to the wagon

But what had beconme of the boy? Damiano rose up in the seat, bracing one

| ar ge- boned hand agai nst the backboard and one ragged boot agai nst the
footrest. He jounced, clothes flapping on his starved torso |ike sheets on a
line. H s black screws of hair bounced in time with the wheels' squeal, except
for one patch in the back which sl eeping on branches had left matted with

pi nesap. He squinted in great concentration

The road opened straight before him swooping south and west, |osing el evation
as it went. Grass gave way to ill-tended fruit trees and bare stands of alder,
and the wet ground was humobcked with briar and swanp maple, which twi ned |ike
ivy. Less inviting countryside, was this, certainly. The clouds had returned
and were multiplying, or at least swelling. In the distance appeared what

m ght have been a village. (O it mght have been rock scree. Dani ano was

al ways tentative about things seen in the distance.)

But nowhere could he spy a | ean shape of yellow and red and green, neither
floating over the grass nor angrily tranpling the briars. No Gaspare on the
road or anong the swanp maple. Not even a suspiciously bright bird shape am d
t he al der groves.

Dam ano's curse began quite healthily, but trailed off into a sort of

i neffectual msery. For seeking people miss-ing or |ost he was even |ess

equi pped than the average man. He had al ways before known where peopl e were,
known it literally with his eyes cl osed—been able to feel a distant presence
like a breath against his face. But he didn't know how to | ook for a boy,
usi ng patience and reason, going up one country wagon rut and down the next.
He felt that at twenty-three he was too old to learn

As a matter of feet he felt too old for many activities, and the best |life had
to offer was nost certainly sleep. As his mind spun in gripless circles around
t he probl em of Gaspare, his lower lids crawl ed upward and his upper |ids sank
downward until his rebellious eyes closed thensel ves.
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H s hands, too, had snuck up one another's sleeve and hidden in the warnth

So little was pleasant in this life, and nost of what there was turned out to
be a m stake. Magic was sel f-delusion and war just a patch of bloody snow
Even one's daily nmeat was the product of violent death, while |ove..

The gray stone walls, burying a nun. A gray stone grave on a hillside. A small
grave in a garden w thout a stone.

Only music was uncorruptible, for it meant everything and nothing. In the past
year Dami ano had done little but play on the lute.

H s present lute was his second, successor to the little instrument smashed in
Lombardy and buried beside the bones of an ugly bitch dog. This |lute boasted
five courses and its sound carried rmuch farther than that of his first pretty
little toy. But it was shoddily made and did not ring true high on the neck

no matter how Dani ano adjusted the gut fretting. In only fifteen nonths' play
he had worn snooth vall eys along the soft-wood fretboard.

But now he didn't want to play. There was no one to hear but the horse, who
was tone deaf and appreciated no rhythns save his own. Besi des—bani ano's hands
woul d not come out of their hiding.



The sun winked in and out of clouds; he felt it against his face, like a
menory of his missing witch-sense. His head filled with the munbling voice

whi ch was al ways present if he allowed hinself to listen

Sonetimes it broke into his dreams, waking him Mre often, like now, it
droned himto sleep. Either way, he never understood it.

And there came odd i mages, and thoughts. Naked wonen (a radi ant, young naked
worman: Dam ano knew her nanme) he coul d understand, but why should his head be
filled with concern for goats?

He | et such concerns fade with the sunlight.

The horse did not know his driver was asl eep. He needed neither whip nor rein
to urge himto do what he |iked nost to do, which was to keep going. He lifted
his feet, not with the exaggeration of fashion, but with racing efficiency. He
nodded right and left to his invisible audience. H s high, Arabic tail swept
the air.
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He t hought about oats, and never wondered why he should do so.
Suddenly Festilliganbe recogni zed sonet hing much better than oats.

Phi | osophi cal amazenent caused himto stunble, and his trot became a shuffle.
A halt. He craned his I ong neck and regarded the crude seat of the wagon, his
whi nny pealing |ike bells.

Dam ano woke up smling, in the presence of light. H's hands | eaped free of
his shirt and he hid his poor, inadequate eyes behind them "Raphael," he
cried. "I'mso glad to see you—er alnost to see you."

Between die nortal's shut fingers | eaked an unconfortabl e radi ance. Dani ano
turned his head away, but as if in effort to counteract this seem ng
rejection, he scooted closer to the angel on the seat. Meanwhile, the horse
was doing his level best to turn around in his traces.

"I"'msorry, Dam," said the Archangel Raphael, settling in all his
imuateriality next to Damiano. "I don't know what to do about that."

Dam ano gave a sweepi ng wave of his hand, acconpani ed by one scornful eyebrow
"Don't think about it, Seraph. It is ny little problem At |least | can hear
you perfectly, and that is nore than nost people can. Besides, | renenber well
what you |l ook like." He opened his eyes, staring straight ahead.

And he sighed with relief. It was pleasant to talk to the angel again. Very
pl easant, especially now when he was feeling so conpletely friendl ess. But
conversation was one thing, and study another. Today Dam ano was not in the
nood for a | esson

Yet Raphael was his teacher, and so Damiano felt sonme effort was incunbent
upon him "l've been saving a question for you, Raphael. About that jo/i
bransle we were toying with | ast week."

"The bransle?" A hint of surprise rested in the angelic voice. "You want to
tal k about the bransle right now?"

"I was wondering if | ought to play those three fourth intervals in a row. O
not, you know? It's not like they were fifths, which would be too

ol d-fashi oned and dull, but still, | feel the nmeasure would go nore if |
descended in the bass."

There was a nonent's silence, along with a rustle Iike
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that of a featherbed. Then the corona of radiance said, "Dami, what are you
goi ng to do about Gaspare?"

Involuntarily, Dami ano gl anced over. Silver filled his eyes, cool as
starlight, chillingly cool, set off by seas of deep blue. Daniano was felling,
fearlessly felling, out into depths of tine.

There was a curtain of silence. He tore it.

And the brilliance then was white-hot and imense. It was not infinite, but
fall within limts set perfect for it, shining round and glad, and it would
have been neani ngl ess to suggest this brilliance mght want to be |arger or

smaller than it was, for it was glowingly content. And it was a brilliance of



sound as nuch as of light: wild sound, like trunpets in harnmony, yet subtle as
t he open chords of a harp. It drowned Dami ano. Hi s probl ens dissol ved.

"Dami," cane the soft, cool, ordinary voice. "Dam . Dami ano! C ose your eyes
or 111 have to knock you off the wagon."

Eventual | y the young man obeyed, dropping his head, clutching the seatback as
t hough fighting a form dable wind. "I. , I... ooofl Forgive ne, Raphael. It
leaves nme a little sick."”

"flic angel emtted a very nelodic sort of whine. "That's terrible, Dani. \Wat
is the mtter with nme that | affect you so badly?"

Thr ough hi s undeni abl e nausea, Dami ano had to | augh. "The matter with you, old
friend? Don't worry about it. It's what | get for being neither witch nor
truly sinmple*. And the sickness | feel happens only as | come back to nyself."
He sat upright once nore, and reached out at randomto slap an i mmateri al
shoulder. "It's good for ny nusic, Seraph. You have no idea how nmuch | |earn
each tine | get sick looking at you."

Raphael 's sigh was quite human. He plucked at Dam ano s head. "You have sap-in
your hair," he observed.

Dam ano wi ggled his fingers into the snarl. "I know Gaspare wanted to cut it
out. That seemed a very radical solution to the problem so I..."
"CGaspare," echoed the angel. "What are you going to do about Gaspare?"

Dam ano bristled his brow "How can | tell you? He
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just ran off not an hour ago. Maybe he'll conme back. And now did you know
about that anyway, Raphael? You were |istening?"

Wngs ruffled again. "Yes, | was." After a few seconds' silence on the human's
part, Raphael added, "Shouldn't I listen?"

Dam ano shrugged. "It makes me feel | have to be always on ny best behavi or
that's all."

This time it was the angel's turn to pause. "Best behavior? Is that |ike your
best clothes? I'mflattered that you would want to wear it for me, Dam, but

you needn't. And if you wish, | will stop listening.

"In feet"—and the angel's voice grew even softer, (softer, slower and

i ndefinably droll)—=1 ought to send you a note beforehand, each tine | visit,
so that you can be wearing your best behavior. And your best clothes."

Dam ano snorted, smling wyly. "I amwearing ny best clothes. They have

becore i ndi stingui shable fromm worst. Like ny behavior
harsh in the |augh with which he followed this.
"I"'mgoing to foll ow Gaspare down the road, Raphael. All the way to Avi gnon

if need be." Hs smle grew tighter as he added, "And 111 even apol ogi ze to
the little weasel, when I find him

"That is what |'mgoing to do about Gaspare. Does it nmake you happy, ny

t eacher ?"

Bef ore Raphael could reply that that did make hi m happy, the conversation was
interrupted by a huge crack and snap of wood, followed by a pai ned whinny, as
the frustrated horse finally succeeded in turning around in place. The sting
of the trace breaking at his right sent Festilliganbe into a series of
stiff-legged junps which destroyed the | ast of the makeshift harness. Then, as
Dam ano bit his fingers in consternation, the gelding lay its |ong head on the
footrest of the wagon and gazed up at the angel, noaning like a forge.

"There goes the wagon," cried Dam ano. "So much firewoodl"

"I"'msorry," said the angel (for the second time that day).

Dam ano' s gesture was nagnani mous and very Italian. "Forget itl He's ny horse.
Besi des—how can you be sorry
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about anything when you're a perfect spirit?" He swng down fromthe seat and
marched forth to release the horse fromits tangles.

"I"'mnot perfect," replied the angel, alnost hurt in tone. "That's very bad
theology. Only the Father is perfect. | amonly sinless. And it is because of

There was sonet hi ng



me this lovely fellow has broken all his straps. Let ne fix it."

Dam ano stopped with two handfuls of rope. The horse's gently sw shing tai
was floggi ng his kneecap. "Fix... die harness? But you are not to becone

i nvol ved in human affairs, renmenber?”

Raphael glided over the horse's head and hung in the air for a nmonent before
al i ghting. Danmi ano | ooked down.

"True," canme the angel's voice fromabove, "but that is a conplex matter, ny
friend. If | caused the accident, then am| not becom ng nore deeply invol ved
if I neglect to repair the danage?" The angel's voice now i ssued from besi de
Dam ano, who flinched his Bice away.

After a nonment he asked, "ls it done yet, Raphael ?"

W ngs cl apped together in what mght have been consternation. "Done, Dami ?
have scarcely begun. There are a lot of knots here, you know "

The young man dared a peek at one of the broken lines, to find that the whole
thing had been relied: the flax joined to the henp rope with a neat series of
square knots, while the leather {which had to slide) had been linked in with a
bow i ne.

Dam ano had to laugh. "I thought you were going tfl use magic."
There was a pause before Raphael answered. "I'mnot a witch, Damiano. | don't
really possess much magic, but nmy... ny fingers are clever enough."

Dam ano took this statenment for what he thought it was worth and, grinning, he
rai sed his hand to scratch his head.

"Quch. Are they clever enough to get this mat out of my hair, Seraph?"

Snmooth fingers felt around the elf-lock. "Well, | can certainly make sone

i nprovenent, Dami. Have you got a knife?"

The I ast remants of a former vanity caused Dam ano to cringe. "You nean

you'll have to cut after all?"
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The angel chuckl ed. "Yes. The harness was one thing, but this |and of negl ect
is another. But | think |I can do it w thout |eaving too nuch of a hole."

Dam ano sat perched on the wagon seat, being barbered with his shaving razor
He kept his eyes closed. Raphael did not stop when he had renpoved the natted
patch in the back, but took this opportunity to shape the whol e head according
to his personal taste.

"Phew, " spat the nortal. "Hair in ny nmouth. Gaspare won't know ne, when | do
find him | haven't had ny hair cut since last autum."

"Why not ?" asked the angel, as black hairs floated through his stainless

radi ance.

"No noney," replied Dam ano, but even as he spoke he knew it wasn't the truth.
Gaspare badgered himweekly to et himcut his hair in the style in which he
arranged his own orange | ocks. Dam ano, who could not inagine hinmself |ooking
i ke Gaspare, had steered clear

"Or rather, Raphael, | am beyond caring what | |ook like."

"Why so?" The angel's voice seemed preoccupied.

Dam ano hesitated before answering. It was not a subject that nade easy
conversation. "Because, Seraph, | have been told not... to expect..." H s head
was gently pressed forward while attention was paid to the nape of his neck

" to expect to live much | onger."

Wth absolutely no change of tone Raphael murmured, "One is told a great
nunber of things by a great number of people. 1'd be careful whom | believed."
The razor swi shed near Dam ano's |left ear. "Besides, Dam . Even if your

appear ance doesn't matter to you, it matters to the girls. The pretty girls:
they care what you | ook like."

Dam ano j erked around and al nost | ooked at the angel. "Wat kind of thing is
that for you to say? You—an angel of God!"

"I's there sonething wong with girls, Dam ? Wiy should you not want to please
them when | know they try so hard to | ook pleasing to you?"

Dam ano shook a great dark cloud into the air. "Have you no... no regard for
chastity, Archangel ?"
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The razor was placed carefiilly back in Dam ano's left hand. "Chastity, yes.
Ugl i ness, no."

Daxni ano grow ed, "Saints are often quite ugly, and filthy besides, yet | am
told that God holds themin high regard." He began to pick hair fromhis

t uni c.

"I know that to be true,"” replied the angel equably. "But | am not the Father
And you, Dam ano..."

"I know. | know." The razor was wapped in rags and slipped into the back of
the wagon. "I amno saint. But | do ny best, Raphael."

The wagon was novi ng agai n. Raphael said nothing for a while, and Dani ano
dared not | ook around, but he knew the angel to be there on the seat beside
him Finally Raphael said, "God be with you along this road, Dam ano." It
sounded so like a farewell that Damiano replied with an "Et cumspiritu tuo,"
But the angel renained: unseen but al nost pal pably present. A nile passed,

t hen anot her. Dull ness took Dam ano, along with a drowse that the conpany of
his bright friend made pl easant.

The gray shape on the far hill was indeed a village, and growing closer. It
had a wall. Snoke fingered the sky. There was sonething in the road before the
vill age: sonething brown and slowy noving, |ike a yoke of oxen

Perhaps it was market day, and the road was deserted only because everybody
was already in town. Dami ano was peering ahead for any sign of Gaspare when
t he angel spoke in his ear. "Keep trying," he said, and then he was gone.
Keep trying for what? To find Gaspare? To | ook at Raphael ? To stay well
grooned? Dami ano coul d think of nothing el se Raphael m ght have meant —except,
of course, keep trying to stay awake.

The road was filled with fresh ruts, but no vehicles either passed or had been
left beside the village's nud-plaster walls. In the distance someone was
singing in an aggressive and undi sci plined bass. Those were nen in the road in
front of the village gate; it was their coarse brown robes that caused themto
resenbl e oxen. G'ver all hung a faint odor of the shanbles.

The singing grew | ouder

Surely this was market day, and in a good-sized
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vill age, besides. Damiano's hands twi tched on the reins, as he began to pick
out his program for the afternoon

This place woul d wel cone nothing delicate or too subtle, certainly, and

besi des, much fingerwork woul dn't be heard over die noise. Country dances were
the thing, and part-songs the drunks could sing along to. Too bad he hadn t a
| onger background in the local nusic; the Provencal and French nusic he had
learned in Italy was H gh Art stuff and wouldn't do at all

Dam Gaspare for running off just when his capers would come in handy.

Now the gates were clearly visible: 1ogs of split maple hung by great square
nails. They hung open. Damiano sat up in surprise to discover that die robed
men in the road were engaged in whipping three other fell ows who knelt in
stocks set right in the open gateway.

Hs first reaction was typical of his tine and culture. He snickered al oud,
wonderi ng how nuch bran these bakers had put in their bread. Then the netal
tips of the cats glittered in sunlight, and he saw the bl ood runni ng.

Poor sinners, he said under his breath, while the frightened and excited horse
first snorted and then janmed backward, jarring the wagon and causing it to
yaw. Dami ano slipped down fromhis seat and took the reins in one hand,
beneath Festilliganbe's head.

The fl oggers wore robes, but they were not tonsured. After each bl ow t hey
paused to utter a penitential prayer. The victinms were nearly naked, and they
did not make a sound. The nonk in the mddle, whose | ong scourge cracked |ike
a horsewhip with every stroke, was a huge fellow, full-faced yet grim with
odd pal e-blue eyes. A froth of blood spattered with each stroke. His



brown-haired victimm ght have been dead, for he lay in the stocks with no
novenent .

These were felons, not cheeseparing nerchants, Dam ano deci ded. Someday
Gaspare would surely cone to this, if he continued on his path. The | utenist
hoped his errant dancer had encountered this sight, or was perhaps watching
this mnute fromwithin the town. It would do hi m good.

Buy why had it fallen to the Third Order of Saint Francis to execute the

puni shrent of niscreants? Donini -
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cans, who were called the Hounds of Christ, would be quite at home in such a
role, and Jesuits even nore so. But both orders were relatively dapper, and
nost certainly tonsured. Franci scans were the only ones who sometines went
shabby. Dami ano had always felt a strong affinity for G ovanni di Bernardone
(call ed Francesco, or Francis), who had been a nmusician as well as a saint. He
was very di sappointed to find that the Franci scans whi pped peopl e.

Even nore upsetting was the fact that this display effectively blocked his
entry into the village. Wth difficulty he maneuvered the spooky horse off the
road and on to the tranpled green at the foot of the wall. He yanked his bag
of clothes and cookpots through a hole in the wagon wall and dropped it on die
ground. Carefully he lifted out his lute and set it atop them He slipped the
gelding's black head into a halter and untied its harness. Hi e hul k of wagon
he | eft behind, half hoping it would be stol en

Leadi ng the horse, he would be able to pass between the stocks and the village
wal | . He hoped his passage would not offend die clerics but, really, one mnust
be able to get in and out of a town, especially on market day.

Here the coarse singing was very |l oud, and shared by nore than one voice.
Drunken, most likely. But the sound of a silver bell, rung by the m ddl e nonk,
cut through all, and as Dani ano passed directly behind the burly flagell ator
the man | eaned forward, threw open the stocks, and tenderly lifted out his
victim H e others did likewi se, andu the poor sufferers staggered to their
feet.

Then, with a booming cry, die huge man tore off his rude and filthy robe and
flung himself into the stocks, which framework shook with the inpact of his
wei ght. The other flagellators, tike shadows, followed. Despite their bl oody
and battered condition, the forner victinms each picked up an iron-tipped cat
and set to work with a will. Even die mddle one, whom Dam ano had t hought
hal f dead.

Dam ano had heard of the order of flagellants (if indeed there was any "order"
about it), but this was his first sight of diem and it left himfeeling
gqueasy. Surely diere was bravery in their actions, and they undoubtedly
cancel ed out a great nunber of sins, but still it seened to Dami ano there was
nore to be gained froma well-sung
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mass. As he passed beneath the village gate, crude and heavy as a deadfall, he
met the pale eyes of die former executer, now victim They were bright, round
and electric with pain. At first die man's face held his gaze by its power to
raise pity. But that power" faded as the rnusician saw in those eyes not hing
pitiful, but rather a horrible sort of ecstasy, which lit die gray face from
within like living coals under a bed of ash.

And then, between one nonent and the next, the penitent's face underwent a
subtle alteration without seemng to change at all. Dam ano stared down
through the man's flesh at another face that glowed fromwi thin: a face with
perfect, elegant features which were nolded out of malice and fire, and which
stared burning malice up at him

It was a face Dam ano had known before—a face strangely like diat of Raphael
were the angel seen in a w cked dream

It made his heart shiver and junp within him and his knees buckl ed. But for
his hand on the horse's | ead rope he would have fallen, and it was only the



strength of the gelding (who only saw the Devil when | eaves bl ew over die
road) which | ed Dam ano by.

This was not the first time diat Dam ano had seen Satan face to face, but it
was the first tine in a year and nore, and never before had Satan appeared to
hi m nnsunmoned. Fear coursed |ike cold water through his body.

I nside, he turned die horse and | ooked back, only to find a perfectly

nor mal -1 ooki ng fanatic bei ng scourged by another of the sane variety. He stood
confused, listening to his heart regain its proper rhydim

The streets and stoops were littered widi people, yes. But despite diat, this
was no market, for there were no barrows to be seen. Al so, die shops were

cl osed, unswept, sone of diem boarded. Drunks and singing inplied a festival,
yet this | ooked |like no festival Dam ano had ever seen, unless it were the
third hour of night after a | ong day's carouse.

Al ong the foul street |ounged nen in gay velvets, sitting in die dirt next to
men in rags. Wnen, too, mxed with diemin die gutters on terns of easy
famliarity. One
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(at woman seened to be wearing every bit of white linen she possessed, in

oni on-l ayers over a purple wool en gown. She squatted on the stoop of a decayed
shop, while above her a cart-wheel -sized wooden olive swng on chains in the
wi nd. The door of the shop was staved in, and a pungent litter of broken
olives lay scattered about the street. Her apron, too, was filled with olives.
Besi de her, not touching, removed as if by time and di stance, sat the
undi sci pl i ned bass, singing "gaudeanws" as he juggled olives in his oily
hands. He was not smiling, this reveler, not was the well- (or at |east nuch-)
dressed woman. Nor was anyone on the street or in the square beyond. The dry
snell of wine warred with that of olives, while above both rose a reek of
excrement .

And this whol e assenbl age of unsm ling mani acs gazed directly at Dam ano.
Festilliganbe froze, shaking all over

And t hough he had no | onger any witch's staff to warn him and woul d not have
been able to use it if he had, Dam ano sensed w ongness before himas strongly
as a blind man nmay sense di e noonday sun. He thought to back out the way he
canme, but the white-eyed horse stood rooted, while behind himrose die
terrifying soft prayers and sharp strokes of die flagellants.

H e bass voice was clinbing to his feet. He approached Dani ano. |ndeed, the
whol e sonber riot of themwas drawing near, staring with puzzled intensity at
one dark-skinned, thinnish traveler with a horse.

The singer bowed fromthe waist. "Welcone. Wl conme to Petit Comtois, my brave
one. Forgive our deshabille: we were not expecting visitors. And yet we are
delighted to see you." At the end of this anouncenment, the fellow forgot to

cl ose his nout h.

Dam ano dropped his bag of clothes and pots. Hi s head was sw mi ng

unpl easantly, and he didn't know whether the scene before himwas as bizarre
as it appeared, or whether it only seenmed so to eyes which had just endured
the sight of the Devil. He cleared his throat. Once, twice, three tines he
tried to answer. The fat woman hove up beside the first villager. She stared
at the horse, and then at Dam ano. She touched the mane of each

"Hasn't he nice hair," she observed to die world in
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general . Her mouth was a rosebud and her eyes were glazed |ike candy. Dani ano
stuttered harder as her fingers played through his newtrinmed | ocks.

At last he was able to say, "My nane is Del strego, good villagers. | ama
musi ci an, and | have cone seeking after a friend."

The bass singer nodded sagely. "Good Monsieur Del strego, wel cone again. No one
could please us nore dian a nusician seeking after a friend. In Pe' Contois you
will find many friends. In Pe' Contois we are all friends. Friends unto death,"
And he smiled a wise, lunatic smle



Dam ano backed away, and the horse backed with him tranmpling the bag of pots.
He felt a stiff, foolish smle stanp itself upon his face. He could not tear
it off. Then the silver beU of die flagellants tinkled once nore and
Festilliganbe bolted forward, dragging his naster beside him But the heavy
vill ager grabbed the gelding s cheek-straps, and the beast went rigid with
terror.

Behi nd them wooden gates swung shut. The horse npaned hel pl essly.

At diis Dam ano's courage awoke. "Ill take die horse," he snapped. "He doesn't
like strangers.” And he pulled die villager's fingers, one by one, fromthe
rope halter. Then he turned foursquare and confronted die town.

"What is wong, here?" he challenged. "I can't tell whether you are all in
nmour ni ng or on holiday. You are all dressed up and yet it looks like die

vill age has been looted. Is diere war? Sickness?"

He pointed over the first row of houses to where black snmoke still increased.
"What is burning?"

The fat woman turned to the odd-dozen vill agers behind her. "He asks whet her
there is war," she announced. "He asks whether there is sickness. He asks what
is burning in Pe' Contois." She giggled. "He has such a sweet Italian accent."
Dam ano, being only human, reacted to this with a certain amunt of cold
hauteur. But die nmale villager put up a restraining hand. "Peace, MNbonsieur

Italian. I will show you what you want to know. | will show you what is
burning. I will show you die very soul of Pe' Comois. Follow ne."

Dam ano foll owed, between two dry stone buil di ngs
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and across anot her desol ate street. The bizarre audi ence faded behind, |acking
either energy or interest. At the next narrow intersection Festi U ganbe

bal ked, and rather than suffer the villager's unsettling aid, Dam ano left the
| ead rope hangi ng over a post, knowi ng no one could walk off with the animal.
The truth about Festilliganbe was that although he would not al ways obey

Dam ano, he would nevr -, under any circunstances, obey anyone el se.

Here the snell of dung was stronger, but it was overwhel med by burning wood.
It was houses that were burning, the white stone walls containing Sanme |ike
cupped hands, while fire-tongues licked through the wi ndows. Around the
perimeter of die blazing area stood men with pails and pokers, watching the
flames with proprietary interest.

"It is... on purpose?" asked Dam ano, shifting his lute fromhand to hand.
"You are burning your houses on purpose?"

"In Pe' Contois," stated the villager, "we are very rich. Wen we are tired of
a house, then—pfftf Up she goes. There are always plenty to go around.

"Enough houses, gowns, |inens, foodstuffs, w nes—o, not enough w nes, forgive
me. But enough of everything else.” He led the other across a court, where
stood an enornous church, high-spired, windowed with glass. It was a church
far too big for the village that contained it. It was a Provencal church

Toget her they passed in.

"And how are you so lucky, in Petit Contois?" munbl ed Dani ano, his words
echoing in di mstone.

Wth every step he grew nore distrustful. Sacred ground or no, this place
stank. And his ears told himit was not enpty. The nave door swung open

There, under high tiered wi ndows of scarlet and gold, upon carved pews of oak
were strewn bodies: the dead and dying, piled neatly head to toe.

"Because there is no one left to eat, to wear clothes, to live in houses..."
announced the singing villager, sweeping the chanber with a gesture.

"We are all dead, you see. Plague."

Chapter Two

Fromthe right came sounds: the weak rebellion of the dying, and their
terrible, whistling breath. Fromthe left came only the echoes of the sounds,
for all who reclined on the pews on that side of the church were already dead.
Even as Dami ano's eyes adjusted to the dimjeweled |ight fromthe stained

wi ndows, two cow ed nmen |lifted one of the passive shapes and pronoted it to



the left side of the aisle. No word was spoken

"Thi s cannot be," Dam ano whi spered tentatively. Then hearing his own words in
his ears, he fell silent.

Festilliganmbe stood in the beneficent spring sun, shifting fromone pair of
legs to the other. It seemed to himthat if he wasn't going, he ought to be
eating. O at least rolling. He tested the length of his rope. Not quite |ong
enough. Too bad. O course he could always pull the rope away; it was not
attached to the thin wooden post in any way. But that he was not supposed to
do.

For a few mnutes he anused hinsetf scratching agai nst the painted stone wall,
| eaving mats of black winter coat caught on every roughness. Then he scraped
hi s haher nethodically against the windowsill. He bit off a chunk of painted
pl aster, and then spat it out with disgust. Festilliganbe dknmt know he was

el egantly |l ean, but he knew he was hungry.

Soneone was comi ng. The gelding pricked his fox-tiny ears and snorted. He
wasn't very fond of people, except uf course for Dam ano. Not that anyone had
ever done himany real hurt, but he was a Barb, and there it was.

It was a horse approaching. A big horse. The gelding' s ears went back, because
he really wasn't very fond of other
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horses, either. He especially disliked bigger horses, who mght tend to think
too nmuch of thensel ves.

As it turned out, this horse wasn't really too big. He was shorter than
Festilliganbe although far heavier built. He had a human with him That was
good; it neant there would probably be no fight, and fights were not anusing
unl ess the other horse was much smaller. One look in the gray stallion's
placid ramface and Festilliganbe knew this horse would offer no difficulty.
He crested his black neck and hissed at the draft horse, for though
Festilliganbe was a gel di ng, he knew what pride was.

Now t he human was lifting his halter rope fromthe post where Dam ano had | eft
it. Wuldn't he be surprised to find that Festilliganbe could not nove from
the place he had been told to stay?

He never had noved, not since he had made that agreement with Dam ano in San
Gabriel over a year ago, when Dam ano had prom sed never to spellbind himif
the horse would stay where put. He never had noved, and he never woul d. Never,
never, never. The el egant black set his every nmuscle for the balk.

The human, however, did not try to pull. Instead he tied the halter rope into
the gray horse's harness straps. Holding the gray s cheekstrap | oosely in one
hand, he clucked to the massive ani mal.

The rope tightened. Festilliganbe dug in with his hooves. In two seconds he
found hinmself flipped in die air and |l anding on his |eft shoul der and
hi ndquarters, his legs still straight out before him As he was dragged gently

along the dry road, his bee was a mask of equi ne bew | dernment.

Pl ague. There nust be sone m stake. The plague had vani shed si xteen years ago,
after destroying alnost half of Europe. Surely it was like Noah's flood, and
Cod woul d not send it again. This nust be sone other pestilence; typhus or

chol era. Something that would do its little damage (great enough to the people
who died of it, and to the famlies of those wio died of it) and fade away.
Man was heir to so nmany di seases.

Sl ow y Dam ano began to pace along the great central aisle, cradling his lute
hi gh agai nst his chest, his breath
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hal f choked by the stench. He peered only down the rows to his right.
This man was a farrier; Dam ano could tell because he still wore his divided

| eat her skirt. Touching his head were the bare feet of a tall woman in bl ack
| ace. Her handsone face, not young, had gone green. (At first he thought it
was the wi ndow |ight, but no, there was no green glass in any wi ndow. She was



green.) Her breath whistled two notes at once. She stared stupidly at

Dam ano's lute, and her |ips noved.

What coul d he do but shrug his shoul ders, apol ogizing for his healthy
presence: a lute-carrying nountebank at death's grimdoor? In reply she spoke
one word, which he could not hear

There was a man at Dami ano's el bow. One of the religious who had ported the
body fromthe right side to the left. A brother of Saint .Francis, the
nmusi ci an not ed.

"It was land of you, ny son, but | doubt many of them would notice."

It took Damiano a little time to understand. Then he shifted the lute from
hand to hand. "Ch. Forgive ne, Brother. | don't nean to disturb.”

He found hinself repeating his words fromthe village gates. "I ama nusician
and have cone off the road seeking after a friend."

The Franci scan nodded. He | owered his eyes and replied, "Look, then. But for
your own sake, do not touch."

Thi s m sunder st andi ng shocked Dam ano. But as he opened his nouth to tell the
friar that Caspare could not possibly lie here anong the dying, having
preceded Dami ano down the road by only an hour, it occurred to himthere was
no use init. Caspare (if he had entered Petit Contois at all) was subject to
real danger.

And so was Dami ano. Between one nonent and the next he renmenbered Satan's
words. "Soon. Perhaps a year or two. Perhaps tonight." And once nore he
touched the bl ack bedrock of his existence, which was the fact that Satan had
told himhe was going to die.

H s hand trenbled on the neck of the lute and he chi ded hinsel f, asking

hi nsel f why he should be frightened now at the sight and thought of death,
when he had

38

Dani ano' s Lute

spent the |last year and nore preparing hinself for that inevitability. After
all, was that not the reason he had avoided invol verent with wonmen? And was it
not at |east part of the reason he had fallen into sleeping so rmuch, sleep
bei ng death's cl ose kin?

But no ..preparation could suffice; he was not at all ready to die. There were
matters unsettl ed—atters such as Gaspare, who was angry with him Such as
that vision of green eyes and brown braids, and the singsong voice in his head
whi ch he coul d not quite understand.

Saara. He wished he had said nore to her

It cane to Damiano all at once that his life was not a rounded whole; it had
no progression or shape. As an artist, he couldn't call conplete a work which
possessed neither structure nor noral—er, at |east, no structure or nora
evident to hunman eyes.

And he felt a great dissatisfaction with this nethod of death, perishing in
hopel ess and frightful stink. A nman wanted to die heroically, with sonmeone
standing by to take down his final words. To sicken and die of plague, in
conpany of a hundred others, naneless and forgotten..

"In a century you wi U be a man who mi ght never have existed froma city with a
forgotten nane."

But it was Satan who had said that. The Father of Lies, and his one purpose
had been to hurt. "I'd be careful whom | believed,' Raphael had said. Daniano
did not believe this prophecy because Satan had given it, but rather because
he hinself had accepted it. As a bargain. Yet at the same tinme he did not
believe it at all because the archangel had al so advi sed Dani ano that no
creat ed bei ng—ncl udi ng Raphael's brother Lucifer—knew the future of nen. At
any rate, believing or not believing, Dam ano was not ready today to die.

Al'l this passed behind his black eyes in a noment. He found hinself speaking
to the Franciscan. "It is the plague, Brother? Not typhus, or..."

The friar lifted his eyebrows so forcefully his scalp winkled above his
tonsure. "Didn't you know? My poor, innocent traveler. You have come along a
very bad road."



"God be with you along this road."” Cursed angel. He could cut hair. He could
fix harness, but he couldn't say one little word about the plague |ying ahead.
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| mredi atel y Dani ano reprimanded hinmsel f. He could not blane the archangel for
keeping to the limts assigned him Especially since he had broken those
[imts once already for Dam ano, saving himfromthe hangman in the village of
San Gabriel. Raphael was definitely not supposed to involve hinmself that way.
(Yet the angel still called himself sinless. Not perfect but sinless.)

Turning to go fromthat deadly church, Dam ano thought of one nore question
"Brother. Those monks | saw at the village gates. The flagellants. Are they
Franci scan al so?"

The friar's frowm was lit crinmson, blue and gold. It was fornidable. "They are
not nmonks of any sort. They are not true Christians. Pay themno attention, ny
brother. Fear and despair may drive nmen nad, and Satan enjoys our msery."
"Sat an?" echoed Dani ano, and he wi shed he knew a way to tell the friar what he
had seen in the face of the flagellant at the gate. But no, the Franciscan
woul d only think himmad. He turned to the white |ight of day that cane

t hrough the entrance door. But he heard a call. "Lute player. Lute player."

It was tiie green woman in the black lace. "Play," she said. "Play for ne."
The Franci scan was not around.

Dam ano did not want to play, nor to remain in that house of plague for any
reason, but he lowered hinself gingerly onto the armof the pew, by the feet
of the unconscious farrier. Quickly he tuned.

"What do you want to hear?" he whispered to her in conspiratorial fashion
"Play sweetly," the sick woman replied. "Quietly. | don't want to dance just
now. "

He played a sad Palistinelied by Wl ther, and then one of his own, witten in
m dwi nter, that he had called "The Horse's Lullaby." \Wen he was done, she
said no nore, and only by her rough and bubbling breath did he know she was
not dead.

As Dam ano paced toward the vestibule a nman passed him elderly, upright,
dressed |i ke a burgher. This conposed old fell ow proceeded slowy up the

ai sl e, peering
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down every right-hand pew. Looking for soneone, Daniano deci ded. But then the
ol d man paused, discovering the opening left by the body recently carried off,
and he sat down, crossed hinmself, and | ay back

Dam ano flung hinself toward the |ight.

The air of the street was pleasant, being sullied only by snoke. "Dami

Del strego, you nust stop crying," he growed to hinsel f, blinking and

bl undering across the court. "You nozzarellal Soneone will see you in a
nmonent , "

Was it fear or pity that clutched his w ndpipe? He could not tell. He had not
felt so shaken since |leaving the Piednont. Since before that. Since..

He renmenbered the crack of his staff breaking and the terrible sense of
felling, felling. He remenbered Saara's glorious face, and all the rest of the
worl d going gray.

Dam ano resolved to get out of this fearsonme town, if he had to inch up the
stuccoed wal I .

And speaki ng of getting out, where had he left Festilliganbe?

Though Petit Contois lay not fer fromthe H gh Pass, and was in construction
simlar to the stone towns of Piednont that bore Dami ano, it was French enough
to be confusing to him The streets were narrow, very narrow, and they wound
like ivy. The buildings were not as high as die square towers of Italy, but
they tended to spread out sideways, sonetinmes bl ocking die road. And though he
could read | angue d' oc passably, there were no signs to be seen

There had been an alley with a flight of stairs, where he had to | eave die
horse. Was this it? It was dark enough, and the burning houses were to his



right, as they should be. He danced down three worn bl ocks of granite and on
to somet hing soft.

St aggeri ng back, Dami ano al nost dropped his lute. But it was not a dead man.

It was a dead rat. He went nore cautiously down to the next street. -----
There—down at the fer end of die street—that was a horse. Dam ano sprinted
under sunlit skies, and over a pale, packed-earth street. The beast cane
around the corner. It was attached to a wagon. That | unbering, round thing was

not Festilliganmbe. It was gray, and its neck
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thick as the Barbish gelding's loin, arced in a half-circle. It regarded the
panting human with kindly unsurprise.

"Hah! Wl come again, Monsieur Delstrego,"” said an unpleasantly famliar voice
fromatop the wagon. The villager, who was not now singing, held the slack
reins in one hand. "Do you like ny stallion? He is no racehorse, certainly,
but he is of the ancient Contois line. He will pull weight all day, and when
he is done with his life's work, there is no better eating!"

Dam ano flinched as though the man had suggested eating his own children. "M
horse! What have you done with hinf? You haven't..."

The villager's | aughter was nerry and unperturbed. He wi ped his nose agai nst
his sleeve. "Ch, you Italians are excitable! Don't worry, nonsieur. There is
no hunger in Pe' Contois, that we should slaughter your little pony. He is
wel |, probably better dura he has been in a while, since he is eating oats and
barl ey. W have fodder to spare.”

At this news Damiano felt nmore alarmthan gratitude. "GCats and barley! He
hasn't had anything like that since January. You wifl colic him Take nme to
hi m at once!"

The wagoner only snorted. "All in good tine, nonsieur. | have ny little duties
first. | nmust take a little drive outside die wall, and..."

"The gate will open for you?"

The answering grin was a shade contenptuous. "Ch, they will open for nme al

right. Come al ong, nusician, and entertain ne on nmy way."

Dam ano was torn between his desire to flee the stricken town and his concern
for the gelding, which if permtted would certainly eat itself to disaster

But the townsman knew where Festillig&rbe was, and Dami ano did not. He waited
for no second invitation

The wagon was so heavy it scarcely shifted under his weight. Damiano sat his

lute on his lap and | ooked over his shoul der

A large oilcloth covered a | oad of nmany bunps and prom nences, sone of which

were | ong, and some round as a ball. One lunp was quite unm stakably an el bow.
"I take my little trip fromthe church to die end of the comon | ands every
day," die driver was saying. "It frees die pews, and keeps things sort of
fresh, you know?
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Lately, though, it's been twice a day, which is unfair, since |I'mpaid only by
t he day, not by anount of work."

Dam ano said nothing. The driver inhaled deeply. "Wonderful day, today. Good
clean breeze. Gve us a little tune, nonsieur." The townsman prodded his
passenger. "It will help pass the tine."

Dam ano stared down at his hands, which seened to have no feeling in them
Gaspare prow ed outside the town wall as wary as a cat. His situation boded
nor e unhappi ness than Dani ano's, because, while a musician nmay play wthout a
dancer to dance, people expect a dancer to have nmusic. And he only had a word
or two of this silly, spineless |anguage. So he approached covertly, in case
somet hi ng useful (or unlocked) m ght cone his way.

He heard chanting, and saw that within the gate a small troupe of religious
were setting up stocks. Not liking the |ooks of this, he slunk off.

Attached to the plastered wall itself, on the far side of the town fromthe
wooden gates, was another of those roofless, useless stone huts. He entered,



stepping delicately over fresh ashes. He dusted a stone with his rag of
handkerchief, sat on it and mulled things over

By his strenuous trot through the fields toward the village he had put off
feeling sorry over biting the hitenist Now he coula put it off no |onger, and
regret seeped through him

Gaspare thought of Dam ano, and he began to wiggle all over. Wenever the boy
tried to think, he wi ggled, because he was a dancer. As Evienne al ways said,
his brain was in his feet.

And he could not think of Dami ano Del strego without w ggling very strenuously,
for in his cynical way Gaspare stood in awe of Daniano. Fromthe first tine he
had heard the fellow play, sitting on the corner of San Gabriel on market day,
he had known.

Here was a new nusk. A rnusic of unearthly conmplexity. A nmusic that could shake
ki ngdoms, and played all on a tiny liuto of four courses.

And wonder of wonders, the nman who created it |et CGaspare hinself conme al ong,
to be part of the source and
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the nourishnment of that art. Gaspare had never really believed his |uck. How
could it be that no other cunning fell ow had heard Dam ano before Gaspare, and
taken himin tow? He was such easy prey, full of fancy ideas and nearly blind
as a bat. Soft, too, and agreeable. Easily bullied. It was as though all the
nmusi ci an' s passion was stored within the lute.

The story the fellow had tol d—ef learning to play his instrunent fromthe
Archangel M chael, or sone such—that Gaspare had taken for artistic metaphor
Dam ano also clainmed to be a witch, and on that first day he had acconplished
a good imtation of disappearing. Gaspare could never renmenber if that had
taken pl ace before or after they drank the skin of wine. He rather thought it
was after.

But of course Dam ano never really did anything nmagi cal —-except play the lute
that way, of course. Gaspare had been with himnow for a year, and if there
were anything in the least bit sorcerous in Daniano's nakeup, the boy would
know.

Gaspare had been forced to realize that Daniano was a bit nmad. Not dangerous,
m nd you—-he was as gentle as a | anb, come what may—but just unbal anced.

O maybe not mad, but just sheep-sinple, for God knew he needed watching |ike
a guileless ewe lanb. He | ooked like oner too: a black lanmb, with all that
curly hair and soft black eyes. Grl-faced, yes, but the girls thensel ves
didn't seemto mnd that. The lutenist wouldn't |ook half bad, if he'd trouble
to take care of hinself.

Gaspare had nade it his business to take care of Dami ano—at |east to keep him
fromstarving. Let the fellow believe it was his quick hand on the strings,
and not Gaspare's in the passing pocket, that put pennies into the bow .

When he had gotten themto Avignon, Gaspare intended to unveil his nusician in
the courts of the Pope, saying, "See what | have brought fromthe w | derness.
I, only I have recognized greatness in its infancy."

But it was hard to travel with a madman. H m and his angel, when he spoke

wi de-eyed to the air. Also himand his Devil: he claimed to have spoken with
Satan as well as Gabriele (or whoever), and hinted sonetimes at dark deal -
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i ngs that nade Gaspare nervous about the real source of his proficiency upon
the lute. (Gaspare, |ike nost people, found it nuch easier to believe in the
Devil than in angels.)

The nost irritating thing about the nusician was his silly preoccupation with
chastity. Gaspare had directed one kind and easygoing girl after another at
Dam ano Del strego, and carefully watched the results. Each tinme the player
smled, turned color and went into retreat. Chastity!

Wio cared?

Del strego shoul d have been born a girl.



And now it was all for nothing. Gaspare had taken a chunk out of the fellow s
arm and no man could forgive that.

No man with sense. A madman coul d, nmaybe. A sinpleton, perhaps. A man as
soft-natured as Dami ano. ..

Gaspare signed, burying his sharp-nosed face in his hands. Wiy did he have to
have such a tenper? Evienne said it came with the red hair. He w shed he could
tell all of this to his sister, though she would only yell at him

Wth a single, fluid notion, Gaspare was out of the hut and bal anced on the
wal | . He sneaked into Petit Gontois and beheld the pl ague.

"You are a cat with one kitten, nonsieur," expostul ated the Comtoisian. "Your
little horse will come to no harnmy | promise you. | will take you to him

| ater, when ny passengers are taken care of —you see?"

This was said as the dead wagon approached the gates of the town. Dani ano was
nore certain every nonent that Gaspare had had nore sense than to enter a

pl ague town. The boy was not really sensible, but he was very cunning.

But if Damiano |left now he would have to steel hinself to go through the
wooden gate again, because Festilliganbe nust be found.

Preferably before grain colic killed him

Dam ano slipped to the packed earth of the random al nost circular town
square, where the crowd | ounged in their unaccustomed | eisure, wearing the

cl othes «nd eating the food of the dead.
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There were fewer now. Damiano counted only fourteen, as the cl oddi sh
hoof-falls faded away in the di stance, along the eastern road. That was not
because of plague, certainly, but the midday rest. (Even |leisure nmust nave its
breaks.) Yes, there in the broken doorway of a goldsmith's (the shop was

pi cked dry) curled a plunp young nother with her infant on her lap, both
asleep. The little one's mouth was open like a red rosebud. Its nother snored.
They shoul d go hone, he thought to hinself, but then there occurred to him
possi bl e reasons why they did not. Dam ano shrugged.

H s scuffed, shapeless kit-sack lay on the earth, undisturbed. Wiy woul d
anyone want to steal a wooden bow and two raggy tunics, after all? Al though
his silver knife was fine, with its crystal and its phases of the noon. It was
useless to him now, as a tool of witchcraft, but still it was a fine knife.
Dam ano rummaged it out and stuck it into a slit in his |eather belt. The rest
of his gear he kicked carelessly into a corner

He woul d quarter the town, calling. Festilliganbe would answer, if he were not
too stuffed with oats.

In truth, Damiano was a little disappointed that a nere bribe of food would

tenmpt bis horse away. He had struck a bargain with Festilliganbe, once, back
when his powers had given himsonething with which to bargain. But why shoul d
Festilliganmbe give himnore than other horses gave their masters, when lately
he'd been getting nuch | ess from Dani ano? Mich | ess food, that is.

He took a stride forward and opened his mouth to call. The next instant saw

himleap stiff-legged off the ground, swallow ng his words, for two plunmp pink
arns had enbraced himfrom behind, while a thick voice in his ear wheedl ed,
"Aww, Monsieur Trouverel Gve us a little song/' f

"Madam " he croaked, or rather squeaked, swelling his shoulders to rel ease

hi nsel f and spinning in place.

"Madam | think, perhaps, with the troubles this town is suffering..." Here he
paused to breathe, to gather his wits and to step away fromthe woman of many
layers. "I think perhaps it is not the time for song."

She giggled and made a little nmoue. "Not if one has
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t he plague, of course. But we are the ones the plague has passed over, and for
us entertainnment is very necessary."

She really was not bad to ook at. Her eyes were bright blue, and tilted in a
manner whi ch rem nded Dani ano of sonmeone or other. Her hair, escaping fromthe



undersi de of her winple, was barley-fair. And Dam ano had not hing at al

agai nst pl unpness.

Yet he found this woman appalling. "Is it over, then?" he nunbl ed, | ooking
around at the sunny square. "lIs the plague at an end?" Under this blue heaven
he coul d be easily convinced the plague was over, purified by spring weat her
al one.

She shrugged, and the many |layers of linen (the top layer was real |ace)
puffed with air before settling once nore around her. It occurred to Dam ano
that these Provencal people did not shrug like Italians, forthrightly. They
had sly shrugs. "It has lolled nost all those it is going to kill," she
replied, as the baby in the doorway gave a tiny, sleeping cough

He | ooked into her face, and then Dami ano snelled olives. H s |ong-nursed,
fam liar hunger awoke like a lion, nearly driving himto his knees, while at
the sane instant he felt he would much rather die than eat anything he found
in Petit Contois.

"Must go," he munbled, and he took two smart strides down the rmain street Then
the wonman had a grasp on his left leg, and was dragging himto his knees. »
"Music," she cried out. "W nust have nusic."

An instant |ater a hal f-dozen villagers, nostly fermal e, had added their soft,
unyi el di ng pressure to hers. Dami ano sat down on the street, cursing, holding
his lute away fromtheir curious, bejeweled fingers.

Yet he was not entirely proof against this rough sort of flattery, and when
someone dropped a great gold pendant with a red stone around his neck, he was
not proof against that, either. Wth a broad, forthright and very Italian
gesture, he yielded.

It was too bad Caspare wasn't here. These mad souls woul d have | oved Gaspare.
(Like calls to like.) Yet he wouldn't wi sh this place on the redhead, nor on
anyone. He took the pendant off and stuffed it in his belt-pouch
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test it scratch the finish of the instrument, and began to play.
These people didn't need a professional dancer after all. The way that fat

worman was capering was an education to watch. And the butcher jigging on one
foot next to her. For a nmoment Dam ano t hought the man in the bl oodstai ned
apron was the same he had seen in the church, lying still and awaiting
promotion to the left-hand side. But no. The sentence of the plague was never
conmuted; the only simlarity between the two nmen was in the | eather apron
He gave themthe rondel and the crude estanpie, and when they were wanned
up—+ndeed, hot was the nore accurate word—he pl ayed that sarabande of
Gaspare's which he had so nuch reason to dislike. In his single year of

pl aying for bread, Daniang had | earned to judge an audi ence correctly, so he
wast ed none of the difficult polyphonies, and nothi ng Raphael had taught him
at all.

And if his fingers pinched the strings with a hint of contenpt, and if he
danped a bit harshly, well, that was all to the better, considering that

Dam ano's natural touch was too delicate for everyday tastes.

He lifted his eyes to see a huddl e of drab brown at the edge of this gracel ess

circle. Even the flagellants were drawn to the sound of festival, it seened.
In a moment they woul d be danci ng.
"Mt her of God," whispered Damiano to hinmself. "lIs one fury interchangeabl e

for anot her?"

Then the sound of bone agai nst flesh broke through the nmusic. A year ago this
woul d have caused the young man to stop, or at least to drop a beat. But now
his fingers continued their course while he glanced up to see the man in the
apron laid |l ow by the biggest of the flagellants. Wth a noise of childish
outrage the woman of |ayers bounded across the dust of the square and ki cked
the flagellant in the mddle of his horsehair and ashes.

This was not the first tine Dam ano had played for a dance whi ch becane a

nel ee. His policy was to continue playing, while backing away fromthe ring of
trouble. In this situation he found it nost advisable to scrape along the row



of ruined shops on the left of the main street. Following this course, he
woul d eventual |y put the fiagel -
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| ants between himand the nerry madmen (who were certain they were not going

to get the plague) and seek Festilliganbe in peace.

He was fingering a spirited bransle {what el se do you play when the audi ence
is brawing?) when a round, soft, little noise behind himcaused himto turn
hi s head.

This was the doorway of nother and baby, but nother was presently out in the
sunshi ne, engaged in pulling soneone's hair. Baby lay alone in the darkened
goldsmth's shop, dressed in white christening robes, coated hands and feet
with a precious, glittering dust, and coughi ng.

"Mt her of Cod," groaned Dami ano once again, and for a single instant he
entertained the idea of taking the child with him But in his twenty-three
years Dam ano had never so nuch as held an infant in his arns, and all he knew
about their care was that he was fairly certain they could not eat grass.
Avoiding the tiny mte, he set his instrument within the shop, in the safety
of a dark comer, and then he went back out to find his horse,
"Festilliganbe," he called, trying to be nmel odious as well as penetrating.
There was no answer.

H's next cry was | ess nodul ated, but still he heard no reply, except fromthe
brawl in the square. A silver tankard rolled, clanking, past his feet. He
ignored it.

Al'l these houses narched down to the street, and of those which had stables
bel ow, all were open and enpty. The packed earth would hold no inprint.
"Festilliganbe!" bell owed Dam ano. There was a scuffle of feet behind him It
t ook Dami ano a good two seconds to understand that the flagellants were
chasing him For one nore second he stood his ground, belligerently resentful
that they would try to get himinvolved in an argunent between two breeds of
lunatic. Then he sprinted.

Had he been | ess outraged, or had he understood the situation a bit quicker

he m ght have escaped, for his opponents were weakened by their nutual abuse.
But four pairs of hands gripped his tunic and his feet were kicked out from
under him

"Dam the lot of you," roared the furious nusician, suspended by his shirt
three feet off the ground. Hs fist
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connected twi ce, on what felt like hard pieces of anatony. "lI've had just
enough idiocy!"

Then his head was lifted from behind, by the hair. The expressionless features
of the chief flagellant |ooked down upon him "Corruption," the man stated.
"Hurman flesh is corruption, and the wormis its end. You are a sinner and
partake of the nature of the beast. You nust be freed from your corruption.”
There was a tinkle as of tiny bells, as the tips of a cat jingled together
Then Dam ano was no | onger furious, but frightened.

Wth sweat prickling all over, Gaspare backed away fromthe dead man he had
cone so close to touching. There was no doubt in his nmind what had killed this
fellow those horrible round lunmps like oak galls on the neck, the pus-vy,

di scol ored face and the general attitude of being left to lie where it fell...
He did not need the row of yawning doors and the desol ation of the quarter to
confirmhis opinion. Gaspare had no trust in the world to delay his acceptance
of sad reality. This was plague, just like that which had slain half the world
a generation ago, and Gaspare was goi ng back over the wall quickest.

Si nki ng back into the ashes of the hut where he had earlier sat in unhurried

t hought, Gaspare shivered all over. Wat an ass he was, not to have guessed
why they burned the place down | He mnced out through the gaping door

shaki ng cl ean one foot, then the other

Di strustful | y-hungrier than ever despite the crawl i ng horror—he exam ned the



road west. Runor had it that plague, |ike mankind, followed the roads. And it
hadn't come from above, to the east in Franche-Conte' or the Chanonix Pass.
Per haps Provence already suffered the worst. Perhaps Avignon was dead, as it
had been only sixteen years before. Perhaps..

Evi enne

Gaspare's heart banged his fragile chest wall like a prisoned eneny. He felt
each mle that lay between his sister and hinmsel f as an unendurabl e
deprivation: a personal insult against himand his.

An affront to' pride. He flared his pinched nostrils against it.
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It did not occur to himthat being with Evienne would not prevent her {or him
fromcontracting plague. Avoiding the plague was not the issue for Gaspare.
CGetting through the plague to Evienne was.

Way had he let her run off with that m serable, horse-faced Dutchman, anyway?
Bad enough she should be a prostitute at hone in San Gabriel (anong fanmily, as
it were), let alone spreading her scandal into foreign countries.

Leaving himnursemaid to a lute player who saw angel s.

Dam ano! Gaspare's head jerked up, and he noved away fromthe wall where he
had been | eaning. Were was that soft-eyed sinpleton: |unbering the old cart
back up toward the pass? O would he have continued west? Gaspare cursed

hi nsel f for not stopping to make sure. His feet I ed himover the cleared | and
whi ch surrounded the wall of the town and into the head-hi gh brush.

Why woul d Dani ano go back, after all? It was he who originally wanted to see
Provence, whence cane the nmusic. The lutenist had only wanted to wait unti
May before attenpting the Al pi ne passes.

Wll, they were over the passes. Easier to go on than back. And that neant
Dam ano would trot that spoiled, sullen-tenpered horse straight into trouble.
Gaspare could close his eyes and see it happening: a scene conplete, with

Dam ano yawni ng, the horse snapping harness right and left, the rickety wagon
trundling its oblivious way past rows of grinning corpses and burned-shops.

H s soft-shod feet gathered speed.

Looki ng up the road past the gate, Gaspare saw nothing. He breathed with
relief. Then be noticed the famliar, derelict wagon squatting at the edge of
the cleared land, its shafts angling out |like the Iong curved tushes of a
boar .

Damati on and buggery. Wat could be done with the fell ow? Gaspare washed his
hands in the air. It was a gesture that relieved his feelings but did not
change the fact that he'd have to go in and drag Dani ano out.

He went over the wall with the speed of practice, and padded nonchal antly down
an enpty street. Why shoul d he skul k, when he'd broken no | aws (so far) and
besi des, could outrun anyone he'd ever net?
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The first street was without interest. So was the second.

Along the third, he heard a noise: a regular and workmanli ke thunping, as of a
hamrer agai nst wood. Exercising greater caution (because although he had
broken no |l aws so far, there was no assurance he might not want to break sone
soon), he decreased the distance between hinsel f and the source of the

di st ur bance.

It was comng froma half-door set into the first floor of a square stone
buil ding no different fromany of its neighbors, except that it snmelled a
trifle nore rank.

Gaspare peeped obliquely in, to discover a horse, which was eating with its
front end and kicking with its back end. It perforned these actions in
sequence, first chewing a bite of oats, then swall ow ng, then heaving up and
delivering a massive blow to the oaken panels of the door. Gaspare found he
could count to six during each iteration of the cycle.

The horse was Festilliganbe.

Gaspare | eaned negligently against the stones of the stable wall, considering



what he saw.

As a picture, he liked it. Dam ano woul d, no doubt, be quite concerned that
the horse would injure hinself kicking the door. The owner of the stable m ght
legitimately be concerned as well. Gaspare, however, |iked both the animal's
rebel I i ousness and his realistic attitude. It wasn't Gaspare's door, after
all. Nor his horse.

But how had the horse gotten here? Dam ano hadn't a sou to pay for oats. And
he wasn't likely to have sold the brute. Christ, no! The lute player would
sooner part with his bollucks. And why did Festilliganmbe have such a grudge
agai nst dry straw and good grain? He was a perverse horse, but not that
perver se

Gaspare had a strong hunch somet hi ng was wong. He leaped lightly to the top
of the door, timng his nove for the nmonent the horse took a nmouthful fromthe
manger, and then landed lightly on the blond straw on the far side of the box
fromthe gel ding.

"Hey! Festilliganbe. Idiot-face," hissed the dancer. The startled ani nal
shrieked and spewed oats into the air.

"Shut up," rapped Gaspare, and he pointed in perenptory fashion. "So. You cane
into a fortune, eh, old
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friend? Wll, one friend's fortune is another friend s." And reaching into the
bl ack and bitten wood manger, he filled both his jerkin pockets (which were

bi gger than such pockets had any right to be) with golden grain. Then he
filled his purse.

Wth enough oats, one could nake frunmenty. O flatbread. But it wasn't with
the clear idea of cookery that Gaspare | oaded hinmself with the grain. It was
only that it was there for the taking.

When sufficiently |aden, Gaspare took the gelding' s dangling halter rope and
wound it securely around his wist, Then he |l ed the now docile horse to the
door. "W're going out now, nag-butt," he whispered up at the black ear, a
foot above his head. "We're going out to | ook for old sheep-face Dami ano. Can
you find Dam ano for me, boy?"

The horse blinked down at himmldly. Gaspare untied the |eathern thong that
hel d the door. He was nervous. If die truth be told, Gaspare was afraid of
horses. A crack of light appeared as the oak door began to open

Festil Uganmbe hit it, chest on, roaring, and with a display of Barbish speed
and tenperanent, Bung hinmself along the enpty street. They were halfway to the
next corner before Gaspare's pitiful screamhit the air.

H s armwas caught in the rope. His feet never hit the ground. There was
nothing for the boy to do but grab a

handful of mane with his left hand and hang on

»

Except for Del strego Senior, no man had ever laid punishing hands on Dam ano.
O, nore accurately, no man had gotten away with it. Dam ano was | ess prepared
than nost men for the touch of the whip, and the first lick of the tipped cat
stiffened himfrom bucking and thrashing into nute astoni shment. The second
stroke knocked himto his elbows. On the third he cried out, or tried to.

Wth the fourth multifingered assault upon his back, he gathered hinself

toget her and fled—$led in a manner he hinself did not understand—through the
ragged, enpty socket in the mddle of his nmind

It was dark here, and green with the background of fir trees. The grass was
dotted with crocus and snowdr ops,
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and with gold brushes of flowering nmustard. Over the flat neadow wound a

st ream whi ch expressed neither decision nor anbition, weaving its course as
random as a snail -track.

Over and through the branchlets of the stream splashed a doe goat, bleating
unhappily, tied with a garland of grape hyacinth. It was a brown goat,



cow hocked and very gravid, still wearing great patches of its wi nter coat.
The weaver of the garland was a nore delicate creature. She rubbed one bare
toe against the other leg, while she tickled the underside of her own nose
with a yell ow brown braid.

"Behave like a lady," she said to the goat, speaking with firmess, and

pointing to the fragile band of blue flowers. "If you tear that off, I'lI
stuff it down your throat."
The goat stopped still, but not out of docility. It chewed an uneasy cud, and

rolled its square-pupiled eyes at what it saw

Saara turned al so, and her own green, tilted eyes w dened. She dropped her
brai d.

"You!" she whispered, half to herself. "Dark boy. Dam ano!" One hand, snall,
pi nk and sl ender, made a circling gesture.

And the lute player knew her as well: Saara of the Saami, barefoot girl who
was the greatest witch in the Italics.
Dam ano knew Saara's powers well, having both suffered them and then stol en

them And now all the strength was hers and he had none at all.

Dam ano felt hinself step closer to the witch (though he hinself did not know
how he did it, not having a body with which to step). The placid water passed
beneat h his substancel ess flesh w thout disturbance.

"Yon cannot be deadl | would know it if you were dead," she stated, yet by her
voi ce Saara had her doubts. Her hand reached out toward him as though to w pe
haze froma gl ass, and quietly she began to sing.

Once agai n Dam ano was aware of having feet, and hands. They tingled. He
brushed back the coarse hair fromhis face. "I don't think I amdead," he
heard hi nsel f saying. "For though I can inmagine nothing nore |ike heaven than
your garden, ny lady, | havff been led to
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expect there will be a matter of judgment to endure before | reach such a

par adi se. Assuming | am found worthy of it."

How odd his voice sounded in his own ears: a bit thin, perhaps, but quite
conposed and calm And how confidently he stepped through air that had nore
substance than he did. Now Saara was al nost cl ose enough to touch. In three
steps, she would touch. She chanted sunlight into the young nan's eyes. He
blinked. H s feet sank into marshy ground.

Then Dam ano remenbered. "1'm not supposed to be here!" he announced, stepping
back and into deeper water. "This is Lonmbardy, and I'min Provence. |

shoul dn't have conme at all!"

Saara paused, her feet resting on the tussocky grass. Her small face tilted
like that of a wary bird. "But | knew you would cone, at |last, Dam . Part of
your soul is waiting here. You have only cone after it—there is nothing wong
in that." She stepped into water, and Saara, greatest witch in the Italics,
sank ankl e-deep in the nud.

Fl ounderi ng backward, Dam ano shook his head. "No, signora. | followed ny | ost
powers, surely, but | did so in ny effort to escape the lash, not to nention
the plague. And in this | have done nyself nore harmthan good."

Saara stopped in mdcurrent Her blue felt dress darkened as it absorbed water.
Her chant first slowed, and then stopped. From behind her, the doe goat

bl eated | oudly.

"Pl ague, Dami ano?" she asked quietly. "The lash? Where are you? Were have you
| eft your body?"

He stared down at hands |ike clear amber, glowing with their own light. His
breath canme out soundl essly, and he | ooked up at the witch again.

"Somewher e between Lyons and Avi gnon. |In Provence, where the nusic is born

And | nust go back, before I... | forget how "

He turned away from her, then, as though he were about to wal k down the hill,
and he stared confusedly around him

"Saara, it's you that is holding nme, isn't it? Let me go back." H's voice rose
with a tinny, faraway urgency.



Her hand rested on the goat's ridged horn, while the
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ecrufly, decorated beast nuzzled Saara's hip. "Don't worry, Dami. | won't hurt
you. Don't | have half your soul in my care, and by your w sh, not ny own? But
before | let you gp you nust tell ne..."

"Win't hurt net You will kill me, | think! Let ne go before it is too late."

Dam ano bl undered forward into the same streanl et where Saara stood. Water

pl ashed agai nst his | egs and hands, feeling nore real by the nonent.

And the sum shape in peasant enbroidery, too, was very real. As Saara stood
beside him frowning doubtfully, disarmngly, Danmiano felt that it was too

| ate already, and that the cord which tied himto this body was frayed beyond
repair. Tliat Provence and life together were done with himand he woul d be
nothing nore than a captive elenmental: a domestic spirit in the garden of the
| ady Saara.

And he was glad of it.

For life was cruel and Provence dying, while Saara was beautiful. And she,
like him had been born a witch, with his own strange senses and stranger
arts. Dam ano knew suddenly that he |oved Saara, and that he had | oved her
since their first meeting on this very hillside, amd the drone of bees and
the sharp fragrance of rosemary.

And as once before he had risked a rival's blade for a chaste and unpracticed
kiss in the witch's garden, so now he stood calf-deep in the spring thaw of

t he nmountains, and he reached out one dooned, inmmaterial hand.

"Saara," he whispered. "Pikku Saara: You should not be so beautiful!"

Saara | aughed, hearing the Fennish word in the Italian nouth. She | ooked into
Dam ano's bl ack eyes. Then her little nostrils twi tched, and the | aughter was
cut off. She exami ned his anber visage with a cold, scientific thoroughness.
She raised a hand, but did not touch.

"You were right!" she stated. "You should not be here. It is very bad for
you. "

Then Saara cl apped her hands, or she made as though to clap her hands. But
Dam ano heard no sound, for his

whol e world went out tike a candle.

t

Where the hell the beast was going Gaspare had no idea. The boy forced his
eyes open, lest the spiteful horse
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scrape himoff on a wall. If it tried that, Gaspare pronised hinself, then he
woul d make his hands |let go. Right now he could not quite manage the feat, for
his fingers were welded into the black mane and the halter rope, which he
shoul d never, never have wound around his arm

Festilliganmbe swung around a corner and Caspare's heel plowed dust. Fear
itself drove himto nmount to the horse's back

"I swear, you pig-head, you pig-heart, pig-collops, pig... pig of a pigl 1
swear 111 wear your hide soneday soon, and if you dunp me it will be today, |
swear by Saint Gabriele and by Maria, the Mdther of Christ, 111 eat your eyes
and tongue roasted on a skewer and sell your bladder for a fool's toy. |
swear..."

Wth a constant stream of such encouragenents in his flattened ear
Festilliganmbe bolted past the basilica, where die odor of death was only a bit
less terrifying than that of the burning houses on the street beyond. Each of
his yellowing teeth was exposed to the wind. H's nostrils were round as
drai npi pes, and gorged purple. H's eyes were ringed, not with white, but red.
He ran with his belly to the ground, carving the dry, packed road with his
hooves. He went rough. He cornered viciously. He went from sun into darkness,
leaping a flight of alley stairs and |anding in sun again on the next street.



He nade straight for the square of Petit Contois where the wooden gates stood
solidly shut. Gaspafte's scream was soundl ess but heartfelt.

There in the road lay a woman's shirt of |inen, and beyond it another of I ace,
stained olive green. CGaspare flashed by themtoo quickly for curiosity. Stil
farther toward the gate he passed a plunmp and fair-haired woman draggi ng al ong
a nonk by his long, untonsured hair. Both were bellowing; it all seened
perfectly natural to die pani cked Gaspare.

The wooden gate | ooned, solid, oak-barred and five feet tall. The horse had no
sense—he woul d brain hinmself against the palings, and Gaspare as well. It was
time to let go.

eCGaspare told his fingers it was time to let go. He tried again. He shrieked
at them but fromfingers they had

become gnarled tree roots wound in the black earth of the gelding s mane.

A circle of brown-robed friars stood before the gate. Evidently Festilliganbe
i ntended to snmash into themon his way to oblivion. Gaspare held to the
selfish and forlorn hope they woul d cushi on the inpact.

But neither the collision with the religious nor that with the maple palings
happened, first because the brown robes scattered |like so many dun doves of

t he wood, and second because Festilliganbe ceased his nmad poundi ng between one
step and the next, and Gaspare's convul sive grip dissolved. He went over the
horse's head and landed rolling. Twice he rolled free, escaping harmw th the
elasticity of youth and training, but on the third roll he came up agai nst
flesh. H's wardi ng hand slipped against » skin slick with blood, on the |ean
whi p- scored back of a man whose head and arns were tied up in a shirt.

Al the bunmps and knobs of that back were vaguely familiar, and in the |eather
belt that circled it was stuck a tiny, intricately-wrked knife which was very
famliar.

"Fig's head of an ass!" ejacul ated Gaspare, as he plucked free the knife and
cut the shirt apart.

Dam ano's eyes were wi de and staring. "Gaspare?" he asked, his usually rather
deep voice cracking. "Gaspare—is this still Franche-Conte? O ... Lonbardy,
or... ?"

Fury warred with a strange ache in Gaspare's heart. He took the shaggy bl ack
head (no, not shaggy any longer, but trinmed somehow) in the hands that had so
| ately been |l ocked in the gelding' s mane, and he shook Dam ano's head roughly
back and forth. "You damed, sw ving sheep-faced lunatic," he shrilled, and

then he bent the unresisting head down and, still nore roughly, kissed the top
of it.
Dam ano, meanwhile, was staring nearsightedly through ., the four black

pillars that arched above him at a huddle of wary, pointing townsnmen, both of
the robed and the bejewel ed variety. He squinted, but they were too far for
himto make out the expressions on their faces. He brought his own, soiled
left hand up to his face and flexed it, |ooking puzzled.

Gaspare al so | ooked at the whip-w elders, and his :v excellent vision gave him
cause for alarm "Get up, Dam ano, V before they regroup and cone back to you.
And once
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we're five miles fromthis foul -stinking bed of misery you can explain to ne
just what..." and as he tried to rise Gaspare's head hit sonething. He ducked
once more, swi veled his head, and di scovered why the townspeople were

poi nti ng.

Gaspare col |l apsed once nore on top of Damiano, the air whistling out of his
throat. For above them stood a half-ton of rigid outrage, iron-Iegged,
hissing, with a tail stiff as a terrier's. The gelding' s head coiled |l eft and
right as though the beast were a dragon, and it dripped white froth onto
Gaspare's upturned face.

"Call himoff!" shrieked the sufferer. "Dear Jesu, call himoff and I will sin
no nore!"

Dam ano, too, |ooked up, but either trust or poor vision saved himfrom



Gaspare's terror. "Festilliganbe!" Awkwardly, like an old man, he clinbed to
his feet. Dirt grayed his hair and caked to the ooze on his naked back. He

| eaned one arm over the sweaty, trenmbling withers. "Hey. | went |ooking SOT
you. But you found ne instead!" The gelding nickered, but its defiance did not
weaken. It stanped one hind foot Gaspare npaned.

The lute player peered down at Gaspare (squirmng full [ength on the ground
bet ween t he bl ack hooves) as though he could not renenber how t he boy had
gotten there. He reached down one hand and yanked hi mup. "Stand up. You
shoul dn't play ganes with an aninmal this size," he chided.

Then he added, "W've got to get out of this town, Gaspare. They're all nad
here. You can never tell what they're going to do next"

"Mad?" Gaspare rolled his gooseberry eyes. "Ch, certainly, yes. |'ve noticed
it myself. Well then, we should certainly get out of here, shouldn't we,

Dam ano? In feet," and the boy pointed surreptitiously to the wall by the

gate, "why don't we just run over there and slip over that wall? IIl help you
up and you pull ne up behind, heh?"

Dam ano frowned hugely and touched his still-bleeding shoul der bl ades. "Don't
be silly, Gaspare. W can't take a horse over the wall. Nor a lute.

"I"ll go get my lute now," he finished, and Dami ano calmy stepped across the
square toward the yawni ng bl ack doorway of a shop. Gaspare watched himgo, and
he
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wat ched the tall shape, black as vengeance, stalk behind him black tai
slashing like a blade that would | ove to cut. The gelding' s nuzzle hung just
above Dam ano's shoul der, unnoticed. Daniano seenmed to be quietly talking to
hi nset f .

It was very lonely, standing in the mddle of the square, w thout even a

vi cious horse for protection. Gaspare shifted fromone foot to the other and
rai sed his chin nigh into the air. No one cane near, for all eyes followed die
wounded nusi cian and his strange protector as he vani shed into the dark shop
and reappeared, bearing his sheepski n-w apped instrunent.

Dam ano was frowning. "There was a baby in there before,” he said to Gaspare,
"but it's gone, now. | certainly hope it was its nother that cane back for it.
So much despair around, you know. " Then he raised his left eyebrow very high
and regarded Gaspare with nore rationality than he had yet shown, saying, "It
is the plague that has hit here. You knew that, didn't you?"

Gaspare sighed hugely. "Yes, nusician. | was aware of that, and that is

anot her very good reason for... for hastening our departure, naybe?"

Dam ano swung onto the horse's back. His nmouth gaped with the pain of his

fl ayed back. He | eaned down and reached a hand toward Gaspare. "Get up in
front" he conmmanded the boy.

Gaspare backed. "No, thank you. | have already ridden that horse once today."
"CGet up,"” said Dami ano with some tenper, and he snagged Gaspare's unwilling
hand. "I don't want to | ose you again, before | even have a chance to tell you

about the strange thing that happened, or a chance to apol ogize, as | prom sed
Raphael | woul d."

" Apol ogi ze?" Gaspare was so astounded he allowed hinmself to be pulled up in
front of his friend on the steam ng bl ack Sack. "You, apologize, after | bit
you?"

Dam ano was not listening. "I think if we just ride confidently up to the
gate, that huge fellowin the robe—he's not a real nonk, you know-+ray j ust
open up for us. O at least not interfere with our opening it.

"What is inportant," he added, sententiously, "is always to appear to know
what you are about, and nobst especially when others are uncertain. That is a
fourth part
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of magic and the half of all medicine. It is nobst inportant of all in mlitary

matters, such as..." And Dam ano gave a gentle kick (a nudge, really) to the



gel di ng' s si des.

The beast reared, turned on its haunches, and spurted al ong the street
directly away fromthe gate. Then it spun again, nearly toppling both its
riders, scrabbled its hindquarters under it, and flew directly for the wooden
fence.

A woman screaned. So did Gaspare. Dami ano | ooked nerely irritated as he
clutched the mane, the lute, and a hysterical passenger. "He's going to |ol

me after all!" wailed Gaspare. Once nore di e townspeople fled.

But Festilliganbe did not hit the gate. Instead, eight feet fromthe

oak- bound, mapl e palings, he gathered hinself under and | eaped.

The ground fell away. Weight fell away. Fesrilligarabe nicked one bl ack hoof
agai nst the top of the gate and he grunted an equine profanity. Wen his
forefoot touched down, his rider was ready—+eady enough to have Gaspare
secured against felling, and to soften the thunp of his own descent on the
horse's back with his knees. Together Dani ano and Gaspare | urched agai nst the
gelding's neck as it cane up, pitching them back into position

The horse canme down gal |l opi ng, and gal | opi ng they di sappeared al ong the Al pi ne
hi ghway.

It was dark before they dared sneak back for the wagon

Chapter Three

The countryside south and west of Petit Contois was even gentler and nore
tenperate than that which they had | eft behind them Wat was nore heartening,
there were scattered al nond orchards and fields of green | avender

But die alnmonds were in bloom not fruit, and what use to a hungry man was

| avender, sweet-smelling though ft was?
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After Gaspare stole the clutch of some peasant's goose, nearly having his
finger broken and finding in the end the eggs were usel ess, being ready to
hatch, well, it seenmed the | east said between them soonest nmended. Al ong the
road they net no one, save the occasional neandering and al ways dry cow.

It was unusually warm for die nonth of March, or at least it seened so to

Dam ano. But then neither he nor Gaspare had ever experienced any but the

Al pine spring. The present tenperature was a saving grace to him on this, the
third day since his whipping in Petit Comois, for he could bear no touch upon
hi s scabbi ng back. He |lay upon his stomach in the boom ng belly of die wagon,
hi s wool en shirt folded under hi mand swaddl ed around his sides.

He was husking oats, by hand, one by one. Boiled oats had been their diet ever
since |l eaving the town. They had di scovered that oats took a long tine to
boil. This little double handful was the | ast from Gaspare's purse.

Dam ano's face bore a | ook of pained concentration. Each ovoid seedl et went
into the bow of his lute for safekeeping, since no sinple cup would naintain
them .through the roll and pitch of the wagon.

The husks went all over. Many pale flakes had found their way into his hair
and eyebr ows.

"I feel so guilty, doing this,'
of die angle of his neck.
Gaspare was driving, which is to say he sat in the driver's seat, his hands
cl enched doggedly upon the tattered reins. But the |lines hung fromhand to
surcingle, and fromsurcingle to bit in great, |ooping swags whi ch swing | eft
and right with the horse's steps. Festilliganbe was trotting decorously down
die road solely because that was what he felt |ike doing.

"Quilty?" echoed the boy. "You feel guilty husking oats? By the Virgin and
every saint, Damiano, do the little grains cry out as you break thenf"

Dam ano sighed and rested his chin on the boards for a monent. The nuscl es of
has back hurt. He was al so |ightheaded fromlack of nourishment, and his
tenmper was on edge. He therefore collected hinself before answering,
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"No, of course not, Caspare. | neant | feel that Festdliganbe is expecting us

he munbl ed, his voice conmi ng strai ned because



to give the stuff to him"

Gaspare's florid face grew pinker and his nouth worked. But he bit off

what ever he'd-first intended to say, and said only, "The creature would be
better off with wealthier owners."

Dam ano did not reply, though it was on his tongue to rem nd the boy that
Festilliganbe did not have owners but an owner

Enbol dened by this silence, Gaspare spoke the corollary to his statement,

whi ch was that the owners would be a lot wealthier if they sold the horse.

Dam ano rested his face on the backs of his hands and resisted a tenptation to
escape fromthis unpl easantness into the fanmliar vacancies of his mnd
"CGaspare," he began, "please try to understand. That horse likes ne."

"Li kes you, maybe, but doesn't listen to you a pig's fart. And he doesn't Iike
nobody else in this world. Especially ne."

Dam ano gl anced up, for he heard a tone of real hurt in his conpanion's voice.
"Ch, he likes you all right, Gaspare. He likes you better than he |ikes anyone
el se except ne.

"And in the beginning..." and Dam ano's thoughts went back over a year in
time, to the sheep pastures above Partestrada, where he had first seen the

bl ack gelding in the string of Carla Denezzi's brother. The horse had been
flourishing then.

So had Dani ano. He had worn soft boots, white linen and a full cloak of weasel
ski ns.

Pai nful and di stant cane the nmenory to Damiano that he had onoe been
respectable. He had sat at table with the parish priest. Once, he had spoken
with Petrarch.

He had had a house. And a city.

Now t hat was over, and he was that pitiful creature—an Italian in exile.
According to his bargain with the Devil, he must not return hone. According to
the Devil's bargain with him he was now living the tag ends of his days.

For a nonent's intense, ashen nel ancholy, brought on perhaps by starvation
Dam ano was sorry the plague

Dani ano' s Lute

63

had spared him But then that nmonent passed, and he remenbered what he had.

He had an angel. An archangel, who had shared with himas nmuch as nortal may
share with spirit—which is to say, nusic. And he had a horse—a tenperanental
horse, but a fine one—and a still nore tenperamental distinguished coll eague.
He wat ched a roadside row of pluns pass by the wagon, just entering into their
pal e bl oom The tended | andscape was sweeter than anything he had ever seen in
Italy, and the soft air was gauzy. The sight and the snell and the warnth

t oget her sank Damiano into a diffuse and pl easurabl e stupor in which he could
al nost forget the stiffening | acerations that crisscrossed his back

An angel and a horse and a friend (of sorts). And of course a lute, too. That
was inportant, even though it wasn't nuch of a lute. Together, Gaspare, angel
horse and lute made a total for which it was worth losing a bit of
respectability.

Especially while the weather remai ned so fine. Respectability was much | ess

i mportant in good weat her.

Qddl 'y enough, thought the sleepy nusician, in some ways Raphael was the | east
respectabl e of his conpanions. It was talking to the angel, after alt, that
caused people to edge away fromhim Wre it not for Raphael, Gaspare would
have no cause to think Danm ano a nadman.

Al'l these reflections took the time of one long sigh and a shift of weight
fromleft elbowto right. Danmiano continued his interrupted sentence. "And in
t he begi nning, the horse |liked ne | east of all nen.

"But, Gaspare, | want you to listen to the strange thing that happened to ne
when | was being whipped in Petit Contois.*

Gaspare's laugh was not kindly. "I can think of many possible strange
things...."

The hal f-naked man ignored this interruption. "I sort of blacked out. But not



really, for | found nyself standing somewhere else. In Lonmbardy, | was, in a
pl ace I have been once before, though | never talked about it to you. A

beauti ful garden.”

The ironic light died behind the boy's eyes. "That happens,” he admtted.
"When a man is in pain, or sick
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When | was five and had the spots | had such a fever Evienne says | thought
she was Saint Lucia, though why Saint Lucia, | have no idea...."

Dam ano raised his chin again and frowned fiercely at Caspare. "I spoke, not
with Saint Lucia, but with a woman | know. A very beautiful wonman...."

"A beautiful one? Sounds less and less real all the tinme."

"And she was surprised to see nme standing next to her. | was like a spirit,
for my body was left in Petit Comois. W both agreed |I should not have cone
there, and she sent ne back."

One rusty eyebrow shot up; "She sent you back? Isn't that the way with
beautiful wormen? But you shoul d | earn persistence, mnusician. Gtherw se there
wi Il never be any little bl ack-haired, sheep-eyed babi es running around."

Dam ano pushed hinself off the floor of the wagon. It seened the heat of his
own irritation was lifting him

"This woman | speak of is a great |ady, Caspare. Hie nost powerful witch in
the Italics, if not in all of Europe. You nust learn to think before you speak
of people, or you will never grow old enough for there to be any little
red- hai red, pointy-nosed babi es runni ng around.

"And surely by now you know ne enough to take seriously what..."

Gaspare's small brow beetled enormously. "Hie reins dropped from his hands and
lay on the footboard of the seat. "Do you think I'mnot old enough already,
lute* player? Ill have you know that | may only be fourteen, but sone
fourteen-year-olds are nmen al ready, while sone twenty-three-year-olds ..
Dam ano woul d not be sidetracked. Not even by this subject. Especially not by
this subject. " to take seriously what | say on the subject of powers
unseen. | was trained frombirth to feel and nani pul ate these powers, by a
father who was no nean witch hinself...."

Gaspare's eyes dropped with queasy setf-conscknmsness. He plucked up the reins.
"And on top of his training, and nmy natural predisposition to magic, | have
added a thorough course of study in the works of the great Hernes

Trismagi stus, along with the additi ons and commentaries of Mary the Jewess. If
I,
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out of all mankind, tell you | have visited Lonbardy in immterial form then
me you can believe!"

Gaspare set his long jaw. Rough-mannered as he was, he had al ways avoided this
particul ar confrontation with Dami ano. Now it seemed inevitable. He pulled on
the reins with a | ong, exaggerated "Hoa." Festifliganbe stopped out of sheer

surprise
"Dami ano. My dear, close friend," he sighed. "You have no nagical powers."
Dam ano blinked. "OfF course not. Not since last year. | gave themall away."

Gaspare's regard was steady and pitying. The horse shook his glistening,

sweaty mane under the sun and opened his nostrils hugely.

"You gave them away."

Dam ano bl undered stiffly onto the seat beside him "Yes. But | still had them
when | first net you in San Gabriel. Don't you renmenber? | di sappeared in
front of you and scared you half to death.”

Gaspare was affronted. "I don't renenber being scared hahO to death by you.
You had a trick or two, | grant. You could nmake it seem your bitch-dog tal ked.
That was fine, and I'mreally sorry you lost that dog. | |ike dogs. Mich

better than horses."
Dam ano pulled his hair in consternation, while he bit down on his |arge | ower
lip. "CGaspare! What are you saying? |'m always tal king about how | was a



wi tch, and how ny staff worked, and about Raphael, whom | summoned—er rat her
request ed audi ence of —and so |l earned to play the lute. | know you don't

beli eve everything | say, but if you don't believe that | was a witch, then
you must think I should be | ocked away in a cellar!"

Gaspare gl anced up and away again. He brushed a stray fly fromhis colleague's
back. "Not at all, Damiano. But | think that it is inmportant to you to fee
speci al . "

"Eh?" The dark, curly head jerked up, and the black eyes opened round.

"It is inmportant to every man to feel special," continued Gaspare noderately.
"But what you don't realize is that you are special. You are singular. You are
the finest hite player—eh, God's bollucks, the finest nusician—we have seen in
all our travels. | doubt there is another here
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or back in Italy as original and progressive as yourself. Being a nagus or a
wi zard fades to nothing next to that. You need not wish to be a sorcerer. You
need not ever think about it again.”

"I was not a magus, or w zard, or sorcerer. Just a witch." And he stared and
stared at Gaspare. "But what you are saying is sinply that you do not believe
ne."

"I do not believe you," replied Gaspare quietly.

Dam ano snorted. He folded his |arge hands together and his eyes wandered over
the gentle Provencal horizon, where stood small cots and ricks, and ponds of
water floating with ducks. Five seconds of silence grewinto ten. Into twenty.
"I feel very strange right now' Dam ano announced.

Gaspare shot himone wary, concerned glance. "Perhaps that is howit feels to
cone to your senses," He suggested, trying to say it as inoffensively as
possi bl e.

But Dani ano spared only one distracted gl ance. He stood up on the footboard,
and then clinbed on the seat itself, holding to the wagon eave for support.

Bot h Gaspare and Festilliganbe | ooked up at hi m standi ng above them

"No, Gaspare. | mean | feel nmagic. Even now. There is power in the air above
us." He waved hugely at the enpty sky.

"Ch, Christ!" groaned Gaspare. "I have done it!" He hid his face in his hands.

"He is beyond recovery."

And now Dami ano was pointing. "Look! Look, Gaspare(. It is coming. Can't you
seer"

The boy peeked. "I see a little bird," he said in a flat voice. "Alittle bird
bobbi ng and flapping, like little birds do."

"She is, looking for us," the other insisted. "She is |ooking for ne, |
think." Now he gesticulated with both hands, nearly overbal ancing on die
flimsy seat

The horse snorted. Unobtrusively Gaspare sidled to the edge of the seat. The
little bird (it was a dun-gray dove, with a ring around its neck) passed

over head, banked in the air and circl ed the wagon

Gaspare glared fromdie dove to Dani ano. The action was too perfect. He
suspected this whole scene was a trick arranged especially for him but for
the life of him he couldn't think how it had been done. As the bird circled
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agai n, Gaspare began to feel silly. He watched the dove, descend to the dust
of the road, where the horse sniffed it and uttered a very w se, deep nicker
And then, while Dam ano cl anbered down fromthe wagon seat, capering with what
ent husi asm his striped back would pernit, and as Gaspare's vision swam the
dun dove turned into a very beautiful —not [ ady, certainly, not with that blue
felt dress which showed feet and ankl es and nore besi des-—a nost exquisitely
beauti ful brown-braided, barefoot peasant maiden

She put one hand upon die horse's shoul der, perhaps with the apprehension that
her sudden appearance mi ght have upset die beast. But Festilliganbe mni ght have
been accustomed to transform ng people since fbalhood. His left ear tw sted



around but his right ear did not feel it was worth the effort. H s head
neither inclined nor flinched away. He inched away from her touch with only
hi s usual diffidence.

She | ooked at the horse and the wagon and she | ooked at Gaspare (and at that
nmonent the boy knew diat this one was a great |ady after all, even baref oot
and in felt, so he swallowed firmy and bit down upon his unruly tongue) and
t hen she | ooked through himand finally she all owed herself to | ook upon the
young man standing in front of her

"Where is this plague?" she said, speaking Italian with a strange, broad,
bounci ng accent. "Neither of you has such sickness in you." Her small face
showed concern, along with a certain shade of accusation, but as she frowned
at Dam ano, the tiny hairs that escaped her braids caught die sun. "Your only
trquble is that you don't eat right."

Dam ano was | ooking at the gl eam ng bronze hairs instead of at the frown,
while he hinself was sniling so that he thought perhaps he would not be able
to talk. "You—you cane all die way from Lonbardy, Saara. To see nme? Because of
my strange visit to you? Gaspare here was just telling me that you were a
fever dream like the time he had the spots and saw his sister as Saint
Lucia."

Then, before his bubbling triviality mght have time to irritate Saara, he
added, "Yes, my lady, there is plague behind us, and if we have escaped it |
amonly too glad. And the flogging |I nmentioned, which caused ne to flee to
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you—that was real, too, though nowhere so terrible as the plague. But | did
not think you would trouble yourself so...."

Saara the Fenwonman put her hand on Dami ano's bare arm intending to turn him
around. As they touched she saw sone shade of feeling in the novenment of his
eye and she said, "Don't worry, Dami." Her frown dissolved. "Now that we are
both present in body, it is no |longer dangerous for me to touch you."

Dam ano' s eyes opened wi de. He scratched his own bare shoul der, and from his
confusion he rescued sone el enment of gallantry. "No | onger dangerous? My sweet
lady, it is because of our bodies that danger enters into it." But as he
spoke, pride turned his mangl ed back away from

her .

"It is nothing worth | ooking at,"'

he declared. "No npre than branble

scratches. Forget | ever spoke of it. I took off ny shirt because the day was
warm "

Dam ano net Saara's eyes slowy, for he was not a good bar, and he found in
thema swirling, green-brown angry fire at this silliness of his.

As around Saara (and around the power of Saara) all things had unexpected
color and focus, so even her anger took on brightness. Though once Dani ano

m ght have met, or at |east understood this light of anger, now he could not
even | ook at her. For spe was the greatest and npbst assuredly the nopst
beautiful witch in the Italics, while he had not even the fire with which he
had been born.

So he was silenced and his eyes slid away. And as Saara saw this, her anger
faded into something like pity, en-like hurt, and upon that enotion yet

anot her sort of anger fed.

"You fool! What under all the w nds have you been doing to yoursel f? Don't you
know t hat plague is death, and not all the magic that is in the earth can
overcome it? And this..." as she spun himabout and pointed to the scabbing
weal s, "how did you let this happen? Do you forget who you are? You! You who
were once strong enough to carry half of nmy soul away with you, and then w se
enough to bring it back

"I know you, witch, for | carry around a dark child
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you have abandoned, and all it does is whisper your nane! You cannot |ose your
sel f-respect w thout bringing shane to ne. And if you shoul d die,



wi t ch—BPam ano—f you should die of plague in a far country, then what aml to
do with that little shadow?"

Sel f - possession returned to Dam ano between one nonent and the next. H s head
snapped up and he rested his own | arge hand upon hers. "Wen | die, Saara,
then you nust rel ease anything of mne that you hold. A dead man shoul d be
dead. "

Saara blinked: catlike, green, but uncertain. "Not 'when,' but '"if,'" Dam . You
are not sick, remenber, but only underfed." And in a whisper she added, "And
am rmuch ol der than you."

In that instant their positions were reversed, for the young man stood wth
qui et assurance, while Saara stepped back a pace, slipping her hand from his.
"And | ask again..." She raised both her arms in a worl d-enbracing gesture.
"Damiano, in a land filled with food, why have you starved yoursel f?"

During die prior conversation, Gaspare had sat on the wagon seat as notionl ess
as the whi pstock, while magic and tal k of nagic turned his head around, and
while talk of dark children turned his ideas of Dami ano on their heads.

But at this |last question Dam ano hinmself turned from Saara to Gaspare, and
what he saw in that pinched, ruddy face caused himto break out | aughing.

The boy took this as a sort of perm ssion, and his own strong need pulled him
fromthe wagon seat to the presence of the terrible, angry, beautiful barefoot
| ady, where he knelt and cl asped his hands about her knees.

"Ch, signorina bellissimal He will never adnmit it, being too stiff-necked and
mad besi des, but he is starving to death in truth, and | amalso. And if you
are as great a |lady as your appearance declares you, you will have pity on us
and give us a little sonething. If you have no silver, then bread will do.
Enchanted bread is very good, | have heard. O enchanted roast pork, or even
enchanted boded greens...."

Saara had been aware of Gaspare on the wagon seat, just as she had been aware
of Festilliganbe between the traces, but when the Boy fell at her feet, and
cl asped her
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enbr oi dered dress she gaped fromhis red face to Dam ano's dark one.

"Who?" she asked.

Caspare's gesture began at Dami ano and ended theatrically, slapping his own
breast. "I'mhis dancer,” he announced. "And if he has lost a little of his

| ooks, signora, do not exclude himfromyour graces. Some of his decay is age,
of course, as he is all of three and twenty, but nost of it is only hardship,
curable with a little kindness."

H s gooseberry green eyes stared wildly into her green ones as he

st age-whi spered, "I beg you only to renenber die dark chUdl" Then, seeing in
the elven face no perceptible sign of softening {indeed, Saara's expression
was frozen by conpl ete inconprehension), Gaspare added, "But if after al
these entreaties, it still seens the fellow is beyond saving, it is perhaps
worth noting that | amonly fourteen at present, so nmy best years are
certainly before nme."

Saara shifted within Gaspare's unslackeni ng knee-cl asp. She | ooked up once
nore at Dam ano, who was so trapped between anger at Gaspare, synpathy with
the boy and a general desire to laugh at the picture he made, that his face
had gone nearly as red as die redhead's.

"Why do you need a dancer?" Saara inquired of him

He cleared his throat. "Gaspare. Let the lady go now," he commanded.
hediently Gaspare rel eased. Then in a reaction toward dignity the boy stood
upright, brushing hinmself off.

Dam ano brushed one hand through his hair as he continued, "I need a dancer
Saara, because | ama nusician. | play. He dances. People pay us—when they
feel like it.

"That is also why we are starving." He l|aughed at his own words, not because
they were very funny, but because he found it easy to | augh around Saara.
"l don't mean because we're bad, so no one wants to hear or see us. | don't



think we're bad, either of us."

"We're certainly not,". interjected Gaspare with a great deal of confidence
"But no one in Franche-Com 6 knows us yet, and we don't even know where and
when the markets are, so... it is not easy."
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Saara continued to stare, and though Danmi ano believed, or wanted to believe,
that he knew the woman well, he could not read her expression. From somewhere

within hima spark of defiance rose. "So why should | apol ogi ze?" He shrugged.
"Being hungry isn't a sin."

The wonan started, in abrupt, birdlike fashion. "Ruggiero would talk |ike
that; he would say, "If | want to sleep till midday, so what? It isn't a sin.*
O in the sumrer he would say, * When you wal k around wi thout your clothes
like that, Saara, you are sin waiting to happen.’

"Someday | nust learn what a sin is," she concl uded.

Gaspare's gufiaw at the mention of wal ki ng around wi t hout cl othes was rat her
overdone. But then he thought that |ine expected a gufiaw, and was rat her
annoyed that Dam ano had mi ssed his cue.

Because he did not like to be reninded of the Roman he had killed, Dam ano
remai ned sober. "I myself am never certain, ny lady. But | have found that
harm done to anot her person is usually a sin, while harmdone to nyself
usually is not."

Saara took her left braid in Her, right hand, and her right braid in her left,
and she yanked on them both. Thoughtfully she regarded the sweet hills of
grass and trees.

Behi nd diemrose a height of vines, their |eaves just breaking, waxy green

agai nst die chalky soil. Down ahead die road | ooped around water, and die
rough calls of ducks rose in die air. Set back from both pond and hi ghway was
a house: a rural mansion, lined white and possessing at |east four rooms. To

die right of die road spread pasturel and, dotted wi di sheep. As though

appr ehendi ng her notice, a sheepdog began to bark

The witch stood notionless, her lips twitching slightly. Gaspare opened his
mout h to speak, but Dami ano el bowed himneatly, for he knew what Saara was

doi ng. "There." She pointed. "Three people are in that house. There is a whole
new | amb hangi ng over a snoke-fire. Also a barrel half filled with sl eeping
roots: turnips, maybe. And in the oven, pot pies are baking now | think even
die sinple nose could snell diem™

Gaspare enmtted a strengthl ess whine and | eaned agai nst Dam ano, who coul d
scarcely support him Saara
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with the forced patience of a nother with very slow chil dren, spoke slowy and
distinctly.

"You go down there and clap at their door, and tell diemthat you are hungry
and have nothing to eat."

A dozen expressions chased thensel ves across Gaspare's features.

He whi spered, "And you will enchant theminto feeding us, O great and

beauti ful |ady?"

Saara's smle was scornful. "OF course not. | will do nothing. They will give
you food because it is what they ought to do, and they will be glad to do it."
The boy defl ated, and even Dami ano | ooked a trifle wan. "I'msorry, Saara," he
said. "But they will not. Tliese are the civilized peasants of France, and
they will give away nothing for free."

She | ooked at hi m sidel ong, but the honesty of his regard was convincing. "But
how do they expect to live thenmselves, when their sleds are enpty, if they do
not feed the unfortunate now?"

"They rely on providence and their own nanagenent to prevent that from ever
happeni ng," he replied, and Gaspare chimed in with, "They are hard, the people
of France. Very hardl"

Saara sought advice fromthe black, disinterested eyes of the horse, and



failing there, fromher naked toes. She nibbled delicately at the end of one
braid. Finally she raised her chin and nodded. *

Her face was stern. "I believe what you tell me, Dam ano, though | cannot see
how a | and can work so. Tilings are nore just in die |and of the Lapps...."
Her words fell away, as though her nenories had changed in m dsentence. "Well,
no mnd. If they will not feed you, you nust take what you need. It is only
fair."

Gaspare junped up and down in place. "Hah. That's what |'ve been telling him
si nce Novenber |ast!"

Dam ano did not respond to the boy. "Saara," he said instead, "if we are
caught stealing we could be hanged, or could have our hands chopped off.
Wthout a hand I will not be able to play the lute."

Saara sputtered, and her pink feet danced over the road. "Is that aUit would
matter to you? That you woul d
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not be able to play the lute? Well, Damano, | will try to see you do not get
caught. What nore can | say?"

Pai n added an extra glitter to Dam ano's eyes, for he had donned his wool en
shirt. The three thieves strolled casually along the dry and enpty road, with
Saara's w tch-sense keepi ng watch. Dani ano wal ked stiffly, and the Fenwonan
kept to his side, so that left Gaspare to lead the foraging party.

As was only appropriate.

St eppi ng her sun-browned feet in the dust next to Dam ano, Saara was touched
wi th neaning, with an inportance of line, of color, of gesture that was al nost
deadly to him It was nothing she did, for she did nothing but patter along
childlike on his right side. It was not the beauty of her face or form for

t hough her skin was infant-fine, her green eyes were tilted Iike those of a
fox, and were fbxlike sly, and of her figure, though Danmiano felt that he knew
quite a lot about it, still all he had ever seen was the shapel ess, felt
dress.

But the sun becane glory, when it burnished her hair. And the road of dirt
becarme adventure, because reachi ng out Dami ano could touch her. And this hot
March afternoon marked the clear end of sonething, and the begi nning of
somet hi ng el se.

Yet under the heat of his face and behind the sniling nmouth Dami ano was not
happy, for his feelings knew too much of yearning and not enough of rest. If
this was love, it was not the same passion he would have said he felt for
Caii a Denezzi, now behind convent walls at Bard.

This was no bl essed or consoling feeling. He thought perhaps he wanted to
strike Saara, to hit her across her petal-pink Iips and knock her down. But of
course he would not be able to strike her; if he lifted his fist she would
turn and | eok at himand he would be the one to fell.

-O perhaps he wanted only to shoufat her, to tear her heavy dress off, to
shock her in any way possible.

Why? Was it because he wanted her, and desire made himfeel |ike a fool?

Then Saara turned her glance fromthe gray ducks of the pond to Damiano. In an
instant he felt his mnd had
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been read, and flinched with guilt, but what Saara said was, "Wy
'sheep-face,' Dam ? Wiy did he call you sheep-face?"

Bel i ef was exquisite, and the silly question settled his nmind as little else
could have done. "Because he thinks I look |like a sheep,” he answered her, and
then he yielded to the tenptati on of adding, "Can you see a resenbl ance?"
Saara's eye went dry and anal ytical. Dam ano swal | owed.

"I see what he neans. It is the nose, nostly. It is broad down the middle and
al nost turns under. And the eyes, also."

"I see," said Dam ano, as stoutly as he coul d.

"I nmyself have been told I look like a fox about the face," she added, but



Dam ano interrupted with an angry hiss.

"Not at all!" he cried, with all the nore heat because he had been t hinking
exactly that—that Saara |ooked |ike a fox. "There is no resenbl ance! Your face
is as fine as ivory and roses, and you nove like a bird in the air. Fox

i ndeedl "

She skittered two feet away, amusenent witten al

hover her fox-face. "So. |Is that die way | was supposed to

answer you? There is no resenblance!' Well, | can | ook

like roses and a fox, too, |, imagine, and you, Dani ano

Del strego, are a vain young nman, just like..."

"Don't say 'like Ruggiero,'" he pleaded. "I amnot a duelist Iike him and he
was a Roman besides. "

"I was not going to say that," she replied, subdued suddenly. "But never m nd
I think you are a handsone boy, Dam ano. Handsome and nore besides. And you
can be all that and still ook a little Iike a sheep." The part in her hair
(straight, but slightly off-center) came just under Dami ano's eye |level. As he
| ooked down upon it suddenly his roiled enotions clarified and he did what he
wanted to do, which was to kiss that warm bronze-brown head

"I love you, Saara," he whispered, regardl ess of Gaspare, trotting on ahead.
"I know all nen have to | ove you, so that is nothing special to you, and
know further that | amlast of all who should speak to you of |ove, but 1 do

| ove you.

"{. hear you in nmy mind a thousand miles away, and your image floats to ne
t hrough pai n and darkness, like a
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golden lanp. | have nothing to gi ve—not even tine—but still | |ove you."

Saara stepped back and her gaze was not soft but shrewd. "You don't |ove ne,
Dam ano, though I mght wish you did. You hear your other part; your broken
self is calling to be whole."

Dam ano heard her. He answered nothing, though his nouth formed words. He
shivered. By the pure Mther of God, he whispered to hinself alone, she's
right, or at least partly right.

O course Saara was inportant, her every gesture inbued with neaning. Her
every gesture was flavored by his every gesture, and her eyes gave back his
own famliar fire. How could he not have seen? He had becone sinple indeed to
stand next to his own spirit and not feel it.

He was ashaned.

He was ashaned, but he raised his head. "You know what | do not, Saara.
Probably you know me better than | know nyself, anynore. But still | |ove
you. "

They had stopped together, just beyond the duckpond. Together they stood under
the sun, amd the buzzing of the season's first dragonflies. And Saara's snile
was nmost maliciously sly. "All right, ny pretty, sheep-face Daniano. So if you
do [ ove me what do we do about it?"

But if they had forgotten the purpose and urgency of their m ssion, Gaspare
had not. He danced back, his feet inpatient and demandi ng. "First you dawdl e, "
he hissed. "And then you stop entirely. 1'd like to know how you expect to win
your bread that way. Are you still bothered that our purpose is not holy
enough, Dam ano?"

The ol der fellow glared, but he was really glad of the interruption. A greater
interruption followed, as the sound of unhurried footsteps scuffed up the road
toward them their maker hidden by the last hillock between the pond and the
house.

Wth instinctive snoothness Gaspare's face becanme casual and innocent—far nore
respectable than its usual habit. He bent down and snatched up one of his

cl ot h-booted feet, and exanmi ned the many rents in the material with
proprietary interest. He also pointed to his foot, |ooking up at Dam ano so

t hat the approachi ng househol der woul d see a tabl eau that raised no suspicious
guesti ons.
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But to the ruin of his plans, Dam ano's barefoot |ady began to sing. Perfectly
| oudly she caroled, and tunefully, too. But her eyes were dosed, and the words
were quite mad.

"Dami ano, Gaspare, nme. There is nothing here to see. > Dam ano, Gaspare,
ne.

There is nothing here to see.”

The fine hairs on Gaspare's arns prickled. He stared wildly at Dani ano, but
his friend s dark face wore a peculiar expression of |istening, colored by
satisfaction: H s face shifted from Saara to the person approachi ng as that
one rounded the hillock

It was a girl of perhaps sixteen years, her smooth hair hangi ng | oosely over
her shoul ders. Her dress was pal e homespun. She swung a flat basket, |ooking
as bored as a sixteen-year-old girl may | ook, when out to gather eggs.
"Not hi ng but sky above your head,

Not hi ng but dirt on which you tread,

Dam ano, Gaspare, ne.

There is nothing here to see.” *

The girl passed them by and she did not | ook toward diemat all.

Dam ano was grinning broadly. "It has been a long tine," he whispered in his

throat, and then to Gaspare, "I don't know how she finds the rhyme so quick."
But Saara paid himno nmind. Still singing, she jerked on Gaspare's sleeve and

signal ed themboth to foll ow. Feet of pinkish-brown | eaped fromthe dust of
the road to the grass bank, and hopped tussock to tussock into the wet.
Gaspare and Damiano imtated her steps, Danmiano with less agility, for despite
adventure and an epi phany of the heart, his back still hurt.
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"Dam ano, Gaspare, ne

There is nothing here to see.

Hear no sound of spl ashing | egs,

Nor ducks' squeal as we steal their eggs.

Not hi ng but sky above your head

And sliny ooze through which you tread.

Dam ano, Gaspare, ne ..."

"It is getting longer," said Dam ano for Gaspare's ear only. "And she changes
it alittle as she goes. It's a wonder she can remenber!"”

Gaspare | eaped over a freshet and helped his friend after. H s spare face was
transfigured, and his prom nent eyes stood out. "Is this nagic?" he hissed
back. "Real magic? The goosegirl cannot see us?"

Dam ano nodded. "But that is not to say she cannot hear us talk." But even he
could not resist adding, "Well, what do you think of magi c—+eal magic?"

The boy made an oWl face. "It is silly! And in terrible taste. But if it

works, it's wonderful, of course.”

"OfF course. Al wonderful things are silly, and npst are in abysmal taste.”
Saara, with unerring instinct, took four eggs fromthree squalling, sitting
ducks, and then would search no nmore. |Instead she slipped the eggs down the
neckl i ne of her enbroidered dress, causing Dam ano and Gaspare to wonder what
held themthere. Saara |eft the goosegirl rummaging through the nests, cursing
the nips on her ankles, and she led her small parade over the grass and to the
house.

"There is nothing here to see, Nothing noves but wind in tree.'

They entered the farnyard, which was marked out by being slightly boggier and
nore | aden with manure than the surrounding grass. A shortish, stocky horse of
the Contois breed stood grazing not fifty feet fromthe white house wall. The
cal l oused scars of the ox-yoke covered his shoul ders.
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Dam ano spared a nmonent's disapproval. "A horse shouldn't plowin a yoke. Here



are perfectly decent horse harnesses. O better yet, they should get an ox for
pl owi ng. "

Bot h Caspare and Saara shot him glances of irritation. She took himby the
wrist and put a finger to her nouth, all the while singing her sinple,
repetitive song.

"Dami ano, Caspars, nme, There is no one here to see. Nothing stirs upon the

pl anki ng, Formis mssing, voice is |acking."

"Quch!" whi spered Dam ano, and Caspare (who in all matters of art was
sensitive) cringed his shoul ders. Saara spared one offended sniff and then
pul l ed themin behind her. Into the house.

It was dimw thin, and the stones were danp. Yet in this, the | argest room of
t he house, two cook-fires gave their snoky warnth, and the odor of |anmb and
pastry was over poweri ng.

hi the mddle of the room where the black rafters rose highest, a long table
had been set, with benches at either side. On one side sat a man: burly,
bearded, short, liberally daubed with mud. He reclined on one el bow, while he
played with the Iast corner of the hard piece of flatbread that had been his
di nner trencher. On the far side of the table sat a nug, surrounded by crunbs:
remmants of the gooseguTs neal. A tall woman, thinner than either husband or
daughter, was tending the fire beneath the iron oven-pot, which was raised on
fieldstone to the height of her waist.

"It don' draw none," she declared in a patois of |angue d oc and | angue d' oi
even Dam ano could scarcely follow "It needs you to build it again."

He man turned to his wife with the sl owness of seasons revolving. "You want |
shoul d build something, the tine to say that is winter, not when the ground is
open. "

"In winter you say you can't work stone because die ground is froze,' she
replied, but without rancor. Indeed, this entire interchange had been
conducted with a bore-
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dom on both sides equal to that shown by the girl at the duckpond.

Saara took Gaspare by the shoulders and set himdown on the far end of the
bench from di e househol der. Dami ano she notioned to the bench on die far side
of the table. Both young nen sat in a paralysis of fear, to find thenselves in
such close and protracted contact with the people they were robbing. Caspare's
pal e green eyes gl owed al nbst white.

Now Saara's song changed, fading into the back of her throat, and the odd

wor ds Dam ane could pick up were not Italian. She noved with practiced
efficiency through the snmoky kitchen, carving a quarter of |anb and cutting

bl ack bread with a knife as long as a boar spear and thin from nmuch
sharpeni ng. Both the neat and the bread she wapped in a scrap of dirty |linen
which lay by the pot-stove. This bag she dropped on the table in front of
Gaspare, but as the boy goggled at it between terror and fascination, his
nmout h wet and wor ki ng, she shoved it across the boards to Dam ano, thinking
per haps that he would be the nore trustworthy keeper. Then she went fromthe
kitchen into a darker room behind it. Dam ano heard her digging in sand.

The goosegirl returned, her wood-shod feet making a great racket on the floor
Gaspare started in panic, but Dam ano | eaned painfully across the table and
put his restraining hand upon the boy's bony shoul der

"I can't believe," the girl announced, setting her basket between the
intruders. "Only two eggs.”

Her father grunted heavily. "Not right, this season. There should be a

hal f -dozen, at least, with all the ducks we kept over winter. It nust be the
foxes again. Ill set the dog on them™

This |l ast suggestion infused Dam ano with a warm gl ow—a ridi cul ous warm gl ow,
as though he had been personally praised. Afox it had been in truth: a

| ovely, sly, green-eyed fox, and he heard her now in the pantry, stuffing
things into a sack.

Magi ¢ or sinple, whole or sundered, |let no nan say he did not |ove Saara the



witch. And for a nmonent, in the mddle of peril, with one hand on the racing
pul se of Gaspare and his nose full of the snell of food, Daniano
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convinced hinmself that this was his own house he sat in, at. his own kitchen
table, with his own Saara singing from happi ness in the next room

O course if it were his, the house would be Iight and dry, the walls
fresh-timed, and the floor painted tile. If it were his, there would be rows
of books, and one woul d be able to | ook out the wi ndow and see die clean
mount ai ns. And the beasts in the stable would be full-fed and gl ossy, wth
never a scar.

And this vision of bucolic contentrment raised in himsuch a dizzying desire
that he choked on it, and Gaspare | ooked up, his own fear turned to concern
Dam ano frowned hugely, to show he was all right.

The peasant rose then, moving ponderously for his noderate size, and the
goosegui took his place by the table, staring. No word passed between her and
her not her.

One year ago, or fifteen nmonths, perhaps, Dam ano reflected, he had | usted
after inmmortal greatness. He had wanted die nane of Delstrego to be |inked
with that of Hernes, the alchenmist, and with Dante, the patriot. H's only
guandary had been whether to achieve his greatness through literature, nusic
or natural phil osophy.

And he had accompl i shed somet hi ng.

For one night he had led an arny (rmuch against its will). On one winter's day
he had bested the greatest witch in die Italics in single conbat (and there
she was in the pantry, singing). He had won a peace for the city to which he
had bargai ned away his rights, forever

And now, in the spring of his twenty-fourth year, Dami ano could i magi ne no
greater happiness than to Iive an unexceptional life within four roons by a
duckpond, in the conpany of a woman—a rose-faced, fox-faced woman—who went
bar ef oot through the cold.

Viciously he informed hinsel f that he could not have that form of happi ness,
nor any other that cane upon die earth, for along with his rights to

Part estrada, he had bargained away all rights to the future.

Dam ano was standing by the table when Saara cane singing fromthe pantry.
Sunlight hit themlike a blow, even Saara blinked
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against it. Dam ano gave Gaspare the bag and took from Saara the rough sack
she had slung over one shoulder. The witch trotted themup die road the
goosegi rl had taken

Wt hout warning, a dog—the forgotten sheepdog, die dog that was to be set on
f oxes—expl oded froma ditch at their feet. It was a heavy creature, alnost the
size of one of its own wooly charges, headed like a nastiff and bobtail ed.
Gaspare shrieked but clutched his parcel to him

Dam ano | eaped forth. He stood between the aninal and Gaspare, raised one arm
and shouted, "Go! Go hone!" in his nost conmandi ng bass.

The beast sl avered, crouched down and sprang for Dam ano's throat.

It was a sharp stone die size of a man's fist, and it caught die dog exactly
over its left eye. Its charge went crooked and it [anded on its outsized jaw.
It peered at Saara—author of die stone—with a single working eye which was the
size of that of a pig. Wth its little tail tucked down against its runp, the
sheepdog backed sullenly away.

Dam ano was full of admiration. "Not a beatl" he exclaimed, hefting his sack
once nmore, "You missed not a beat while you junped sideways, bent down, found
die stone and tossed itl"

Saara returned his glance w thout enthusiasm Her face was slick with sweat.
Yet still die sure line of nel ody passed her |ips, endless as a Breton ball ad.
She | ed di em back to the wagon

Qut of green brush and | ong grasses Dami ano hacked a nest for Saara. He bat hed



her face widi water from Gaspare's | eather drinking bottle, and dried it on
hi s single change of shirt.

"You must keep watch," she said weakly. "I won't know i f someone coni es near
I"'mtoo tired."

"I know," replied Dam ano, as he sat beside her, his head resting on one
propped knee, his hand snoothing her braid. "Wo should know better than I
how weary song-spelling becomes? In fact, when die girl came in, | half
expected die spell would fray."

Eyes cl osed, Saara shook her head. "No. But if | had been singing in Italian
it mght have. What inspired nme to
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try that, | don't know. | do not nuch speak the tongue, let alone sing init!"
She | ooked up at him "I guess that was for you, Dam . So you could know how

it is | work."

"I know al ready." Dami ano smiled. "You sang aB the snows of w nter upon ne,
along with a very large pine tree."

Then Saara | ooked away again. "ls Gaspare keeping watch?"

"He is keeping watch and eating," cane the reply from above her head. The
redhead sat cross-|egged upon a spit of rock, with a trencher of black bread
on his lap, piled with lanb. "He is very alert, and can do both at once," the
boy added.

Saara's face shifted from Gaspare to Dami ano. "You," she said. "You should be
eating, too."

He shrugged. "Il wait for you."
Saara pulled a soft pouch on a string fromaround her neck, and fromit cane
four perfect, white eggs. She caught Daniano's eye. "I bet you were

wondering," she whispered slyly.
She divided the remaining bread and lanb into two piles, giving the greater

share to Dami ano. He, in turn, piled the neat back onto her trencher. "I can't
eat it," he admtted, shanefaced. "Not since | was a cow once."
Saara stared. "|I have been a cow before. | have been a | anb, for that matter

and yet | have no trouble."

Dam ano | ooked past her, and past the clearing off the road where the horse
was tethered, to the light of the westering sun. "Ah, but were you ever a cow
t hat someone butchered, my | ady?"

She shook her head forcefully. "No, ny dear, | was not." And she scooped the
shredded | anb on her fingers. "How about eggs, Daniano?" And then she giggl ed.
"Unl ess you have been an egg that soneone has cracked...."

Dam ano' s heavy eyebrows rose. "You are sounding nore and nore |ike Gaspare,

Saara. No. | can eat eggs, as long as they do not have sliny unborn ducklings
i nsi de. "

"Ch, no," replied Saara. She held up an egg, pierced it with an experienced
fingernail, and drained it raw. "These are fresh this norning."

"Nobody can eat ol d eggs,
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down fromthe spur of rock. "But even old sheep-face can eat fresh ones." He
took an egg, snipped it against the edge of one ragged tooth, and foll owed
Saara's exanpl e.

@ owi ng green eyes | ooked into his pale ones. "Don't call him sheep-face too
much, " she said to Gaspare.

Chapt er Four

The sun was sinking and the travelers' fire lit the humobcked rock walls of
their tiny dell. As always, Festilliganbe's ardor for fire had to be

restrai ned, lest the gelding burn off his nane and tail. Gaspare was al nost as
bad; having no warm ng fat upon his body, he huddled so close to the flanes he
woul d occasionally singe his nose and knees.

It Had been surprisingly easy to fill up their bellies. Strange that a hunger
built for nonths at a tinme should di sappear within two nmeal s. Dani ano sat

vouched Gaspare, rattling



cross-1 egged, practicing |eft-hand changes upon his lute and w shing he could
| ean back agai nst sonething. Satiation demanded rest, but he refused to he
flat on his stomach like an infant with Saara wat chi ng.

At night it was bad enough—n the wagon with her gentle breathing on one side
and Gaspare's adenoidal rasp on the other. And Gaspare so pointedly turned his
head away. (Gaspare had explained that his instinct was to withdraw into the
wood and | eave Dami ano alone with the lady with whom he seened to share such a
di sturbing past, but that there were not sufficient blankets to spare, and on
cold ground he would never last till nmorning. And Dam ano had replied, of
course, that it didn't matter at all where Gaspare slept.)

"Whose fief is this through which we're driving?" he asked casually, just to
be sayi ng sonet hi ng.

Gaspare grunted. "Dunno. There's nothing inportant between Lyons and Avi gnon
It may be the riots have
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swept the area already, and no one greater than a nonsignore has a head on his
shoul ders. .. ."

Dam ano shook his head. "The riots were in the north, in France, and their
year is ended, anyway. Gaspare, you are just trying to frighten the |ady."
"What is a riot?" asked Saara, sounding not at all frightened.

"It doesn't matter. They are all in the north of France," replied Dam ano, a
touch too sharply.

And he chastised hinself for it. It was bad enough to nove like an old man in
wi nter, and to know one | ooked |ike a beggar (save for the hair), but now he
was becoming surly as well

"Is it like the plague?" she pressed them

Gaspare, making sone connection in his brain evident only to hinself, gave a

nasty laugh. "Not at all," replied Dam ano.

But the witch wasn't ready to | et the subject drop. "About the plague. You
nmust be very careful, for if you should catch it, | cannot help you."

Dam ano gl anced at her sidelong and sighed. "I know, ny lady. My father read
to ne at |east a dozen collected cures for the plague, and at the end of each
one he said That is very fine, except that it doesn't work.' | grew up know ng

that there is no cure in granmerie for the pest.”
Saara reacted to this nmention of Delstrego Senior by staring at the fire. "Yet

a strong witch," she qualified, "will not catch the plague." oo

Heavy bl ack eyebrows lifted. "That |I didn't know. So you, Saara, are in no
danger ?"

"Nei ther would you be," she added casually, "if you were undivided."

Dam ano dropped his eyes to the lute.

Those green eyes rose a vanity in him and nore than vanity, a desire to

i npress. He switched fromexercises to a newy |learned piece in the sharp
Spani sh mode, only to find his fingers unexpectedly clunsy.

Besting the instrument on his lap, he flexed both hands together. "I'mtight
all over," he munbled to the world at large. "I need a |l esson.™

Saara was lying flat on her back, at a four-foot remove fromthe fire. She
needed far | ess heat than the two
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Italians, and in the wagon at night used no nore than a corner of Daniano's
wool en bl anket. As he spoke she was playing with a feather, a white down
feather, which she was sailing right and left with puffs of air. Languorously
she turned onto one hip.

"A | esson?"

"From his angel ," cane a voice fromthe crackle of the fire, and Gaspare
withdrew a red face beaded with sweat. "Dami ano takes |lute | essons from an
angel whom one cannot see or hear."

"One—reani ng Gaspare of San Gabri el e—eannot," answered Dami ano mldly. "And
will not inflict upon Gaspare Raphael's invisible presence."” Scissoring his



l egs, he rose in place, and with the lute in one hand, wal ked to the edge of
the circle.

"My | ady Saara," he began, suddenly formal. Suddenly uncertain. "If you have
any desire to nmeet ny teacher... he is a wonderful person. An archangel he is,
wi th great spreadi ng wi ngs—but very easy conpany."

Saara's interest was quick. Amusenent made her eyes slant further. She popped
to her feet, stroking her chin with a bronze braid. She acconpani ed hi m out of
the circle of light.

There was a | ot of nmoon showi ng tonight. Perhaps it was full. Once, Dam ano
woul d have known the hour and m nute of the nmoon's fullness. Once, it would
have affected him Perhaps it still affected him but he was no | onger aware
of it.

He was thi nking he should not have invited Saara. |ntroduci ng Raphael had
never been a great success, since other people could not see him (O since
nobody el se could see hi mexcept Macchi ata, who had been a dog and therefore
did not count. And now the horse, who counted even |ess, being wthout
speech.) Saara was a fine witch, certainly, but Dam ano wasn't quite sure that
being a witch was enough. And if she was able to see the angel, Dami ano knew
that he hinmself would wind up showing off in his |esson instead of working.
Here—en this bright done of stone, with its glitter of glass in the granite

rock. This would nmake a good setting for an angel, if the wind were not too
hi gh. Being in afl
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things an artist, Damiano |liked to set Raphael like a jewel against his

sur roundi ngs.

He sat himself down, noting that noonlight hadn't wanned the rocks. Saara

fol ded herself a few feet away fromhim He cleared his throat.

"Seraph?" he called into the shining night. He spoke as another student m ght
call "Professor?" down rows of nusty bookshelves. "If you have the tine,.."
Thi s was neani ngl ess, as he knew. Raphael always had the time, if he chose to
cone. In fact, he probably had an assortnment of tines to choose from But

Dam ano had never been able to reconcile angelic dinensionality with human
courtesy, and he was, after all, human. So he called, "If you have the
tine..."

And Raphael appeared above them descending |ight as ml|kweed. Daniano felt
hi m and | ooked away.

He gazed instead at Saara, who had no difficulty with the angel's form She
stared at Raphael brightly and bird-w sely, but w thout reverence. Wthout, in
feet, a great deal of courtesy. In an instant Dami ano was regretting the

i ntroduction of two powers, neither of which he could control

"Good evening," he began politely, letting the angel's radiance leak into his
cl osed eyes.

"Yes, isn't it?" replied Raphael, and his voice held such a rich and |iving
equanimty that the nortal relaxed a bit. Surely the Archangel Raphael was too
great to be offended at a certain |ack of respect out of Saara. He had never
demanded respect out of Macchiata, and in sone ways a pagan was much like a
dog.

"Very good. Air and earth are singing together,"'
you are quiet you can hear them"

Saara was smiting with that secret, superior amusenent of hers.

« "l was rather hoping for a lute lesson,” he replied to Raphael, w shing he
coul d see whet her he was wat chi ng Saar a.

"That needn't break the peace," was the answer, and then, unexpectedly,
Raphael added, "God's bl essing on you, Saara Saam ."

continued the angel. "And if

She showed the conmposure of a small, grinning pagan
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i dol as she replied, "So you are what these Italians call an angel, Chief of
Eagl es. How curious."



The dark nusician gl anced wonderingly at Saara. "You know him al ready?1"
"Every Lappish child knows the eagle-spirits of the high air. There are four
of them"

"Once there were five," added the archangel

Dam ano, in his confusion, nade the m stake of glancing at Raphael directly.
When the di zzi ness passed, Saara was speaking, an edge of sharpness in her
voi ce. "So why don't you take care of him then?"

Raphael 's answer was slow in coming. "I don't know how to do that, Saara. Do
you?"

Dam ano focused with eflbrt on the witch's face, which was a little too
faraway for his eye's confort, especially when he was al ready woozy. Wat he
saw gave no confort, for Saara's fox-face was to the fore. Not only was she

| acki ng reverence, she did not appear even friendly toward Raphael. "I have a
certain earthy wit," she was saying. "Mther wit. | know, for instance, that
he cannot continue in the way he is."

"Mortals by their nature cannot continue in the way they are. What matters, |
amtold, is the direction in which they change." Raphael's words were slow and
refl ective; Dami ano could barely hear diem

But they gained clarity as the angel added, "Be careful, Saara."

To Dami ano's pai ned astoni shnent, the witch [aughed outright. "That advice
will take," she crowed. "I will be very careful." She |eaped to her feet,
shook dust from her heavy dress and padded off the moonlit done.

Dam ano did not know what to say—whet her he shoul d apol ogi ze for Saara,
expl ai n her background or nerely ask what had transpired while he had been
hors de conbat.

But Raphael spoke first, and he spoke very calmy. "On what did you want to
wor k toni ght, Dam ano?"

The young man took a nonment to collect hinself. His fingers drunmed on the

thin wood belly of the lute. "I"mall tight again, Seraph."
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Raphael waited the perfect nonment before he replied, ' les. | can inmagine."
Caspare was still haunting the fire. When he saw Saara approach al one he
settled back and squinted at her canni-ly, as though there were a sly
under st andi ng bet ween green-eyed people. "Is there an angel ?" he inquired.

Wth a lift of her chin she repelled this fanmiliarity. "Yes, there is an

angel ," she replied. "A great spirit of the air. Did you think Dam ano was
lying to you?"

Gaspare shrugged. "No, lady. | just thought he was mad." He snickered
ruefully. "You have to adnmit, when a fellow tal ks about being a nmagician and
t hen never does anything nagical, it's easy to doubt."

Then Caspare's interest drifted in a different direction. He poked the fire
with a stick. "This angel, Lady Saara. Does he play the lute tike old
sheep—i ke Dami ano? | nean, is that where he got that style of his?"

Saara stood above the blossomof flane, and to Caspare's amazenent, she

t houghtfully began to braid the fire, as she would her brown hair. "I... don't
know, Gaspare. | didn't stay to listen."

When Dami ano awoke, die wi nd was bl owi ng agai nst (and through) the wagon side.
Al ready the sun was well risen. Saara sat at the open foot of the vehicle,
conbing her hair with her fingers. Her feet swng in the free-dappled light.
Dam ano's back was taut and stiff, as it always was upon waki ng, and his neck
nmuscl es were sore fromthe |ack of variety in his sleeping position, but he
could tell he would feel nuch better today.

He was wearing his rough mountain trousers. He did not usually wear themto
sleep, but with a woman so close... His first touch of die norning air caused
himto reach for his shirt.

He bl undered about, probing and peering, until he had covered nost of the
wagon. The lute protested hollowy as he banged it with one knee.

Saara observed himidly. Finally she scooted back into the depths of the
wagon. "Gaspare has it," she announced. "He was feeling very cold this

norni ng. He has no bl ood."
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"Then what is it that makes his face so red?" nunbl ed Danmi ano, and he sat back
on his haunches, wapping the wetched bl anket around hi mand over his head.
H s face he rubbed between his knees, grunting.

"He's got ny shirt? Well, what about me; is ny flesh |l ess sensitive, or am1
any bl oodi er? And where is he, anyway?"

Saara regarded himwith the superiority the quick riser feels for the poor
brute who wakes up slowy. "He is out setting rabbit snares. He said he would
rather do it while you were sleeping. And since the grass is so good here, we
t hought we'd rest the day. So you can stay in the blanket."

"Deprived of all dignity," muttered Dami ano, and he slid to the ground and
st al ked away, robed and cow ed |ike a nonk, to performhis norning offices in
privacy.

Br eakf ast was mashed turnips, and a cup of the goat's nilk that Saara had
acquired without fuss or explanation. Daraiano was not really in a bad nood,
but hie did not know how to behave around Saara, having grown up w t hout

not her or sisters.

One could not remain gallant and lyrical for three days unbroken

"Speaking of dignity, nmy |lady," he began, and then reconsidered his angle of
approach. "Or rather, | amcurious to know why you did not... bice... Raphael
very much."

Saara's eyes grew alnost round with surprise. "Not like hin? But | do like
him Dam . As much as | have liked any spirit | don't know very well. Wy do
you think I don't Iike hinP"

Dam ano fol ded his | arge hands around his knees. "You did not seemtrustful
Saara. And then you wal ked away fromhim™"

Her child-soft nmouth tightened. "Should | stay to chat widi him |ike two
worren at a well? Hn? It is the customin the North that spirits keep to
spirits and people keep to people. And as for trust: you, Dam ano, are nuch
too trustful."

Dam ano' s hands cl enched over his knees. He made a rude noise. "If there is
one sort of... of person, spirit or flesh, whomyou can trust, it is an angel
of God! And
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speaki ng of that, why did you call him Chief of Eagles? Raphael is his nane.'
Very carefully, Saara crossed her feet on her |lap. Her face showed no
expression, yet the air in the old wagon was charged.

"I know his name as he knows mne. | call him Chief of Eagles because that is
what we call him After all, he is a white eagle in form isn't he?"
"No," replied Dam ano, nonplussed. "OfF course not. | used to see himquite

clearly, and he is a man—a beautiful nman with w ngs."

"An eagle," she contradicted. "Wth human face and hands."

Dam ano recoiled fromthe idea. "Mnstrous! Wiy would he [ ook |ike that when
the angel formis higher and nore beautiful, and he himself is by nature high
and beauti ful ?"

She snickered. "Evidently you think the body of a man is nore beautiful than
that of an eagle. There are two ways of thinking about that. And as for being
hi gher, well, you cannot dispute that an eagle is much higher than a man. Mbst
of the tine."

H s forehead creased with puzzl enent as Saara continued. "And | say again you
trust too easy, Damiano. Even if this Chief—+his Raphael +s all you say, as
true as the Creator (and with the way you defend this spirit, young one, it is
too bad you cannot marry him, still you place your trust in other strange

pl aces. "

"in Gaspare? It is not so nuch | trust himas..."

She shook her head till the braids flew. "No, Dam . In ne. Wy shoul d you
trust Saara, after all? | hate-hated your father. You killed nmy |over.

killed your little dog. W have torn at each other worse than wol ves. Yet you



pl ace your soul in my hands and go off, like |eaving a baby at grandnother's."
Dam ano hung his head. "But there is no nore to it than that, Saara. Al so, we
know each other as well as any brother and sister, for | have wal ked in your

m nd, and you in mine. You know | never hated you, and... | would like to
t hi nk you have forgiven ne.
"When | broke ny staff and gave you ny power, | thought it would be a useful

servant to you."

"It is a charge," she anended. "A burden."
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"I't has not nade you stronger? VWen | held your power | was terribly strong, |
felt, and could do al nost anything |I could think of."

Then Saara stared out the open back of the wagon, and her face was cold,

di stant and unreadable. "Ch, | amstrong now, all right. Dam ano—+enmenber how
your father told you |l was the greatest witch in all the Italics? Wll now,

hol ding your fire with my own, | amw thout doubt the greatest witch in all of
Eur ope.

"And if | wanted, | could go hone." She made a small noise in her throat. "I

could go horme to the North, where all are witches, and nake a tribe around ne.
My power would stand as a wall of protection against winter and all the |esser
enem es. | would be great, and the nmen of the fens would fight each other for
my notice. They would pile skins at ny feet: mlk-colored skins of the

rei ndeer, soft as butter. They would chant a new kalevala to ne."

Her gl ance shifted back to Dam ano. "The thought nakes me sick."

Dam ano was so sun-darkened that when pity drew his face darker, he seened to

fade into the shadows. "I understand. Last year, ny own strength nmade nme so
sick | had to be rid of it."

Saara drew closer. "But it is not last year now, Dam . It is this year. WII
you take it back, your power? Your broken soul ?"

"No. "

H s answer was abrupt, alnpost involuntary. Saara snapped her head back, and
bit down on one knuckle in frustration

"Let me explain, Saara. It is partly the lute, you see."

"The | ute?"

"Yes. When | was a witch, then being that cane first. It had to. A witch nust
be true to his senses first, before anything else.

"But an artist—a- nusician especially—-he must be that first, and there is not
much-1 eft over." Dam ano spoke very earnestly, fearing it was inpossible to
conmuni cate what he neant. "And music is far nore inmportant than magic.

"That, at least, is what | believe."

"You are nuddi ed, Dam ano," Saara answered hi m
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but not with anger. "They are not two things, music and nagic. Unless you want
to say my small songs are not magical. O not nusical." And she smiled at this
| ast.

"Neither one, little nightingale.” And with these words the prickle and
tensi on between them di ssol ved and was gone. In the dimand fusty warnth of

t he wagon they heard one anot her breathing. On inmpul se, Dam ano took her hand.
She let her fingers rest on his. "So," she whispered, "there is an old
guestion unanswered. If you |love nme, Dam ano, what are you going to do about
it?"

It was not a large gap between them two feet at npbst. Dami ano reached across
and pl aced both hands on either side of her waist. He pulled her to him so

t hat she sat between his knees, both of themfeeing the green world at the
foot of the wagon. The bl anket, which had fallen back as he stretched forward,
he arranged once nore, wapping themboth in.

He laid his chin on her shoulder. "Saara. | also said 1 had nothing to give."
"Not even tine, you said. Does that nean your practicing the lute | eaves you
no..."



"No." He chuckl ed and softly kissed her at the nape of die neck. "I'mnot such
a madman. But | have struck a bargain with the Devil. Do your people know the
Devil —the nost evil spirit?"

She nodded, and her hair tickled his nose. Saara was very warmto hold, and
Dam ano grinned to think that had he been a little bolder, he m ght have given
his bl anket to Caspare.

"Yes. W know many w cked ones, |like the bringer of famne, and the ice-devil,
and others whose ticks do harm But the worst of the devils is the one called
die Liar. Any man who deals with himwe call a fool ."

Dam ano's grin went hard-edged. "It is the sane all over. Father of Lies. Yet

| struck a bargain with him and | amno Iiar and—dsually—o fool ."

Saara twisted in an eflfort to see his face, but Damiano held her rightly. It

was easier to say certain things while staring out at the grazing horse. "It
was after we fought, you and I, and | felt full of ashes. | traded himny
future
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for the sake of nmy city. It is to have peace for fifty years, and | may not
return to it.

"And | amto die," he said. "Very soon, now, for he said the situation could
not permt my living nore than two years nore, and that was over a year ago."
And now he coul d not hold the woman, who withed snakelike around and fi xed
hima | ook of astonished accusation. "Wat? Are you about to walk up to his
door and say, Throw ne in you cal drons of nud and sul fur?'"

He, in turn stared at her shoulder. "No, certainly not. He said it was not he
who was going to... to kill me at all, but circunstance."

"And you agreed to this?"

"Yes, of course. Saara—that was the smallest of my concerns. He also said
Partestrada itself would shrivel and die unless fed on the bl ood of violence,
as is Mlan. | aman Italian, ny lady, and my city nmeans to me what a not her
woul d nean to another man. That was why | came to you, rather than accept the
evil one's judgnent."

"And | said to you 'go away.' | sent a nan to whip you away.'
hands, her shoul ders hardened |i ke steel

"No matter, Saara. He did not succeed. Anyway, all my efforts turned bad,

Beneath his

neither nmy city nor I amneant for greatness. W will be forgotten," he said,
but without bitterness, and he rested his head against hers. "But we will not
be murderers: neither Partestrada nor nyself anynore."

Now he turned her face to his by force. "Saara, don't start crying. | was not

trying to make you unhappy."

But the witch was not precisely crying. She was tight and trenbling under his
hands, but full of rebellion, rather than sorrow. "Wat is it?" she asked
hersel f aloud. "That every man that | touch... even as nmuch as touch..." Her
gaze was wet and angry.

"Why couldn't | have nmet you thirty years ago?" Saara took Damiano in a hug

t hat squeezed the wind out of him "Thirty years ago, when | was as foolish as
you are."

"Thirty years ago | wasn't yet born," he replied, hugging back. "And I'm
heartily sorry for being so tardy. Hey, dry up now. Don't be a nozzarell a,
like ne, crying
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for every little thing," he chided, nibbing a |arge, square finger over her
reddeni ng eyes.

And Saara's |eaking tears did cease, between one nonent and the next. "You're
a fool to give up, Dam ano. Hi e Liar does not keep faith with nmen, and does
not expect any better in return.”

"I still want the bargain, Saara, It is a good bargain." He scratched his head
furiously, as his eyebrows beetled over a scowm. "It is just—ust that this
year and a half has been a very long coda for a very short song."



The Fenwoman's face was stern, but filled with an odd fire, neither cold not

hot, but wild like the green lights of the north. "Dam ano—w tch—+ say to you
you are a fool, but you are not as easily killed as you think. Take yourself

back to yourself. The Liar cannot hurt you."

Dam ano cl osed his eyes, bathing in her fierce radiance. "He cannot hurt you,
my lady. That 1'Il grantl" H's .hands held her closer, and his knees pressed

agai nst her.

There was a nonent's silence, and Saara | eaned back her head. Their nouths

were very close. "What if | were to say," she whispered, "that all | want of
you is to couple together, and let the future go hang?"
H s reaction was sonething between a snort and a chuckle. "I would say, Saara

Fenwoman, that you should learn a nore el egant vocabul ary. But if you thought
| intended to let you go now..."

He was wearing only one piece of clothing. So was she. Soon the bl anket
covered them bot h.

"You feel so warmto nme," nmurnured Damiano in her ear. **rhat nmust nmean | fee
cold to you."

"No, Dami ano. Don't worry." Her reply was even softer

And then he giggled. "What if Gaspare returns now?"

Pl ayfully she pinched his ear. "You sound like a young girl behind the shed!"
He ran his hands down the length of the woman's body. H's nmouth was dry, and
his throat full of pounding. Wth her hot flesh against his, he seened to be
enbraci ng the sumer earth itself, lying prone upon it, dissolving into it.
And it seemed he was touching hinself as well, for there was a faniliar fire,
the floating strength he remem
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bered as a birthright. He heard the nole scrabbling in the earth beneath the
wagon. All the planets, too, reached out and spoke to him with the voice of a
| ong, black flute.

And of course he was touching hinsel f—touching that part of himhe had exil ed,
and exiled with reason. Fire sprang through his hands into his head and heart,
flame as blinding as the punishnents of hell.

He snatched hinsel f away. "Saara!" he screaned, still half-choked with
passion. "What are you doing to ne? You... you..."

Saara |l ay w de-eyed and panting on the bl anket. Naked, she shone like a sword
in the black cavern. No words cane out of her, but only a grunt of animal
surprise

Dam ano shrank fromher to the wall of the wagon. He was shaki ng. He shook his
head as though flies were buzzing, and his eyes were staring mad. "You knew
what ' woul d happen. You tricked ne."

He hugged hinself rightly until the shivering slowed. "It's gone again," he

whi spered at last. "I have only just escaped."
Saara was grabbing her dress. "So have I. Only just. Goodbye, Dam ano."
Gaspare cane whistling back at noon. He found Damiano still in the wagon,

bl anket - wrapped. "Eh! Wiy didn't you put on the white shirt?"

"There is no warnth in it," replied Dam ano, and indeed, he seened to need
nore than the warnmth of wool, for he was shivering and blue. H s eyes wandered
hungrily in the dark.

"Where's Saara?" asked the boy, plunping hinmself down on the boards beside his
friend. His jerkin pockets were hugely distended.

"CGone," said Dami ano shortly. "Flown away." Hi s eyes, seeking somewhere to
rest, fixed on Gaspare s pocket, from which protruded a brown, dead hare's
foot, its black claws spread |ike spokes of iron
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Chapter Five

It was the bl ackest tinme of the night, and it was raining. Gaspare |ay huddl ed
under every bl anket of their nutual possession, |istening to Dam ano practice
the lute. First the fell ow spent a hal f-hour practicing every scale in comopbn



usage, taking it through various tines and rhythns.

These ought to have been sinple exercises, boring to the player and |istener
but Daraiano's playing tonight held such a brooding intensity that Gaspare
listened in a sort of tranced horror, as though to a nadnman who whi spered to
hinself while the rest of the world slept. Just as the boy began to fear for
die lutenist's mnd, ornament appeared in these repetitive exercises, as

t hough squeezed by efibrt out of the structure. Finally, after alnobst two
hours had passed and gray |ight was begi nnngjo |l eak in through the cracks of
t he poor wagon wall, he exploded into mnel ody.

Gaspare said nothing. W was he to criticize the pursuit of excellence,
especially in one whom he considered rather his own creation? So what if the
sounds were not restful ? Gaspare, too, was an artist and he understood.
Besides, he was a little afraid to talk to Dam ano anynore. Especially when
the nusician had the lute in his lap

He et the covers slip fromhis head, only to discover that the air outside
was not cold. The lute player saw the novenent. He stared at Gaspare with w de
bl ack eyes.

"Good norning,"' the boy was enbol dened to say.

A moment's silence foll owed, and Dam ano sighed heavily. It seemed by his face
and by the strain of his breathing that he was approaching Gaspare froma

di stance, laboring to get close enough to exchange words. Finally he said,
"Today | want to try that castle we saw off

to the east. They may be interested in entertainment, even though it is Lent.
There is certain to be a village with inns nearby."

Gaspare squirmed uneasily, exposing one shrinp-pink foot and a portion of his
rib cage to die air. "lI... would like to get to Avignon as quickly as
possi bl e. There are only two weeks— think—until Easter.”

The dark, drugged gaze didn't waver. "Three, by nmy count. We are very close to
the Rhone, | think. In the village we can find out whether we are on the right
road. And | thought you had objections to being hungry."

Gaspare wanted to shout that Dam ano's argument was a cheat, that they both
knew full well that the nusician wanted to play because he wanted to play, not
because he was worried about his own hunger or Gaspare's. There was little
Dam ano di d anynore besides play the lute, in a nusic which grew nore fluid
and yet nore passionate every day. Wien he spoke, it was usually either to
hinself or to his angel; CGaspare rarely knew which for sure, and never asked.
Al the strings of the battered lute were fraying.

"I"mup," said the boy apologetically, as though it had been a case of his

| at eness instead of Damiano's inability to sleep. He slipped out into the rain
to void his bl adder.

Dam ano did not like to see the daylight well up, for it intruded upon a world
he had created for hinself alone, and which he had filled with order. \Wen he
pl ayed die lute he was not a witch grown blind, deaf and witless. Wen he

pl ayed the lute he was not a nan who had thrown away |ife and | ove. Wen he

pl ayed the lute he was all the nusician he could be, and let the rest of the
worl d burn. Now that the sun was rising, he would have to go back to being

mai med.

Hs fingers hit the lute neck harder and plucked with nore force. The lute

whi ned and a wild overtone sang out of the treble. As if in answer, the horse
called out to him

I ndeed rioting peasants had not swept the |ocal |and-nolders (nor any other
fief of Provence). The Conte de Plessis sat in his fortress as had three
hundred years of his ancestors, bestowi ng | aw and breaking it. Requiring
entertai nment, one hoped.
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Dam ano di d not know how Gaspare arranged for himto play before the conte
Dam ano hinmsel f, were he a seneschal of sonme great nobleman, would find it
difficult to take seriously a raganmuffin |ike Gaspare.



But Dani ano did not appreciate, how Gaspare changed when acting on Dam ano's
behal f: how the honor and responsibility of the position of artist's agent
turned the disreputable boy into a man of character. O in other words, how
confident Gaspare was as a sal esman that his goods were the best, Dam ano only
knew t hat Gaspare had a gift for getting jobs.

The anci ent wagon creaked up through the village that the castle had spawned
and into the nobl eman's denesne. It was a few hours before sunset and the two
conpani ons hel d ready expectations of being offered a cooked di nner before
playing their part in the come's grander neal. And there was al ways the
chance that Festilliganmbe night take sone share in the oats of the fortress
destriers.

Gaspare, who never had to be shown die way nore than once, |ed Dam ano through
a field of adhesive nud, along a wall of pearl-gray buttresses and into the
kitchen quarters, where the seneschal had his offices.

He was a sandy man of no great size, taut of skin and sharp-faced, as Gaspare
hinsel f might be in twenty years. He glanced at the boy with recognition but
no great wel come, and when he saw Dam ano his ragged eyebrows shot up

"This is the lute player?" The nan's voice was as tense as his appearance. "He
can't go before people like that,"

Gaspare bristled. Dami ano nerely stared.

"He | ooks like a lout."

Gaspare's right armwent up in an Italian gesture of devastating scorn which
was quite wasted on the Provencal. This is the finest nusician you have ever
had in your establishnent, and the finest you will ever have!"

"Certainly the shabbi est, added the seneschal in an undertone, but Daniano's
opaque bl ack eyes had | ocked on his own, and the tawny official fell silent.
Dam ano took a step forward. Hi s square, spatulate hand rested on the
tabl et op. When he spoke it was in good | angue d'oc, and very quiet. "Shabby

cl ot hi ng makes
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an outfit with an enpty purse. Enmploynent can alter both together. We have
traveled all the way fromthe borders of the Italian Alps in a bad season, and
our appearance only reflects that. My friend Gaspare's purse has a few oats

sticking to the lining, so he is | ess shabby than |, for ny purse is
conpletely..."

And he sl apped the small |eather bag on his belt, only to discover that his
words were fal se; there was sonething in the bag after all. Sonething

har d- edged and tiny.

Bet ween two words, regardless of the others in the room Dam ano sat hinself
on the carved oak table. He pulled the pouch fromhis belt and upended it onto
his open palm A small tw nkle of gold slipped out of the |leather, dotted with
bri ght bl ood.

"Ah, yes," he murnered to hinself. "I had forgotten this, which was given to
me in Petit Contois—+o induce ne to play."

Gaspare, standi ng behind, could not see what Dam ano was hol ding. But it was
under st ood between themthat their visit to that town of the pest was not to
be mentioned in public, lest the reputation of the place had spread to

di scolor their own. So he cleared his throat, and when he saw the face of the
seneschal fall open tike a book of blank pages, he feared his lunatic charge
had rui ned their hopes.

Then "That... is a ruby?" asked the tawny nan.

Dam ano shrugged. "I believe it is. Once | could have told you with nore
certainty, for the ruby and the topaz are the stones nmy fanmily is accustoned
to wear on their person. But of late nmy... eyes are not what they were, and

this could be sonme other stone of simlar coloring but other virtue. For al
stones have their virtue, you know, and the nost precious is not always the
nost useful ."

The seneschal took this |lecture nmeekly enough, his eyes resting in a kindly
manner upon tile jewel which dangled by its golden chain from Dani ano's



fingers. Then, gazing at the dark man with new appraisal, he cleared his

t hr oat .

"I think, nonsieur," he said at last, "that you are not too different in size
fromnyself, and | may be able to find an outfit to suit."

"Tfou forgot?" whi spered Gaspare once nore, as Dani ano
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slipped the shirt of black brocade over his linen. "You sinply forgot you had
been given a ruby?"

H s col |l eague regarded himas if froma great distance. "It was a day crowded
with events, Gaspare," he replied, and Gaspare shivered at something in the
sound of Dam ano's words. The nusician adjusted his sonmber vel vet sash. Lace
shone at his collar and cuffs, white as teeth against his sun-darkened skin.
"Besides, | can't wear it or I'll scratch the top of the lute."

"I wasn't thinking of your wearing..." began the boy, and then fel
unaccustomedly silent.

He was afraid of Dami ano, now. This was no nore the gentle sinpleton he had
shepherded from San Gabriele to Provence, whose greatest fault had been
absence of mind, (along with an unreasonabl e concern for the proprieties).
This fellow had a face |ike Dami ano's but it was a bee carved in stone.

It occurred to Gaspare that he had traveled with this nman for exactly a

twel venont h, and had never known himat all

Dam ano now was staring out the arrowslit w ndow, drunm ng finger-patterns on
the stone: three beats with the left hand, five with die right. He carried the
rich brocades as though he'd worn nothing else in his life. That was
encour agi ng, but could this black presence be trusted to play tonight before
i mportant people? Gaspare bit his lip.

He might break out in tears—the .old Dani ano had been known to do that (always
for reasons that nade no sense to Gaspare, Hke seeing that lad with a wormin
his eye in Chanonix, or finding in ruins a church he had read about once in
a- book) .

But no, this Damiano was dry as sand. He wouldn't cry.

He might Ioll soneone, however. Squinting critically at the lean figure (hard
as an English mercenary, the phrase went), Gaspare imagined himw th those big
squar e hands around sone pasty throat. He might easily loll soneone and get

t hem bot h hanged, the boy reflected, but this Dam ano wouldn't cry.

It was all that witch's feult: the silly peasant girl with her dirty feet and
her terrible, magical rhyme. Cearly
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she'd been infatuated wi th Dam ano, and somnething she'd said or done had
caused this alteration in the lute player. Strange—for she had seened easy
enough. Not the sort of wonan to keep her lover on the other side of a door
And Gaspare had thought that, for once, old sheep-face wouldn't refuse an
honest offer. In fact, Gaspare would have laid florins on his chances of

com ng back that |ast sunny day to find them both under one bl anket.

What had gone wong, to make her depart in a puff of whatever?

Suddenly he found a new perspective on the problem He asked a question

Dam ano rai sed his distracted head. "Physical problenf? Wiat | and of problem
Gaspare? | don't understand."

This was going to be nore difficult than Gaspare had thought. "A. .. lack of
conpatibility, perhaps? A difference in size, or in expectation?"
Dam ano frowned tightly, and one of his hands ceased its drumring. "I don't

know what you're tal king about. Start again."

Gaspare took a deep breath and | eaned back into the |l eather chair so kindly
provided by de Plessis. "You... seenmed to be getting along very well with the
pretty little witch, and then... and then you weren't."

"She is the Lady Saara," replied Dami ano, with Hooded eyes and obvi ous
restraint, as though coirecting-a stranger. "And no. Tliere was no physica
probl em"



Al this while Dam ano's right hand had continued beating its rapid five-beat
rhythm Now his left hand rejoined it, tapping in threes, sharp as a fast
horse running. "There is no problem" he repeated. "Except that | have to
practice now. "

"Practice what?" asked Gaspare, for the lute lay swaddled on a table in the
coner.

"This," cane the laconic reply.

Gaspare listened, trying to i magi ne how one woul d dance to such a rhyt hm
"What is it?"

"l don't know," said Danmi ano. "Yet."

Tliere were fourteen people sitting at the high table with the Conte de
Plessis and thirty-five at the long table just below the dais. They began wth
a soup of dried
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mul | et and onions, followed by various roast birds decked in feathers that had
never been theirs in life. The sweetbread was safiron, and the w ne was
amaranth purple. A tall honey cake, studded with raisins, had been built into
the exact imge of the Fortress Plessis; die diners denolished it w thout
superstitious scruple.

More soul s than sat under torchlight broke then-trenchers in the shadow, on

crude slatted benches at the far end of the hall. These did not eat of safiron
or amaranth, nor did they pick raisins out of their honey cake, for they had
no cake. But they did eat. <

Gaspare sat in the shelter of an arras, one | eg propped before himand one |eg
fol ded. He" was neither hiding nor was he precisely there to be seen. His eye
was on Dam ano, who tuned his lute on a stool behind die main table, and whose
garment shone like black damask under the |ight of torches.

The nusi ci an spoke no word, and his face wore the expression of inviolability
it always assuned when playing the lute.

Gaspare had given up expecting the player to nmake amusing patter. Dam ano

al nost never spoke when playing, and when he did it was in a whisper that
could not be heard five feet away. But it was better that he should be quiet
than to speak at the wong tine.

Before this fearsome Conte de Plessis, for exanple. The | andholder's right arm
was the size of Gaspare's thigh, and his blue eyes were | eaden. A puckered
scar pierced the man's nmouth, giving hima perpetual snarl, and he ate with
great concentration. Better be discreet before a man of this kidney. Discreet
and conservati ve.

The process of tuning took a bit |onger than necessary, Gaspare thought. But

t hen Dami ano never would hurry his tuning or apologize for it, and the lute's
rather brittle wooden tuni ng pegs were crotchety. Laughter was heard to rise
at the high table, but it did not issue fromthe conte, whose nouth was full

A rather beefy-faced bald man in soiled white was gesturing at a dark woman in
yellow. He pointed with a bird's leg, scaly foot still attached, he chewed

wi th his nouth open.

The dark woman was young, denure, clean-faced
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qui ck- eyed. She divided her attention between the coarse gentleman and the
figure in black behind die dais.

The nusician's fingers brushed the open strings with harplike effect, while
his left hand twitched over the tuners. After a while the [eft hand hovered,
not touching, while the right hand began to dance. Tuni ng becanme mnusic

i mper cepti bly.

Dam ano did not use a plectrumon the lute, because in the beginning he had
not known he was supposed to use one, and | ater because he did not see the use
of the quill. He struck the strings with his nails, playing as nmany |lines as
he had fingers, all together. "Devil's nusic" had said old Marco of
Partestrada, and in that opinion he had not been al one. But Dami ano's teacher



had been the Archangel Raphael

Now the |lutenist was playing in earnest, his left hand spread spiderlike over
die wi de black neck, his curled right seeming not to nove at all over the
strings. Gaspare recognized it, and was relieved. This was an anci ent piece,
just right for Provence, and if Gaspare could renenber correctly, by

Vent adorn. Dami ano played a great deal of Ventadorn; it was popul ar

But then the nusician inclined forward, founding over the instrunent until his
wiry black hair fell over the lute face. He rested his cheek against the
wooden neck and swayed fromside to side with the beat of the nusic.

This was not so good. Better not to call attention to oneself in that way.
Gaspare wat ched, wondering if anyone besides hinself thought Dam ano was
looking a trifle mad. The sinple Provencal tune, too, was changing. It took on
a strange new form under Damiano's fingers, salted with sweet, knotted
ornanentation in Hi bernian style. Qut of nowhere was added a bass line from
Moori sh Spai n.

Gaspare | ooked into Dam ano's bl ack eyes then, and he knew that this night
woul d not be safe: not safe at all.

Where was the troubador's tune? Had the fellow slid into a new piece w thout
stopping? No, for there was the nel ody again, or a piece of it. But, great
Saint CGabriele, what tine was this? Three-tine? Five?

It was five over three, and it went on and on, under the nel ody and over it,
changi ng die | ove song of Bernard de Ventadorn into somnething |unging and

bi zarre. For a

104

Dani ano' s Lute

nmonent —ene cowardly nmonment onl y—Gaspare consi dered sneaki ng out al one.

But the ancient tune did not die under this treatnent; it Uved and grew,
throwmn fromtreble to md to bass as a juggler throws a ball.

H e player's nouth was open, but no sound could be heard. Hi s head nodded | eft
and right with his nmusic, and he baby-rocked the lute.

He has forgotten we are here, thought Gaspare. He has forgotten the conte.

He has forgotten ne.

He is finally unmanageabl e, deci ded the boy. Mad beyond conceal ment. He | ooked
around to see whet her by unlucky circunstance any of these doltish nobl enen
were paying attention to the nusic.

No. Only the worman in yell ow, who watched cal mfaced, with eyes Gaspare did
not trust.

And then between one nonment and the next Gaspare did not care whether Dam ano
was mad beyond conceal nent For the rhythm caught up with his fears and

out paced them and one particular turn upon die nmelody took himby the throat.
He was standing; he didn't know how that had conme to pass. He was standing
between two folds of nusty tapestry, gold-chased. He saw Dam ano's head nod
with the driving beat, noving up and down like that of a horse in the traces.
The nmusician's lips were pulled back fromhis teeth.

What was he playing now? This was not Ventadorn, or anything Provencal. And it
was not Italian, not with that bass, and the great arcing sixths of the

nmel ody. Christ! Had he ever conplained that Del strego did not have enough
bass?

But what was it? Gaspare had never heard this piece, though tiny Iicks of

mel ody (tiny, delicate, curled like cats' tongues) were famliar

And then the boy realized he had heard the piece without knowing it,

i nconmpl ete and enbryonic, through die boomng of rain in the darkness. It was
Dami ano' s own nusi c.

The redhead sniled a smle that made himseemold. "This," hissed Gaspare to
hinself, "this is nmy reward for
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sitting up all the night while he makes noise. For keeping food in his belly,
and keeping his pennies safe in his pocket.

"He was created to nmake this music," continued Gaspare, speaking quite audibly



to no one at all. "He was made to play, but it is I, | nyself who nursed him
toit. It is | who made this nmonent possible.”

And wind pulled the arras into billows and splashed the red torchlight over
the floor. It turned Dam ano's bl ack brocade into enbers, deep burning, and
struck stars fromhis black hair. It blew a thick river of nusic over the dais
of the high table and through the cold, dark hall where the bread was al so
dark. The servants lifted their heads to listen

And even at the conte's table, conversation had died. The warrior in soiled
white still |eaned toward the woman in yellow, but his head was craned back
and his flat gray eyes stared at the table.

And she stared at the nusician directly now, as |light played games with her
yel | ow- brown eyes. Her small nostrils flared and two spots of col or stood on
her cheeks.

"So," whispered Gaspare at her fromtwenty feet away, his notley making him
invisible anmong the brilliant threads of the hanging, "so you think you

under stand, do you? Tfou think perhaps this nmusic is for you, pretty lady with
red cheeks?"

Then he snorted. "Well, it is not for you. Nor for you, Plessis, who has
finally condescended to stop chewing and |isten. You have not the brain nor
the training to understand Del strego. Nor have you suffered enough to pay for
t he nusic you hear.

"No, nobles of Provence, or of Italy or China, for that matter. H s nusic and
this nmonent are mine.”

And silently Gaspare stepped out of the folds of the arras and stood beside
Dam ano, quiet as a young tree, and as straight frompride.

Dam ano raged within his music, but could not escape. Sweet Modther of God,
that the planets should arc above himand he not see them That the nobuse
shoul d squeak in the stone and he not hear. That a horse who served hi m shoul d
speak and be not understood. And that
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men—and wonen—shoul d wal k by and | eave himas nunb to them as a dead man.

He had died |l ast year in Lonbardy, breaking his staff on the stones of a
grave. He had died and felt not the pain of it until now.

If only Saara had let himbe, dead or alive, but free from pain.

| feel ny blindness, he sang, using no words. | amdeaf, | am nunb. There is
nothing in ny life left.

Not hi ng but this, replied the lute.

4

The Conte de Plessis had a brow that m ght have been dug with a plow. His
right hand was full of cake. Raisins dropped through his fingers. He brooded
at Dam ano. An ancient in gray doeskin addressed him he shrugged the man away
like a fly.

A peg had slipped. Dam ano was tuning. The come extended an arm as w de and
hairy as the haunch of one of his own hounds. "You," grunted the conte. "Wuere
are you fron? Where did you learn all that?"

Gaspare's stomach tightened like dry |eather. Genius was a very fragile fire,
as compared with feudal arrogance. Genius can be guttered by a stupid man's
bl ow.

Dam ano stood respectfully enough, despite-his drunken eyes. "I amfromthe
Pi edmont, ny lord," he replied, with a three-point bow. "And the nusic... is
fromno one place.”

De Plessis settled back on his ebonpoint stool, which creaked beneath his

wei ght. He cast his eyes over the assenbly at the high table, which waited in
silence for what he m ght say.

"Good," is what finally cane out of that m sshapen nmouth. "Good enough for

Avi gnon. He ought to go to Avignon."

"That is the tack we nust take," repeated Gaspare, bouncing ahead, his shoe
heel s not touching the ground. "No nore playing for |loutish dances. It is not
the size of your audience but its quality that will nake you fanous."



Dam ano was | eading Festilliganbe by a handful of mane. The horse's ears were
back; he had been very nervous for the |last few days—since Saara left, to be
exact .
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The | utenist |eaned against the brute's black shoul der, for he was tired.
"Ah," he replied. "lIs that so, Gaspare? Well, | have always thought it nore

pl easant to play before wealthy people than poor, and before the educated
rather than the ignorant. But the problem has al ways been that there are so
many of the poor and ignorant and so few of the educated and wealthy."

The redhead dism ssed this observation with a head-shake, as together they
passed through the jaws of the portcullis. The echo of hoof-falls rang in the
dry ravine beneath the castle bridge. "Yes, but now we have the ruby. W can
afford to wait."

Behi nd Dami ano's weary eyes a curtain was al nost drawn away. Al npost, but not
quite. They flickered, and he put his hand to his | eather pocket as he
replied, "If it is a ruby."

"It is genuine; the seneschal recognized that right away. It is your good
-luck—er, no, your rightful reward after what | heard tonight. W nust sell it
i n Avignon and buy nore suitable clothes."

"C ot hes?" Once again Damiano was clothed in his tunic of inappropriate blush
pink. "A better lute is what | need. | have to keep hoppi ng over those
terrible frets in the mddle."

The boy rai sed an adnoni shing finger, which shone Iike a white worm as they
passed a cottage window lit with oil tight. "Alute will cone, Dam ano, but
ri ght now respectable clothes are nore inportant. Listen to your manager."
Amusenent |ightened the black eyes for a nonent. "My manager? | thought you
were ny dancer."

Gaspare snorted. "The nusic you are playing now can't be danced to,
sheep-face. "

"Enough of that." Dam ano's whisper was netallic. The horse shied suddenly,
almost pulling its mane from Dam ano's clutching fingers. "My nane is

Dani ano. "

The boy came to a shivering halt. It flashed upon himlike |ightning that
havi ng gotten the nusician to Avignon, to the feet of power and acclaim it
m ght be felt he was no | onger necessary. In fact, to one who silenced the
high table of the castle of Plessis, and who sparked the massive Conte de

Pl essis hinself to say "Good enough for Avignon"
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(rmuch too good, if the hulk really knewit...) and who had in his pocket a
gol d-set ruby, what use was CGaspare at all?

The black tail of the horse sw shed ahead of him Daniano's pale pink shirt
was nmelting into the darkness. Gaspare folded his arnms in front of him
huggi ng hinself. They felt |ike steel bands around his ribs.

Dam ano sl owed the horse. He turned, his white teeth visible under starlight.
"What are you waiting

for... manager?" he inquired.

*

"I have it in witing. | asked himto give it to me in witing." Gaspare
tapped his bony breast. "It is here."

Dam ano sat at die back of the wagon, cleaning his teeth with a bit of chewed
stick. Sonetimes he didn't shave, or conmb his hair for days on end, but about
his teeth he was fastidious. "Wio—the conte? You were crazy enough to ask the
Conte de Plessis for a recommendation. In witing?"

Gaspare sprang fromthe earth onto the fl oor of the wagon, landing in a front
roll. "I was. | did. Wy not, after all, if he liked you? And he did."

Dam ano spat out flecks of wood. "I amrather surprised the man can wite."
Gaspare pulled a rather furtive smle. "He can't. He got his daughter to do
it. Do you renenber her? She wore daffdowndilly yellow"



Dam ano nodded. "I thought perhaps she understood a little of what | was
doing. At |east she paid attention.”
Gaspare peered studiously out into the night, where die only sound was that of

equine jaws grinding. "She... has an interest. | was told to tell you she wll
probably be hawking tonmorrow, with her |ladies.”
Dam ano stared. "Wy should | know that? Do you mean she wants..." The

guestion dissolved in a noise of contenpt.

"We are going into Avignon tomorrow,"” he said finally. "Easter is com ng very
fast. W don't have time for play."

Gaspare delivered an oddly formal punch on the arm "Del strego,” he said.

"Del strego, you are going to be receiving a lot of attention: this | and and
ot her kinds. Isn't
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t hat what you' ve wanted? Isn't it the ganme for which you' ve come to Provence?"
Sonmewhere out anobng the invisible | eaves an oW hooted. Daniano cringed from
the sound, and bit down savagely on the knuckle of his left thunb. "I want a
gane that is worth the price |I've paid,"” he nuttered, but only to hinself.
Chapter Six

They came within sight of the Rhone River, which had in times past carved out
the sweet and fruitful valley through which they had driven half the |ength of
Provence. Now the road bent toward the river, kissed it, and followed it into
the white city of Avignon. Gaspare and Dam ano passed beneath rusty gates and
into a checkerboard of |imed shops and |inmestone cobbl ed streets.

Under the vernal sun Avignon wore a smling face.

Gaspare trotted tiptoe ahead. Festilliganbe stepped heavily behind. Dam ano
wal ked in the niddl e, one hand upon a shoul der of each. Gaspare was nore
difficult to nanage

"Perhaps well find her right away," yodel ed the boy, skirting a public well
and three nen carrying an al abaster urn. "Just sitting on a corner, talking to
some new gossip. O cadgi ng sweets; Evienne has no shane where sweets are
concerned. "

Frantically Dani ano prodded the black gel ding out of the stonenasters' way. "I
didn't know she had shane of any land," he nmunbl ed, and then added in a | ouder
voice, "Well, it's nore likely well meet her on the streets than in the Papa
Pal ace. But if | know Jan Karl at all, he will see us before we see him He
likes so much to be on top of things."

Gaspare didn't hear him for the boy's nervous feet
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had carried on ahead al ong the row of close-set stucco buil di ngs.

The street was very narrow. Very narrow. A stream of pedestrians fl owed about
hi m and t hreatened constantly to clot about the horse. Avignon nade a

Pi ednont ese feel snothered.

And Dani ano coul d not nake the confused gel ding hurry.

He coul d not see Caspare anynore; he gave up trying. Wth a sigh, he put his
wei ght agai nst the hi gh chal ked wall of an encl osed garden. Festilliganbe, in
turn, tried to put his weight upon Dani ano.

"Don't do that,' nuttered Dam ano, jabbing the beast with a thunbnail

And then he said "Hush!"™ and raised his head.

Festilliganmbe, who had been making no noise at all, pricked his ears also.
They heard nusic, not |oud but close enough to ring clear: a flow as conpl ex
as water broken on rocks. It shimrered frommany strings together, |like an
entire concert of lutes—+f lutes had been strung in mnetal

For half a minute |longer Danmiano |istened, notionless with the rigidity of a
pointing dog. Finally, with a word to the gelding to stay, he |eaped upward
and boosted hinself onto the wall.

It was a small garden, planted with tubs of rosemary and fennel. Three anenic
olive trees fluttered their silver, sword-shaped | eaves, while die cool snell
of thyme warred with Avignon's odor of al monds and human feces.



In the for corner of the garden, under a vine-woven trellis, sat a man playing
on a harp strung with brass. It was fromhimthe broad spl ashing rnusic had
cone. But even as Dam ano spied him the player paused to examine hi? |eft
hand, which was clawed like the talon of a bird. Wth a fragment of punice
stone he buffed his middle finger, nmuttering.

"Hello," called Damiano, letting hinself slide onto a wal kway of stones. The
har per gl anced up and his handsone fair face expressed bis disturbance at
finding a stranger where no stranger shoul d be.

Dam ano noticed, and he grinmaced an apol ogy. But though Dami ano had manners
better than the average,
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certain things were nore inportant to himthan manners. "l'm sorry, nonsieur
but | had to cone right over. It is because of your bass line."

"Because of ny what?" The harper was about fifty years old. His flaxen hair
had been made frizzy by Iine, and a line of stubble made clear that his high
forehead had known the assistance of a razor. Hi s eyebrows were bl ack (whether
by nature or art) and his eyes blue. He was inpeccably grooned and cl ean
shaven, and dressed in a house robe of nil! Provencal cut. But his gentlenmanly
appearance nmade his talonlike nails even nore noticeable.

"Forgive ny |langue d oc. It is awkward, | know, " said Dami ano with no
sincerity. "l said because of your bass line, nonsieur. That which you do with
your right hand, at the bottomof the instrument. | could not help but notice
that you pull your hand off snmoothly, so that the notes come off al nost

toget her. They sound together, in fact."

The ol der man |istened w t hout apparent conprehensi on. Dam ano tried again.
"Perhaps you think of it as ornament-what you are doing. But | hear it as

pol yphony. A pol yphony of many lines."

Still die harper's heavy-browed, snub-nosed face remmi ned bl ank. What am|
doi ng here? Wy do | care? thought Dam ano, and answered hinself: There is
somet hing to be | earned here.

He added, "And pol yphony is what | amdoing on the lute, you see. It is a
technique | have had to invent nyself, for | have never heard anyone (save for
nmy teacher) try to put so many lines on one instrunment."

The harper took a deliberate breath. "And this is why you clinbed the wall
into ny garden, breaking die |aw, and getting yourself covered with chal k?" He
regarded his visitor with | ess wariness and nore hunor. "Because of ny right
hand?

"Well, lad," the older nan said didactically, "that is neither called

pol yphony nor ornanentation. It is nmerely the style of the clarseach

ascendi ng and descending strikes of the right hand, using fourths and fifths.
It has al ways been the style of the clarseach. It is not the style of the
lute.”

Dam ano shrugged. "Never yet,'
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"Way not let the lute be the lute, and if you want to sound |like a harp, play
one?" The sharp talons curved, and the harper flurried up and down his
strings.

Dam ano smil ed, crouching down before die harper with his chin resting on his
knee. He had not come hundreds of mles through snow and sun to hear sonmebody
tell him"it's done that way because it's always been done that way." Nor was
he i nmpressed by pyrotechnics: he possessed a number of inpressive effects

hi nsel f. But the sound was pl easant and the man nade a striking picture. Wen
it was qui et again Dani ano sought to say sonething appreciative. "You make ne
understand why it is comopn to paint angels with a harp.”

But the fellow was either tired of this particular conmplinent or didn't take
it as a conpliment at all. " Tisn't angels who play the clarseach, young man.
It's Irishnmen.”

"Ch?" Damiano lifted his head. "You are an Irishman?"

he said. "But mnmy teacher..."



The man had nobile nostrils and a wide nouth. The first flared, while the
second ti ght ened.

He curled his barbed hands before himand squared his broad shoulders. Wth a
round gesture he pointed fromthe heavy harp with its ranks of gl eaning
strings to hinself.

"What —do | | ook or sound Provencal to you?"

Dam ano showed his teeth politely. "I cannot say, since | nyself have just
arrived in Provence. And never have | net..."

Unwillingly he let hinself be interrupted by a grunt and a scuffle fromthe
other side of the wall. He sprang up. "Forgive ne, nonsieur. | have |left both

nmy horse and ny lute."

He attacked the wall once nore, growi ng twice as chal ky as before. There bel ow
hi m was Festil hganbe, as Dani ano knew he would be, still bearing his |unmpy
pack of bel ongi ngs, the neck of the lute protruding behind. The horse wore

al so a crude rope halter, however: wore it with very poor grace, and agai nst
the fat man pulling and the fetter man with the switch behind, he had set his
obstinate will.

Since the ground seened fully occupied, Daniano slid down onto the horse's
withers, first giving the beast a warning whistle. Both fat nmen gaped.
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"This is ny horse, nessieurs," announced Dami ano, and since the two were both
too loud and too clunmsy to be thieves, he smled at diem "Is it that he is
where he should not be?"

The fat man in front (he was wearing a dirty apron) had difficulty with this
sentence; perhaps Danmiano's |angue d' oc did have its faults. Finally he
replied, "But the aninmal wears no restraint, nonsieur. It was our idea he had

run away. "
Dam ano slipped to the cobbled road. He renoved the contrivance from
Festilliganbe's head. "No, not at all. It is only that he does not |ike ropes,

so | don't use any."

The man in the back had hitherto stood silent, brushing the ground with his
weed-swi tch as though it were a broom Now he said, "Monsieur. You were
visiting tile Master MacFhi odhbhui dhe?"

Dami ano tried to fit this collection of sounds into his nmouth. "MacFhiod..
the harper. Yes, | guess | was."

The fellow (this one was dressed in serge d Nines. He did not wear an apron)
pointed with his switch at the head of the lute. "You are perhaps also a
musi ci an by trade? An ltalian musician, if nmy ears do not deceive ne?"

Dam ano began to brush hinmself off. It was a fruitless effort, which was just
as well, for a coating of chal k conceal ed nuch of his clothing's decay. "I am
a musician, certainly, nonsieur. And that | amltalian cannot be conceal ed.
Why do you ask? Have you need of an Italian nusician?' he asked, and he

| aughed at this conceit.

"Yes, | have," replied the fetter fat man, astounding Dam ano conpl etely.

"I thought | would never find you," stormed Gaspare, throw ng hinself on to
the far end of die bench where Dami ano sat. The nusician had a green gl ass cup
of wine sitting before himand he wore a tunic of w ne-red, chased with gold.
He was in the best hunor he had been in for weeks. He brushed white bread
crunbs fromhis front.

"Find me, Gaspare? | amnot a hundred feet fromwhere you left ne, running off
as you did, like sone goat
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in the nountains. Indeed, it was you who were lost, and | feared Avignon had
eaten you."

The boy stared from Dam ano's fece to the street before the very pl easant

i nn-yard where they sat. He did not seemto know or care where he was.

"You did not find her," stated his friend.

"No." CGaspare was hot—f|ushed. Possibly he had been crying.



Dam ano' s shrug comuni cated a certain synpathy. "Did you really expect to?
This is a city of many thousands of people, and our appointrment is not yet for
a week or nore. According to the innkeeper here, my account* is correct and
next Sunday is Pal m Sunday."

Then Caspare's green eyes drew out like the stal ked eyes of snails.

"I nnkeeper ? Dami ano! What are you wearing? And eating? Wat is all this?"

On inpul se Dam ano reached out and ruffled Caspare's carefully nanaged hair.
"This, ny dear nanager, is human confort. | have been to see a jewel er—also a
harper, but that is a less relevant story. He jeweler and I had an

i nteresting conversation about the hybrid nature of elec-trum as well as a
m | d di sagreenent as to whet her amethyst or adamantine is the stone nore pure.
He gave ne thieves' prices for the ruby, | think, but where could | have
gotten better?"

Gaspare bunked about him then, and Dami ano pl aced the green glass cup in the
boy's unresisting hand. Gaspare downed it and stared again at his friend.
There was sonet hing pinched, thwarted and ancient in the boy's fax that stung
Dam ano's own eyes and tightened his mddle.

"You shoul dn't have shopped without ne," Gaspare declared, growing a bit

bel ligerent fromconfusion. "I would have advised you to buy bl ack. You I ook
nore inpressive in black."

Dam ano pulled a | opsided snile and reached across die table to deposit the

| ast heel of the loaf in Gaspare's lap. "I'm black enough in other ways, ny
friend," he nmurnmured. "But whether the nanme be for fame or shanme, | amstil
Del strego—the only Del strego | eft—and our colors are crimson and gold."
Gaspare felt his role as manager slipping away fromhim He bolted the bread
and nore wine. "But you should
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not have spent this land of noney before even trying to find work."

"I have found work," answered Dani ano gently.

Two years ago Dami ano mi ght have scorned an inn roomlike this one:

slate-fl oored, poorly lit, snelling of piss. H's father with whom Dani ano
first went to Torino and M| ano, would not have stayed a mnute, and it would
have been bad for the innkeeper who had shown hi m such quarters.

But two years can make a difference. In two years a baby can talk. In two
years a deadT nman can turn to earth.

Dam ano sat by one of the long slit wi ndows, tuning the lute.

The sun was up, slapping |long bars of yellow Iight against the ground between
bui | di ngs. The air was changing so fast it was hardly worth the bother to
tune, but then Dam ano was hardly aware he was doing it.

The ot her six inhabitants of the room had vacated for the day, including
Gaspare. Certainly there was no reason to lie huddled on straw upon stone and
within walls of the sane: not when it was actually wanner out-of-doors. But
Dam ano had sl ept poorly and was without ambition for the nonent.

It had been an owl. Sonewhere in Avignon an ow had hunted, calling half the
ni ght, and for some reason Dam ano coul d not hear an ow w thout renenbering
all he had lost. And this norning it was still there for him a distant

know edge that the heavens were circling in their conplex rhythnms wthout his
consent or understandi ng. That wol ves conversed and ghosts wal ked, but not for
hi m

And | ocked into this grief—to his greater msery—was a nmenory of his |ips
agai nst skin in the cold of night, and the snmell of clean flesh under

bl anket s.

Qut the wi ndow he could see a vertical slice of the city, where the white
stucco housefronts stood identical, shoulder to shoulder. On the ground fl oor

of this inn—Heather Inn, it was called—Festilliganbe had been stabled, in a
| arge, square box with two goats and a Sicilian
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| at e.

Wt hout warni ng Dam ano's nel ancholy becane unendurable. He rose fromthe
upended box he was sitting on, as though he would fling hinself out the door
down the stairs and into the crowmed street below. H s heart pounded.

Mast eri ng hinmsel f, he sat down again to think.

Per haps he should visit the horse—sake sure he had food and water. But the
groomwoul d think he was crazy, for he had seen the buckets filled already
this nmorning. Neither would Festilliganbe understand such a visit, for

al t hough he liked his master he was not a sentinmental horse.

Where was Gaspare anyway? Qut |ooking for his sister, certainly, though he had
not said as rmuch to Dami ano. Gaspare's need to find Evienne had grown into a
pitiful thing, and Dam ano was a little afraid of what woul d happen if she
failed to show up at their |ong-planned appoi nt nent.

This last worry was too rmuch. The musi ci an needed soneone to talk to. Someone
reliable.

He put the scuffed bottomend of his |lute down upon die tops of his boots and
| aced his fingers together around the neck. Wth his eyes closed and his
forehead resting against the tuning box he cleared his throat and spoke to the
enpty air.

"Raphael ... Seraph. If you have the tinme..."

By the sound and by a faint flutter of shadows behind his eyelids Damn ano
could have sworn that Raphael had cone in through the far window It was an
illusion that made the man chuckl e, for he had the sophistication to know t hat
heaven was not in the sky above Avignon, or any other worldly place.

"Good norning, Dam ," said Raphael, in a voice like the sweet after-ring of a
bell. "How do you like Avignon?"

"So far it has been very generous with ne," answered Dam ano, in an effort to
be just. "But stifl, I amnot in a very good nood today."

"Tfou are lonely," replied Raphael w thout pause.

Dam ano squirmed, trying to keep his eyes fixed on
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the stripes along the back of die lute. It was unsettling and a bit demeaning
to be read so easily. "How did you know?"

There was a shrug of wings: a noise |like heavy-falling snow. "Because there is
no one here. And you have just come to a city that is strange to you. From
what | have | earned about nen..."

An idea came to Dami ano. "Do you know Avi gnon well, Seraph?"

"No. "

The man had not expected this answer. He lifted his eyes fromthe lute. "You
do not? But it is the Papal city."

Raphael 's wi ngs were bowed forward in the confines of the room The first

pi ni ons touched together on the floor alnbst at Dami ano's feet. "I don't know
the Pope, either. | have never been to Avignon before," the angel said.

"Not even with nmessages?"

Again that feathery shrug. "I amnot a nmessenger by calling."

Still, Dam ano's idea must be spoken. "I... had wondered if perhaps you knew

where Gaspare's sister, Evienne, was staying. W are supposed to nmeet her, you
see, and the boy is very nervous."

Raphael 's pal e hair was heavy as the mane of a horse, and like a horse's nane
it fell where it would. Hi s mdnight eyes gazed out froma frame of light. "I

know where Evienne is," he adnmitted.

Dam ano straightened with the news. "You do? Wll, where is she?"

It was the angel who dropped his eyes. "I would rather you didn't ask ne,
Dami. | think there are other ways you could find out."

The nortal sat again. "OF course, Raphael. O course. | amenbarrassed. I|...
asked without thought, forgetting that you are not supposed to involve
yoursel f..."

And then this small understanding was lost within a |l arger. "Raphael!" cried

Dam ano. "Raphael, Seraph, Teacher! | am seeing you—eally seeing you. And



am not sick!"

The angel's grand, opal escent wings rose up like flowers opening, till their
tips lodged in the corners of the
118

Dani ano' s Lute

room H s |ook of joy was as full as Damiano's. But it was nixed with
somet hi ng | ess definabl e.

"I am gl ad, Dami ano," he said. "It was never ny desire to nake you sick."
Placing the instrument hurriedly down to one side (for he treated the lute
with the care necessary to something upon which his living depended, and not
the care deserved by a tool one |oves), Dam ano crouched down at Raphael's
feet. He squeezed one al abaster hand. He sl apped a sanmite knee. He fished a
bright wingtip fromthe air and held it between his hands, as though to
restrain Raphael fromflying untimely away. "Hah! Raphael, ny dear naster...'
"Not master," said the angel, and Dam ano nearly | ost the w ng.

"Teacher, then. You are a vision to rest ny eyes. And it has been so long...
| thought mnmy sight would not be so rewarded on this side of death's door."
Behind his grin Dam ano's quick mnd raced.

"You know, Raphael, | think I know howit is | can see you again. It is
because of Saara, and the trick she played on ne."

"Ah? So it seenms to you that it's you who have changed?" asked Raphael, and
there was a shade of diffidence in his question

"What el se?" Danmi ano pushed closer to the angel, until he was al nost sitting
in Raphael's lap. | amclunsy as a dog, next to him he thought. Like
Macchiata, | wag nmy tail so hard | knock things over. But | don't care.

Al oud he said, "OF course the change is in ne. You are an inmortal spirit—-how
can you alter?"

The fair, chiseled face grew serious for a monent. "Not alter? Dam, even if
that were true for nme, standing out of tine and place, once | had set foot
upon the earth of Provence or the Piednont, and spoken with you, who alter so

dramatically every nonment of your hie, and touched you, too... how can | not
change?"
Now Danmi ano | et the great pinion slide through his fingers. "I don't want you

to change, Raphael. And for nme—sae to be changi ng you? That doesn't sound
good." Again he cleared his throat and scooted a few i nches across
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the stone floor, away fromthe sinple, gleamng robe. "I don't want to be a
bad i nfluence on you, Seraph."

Raphael | aughed. Hi s | aughter was never |ike bells, or sunshine, or running
wat er. Raphael |aughed |ike anyone else. "Don't worry about it, Dam ." H's

| api s eye glanced down at the lute in the corner

"Did you want to play sonething for nme?"

W thout taking his eyes fromthe angel, Dami ano scooped up his instrunment. "I
have a dozen things | could play for you." His voice took on a note of warning
as he added, "They are not |ike your pieces...."

"I wouldn't want to listen if they were," answered Raphael dryly.

O course, contact with the stone flagging had put the crotchety |lute out of
tune again. As he worked it back, Damiano had a sudden idea, brought on by the
spl endor of the nmoment. "Hey, Raphael. Do you think we could... | nean, would
you be willing to play with me? I nmean, not as a | esson, but for fun?

"It has been a long time that |'ve wanted to do that," he added plaintively.
And | think my playing has inproved lately."

Raphael 's |l eft eyebrow rose. His right wing twitched like the tail of a

t houghtful cat. "I did not bring ny instrument,” he denurred, but his fingers
drummed his knee as though hungry for work.

"Your lute? O harp, viella, viol, recorder? My dear teacher, what is it you
pl ay when you are not giving lute | essons?" demanded Dami ano, and in asking

t hat question (which had bothered himthe better part of two years), the young
man felt he had crossed a sort of Rubicon



Raphael opened his nouth to answer, but then his flaxen brow drew down and he
turned his head, listening. There were trotting steps in the passage. Raphae
ext ended his hand and shook Dam ano gently by the shoulder. "Later," he

whi spered. "We have all the tine in the world to play. Ri ght now the boy is
unhappy. "

White wi ngs and white gown flashed upward, fading into the rising Iight of
day.

Caspare burst the crude door open. His face was red and white in bl otches.
"She isn't anywhere,” he growl ed. He kicked his bedroll and cursed. "Not in
the taverns and
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not in the churches. She's not washi ng, nor praying nor eating nor drinking
nor whoring. Not anywhere."

An Italian nusician, the innkeeper had said. Bow ironic that seenmed to

Dam ano, whose journey to Provence was largely a pilgrimge for the sake of
its music. After a bit of questioning, Dam ano becane certain that it was not
any essential Italianate quality that the man desired in an entertainer, but
only that he be an exotic, like the Irishman. Dam ano was confident he could
give the fell ow sonething he hadn't heard before.

This was no poor establishnent, the inn across <the street from Monsieur
MacFhi odhbhui dhe's house. Had it possessed sl eeping roons, Dami ano and Caspare
woul d never have been able to afford the use of them But it was only called
an inn for lack of any better word to call it, being a place where w ne was
served by the glass and little tarts on salvers of pewer. Originally, before
t he Papacy noved from Borne, it had been the house of die Bishop of Avignon
and still, of an evening, functionaries of the court of Innocent VI filtered
t hrough the guarded gates of die Papal Pal ace and | ounged about in the great
top-floor assenbly room eating, drinking, gossiping and ignoring the nusic.
The Bi shop's Inn maintained a pastry kitchen and offered a | arge sel ecti on of
wi nes, both focal and inported. In fact, it was alnost a cafe, in a country in
whi ch cof fee had not yet been discovered.

Dam ano considered this perhaps the nmost civilized establishment he had ever
seen, and he was glad to be enployed in it. He was al so nervous. He
was—barring the pink-cheeked serving girls—the youngest person in the nusic
room too. That nade hi m even nore nervous.

He sat in the shadow of die pillared col onnade at one side of die room Above
his head a small window let in the twilight and the rooftop breezes of the
city. Vine tendrils sharpened one another not far fromhis ear. He toyed with
a spice bun he had been allowed to buy for half-price.

These ol d nen, and churchnmen, too. If ever there was an audi ence before which
he ought to play conservatively, this was it. Could he? Touching the top of
his lute (damed instrunent: poorly made, badly fretted. No hope for it), he
knew he coul d not.
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For he was the tool of his nusic. As once his will had passed |ike braided

wi nds through the length of his black staff, so now the nmusic which sounded on
his lute seemed to cone through himfrom another source. If he tried to play
for prudence—f he tried to play as he had played a year and a half ago, he
woul d only ptay badly.

Caspare sidled in. Now Dam ano was not the youngest man in die room "Al npst
ready, the fet man says," hissed the redhead. H s drooping finger curls were
oiled glossily. He wore a bright green velvet mande whi ch pulled his shoul ders
back and pressed agai nst his neck. Having just bought the garnent today,
Caspare was i mrensely vain about it and would not take it off, even though
torchlight and the heat of many bodi es had made the chanber stuffy.

"Don't call Monsieur Coutelan that to his face," chid-ed Dam ano, and he
fished in his pocket for the piece of soft |eather which would keep the bow
of the lute fromslipping on his |ap



Caspare ignored him "You know, Delstrego, there is a guild in Avignon. A
guild of rmnusicians.”

The dark man grunted, lost in tuning. "Aguild is a good thing. W should join
it."

Caspare danced a nervous step. "I told Coutelan you were a menber already."”
"Then we will certainly have to join," said Dam ano, and he wal ked toward the
torchlight*

He did what he could, in the beginning. He played die dances of hone, which
bored him and he enphasized die treble at the expense of the bass. He played
no pi ece that the average man of Provence m ght be expected to feel he had
desecrated. He did not sing.

Yet, for all that, it was not anyone's usual mnusic, not even in Avignon, where
t he New Musi ¢ had been born, for Dam ano's pol yphony went fromtwo lines to
three to four, and sonetines dissolved into a splash of tone in which no

separate lines could be discerned at all. He pulled his strings with his left
hand till they whined like the viol. And he brushed his strings with his right
hand till they rang like a harp

And after ten minutes, when he realized that none of diis plunp, balding,

oi ly-eyed crowd was listening, he
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gave up trying to please them Instead he did as he had done very often in the
past year, when the audi ence was drunk, argunentative or merely absent. He

pl ayed for Gaspare

In a way, this was fortunate. In a way, this made hi m happy, for with Gaspare
there was not hing he could not do w thout being understood; the boy knew his

i diomas no one else could, and could not be satisfied by anything other than
t he best Dam ano could do. Dami ano played for Gaspare as one old friend m ght
converse with another: fluently and without theatrics. In his

sel f-satisfaction he began to sing a nonsense descant above the nel ody, addi ng
sweepi nhg ar peggi os to the acconpani nment.

"Let the lute be the lute"? Wy, this was the lute, and anything it did well
bel onged to it by right. Damiano smled to hinself. He |liked what he was doi ng
and how he was doing it. It didn't matter if the audi ence was not |istening.
But it had grown very quiet Qut there. Perhaps they were |istening, now Even
the conte had started to |isten, after Dam ano had quite given up on him

Dam ano gl anced up without breaking rhyt hm

He could see five ornate little tables, each with a small group of nen—enly
men, of course—seated around it. Beyond that distance his eyes couldn't focus.
And these small groups were silent, and their attention fixed not on Dami ano,
but on a hal f-dozen well-dressed fell ows who stood between the nusician and

t he audi ence, |eaning on brutal-Iooking wooden cl ubs.

Dam ano blinked at six faces set |like stone into bad intention. It took him
anot her few seconds to realize that their hostility was focused on him Then
he was aware that Gaspare was standi ng behi nd hi m

Al his confused brain could do was to repeat to itself, "At least it was
never much of a lute. At least it is no great loss."” He was just finishing the
refrain of a Hobokentanz. He began it again, and he spoke to the nmen who he
knew were about to attack him

"If you are all planning to hit me together, | don't think there is nuch | can
do about it, messieurs. However, | would like you to know that | have no idea
what | have done to offend you." And then he kept playing.
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One nman, a tall, narrowchested fell ow wearing a dogged jerkin of red, hefted
his thorn stick. The others followed. "Mther of God," whispered Dani ano,
"this is terrible." He felt Gaspare behind him shaking |ike an angry dog.
Then a bl ond head swam out of the red torchlight into Dam ano's shortsighted
vision. It belonged to the harper of the inpossible nane whom Dam ano had
accosted the day before. The Irishman put out a hand on each side and the



ruffians froze.

And so Dami ano pl ayed on. He played thinking that this mght be the end for

hi mthat he m ght never play another song—and so he played to pl ease hinsel f.
He freed the base tine. He feathered the strings (let the harper glare). He
sang to his lute like a nother with a sl eepl ess baby.

And he finished the piece w thout being knocked on the head.

There was silence. The ruffians had gone; the harper stood al one. Dani ano
rested his lute on his boots as the harper approached, stepping with great
dignity in his Provencal robe.

"So that is what you neant," he began, with his odd, shushing, boneless Irish
accent, "by all that babble about bass |ines and pol yphony and ny right hand.
The younger man nodded, half smling. "Yes. That is what | nmeant. Does it
seem.. terrible to you? An offense against the nature of the lute, perhaps?”
The blond man pulled up a chair. "No. It does not. But then I am not
particularly sensitive to ofienses against the nature of the lute, especially
when they seemto flatter the harp."” He shot Dami ano a sharply pointed
magni fi cent glare. "Ch, ny phil osophy is unchanged, young man. It is always
better to treat an instrument as what it is. But | cannot criticize your
musi c. Because it works. It obviously works. And when nusic worKks,

phi | osophi es cannot touch it.

"Now | amgoing to get a honey and wal nut roll fromthese people, along with a
gl ass of something, and then | shall cone back to |isten once nore."

Dam ano was so caught between confusion and gratitude that his face grew hot.
But as MacFhi odhbhui dhe
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rose again, the harper paused to say, "Ch, by the way, nonsieur, you cannot
play the lute in Avignon w thout belonging to the guild."

"Eh? Is that why the... gentlemen were upset with ne? Wll, | didn't know it
was an obligation, and now | nost certainly shall join."
Two bl ack eyebrows arched up and the harper's smle was wy. "It isnt so easy.

Men have waited ten years to be accepted into die Guild of Avignon. And

unl ess, you have a sponsor, it is very expensive."

Dam ano heard a cry and a stanp of di sappointment from Gaspare behind him He
hi nsel f stared down at the parquet floor, wondering, "Wat next? Wat next?"
"But | wouldn't worry about it tonight," continued MacFhi odhbhui dhe, as his

eyes roved the hall, seeking the attention of a maid. "I nyself happen to be
the Mayor of the Guild if Misicians at Avignon.'
One nore surprise would | eave hi mnunb, thought Danmiano. "And... you.... would

consi der sponsoring ne, Monsieur MacFhoi d.. McFhioda..."

Wth a contenptuous wave of his takmed hand the harper swept away both

Dam ano's incipient gratitude and the problemof his name. "I said don't think
about it tonight." The nakt appeared then, with a wooden tray upon which were
pil ed seven varieties of heart's delight.

As Dam ano tuned, preparatory to playing again, the harper downed die |ast of
his honey walnut roll in a long draft of wine infused with violets. He wi ped
his mouth with the back of his hand. (Like a cat, the harper kept his hand
soft and round, the claws hidden within.) "You know, Monsieur Delstrego,"” he
said conversationally, "it is part of the duties of tiie Mayor of the Guild to
| ead di e disciplinary conpanies."

It took a noment for Damiano to digest this. "You nean..."

"Yes. To beat the pulp out of any intruder who dares to play an instrunment for
money within the limts of Avignon." And MacFhi odhbhui dhe chuckled nmildly to
hi nsel f, took out his block of pum ce, and began to file his nails.

Dam ano and Gaspare grinned unconfortably at each other

Chapt er Seven

Last summer, during the excited farewells spoken by Gaspare and Evi enne and

t he nore conposed ones of Danmiano and Jan Karl, Gaspare had arranged to neet
his sister again at the door to die Papal Palace in Avignon on Pal m Sunday.
Jan had said there was such an edifice as the Pope's Door, and the rest had



beli eved. Fromthat ten nonths' distance it had seenmed that to slice through
time with an accuracy of one day was feat enough

Now Dani ano wi shed heartily that they had stipulated the neeting nore exactly,
both in tine and space. The Pope's Door probably nmeant the main door into the
Papal enclosure, but one could not be sure.

Gaspare and his friend had set down stools, courtesy of their enployer, near
the station of die right-hand pi ke-man at the gate. This pi keman was a

t ow- headed northerns; very tall and quite am able. He was glad for their
conpany because Dam ano and brought his lute.

O course they had conme at dawn, because dawn was part of Pal m Sunday. Dam ano
had left this station of waiting | ong enough to attend mass, but otherw se the
two of themsat like toads on a |og, as hour followed hour

It was not hard on Dam ano, for this day was mild, and coincided with one of
his periodic spells of |ethargy, brought on perhaps by daily performnce and
practice. And it was quite gratifying to find how many out of die Sunday crowd
al ready knew or recognized him stopping for conversation and conpli ments.
"Already you're making a name for yourself," whispered
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hi s youthiul nmanager. "Not seven days into Avignon and . people of the better
sort recogni ze you."

Dam ano grunted sheepishly as the nost recent well-w sher departed: a fell ow
whose enbroi dered tabard signified that he served a cardinal. "I was born with
a nane, just |like everybody else. And by what criteria do you judge that these
are people of the better sort, other than by the fact that they recognize ne?"
Gaspare did not answer. His repartee was not at its best, today. He was not
happy: torn between an expectation too strong for confort and a fear that fed
upon that expectation. His face was sweaty and his hair (despite much
attention) lank. He could not sit still—-not for a nonent—but neither would he
et himself stir fromhis post of waiting. The result was an itching agony.
Dam ano did not wonder at the boy's distress. If he had had fanmily of any sort
(he thought) he would cling to themlike glue. Had Dam ano a sister, he would
have used any means, whether force of persuasion or force of arms, to prevent
her fluttering off to a foreign country with a scapegrace conniver |ike Jan
Karl .

Had Danmi ano a sister, of course, she would never have had to start selling
herself on street corners. His fingers ceased to nmove on the strings as he
becarme lost in reverie on die subject of his nonexistent sister

Life woul d have been different, certainly. This sister (w thout doubt she
woul d have been younger than he. He could not inmagine an ol der sister

bul lying himand calling hima dirty boy...) would have been the natura

pl aymate of Carla Denezzi. Dam ano woul d have then had for nore occasions to
meet with the lovely Carla, for whomhe still had a sweet and sonewhat pai nful
regard. Perhaps he woul d have proposed marriage to Carla in better tines.

Per haps she woul d have accept ed.

How strange that woul d have been! He would by now be a different person
entirely. Certainly a man with a wife could not have left the Piednont for
Lombar dy, seeking the greatest witch in the Italics, nor subsequently wandered
down into Avignon and sat in the sun by the Pope's Door, to pass the tine of
day politely with a cardinal's functionary.

Wul d he have ever met Raphael, had he had a sister?

Dam ano was beginning to regret the existence of this
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i magi nary sibling. She would be a girt of problens. If she had proven a witch,
as was likely, she would have had a difficult time finding suitors. No sinple
man wanted to marry a witch, and even tile sighted were just as happy with a
simple wife. (And it was not too nuch easier for the male wtches, for no
father wanted to give 4iis daughter to a man who mght, in fit of irritation



turn her into a snake. @uillenno Del strego had had to search all the way to
France to find a suitable hel ppate. O course Del strego Seni or had had

probl ems of visage and tenperament as well as livelihood. Dami ano was al ways
grateful that he had taken after his nother in all ways but one.)

By the crowded cal endar of saints, what if Dam ano's sister had | ooked |ike
her father? Ch, it was much, nuch better that the girl had never been born
Reveri e and sunlight together filled his head with sweet, anber adhesive
honey. He could not think anynore. There was no need to think anynore. His
right hand nestled into the strings over the soundhole. His left hand fel
away fromthe lute's neck

Dam ano had no idea how | ong he had been asl eep when either the shadow on his
face or the rough voice woke himup. He opened his eyes and started in terror
for it was the tall, narrow chested guil dsman who had come so near to

assaul ting him ("beating the pulp out" of him to quote) on his first day at
wor k.

This time the fellow had no club, but he | ooked angrier than ever. H s |angue
d' oc was for too rapid for Damano to follow, so the Italian nmade the

uni versal |-do-not-understand-you gesture with both hands. The response to
this was a grinmace of disgust, and then the fell ow began again, nore slowy.
"It is bad enough that you crash into the city of Avignon, and | amforced x>
wat ch you receive what better nen than you have waited years to have. This is
shaneful, and if we had a Provencal for the Mayor of our Guild, as we should,
this woul d not happen.

"But you are not content with one of the nost honorable and |ucrative
positions in the city; you nmust also ruin the livelihoods of poor men by

pl aying them off die street. | nust assune, nonsieur—and your m sshapen nose
confirms me—diat you are some Jew whose lust is for noney,
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and who strides through Avignon with the idea that die protection of the King,
t he Pope and the Mayor is everything..."

Since it is not pleasant to have sonmeone yelling abuse six inches fromone's
face, Dami ano squirnmed in his seat, and turned his head to the side. There
were so nmany recrimnations in die nman's tirade that he could not keep track
of them |et alone answer.

And this | ast, accusing himof being Jew sh, was'only confusing. In
Partestrada there had been no Jews dwelling, but only old Jacob benjacob, who
was Swiss as well as Jew sh, and who cane through once every three-nonth,
selling, among other things, thread. It was from himthat Dam ano had
purchased his first tittle lute. No one had suggested to himthat Jacob was
rich.

In Torino there was a Jewi sh quarter, certainly, and it was also froma Jew

t hat he had purchased the gol d- enmbossed vol une of Aqui nas which he had given
to Carla. This had struck himas odd at die tinme, since if the man was Jew sh
he by definition could not be a Christian, and so what was he doing with a
book of theol ogy?

But for the nost part, Dami ano had never thought about the Jews for good or
evil.

But his nose, now He had draught about his nose, having at |east the average
share of vanity. And he had just been congratul ating hinmsetf at having escaped
di e physi ognommy of Cuillerno Del strego. This was disheartening.

Gazing resolutely across the avenue which was never for a nonment enpty, and
where the Sunday garb of the strollers gave only die slightest nod toward

Lenten repentance, he spoke. "Monsieur CuUdsmenber, you do ne wrong. | am not
trying to steal the brass sous of the street nusicians (although |I nust say |
woul d not regret them being not as well paid as you think). | amonly

practicing, for | nust play this evening. You notice no bow ?"

The fellow did not | ook down, except to spit. "Wrse. Wwo is going to pay for
musk:, if you give it to themfor

free?"



Dam ano's fingers drumed on the spruce face of the lute. He was losing his
pati ence. And where was Gaspare, anyway? Wasn't it a nanager's job to keep him
fromthis kind of disturbance?
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He searched the street as he replied in his slow, careful |angue d'oc,
"Monsieur, | do believe it is you who are the nmercenary one, for | was sitting
here quite content to play for nyself, 'in quiet practice to which no one, as
far as | can tell, was listening. And in further answer to you, no, | am not
Jewi sh, though it was necessary for ne to learn to read Hebrew as a child,
along with a small nibbling of Geek. But in feet, | have just come from mass,
and with the conmunion in nmind | hesitate to trade insults on..."

H e words froze on Dam ano's tongue and his tongue itself clove to the roof of
his mouth. For as he stared across the busy street where butchers and bi shops
cane and went, one passerby stopped to stare back at himwith the face and
hai r of Raphael .

Dam ano' s expression flashed through stages of confusion, wel come and again
confusion. The pedestrian stood stock-still. He was dressed in an el egance of
gray and scarlet. If only he were closer

Dam ano stood, squinting, and shoved past the belligerent musician. "I... |...
| mean, that is..."

And the ruddy, arrogant face came into focus. Satan smiled at Dam ano,
flourished and bowed, and then di sappeared behind a w cker cage on pol es
filled with chickens and carried by two boys. This utensil swayed by as
ponderously as the sedan chair of some dowager, and when die squawking aflair
had passed, so had the apparition

Dam ano swal | owed. "That was... someone | know," he whispered, feeling both
frightened and foolish. The guil dsman then grabbed Dani ano by the arm and spun
hi m around. The | ute banged al armi ngly against the wall.

"You will not ignore nme, you bl ack-faced peasant!" the fell ow bell owed, and
swung his bony fist at Dam ano's face.

He ducked, but even before the fist passed above his head the gl eanm ng | ength
of a sharpened hal berd sliced the air between diem The guildsman blinked at
it, his armstill cocked for .the blow Daniano followed die wood and iron

l ength back to its wielder, the gate guard both nusicians had forgotten was
there.

"Enough/' growl ed the guard. "No fighting around
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t he Papal Pal ace. Haven't you any respect for the Holy Father?"

The guil dsman evidently did have respect, either for the Holy Father or for
the instruments of war, for he backed off, cringing and snarling together

like a dog.

"Hahl " grunted the guard, once he and Dami ano were al one. "That was one of the
few amusi ng nonents of my day." H s weat hered bl ue eyes tw nkled down at

Dam ano, who had sunk strengthless back onto his stool. "That and your pretty
pl ayi ng, of course. Don't mnd that fellow | know him he's usually here,
with a hurdy-gurdy out of tune, playing the sane five songs. He's got at | east
a dozen children, and his wife | eaves themw th himwhile she takes in
laundry. Quite a racket, they nake."

Dam ano smiled his gratitude, as he reflected to hinself—they protect ne. "H e
strangest people protect ne: guardsmen, Irishmen, horses. Dogs. Wiy? And then
he thought, The Devil. He is in Avignon. Wat does that portend?

Gaspare returned in |l ate "afternoon, |ooking worse than ever. Dam ano put down
die lute. "Where did you go?" he asked, offering the boy sonme of the bread and
dates he had paid a child to buy for him

Gaspare wanted nothing. "Around. To every other gate into the enclosure. And
then to each of the outer gates."

"Al'l around the city?"

H e boy threw hinself upon the ground agai nst the stucco wall, regardl ess of



his exquisite new .mantle. "I thought... | thought perhaps we had die place
wong. | wanted to see if they were waiting el sewhere. They weren't"

Dam ano said nothing, for there was nothing he could say, except that he had
seen Satan on the streets of Avignon. And that was not sonething Gaspare woul d
want to hear right now So he spent another hour inprovising quietly on the
treble strings, and when it could no | onger be avoided, he said, "111 have to
go now. | have to work."

Gaspare gl anced up at the setting sun and flinched as though he had j ust
received a blow. H's arms, nothing but skm bones and tw sted tendon, were

wr apped around his knees and he buried his head between them
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Dam ano bit down on his lip. Poor child: his sleeves did not come within three
i nches of his wists, so fast he had grown in the past winter. Dam ano for a
nmonent had the feelings of a father. He put the lute behind his stool and
consi dered what he might say or do to help.

But Gaspare was beyond easy consol ati on. He rocked stiffly back and forth, his
dusty boots soiling die velvet of the cloak. "Perhaps she never reached
Avignon," he said in a strangl ed voice. "Perhaps she has been dead the greater
part of a year!"

Dam ano grunted. "W have no reason to..."

"She is deadl | feel it. I have felt it for a long tinme!" Now Gaspare raised
hi s head, and, yes, as Dami ano suspected, the boy was weeping, reddening his
pr ot uberant gooseberry eyes. H s nose was as pinched as an old man's, and

i ndeed, Gaspare |ooked very aged right now, aged and in despair. "She was al

| had. Al | had. No |ather, no nother, no name of our own, and she was only a
dirty slut, but she was all | hadt And now she is dead and | have not hi ngl"
It was on the tip of Dami ano's tongue to say that Gaspare still had him but

that seenmed such a conceited thing to say.

Evidently die guard had sonme Italian, for bending at die waist and pushing his
steel hel net back fromhis forehead, he whispered in Dam ano's ear, "Wat a
shame. How did she diei”"

"We don't know that she did die," hissed die lutenist back. "She sinply did
not show up for an appointnent."

Raphael knew where Evi enne was. Dami ano was tenpted to tell Gaspare as mnuch,
to allay his fears. But how could he reveal that, w thout being therefore
obliged to ask die angel for nmore specific information, which the nusician did
not want to do. Besi des—was Raphael's know edge a conforting thought after
all? The feet dwt Raphael knew where die girl was did not nean necessarily
that she was alive. For all Dam ano knew, angels were on close terns widi the
dead. He renmenbered the litde ghost of Macchiata, half hi dden by Raphael's
robe, and he decided not to nmention Raphael's words to Gaspare.

Dam ano crouched down in front of die boy and with both hands forced Gaspare
to look at him "You are being
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very unreasonabl e, Caspare. Think whomwe are dealing with. Evienne has no
nore sense than a kitten—+ doubt she even knows how to read a cal endar, and
Jan.. - well. Jan Karl would not get out of bed to save his nother's life. Not
If the bed were confortable.

"Evienne is not dead; we have nerely been stood up."

Sadly Caspare shook his head, but there were no nore hysterics, Daniano |eft
himto keep faith during the | ast daylight, under die small blue eyes of the

i nterested guard. He ran the whole way back to the Bishop's Inn

Dam ano knew that Coutel an, the innkeeper, did not know what he was saying
when he said Dami ano had a genius; probably die man didn't know the difference
bet ween a genius of the lute and a genie in a |lanp. Coutelan only repeated and
magni fi ed anything the Irishman said. Mac \Watever, who |ived next door and
had i nvested a certain anbunt of noney in the operation of the inn, was his
aut hority.



Whi ch was why Dami ano had gotten this job in the first place. It was because
he had been seen by the innkeeper exiting the harper's garden in that

unort hodox manner. And because he had an accent.

But though Dami ano repeated these things to hinself, he was still human, and
prai se coul d nake hi mdrunk. Especially after a long wi nter and hungry spring.
And tonight he had gotten a good dose of it, for MacFhJodh-bhui dhe had wal ked
in leading a good ten other nmen, all nusicians, and he had call ed Dami ano his
"glorious exception to the rules." The young nman had al so been bought three
gl asses of violet w ne, which was the harper's favorite but not Daniano's and
consequently he now had a fire in his mddle and a bad taste in his nouth.

In spite of this, as he wapped the lute in its baby bl anket and strode out
into the street toward his poor accomvpdati ons, Dam ano was singing to

hi nmsel f.

That owl on the wall there, making noise every night. Bothersone as a tontat:
it was a wonder sonebody didn't loll the creature with a brick. And what did
it find to eat in the stone and stucco city of Avignon?

Dam ano, who was not the man to flip a brick at any animal, snapped his
fingers and clucked to the bird as he
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went by. It followed his nmotion with a head that turned ridicul ously far
around. Its eyes were two orange full nmoons, mrroring the one in the sky. He
went through the quiet, |eather-hinged door.

And then Dam ano renenbered Gaspare and the sister who hadn't shown up. Queasy
pity hit him making his stomach worse. At |east, he hoped, the boy had been
able to sleep. .Reaching the Heather Inn, he tiptoed down the hall and into
the roomthey shared with four other nmen. One of them was snoring.

On Caspare's pallet the clean straw glistened under die spear of noonlight
admtted by the street-feeing window Hi s blankets were |unped beside. There
was no Gaspare

Dam ano cursed under his breath. By his own pallet he left the lute, stil
swaddl ed, and his lean | egs took himout of the roomand out of the inn in
five strides.

Quilt that has been stored gathers interest, and Dami ano was feeling very
guilty at leaving Gaspare to wait. He | oped the npbon-washed, enpty streets,
stepping silently through Iong training—his father's training. He imagi ned
Gaspare squatting there by the Papal Pal ace all evening, as die sun went down
and the friendly guard was relieved by another, and the shops closed and die
hawkers shut up and slowy all the avenue becanme still.

Whi | e Dam ano, who did not really care if Evienne m ssed the appointnment, save

for Gaspare's sake, and who did not care for Jan Karl at all, had been playing
to a roomfull of gentlenmen, receiving heady prai se and sweet w ne. Shades of
hell, that was a sorry thing, and nost especially since Dam ano's genius had

al ways been Caspare's faith, much nore than Dami ano's, and so the confirmation
and the praise rightly belonged to Gaspare.

Above his head Dami ano saw die silver white body of the oW float by on

noi sel ess wi ngs. He watched it swoop down upon a roof. Just before it struck
it emtted a sharp, predatory cry. It did not reappear

But then Dam ano t hought of another explanation for Gaspare's tardiness.

Per haps Evi enne had cone after all, and taken the boy with her to wherever she
lived (preferably apart fromthe Dutchman). That made sense. And of
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course they would cone back for Dam ano, sooner or later, after the first
flush of reuni on was past.

Wth this conviction, Damiano's feet slowed to a nore confortable pace. He

si ghed deeply, feeling sone great crisis had been only just averted. He
strolled as far as the Pope's Door, to see whether they'd | eft any nessage.
There was the high, Gothic-arched gate, with a glistening sentry at either

si de, behind an avenue that the full noon made | ook decently clean. And there,



like a bundle of rags beside the right-hand pi kenan, was the huddl ed shape
Dam ano had deci ded woul d not be there. And because he had decided this
hal f way between the inn and the Pope's Door, Dam ano was not prepared for the

si ght.
"Mt her of God!" he whispered to the moonlight. "He is there. What on earth am
| to do about this?" And he cane to a stop, still a hundred feet away fromthe

pathetic thing in the green velvet mantle. "Wat on earth can | do?"

And worldly fame turned to ashes in Danmiano's soul. He turned on his heel and
ran away, down the first, random crooked street he cane to, fleeing because he
could not neet the boy he had no way to help.

But had he no way? Raphael had said he knew where Evienne was, and would tel
himat need. But he had al so said there were other ways he could find out.
Tliere were, of course. If he were a witch he could find the girl, just as a
hound could find her, given tine enough

If he were a w tch.

Vwell, for God' s sake, why not?

Because of his nusic? Hell and damm. What did it matter if he was the

snoot hest and nost intellectual lutenist in all Provence and ltaly? Was it

i mportant that ten men with reputations cane to judge himas though he were a
prize cow, while they ate pastries and tal ked mnusi cal phil osophy? (Wile

i nside he nursed a slight contenpt, blow ng he was better than they.) Soneday,
then, he could be five and forty years old, and sit judging di e young whose
reputation is still to be nade, secredy afraid that they m ght be better than
he. Afraid they nmight be nursing a slight contenpt.

Dam ano then remenbered the little tunes Raphael
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delighted to play; children's pieces w thout ornament or heterophony, and how
t he angel's head bent over Dami ano's instrument, lost in sinple nelody, far
beyond sel f.

Tears stung his eyes, and his stonmach hurt like sin.

For what reason, besides devotion to the lute, had he refused his powers, when
pressed by Saara? He had told her he was afraid his magic would hurt people.
It had hurt people. He'd killed at least fifty men with a force of terror one
winter's day in the Al ps. Perhaps he also saved that many, or five tines that
many, by circunmventing a battle between Savoy and the condottiere CGenera
Pardo. But one was never sure about saving nen, while killing them was

i ncontrovertible.

And Gaspare was hurting already: hurting in a way that only magi c could help.
And of all the people in the world, Gaspare had nost claimon him

So all his reasons, nusical and magical, were enpty. In fact, what did it
matter whether it was wise or foolish, saintly or sinful, for himto deny his
wi t chhood?

What did Damiano.matter at all? He had mattered too nuch to hinself in the
past year. Gaspare—toyal and uneducated, w thout philosophy, lost in the sea
of his own sorrowsattered. He had to be hel ped.

Hi s feet raced on for another half-block, alnost of their own accord. He
passed a man who was casual ly pissing out of a ground-floor w ndow. The white
ow circled overhead, silent as any of the planets. Wen he finally stopped he
realized that this decision carried himno closer toward a solution to
Gaspare's probl em

For Saara held Dami ano's witch-soul within her own, and Saara Had sai d goodbye
to him Not arrivederci, or au revoir, or any other of the thousand ways to
say she would see himlater. She had been angry and had sai d goodbye. By now
she was in Lonbardy.

She coul d not be expected to come to him again.

The weariness of the |ong day descended on Dami ano then, and he | eaned upon
the nearest wail for support. It was a dirty wall, stucco and tinmber like al
the rest in Avignon. There was a bestial roar and a thud. The wall itself
trenmbl ed and Dami ano snatched back his hand.



Bandog. Mastiff. He backed away and for the first tinme | ooked about himat the
saggi ng, dil apidated row
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houses, and the cobbles nired with human filth. He had not previously seen
this side of life in the Papal city. He found hinmself standing in the exact

m ddl e of the street, scanning the shadows for novenment. He feared thieves.
What a difference in fortune a week can make, he thought. | m ght have been
lurking in the shadows nyself. Slowy he turned on his heel and departed the
way he had cone, acconpani ed by the barking of the nmastiff and the silent
white ow .

He nust try. Though Saara m ght refuse him though she would certainly |augh
at the way he was denying all his carefully thought-out reasons for remaining
simple, still he nust make the effort.

If he could renenber how

Tliere—that silver strip against the hill with the river beyond—that was the
wal | of the enclosure. Tliere stood the pi kemen. There sat Gaspare, beneath
his weight of fear. It was try now or never

Dam ano came to an ancient grapevine trained into an espalier. The wood was
heavy, the burgeoning | eaves few H e dirt of the city bad half killed it and
age was conpleting the rest of the task, but it was yet alive, and its | eaves
rustled as he lay .his face against its trellised surface. He took confort
fromdie strength of wood as he tried to remenber.

It was difficult—difficult and painful as well, for he no longer trusted the
torn vacancies of his mnd where he had slept away a year.' He clung in fear
to the smell of furry grape |eaves, to the rough brush of bark, to the sound
of the hooting ow. He could not |let go.

Dam ano began to sweat with effort. It seemed he had | ost the art of

wi t hdrawi ng whi ch had protected himsince |osing his powers, and which had
once taken himto Lonbardy, to the garden of the wtch.

Wul d he need sonmeone with a cat-o'-nine-tails, to whip himinto renenbering?
"Saara," he whispered, and he closed his eyes. "Saara."

But in his mind s eye he saw not the winterless, stream broken garden. Not the
goat with flowers around her rusty neck. Not the fairy shape in a blue dress
enbroidered with stars. He saw the human worman's form naked, hot against him
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"Yes," she whispered to him "Yes, Dam ano. | am here."

He heard clearly but he saw nothing except the red darkness behind his cl osed
eyes. He opened themto find Saara standi ng before himon the cobbled street
of Avi gnon.

He felt as he had sonmetines in the past when ridi ng—when Festilliganbe cane
to a sudden stop and he alnost did not. The world lurched, and he put out his
hand to brace hinself. But there was nothing to hold on to except Saara, so he
took her firmy by the wist.

Her eyes narrowed at his astonishnment. "What is wong, Danmi ? You called ne,

didn't you? You are still calling ne; | can hear it."

As he straightened he dropped her wist. "You are here. You are not in
Lonbar dy. "

And as she said nothing in reply, he added, "Wy?"

There was no expression in the witch's face as she answered, "I don't know i f
I could have gone far, Damiano. Not after... last week. My strength is faakK
yours—npore than half yours, | think—and it wars against ne. But anyway | did

not want to go, for I was afraid for you,"

"For me?" he echoed. "You feared | might do nyself harn®"

She shrugged an Italian shrug. (Had she learned it from Ruggi ero di e Roman?
From Dami ano's father?) "I have pain, young one. Like | was having a baby and
t he head would not come out. For you it cannot be any better."”

He sai d not hing.

"Why did you do it, Dam ano?" she continued. "To throw ne away |like that. In



my long life I have never been treated so."

Dam ano' s eyebrows di sappeared underneath his hair. "l-why did |... ? Saara,
it was a dirty trick you played ne, leading ne to think you wante®..." He took
a deep breath. "I don't think | want to talk about it," he said.

The Fenwonan had taken a step backward, and her stomach tightened with a
m ser abl e under st andi ng, "You thought | wanted you only to be rid of the

burden | amcarrying? That is dreadful. It is not true. | will carry it unti

| die rattier than have you believe that."
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"No," answered Dami ano in a voice that sounded foreign to hinself. "No. | need
it back now " And as Saara stared, openmouthed, he added, "I need to be a

wi tch again. Tonight."

The nmoonlight (and only the noonlight) streaked Saara's hair with gray. She
stood in an oddly formal pose, her hands cupping her el bows and her bare feet
gri ppi ng the cobbl es.

"You do? Toni ght ?"

He nodded. "It is not ny need but Gaspare's. His sister is mssing, and | need
full sight to find her for him"

One of the woman's hands crawl ed toward a hanging braid. White fingers clawed
into the hair, tangling it. Saara glanced fromthe foul street to the eaves of
di e crowdi ng buildings. She did not | ook at Dami ano. From for away, the bark
of the bandog could still be heard. "It would be easier if | found the girl,"
she suggest ed.

Dam ano shook his head and, |eaning against the ancient grapevine, he slid
down till he sat on his heels. "I thought of that, Saara," he admitted. "I

al so asked Raphael's help, when | first knew there was going to be a problem
But he told me to | ook el sewhere before asking himto do what he should not
do—and since then | have had to think about what | am asking of everyone."
Saara squatted beside him her toes splayed out before her like those of a
frog. "More thinking, Dam ? You think too nuch, | think."

Though her words were friendly, he ignored them "I need witchcraft, or at

| east 'sight,' to find Evienne before Caspare throws hinmself in the Rhone, or
sickens with grief. If | use your skills just because | don't want the
responsibility, then | have done the deed and yet tried to evade the price,
don't you see? And we both know that does not work, in witchcraft or inlife,"
Still she did not neet his eyes.

"Saara. What is it? Don't you want me to take back that... that illegitimte
baby that confused Gaspare so nuch?"

This pulled a smle fromher, and a quick green glance that nade it hard for
Dam ano to swallow. "No," she replied. "Now that the nmonment cones, | do not. A
person gets used to being the way she is-"
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Then she reached toward him a flanme of concentration on her face. "Here,

Dam ano. Take ny hand. Quickly."

He obeyed, but his black eyes darted up and down t he cobbl estones. "Here? In
the middle of the street?"

Saara giggled. She seenmed herself again. "All that is not necessary Dam .

Ni ce, but not necessary." She squeezed his hand roughly and | eaned forward,

pl aci ng her other pal magainst the young man's forehead. "Only remenber," she
whi sper ed.

Saara's touch was warm that itself was easily remenbered. And with that
warnth came other menories from beneath the bl ankets in the old wagon: the
mouse in the woodwork, the nole beneath the grass, the planets circling (each
with its nane, each with its song), the |lake of fire which somehow cane not
out of hell. The corona that Iit each living thing fromw thin, and arcing
green flanme of its extinction. The touch of human presence, like a feather
agai nst his face.

Her mes Tri snegi stus, Al bertus Magnus, the broken black staff, taller than his



body, banded with silver, crowned with red and gold, through which once (as
though it were a great flute) he'd played the wind of his will.

Once, only two years ago, he'd played that nmusic better than he played the

[ ute.

Dam ano remenbered, conpletely and without violence to body or mind*all he was
born to be.

H s bl ood was singing Iike a chorus. He felt the hard, rounded stones beneath
him and recogni zed that they had been pulled fromthe Rhone. He heard the
bandog, and a hundred ot her hounds crying, droning, quarreling or snoring

t hrough the city of Avignon. He heard that segnent of the human popul ation

whi ch was awake at this hour; they sounded nuch like the dogs.

As a man orients hinself in tine by glass or sundial, he felt (with his tongue
agai nst the roof of bis mouth) for the hour by the position of the heavens.
And in the next street he heard the sorrowcl ogged breathing of Caspare, who
had fallen asl eep against the Holy Father's wall .

Dam ano opened his eyes and was forced to squint against the glare of the
nmoonl i ght off white walls. Saara's
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(ace, too,' appeared bl eached and col orl ess. The fingers of her left hand,

whi ch had held his, hung linply.

"You are weary," he whispered, and he hel ped her to

her feet.

"OfF course | am Not you?" Saara disengaged herself fromhis arns. She

i nspected Dami ano mnutely and inpersonally: head, hands and booted feet. "You
are not tired, nor sick?" Wth a proprietary shove she turnecUnhi mconpletely
around.

He subnmitted to these attentions with the docility of a child. "1 feel," he
announced, "as though | will never be weary again. Nor sick."

Saara smiled wanly. One of her braids was conpletely undone and hung i n waves,
like felling water. She | ooked pale and thin and, despite her height, frail
Dam ano coul d see a pulse pounding in the hollow at the base of her neck
"Cood. Then it has been worth all the mice and rats."

"Al the what?"

Saara seened to feed off Dami ano's confusion. The sly smle returned to her
nmout h, and color to her cheeks. "Mce and rats. | had to eat sonmething in

Avi gnon, you know. Since, as you say, these people will not feed a stranger."
Dam ano felt obscurely guilty, as well as revolted.

"Mce and rats? Surely, Saara, if you had |let me know.,,"

Saara giggled then, lifted one |l eg cranelike, and (since
her braid was pulled apart) nibbled on one tw sted | ock of
hair. "It is not so bad, if you are an ow ."

"An oW ? You are the bird that has been ruining any sleep since | have been in
Avi gnon?" Her grin spread to _ Damiano's face. He snatched Saara off her feet,
knocki ng the breath out of her as he spun her around. "Not a fox and an ow ,
too? Saara. You should be nothing but ny little dovel"” Her bare heel knocked
agai nst the gnarled trunk of the vine. Wth an apol ogy Dam ano put her down.
Forcefully she pulled away. "It is good you feel so strong, fellow But you
nmust be careful; you don't know what you are doing, now. You are |like a baby."
"A baby?" Even noonlight could not steal the warnth from Dami ano's olive

count enance. As Saara spoke he
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cl osed the gap she had nade between them and enbraced her again. He kissed her
on the cheek, the chin, the side of her neck. Her skin tingled his Iips and
tasted like wine. "How a baby? | have been a witch all my life, mnus only one
year and a little bit, and the whole time has been spent in study. | studied,"
he decl ared fervently, "until my brains began to curdle.”

Then Saara sighed, and the irritation in that single sound chastened Dani ano
conpletely. He took a step backward and | et her continue. You were a witch



whose magi ¢ was | ocked within a stick. You |lost both magic and stick. Now you
have had the nagic back for two minutes, and al ready you have both bruised ny
foot and made ny angry."

"I"'msorry," he said, and through the glow of his exaltation renorse did seem
to be working. "I was just a little drunk with ... being able to see and hear
| wi O be a gentleman from now on.

Saara muttered sonething he was not neant to hear. It mght have been "Too
bad.' Then she spoke al oud.

" You will be all right, Damiano. Cone with ne and | will teach you to
sing-spell. You will be very good at it, | amsure, having made so nuch nusic
of the sinple kind."

He broke out in surprised laughter. "Sinple? My nusic—sinple? Wll, each to
his own opinion, ny lady. But his antic nood softened again. "Saara, Saara, |
will nost willingly come under your tutelage. (There is at |east one | esson
bet ween us still inconplete.) But till Good Friday nmy tine bel ongs to Bernard
Coutel an and the Bishop's Inn. | rnust remain a baby that |ong."

"Then until Friday | nmust eat mice and rats," interjected the Fenwoman, and
for a noment her eyes went round, bright, orange and noool i ke. Dam ano
sputtered with | aughter.

"No, my lady. Return to the Heather Inn with nme and eat |ike a burgher, if not
a queen."

Saara made a primlittle grinmace. "That place? | have sat in their courtyard
every night, watching men and wormen nake their beds in straw a rei ndeer woul d
not touch. The fleas, mice and bedbugs have an easier life than the people.™

Dam ano shrugged. "That is an inn. | have been in nmuch worse."

Saara wound her fingers in Danmiano's coarse hair. She
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drew himto her for one nore slow, thoughtful kiss. "I would rather eat rats

t han have themran over ne,

"Friday," she added. Then with an odd, al nost angry | ook upon her face, Saara
shrank into a white pillow of, feathers, orange-eyed. This flew onto Dani ano's
shoul der, where die outsized talons pricked his skin. Then- she hooted

mal i ciously into his ear and rose into the sky on soft, shrouded w ngs.

Chapt er Ei ght

When Gaspare was awakened, his first thought was that the deep, commanding

voi ce belonged to the Holy Father's pi keman, or some troubl esone sol di er whose
job it was to keep poor souls fromcluttering the streets of Avignon. But the
hand t hat reached down to take his was |ean, calloused and very famliar, and
when Gaspare raised his head..

"By Saint Gabriele, Dam ano," the redhead hissed, "the nobon in your eyes made
me half frightened of you!" Then as the boy | ocked his knees in the upright
position and freed his hand fromthe lutenist's grip, he renenbered why he had
fallen asleep at the Pope's Door.

"Ch, Christ, sheep-face. She never came. | will never see ny whore of a sister
again."

Dam ano | et the nicknane pass. Hi s wi de drunken eyes stared from Gaspare to
the swarthy face of the night gate guard, and across the wi de avenue to where
hundreds of black holes in pale walls reveal ed the sounds and snells of human
sleep. His left hand was twitching like a small animal. Once nore he snagged

Gaspar e.

"If Evienne and Jan are in Avignon, we will find themtonight," said Dani ano
wi th sweepi ng confidence. "Gone, little dear," he added. "Start wal ki ng."
Gaspare's ofl ense at being addressed as "little dear" was drowned conpletely

in his amazenent at the rest of
Dam ano's Lute

143
Dam ano' s behavior. He found hinmself dragged along the wide street, his eyes
still grainy fromsleep, his | ong mantl e Happi ng behi nd.

If the Dami ano of the past year had been unaccountable ... if the Dam ano of



t he past few weeks had been enough to nake Gaspare tread warily... this new
Dam ano was an Act of God. He strode through the enpty streets like the
conqueror Al exander, his black eyes flashing, his rather |arge nose turned
arrogant by the force of authority in the shaggy head. Though the ni ght was
chill, and Gaspare suffered despite his velvet cloak, the hand that held his
was war m—warm | i ke beach sand in the sun

At the first corner, an abrupt change of direction nearly popped the boy's arm
fromits socket. "What are we doing?" he yelled in protest. Half a dozen dogs
were set off by the noise. "How are we going to find her this way? | have been
up and down these streets every day for a week; she's not to be found."

Dam ano | ooked back over his shoulder. "If she's not here, Gaspare, then we
won't find her. Oherwise we will."

"How?" demanded the boy, pulling free with great effi>rt.

Dam ano smled nmildly enough, though his eyes were still dangerous. "I wll
feel her presence. | ama witch again, Gaspare. | wll know"

Gaspare felt a sinking in his heart, though he would have thought it

i npossible for himto get any | ower. "Ch, no, Dami ano. Not that again."

The dark eyes flickered with irritation and Dam ano rai sed his hand. For a
nonent Gaspare believed he was going to hit him but then from Dam ano's
outspread fingers five points of flame sprang up

Gaspare staggered back'.

"Not a Hand of dory," whispered Danmiano. "But ny own." He | aughed at the
boy's goggl e eyes and general air of amazenent, but as he did so the taneg,
donestic fire in his hand | eaped upward Iike the flame of a torch dipped in
oi L He shook it out.

"Needs practice," he nmuttered, slightly shamefaced, and then cleared his
throat. "So you see, Gaspare..."
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"Don't hurt ne," the redhead blurted, stepping still farther back

As the flame had gone out fro& Dam ano's hand, so now it went out fromhis
face. Wth alnost a | ook of suffering, die witch replied, "Hurt you, Gaspare?
No. All of this is particularly to avoid you hurt. And | amonly the sane
fell ow yon befriended in the market of San Gabriel, who knew how to di sappear
but not how to make a broken florin. But enough tine for talk after we find
Evi enne." Wthout putting his hand upon the plainly frightened boy, he turned
again and strode off down a side street, his lips parted, his face to the w nd
i ke that of a hound.

The city of Avignon exi sted because of the Rhone. Both the secular city and
the city which was the Papal Pal ace crowded the water's edge, but while the
stone and stucco of the ecclesiastical center sat on a promn nence from which
garbage was piped into a river that was not even seen, the burghers built
their junmbled houses in intimate contact with the nmud. Dam ano saw parts of
die city that night which he m ght never have seen otherw se: not though he
had lived in Avignon for years. And had he been a sinple man, he could not
have seen what he saw at all

The houses of Avignon were not janmmed wi di residents, despite die way they
crowded together on die occluded streets. Sone of them had no nore than a
singl e sleeper breathing within. Yet it was not a city of die rich, to be
sure. Poverty had its own odor, and it was stronger and | ess m stakabl e than
any expensive perfunme. Dam ano smelled poverty and rotting fish on die nud
flats of die city.

There are three men sl eeping under that boat,’
hurried by a small nei ghborhood wharf.

"Men?" repeated Gaspare. "Not Evienne." He stopped to stare.

Dam ano frowned, "Not Evienne. | just thought it worth mentioning. There are
al so peopl e sl eeping beneath die stilts of these- waterside houses. \Wat they
do when die river runs high | don't know. "

Dami ano tilted his face to die sky and stood silent for
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he observed to Gaspare as they
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a nonent, as di ough he were readi ng somet hing. Then he | ooked behind him to
where Gaspare still wandered on the dried nud by die boat dock. The boy had
his arms out stiffly before him "Gaspare," he called quiedy, "what are you
doi ng?"

Gaspare was startled, hearing his guide so far away. "Heht Damiano. | can't
find you. I can't find anything."

The witch covered the ground between diemin three strides. "Wat's the
matter, Gaspare? The noon is full. Are you night-blind?"

The boy caught his armand stared with goblin eyes. "Night-blind? | don't
know. What does it matter? Lately | have taken to sleeping at night, you
know." The arm beneath his pulled himaway fromthe river once nore.

"Dami ano, where are you taking us?"

"Everywhere."
"I't will be easier for ne to find Jan Karl," nurmured Dam ano, talking for
Gaspare's sake. "I have this little knife in my belt, widi which | cut off two

of his fingers. Did he ever tell you about diat?"

"Yes" was die short reply. Gaspare was stunbling and out of patience. Then he
remenbered nore.

"He told a weird story. He said you got himdrunk and then cut his fingers off
in sone kind of nmagic rite."

"They were infected," replied Dam ano wi di sonme reproach in his words.
"Gangrenous. Did he not tell you that?"

"No. "
Dam ano sighed. "He was grateful at die time. | would not have done it for
fun, | assure you, anclLespecial-ly would not have sacrificed all ny supply of

wine to play an ugly trick on a Dutchman. Didn't he ever nention his night in
t he snow?"

"Certainly. He was benighted in the Alps in Novenber , and nearly "froze."
Dami ano smiled grimy. It was on his tongue to explain to Gaspare how Jan
Karl's two roving companions had tried to kill Danmiano, and but for die fierce
(and | oquaci ous) bitch Macchi ata woul d have succeeded. It was Dani ano's dog
that had driven die thieves out into die Al pine winter and diereby frozen
Jan's fingers.
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It was a wonder the Dutchman hadn't found sonme way to turn that story on its
head and present it to Gaspare as an exanpl e of Dami ano's perfidy and his own
i nnocence. Damiano was liking himless and I ess as tine went on

And for that reason he did not speak. Wy inpress upon the distracted boy that
his sister was off with a | out of such repul sive character, now that it was
too late for Gaspare to do anything but worry?

They ran on together: Gaspare through enpty streets, Daniano buffeted by the
presence of thousands. Fifty thousand had Avignon before the great pest. At

| east half had died. Now the city had begun to swell toward its fornmer size.
Dam ano fingered his little knife as he jogged al ong. He sang wordl essly under
his breath, both his own tunes and those he was picking up daily from

MacFhi odhbhui dhe. Meanwhil e, through his nmnd was running a different sort of
nmel ody: a tune which, like die nusic of Raphael, could find no expression in
t he hands or voice of man. Just now he was not trying to express the music in
his mind; it was expressing him

Never grow weary. Nor sick. He felt like a scrap of paper in the draft of a
chi mey, flam ng and floating, weightless.

But Gaspare was wheezing |ike a wi nd-broken horse. The boy had started at a
di sadvant age, under a debility of sorrow. Now, as they watched a | one man in
whi t e—a baker—+rudge toward his work with lantern in hand, Gaspare was near
spent.

He pulled down on his friend's arm He sat in the street, mring his mantle



further, and w thout words he shook his head.

Dam ano put one hand on the boy's head, which was sweaty. He did not attenpt
per suasi on. |Instead he said, "YouTl cool down fast, |ake my overshirt."
Gaspare peered up incredul ously as Dam ano yanked the red-and-gold tunic over
his head. "You didn't like it when | took your shirt before," he panted. "And
why should | have both overshirt and mantle and | eave you in your |inen?" Yet
he took the tunic from Dam ano, who

paced in circles, toying with the sliver of silver and crystal "', in
hi s hand.

oV "Because you are going to be cold and | amnot,"” the / witch replied.
"Not tonight." Dam ano whi ned—again |ike f a hound. "I keep thinking about
that no-good. | feel we

*eo! are close.”

"Don't call ny sister a no-good," grow ed Gaspare sullenly. He was not
of f ended enough to get up

Dam ano snmiled with all his teeth. "Wy not? You call : her much worse.
But | was not referring to little Evienne, i "\. of course, but to
Jan Karl. It is as though | can hear himtalking in ny mnd, O snoring,
maybe. "

Gaspare peered around him "Well, ny dear old

sheep—dh, Damniano, | don't know what you see or hear

and | nyself can hardly see ny hand before my face, but |

i have a funny feeling we're back where we started, haying
covered Avignon with a |ayer of shoe |eather.”

Dam ano gl anced at the open nouth of the Pope's

Door without surprise. That's exactly what we have done,

though to be sure we haven't covered hut half the city.

; W' ve been by this spot four tinmes, and do you know it is
. al ways here that | begin to simer inside about the

Dut chman. | dunk we'll find himon the other side of that wall."
Gaspare gl owered from Dami ano to die gate and back

| agai n. Exhaustion gave birth to scorn. "Maybe Jan's been |<
el ected Pope, eh?"

f Dam ano was too intent to rise to the bait. "He

started out as a cleric, Gaspare, right here in Avignon. Do

not forget that. Though he may be a thief and a procurer

in other |ands, behind those walls he will be renenbered
I as student and | ector of the church." Danmi ano sighed.
r "I"ve wasted tine. We should have started | ooking in the

Papal Pal ace. ™"

The boy scooted around on his behind until he al so

was peering through the darkness toward die | ooning

white hill of die Pope. "Great," he grunted. "Well just

wal k up to die pikenman there and announce that we nust

enter in order to search for a prostitute and a pinp." Then

he turned on Dami ano a glare that was hard with di sap-

— pointment. "Shall | go first or would you |ike diat honor?"

Dam ano was chewing on his lip. "That method m ght
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have had a chance white the big blond was at the gate, although even then..
Now, | think, we shall have to resort to skill."

"Over the wall?" suggested Gaspare with a glinmer of professional interest.
Dam ano chuckled in his throat, and there was behind that |augh a fera
arrogance that Gaspare did not associate with the lutenist. "No, Gaspare. A
different sort of skill."

He crouched down next to the boy. "Don't you remenber the ducks' eggs and the
peasant's house south of Lyons? How Saara took us in and out unnoticed?"
"Saara isn't here," said Gaspare unnecessarily.

Dam ano pulled himto his feet. "W don't need the lady- Invisibility used to



be a specialty of ny own, remenber, and | don't feel that |I've |lost any of ny
ability. Watch."

And Dami ano sorted hinself out for the effort. Wthin his head, behind closed
eyes, he allowed the world of stone and night air to penetrate, so that his
body woul d be no obstruction: not to air, sound or noonlight. It was a

pl easant discipline while in process, and only tended to weary him afterward.
*

Qut of habit he reached for something—for his staff, which was a focus for his
power and his intent. H s hands touched only Gaspare.

He jerked back. God knows what woul d happen, either to the boy or to the
spell, if he tried to use a human being ti ke the wooden |l ength of a staff. He
had no staff and would sinply have to do w thout.

H e spell was famliar, and he certainly hadn't lost any of his ability. He
felt the scattered nmoonlight, heavy as nist, penetrate the borders of his
body. Shape fell away. And thought.

Very pl easant.

There was conmmotion and someone flailing about in the street. Gaspare was
shouting his name in a whisper. "Dam anol Dani ano! \Were have you gone?"

The boy crashed right into himand took him by the shoul ders. "You stupid
sheep-1| ace! Where by the sufler-ings of hell have you been for a
qguarter - hour ?"

Dam ano cleared his throat. He could not rouse an
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anger to match Gaspare's. "Ho. Nowhere, | guess." he scratched his head with
bot h hands.

"You know, CGaspare, not to be—+ mean, to be not, you know, is not bad at all
| don't nmean not to be born, of course, but rather... Never nmind." Dam ano

shook his head forcefully to clear out the noonlight, and returned to the work
at hand.

"Well. 1'lIl have to nmake some changes in the way | do things, | see. | need a
tool. If I can't use a staff, |like a respectable magician, 111 do |ike Saara."
Gaspare frowned dubiously. "Are you going to nake up bad verse now?"

Dam ano turned his head and struck a belligerent attitude toward the gl eani ng
hill of the Pope. "I am" he decl ared.

"W pass beneath the arched gate. Vnperceioed. No blade witt strike ..." \
They were right under the door, with the black iron portcullis raised above
their heads. Dam ano stopped to stare and his concentration faltered. (Strike.
What rhynmes with strike? Di ke, |ike, pike...)

"And leaning is the sentry's pike Against the wall. The hour is late,"

If they were chall enged, thought Gaspare, they would sinply plead i nnocence.
For there they were paradi ng openly through an open gate, with guards at
either hand. It was not |ike being caught clinbing a wall. If they were
chal | enged. .

They were not chal | enged.

"So quiet are the cobbled streets Wiere the Holy Father sleeps, O his prayer
vigjl keeps That..."
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Streets. What rhymes with streets? Sheets (tenrible). Sweets. (Wrse, On,

Codl ) Beats?

"That one can hear his slow heartbeats,"

The doorway | oomed deep in shadow. Dam ano plunged in, draggi ng Gaspare behi nd
him Once conceal ed, he™ began to blow like a wi nded horse. "That," he
wheezed, "was awful . Hi deous."

Caspare's hand nade an equi vocal gesture, unseen even by the witch in the dark

of the overhang. "Ch, | don't know. | think it was rmuch better than Saara's.
The ABBA rhyne has nore subtlety than..."
Dam ano snorted. "lI'mnot working in a foreign |anguage. But it was terrible,

nonet hel ess. | thought | would be found standing there under the portcullis,



nmout h open, knees knocking, and all for lack of a rhynme. There's got to be
another way to work it."

Thi s was what people neant all over Europe, when they spoke the word
"Avignon." It was a single building and an entire city as well: the Holy
Father's city. Dam ano and Gaspare passed sedately down its passages,
expecting to be inpressed.

First glance was a little disappointing, for the nearest hall was a rather
musty |library of no great size

"I"ve seen better," nurnured Gaspare. Being illiterate, he wasted no tine
staring at the books.

"Ch? Where?" replied his friend absently. "In San Gabriel ?" But even his

i nterest faded when he discovered that the library specialized in canonica

I aw.

The chambers beyond were plain but serviceable. Damano fingered his little
knife as he went Jan Karl was not too near

"I don't think, after all, that we entered by the main gate," he remarked to
Gaspare after a minute. "For these seemto be little-used offices. Perhaps it
was we who missed the rendezvous."

"Nope. | ran circles around the building," grunted Gaspare. "She wasn't
anywhere. "

Turning a corner, they cane upon a regi on where the passages were broader and
adnm tted nore noonl i ght.
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"How straight the walls are,” murnured Dam ano. "Look at them It is hard to
bel i eve this whole enclosure is only one enormus building."

"That doesn't give nme any trouble," replied Gaspare, whose ignorance of

engi neering principles nade himblasts. "But what gets ne is that there s no
snell of shit anywhere."

"I"ve read that there are tubes in the roons and one can piss into themand it
travels all die way down to the Rhone," commented the lutenist. "Very
civilized."

"Ch, | dunno. Must meke the river stink. |Is that any better?"

Dam ano coul d not answer this question. He did not try, actually, for he had
found a door with light behind it, and very carefully he was opening it.

Here was a courtyard, larger than many |arge houses, and soon the pair of

i ntruders stood beside a massive pile of stone carved w th bul ge-headed

dol phi ns, spouting thin streams of water into the velvet night. Daniano's hand
rested on his little knife and his Iips noved soundl essly.

Gaspare put his hand on his friend's arm for the nbon was setting and the
dol phins' faces bore a nonstrous cast. "Wat is it, Dam ano?"

"I... | amannoyed. Really annoyed," was the reply. "Though I can't think why.
And therefore | think Jan Karl is near." He pointed toward a high
brass-doored entryway on the far side of the court. "Through there, in feet."
Gaspare followed the dimfinger. He trenbl ed appreciably. "There? That is
where the Holy Father lives, | amtold."

"Ah?" Damiano lifted his eyes to the bulk of the building. The pal ace appeared
heavy, squat, ungainly fromw thin. He felt the presence of humanity beating
against his face like the heat of a hearth. Which of these sl eeping souls was
the Holy Father hinmself? No way to tell. "Well, it could very well be," he
assented. "Good for Heer Karl. | always knew he had it in him O course it
may be he is nerely robbing the rooms of his superiors. Let's go find him"
C osing his eyes, he prepared the begi nning of his song.

"Through the pal ace now we tread..."
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And then he stopped. "No," announced Dani ano to the darkened dol phin court.
"No nore of that."

He began to inprovise a lullaby: wordless, full of ornament and with a tune

t hat wandered. He sang high in his nose, alnobst at a whisper, |ike a nother



with a baby who was al ready asl eep. Gaspare strained his ears to hear.

Dam ano took Gaspare by die hand. He touched the brass door and found it

unl ocked. Toget her they entered.

Here the wi ndows were shuttered against the night air. Into unbroken bl ackness
Dam ano introduced fire: a tane bl aze which he held in his hands and stroked.
The wal |l s danced and then reveal ed thensel ves to the intruders' eyes.

Perhaps this was the Holy Father's wing of the palace, but evidently he didn't
reside on the ground floor, for there were no hangi ngs or rugs, though the
hal | was of marble. Thoughtfully Dami ano | atched the door behind them "No use
inviting thieves," he whispered, and then gestured up the |arge staircase

whi ch stood before them "He's up there."

"You are so sure?" hissed Gaspare, clinging very closely to the taller man.

"I am" replied Danmiano lightly, and I ed himup the steps.

The pal ace made no sense to Gaspare, but then he was at a di sadvant age, being
largely in the dark and quite terrified besides. He foll owed Dam ano from one
cold length of passage to the next, his normally quick feet nmade clunsy by the
hour. He watched the tiny tendrils of flame wap thenmsel ves around his
friend s fingers; Danmiano's face was lit satanically from bel ow.

But it did not |ook satanic. That was Gaspare's sole confort. H's good friend
| ooked both cheerful and interested, and darted from passage to passage with

t he confidence of a man who has finished a | ong strange journey and reached
nei ghbor hoods he knows very wel .

And Dami ano sang as they went: sang, hummed and even whistled a snatch of his
tune whi ch bounced fromwall to wall of the huge, frescoed chanmber they were
passi ng t hrough. Gaspare yawned, though whether it was Dam ano's |ullaby or
his own | ong sad day naking him sl eepy he could not tell.
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"I would like very much to see the Rape," said the nusician to Gaspare
standi ng beneath a donme of blue and gold. He extended his arns, allow ng the
flame to crawl up both to die elbow, the better to exam ne the architecture,
"Whul dn't you?"

"Not under these c-c-circunstances,"” replied Gaspare, whose teeth chattered
despite the wool and velvet. "Can't we hurry, please?"

Lowering his eyes fromthe painted grandeur, Dami ano obediently strode on

The bl ack wood doors were plain along this wall: |ike what one imagi ned of the
roonms of vowed religious. But still by their spacing the doors said that these
were not poor quarters inside, and the wall itself was inset with parquetry.

Dam ano stopped and | eaned agai nst the stone, sighing.

"We're | ost?" quavered Gaspare, drawing his cloak around him

"No," whispered the witch. "We're not lost. He's found. Jan Karl. He's
within. "

H s was an unfortunate head for a tonsure, being pointed slightly off-center
That head and the drawn, ascetic face below it were all that was visible of
Karl, poking out of a roll of soft blankets on a bed with sheets,

"Ni ce situation,” nouthed Gaspare to Dam ano, who was singing and therefore
could not reply. The witch fed his pet flame to a candle, then shook his hand
out. He knelt tenderly down beside the sleeper

Qddly enough, it was when Dam ano stopped his singing that Jan Karl awoke, to
see figures standing over himby the tight of his own devotional candle.

Bef ore he coul d open his nouth Dani ano had clanped a hand on it.

"Barly for matins, | know, " he whispered cheerily into the man's ear. "But
after all, it is Holy Wek."

Jan gurgl ed, and when Dami ano brought the candle close to his own dark face
(the flame touched the skin) and to Gaspare's (he was nore careful) the

Dut chman seemed in no way reassured. Hi s deep-set blue eyes shifted warily and
hi s swaddl ed formthrashed about.

"No fear, Jan," crooned Danmi ano, He renoved his
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hand. "It was only that | did not want you to wake your saintly neighbors in
your surprise at seeing us."

Caspare was standi ng behi nd Dam ano. He pushed forward. "Were's ny sister?"
he denmanded. "Wy weren't you at the Pope's Door, |ike you said you would be?"
Karl sat up, dragging his blankets with him against the night chill of the
stone walls. "Gaspare,"” he began in his wetched Italian. "And Del strego, of
course. | did not forget our appointnent. No, not at all. But there is a story
behind that..."

"Evienne!" spat the boy. "Tell ne now. Is she alive or dead?"

Karl raised his hands to his head in a gesture of horror which turned into an
adnoni tion for Caspare to be quiet. "She is alive, of course, and may Chri st
preserve her in health."

"Where? Wiere is she?" pressed the boy with unabated volune. Jan Karl turned
to Dami ano as the nore sensible nmenber of the pair. "W cannot talk here," he
said. "Let us nmeet soneplace later."

Dam ano smled beatifically: "I"mafraid later may | ead to another story, Jan
Let us go' sonepl ace el se and tal k now. "

The bl ond head (bald in the mddle) shook fromside to side. "No. |npossible.
I'd never get out of this building unnoticed."

The dark nusician rolled a little ball of blue fire between his hands. He
squatted conviviaUy next to Karl and showed the trick to him "Ch, yes, you
will," he whispered. "You'll be surprised at how easy it is."

And agai n he began to sing.

They sat |ike three rooks on the stone step of the dol phin fountain, under
cover of the plash of water. Tan Karl was in the mddle, with Caspare ana
Dam ano crowdi ng himcl ose on each side. Both Caspare and Karl, wapped in

wool, shivered in the predawn chill. Dami ano, who shone like a ghost in his
white linen undershirt, felt not the cold at all.
"You have to understand,"” repeated the Dutchman for the third time, "it has

been a year. Things change in a year."
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"Thi ngs change in a day—+n a mnute," replied Dam ano. "Caspare cannot forget
it has been a year since you left with his sister.”

"Where is she?" One of Gaspare's bony hands flexed painfully on Karl's thigh
causing the cleric to wince. "In a single word, you can say it."

Karl stared peevishly at the boy. "At Cardinal Hocault's great house. There.
I've given you five words. Are you any 5ie wi ser?"

"Expl ain," suggested Dam ano, and he dealt Karl a conradely bl ow upon die
shoul der, using a hand fromwhich fire only lightly Bi ckered.

Jan turned on himbetween fear and anger. "Del strego, you have it in you to be
a real bully, do you know t hat?"

Dam ano only smi | ed.

"This child' s poor sinful sister has had the spiritual elevation of finding a
pl ace in the household of a very inportant man, in die cardinal. | rejoice in
her good fortune."

Though Jan was speaking Italian, not French, it took Caspare a few seconds to

translate. "In die household of a cardinal? Wat is she doing ftnvthis
car di nal —scr ubbi ng pot s?"
The Dutchman tried vainly to hide his snmile. "I think her position is nore

delicate than that." He smrked.

Dam ano blinked at Karl as earnestly as a dog. "Cardinals are all very old
men, are diey not, Jan?"

The grin on the Dutchman's wi de mouth grew and grew, but it didn't change his
bl ue stone eyes. "Sonme are, some are not. Cardinal Rocault, for instance..."
"Yes. It is about himl ask."

"He is not an old man at all. But very | earned.
out. "And powerful."

Caspare took sone tine digesting diis information. "My sister," he began at
| ast, "has attained to high position?"

The Dutchman's snmile went



"Hi gh position?" Jan considered. "You could say so. A position under die
cardi nal, anyway."

Once nmore, he cringed away fromdie witch's bel ong fl anes.

"I have sone authority," he stated, his fece expressionless, though his eyes

sought back and forth to see what effect his words had. "I translate when
necessary fromdie
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Dutch and German. | manage the Holy Father's ordinary di nners occasionally. |
have been able to find work for.. .friends."

"My sister's work," grunbled Caspare, feeling that the conversation was
departing fromits proper channels. "Did you find that for her?"

The Dut chman opened his col d-sea eyes very wide and innocent, "I did, though
did not know the trouble it woul d cause."

Dam ano broke in. "You nmean, you did not know that the cardinal would becone
enanored of Evi enne?"

Jan's long face grewwy. "I didn't know that the cardinal would becone
enanored of the Papacy. That is the probl em between Evi enne and mnysel f.
And—that is why | had to nmiss our appointnent today.

"Yesterday, rather," he corrected hinself, gazing w th obvious forbearance at
the bl ack heavens.

There was puzzled silence fromhis two listeners. Jan pulled the foot of
Caspare's mantl e over his knees and el aborated further. "Cardinal Rocault, you
ought to know, expects the Holy Father to die at any tune. He is an old man,
and not very sound, and Rocault hel ped elect him judging that Innocent would
live just |long enough for his own canpaign to cone to fruition

"Well, how long has it been? Six years? Six years of Innocent VI, and die old
fellowis in better health than when he started. Al the world knows that
Rocault is getting inpatient."

Dam ano's eyes were nore earnestly doglike than before. "Are you saying, Jan
t hat Cardinal Rocault has designs upon the life of the Holy Father?"

Karl recoil ed against a stone dol phin. "I did not say mat, did ir

"But it seenmed to be your meaning."

"Seem ng and neani ng are free, Del strego,” pronounced the Dutchman. "Saying
can cost you your head. If you are to live in Avignon, you rust renenber that.
"But to return to the subject. Wien first | returned to Avignon, the party of
Rocault had not come into open confrontation with Innocent, and | used ny

position on the household staff to introduce Caspare's sister.. .'*
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"Your lover..." interjected Dam ano, just to keep things clear

"Evienne. of San Gabriele," countered the Dutchman, **to the cardinal's
steward. It was a happy circunstance, at least for a few nonths. But now there
is a great deal of tension between the cardinal's staff and those of us

al ready here in the pal ace.

"I amwat ched,"” Jan Karl announced. 'Al ways watched."

Dam ano was not inpressed. "So what does it matter, then, if you are seen with

us? I, for one, amnot of any Papal party. | amnot even a thief."
Because of his wide mouth and the length of his jaw, Jan Karl's grin seened to
cut his face in half. "It is true, Delstrego, that your |anguage does not give

a bad inpression, and your manner is haughty .enough. But you and Caspare are
both so raw to Avignon that you may conpromi se me any tine you open your

nout hs. "

The open earnestness.died from Danmiano's face. "It is true,” he whispered. "I
can think of very little truthfully to say which woul d not conprom se you,
Jan. "

Jan stood. "I can have you thrust out of here on the point of a pikestaff,

Del strego. "

"I can send you to hell at the point of a pitchfork," answered the witch, as
fire of three colors bloonmed in his outstretched hand.



"Pl ease,"” hissed the boy Caspare, whom both the others seened to have
forgotten. "Please do not argue with him Daniano. He has yet to tell us |iow
to find Evienne."

But this exchange of unpl easantries had die contrary effect of cheering Jan
Karl considerably. H s | ean shoul ders wi ggl ed under the wap of bedding and he

chuckl ed at the dark and glowering Italian. "I will tell you howto find her
Caspare. The rest is your problem
"But Dam ano—+ just remenbered. Do you still play the lute a little, Iike you

did last winter? If so, maybe | have a job for you. Private dinner, on Easter
Sat urday, For the Pope and the terrible cardinal together."

Dam ano felt the blood drain fromhis face. "To play? For the Holy Fat her?"
"And Cardinal Rocault. It is to be quite an occasion.
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Keep your eyes and ears open and you m ght |earn sonething. Wich you nust
relate to me, of course.-

Dam ano said nothing. He was breathing hard.

"Are you afraid, Delstrego?"

Caspare spoke up. "OF course he is not! He is merely planni ng what he shoul d
play."

Chapter N ne

Dam ano woke because the | ute was gouging his skin. He wormed his hand in

bet ween the neck of the instrument and his cheek to feel a rectangul ar
gridmark of strings and frets. He felt alert and ready for the day, though he
had slept only a few hours.

Last night (this nmorning really) he had known ten minutes' panic that his
change of state had destroyed his ability to play. But that had been only
nerves, as well as a confusion of sensations to which his past year as a
sinmple man had | eft hi munaccustoned. And since the other occupants of the

i nn-chanber were already waking for the day, he had been able to practice
until sleep took him

Gaspare was still asleep. OF course—yesterday had been harder on himthan on
Dam ano. Delieiously, Dam ano stretched his feet out over the yellow straw and
yawned, feeling nore at home within hinself than he had for | ong nonths. He
could not think why he had allowed hinself to remain i Mmersed in nel ancholy
all that time, when life was really quite enjoyable

Tomorrow he was going to play before the Holy Father. That was enough to make
one nervous. But it would quickly be over, and why shoul d he think |Innocent
woul d be listening anyway, wi th Cardi nal Bocault across the table from hinf?
More inportant to Damiano's practical concerns, he had five days nore at die
Bi shop's Inn. Five days of playing in the corner of the high gallery, being
alternately
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prai sed and ignored, while smling respectfully at both Coutel an and

MacFhi odhbhui dhe, (who spent nmore time in the inn than the innkeeper). And on
the [ ast day maybe he would say to them "Messieurs, your interests are very
limted. | myself amgoing off into the countryside, to nake ny nusic with a
| ovely white dove."

No. He would say nothing of the kind, for he would want to come back. Besi des,
he should be nice to the Irishman, for he intended to ask himto take over at
the inn for himtonorrow

And al so, such proud words could prove false, for Saara might not conme in the
shape of a dove at all. She nmight be retaining the formof an ow.

O she m ght be a woman. Most likely she woul d be a woman.

Suddenl y Dami ano was very nervous: nore nervous about Saara than about the
Pope. He threw back the blanket. It was quite warm out.

Had he craw ed of f anong the vines wi di a w ne-stained Al usto grape crusher at
the age of fourteen, like other boys, his heart would not now be assaulting
his lungs in this manner. Had he not panicked under the covers with Saara



herself, a few days ago, lie would have no nore reason to be nervous.
Dam ano pulled on his clothes, all the while telling hinself that a man ought
either to fornicate like a dog as soon as he was able or keep his chastity for
life.
Hal f - measures just nade a body awkward.
Yet he felt unshakably comritted to the inpending effort at sin, and even his
attack of nerves could do no nore than spice his expectation. He trotted down
the corridor and stepped into the sun
Al ong the white cobbled street strolled Dam ano, acconpani ed by the Archangel
Raphael . Early afternoon sunshine liquefied the air around them and the cries
of hawkers (for Avignon was a huge market that never closed) echoed agai nst
the Iinmed stucco, meaningl ess and ornanental as birdsong.
The nortal felt very privileged that Raphael had decided to cone along, for as
once before the angel had said, he was no great wal ker. He could no nore wal k
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wi t hout noving his wings than a Latin—Bam ano, for instance—eould talk w thout
nmovi ng his hands. The great shimering sails arced up and out, or down, or
jolled together behind or in front, or pointed |like great fingers to the sky.
And it seemed an effort of concentration for the angel to put his foot to
earth and keep it there.
Yet his progress was not clunsy but terpsichoric, and Dam ano regarded the
seeming fragility of his conpanion with great fondness. Wenever there was no
one el se within hearing, he spoke. "Seraph, your feet are not really touching
the ground, are they? I mean—you are barefoot, and these cobbl estones are
dirty."
In a very human gesture, Raphael brought his right foot up along his left shin
and held up die sole for inspection. It was dirty. At Dam ano's air. of
apol ogy his eyes flickered with amusenent.
"Wyul d you apol ogi ze for the entire world, Dami ano? Did you create it, that
you shoul d feel responsible?" Raphael wal ked on
There was sonething infinitely touching about the appearance of Raphael today,
refl ected Dam ano. O course this was the first tine in a year and nore he'd
been able to see—+o0 really see the angel. Perhaps menory had made hi m nore
intimdating than he really was.
But | ook now save for his galleon-sail wi ngs, he was no taller than a man. No
taller than Dam ano. And he seemed to be nade of spider-silk, so delicate were
his face and hands. Damiano felt obliged to step between the angel and a
passi ng nerchant sail or whose entertai nments had known no Lent.
"You know, Raphael," whispered Dam ano, ducking under his left w ng, "four
years ago, when | was young, you frightened me a little. It seemed you were
like a... great cloud in the sky, which could produce lightnings if | wasn't
careful . "
The tip of that wing curled over Dami ano's head |like a great question mark.
"And now | don't seemthat way?"

Dam ano shrugged and smiled. "No. | don't nean to offend you, but no, you
do not seem so dangerous."
Bot h wi ngs touched together along their forward edges, fromjust above
Raphael 's head to their tips many feet in the air. (They barely cleared an
overhanging third floor.)
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For a nonent Raphael made a picture of formal symetry, |ike one of the row of
angel s behind the altar of Saint Catherine's Church in Partestrada, far away.
"You certainly do not offend, Dam . | have never desired to frighten anyone.
If I do no |onger, then that alone has nmade it all worth it."
Dam ano stood stock-still, even after a wonman with babe in arns slanmed into
hi m from behi nd, cursing.
"That alone lias made it worth it." It had been said in the same tone in which
Saara had said, "Then it has been worth all the rats and mice." Damiano felt



uneasy. He cleared his throat.

"But, Seraph, this change has been in me, not in you."

Raphael shook his head—a gesture Dam ano had never seen from his teacher
before. He replied, "No, Dam . | know it becones hard to tell, when people,
i ke boats moving across the water, have no reference point. But | know | am
not what | was."

"Then what are you?" blurted Dam ano, regardl ess of the press of people on
both sides of him who were carefully not touching the madman. "Is it

somet hing I have done?" —

For the sake of other pedestrians, Raphael nudged Dam ano forward. For a

m nute he did not speak

The angel's nidni ght-blue eyes roved fromface to face with a probing

i nterest, but he found none who | ooked back at him He maneuvered his charge
onto a | ess crowded street.

"What | am ny friend, is one of die Father's rnusicians. O perhaps one of his
pi eces of nusic: it is not an easy distinction. And like any nusic—put into
time—+ go through change. It is not against ny will."

Dam ano stood between di sreputabl e housefronts, where wooden shutters stil
seal ed the wi ndows on this balny and seductively breezy day. Before him an
ancient grape twisted out of a hole in the cobbles. He was only a few feet
fromdie spot where he haji net Saara die ow .

But his dioughts were on Raphael, and he considered die angel's |ast

statenment. "Then, outside of tinme... you would not appear to change?"
H e fine-etched gol den brow drew down. "Dami ano,
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you are not meking sense," the angel said, and raising both wings behind him
he continued his careful parade.

Dam ano did not feel |ike making sense today, bWt he did feel |ike talking.
After the passage of a |laundress, a red-tabarded nenber of the Guild of Sign
Painters and two | outs of undi scernible occupation, he began again.

"You were right, Seraph. | was not neant to be a saint."

The angel turned in a baroque curl of feather. "I was right? |, Daniano? Did
ever say you were not nmeant to be a saint?"

H e nmortal thought back. "Well, alnost. When | said that God loved dirty,

sl oppy-1 ooki ng saints, you answered that you were not God and..."

Now t he great wi ngs pulled down and back, l|ike those of a teased hawk, and
Raphael 's perfect nose grew a trifle sharp. "That | was not the Father. And
that was all | said. | certainly didn't nmean to put a limt upon your

aspirations, Dam ano."

"Ch." Dam ano found hinmself staring at a m sshapen alley corner which was
decorated with plush blue nildew and yell ow nold. He scratched the day's worth
of beard on his chin. "Ch. Well, | don't even aspire to being a saint.
Raphael . You see | plan... to..."

The wings lifted slowy, as though raised by ropes. "Yes. Yes. You plan to.

. what ?"

"To... uh'... marry Saara the Fenwonman."

In truth, the word nmarriage had never occurred to Dami ano until this noment.
But what else could he tell an archangel: that he planned to copulate like a
dog?

Besi des, why shouldn't he marry Saara? She was |ovely and anusing, and had
tal ents which could do his own career no harmat all

Because she had been his father's lover, replied a whisper within his own
head. Wasn't that enough reason?

But Raphael was speaking. "That is a very inportant decision, Dam," said the
angel slowy. "But what has it to do with beconming a saint? O wth not
becom ng a saint?" As he spoke he very carefully preened his flight primaries
wi th both hands.

Dam ano watched the process. Surely Raphael's were not real, physical w ngs
for their feathers to becone
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di sarranged. It must be that he needed something to do with his hands. The
angel seened to be nervous, in feet, for he shifted fromfoot to foot and his
dar k- sky eyes were wanderi ng,

"Marriage," Dam ano began, "is the mediocre way, not the path of perfection
Very few saints have been married, 1 believe, although many were w cked and
licentious until God showed themtheir error."

It nust have been that Raphael was not really listening, or else he would not
have replied, "Well, why not begin by being w cked and licentious, then

Dam ?"

The nortal grunted in disbelief which changed to confusion as Raphael turned
as though oblivious of himand passed into the alleyway of mold and m | dew.
Dam ano fol |l owed, out of the sunshine and into danp, odorous shadow, and as
the chill patted his face, there came a cough out of the alley: a cough rich
phl egny and spi nel ess.

Never before had he understood the expression "his blood ran cold," but now
the witch had to retreat for a last breath of sunny air before follow ng die
glimer of sanmite into the nurk

The coughing continued, horrid as that of the dying farrier in the church of
Petit Gontois, and Raphael was |eaving hi m behind. Dam ano bounded forward,
fixing his eyes on the clean formonce nore before it rounded a corner

Here was sun again, for they had cone out on another street. The taint of
decay vani shed, to be replaced by an odor of wet ashes, as though sone nearby
housewi fe had scrubbed an entire winter's dirt out of the kitchen hearth.
Raphael stood tal king to soneone; his wings were spread sideways and Damni ano
could not see through them

Wonder nent, spiked with jeal ousy, bent Dam ano around the cloudy w ng. Who
could the angel be talking to, when no one except Dam ano (and Saara, of
course, and assorted donestic beasts) could see hinP

He was talking to his own inage, which sat at a small round table, dressed in
gray and scarlet, toying with a bow ful of grapes.

It took no tine at all for Dami ano to recogni ze Satan. The witch's first

i mpul se was to duck back behi nd Raphael's
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sheltering wing. But that panic faded in a nmonment and a nore belligerent
reaction took its place. Dam ano stood upright. He strode forward out of the
shelter of the angel's w ngspan and stood between Raphael and his brother

And was ignored by both.

Sat an had plucked a purplish orb fromhis bow of dainties, and was rolling it
fromhand to hand. (Sonehow Dam ano's stonmach was bothered to realize that the
grapeXke things in the bow really were grapes.) He was sayi ng:

" really don't |look very well, ny dear brother. | mght alnost think your
deci si ons had gone awy, except of course, for knowi ng that you do not make
deci sions, but rather float on the Divine WII." The Devil's voice was urbane
and wel | nodul ated, expressing just the right shade of synpathy touched by the
di ffi dence due before an estranged nmenber of one's fanily.

"I amrather pleased by the way | |ook," answered Raphael, and Dami ano felt a
fierce pride in the feet that die angel's voice (though not overly subtle in
nmodul ati on at the noment) was nore beautiful than Satan's. "It was just today

| heard pl easant things about ny appearance.”

Satan let his deep-set blue eyes slide from Raphael to the young man at his
side. Looking at Bam ano, Satan very deliberately coughed. "If one travels

wi dely enough," observed the Devil, "one will eventually find sonmeone to
verify one's prejudices.

"But then, Raphael, you have always had an antic taste in conpanions." Satan

| eaned back and peeled a grape with his- thunbnail. "How is the fat bitch-dog?
Have you tired of shepherdi ng about that neaningless little shade?"

A lump grew in Dam ano's throat, and nothing except the hand of Raphael on his



shoul der kept himfrom assaulting the Devil barehanded. "She is well, Nbrning
Star. Happier than you are.”

Sat an' s guarded face did not change expression, but Dam ano heard the feint
sound of ashes felling, light as snow. Then the Devil gl anced toward Dani ano.
He shifted on his three-|egged stool and propped one el egant boot insouciantly
agai nst the table. Satan had a small foot—al nbost too small—and the toe of his
bl ack suede boot curled up as though there were nothing within it.
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"But you, Signer Delstrego. It has been a good long time since | have spoken
with you."

"A year and three nonths," said the witch from behind cl enched teeth.

"Ah? You keep a close record. But then, you are a careful worker in al

things. | suppose then..." Satan let the worried pulp of the grape slide from
his fingers to the dust beneath the table, "that you have kept your afiairs in
order. No debts outstandi ng, no good works undone, nothing to rmake your. .
passi ng an i nconveni ence to the people around you?"

A swarm of flies was circling Dam ano. He heard them And Satan and his

repul sive bow of grapes seemed to be retreating fromhim down the |ength of
a bl ack tunnel

How had | forgotten, he railed at hinmself. Here | amtalking about narriage,
when | amonly going to die.

Were it not for Raphael behind him surely he would fell on his face now

Per haps he woul d be dead al ready.

And Sat an was coughi ng agai n.

"Begone, m serable sufferer, and come not near this man!" It was Raphael's

gol den voi ce that Dam ano heard. But gold, |ike any other netal, may be
sharpened to an

The angel had stepped forward, his pinions stretched taut in a great circle
that brushed the wall of stucco. Hs face was lit fromwithin by a white fire
of anger. Yet he was only as tall as a nman, and his wi ngs were nade of
feathers, not fire. As Satan slouched to his feet, |aughing, Daniano becane
pai nful ly aware of these facts.

"Come not near hinP" the Devil m m cked, his scraped-ashen voice no | onger
bothering to be subtle. "But ny dear nest-mate, it is my right and privilege
to come near him You, on the other hand, are overstepping badly. One | ook at
you and it becomes obvious."

Dam andt al so | ooked at Raphael, and his enpty heart filled again, this tine
with a protective fury. He crowded between Satan and the angel, and with a
single, unsubtle, inelegant kick, he upended the little round table. Crapes
bounced over the strangely enpty street. "Wnnl" he bellowed. "Twi sted snake!"

he roared. "I amfinished with your lies. Finished for good!"
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He spat dryly, like a cat, in Satan's direction. "If you have the power to
kill nme, then do it. Qtherw se, get out of here. You snell badl"

The Devil stood, letting the three-cornered stool fell behind him and as he
faced Dam ano he swelled and quivered |like the snake he had been nanmed. His
face turned wine-red and his eyes went white. "Piece of nmud! he hissed, with a
mouth fall of teeth like needles. ."Ordure! Worm you called ne? Wll, you are
(bod for worms, you wal ki ng bl adder of blood and scum bizarre travesty of
spirit, created for the anusenment of a jaded God..

Al'l resenbl ance to Raphael was gone now, for hate had given Lucifer a goat's
face. Dam ano gl anced fromone to the other and was gl ad.

Though it was getting quite hot in this comer of Avignon. Satan had dropped
his human formentirely for one red and bonel ess and | oat hsonme. The | eat her of
the little stool snoldered. The table burst into flane. The smell of ashes was
overpowering, and joining it now canme the reek of sulfur, |like an al chem ca
experiment gone out of control

He can do no nore than loll me, whispered Damiano to hinmself. He cannot hurt



me nore than that. He can do no nore than kill ne.

And as the Devil threatened and Dam ano defied, Raphael withdrew a step and
stood notionless and intent, |like a man watching the play of actors in a

dr ama.

The witch sheathed hinself in a close coat of blue flane as he spoke al oud. "I
have fire of ny own, Satanas. Not as hot as yours perhaps, but |ess offensive
to the nose."

The red flanes |icked out, touching the blue, spreading against it, attenpting
to envelop it. Wiere the fires touched, they created a purple gl ow which
reflected in lights of pearl from Raphael's peacefully furled w ngs. And

t hough the red was the larger and the noisier flane, where it touched

Dami ano's aura it grew quieter, and its col or changed.

Dam ano hinmsel f stood with eyes closed and hands over his face. He only | ooked
up when the snap of withdrawing energy told himthe contest—f it had been
such—was over.
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Sat an had regai ned his conposure in a marvekns fashion, 'and neither his tight
jerkin nor his odd-shaped boots were soiled. "Del strego,"” he said
conversationally, "are you aware you carried the plague in your pocket from
the north?"

Dam ano stared. "I did not. W were all clean. Saara said so."
"Saara? And who is that?"

"Someone you don't know," was Dani ano's grow ed answer.

Satan let this pass. "In your pocket." Satan smiled sweetly. "You had it in
your | eather pocket all those mles."

And then he was gone.

Raphael's wings slowy settled. He turned toward Danmi ano and his eyes were as
mld as they had ever been. "Once," he began, his voice distant, "there were
four of us: Mchael, Gabriel, Uiel and nyself, who stood togeth-"er against

himand his followers. W were the instruments of his downfall, as he does not
forget."
The angel shuddered then, not out of fear, but as a bird will shudder its

pl umage into place. "Also the instruments of his own desire, since to be cast
of f from peace was what he npbst wanted."

Dam ano felt hinself returning fromthat silent fury to his human nature
again. It was like clinmbing out of a hole. He bent and touched the charred
table which lay on its side in the road. Its flanmes went out. "Yet you called
him'mserable sufferer,* Seraph. Why? Do you pity hinP"

One angelic eyebrow shot up while the other pulled down. "Pity Lucifer?
No—shoul d | ? Renenber, Dami ano, he is not |ocked into being what he is. It is
a matter of his own choosing, always."

The stool he treated like the table. The | eather seat Had burned fliean

t hrough. Together the two pieces of furniture nade a sorry little picture

beside the fire-discolored wall. "H s own choosi ng? O course. Yet one can be
| ocked into his own choosing. As a nortal man, | understand that. When | act
my worst, | know | am sinning, and that thought nakes me w ckeder than ever.

can pity the Devil."

The nortal blinked nearsightedly fromthe weckage to the street beyond. Now,
with Satan renoved fromthe
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scene, he recognized it as one of the shabby streets which | ed down to the nud
of the Rhone. "Though if | had the power | would smash himflatter than a
cutlet."”

The Archangel Raphael gazed deeply at the unaware Dami ano, then cl apped the
nortal frombehind with an enthusiastic wing. **Dam, Danmi! You have a power
of phil osophy beyond the merely angelic. Perhaps you have hit on the reason
for man being what he is." '

Dam ano was tired. He renenbered he had to play for the Holy Father, and that



he had not yet asked MacFhi odhbhui dhe to substitute for him "Reason? | did
not know we had a reason for being, Seraph. To understand the Devil ?"

"Tb forgive him It is nore than | can do."

Slowy the man found the ability to think again, and he thought about what had
just happened. "What... what he said, Raphael. About ne. Was any of that true,
do you know?"

"About your dying? | do not know the future, Dami ano, and | don't think he can

know any nore than |I. At any rate, he certainly backed off.
Dam ano shook his head till the black curls flew. "No. Wth that concern | am
t hrough. Whether | live or die is no one's business—and |least of all nmy own. |

meant about the plague.”
"Why shoul d that be straight, when all else he says is tw sted?" Raphael put
hi s hand once nore on his friend' s shoul der and drew him i n.

"Well, you see, by coincidence | did carry sonething in my pocket from Petit
Contois to Avignon. It was a ruby pendant that some nadwoman gave ne."

The angel reflected. "Is it rubies, then, that cany the pest through die
wor | d?"

Dam ano shrugged. "Who knows? It cones w thout warning and | eaves when it is
ready to leave. But | saw, or thought | saw, Satan's face on a man in die
pl ague town." Ah! Then he woul d be expected to know that you had a pendant.

Dami ... he is a very clever fool, nmy brother Lucifer. He would nmake you
bel i eve your own nose was your eneny, if he could. Besides. |Is there plague in
Avi gnon?"

Dam ano gazed up and down. There were people on
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the street: a good dozen. Masons, |aborers, clerics, nothers, gentlefolk.
Where had they been before? He sighed in confusion. "Not to ny know edge."

Dam ano brushed nonexi stent dust from his clothes. "Raphael, | am supposed to
pl ay before the Holy Father tonight”

"Good for you," replied the angel. "G ve himsonething he has not heard
before. "

"I amsuddenly terrified of it. Please come with ne."

Raphael |aughed. "I will. | would be interested to see the man."

Chapter Ten

This was just nore of the sane, said Danmiano to hinmself. Placed here in the
corner in insufficient light, playing to a drone of conversation, he night as
wel | be back at the Bishop's Inn. At least in that high gallery, he wasn't
hal f hi dden from his audi ence by an arnvire.

- Audi ence? He knew better than that, too. The Cardi nal Rocault had not | ooked
his way once, and as for |Innocent hinself, though he was feeing the nusician
directly, and though he occasionally let his eyes rest upon Damni ano's

qui ck-movi ng hands, it was obvious that his attention was taken by his
demandi ng di nner guest.

Yet Dami ano did have listeners. The table servants flashed himquite . human

gl ances, and Gaspare (who was in no good moom having spent all the previous
day and part of this afternoon haunting the house of this same anbitious
cardinal, hoping for a sight of his sister) was offering his support. The boy,
who was whol ly hidden fromthe view of the diners along a passage at the other
side of the chamber, stared at himwith an intensity designed (by sheer effort
of will) to prevent Dami ano from maki ng a m st ake.

And Raphael had cone, too. The angel sat wi thin touching distance of Dami ano,
curl ed sideways around a
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heavy-backed chair. He |listened as though he had never heard his protege' play
bef ore.

To Dami ano's slight disappointnent, it seemed the Holy Father was as oblivious
of an angel's presence as was the great mass of humanity. O course the Pope
was not a witch, but surely sone preternatural authority ought to have been



vested with his office along with the spiritual. Enough, at least, to
recogni ze an angel when one plunped hinmself down in your dining room

At | east the acoustics were better here than in the Bishop's Inn. The voice of
the lute neither echoed nor faded within the intimte, nuraled chanber, for
there were just enough hangings to keep the sound clean. It was as though the
room had been built with his art in nmind

"G ve himsonething he has not heard before," Raphael had said, so that is
what Dami ano did. Scorning the ballades of Provence and the boring (to

Dam ano) fol ksongs of his native Al ps, Dam ano pl ayed what he had conposed
hinself: rmusic so new it was hardly born yet, wild in both tine and harnony,
colored slightly (al nost against Damiano's will) with the ornate ornanmentation
he was picking up from MacFhi odhbhui dhe.

He had no intention of listening to the dial ogue of the Pope and the cardinal
t hough Jan Karl had arranged his concert with that end in mnd. He had no
desire to get mixed in with politics he could not be expected to understand,
and besides, if he were playing at his best, he would have no attention free.
But the conversation inpinged upon his attention, because of its subject.
"They tell me three hundred, in Lyons. Mstly children, of course," the

cardi nal was saying. He was a big nman, bl ack-eyed, brown-haired, who | ooked
good in the color red. Dami ano had a long stare at the back of his head.

"OfF course," echoed Innocent, who appeared much ol der, but not appreciably
frail. The Pope's nose was raptorial, his eyes fine. "These days the pl ague
prefers youth. | have it on good authority that is because those who were
subject to it of ny generation died in '50.

"But it comes back every year, or every other year
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somewhere in Europe. Last year it was Spain and Poland. This year it is
France. Next year ltaly, perhaps.”

Dam ano's fingers kept playing while his nmnd reeled. Plague again. He could
not escape it. He had a fervent, irrational desire that people would shut up
about pkgue in front of him for he had been through too much lately.

"Al'l very well to take the long view, Your Holiness," interrupted Rocault
snoot hly. "But people expect you to do sonething about it."

Innocent's el derly-eagle eyes flickered fromthe cardinal to the lute on the
other side of the room The old man seened to have no problem seeing at a

di stance. "Ah? Well, | am ny son. | ampraying daily, and offering the

Nass.

"Or did you—+forgive ne, did the peopl e—have in mnd something different?
Sonething nore like a bull?"

"That is what | had in nmnd," replied Rocault dryly. He followed I nnocent's
eyes and regarded the nmusician with no very friendly stare. For a nonment he
said no

nor e.

What was Dami ano to do? He had been told to play for the Holy Father, and he
woul d continue until that one told himto stop. Surely Cardinal Rocault was
not distracted by the sound of a single lute in the corner

Per haps he nerely did not appreciate the New Misic

"A bull, certainly. Your Holiness, would let the people of France know t hey
are in your prayers. And the best sort would be a bull rescinding your
predecessor's protection of the |ocal Jews."

Jews again. Jews and the plague. Dam ano wi shed nonentarily that he were back
in the north of Italy, In Partestrada, sans plague and with only one Jew to
speak of.

I nnocenUphucl ded, and tapped his silver knife on his golden plate. 'Hah
Rocault, my old friend. Here we have gotten half through our dinner w thout
your nentioning this b&e noire of yours: protection of the Jews. | had even
begun to hope you had left it behind.

"You know | think it is silly; Cenent's very reasonable exposition of why the
Jews cannot have caused the plague did not prevent the burning of the ghettos,



nor the nmurder or exile of thousands. If | should publish a state-
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ment turning Clenent's logic on its head, would that nake the behavior of the
popul ace any different?"

Dam ano snarled a finger and returned his attention perforce to his playing.
There was a sound of thunder above their heads; the good weather was at an
end. Raphael | eaned—no, slouched—agai nst the chair back, one el bow propped on
the finial of cherubs carved fromoak. Wth his calm interested \asage and
general |y passive attitude, he m ght have been any intelligent |istener at the
Bi shop's Inn, with a seed cake and a cup of violet wine on die table before
hi m

There was a piece Daniano had witten only the previous week, which rem nded
hi m of Raphael. (It fell short, the lutenist thought, but then of course it
woul d.) Though it was not part of his professional repertoire, he played it
now for the angel

T5iere is everyday truth, and then Acre is a netatruth. Your Holiness. And
while in actual fact the plague may not be due to the Jews poisoning the water
supplies, the higher truth is that all our msery upon the earth is due to the
wi ckedness that nurdered our Saviour..."

"I thought,"” murmured I nnocent* seenmingly inattentive to the cardinal's words,
"that our misery was due to the sin of Adam expressed anew in every man, and
that the sufferings of our Lord were our happy redenption." The Pope cl eared
his throat, lay down his.knife and gestured for his chair to be noved to the
other side of the table, closer to the nusic.

"After all, Rocault, it is Eastertide, you know, and we generally try to adopt
an attitude of thankful ness.”

When the old man finally spoke to him Dam ano had gone so far fromattention
to the conversation that a | ackey had to nudge himon the shoul der

"Lutenist." Innocent stood i mediately in front of him Dam ano rose
hurriedly.

But the Pope sat, knowi ng a chair would appear to receive him and he gestured
the sane for Dam ano. "You sound |like an entire consort of lutes, here in your
corner. Along with a harp or two, and at |east one tanbour."

Dam ano munbl ed his thanks, and then, to his aston-
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i shment, | nnocent VI reached out, asking if he might see the lute.

The Holy Father played a few quiet scales. He smled. Back by the dinner
tabl e, Cardinal Rocault was not smling.

"It sounds very different when |I try to play," observed the old nan.

"I did not know, Your Holiness," began Dam ano (and his voice hunmiliated him
by cracking on the word "Holiness"), "that you played die lute."

"Alittle. Wien | have tinme. | play enough to wonder why you, who get such a
variety of sounds out of your instrument, don't play nore at the far end of

t he neck."

"Tlie lute is not true up there," replied Dam ano.

I nnocent chuckled to hinself. "Not true. Nor nmetatrue?" And his glance at the
young man sharpened and held a covert anusenent. "Are you Jew sh, young nman?
You coul d be, by die | ook of you. Sitting here and listening to all this talk
it would be very frightening for you if you were Jewi sh. You would not easily
forget, nor keep secret what you heard, if you were Jew sh."

"I amnot," said Damiano in turn. "I am Pi ednontese, and this nose | got from
my ltalian father. It is very frightening to hear anyway, but | don't
under st and enough to repeat it. Nor do | know many people in Avignon to whom I
coul d repeat anything."

"Hi e Pope smiled sweetly at himand snmothered a yawn. "No matter, ny son. | am
not about to issue proclamations this season, and die whole world is.
permtted to know that." H s Holiness stood, and his chair was toted back to
the table.



As the old man turned to followit, Raphael rose fromhis place and stood
beside him His fair face was only inches fromth* Pope's ear. "Cd aude,"
call ed Raphael softly. "C aude Rabierl"” And then he whispered in the Pope's
ear.

I nnocent grimaced and blinked, rubbing one age-stained hand over his eyes, but
he did not pause.

The angel watched himgo. Wite wi ngs drooped down to the carpet.

"He coul dnt hear you?" whi spered Dani ano.

angel .

"l don't know if he heard nme or not,'
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" you forget the usuric taxes, Rocault. Your cardinal's vestnents were
purchased out of Jew sh..."

Dam ano felt easier at heart. Not that he was about to confuse the astute

I nnocent with Saint Francesco, but now he had a certain faith in the man as
well as the office. The ol d Pope was not about to be ground under heel by
Cardi nal Rocault.

Dam ano was nore and nore certain that he tfid not |ike Rocault, who was
making life nmore difficult for everybody, fromthe Holy Father to Gaspare.
And therefore for Dam ano.

The food was cl eared away. WAs the nusic supposed to be cleared away as well?
Dam ano | ooked about for sone sort of signal fromone of the |ackeys.

Di scovering none, he continued playing.

Rocault had a plan which he insisted on describing to H's Holiness. It

i nvol ved the disestablishment of all |ending institutions except those
benefici ary associations belonging to the guilds and (of course) the church
itself.

I nnocent |listened with what appeared to be little attention, occasionally

mur mur i ng phrases on the order of "killing the goose which | ays the gol den
eggs. "

From strain and general weariness, Dam ano had created a small headache. Wen
the | ackey who had handl ed the Pope's chair returned with a bundle in his
arms, his eyes could not at first nmake out what the thing was. Wen by its
shape it proved to be a lute, he was filled with m xed feelings.

Did the Holy Father want to play for hin? O with hinf That could be

i nteresting. O dangerous for Dam ano, since it was a direct insult to the
cardinal, who plainly wanted to talk. It could al so prove enbarrassing, since
t he Pope was the successor to Saint Pietro, but nmusic was still rmnusic, and
about it Damiano could not lie.

He kept his head down toward his strings but out of the corner of his eye
Dam ano wat ched | nnocent open a case of gilded | eather and pull out an

i nstrunent.

Mot her of Cod, what an instrument. As Innocent carried it fromthe dining
tabl e over to Dami ano's corner, the lutenist could no | onger pretend to be
uni nt er est ed.

The lute was |larger than Dam ano's, but by the way the old man hefted it, very
light Its back was of many
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woods and its soundboard bl eached white. The neck of it was bl ack ebony,
inlaid with gold wire, and the pierced cover of the soundhole was a parchment
| ace as fine as cheesecloth. The tuning head of the lute bent sharply back
fromthe neck, the better for the nmusician to play in ensenble.

Dam ano was stricken with base jeal ousy: that a man who played "when he found
the tinme" should have such an instrument, when Dam ano, who ate and breat hed
the lute, was forced to carry a box poorly joined and false at the top of the
neck. ..

But he shoved hinself roughly back into line. How could he object to the npst
i mportant man on earth owning a pretty lute? Besides, it was probably made for
show and possessed a voice like a crows.

replied the



I nnocent sat hinself down between Dam ano and the angel, who was al so
regarding the lute with interest. Perhaps the lutenist's conflict of feeling
had not passed entirely unnoticed, for the first thing the Pope said was
"Peopl e give ne things." And he shrugged.

"Lutes, anpong the rest." Wth a touch «f a quill to each string, the Holy

Fat her checked his tuning. He seenmed to know what he was doi ng. Then he took
Dam ano's lute by the neck and made an exchange.

"I want to hear that piece with the bass like a harp again. On this."

Dam ano said nothing. When he touched the top course with his fingernail, the
lute thrilled weightlessry on his |lap. He played an aeolian scale, to get used
to the spacing, and then a nyxl odean. He found he was hol ding his breath.

The instrument had a soul. Before five measures of the song had passed Dani ano
had forgiven it its excessive prettiness, and with the final sprinkle of notes
he forgave it for not being his. He extended it to its owner

I nnocent VI shook his head. "I like this one better,"” he stated. "It is such a
poor lute, and when | look at it | can renmenber to what heights you took an

i nstrument which showed so little prom se. Wien | consider ny own soul, |
woul d Iike to renenber that. And besides, |, who ama halting nusician, can
play this instrunent w thout feeling unworthy of it."
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"But neither am|l worthy of this,” blurted Dami ano. And he believed it,

wi t hout tor a nmonent discounting his own abilities. For it seenmed to himthat
the only sort of nusician who ought to have such a lute was an old man who had
played all his life, on the good instruments and the bad, and who had
surmounted his obstacles and learned all that life was going to teach him

Dam ano saw hi nsel f, on the other hand, as a begi nner. A begi nner who was
already better at his art than nost masters, but a begi nner nonethel ess. He
tried to give die lute back.

I nnocent would not take it, and neither did the old man snile as he said,
"That's not for you to say, lad. But it wouldn't matter anyway. An instrument
like this—ene cares for it for a while and then passes it on. As | do, to you.

| was not its first owner, and perhaps you will not be its |ast. Sonething
told me it was tine to pass it on." Innocent shrugged. "If you neet a man who
is more worthy, or who has the greater need..."

The old man fixed Danmiano with a fierce hazel eye. "Is it a trade, nusician?"
"You... Your Holiness," stuttered Dam ano, and he tipped his chair over as he

rose to bow.

"Gabrielel" exploded Gaspare, as soon as they were out of the private
quarters. "What a presentl And fromthe Pope hinself] You should have gotten
himto signit."”

Dam ano gl anced up fromthe case of .gilded leather. "Sign it? Don't be an
ass, Gaspare. Sign it where? The signature of God hinself is on this lute; it
is perfect."

He | ooked over his shoulder. "Wat do you think of tt, Raphael? Isn't it
perfect?"

Gaspare giggled at the sight of Dami ano conversing with enpty air.

Raphael was smiling. He marched with wi ngs straight out behind him for die
passageway was | ow and narrow. Because of this posture, he resenbled a man
fighting gale" winds. "lIt's a lovely lute, and as soon as you let nme play it
111 tell you nore, * he answered. "But | doubt 111 have nmuch to criticize.
"I"mglad he thought to give it to you," added the angel, with nore than a
hi nt of conpl acency.
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They descended to die clean cobbled streets and the .guard watched them wal k
away. Damiano sang in the rain all the way back to the inn

"Do | look so old to you that | can't carry ny clarseach by nysel f?" bristled
MacFhi odhbhui dhe, stooping to place one hand beneath the base of the soundbox,
whil e the other hand rested on the serpent-curve of the string arm Gunting,



he hefted the wei ght of black wood.

The harper's instrunent was garni shed with a great deal of silver and crystal
It was splendid, certainly, but to Damano's Italian eye it |acked grace. It

| ooked heavy—not |i ke MacFhi odhbhui dhe's nusic, which was al nost frivol ously

light.

"It's lighter than you would think," the harper said, alnmost as though he had
read Dam ano's thoughts. "It's carved out of willow The box is hollowed from
a single piece of wood: like an old | og boat!" MacFhi odhbhui dne chuckl ed.

"But here, boy. You can carry ny stool," he added grandly, handing the itemto
Gaspare, who had not been the one to volunteer his help.

The big Irishman, 1ike Dam ano hinself, was in a glorious nmood. "I haven't
enjoyed mnyself this nuch in years. And it has been years since | played |like
this, in public, for whoever wanted to stop and listen. For the nost part,
have ny patrons."

He stood at the door of the inn, peering out on to the wet pavement, scow ing
agai nst the chance it mght still be sprinkling. Finally he decided to chance
it, and strode out to the street. Dam ano and Gaspare tagged behi nd.

"Hour patrons, Mnsieur Harper?" piped Gaspare (when he shoul d have kept his
mouth shut). "lIs the Holy Father one of your patrons? Have you played for the
R pe, |ike Dami ano?"

Not hi ng in Dam ano's witchcraft had ever taught himhow to drop through solid
stone, or else he mght have vani shed fromview then and there, out of sheer
enbarrassnment. He gave die boy a shake and a barely suppressed hiss. But

MacFhi odhbhui dhe only stopped in the mddle of the road and peered down at
Gaspare. A chase of cloud and noon flashed his image larger than life, and his
| ong.
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carefully frizzed yell ow hair bushed out like a halo. "Many tinmes, child, have
| played for Hi s Holiness. Every good nusician in Avignon has been heard by

t he Pope, whose interest in nusic is active.

"OfF course," continued the harper, "not every good rnusici an has been given an
i nstrument by the Pope. Your friend has a right to be proud.™

"I"mnot proud,"” munbl ed Dam ano, follow ng .Mac-Fhi odhbhui dhe through the

gate of his pretty little garden and into his pretty little house. "I'"monly
ast ounded. And besides, he said he did it because of a song that sounded |ike
a harp."

The Irishman's elderly serving wonan canme with a candle in each hand, and lit
themin.

In the mddle of the harper's front room stood a cabinet, lined with wool ens,
floored with absorbent sand. In this cabinet the clarseach |lived. As

MacFhi odhbhui dhe placed it upright in its stand, he sighed. "Everyone is
attracted to novelty. But |I'msure H s Holiness had nore reason than that.
"But the clarseach, you know. it is different fromall the other instrunents."
The burly man gave a tol erant gl ance over his shoul der, know ng he woul d not
be understood. "Looking at that great, weighty thing of wood and brass and
silver, would you believe that there is nothing holding it together but its
strings?

"That is the case, however. A clarseach is three pieces of wod, fitted with
pegs and holes. The box is fenale, the bow male, and the arm half and half."
H s bushy bl ack brows drew together in good hunor.

"We Irish are very fond of threes. W pretend to have invented the Trinity."
Dam ano, though he enjoyed the occasional intellectual exposition, was nore
interested in the instrunent than die philosophy behind it. He bent around the
wi der man, exanmining the harp's joints. "Do you ever take it apart?"

MacFhi odhbhui dhe sat back and allowed himto touch. "On the long trip from
Galway to Quinper and through Brittany and the valley and south... there it
travel ed wrapped luce a bundle of fagots. That was an odd trip, ny
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friends, and a fortunate one for ne, because | took it in the year of the
Deat h."
Dam ano flinched unnoti ced.

"Yes, | left Ireland before the plague struck, and entered Provence when its
fury was spent here, consequently | never encountered the disease at all.
Spared by grace, | have always said.

"But to return to the clarseach: it is better for an instrunment, as it is
better for a man, to remain taut—it for work." He thunped his round and

si zabl e chest.

"As long as | live, these three pieces will remain in one."

"Why did you want to hang around tal king to hin?" whined Gaspare, querul ously
dancing fromone foot to the other

Dam ano, who paced the shining streets with his thunbs in his belt, turned on
him "Wy did ... ? Wy did you have to be so unforgivably rude? Asking him
i f he, who has been ny greatest benefactor in Avignon, had ever had good
fortune to equal mne..."

Caspare lowered his head like a spindly goat. "Wat does he matter, lutenist?
H's musk is of the past, and so is he. You have a better ear and better hands
than he; he is privileged to help you."

Dam ano hunched his shoul ders. "Cod preserve me fromfriends like you," he
grow ed. But within himwas some part, not wholly subnergible, which agreed
wi th Caspare's anal ysis, and was buoyed up by the redhead's cruel words. He
recogni zed this in hinself, and it nade himnore angry than ever.

Caspare hung back, silent for a nmonent, while both of diem paced determ nedly
down the main north-south avenue toward di e Rhone.

Finally he spoke again, lugubriously. "Wat do you expect out of ne, Dami ano?
I'"mnot your angel, you know. | amonly a man, and | nmust say what | feel
Besides, it's not three hours ago that some churl of Hocault's assaulted ne,
nmerely because | asked hi mwhether ny sister was being kept wthin.

"This business is wearing upon ne. | can't count
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when last | slept a night through, what with worrying about Evienne.

Dam ano recogni zed the truth of this. Though it was not a complete truth,
since Gaspare spent his nights very quietly, for a person who wasn't sl eeping.
"Well, we're doing sonething about that right now, aren't we?"

Gaspare trotted up besi de Dam ano. He nodded. "Yes, nusician, we are. W are
going to get ourselves killed, to be exact, and have our heads stuck on pikes
over the cardinal's wall."

Dam ano grinmaced. "Wy do you talk like that, Gaspare? This was your idea,
renenber? And we are attenpting nothing we did not do easily within the Papa
Pal ace itself."

"Certainly. But bad-talking is good luck. It is an old thieves' custom"”

"I amnot a thief," insisted Dam ano once agai n: obdurately, but with |ess
convi ction than he would have shown a few weeks previously.

The night before last die nmoon had been full, but tonight's fast-scuddi ng
clouds stole its brilliance. And it was | ate; soon the night orb would set,

| eavi ng darkness even Dam ano woul d find thick

Yet he couldn't ask Gaspare to wait |onger, and he hinself was eager to try
his abilities on the task for which he had reclainmed them

"Quite a wind," munbl ed die boy, who in the interest of stealth had worn
neither his richest nor wannest cl othing.

Dam ano agreed, feeling his feet skid on muddy stones. "I hope the cardinal's
roof doesn't |eak," he added. "A wet reunion would be a pity."

He gl anced ahead, along the lowriverfront road. Hs vision, inperfect in
dayl i ght, was sharp enough now to catch die pattern of light on die ruffled
surface of die Rhone, and the novement of restless gulls that clustered under
t he house eaves. There was die outline of a bridge half spanning die river.
Broken, or inconplete. Vaguely Dani ano wondered who had buiK it, who had
broken it and why it wasn't repaired. "I see the house, | think. At least |



see a building larger than all else by die wharves."

"That's ft," replied Gaspare. "It has peach trees fl attened
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agai nst the west wall —+hey are in bl oom-and vines covering the south."

"I see the espalier. It looks like it is shielding the house fromthe w nd
with a fence of flowers."

Avignon was no city of gardens, but with the imense thrift of Gallic peoples
everywhere, foodstuffs were grown there wherever a square foot of soil stood
undi stur bed, against any white wall that caught the sun. The mansi on of

Cardi nal Rocault rose high and proudly enough, but pots of kitchen herbs
dangl ed out the first-story wi ndows, and fromthe small enclosure cane a

sl eepy quarrel of chickens. Dam ano al so snelled rabbits through the sweetness
of the bl oom ng trees.

"I't's no Papal Pal ace," pronounced Gaspare, with die easy criticismof the man
who has nothing. "I can see why the good cardinal is envious of the Pope."

Dam ano crept up to the wall which fronted die river road. Seven little peach
trees, no taller than die second-story w ndows, had been pruned and trained
into shapes as flat as heraldry. The sight and snell of them nade hi m drunk

he rubbed his face agai nst pink-white blossons. "I nyself," he whispered,
"have a certain envy of Cardinal Rocault, for | would sooner own this pretty
house than inhabit the Pope's warrens."

But a snort and sniff fromw thin silenced him Danmiano held up a warning hand
to Gaspare and began one of his ol dest magi cs: one | earned neither from Saara
nor Guillermo Del strego, but particular to Danmiano hinself. Wth i nages of
heart hrugs and bow s of hot porridge he seduced die cardinal's bandog. Wth a
bodi |l ess scratch in places no dog could reach, he turned the creature fromits
duty.

Even Gaspare, who was watching his friend curiously, not understanding,, heard
t he scrape of heavy dog claws at the other side of die wall. He hissed and
bounced back into the road. "It's the watchdog, Dam ano."

Dam ano had begun to sing. "Shut up, Gaspare," he crooned nel odi ously,
"Il throw you to him'

The studded gate was | ocked by a nechani sm nore conpl ex than any die intruders
had seen before, but it opened itself at the witch's cheery adjuration

They entered, and Danmi ano was al nost knocked flat by a gigantic course-hound
whi ch dropped its front feet
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onto the witch's shoul ders and demanded the pronised caress. Standing head to
head wi th Dami ano, die beast was only hal fway upright.

Gaspare cursed weakly as Dami ano produced the tickles and scratches. "Wat u
it?"

"A war-dog," carol ed Dani ano, catching his bal ance and pl aci ng the huge feet
on the ground. "Fromthe islands. Scotian or Cal edonian. Described by
Canbrensis. | have seen pictures of such as this."

Gaspare understood none of this, not knowi ng that Scotia was Ireland or

Cal edoni a, Scotland. And never having read G ral dus Canbrensis, being unable
to read. But he saw his old friend take liberty after liberty with the gray
and shaggy pony-sized creature.

"Not much of a warrior, for a war-dog, is it?" said the boy critically, as the
dog bowed its forequarters till its nuzzle touched earth, then set off in a

| ol I opi ng gal |l op around them

"W won't get into that," replied Dam ano, and he | ed Gaspare (and the

af fecti onate dog) past the coops and the hutches, through the truck garden and
into the back door. "He probably has another face to show to strangers."

Dam ano was enjoying hinself again. One of the unhappi est aspects of being a
simpl e man had been his | oss of special understanding with the ani mals around

or



him dogs especially. The nenory of the sheepdog's attack at the farm south of
Petit Contois rankled no end, for he had been used to believing that the
beasts saw i n hi m somet hi ng wonderful : sonething the narrow eyes of nen coul d
not. That day he had to cone'to grips with the truth that it was no nora
excel l ence that gentled the predatory canine, but nere witchly trickery.

Now, once nore he could forget that hunbling verity, and others of |ike
nat ur e.

Never be weary or sick..

I nside the back door a fat nman was sleeping, for all the world |ike another
wat chdog. Dami ano had to croon with great concentration to wedge the door open
wi t hout awakeni ng the sleeper. The witch and his two compani ons then crept by,
t he great hound wagging furiously at finding hinself in tile house. /
"Watch his tail/' whispered Dami ano, too late, for

o Gaspare wi nced and grabbed at his stinging thigh. They

;e found thenselves in a | ooning, sooty kitchen, lit by the

orange enbers of a fire so large that no single night of

- inattention could kill it. It snelled still of the evening's

oV roast veal

Gaspare grimaced, still rubbing his smarting I eg. The hound's tail had the

l ash of a bullwhip. It occurred to Gaspare as he hopped by the fireside, that
bet ween the Holy Father and Evi enne, Dami ano's dinner (and his own) had been
forgotten.
i Dam ano, meanwhile, had scooted hinself onto the | great plank
table which filled the center of the kitchen. There he sat, his hands |aced
around one knee, casually hunming to hinself. His eyes were closed. |

Gaspare prodded his nusician with a gentle finger, f but pull ed back
i n alarmwhen the war hound put back its ;- rough ears and grow ed.
"Uh, Damiano. No time for daydreaming. Don't fall asleep."
D> Bl ack eyes flashed open, filled with firelight. The
a- lull aby was cut off. "I amnot likely to fall asleep in the
? m ddl e of events, Gaspare. The Dami ano who did that sort
of thing is gone, and | don't think hell return. But | am
having difficulty finding Evienne."
"Ch, nol She is taken. She is dead." The great dog |? lifted his head from an
i ntensive search for scraps on the 1 floor, and Dam ano darted a gl ance out
t he hal | way, where

# the round-bellied sculleryman slept. > "No fear, Gaspare. It is only
that there are many C sl eepers within here, and it has been a long tine
since I | have seen your sister. | never knew her very well." "k

"You al one out of all the world," grunbled Gaspare. Then he whi spered, "She
is taller than ne, being five years older. She is bigger in the hips than in
t he bosom though plenty big in both. She has a |l ot of tenper, and of course,
red hair like mne."

The witch's face lit. "Red hairl Now there is something real on which to
focus. Gaspare, cone here."

Gaspare approached, strangely unwilling. "Wy? Wat is it you..."

i Dam ano grabbed the boy's carefully curled hairdo in both hands. Gaspare
snot hered a squeal of protest, and
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t he bandog put its |long head between themto see what was goi ng on

"Aha." Dam ano chuckled. "No nore difficulty." Releasing Caspare's runpled
head, he swung his legs off the table. "Foll ow your general, troops."

Evi enne of San Gabriel put her small nose to the Iinen sachet and whuffl ed.
H e trouble with all sachets and ponanders was that after a while you didn't
snel |l them anynore, and then you didn't know whether the fragrance was gone,
or whet her your nose sinply had growmn used to it. |lien you added sone rose
oil or orris root, and sonmeone woul d cone i n—soneone |ike Herbert, in a bad



temper —and shout that the sweetness was maki ng him

gag-But that was his own fault, for if she were allowed a pronenade every day,
or even to do her own shopping, then she would be able to tell when the room
snel led too sweet.

Better than snelling like a pisspot, anyway.

Evi enne turned on her back (it was nore confortable for her to sleep on her
back) and sighed. Herbert was so difficult: not letting her wear red, even if
it matched her hair, and keeping her indoors nine days out often, wthout even
a girl conpanion.

What good were baubles and silk, if you didn't have another girl to show t hem
off to?

And he made her the butt of jokes—funny dry jokes in private, when there was
no one to | augh. Just because she was not educated, not a real lady. In that
way he was |ike Jan, but of course with Jan you al ways knew where you were.
Jan needed her. (Had needed her? No. Still.) The cardinal was a different
matter.

She wrapped her arnms around her body, over her anple and grow ng abdonen. This
m ght give her a certain hold on Herbert. WMaybe.

O course nen could be so cruel. And what if the baby had yell ow hair? No one
of the cardinal's famly (she had ascertai ned) had yellow hair.

But because Evienne had a naturally sangui ne tenperanent as'well as

bl ood-col ored hair, this worry could

it-

not depress her for long. She still had three nonths during which the cardina
woul d surely not boot her out.

But Jan—f she started thinking about Jan, then she'd be crying all night. For
Jan had not cone to see her in two nonths, and the last time was only to stea
away certain of the jewelry she'd been given by Herbert. He was going to copy
it in glass, in case Herbert wanted it back someday. He'd never even cone back
with the copies.

Had he been torn apart by Couchicou, the dog? The bound had al nbst gotten hint
once before, he'd said. But surely she woul d have heard about that. Had he
taken ill, then? There was no one she could ask

O was that stinking tontat already back in Italy, acconpani ed by anot her,
younger, |ess pregnant wonan?

Evienne's fists balled into the pillow Her jagged nail caught a thread.
Herbert was telling her all the time to stop biting her nails.

She sobbed. Why was she doing this—eaged in a chanmber of goosedown and
brocade, if not for Jan's sake?

Evi enne thought she heard singing. Because the sound was nore pleasant than
her thoughts, she listened. It was a lullaby, soft and sweetly sung. Not a
woman' s voi ce.

Who in the cardinal's house could be singing a lullaby in black night? The

cl oser she listened, holding her breath, the nore she thought she could
recogni ze the voice. Nowit was a trifle Iouder

Wt hout warning, Evienne fell asleep

At the very top of the winding stair Damiano stopped. H s |lips were parted and
he sniffed the air pensively, adding a staccato character to his nel ody. He
turned right down a | owceilinged narrow hall, dragging the night-blind
Caspare behind him "d ose," he nurnured.

Suddenly the witch stiffened. His song died in his throat and he seened to
convul se under Caspare's grip. "My God, Daniano,"” the boy whispered al nost

wi t hout sound. "Wat... ?"

“I... I..." Damiano said no nore, but grabbed a doubl e handful of his shirt
and buried his face in it. Three times he sneezed, each tine nore convul sively
than the last, until Caspare felt the sweat break out on his friend' s forearm
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Then Damiano lifted his head, taking a slow, deep breath. "Oris rood," he
pronounced phlegnily. "Terribly strog. It has cofused ny sedses.”



Gaspare hinself sniffed, and then nodded. "Evienne. My sister all the way. Now
you follow nme."

The young thief |ed Dam ano al ong the black and dismal hall, his |ess
sensitive nose working stertorously. Daniano wi ped his eyes (and nose) on the
hem of his overshirt.

The source of the floral bouquet was a small wooden door with a sinple | ock on
it. Damiano did not need his nose to encourage the nmechanismto work itself.
He shoved behi nd Gaspare into a roomin which sweet snells had taken on a
fetid aspect.

It was snall, hardly wi der than the height of an average man, and scarcely
longer than it was wide. Its single w ndow was i nadequate and firmy
shuttered. A rug carpeted the floor, while other hangings of sinilar nature
lined the walls till it was all as furry and as stiflingly close as a cocoon
Save for a closet of white oak huddl ed in one corner between folds of heavy
wool, the place was occupied solely by bed: a soft ana form ess bag of white
linen stuffed with feathers (Dam ano's nose was tingling again) lying on the
floor like a very fat dog.

And on that bed, half unbl anketed, with her left shoulder and |eft breast

whol |y exposed to the night air, lay Evienne of San Gabriele, Gaspare's

si ster.

Gaspare had not noved. After a noment Dami ano remenbered that his friend was
sinmple and could not see in the night. The witch lit a dimblue fire-pet in
his right hand and stroked it with his left.

"Eviennel " hissed Gaspare, and he stal ked closer. The boy's first action
notivated either by shame or by a strange sort of fraternal caring, was to
adj ust Evi enne's bl anket under her chin.

Dam ano stepped backward and sideways as far as he was able, which is to say,
two steps. He felt woolly fibers against the back of his neck and had to
stifle a sneeze, crushing his domestic flame in the process. He lit another
and watched the scene before him

He had forgotten how pretty a girl Evienne was, with her heavy auburn hair,
pi nk cheeks and infant-round |inbs.
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Had she al ways possessed such a delicate conplexion, and such anplitude?

Dam ano regarded Evienne intently while Gaspare did the sanme at close range.
The young woman had stirred after the nonment of Dami ano's sneeze, but as he
began his song again (this tine alnost without sound, tike a nman who humns
whi | e addi ng a columm of figures) her slunbers grew quiet once nore.

"Shall | let her wake, Gaspare?"

The boy nodded. "Her, but not everybody el se in the house, heyi”

"You ask a lot," replied the witch tunefully, but stepping over to the bed he
pl aced his nonfiery hand upon Evienne's.

Gaspare had his hand ready to muffle his sister if she should wake up
screamng, but it was not necessary. Evienne was not the sort of girl to react
in that way to the presence of a man in her bedchanber.

"Herb... ?" she noaned, then opened her eyes and | ooked blearily at Dam ano,
who seened to be cupping a votive candle in his hands, and so possessed the
only spot of light in die room "Wo?"

Dam ano sinply pointed at Gaspare.

Recognition cane slowy, but the subsequent enbrace was bone-cracki ng. The boy
escaped his sister's arns | ong enough to deliver a savage tweak to her pretty
pi nk cheek.

"Hahl " he growl ed, with what seemed perfectly un-mxed fury. "Here you are,
wrapped in perfune thick as a cloud of sumrer dust, lolling on goosedown,
speckl ed—positively speckled—ith priceless gens, with no thought of your
poor brother wal king every street in Avignon, thinking you were dead."

Evi enne opened her eyes very wi de and sat up straighten thoughtless of the
efiect this, action had upon her nodesty. That isn't fair, Gaspare! For one
thing, I'mnot wearing a single gem and for another..."



Her angrily suppressed voice trailed off then, and Evienne's green eyes
wandered from Gaspare to the |linen sachet on the pillow by her. head. She
inhaled in a great, unladylike snort. "Does it really snell strong in here?"
"Nearly choked him" attested Gaspare, pointing with his thunb in the
direction of Dami ano.
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Evi enne saw a dark young man, |ooking inmpossibly tall and slimin the tight of
the strange bright candle in his hands. H's hair cast black river-shadows
agai nst the ceiling. Dam ano | ooked back at the hal f-naked woman, hoping his
expression displayed a suitable insouciance.

Evi enne thought he | ooked a bit cruel. "Who... who is be?" she munbled to her
br ot her.

Gaspare glanced fromone to the other in surprise. "That's Dani ano, ny

[ uteni st, Evienne. You renenber him" Once nore he tended her bl anket.

It was hopel ess, for Evienne sat conpletely forward, peering closely at

Dam ano. "Ch, yes. | do renmenber. Funny you two should still be together. Jan
al ways said he didn't see why."

Dam ano had tried hard to keep his eyes on Evienne's face, but with her |ast
comment he rel axed the effort.

She was a very pretty girl, only a trifle big in the belly. Just a trifle.
"There are a lot of things," he whispered, still keeping the tune of his

[ull aby, "that Dutchman cannot see, | think."

Her loyalty to Jan Karl did not extend to the point of defending himagainst
slights of so vague a character. Especially now, when she was feeling his
absence as a slight against her.

At the sound of Daniano's voice she lifted her head and renenbered. "The
singing | heard tonight. That was you!"

He nodded. "Daniano's a witch," said Gaspare, as though that explai ned
sormet hi ng.

The girl paid no attention. "And... and you still look like that," she added,
decisively. "Wo'd have thought it?"

Dam ano could think of nothing to say in reply to this. He wanted to believe
it had been a conplinment but was not at all sure.

Gaspare shook his sister by her peach-bl ossom shoul der. "Enough of what he

| ooks like. I want to know why you ni ssed our rendezvous."
Evi enne gave him a di sparagi ng gl ance, "Because there is a | ock on die door
of course. | can't go anywhere anynore. Herbert gets so jeal ous." She was

monentarily startled as a nonstrous gray head thrust itself under her
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hand. "Couchicou. You're not supposed to be in the house at night."

"He followed us in," explained Dam ano.

"Not much of a watchdog,"” grunted Gaspare, as he watched the animal fawn over
Evi enne

Who giggl ed weakly. "Couchicou alnost tore Jan to pieces that last time he
cane to visit. Didn't Jan warn you about Couchi cou when he nmet you?"

At this nention of Evienne's |lover, Daniano reacted automatically. He reached
out and gave the bandog a hearty, approving slap. "Jan did not show up at the
Pope' s Door either, Evienne."

She caught her breath in unfeigned alarm "He is dead, then. It is as |
feared.”

The witch shook his head. "How you are |ike your brother! No, the Dutchman is
not dead; he only decided that it was not politic to fulfill his promse to
us."

Evi enne' s concern hardened into resentnent. She snatched a gorgeous enerald
robe fromits | odgi ng under the covers at the foot of her bed. It was very
wri nkl ed. She thrust her arns through the holes and struggled out of the bed
with a certain lack of grace. "Politics, again. Jan never shuts up about
politics. What does 'polities' have to do with himand you—er with himand ne,



for that matter?"

"Wasn't it politics that got you this nice Itttle cubby with the cardinal ?"
asked her brother Gaspare was not disillusioned on the subject of Jan Karl
like all cynical people, he trusted inplicitly anyone who acted even nore
cynically. He turned from a hands-on exam nati on of the contents of her
dresser table to finger the padded Oiental silks of her garment.

Evi enne gazed around her at the crowded little chanmber. For a nonent it
appeared she was going to cry, but instead she raised her arns a few inches
and fl apped them at her sides, penguinhke. Then she raised her eyes to

Dam ano, who had withdrawn to the corner of the roomand sat sprawl ed on the
roll ed bottomof a tapestry which was much too long for the wall on which it
hung. Hi s black curly head was bent forward as he exam ned the bright thing in
his hands. Softly, sweetly, be was singing to hinself.
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Evi enne shuffled forward till her hair shone like sunset. "Wat... ? Wat have
you got there? Is it a candle? You'll burn yourself if you' re not careful."
"No, he won't," replied her brother tn a voice of authority. "I told you

Dam ano's a witch now. He's got the rest of the house sleeping with that song
of his, and that's why no one's cone banging on the door to see wha* the noise
is." As BEvienne continued to stare at Dami ano's hands {warmy translucent, it
fromw thin), Gaspare took the opportunity to drop into his jerkin pocket one
green glass flacon, stained with dried perfune, and a pair of silver earrings.
"Die girl knelt rather cunbersonely beside Dami ano and attenpted to pry his
hands apart.

He shook his head and pulled away fromher. "No, Evienne. It will burn. Just
sit still and watch." And he opened his hands together, palns up

It was a little blue hedgehog with Bi ckering, yellowtipped spines. It ran
fromhis hand heel to his fingertips and then back again, before dissolving.
He shook his head. "It's too difficult to do two magi cs at once,"” he sang
aloud. "If I'"'mputting the house to sleep, that's about all | can handle."
Evienne' s green eyes were wide as an eight-week kitten's. "How pretty!" she

gi ggl ed, without any hint of fear.

"Come with us," Damiano said on inpulse. "Rocault is no lord, that he can keep
you prisoned this way. Neither are you bound to this house |like a peasant to
his patch of ground."

Evi enne sat back heavily and hugged herself. "Cone with you? \Were?"

Gaspare had turned and was staring at Dami ano with as rmuch confusion as

Evi enne

"To the Bishop's Inn, for now Later—-when the baby is closer—+hen we can find
you a little house somewhere. W're not so poor as we once were."

Gaspare mout hed the word "baby." Then he expl oded. "Baby! Baby. By Sai nt
Gabriele, wonman, don't tell ne you are pregnantf' The boy gave such a perfect
imtation® of a brother whose honor is outraged that both Dam ano and his
sister sat silent for the next few noments.
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"Hush," hissed the witch, pointing meaningfully toward the door. "There are
limts, Gaspare, to what a spell can do-for you."

"Yes," answered Evienne sullenly. "I am pregnant, Gaspare. |s that any of your
business, 1'd like to know?"

"How d it happen?" demanded Gaspare, in unreflecting rage.

Dam ano beheld his friend' s behavior with rising irritation. The only creature
nore volatile and irrational than Gaspare of San Gabriel e was Gaspare when in
di e presence of his sister.

"Are you going to challenge the Cardinal Bocault to a duel, perhaps?" The
guestion slid away from song and ended in a tone of disgust.

Evi enne decided to ignore her brother. "It is because of the baby | nust stay.
If it's Herbert's, you see—well, | know himenough to say that hell take care
of it very well. And take care of ne also.”



"And if it's not?" grow ed Gaspare, as his linber fingers snaked a choker of
bl ue beads into his pocket, to lie beside the earrings.

She shrugged. "Then it's Jan's."

Gaspare nock-spat into the corner. "Tell me how you were such a fool as to get
pregnant. You never did before."

"I didn't have any girlfriends in Avignon," she said sinply. "What was | to

do? Besides, Gaspare, | want this baby. If it is the cardinal's, then it wll
be my fortune. If it is Jan's..." Her face softened, till Evienne appeared
about five years old. "I really |Iove Jan. Even when he does awful things, |ike
not coming to see ne for seven weeks together. | feel sorry for him | think
He can be so bad."

Into Dami ano's mind cane the words of Raphael. "Perhaps the purpose of man is

to forgive the Devil." He smiled sadly at the pretty, pregnant girl

When had he stopped singing? He couldn't even renmenber. But he was very tired.
It had been such a day. And the cloying, close air. And the nuffling drapes of
wool en. Dami ano yawned. He ceased to foll ow what Gaspare and his sister were
saying. He gave his fire to an oil lanmp on the dresser

It was Gaspare who first heard the footsteps. "Hi sht! Danuano!" die bay

whi spered sibilantiy. "Soneone's com ng."
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Dam ano came boh upright out of a dream hi which Saara di e Fenwoman had red
hair and dog's feet. His heart |urched.

Caspare was gesturing like a mad consort conductor. "Sing. Sing!" In another
nmonent the boy had given up on his friend, and seened to fling hinmself out of
the third-story wi ndow. Evienne was standing with both hands on her nouth, her
green eyes circled by white. Couchicou, on the other hand, sat with his nose
pressed expectantly against the door, his whip-tail banging.

Dam ano could not remenber the lullaby he had used to quiet the house before.
He could not renmenber any lullaby. Any song. His hands lusted vainly for a
staff.

"It's Herbert," the girl said, in a teeny-tiny voice.

Dam ano, too, went out the w ndow

"Evi enne—what's that dog doing in here?" demanded a voi ce whi ch Dani ano, who
was hanging by his fingers fromthe w ndow | edge, recogni zed as Rocault's.

"He has been here ever since | got back fromdinner," Evienne replied. She
lied with professional skill. "I have been too afraid to have himrenoved. He
m ght get angry and bite nel"

Mal e | aughter, half contenptuous, half anused, and the sound of a door opening
and shutting again.

"What the hell happened to you?" snapped Caspare in Dami ano's ear. The two

hung side by side, |ike banners—or pots of kitchen herbs—from di e wi ndow.
"I fell asleep,” whispered Damano in reply. His hands were slowy slipping
fromthe angled wooden sill. He regripped with his right, causing his left to

| ose what it had gai ned.

He was devel oping a bad case of splinters in his fingers, and that worried him
al nrost as much as the feet that there was thirty feet of air between hinself
and the ground. O course the peach trees were i medi ately bel ow. They woul d
break his fell before bouncing himout to the paverment of the river road.

Per haps he would survive the fell. It was unlikely, but not inpossible that
both of them would survive.
He stared down into the illusory softness of the blossomng trees. From here

he could snell them agai n.
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And out of nothing swamthe menory of a sprawling rosemary bush that at the
Fenwoman' s command had snarled his feet in its tw ning enbrace. He heard again
the drone of bees and Saara's clear voice singing words he couldn't

under st and.

Then, he hadn't been able to understand. Now—



Wl |, why not? Though Dami ano's special skills were with aninmals, and his
synmpat hies did not extend to the vegetable kingdom (he ate carrots with
gusto), still he would make die eflbrt.

"I"mgoing to drop," announced Caspare, "into the peach trees. Ill try to grab
the branches to break nmy fell."

"No." Damiano fixed himw th a desperate glance. "Wait just another mnute."
Then his face went blank with his interior eflbrt.

"Wait for what," hissed Caspare. "Sunrise? My hands are slipping now "

But even as he did |lose his grip, something hard touched die sole of Gaspare's
foot. He fell no nore than two feet and then crashed forward, bunping his |ong
nose against the wall itself. Slowy Caspare rose again, his legs tangled in a
wi | dly expandi ng growdi of bl oom ng peach.

Dam ano | et the green wood enbrace him He sighed. He blinked unhappily at his
wounded hands. "Dam!" he whi spered. "Right in die tip of the first fretting
finger." He stuck die damaged digit into his moutii.

Meanwhi | e, Caspare was ki ssing di e peach boughs with great passion with a face
to which die sweat of fear had stuck bruised petals. He swung to die ground,

ni nbl e as a nonkey.

Dam ano foll owed, favoring his |eft hand.

Once on the pavenment (still shiny with rain) he turned back to his handi work,
scratching his bead with his right hand. He had no idea how to property

term nate such a spell.

But Danmi ano was nothing if not mannerly. "Thank you, peach trees," he called
out to die growmwh. And within five seconds die trees had sucked back into

t hemsel ves dieir unnatural extension.

Caspare swore in awe.
"Everyone is taken care of,’
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agai nst Gaspare's shoul der. "Gaspare, Evienne, Jan, the Holy Father, the
Devil: everyone.

"Now it's Dam's turn. He's going to bed.” And he | eaned on Gaspare all the
way hore.

Chapt er El even

It was an awkward and | unpy bundl e of bl ankets, clothing, cheese, dried pears
and bread. Inside it, like the golden yolk wthin an egg, was hidden an
exquisite lute. Wne went in a separate bag; that also for the lute's sake.
"It will hold, anyway," grunted Dami ano. "Wth all that rope, it will hold."
The constraining rope went fromend to end of the bundle. Dam ano slung it
bandol i er-styl e, groaned, took it off, padded the rope with a rag and tried it
agai n.

si ghed Dam ano, sl unping'

"Better. And then, of course, the horse will carry it easier than I."
He had decided to neet Saara in the open, out of the city. The Fenwoman, after
all, didn't like cities, and anong the trees and grass there would be nore of

what his euphenistic mind liked to think of as opportunities. He .had no doubt
that Saara would be able to find him

"You |l ook like a fool," stated Gaspare, although the boy had not turned from
his position in front of the window, staring at the dark street below. "It
does your reputation no good to be seen like that."

Dam ano gl ared. He foresaw this night's nmood bei ng rui ned by anot her of
Gaspare's seizures of tenperament. "Well, if that's all that's worrying you,
the nmoon is half-past full and | doubt anyone will be able to see ne at all."
"Anot her reason to wait until morning."

"Why? | can see well enough by half a noon. Saara can see excellently at al
tines. We are witches, remenber,"”

"Heat hen," said Gaspare in the same dry, suppressed tone.
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The lutenist, who had a tenperament of his own, was straining to be away. Yet
it would be a shanme to | eave Gaspare on that word. He stal ked over to the boy



and spun hi m around by the shoul der

"What is this, Gaspare? Don't | deserve a rest, after all that has happened in
t he past nonth? You, too—you're always conplaining how hard it is to live with
a madnman.

"That is, when you're not telling ne | amnot a man at all because | have no
mstress. Well, now | have a mstress, and I'"'mon ny way to neet her."

The boy stood with his hands in his jerkin pockets, one hip cocked—an attitude
that m m cked carel essness very unconvi nci ngly.

"CGo, if you're going already. Well talk about it if you cone back."

"If?" cried Damiano. "If?" A curse issued fromthe far end of the room where
an early sleeper had had his first rest broken by the noise. Wth one accord
Dam ano and Gaspare stepped out of the roomand down the corridor

"If? Mother of God, Gaspare. Do you believe |I'mrunning out on you?" The heavy
bundl e banged al ong the narrow hall.

Gaspare cleared his throat and spat. "I believe nothing. It's rmuch safer that
way. "

Once under starlight, Damiano desired urgently to bolt and run. H's mnd
rebel l ed at the thought of one nore depressing wangle with the redhead. But
he took a deep breath and began agai n.

"Two weeks at the nost, | will be gone. The roomis paid up and you have
enough noney for food till | get back—f you don't spend it on clothes.”

"This is not good for your career, you know, nusician," said the redhead
distantly, peering into the darkness toward the city gate. "In two weeks

Avi gnon can forget. You can't expect to find a job waiting vacant when you
cone back." Then he | ooked straight at Dam ano. "How can | reach you if | need

you?"
Dam ano stared back. "Wy should you need ne?"
Gaspare ignored this. "I amyour manager. | nust be able to reach you. If you

turn into a dove and flap off to Lonmbardy with that woman..."
The dark nman | eaned back against the white wall,
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where his hair made a shadowed halo. "Ah. So that's it. I"'mnot turning into a
dove, Caspare. | feel little enough human sonetinmes as | am And a |ong

journey is not the purpose for which I am.."

Cursing the limtations of the sinple man, who would not be able to locate a
friend hidden in the countryside outside the city, who indeed couldn't even
find his sister when she was hi dden behind a plaster wall, Dam ano stood and
cogitated. An idea canme: not a good idea, for it interfered with his plans a
bit, but one that mght pacify the boy.

"I will leave Festilliganbe with you," he said. "Since he is a horse and not a
man, he will have sone notion of where | am If you have to find me, just get
on himand give himhis head."

In the mddl e of Dami ano's expl anation, Caspare had begun to shake his head.
The noverent gai ned both speed and power, until at the end it shook the boy's

entire frame. "Ch, no, | won't. He last time | tried sonmething simlar..."
"He found ne right away, as | renenber."
Gaspare snorted. 'And alnost killed us both. | wouldn't touch that beast with

anyt hing but a butcher's bl ade."

That was enough. Dami ano's patience snapped like a lute string, and he turned
on his neel.

Al ready, as Dani ano di sappeared into the darkness, Caspare was beginning to
regret the violence of his words. He was reassured to notice that Dami ano |eft
t he horse anyway.

Each rustle was a nystery, and nore a nystery as the witch's ears put a nane
to it. That rhythmic pinging was this week's rain, still dripping in a pipe
somewhere. It rang in his head |ike the nmusic of the spheres. That tiny
interrogative shriek was a bat, chasing insects by the light of a pedestrian's
swinging lantern. The lantern itself hung by a cord fromthe man s wist, and
creaked of rust and | eather. The man's breathing, too, creaked. He was



anci ent .

A second squeaking joined the first, but frombelow This was not a bat, but a
rat, nmaking sad conpl aint about sone rattish problemor other. While passing

t he next bl ock Dami ano heard a | ouder sound: a thunping, also
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rhythm c, from behind an upstairs wall, acconpanied by a duet of heavy
breat hi ng. Though recogni zable, like the call of a bat or rat, this sound
seened to Daniano the very essence of nystery. He stopped still, |istening.

H s hand tightened on the rope of his bundle.

Finally he reached the North Gate of Avignon, where he had entered the city

| ess than two weeks ago. As he passed under he gave a silent prayer of
gratitude.

What a cl ear sky, and what good fortune that three days' rain should have
cleared when it did. Even the rmud underfoot had been half dried by today's
anbi ti ous sun. Dam ano nearly tripped over the broad flat road, then, as he
renenbered that Saara was a weather witch. Could she have worked this change
for his sake? O her own? For both, really.... The thought made hi m bl ush. He
| ooked about hi m

Twenty years ago Avi gnon had been threatening to burst her gates. The fields
besi de the road were dotted with small stone huts and | arge stucco houses,
some roofless or without doors, either unfinished or subsequently cannibalized
for materials.

Al'l were abandoned now, for who el se but a barbarian would Iive outside of

Avi gnon when there was plenty of roomw thin? They shone |ike ghosts,

rai n-washed, noonlit, surrounded by the susurrating new grass.

Two nmiles from Avignon, Dami ano |left the road, high-stepping over the soft
earth, to look into one of the nost inposing of the skeletons. (After all, why
hurry when you don t really know where you are going?) This dwelling was in
better shape than nost; because it was so for fromthe city gate, no one had
yet stolen its roof of tile. It possessed three |arge roons through which the
wi nd bl ew at fancy.

He entered. The stucco walls still stood, though cracked and sea-blue wth

m | dew. The roof did not appear to | eak nuch. Dami ano placed his bundl e
carefully in the driest avail able corner and | eaned out a front w ndow.

No fortress, this, but the house of an anbitious peasant. The wi ndows were
squar e—+ndef ensi bl e, perhaps, but nmore pleasant for viewi ng the road. The
roonms were big enough that a large famly would not bunp el bows too often, and
the [ argest of them+the stable—had a |oft
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which still appeared serviceable. Dam ano scranbl ed up and peered down. Then
he dropped to the floor and peered up

He |iked this house. He wondered if it were still owned by a man who had pl ans

for it one day, and that was why it had not been pillaged |Iike so many ot hers.
It was not too far for a man to live in and work in Avignon—f he had a horse.
Owned or not, the building was still occupi ed—by a nest of black snakes, many
of whom were spending die evening within, their whip-bodies lunpily satiated.
Dam ano went over to talk with them

"Boy, boy, solitary boy." The song approached without noise of footsteps. The
hair on Dani ano's neck rose. Three snakes lifted sleek heads and |listened with
t heir tongues.

"Your playmates are the beasts of the fields."

Qut si de the wi ndow where Dami ano had | ately | eaned stood a shining girl, her

| oose hair whipping back fromher (ace. Her dress was sprinkled with stars,
and her eyes bl eached silver by the colorless |light of the noon.

"Saara," whispered Dami ano, thickly. The snakes all slithered away.

He cane to the wi ndow, and gently he caught her wild hair in his hand.

"I'n what way am | solitary, Pikku Saara? And how am | a boy?" He ki ssed her
Saara stared vaguely at die rough beans of the ceiling above the loft. "The



sun is beautiful today. It would be wanner out diere dwmin here."

Dam ano | ay beside her, his head confortably wedged between Saara's neck and
her pink shoul der, his knees clasped around hers. He felt perhaps he should be
exam ning hinself this norning, assaying both the state of his witchery and
the state of his. soul, to see what die loss of virginity had cost him But
that seemed such a dreary enterprise. Mich nore interesting to exam ne Saara's
hair. "That one," he observed, "is coppery-red, alnpst as red as Gaspare's.
And it is straight, But die one next to it is dark, and it has nore curl to
it."
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She giggled, for his breath tickled her ear. "Probably it's your hair."

He grunted. "So it is. But this other one is not—Ay hair is never so fine—and
it, too, is dark. And all around and between you have | enon-pale hairs, and
ones of rabbit brown...."

"Don't tell ne about die gray ones," Saara murnured, and she cuddled in

cl oser, making her own investigation of his neck.

"Eh?" Dam ano gave a scornful snort. "You have no gray hairs. Don't be silly."
One wisp of hair fell across the woman's face. She regarded it cross-eyed.
"Not yet, maybe. But it will cone. W all grow old, Dam ano." She squirned in
his grasp until she could reach his own shaggy head. He bent to allow her
fingers in his hair. "What are you | ooking for, fleas?"

"What ever," she murrmured in reply. "You don't have any gray hairs, which does
not surprise ne. Nor fleas, either.”

"I tell diemto go away."

"But your hair, Dami! So thick. If it didn't go in circles, | would think it
bel onged to a horse."

He smiled and kissed die base of her throat. His head slid lower. "I thought I
was a sheep,"” he said, his words nuffl ed between her breasts.

"You are a thousand creatures," whispered Saara, and then nothing el se was
said for a quarter of an hour

"Did | tell you Gaspare's sister is going to have a baby?"

Hal f his words were lost within a yawn. Saara nade hi mrepeat them

"I have never seen Gaspare's sister, Dam, but ny good wi shes to her
nonedi el ess. "

"It is either the child of a cardinal or a thief," added Dam ano, grinning up
at his mistress, who was slipping her nakedness into her blue enbroidered
dress.

(He would dress her in silk satin, and in cloth-of-gold, and buy green vel vet
ri bbons to wind in her hair. She would be the crown of Avignon
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But woul d Avi gnon accept a crown that did not wear shoes? There would be no
use in buying Saara shoes.)

Her gl ance held a child' s slyness. "Wich would be better? I don't know what a
cardinal is, but a thief I understand." Saara shrugged an Italian shrug. "If
the child is strong and handsone, that is what matters."” Wth practiced hands
she brai ded her hair.

Dam ano had a wonderful thought—a thought that nmade himfeel both young and
ol d, which turned himboth to stone and to jelly. "Saara. Perhaps we will have
a baby?"

Her green eyes darted to Dam ano and her nouth opened. "Why—are you worried
about that, Dami ano? You need not be."

"I would love it," he said, and he laid his head in her lap, mussing his hair
back and forth against her belly. "Nothing could be better."

The northern woman turned her head away in some confusion. "But | thought,

Dami, you did not...believe...in your own future."
He rai sed his head to hers and there was fire behind his black eyes. "I was a
fool," he stated. "But since then | have net die Devil and called hima liar

to his face. | amfree of his words, Saara."



She said nothing, but continued with her braiding. After a monent his nood
sof tened agai n and once nore Danmi ano yawned. He let his feet dangle fromthe
edge of the loft and swung them back and forth.

"What a fool | have been, Saara: w ongheaded and self-centered and backward,
as well. Everything |I did around you was al ways the wong thing."

Saara primed her nouth in superior fashion, but then spoiled the effect by
giggling. "It couldn't have been too nmuch die wong thing, Daniano, or we
woul d not be here now, yes?"

"But Ruggiero..."

She put a slimhand on his lips. "Dam! | wll bury ny dead if you will bury
yours."

He ki ssed the hand and said no nore.

"Besi des," she continued, "it would be a m serable sort of young man who did

not act |like a fool now and then."

Saara slid fromthe high shelf with no nore fear than a
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bird, and | anded al nost without noise. "Cone out, Dam ano, and show nme what
you know about magic."

They lay down in neadow flowers, side by side. "Eh!" Danmiano protested. "W
are going to get wet if we stretch out on this hill."

Saara | aced her hands behind her neck. "So?"

Dam ano went up on one el bow. From here he could see the red tile roof of the
enpty house he had al ready begun to regard as his, and the reddish ribbon of

t he road beyond, which his dimeyes could see was busy with people. Easter

pil gri mage, nost certainly. "All my clothes are new. "

She played his rich overshirt between her fingers. "Take themoff, then."

"I'f you will."

She gave him a canny gl ance and gi ggl ed.

They |l ay down naked in neadow flowers, side by side.

"Now, little witch-man," began Saara, "nmake for nme a cloud."

Dam ano only stared at her

"Come now, Dami . You have all the earth and all the sky to work with. Mike one
little cloud."

He shook his head. "Show ne."

The pretty girl yawned. Idly she knotted her braids together under her chin.
"It's easy. First you sing your water out of the earth; there is a lot of it
sitting there today."

Saara began to sing, not in Italian (thank Cod) nor in |angue d' oc, but in her
own far northern | anguage. "DAH dah DAH dah DAH dah DAH dah" went the rhythm
of her verse. It did not seemto have a rhyme schene, but the sounds of her
speech were so linmted, and so harsh in his Latin-tuned ears, that he could
not really tell.

Dam ano flipped over to watch her as he listened. In only a few nonents he
felt a chill against his danp back, while the hair on his head was gently
pul l ed away fromthe scal p. He scratched his head.

Al around the two witches the air wavered, |ike that above a boiling pot. The
grass on die hillock was conplaining in a slow hish and hush as it gave up its
gl ut of noisture.

Dam ano opened his nouth to exclaim and inmedi -
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ately his tongue and pal ate went dry and powdery. He swall owed and bl i nked
sandy eyes.

Saara's own eyes were closed, and her hands' fol ded on her breast. But her

pi nk, rosebud lips were not dry, and a glistening drop bal anced on her chin.
"Then, when you have the water in the air..." Wth the cessation of Saara's
droning song, the electric pull in the atnosphere vani shed. A wet heavi ness
settled over Dam ano's shoul ders, as fog shut their wild hillock away fromthe
world. " you must send it high into the sky, where it bel ongs."



It was the sane insistent, repetitive nelody as before, but sung at |east an
octave higher. Dam ano snmiled to watch her, for the Fenwoman singing high in
-her nose sounded and | ooked about twelve years ol d.

Now her green eyes were open, gazing vacantly at the msted sky. Dam ano noted
a large spot of golden-brown in her right eye, which he thought quite

charm ng- Water beaded on the wisps of hair in front of her ears, water that
sparkl ed |i ke adanant when the sun reclai ned the sky.

Once again Saara yawned. "There." She pointed straight above them "See ny
cloud. "

Dam ano' s bare back fell upon the chilled, sodden grass. He repressed an
unmanly shudder. In the blue heavens from horizon to horizon there rode only
one cloud: tiny, fleecy, slightly translucent.

And directly overhead.

He commended her. "It is very pretty. The whitest cloud |I have ever seen. But
for alittle while |I thought it was going to take my teeth with it."
"Keep your nouth cl osed when soneone is making clouds, Dam . | should have

told you that. Al Lappish children learn very early."
Dam ano regarded the shapel ess wonder in the sky at sone | ength, chewi ng on a
stemof sorrel. "Is there nothing to clouds but water?"
"What should there be?" asked Saara. "Fish?"
"Some binding elenent,” he replied, frowning with thought. "Something to make
steam adhere to itself—for you know that the steamfroma kettle doesn't make
a cloud in your kitchen. It nerely dissipates and runs down your walls."
Dani ano' s Lute
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Saara giggled. Wen she turned on her side her right breast hung above the
left one, alnost (but not quite) touching.
Dam ano found this fascinating. He ran a tril obed sorrel |eaf between her
breasts. Not quite touching. He had to ask Saara to repeat what she had been
sayi ng.
"I said the sky is all the binding el ement you need. Take water high enough
and it will be a cloud. And now it's your turn. | will try to translate the
song for you and..."
"No," replied Dami ano, not raising his head fromhis interesting task. "I
don't use words in spells anynore."
The Fenwonan's eyes opened very wi de. She snatched the sorrel leaf fromhis
fingers. "That tickles. Wll, what do you use?"
"Just... song," replied her lover, giving only half his attention to his
words. "One nelody or another. O three at once. It doesn't seemto matter."
Deprived of the sorrel leaf, he tried using his nose.
Saara scuffed away over the squeaking grass. "That can be very dangerous,
Dam . If you have no shape to put your neaning in, you can |ose control."
He smiled. Snickered. "I do | ose control, Saara. | amlosing control right
now." He dived after her and bit her gently on the softest part of the belly.
There is no soft part of the belly of a great white bear. Dam ano recoil ed,
ski ddi ng down the grass on the slope of the hillock
"Weren't you the one who trusted yourself so little you kept your nagic | ocked
ina stick, like it was a crimnal?" asked the bear
Dam ano, who |lay naked with his feet pointing down the hill, face on a | evel
with the bear's paws, realized that each of those bl ack-clawed feet was about
the size of his own head. He answered the bear very politely.
"I always clothe ny spells in shape, Saara. My nusic has a | ot of
struct ure—Raphael has nmade sure of that. And anyway | find | cannot nake up
words on the spur of the monent, or even renenber ones | knew before. Wth
tunes | have nore facility."

The huge, deadly animal sat on its haunches and scratched its side with one
front foot in very human
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fashion. "That is only a matter of practice. First you |l earn the basic songs



by heart, and then you change them as you need to. There is really very little
you make up new. "

"Tlien, with all due respect, Madane Bear, | would rather continue nmy own way.
After all, | cannot have the advantage of a Lappi sh chil dhood, and ny persona
met hods, though unorthodox..."

The bear rocked back and forth. "You use too many big words,"” it whined in a

deep bass. "And you talk too fast to understand.”

"I"'msorry," said the human contritely. "But what other weapons have | agai nst
a beast of your nmjesty?”

"Make a cloud, Dam," begged Saara. "Any way you want to, just get on with
it."

Send his song into the earth? No, it was nore that his song was the only part
of himwhi ch renmai ned above as Dam ano probed through the soil after water.
Once before he had descended beneath the earth's winkled skin: that tinme
after fire. This was a nore gentle journey—gentle and perneated with a

cool ness which could not chill the spirit as it chilled the body. He had to
wander far to find water that Saara had m ssed. He sank down into rock (reck
is no barrier to the spirit) and out beneath the rough, silver grass. Here was
a river running sunless between two beds of stone, deep underground. There |ay
a pool where the water had not trenbled its surface since the birth of Christ.
Everywhere in the deep soil was water bound to stone, bound to rotten wood, or
filling the feathery lace within the bones of the dead.

"You are taking a long tine, Dam ," came the voice fromeverywhere. It pulled
himregretfully froma search which was becoming a goal in itself.

Shape. H's magi c needed shape, if he was to control it, instead of the other
way around. He sang (in his head) a song of marvel ous symetry, in which the
two lines of nmusic foll owed one another at a distance of two bars, |ike horses
in tandem Then he added a third line, which took round part with the first,
while the second, tine went into a contrasting rhythm He was no | onger
pretending to sing. He played in his mnd and spirit a lute, and then
(dissatis-
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fied with its five courses of sound) an entire consort of instruments.

He called the waters fromthe ground and led theminto the air.

Saara was right. The thin, high atnosphere inposed cloud formon the rising
noi sture. The probl emwas structure, of course. He was to be in control, not

t he vagrant breezes or the roiling weight of water itself. He dictated
structure upon his creation.

"Dami ano," spoke Saara again. "ls that what a cloud is supposed to | ook Iike?"
Her words held no criticism but a vague uncertainty.

He opened his eyes and behel d the enornous, stark-white | ensbke fornmation

whi ch covered a third of the visible sky. It was ovoid, regular and pierced in
the mddl e, nmaking a perfect setting for the noonday sun

"Ah?" He repressed a smile of pride at this, his maiden effort. "What did you
ask for? A spell with shape to it will create a cloud with a shape."

In die loft of an abandoned house two nmiles north of Avignon, there was no
light by which ordinary eyes m ght have seen. But neither the black snakes who
curled together beneath the loft or the witches who curled together upon it
had ordi nary eyes.

It was in the niddle of a black hour of the nmorning before die dawn of Easter
Sunday. It was the hour of the soldiers' amazenent: die hour of die rolling of
di e stone.

And Dani ano, though he was not thinking of stones, or of soldiers, was all
amazed. Hs mind was Iit witii a nystery—not the Paschal Mstery—which set him
gl owi ng.

"What joy is diis," he whispered, half coherently, to his mstress, "... that
di ssol ves ny body and soul togedier, so that | |lose ny name and ny voice..

and though | give all away | amricher in ny heart. Though this is called
debauchery—though it is called sin—never have | felt nmore holy nor nore hale."



Saara chuckl ed gentiy, in part because she did not understand Dam ano's words,
and in part because she did.

"I did not know | could be so happy," murrmured her |over, his lips brushing
lightly over smooth blushing skin, " not on this earth. In feet | had been
tol d that happi -
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ness was not neant for us; a close friend assured ne that m sery was our |ot,
and |I... | believed her

"But had | known—had | known before what it would be, to lie with you, Saara
of Saami, | would have, died years since, with the inpatience of waiting."
Saara lay curled against the wall. In her long hair was tangl ed the stens of
clover and nustard and vetch: sweet weeds the w tches had plucked together,
along with bundl es of spring grass, to nake a fresh bed upon the rough wooden
pl atform She cradl ed Dani ano's head on her breast and gazed down at that
tousl ed head with a wondering care.

"It was only yesterday you said to nme that you were not alone, Dami. Not a
solitary nor a boy, you said."

A snmile pulled his nouth wide. Wth a single notion he rolled from Saara's | ap
and rolled her on top of him "I amcontradicting nyself, bellissina.
Nonet hel ess..." and Dani ano paused, sniffing left and right. He drew Saara's
head to his and buried his nose in her hair.

"Your hair snells alittle of pond water, Saara. That's what we get for
playing die part of frogs."

"Better than what we might have snelled |ike by now, ny dear," she giggled.
"It is ny practice to bathe every day, even when | have to break the ice to do
it."

Dam ano snorted. "You have strange tastes, beloved. Rose water and a steaning
ewer—that | understand, but to inmerse one's body..."

He conbed the offending tress with his fingers. "No nore breaking ice, Saara.
No nore cold beds shared with a pregnant goat." Then his nusing snile faded.
"Saara. Your |life has been so sad. You have |oved proud nmen, violent nen,

vai ngl orious nen. | may be a madman—Gaspare tells nme so often enough—but at

| east | can be gentle about it. I will live to make you happy."

The forearms which | ocked about Saara's breast were very hard and strong,
laced with the nuscles and tendons used on the lute. Dam ano's upper arms and
shoul ders were I ess well devel oped. H s body, except for the face and hands,
was the greenish olive of dark skin which has not seen the sun. He nuzzled the
nape of her neck, rocking all the while fromside to side.

Saara was rosy all over, though her shoul ders, her
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nose and the upper surface of her nipples were dusted with bronze fromthe
previ ous sumrer. Her eyes were closed, as she relaxed into Dam ano's sl ow,
rocki ng enbrace. She | eaned back and bit his ear gently, whispering sonething
whi ch made hi m chuckl e as he replied:

"I spoke the truth. | have not been solitary. | have even had creatures |
could love, and who would love ne in return: not wonmen, it is true, but dogs
and angel s at | east.

"And none of that is wasted. Oh, no, | would be a churl to say it is
wasted...." Releasing Saara, he propped hinself up on one el bow and sniffed to
clear his nostrils of the intrusive dust of the nustard flower. Half

nocki ngly, Saara rubbed his nose with a wisp of grass. He sneezed. She stuck
the white gl obe bl ossons of clover into his black hair.

"But this, beloved. To |ie here sl eepless on rough-hewn boards alt the night
of the npbst sacred day of the year, while you tease and abuse ne this
way—biting ne, hitting me with sticks—aith no regard for ny dignity, ny
manhood, mny confort..." He turned his face slightly, for Saara was now ki ssing
his neck with a predatory passion, and biting a bit harder, "... for this I
was created. Ah, wonan! My queen. My paradise. My great good friend."



For sone while now the Fenwoman had not been listening to anything her |over
said. Italian was difficult enough, for her, and inpassioned Italian of a
poetical cast, uttered with a strong Pi ednontese accent and half snothered by
bl anket s—+hat was beyond her. By Dani ano's tone of voice she gai ned enough
understandi ng to nmake her happy, and in turn she endeavored with a forthright
Nordi c sort of enthusiasmto transcend her own |inited vocabulary. But his

| ast sentence she understood, and it made her | augh

"Ho! Dami ano. 1 have been called a queen before, by Ruggiero (although he did
not really mean it, since he did not usually do what | wanted himto do). And
| have been called a friend. But never have | been a friend and a queen

together. | think you will have to chose one or die other."

H s response was a huge, mauling hug. "No! No, | can't chose. | am Del strego
t he madman—ust ask Gaspare
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if it's not true that I'mmd—-and | have to have inpossible things. You are to
be my queen and ny heaven, and ny friend to |l ove and p!'ay games with, and ny
teacher and ny singer and..." *

H s touch quieted into sonething feather Iight as he concl uded
t he nother of ny troubl esone children, heh?"

Havi ng die eyes of sight and the eyes of |ove and the black eyes of a nan,
still Dam ano could not see the | ook of pain that |ashed over Saara's face.
She hid her eyes against his shoul der.

He coul d not see her face, but he could feel her stiffen. "Wat is it,

bel oved, what have | said?"

Fear dripped cold in Saara, |ike blood froma stabbing wound. She thought, He

and nmaybe

will not want nme when he knows. He has youth, tine.... He has the world, and
amonly the first of many...

And though Saara dreaded the truth, she was not tenpted to lie. "I can't have
your children, Dami ano. The children | had are dead: they are all | wll
have."

The silence that followed was terrible. Then Dami ano said, "I amsorry |
spoke, beloved. | didn't think. But it is no matter. If we can't have a child
ourselves, we will nerely buy one."

"Buy one?" Saara nearly hiccuped in surprise.

"Certainly. O course, such a child would al nost certainly be sinple: not a
witch. If that would di sappoint you too nuch, then we will have dogs instead."
"Dogs?" she echoed.

"Or horses. Or die big, flat-footed deer your peopfe raise. The inportant
thing, bellissim," and Dami ano gave her hand an urgent little squeeze, "is to
be surrounded with life, don't you think? Creatures that are young and

growi ng, that |look to the fiiture."

Saara smiled in spite of herself, and the cold wound in her heart warned
unexpectedly, as though it mght possibly heal someday. "Wdi only you around,
Dami, | feel... overwhelnmed by life!"

She snuggl ed into the bed of greenery.

By the taste in the air it would be dawn soon. Danmiano (in spite of never
feeling nore "hale" in his life)
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felt it would not be a bad idea to sleep Easter away. Sinful, of course, to

m ss the mass, and especially for such carnal purposes. But sin was man's
nature, he had been told, and Danmiano had a |l ot of carnal sinning to do if he
was to catch up to die human norm

Besi des, he could not really believe diere was sin in anything touched by

Saar a.

"...has taken ny fancy," he was saying. "It is a well-built house, with a good
view and at least a rod of flat land on all sides of it. W could do worse
than to settle bere, at least for a while."

"Mhnh?" Saara was nore than half asleep



"I will go into Avignon to play—for | nust play for people, or | wll

decl i ne—and of course we will use die city as our market, but here we will
have both ease and privacy."

"Have what ?"

"Ch, we will live very well, Saara, you and |I. Between the money | can nmake

fromny lute, and that which can be charged for purifying wells and assessing
nmetal s (always assuning there is no guild restriction in that area) we can
live very respectably.”

Dam ano felt an inmpulse to rem nd Saara that he had begun as a respectable
fellow, and of good fam ly. But as he renenbered Saara's position as the
outraged m stress of his father (which now seemed so poor a reason not to

| ove) he decided that the thing was better left unsaid. Instead he added, "O

we will live respectably once we are married, of course.”

He felt her stir in his arms, and her long hair glinrered in a beam of die
first light of Easter. "Married? You want to marry me, Dam ano? How... cute.”
"What do you nmean—eute?" Dami ano was stung. "I offer you a lifetine's
protection and devotion and you call it cute."

Saara's eyes were limed clear and colorless in that single intrusive beam
Her Hps remained in shadow. "It is cute, Dam ano. Ruggiero always said that

marriage was not courtly, while your father called it the death of |ove.
Jekkinan..."

"Shut up about all these other nen," snapped Dam ano,
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hot in the face. "Especially ny father. If | were not a very mld nman, you
woul d drive me to hit you with such talk."

Saara took a deep breath. "Then we woul d have another battle on our hands,

woul dn't we, dear one? The walls of Avignon would shake, | think, if we went
to war again. But you nust let nme finish. My people know no courts, so they
don't care if a thing is courtly. | did not cease |oving Jekkinan because

married him

"I think it would be very sweet to marry you, Damiano. It is only that | did
not know the nen of Italy ever wanted to marry. And also, | don't know what
you would do with a wife Iike ne, all stubborn and fall of teeth.”

She showed him her small white teeth then, and he pretended to be cowed by
them Then he craned his head over the edge of the bed. "Wat is that?" he

whi sper ed.

Saara listened al so, with senses honed by wi | derness. "A horse," she answered.
Dam ano twi sted onto his stomach. "My horse," he corrected her, full of

curiosity. "I know because he comes down especially heavy in front. He has
never had proper training.'

He ought to get down fromthe loft. He ought to wait for Festilliganbe by the
road: the poor brute wasn't full-sighted, after all, but just a beast with a

beast's instinct know edge. But a strange rel uctance to nove paral yzed

Dam ano. He lay poised at the edge of the loft, half out of the bl anket,
listening to the urgent pa-rurnp, pa-runp of galloping hooves. Saara put one
conforting hand between his shoul der bl ades. She ki ssed himon his unshaven
cheek.

The horse needed no fuller sight than he had. His hooves left the road at the
spot Dam ano had, that previous Friday. They pl ashed heedl essly through
puddl es and scrabbl ed over slopes of wet grass. The two in the |loft heard a
squeal of protest that did not cone out of the throat of a horse.

"Hmph. Gaspare. He is stiff as a stick, on horseback," snickered Dam ano, but
still he did not nove.

The horse approached die door at a trot and then stopped. Dani ano heard great
equi ne sni ffs of nervousness, as the beast passed under the lintel
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"Where the hell are you going, you filth, you sow?" cried the horse's rider
between gritted teeth. "I can't see ny hand in front of ny face in here."



The tall horse stood inmredi ately below the loft. It nickered to its naster
who dropped a hand down to the rubbery nose. The horse sniffed the bed of
greenery and settl ed back onto his haunches to reach for it.

Gaspare cursed, grabbing handful s of nane.

"Up here," whispered Daniano. "W're up here in the loft. Don't let the horse
eat this grass—+t isn't fresh

"What's wrong, Gaspare?" he added, though Dam ano's tone itself denied that
there coul d be anything wong anywhere on this dawni ng Easter Sunday in
Provence.

Gaspare choked tw ce before he coul d speak

"Pl ague, Dami ano. The plague has struck Avignon. People are dead on the
streets.

"And Evi enne—she's gone. She's been stolen.™

Chapter Twel ve

The wal k back to Avignon in the Easter sunshine had not so rmuch the character
of an awakening froma good dream as a descent into nightmare. Dam ano and
Saara hurried south, follow ng Gaspare, whose preoccupi ed steps tended to
weave across the broad, rutted road.

Dam ano's belief in Gaspare's words was fragile, for his own persona

happi ness was strong enough to force the msery of others out of his mnd

But pl ague. Happi ness coul d not conquer that. Nor |ove, nor wtchery.

| would stop tinme, he thought. If | could, |I would stop tinme before we reach
the city. Before I have to see them di e again.

But as Dami ano could not stop time, he wal ked on

Behind the three paced a wi nded, halterless horse, whose own progress went by
fits and starts; fits of
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grazing interrupted by explosions of catching up to the hunans.

The breeze came down fromthe north, pressing Dam ano's shirt against his back
and whi ppi ng Saara's dress agai nst her calves till her skin reddened. It was
fresh but not cold, its Al pine origins having been softened by hundreds of
mles of Provencal indolence.

Traffic upon the road for the nost part was heading straight into the wi nd, as
a parade of souls issued from Avi gnon, dressed not for Easter but for a |ong
journey. Their horses and oxen were burdened and their small children cried.
None of those who fled the city spoke to Dam ano's conpany, and he had not hi ng
to say to them v

So the procession he had thought was going into Avignon for Easter was
actually going out of it, escaping disease. Yet Avignon was a big city, and

t hese few dozen people hardly constituted an exodus of fear. Perhaps
conditions within were not so bad. H s nenory also told himexactly how stable
Gaspare's enotions were and how far his word coul d be trusted.

Saara stepped beside Dani ano, saying nothing, her face unreadably thoughtful
But there would have been no roomfor her to open her nouth, had she so
desired. Sharp-faced, shaky-voiced, young Gaspare held the floor

"It was only the day after you left the runor came, that a man had died al

bl ack and swollen. Whether it was the plague that did for him though, no one
knew.

"I nmyself could have told them" continued the boy with a vicious slap to his
own chest, "having seen nore of the world than these sheep of Avignon

"But no one asked ne. Besides—who wants to get so near the pest as to diagnose
it? Anyway, old Coutelan shut up the inn. No nore soirees for the cardinals.
Qur own hovel, too. No pillow where Gaspare of San Gabriele may rest his
head. "

"Is it only a runor, then?" broke in Dam ano. "Before you said there were
peopl e dead on the streets.”

"I said... | said" —the boy lost his tongue for a nonent in his excitement—it
was a runor on the day after you left. The day following that it was no nore
necessary
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to ask what sickness was naking a fellow retch and wheeze and pop out in
achi ng boils.

"Now the vendors are gone fromthe streets and the shops are boarded. No one
goes anywhere except the man with an ox and an open cart. It is just |ike

Pe' Cont 0i s. Chhhaah!" Gaspare spat in the street.

H s reedy voice had held a peculiar horrified satisfaction as he catal oged the
plight of Avignon. Hi s exophthal mi c eyes glinted.

"But Evienne," asked Dami ano, trying to put concern behind his words. "How
does this affect your sister? Have you reason to believe..."

Gaspare's odd cocki ness col |l apsed |ike wet paper. "I have no reason to believe
anything good. | went to see her and..."

"How? How could you find your way into the cardinal's house w thout mer”
Gaspare curled his hp. "How do you think, sheep-face? A sop for the dog and
rope with a hook of appl ewood. The old, reliable nmethods. But Evienne is gone,
and her dresses and bl ankets with her. They |eft nothing behind worth taking
away. "

Saara spoke for the first tine. "This is your sister who is going to have a
baby?"

"Yes, the slut. They say the cardinal is in conference in the Papal Pal ace,
and | don't know if that nmeans he is in chains or he has old Innocent in
chains, but I can't believe he took nmy sister with him"

Gaspare snorted and his |long nose twitched. "Evienne is not the proper stuff
for the Papal Pal ace."

Dam ano s head lifted. The soft wi nd tunneled through his hair. "I hear bells
now," he admitted. "Surely they would not ring the Paschal carillon if the
city were infested?"

Saara, who could not follow Gaspare's rapid speech, had been listening to the
peal for some tinme. "No, Dami. There is no joy there. | think those are bl ack
bells. They ring because people are dead."

Now the wind shifted and die note cane clear. It was a slow, tedious,
effortful tolling, and as he listened to it Damiano's last arnor fell away
fromhim He tasted fear on the wind, along w th something worse.
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Avi gnon was now a dome of white rising up the hill fromthe Rhone, scarcely
farther fromthemthan an arrow s good flight. The city swamin the norning
[ight, but approaching along the pale pink and busy roadway was the oxcart
Gaspare had only just described, driven by a thick and brutish nan whose shape
Dani ano found familiar.

The three peopl e stepped out of the wheels' path, while Festilliganbe shied
onto the road's shoul der. A great bronze-burni shed ox nodded its head sol emmly
as it passed them as though to say "Yes, yes. This is the awful truth."

The driver of the cart tugged his beast to a stop before them As he peered
down from beneath the brimof a rough straw hat he sighed hugely.

Dam ano was relieved to discover that the man wore neither the features of the
Devil nor the mad cart driver of Petit Conmtois. Because it was Dam ano who
regarded the driver so closely, it was to Damiano that the man spoke.

"Turn back, young gentles," he said earnestly. "There is no purpose so urgent
it should take you into Avignon today.'

Dam ano's eyes slid back to the tall solid wood wheels, doweled to their axle,
and to the high wooden slats that sided the wagon. "You are certain it is the
pl ague, then?"

At the word "plague,” the driver pulled off his woven hat and held it in his
hand. "It was fifty dead yesterday, good nonsieur. Today there will be a
Hundred, | am certain.

"Turn back;" he repeated, his gaze on Saara's fair face. "For this plague is
merciless and it seeks out the young." Wth those words the driver |ashed his
ox into novenent.



Caspare, who had stood silent during this interchange, staring with dread at

t he uncomuni cative slats of the wagon, now ran after the man. "Hello, hellol
Tell me, have you seen a redhead?" he asked in halting | angue d' oc.

The driver maul ed his beast to a stop again. "Seen what ?"
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"Agirl with red hair, very pretty," shouted the boy, and as the driver

bl i nked wi t hout conprehensi on Gaspare added, "with a biggish belly. Pregnant.”
After a noment the man shook his head. "Going your way on the road there has
been no one but you. O did you nean | eaving the city?"

Gaspare grimaced. "I didn't nean on the road. | nmeant..." And then, without
anot her word, he turned on his heel and dashed the fifty yards back to where
his friends were waiting. They asked no questions.

The gate stood open. Wien Dani ano expressed sone surprise at this, Gaspare
only shrugged. "Wiy not? It's too |late to keep the pl ague out now "

"But to keep it from spreading..."

"I's it the business of Avignon to watch out for Lyons?" replied the cynica
fourteen-year-old. He made to step under the arch of stucco.

Dam ano, stepping behind, felt a cold, prenonitory sweat. He grabbed at the
boy's jerkin. "Wait a nmonent, Gaspare. | think it would be better if you
returned and waited for us at our house."

"Your... house?" Gaspare's lank hair had fallen inside the collar of his
shirt. Frowning hugely at Dami ano, he pulled it out. "Wiere do you have a
house?"

Saara interrupted. "You are thinking he should not go into the city, Dam ? You
are right. He is sinple, and it would be very dangerous for him™"

Gaspare turned fromone to the other, insult darkening his uneven conpl exi on
"Si nmpl e? From you, sheep-face, that is |aughable."

Dam ano refused to be offended. "You don't understand, Gaspare. W are
witches. "

"So you keep telling ne...."
"And if we are careful, we will not get the plague. You, however..."

Two white patches appeared anmid the crinmson nottling on Gaspare's face.
"Everyone gets the plague. Even Jews get the plague; renenber the Pope saying
so?"

"Wait for us in the clean air and sunlight, boy," suggested Saara, using what
was to her the npbst pressing
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argunent agai nst Avignon (or indeed any city). "W will bring your sister out
to you."

Gaspare glared his scorn upon both of diemand entered Avignon. *

There was no crowd upon the streets, no press of bodies in the cobbled court
before the Bishop's Inn and no one at all sitting at the inn-yard tables,

whi ch had been turned upon their ends and now stood ranked agai nst the
ground-fl oor wall.

"This," reflected Dami ano aloud, "is not like Petit Contois, where all was
madness and buffoonery. This resenbles nmore nmy own city, Partestrada, on a
fast day with the shops all closed. It doesn't |ook Iike plague at all."
"Nonet hel ess, " grunted Gaspare stolidly.

Saara stepped lightly over the cobbles. Her toes grabbed and curled, I|ike
those of a stalking bird. One slimarmsettled on Dani ano's shoul der. "Don't
be fool ed, dear one. This place has evil in it," she said.

And Dami ano could feel that. Despite his words, he could feel trouble in the
air, and fear in the snell of the bodies hidden by walls all around him

How odd, to stand in the nmiddle of a disaster which could not touch one. | am
a witch again, he thought. | have a power of flame so strong the plague cannot
enter in. My lady, too. W could stroll together anobng pil ed bodi es and suffer
no hurt.

And in spite of this know edge (or perhaps because of it) Damiano felt a surge



of hopel essness, alnost |ike despair. He turned to Saara. "W have to help
t hese peopl e, beloved," he whi spered, out of Gaspare's hearing.
Her eyes were wi ndows over die sea. "W can't. Years ago, don't you think

tried? In Lonbardy, when |I felt sickness in the village below, | canme down to
them | sang till | became so weak | m ght have sickened nyself. Not one |ived
who had caught the plague. Not one.

"This plague has jaws like a trap, and those who fall intoit, dieinit."
"What are you saying to hin?" Gaspare whined shrilly, stepping between them
and hopping fromone foot to die other. "Is it about Evienne? Can you tell nme

where she is?"
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Saara | ooked down upon himfrom a hei ght of years. "You should | eave this

pl ace, boy. You cannot hel p your sister by dying."

Gaspare cursed. He swore before themboth that he woul d never |eave the trai
of his sister until she was found: not for food, nor drink nor rest, and
especially not for safety's sake. He kicked die pavenent and call ed Saara
crude names in Piednontese argot. She listened with the cal mess of a person
who understands so little of a |anguage she cannot be offended in it.

The bl ack horse, who was al so out of tenper because there was no grass in

Avi gnon, and because he had to step so very carefully over each round cobbl e,
brushed by die irritatingly noisy boy on a search for sone growh of green
anong the stones. Festilliganbe found what he sought behind a small garden
gate, which swung open at the touch of his nose.

"That's MacFhi odhbhui dhe's gate,"” nurmured Dam ano, cutting into Gaspare's
tantrum "He doesn't leave it open.” And the dark witch followed the horse

t hr ough.

The little garden was enpty. Wdi sone difficulty Dam ano shooed the gel di ng
away froma pot of herbs and back into the road. He closed the gate on die
ani mal and then crossed again toward the courtyard door

Open al so. Dam ano stepped in, and although his senses told himthere was no
one within, he called out his presence.

The harper's house was dimand tidy. Downstairs nothing noved. Dam ano took
the steep, uneven stairs two at a tine. MacFhi odhbhui dhe's bedstraw was swept
into a corner and his bedcl othes were folded. G eaning balls of brass wire |ay
in a smug sunny row on a bookshelf. There was no sign of MacFhi odhbhui dhe or
of the ancient who did for him The young witch clattered down the stairs
agai n.

Thi s house gave an inpression of age. It seened all die heavy furniture,
neat - dusted and snelling of beeswax, had stood in place unnmoved for a | ong
time. Like the harper's music, which probably hadn't suffered alteration since
he Jeft his Leinster acadeny. Daniano once nore felt his spasmof irritation
at MacFhi odhbhui dhe, tenpered by die know edge tiiat die man was kind. On
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i mpul se he crossed the downstairs room He stopped before the | ow cabinet to
peep again at the exotic Irish harp

After a mnute, he picked up what he found and carried it to the door

There, in the sunlight, stood Saara and Gaspare, with the horse. Gaspare was
| ooki ng sul ky. So was the horse. Saara had one hand w apped in the black mane,
and she had evidently been bestowi ng a few honme-truths upon both of them

Dam ano came out blinking against the white light. In his arms he cradl ed
three | engths of black wood, wapped in a twist of brass wires. "It has been
t aken apart," he announced. "The harp. He said... he said to ne..."

"That he woul d never take it apart again," added Gaspare.

"Not... while he lived to play it."

"He was your friend?" Saara asked gently.

They had been wal king with great purpose toward the river for some mnutes
bef ore he answered her. "I guess so. He was very good to nme. | did nothing for
him"



Gaspare giggled ankwardly. "What were you supposed to do? He had noney and
position. You didn't. And we only knew himfor a few weeks."

Saara wat ched Damiano rub his eyes with his shirtsleeve. He noticed. "Pay no
attention to that," he barked at her. "I do it all the tine. It neans
not hi ng—Ao nore than a sneeze." Then, in an excess of frustrated feeling, he
drew back his fist as though he would slamit into the nearest wall.

But as he was a nusician and that wall was nade of stone, he thought better of
the action and hit his fist into his opposite palm "Curse it all to hell!" he
shouted, and then stared wildly fromone friend' s face to the other

"Wait for nme here," he commanded. There's sonething | rmust find out." He
darted down a side street. There followed a disgruntled whinny, and the tal
horse followed his master at a trot, a small pot of blooni ng violets hanging
from his nout h.

"He is mad, our Danmiano,"” said Gaspare conpl acently.
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The door was | ocked fromw thin, the hanging sign was mssing, and the

wi ndowl ess face of the jeweler's shop gave no clue to what lay within. Yet
Dam ano's senses told himthat there was soneone alive in the shop or above
it. He pounded on the door repeatedly.

Finally a voice cried out froma slot wi ndow above his head. "d osed! Go
away. "

Dam ano backed into the street. "Ornerin, let ne in. It's Delstrego."

;' Who?"

"The man with the ruby pendant." There was no answer, and Dami ano added, "I
swear by all the saints, man, that | amnot sick of the plague. In fact | am
probably the safest man in all Avignon to let in your door."

After a noment's reflection, the jeweler called out, "Wat do you want,
Italian? Do you want to buy your ruby back?"

"You still have it, then?"

The jewel er cleared his throat. Dam ano could see one small brown eye and hal f
a nmouth at the burglar-proof window. Ornerin was watching Dam ano's horse as
the beast tried its black nose into all the ground floor wi ndows on the
street. "It's not the sort of thing one sells every week or two. | haven't
even shown it yet." *

"Ah?" Dam ano nodded his head forcefully, as though this bit of information
was inportant. "And your famly, Monsieur Ornmerin. Your wife and little ones.
Are they wel | ?"

O nerin, who was small and snoot h-faced, regarded Dam ano with his other eye
"So for, and may God nmintain us."

"That is all | wanted to know," replied Dani ano, and he ran away agai n.
Festilliganbe foll owed reluctantly.

Dam ano returned breathing hard; He had twisted his foot slightly on a stone
and wal ked gingerly. "He hides his ties in a shell of the truth," he gasped.
"Like a wormin a hazel nut. You think you have | earned to ignore him and then
you find he has struck you in another |evel of deceit."

Saara stared at her |over w thout conprehension. She bent down and took his
ankle in both her hands. After a few nonents the pain departed. "What are you
tal ki ng about, Dam ?" she asked at |ast.
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"The Devil. He told ne | was responsible for the plague in Avignon." t

Gaspare's gooseberry eyes rolled. He put one armat the small of Dami ano's
back and marched him forward. "When was all this?" asked the boy indul gently.
"Last week," replied Dam ano, testing his |eg.

"Last week there was no plague in Avignon."

The sprain was gone entirely. At the end of the street the Rhone sparkled, its
surface shattered by the breeze. "That was what nmade hi m so convincing. He
said the sickness cane in nmy ruby, which | sold. But the jeweler is well,
along with his family. | think if the ruby were a plague stone, they'd have



been the first..."

Saara's child-pure features expressed anger. "You said you had thrown it away,
Dam, You said you believed nothing that he said....'

"No nore do I," he replied shortly, and ran his hand over Saara's sl eek

br ai ded head.

"You did not bring the plague to Avignon.'
came on a bat, | think,"

"A bat?" Gaspare snickered. "A ruby is easier to believe."

"A bat or a rat." She shrugged. "Something with a squeak. O that's what the
earth tells nme."

The peach trees were past their best bloom which is to say that tiny green

| eaves peeped and pried anong the pink petals. The three stopped beside the
house, while Festilliganmbe trotted down to investigate the river.

"Sing us in, ny lady," whispered Dami ano. "Let's see whether Evienne is

m ssing, or whether Gaspare nmerely m ssed her."

The boy cursed under his breath, but nmade no objection as the Fenwotnan opened
her mouth in a wailing, foreign chant. Dami ano sprang the lock with a word.
Cardinal Rocault's pleasant villa was in considerable disarray. There was
broken crockery in the garden, and the chickens were | oose. Lying

di sconsol ately across the front stoop was Gouchi cou, the wol fhound. Dami ano
stroked him exenpting himfrom Saara's spell. His tail, heavy as a nan's
wist, beat die stone stair.

In the kitchen sat three of the cardinal's servants: two
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worren and the man whom Gaspare and Dami ano had met earlier guarding the

ki tchen door dog-fashion. They were eating the cardinal's cheese and drinki ng
the cardinal's wine. The ol der of the two wonen sat on the fat man's |l ap. They
consumed their illicit pleasures determnmi nedly, but none was smling.

Saara, Gaspare and Dam ano passed by with no nore regard than they woul d have
di spl ayed passing a public fresco. The dog tarried at the table.

Gaspare was quite correct. Evienne was missing, along with her tapestries and
her feather bed. A glance into her arnoire reveal ed that her clothes had

i kewi se acconpanied her. In fact, the tiny cubby above the peach trees held
not hi ng which would interest a thief—even a poor thief |ike Evienne's brother
Dam ano's senses told himfurther that the girl was nowhere in the house.
"CGone, "' he stated. "But not run away by herself, unless she did so atop a

| oaded cart."

"It is as | said,' insisted Gaspare, searching futilely once nore through the
enpty drawers. "She has been stolen."

Dam ano nmade an equi vocal gesture. "Stolen? Say rather taken to a place of
safety by her protector, die cardinal."

"What ever, still we nust find her." Gaspare shoved home a drawer with
enphasi s.

Dam ano si ghed. "Agai n?" Saara | ooked fromone to the other

"Surety that wi H not be so difficult?" she asked brightly.

"But it's Easter," replied her lover. "Easter Sunday itself. And there are
nore pressing problems in Avignon than a sister who keeps noving about. And

She pulled away fromhis touch. "It

al so"—-he gave an enornous, jaw distending yawn—1'm so sl eepy."
He wal ked into Jan Karl's office alone and shut the door behind him The bl ond
cleric didn't see himat first, as the table at which he sat with quill and

i nk faced away fromthe door, and he was very busy witing a |list of nanes.
Dam ano gazed calmy at Jan Karl's bald crown until the man turned around.

"Del strego! What.. .** And Jan's glance darted quickly fromhis visitor to the
paper under his hand and then back
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again. He covered his script with blotting sand and swi v-el ed bis stoo
around. ,

"What brings you back here, today of all days?"



"Today of all days?" repeated Dam ano very politely. He pulled the only other

chair in the roomover to the table and he sat hinmself down init, lifting his
feet up onto the table. Hi s heavy, black nountain boots were pointed at Jan
Karl like a threat. "Wy is today special, aside fromthe feet that it is
Easter ?"

The Dut chman scraped his chair sideways, so that Dami ano's feet were no |onger
pointed at him He ran a hand through his border of silky yellow hair and his
long face drew longer. His mouth made a small noue and he raised his blue eyes
to the ceiling. "Do you see these authorizations?" he began. "They bear the
Holy Father's own seal. Today | woke up as a lector of the church. An hour
after dawn | becane a deacon. Just before you walked in | was infornmed that |
was about to be ordained a priest and—by the way, Delstrego, it was a great
good thing you didn't take but two of my fingers back there in that wetched
ham et in Lonmbardy. A man without fingers cannot offer the mass—and as | was
saying, | amalso made officer of the palace refectory. Before this day is
out, | could be a cardinal."

Dam ano nodded in cal mgood hunor. "Or you could be dead. Life is full of
surprises, especially when there is plague in the city."

Karl's face froze and he gripped the short arms of his stool. The plague is
part of the reason for ny advancement, certainly. The court has known nany
losses in the | ast few days, especially fromanong the | ower ranks."

These two men who faced one another without friendship were built in quite
simlar fashion: tall, [ean and not too broad of shoulder. It is hard to
expl ai n, then, why the Dutchman, Jan Karl, gave the inpression of having been
stepped on by something large at sone time in the past, and of expecting to be
i mm nently stepped on again, while Dam ano gave a very different inpression
The dark Italian slouched by the wi ndow, inperturbable, with eyes of black
stone, |ooking (had he only known it) |ike the Roman General Pardo, when he

i ntervi ewed young Dami ano hinself in Partestrada.
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"But it fe not only that, of course,"” continued Jan, as he poured nore sand
over his parchment. "It is also 'the discovery of Rocault's plots."

Dam ano wat ched the Dutchman enpty his sandpot. The eflbrt seened |ess
directed toward drying the ink than concealing the substance of his witing.
Dam ano considered telling Jan not to bother: that he could never read script
across the width of a table, but Jan's | ast sentence stopped him

"Di scovery? O Cardinal Rocault?"

"Inevitable," replied the blond with a superior shrug. "Considering how the
man was overstepping hinmself. It was in the kitchen, you know. That is how the
post of officer of the refectory has so suddenly becone open

"Ch, there are nany new opportunities in the hierarchy now, Delstrego." Jan
gave a little giggle. "It is so good to be in the right place at the right
tinme for once.”

Dam ano rubbed his | eft hand over two days' growth of beard, making a noise
like a pumice stone at work. "Hmph! | see. The kitchen, was it?" Then he was
silent.

Jan, too, had run out of things to say, and stared at Dami ano, whom he
suddenly seened to-remenber was not exactly his friend.

"I, too, once wanted to becone a priest," nunbled Dam ano, giving the

i npression of a man deep in thought. "Of course | discovered that a born wtch
cannot be ordained, no nore than a man who is missing his thunb or first two
fingers." He scraped his stubble again and peered vaguely at Jan fromunder a
t hi cket of black curls. He yawned. "And anyway it's just as well, considering
what |'ve been and what |'ve done."

Then his head was raised an inch and once again the eyes were made of slate.
"It's too bad Evienne couldn't also be in the right place at the right tine,
isn't it?"

"E-Evi enne?" Jan Karl stuttered as though the very sound of the nane were
strange to him "Wat has she to do with ny ordination?"



"Wth your ordination? Nothing, | imagine. But with the discovery of Cardina
Rocault's plot..."

Jan snorted. "She had nothing to do with that. She hasn't the brain for
politics."

Dam ano nodded assent. "I agree conpletely. She has
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nothing to do with any plot against the Holy Father. So why has she vani shed,
nmy dear Jan? \Wo has stolen her, and where did they take her? Her brother, you
see, wt>uld like to know. "

Karl rose to his feet. There was no expression on his face. "Gone? Did you go
to see her at the cardinal's, then? That was dangerous. Too dangerous for ne,
anyway. "

"He went to see her twice. She was locked in her little kennel, like a bitch
who is carrying a litter of great value. But now she is mssing, and all her
furniture is gone with her."

The blond's Iips noved soundl essly. Then he said, "If Rocault had got her

| ocked up, then she probably ran away."

"Wth her featherbed under her arnf? No, Jan. She refused to run away, although
| offered to help her do so. She was staying where you put her, |ike a good
girl, and her only fear was that you had been killed by the wol f hound, who by
the by is waiting for ne outside your door this mnute, or that you had
forgotten her and would not return with the glass copies of her jewelry you
had promi sed to deliver."

Whi | e Dam ano spoke Jan Karl had turned away and was staring blankly out the
single, view ess window The Italian prodded himwith a boot. "Heh? Did you
make copies of her jewelry, at |east? Mdther of God, Jan! That sweet, stupid
little -girl loves youl"

Jan Karl shuddered fastidiously. "You exaggerate, Delatrego. How |like an
Italian you are." He paced across his square box of a room his hands fol ded
at the front of his long black robe. Jan Karl, with his pale skin and dry
face, |ooked quite spectral in black. "W were friends once, certainly. But
she is the sort of worman who does not renmenber things for |ong. Her senses are
earthy and her feelings very low | amconfident that she no nore expects ne
to... to visit her in her confinenent than I... than | expect..."

"Ttian you expect what, Jan?" inquired Dam ano, who was feeling a slow heat of
anger spread fromhis chest out toward his hands and head.

Suddenly the Dutchman turned at bay, his hands pressed upon the edge of the

witing table. "I expect
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nothing fromher. I am being ordai ned, Delstrego. The affairs of the flesh

have put behind ne."

Dam ano said, "How noble of you. Wat a sacrifice." He sighed, willing his
anger into control. "I didn't really cone here to talk about all that, Jan.
think Evienne is better off w thout you, nyself.

"I need you only to tell ne where she is gone. Is it likely Rocault hinself
took her out of the city before his discovery, to keep her fromthe plague?"
There was a noise in the distance, along the hall, of someone weeping: a nan,
giving way to deep, hopel ess sobs. The cleric was distracted for a nonent, and
his brow creased. He sank back into his chair.

Dam ano al so listened, and his lips pulled back fromhis teeth. "Perhaps you
may expect another pronotion today," he said with a touch of bitterness.

Jan Karl ignored him He sat biting his Bp. "It was Friday m dday that Father
Lemaitre, the officer of the refectory, confessed that he had agreed to offer
poi son to Innocent in the Easter dinner. He may have been the very first in
Avignon to die. He thought the di sease was a judgnent upon him™"

"I ndeed? And for what is the rest of die city being judged?' asked Dami ano in
a | ow mnurnur.

"Wthin an hour die cardinal had been brought into the palace, and no nore has



been heard of himsince. So | don't think it would have been he who gave the
order to renove Evienne."

"Then it must have been the Pope hinmself who took the girl away,'
Dam ano, only half believing his own words.

Jan Karl cleared his throat. "Mre likely Conmander Sforza, if anyone. But |

think, rather, she ran away by herself, Delstrego, once she got w nd of what

had happened. "

Dam ano shook his head. "No, for then she would have conme to you. She has not
tried to see you, has she?"

Karl shook his head.

"I thought not. Tell me, where would the Holy Father hove taken her—assum ng
he t ook her anywhere?"

The Dutchman rai sed his hands in conplete nystification. "He has thousands of
troops in hundreds of barracks and dozens of secret cells beneath them™
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whi sper ed

Dam ano sl apped his thigh like a man making a decision. "I will ask him" he
announced. "That is the”only course."

"You wi |l what?" yelped Jan Karl, rising once nore. "You will ask... the Pope
hinsel f.. .what he has done with his eneny's m stress?"

Dam ano stood al so. "Yes. After all, | have met him and he seenmed very
approachable. | will tell himEvienne's conplete story, and |I'msure..."

"You cannotl" Jan Kail's wail echoed through the room conpeting with the
cries of the unknown sufferer in the distant reaches of the building. "You
can't tell himw thout revealing nmy part in..." He grabbed at Dani ano's

gol d-chased sl eeve. "You nustn't reveal ny nanel"

Dam ano pul |l ed away. "One can't go about telling half-truths to the Holy

Fat her," he said.

Jan Karl put his two remaining left-hand fingers in his mouth and bit down on
them "Wait. Wait, Delstrego, before you try anything as desperate as that. |
think I know where they might have taken her."

For sonme mnutes after the witch had left, Jan Karl sat beside his witing
tabl e, pouring sand fromone hand to the other, his fear and his anbition
warring with the menory of Evienne's red hair. H's eyes gazed unseeingly at

t he parchnent he had been filling, which began: "I have reason to believe that
the foll owi ng nen have been involved in the recent and di sgraceful attenpt..."
At | ast he put that sheet aside in favor of one of those which had cone to him
that norning, took his fingernail and began to worry at a beri bboned bl ob of
wax.

Chapter Thirteen

It was a strange little procession that wound its way through the
rabbit-warren of halls and chanbers whi ch was the Papal Pal ace at Avignon. It
was | ed by Dami ano (for only he had been told the way), elegantly dressed in
scarl et and gold, his black boots striking the tiles soundly. Saara foll owed:
a sweet-faced and barefoot peasant in a dress bright as sone child's painting.
Her steps made no noise. After her came Caspare in finery grown quickly shabby
with ill-use. His soft city shoes scuffed a nervous and uncertain rhythm and
his shoul ders had crawl ed up his neck. Caspare w shed they would hurry.

In front and in back, stitching the group together, cane Couchicou, the
cardinal's wol fhound, who did not know where they were going, but had cone

al ong for di e conpany.

The oddest part about this small assenmbly was the sound emanating fromit, for
Dam ano and Saara together sang a song. They were throwing it about between
them fromone throat to the other, as one ran out of inspiration or die odier
desired to speak. It was not, of course, the sane song for Daniano as it was
for the Fenworman, as Saara had her traditions, whereas Dam ano tended toward
vers libre. But the two interpretations fit nicely, and die main theme of it
was to die effect that no one should see diem nmarching toward di e pal ace
infirmary, down corridors by torchlight, and through enormous halls whose

wi ndows over| ooked t he Rhone.



Dam ano took a breath and let his mstress take over the burden of nelody. To
encourage her effort, he put his arm around her shoul ders. "Jan says that
peopl e who show cause to be detai ned—people of a certain status, that is, such
as the cardinal, or cause of a delicate nature, such as
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that of Evienne—are often put into a suite of chanbers behind the infirnmary.
It is a confortable situation, |I"e tells nme, except for the | ock on the door."
Gaspare | ooked left and spat right. "I wouldn't want to be | ocked in any
roonms, however confortable, near sick people today."

Dam ano' s face, which had displayed all the conpl acent happi ness of his
amatory good fortune, as well as a good share of the drowsiness which often
acconpani es such good fortune, grew on the instant grave. He stopped in
md-stride, pulling Saara to a halt with him "It is as | said before,
Gaspare. You should not be here. It is dangerous for you."

"I'f you catch die plague, child," added Saara, "we cannot help you,"

Gaspare balled fists at his sides and advanced upon Dam ano. "Stop trying to
get rid of ne."

The wol f hound, sensing tension in his little pack, weaseled in between the two
humans and, with a wiggle and | ean, knocked Gaspare against the wall. The boy
cursed but did not dare a feck at Gouchicou's sl ablike side.

Dam ano turned away. "To get rid of you? | have given that up, Gaspare," he
muttered to hinmself. "Two nations, endless nmountains and a pl ague town were
not sufficient for the purpose.™

They needed neither directions nor second sight to tell them when they
approached the palace infirmary. The stench of sickness informed them of their
approach, along with the sight of piles of straw along both sides of the
corridor wall, on which the afflicted were placed in |ong rows.

Dam ano had seen plague victims before, and told hinself that he ought to be
hardened to the sight. Saying that did no good, however, for on the green
faces before him and in their suppurating |esions, pain had been transl ated
into pure ugliness, and death into an unconquerabl e despair.

"And these are all nmen dedicated to Christ's service," he whispered, dropping
his armfrom Saara's shoulders. "It does not seem.. allowable."

@ assy gray eyes met his, shining froma face nmade
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hi deous by swelling. They asked no questions, these eyes.

"He can see ne," whispered Dam ano. "Despite the spell, he can see nme. Is that
because he is dyi ng?"'

Saara took her |over gently by the arm "Come, Dam."

Gaspare stared strai ght ahead. H s pinched face had gone slick with
fear-sweat. Couchkou, too, wal ked stiffly, pressing his side against that of

t he boy, and bis rough fur bristled al ong his back.

Movi ng qui etly anong the dying were wonen in white, whose eyes were weary
beyond expression, and whose |ips nmoved constantly, w thout sound.
Benedi cti nes, these were. Dami ano watched the nuns and wondered, renenbering a
girl with flaxen hair who once sat in a high |oggia, doing needl ework under
the white north light of the Al ps. Carla Denezzi, postulant of the order of
Saint Clare: if fortune did not take himagain to the high nmountains of his
birth, he would never see her again.

It m ght be she was dead now.

Soon they passed-the infirmary hall itself, where the stench was overpowering,
and the dead lay in stacks covered by sheets. They cane to a turn in die
corridor where there were no nore piles of hay and no nore gentle

Benedi ctines, but far off along a tunnellike corridor could be escried a pair
of Papal guards, conplete with sword and hal berd, |ike those that stood by the
mai n gate of the enclosure. But these pikes did not point to heaven in
paral l el . They swayed through die torchlight like fir trees in the wind, for



the guards were talking animatedly to another, less inpressive figure that

poi nted repeatedly into the darkness al ong the corridor

"What ?** whi spered Gaspare in Dam ano's ear. "Wat's that happeni ng ahead?"
The witch's ears rather than his eyes gave himthat information. For a nonent
his face went blank with surprise and he grabbed each of his conpanions by the
arm "By all saints: it's the Dutchman. How did he get here before us?"

Saara said nothing. In the mdst of her spell-song, it is doubtful she even
under st ood what Dam ano was sayi ng, nor why he pulled themto a rough stop in
t he
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m ddl e of an enpty corridor. Couchicou prodded themall w th his nose,

i npatient to be going, and then he scented a person he had encountered before
now i n dubi ous circunmstances. A person of no inportance, a person he did not
like. The war-dog runbled |ike a disturbance of the earth.

Careful ly Dam ano qui eted the dog before he allowed his party to proceed. He
suffered a great curiosity to know what was Jan Karl's busi ness.

"It is the seal of the Holy Father hinmself," the blond cleric was saying. "How
dare you inpede nme in ny duty, having seen it?"

It was unfortunately the effect of Karl's Teutonic accent upon the Latin

| anguages that his words came out soundi ng perenptory at best of tines, and
when he was excited, quite rude. This effect colored many people's reactions
to the Dutchman. Perhaps it was in sonme nmeasure responsible for the fact that
Dam ano, whose nature was generally social, could not bear the man's conpany.
Surely it was having that effect at this nmonment upon the tikenmen, who had been
already strung to a high tension iy the near-presence of plague.

The guard beneath the single wall |anp slapped at the parchrment Karl was
wavi ng about. He shifted his hal berd over one shoulder. "You nust give to ne
t he authorization you speak of, Father," he said sullenly, "instead of using
it to kill flies this way."

"Fat her?" hissed Damiano. "lIs he a priest already? How could that be, if he
was not one a hal f-hour ago? And if this fellow has no nmore interest in

Evi enne, then what is he doing here—getting recipes for poison fromthe
cardinal? ... | fear there is nore going on here than | had thought." And he
| ed Caspare even closer to the light.

Jan Karl rattled |ong fingers against the parchnment. "Wat do you want with a
page of script, fellow? Could you reacj it if | gave it to you?" The Dutchman
held his breath until the pikeman replied, "No, | cannot read nore than a few
words. But | know one man's witing fromanother. | amwell acquainted with
the signature of the Holy Father."

Jan relinquished the parchment. The guard sl ouching
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against* the for wall spoke then for the first time. "Wat does it matter
whet her the signature is the Pope's, when it is by order of Conmander Sforza
that no one can approach Cardinal Rocaul t ?"

Jan's pal e eyes widened for a nonment |ike nmoons. "I know it is Conmander
Sforza who has this ordered, but it is fromdie Holy Father the conmander's
orders cone," he stated, his langue d oc slipping in his anxiety.

Saara herself added her small pushes to those of the dog. "She wants us to
squeeze through," whispered Caspare, as though Dam ano was i ncapabl e of
telling .that for hinself. The dark witch planted his feet. "Not yet. There
are steps in the hafl behind us. Can you hear them approachi ng? Sonething is
going on here | think we ought to understand. Let's hug the wall and wait."
The first guard—+the one with an eye for penmanshi p—sniled widely. "I believe
you are right, Father. The Holy Father is die master of us all. Yet there is a
certain nmethod in this mastery.

"It is like this: God does not tell the crops to growwith an edict and a
seal, but rather He tells the rain to fell and the sun to shine and therefore
it is done naturally. In a like .manner we soldiers offer our service to the



church only through Commander Sforza, who being al so a sol dier governs us as
naturally as the rain and the sun. Do you see?

"And the commander has said that the cardinal is not to | eave his apartnents
in the infirmary except under the commander's eyes, and he has al so said that
no one at all is to see the cardinal. No one has seen the cardinal, in fact,
since he was brought here.”

"I have no orders concerning the Cardinal Rocault," said Jan Karl hurriedly.
"It isonly the little Italian girl | need for the information she possesses,
naturally. | was told she is being kept somewhere down here."

"She certainly is," agreed the guard. "That is if you mean the little
redheaded belle. They are together, for lack of space. So you see, Father, it
woul d be difficult for you to see the girl wi thout al so seeing the cardinal
and that is exactly what you may not do." And then the soldier lifted his head
as his less sensitive ears al so picked up the
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tread of booted feet. "Perhaps here is the commander hinself for you, and your
probl em can be quickly solved."

But apparently Jan did not want to talk to Commander Sforza. He shied like a
horse and snatched at the parchment still held by the poetically m nded guard.
The guard, acting by reflex, hid the docunent behind his back and put one hand
to his sword hilt. Seeing this, the Dutchman reconsidered his action and
jerked away fromsword and swordsman. | n consequence he nearly blundered into
the invisible Dam ano, who nade his own little dance to the rear

Couchi cou, the great hound, was not one to appreciate conplex interactions.
Nei t her was he aware that the group he shepherded through the Papal halls was
i nvisible and so, unassailable. He interpreted the pas de deux as an attack
upon one of his favorite people by one he did not particularly like. Wth a
bass bel |l ow he sprang, flattening the unhappy Dut chman and knocki ng Dami ano
into Saara and Saara into Gaspare until all fell down |ike ganepins.

She hit her head on stone, knocking herself dizzy. The endl ess chant was cut
off short, and in that nonment the ill-lit corridor became a sudden welter of
frightened, struggling, highly visible figures, not the |east perturbed of
whom were the Pope's pi kenen.

But a terrified cleric being mauled by a dog, and a man-at-arnms with the hair
straight up on his head are two different frightened beings and they behave
differently. Jan Karl curled hinself into a ball and rolled, slightly

| acerat ed, between the wall and the nearest pikenman, who was in

sel f-preservation holding the wol fhound off with his hal berd. The other guard
stared opennmout hed at the three people who had erupted out of the floor, and
he drew his sword

At that noment came a booming hello fromdown the hall and a matching pair of
warriors sprinted full tilt fromthe direction of the infirmary, their studded
| eat her arnor sl apping against their |egs.

Per haps because the linguistic conplexities of the situation were |ost on her
Saara was first to take conmand. She sat sprawl ed on the flagstones on the
infirmary end of the corridor. The dog's rush had sent both Gaspare and

Dam ano sprawl i ng forward, past the guard's station

Dani ano' s Lute

233

into the unknown hall. "Run, Dami!" she cried, "Take your Gaspare to his
sister. Flee with her. | will follow when | can."

Dam ano got his feet under him He had other ideas. Stealth was a | ost cause,
certainly, but he still had resources. Wth a word he summoned flanme to each

hand and stepped toward the pani cked guardsnmen, seeking to draw their
attention away fromhis m stress.

But the task he had set hinmself was hopel ess, for nothing as common as a nan
aflane could pull the nmen's attention away fromthe phal anx of nonstrous
bears, white of fur and white of tooth, which stood shoul der to shoul der and
nose to runp, filling the hall between the infirmary and thenselves. Al four



sol di ers gasped in synchrony, while the air in the corridor grew very, very
cold. "H e single oil lamp on the wall flickered wildly.

Dam ano hinmsel f stood in amazenent, until all the bears opened their nouths
together and said quite clearly, "Don't wait, ny dear. Your boy has run ahead.
I amin no danger, but Gaspare is."

It was true. The boy was gone. Dami ano's quick ears could barely hear his
light dancer's steps fading away into the unknown corridor. Cursing Jan Karl
and the hound inpartially, Dam ano followed. Bestial roaring filled the air,
along with the "yip, yip, kiyip" of an outmatched dog.

He found the boy picking hinself off the flagstone floor, w ping a bloody Iip.
"Can't see a damm thing," whined Gaspare. Dam ano gave himfive fingers of
light, and together they |oped on; encountering nothing nore except the end of
die corridor and a heavily secured wooden door. Behind this door someone was
weepi ng. The witch grinmaced at the sound, for he had heard too rmuch weepi ng

| ately, and pathos had grown cheap. He shoved open the bar, while the iron

| ocks undid thensel ves. Damiano smiled thinly, for he took a certain pride
fromhis skill at opening things.

Tliey found themselves in a plush, confortably equi pped chanber that was |it
by many wax candl es but |acked all sign of a window There was a table spread
for two people's dinner: neat, cheese, w ne and bread, none of which had been
touched except the wine. TTiere was an ewer for washing and a pot for pissing,
both of which had been
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touched. There was a divan, topped with a faniliar shapel ess featherbed, and
upon that there was a form w apped in bl ankets.

But that formwas not Evienne, for she herself sat on a hard chair beside the
table, with a brocade about her, and she shook with her sobs.

The pl ace st ank.

"CGaspare!" she cried tremulously. "Ch, Tmso glad to see you. Herbert is
sick."

Dam ano strode directly to the divan and flipped back the cover. Herbert

Cardi nal Rocault gazed up at him and whether the feverish eyes recognized in
Dam ano a lute player he had seen once only in the private chanbers of the
Pope, there was no telling. After a nmonent Dami ano replaced the bl anket nore
gently than he had pulled it back

"No one cane to take care of him" Evienne was explaining with difficulty.
"They just shoved food under the door. There was only me. So nuch work.

"And now," she concluded, with a whistling sigh, "I don't feel well either. It
is so depressing.”

Gaspare held his sister's hand in a bone-crushing grasp. He | ooked at Evi enne,
recogni zed that she was tired, and saw no nore. Partly this was because
Gaspare was sinple: that is to say, he had no second sight, and partly this
was because he was not a very perceptive person where others were concerned.
Mostly, of course, it was because he was Evienne's brother and between them
was all the family and all the love either of them had ever known, and he was
not able to inagine that his sister mght be lost to him

Dam ano was different. He | ooked down upon Evienne and saw the rosy cheeks of
pregnancy nottled with a grayish green, and her snooth throat swollen out of
shape. "Oh, dear God," he whispered to the air.

Gaspare may not have been able to understand by | ooking but he could not
escape the nmeaning of his friend's words. His hand slipped to the floor at
Evienne's feet. He shook his head fiercely at Dam ano. "No," he said. "No."
Once nmore he touched Evienne's hand and then turned again to the notionl ess
Dam ano. "You. |If she's sick you have to do sonething!" he cried.
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Dam ano flinched. "Wh—wahat? What can | do, Gaspare? Saara and |—we've both
told you already that there is nothing..."

Evi enne stuffed her whitened knuckles in her nouth and bit down upon them



Then she sniffed. "Are you trying to tell me," she began with a certain rude
energy, "that Herbert—that |-have got..." and then this spirit Jailed her. "Is
it the plague?" Her frightened breath wheezed in and out, and then she
squeezed her eyes shut. "Ch, no, | don't feel that bad—ust kind of nuzzy. And
| ache, and it's so hot in here...." Her wonls trailed off. "I'"mgoine to

di e?"

Gaspare screanmed, "No! No, no, Evienne, you're not going to die, no, never!"
And in a single notion he flung hinself at Dam ano and w apped hi nsel f around
the witch's knees, in terrible parody of his actions only a few weeks earlier
when he had pl eaded with Saara for Dami ano. "Don't let her die," he cried
shrilly. "Please, please, Dam ano, don't let her diel"

It was as though he were praying to God.

Wth clumsy gestures Dam ano freed hinself and stepped over to this girl who

had been so pretty. His | arge hands were shaking. "Signorina, | don't... |
don't have any power over this thing. I'monly a man." Awkwardly he touched
her hair.

Evienne's eyes were still beautiful, even through fear and di sease. Shyly she
took hold of Dam ano's shirt and whi spered, "I amnot ready to die. Please
understand. | know | nust die but not now, for I amyoung, and this finds ne

inthe mddle of ny sin. Wio will absolve ne, if | die here? Herbert? By Mary
and all the saints, he's not the one to forgive sins he made happen hi nsel f,
and he's in no shape to do it anyway. And then... and then | have a baby in
me. How can | di e now?"

"You see?" seconded Gaspare, as though Evienne's words had proven sonet hi ng.
Then he hit his sister a weak bl ow upon the thigh. "Slutty bitch. Wat have
you done to us now?"

In the distance the ursine roarings continued, along with the panicked cries
of men. Dami ano sank down upon the carpet and hid his face behind his hands.
Why did they both believe this inmpossible thing—
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that he could cure the plague? Wiy did it hurt so badly within himthat they
shoul d believe this? Saara, who knew so rmuch about healing, knew there was no
hope.

H s course was clear to him There was no sense in suffering the witnessing of
this evil he could not hel p. Saara had di scovered as much a generation ago. It
woul d only drag down the healthy with it, to madness or suicide. The only
recourse was flight.

Wthin a week he could be in Lonbardy, upon the clean high hill where
springtime reigned all the seasons, alone anong the small high-nmeadow fl owers
with an el egant, barefoot mstress. Wthin a week, between Saara's nagic and
hi s own.

But Dami ano did not nove. Wonderingly he watched hinself not nmoving. His

resol ution was forned, but he seemed to |ack the power to carry it through
Was it because Gaspare's red-fingered grip on his wist could not be broken?
Was it because Evi enne was ki ssing his hand?

"I am not God!" Dani ano shouted suddenly. "l... amnot even one of his
saints!”

"Not a saint, no, but alnost," wheedl ed Gaspare. "You are such a good sort of
person, Dam ano. And you have an angel, and that mneans something. Send for
your angel, Danmiano, and tell him.." And the boy's eyes changed as he spoke,
fromhis characteristic hysteria to sonething unfamliar to Dam ano: sonethi ng
calmand lucid and cold. "And tell himto send Evienne's plague into

ne.

"Yes, into nme," Gaspare repeated. "Wiy not? |I'mnot anything worth saving. Not
even much of a dancer, really. The only thing | do well is to judge other
people's nmusic, and no one will pay me to do that.

"But it's all the sane to the plague, isn't it? Wiether it takes a critic or
the cardinal's mstress? And it rmust be possible to trade one to the other
too, for Jesus sent a nan's devils into the pigs. Call your angel, Dami ano, ny



good friend. Remi nd himof that gospel, if he does not renenber. Pl ease,

Dami ano. Do it."

Dam ano cal | ed Raphael then, and the angel cane.

It may have been only Dami ano's inagination that
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said the sick chanber did not smell so bad with Raphael standing in it,
stainless and glinmering. It was certain, though, that with the first sight of
the angel, the witch's m sery became lighter, even though he knew how Raphae
woul d answer his question.

He asked it anyway. "Seraph. Can you cure the plague?"

"Ch, no," nmpaned Gaspare, who blinked about owishly, as though he m ght

di scover the tiny formof an angel in some corner of the room "Ask nore
gently, Danmiano, or he will never agree to help."

Raphael gazed beyond Dami ano to the figure of the terrified girl, who rocked
back and forth with her brother's arnms wapped around her and who did not seem
to be listening. Then Raphael regarded the notionless formon the featherbed.
"Dam ano," he said quietly. "If | had power over the plague, no man woul d have
ever died so."

"I thought as much," snapped the witch, >and sorrow and frustrati on nmade him
add, _ "For a spirit of great reputation, you can't do nuch."

Bl ue-bl ack eyes returned their gaze to him "lI'msorry, Dam . | didn't make ny
own reputation.”

Gaspare only heard one side of this conversation, but it told himenough
"Don't accept any excuses, rmusician. W have nanaged so many hard things

al ready—ever the nountains at the end of winter, and through Provence starving
to death—how can we let ny pretty little sister just |lie down and di e? There
nmust be anot her way!"

"There nust be another way." Oh, Christ! the very words Dani ano had used with
the Devil, and with Saara herself. And the Devil had nearly had himfor his
arrogance, and how badly he had hurt Saara, who had done himno w ong,
searching for that "other way."

It had been his father's obstinacy in him that bullish Italian obstinacy

whi ch had led himalong the odd paths of his Hie. Stealing witchcraft by force
and giving it away in a single grand gesture that did no one any good at all
Maki ng war with the flanmes of hell as a weapon, and using that weapon agai nst
Lucifer himself. Now he was a witch without a staff, singing his spells like a
Lappl ander —+i ke an infant Lappl ander, to be exact.

And no help to his friends at all.
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Dam ano's lips pulled back painfully fromhis teeth and he | ooked away from
Caspare. Had he his staff, he thought bleakly, he would at least try. Wth his
staff he had not been a child in the making of spells. He had known that

| ength of black wood better than his lute, at one tone. Though he m ght fail
with his staff he would at | east know how to try.

And then, between one nonent and the next, he knew not only howto try, but
how to succeed in hel ping Evienne. He renenbered how, on the streets of

Avi gnon, not far fromthe Papal Door, he had grabbed at Gaspare hinself, as

t hough to use the boy as a living focus for his magic, and then, sensing the
danger invol ved, had drawn back. And he renenbered how he had entered the
earth and gathered the water fromit, leaving only a song to mark bis way
horre.

But he could net claimhe didn't know what happened when power went from one
person into another. Qut of all the witches on the earth, he (and his | ady)
knew t hat best.

A witch did not die of the plague, or so said Saara. Not unless he used

hi nsel f too hard. When he had been sinple, he had been in peril of the plague.
Now he was not.

Cl ear and accurate. But that statenment was a knife that could cut both ways.



And dear CGod, how it could cut! "Wat is he saying now?" whispered Gaspare
excitedly, for hi truth Danmiano's attitude was that of one who was very
thoughtfully listening to sonething. Instead of answering, the dark wtch

gl anced over at his friend, heavy-browed.

Then he sank down on one knee beside Evienne. "Go away, Gaspare/' he said.
"Don't touch us."

Gaspare pulled back with alacrity. "Save her, Dam ano. Please save her," he
begged, his voice cracking with tears.

But the face which | ooked back at Gaspare's was frozen, and oddly pal e beneath
its strong coloring. "Be quiet," whispered the witch

He put his right armaround Evienne's wai st and she lifted her suffering head.
But there was neither confort nor gentleness in Damiano's eyes as his |eft
hand wrapped her hair and pulled the girl backward, only a great

concentration. "Look at me," he grunted at her. "Don't talk."

The stool overbal anced and Evienne lay back in a
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tangl e of skirts, supported only by Dam ano, whose hands cl enched and

cl enched, whose arns were trenmbling. In the girl's eyes despair had been
diluted with a strange adm xture of terror and hope.

When Dami ano had stolen power from Saara, the staff had shown himhow It had
felt very good, like wine and sunshine and victory, all together. Wen he
broke the staff, releasing to her half his own soul -what then? What had it
felt like, then?

It was not a good nmenory; it made his head spin, and his stomach tied itself
in a knot. Dami ano did not want to be sinple again, and he did not want to
stand in Evienne's position of helpless fear

Once he had been reconciled to that |life of many blindnesses. Once he had been
prepared to die. Now he was not reconciled to any loss or limtation on a life
grown rich as the orchards of Provence

And Evi enne was such an inconsequential person. Wthout either norals or
aspirations, possessing only a little quick-fading beauty, she mattered to him
| ess than his dog had mattered. Mich |ess.

But being inconsequential did not make it easier to die. And how nuch he cared
for Evienne, or even for her anguished brother, had nothing to do with it.

Dam ano sought the nenmory of his defeat, and when he had it, he used it to
make a song: a song of fire and of loss. Silently it rang in his head. His
lips pulled back fromhis teeth.

Evi enne screanmed, buffeted by a flam ng wind. She arched her body and threw
back her head. She cried for her brother to save her. Then she swooned.

And the girl was drowned in fire—bPam ano's fire, a flane of brilliant,
consum ng col or that covered her sweet body over until she |ooked |ike a soul
in the pains of hell. Gaspare gasped and dived toward her, to free her from

the witch's awmful enbrace. Slack-jawed, gray-faced, Dam ano sl apped hi m across
the room

He sang his fire into Evienne, feeling his strength enter all the wounded
provi nces of her body He heard the dunb, snooth, insistent beat of her heart
and he felt the ugliness of the danage pl ague had done to the veins of her
body and in her lungs. Wthout thought his fire fed itself upon that evil. The
wild bright flame grew hotter. It went
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white, then blue and sang with a pure and unwavering note.

But Evienne was not a staffer a cup or a cloud. Not*a vessel of any |and which
could be filled with magic, containing it. She was a |living being and sinple
besi des. Dami ano's strength flowed into her and out again, running away over
the carpet like a fire of oil on water. Again and again he filled her, forcing
magi c into flesh and soul not created to take it, until, by the tinme the flane
ran quiet within a body revivified, Dam ano was enpty. He lay half across
Caspare's sister, voiceless, panting |like a dog.



Far away along the long corridor, a bearlike bell ow sharpened into a wail, as
Saara the Fenwonan sensed her lover's magic flow out and be lost into the air.
Dam ano did not hear her crying, for his attention was turned within, to where
his new enptiness had found already a thing to fill it, to where within his
trenbling shell something unwel cone was rinding a hone. It was a thing like a
groping hand, but fine as mist. It was mndless and determned and terribly
hungry.

Dam ano knew its nane, and he had been expecting it.

For a nonent he thought he would not be able to rise, and his hands scrabbl ed
on the slates of the floor. But from nearby cane a hel ping hand. "The devils
into die swine," rmunbl ed Dami ano to Gaspare. "Strangely, | Jiave never before
t hought of nyself as a pig." He stood swaying for a nonent and shook his head.
But it was not CGaspare who had helped himto his feet. Gaspare sat hunched
over his sister, who slept now peacefully, with only a slight flush of the
skin to mark her short visit in the Inferno. It was the fair hand of Raphae
who steadi ed Dam ano, and a white wing wapped around himlike a mantl e.

He put an arm about the angel's waist, just bel ow where the huge w ngs
sprouted. "One nore favor | have to ask you, Seraph," he whi spered hoarsely,

staring at the floor. "And | promise | will then request nothing else."
Raphael asked for no prom ses. He listened to
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Jan Karl burst into the room bleeding fromthe shoulder, with his black
cassock torn. "Evienne, you idiot, get off the floor. |I have cone to rel ease
youl "

Evi enne woke up confused. These days she al ways woke up confused, and usually
alittle sick to her stomach as well. But this time her stomach felt fine, at

| east. Indeed, she felt fine all over, and quite ready to endure a little
confusion if it meant Jan had come to get her. She flung herself to her feet,
only noticing Gaspare as she bow ed hi m over

"CGaspare! How | ong have you..." Sone part of her nenory returned to her then
She turned to the bed where Herbert Cardinal Rocault |ay unmoving. A brief

gl ance told her he would never nove again, and she jerked her hand back,
shuddering. "Take me away now, Jan. Death frightens ne so."

But at that noment Saara the Fenwonman entered the door, not with the formof a
bear but in natural shape. "W have only a minute," she announced. "One minute
before they are after us." Her eyes swept the room resting only lightly on
the girl before her, with her red hair and generous beauty.

"Where i s Dam ano?" she demanded, taut-voiced. "Wat has happened to hinP"

Evi enne took a possessive step nearer Jan Karl. She regarded Saara's delicate
features with disfavor. "Wo's this wonman, Jan? |s she with you?"

"Where is Dam, you litter of fools?" cried Saara, and Gaspare, whomthe
events of the last few mnutes had | eft speechless, rose from.the floor

"I... don't know, now," he said, his goblin eyes searching the chanber. "He
was here a bit ago. He cured ny sister of plague and then | turned..."

"He what ?" gasped Saara, and once nore Evienne shuddered wildly ana hid her
head agai nst her protector's spavi ned bosom

"CGet me out of here, Jan. | can't take it anynore.”

"He cured Evienne of the plague. He set her on fire, and | thought she would
burn up, but instead she is better."
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Saara stood perfectly still in the mddle of the chanber. "I cannot see him"
she said. "Nor hear himnor smell himnor feel him Anywhere." *

Through the streets of Avignon wal ked Dami ano Del strego, with the plague

gri pping himaround the throat. Beside himcanme an angel who kept his feet
from stunbl i ng.

Never had anything ached so badly, nor had he ever been so sick at heart. It
was as though there were needles in every joint of his body and hot lead in
his lungs. The cheerful sun nocked himw th every step

Prayer behooved him certainly, but he could think of no appropriate words



except " renmenber us now and at the hour of our death." This phrase
repeated itself dreadfully and without confort in his mnd. O God, God, the
sick man cried silently, will You renmenber Dami ano, when Dam ano has forgotten
hi nsel f ?

"Whul dn't you know," he whispered al oud, "that | would adopt a plague that was
already half done with its job? It should take a man a day at |east to be
feeling this badly."

He wal ked on, blinking eyes which grew gunmier all the tine. "It is

i mportant,” he insisted to Raphael, "that Saara does not find me, for what |
have done she could also do, and | amnot about to trade my beautiful lady's
life for my own—er for that of Gaspare's ridicul ous sister.”

The archangel did not reply, but his w ngs contained Danmiano in their own
corona of light, and his hand rested on the nortal man's shoul der

Soon they reached the South Gate of the city, which Dam ano had never before
seen. They passed beneath. "The gates should be | ocked," comented Dami ano.
"To keep the disease fromspreading. | nyself," he added, with a painful and
obstructed sigh, "intend not to encounter anyone at all."

Here, close to the nuddy banks of the Rhone, the | and was broken into small
checkers of vine and green wheat soft as velvet. The road anbl ed down, keeping
dose to the water. Under an azure sky, even the weeds were all in bloom "OCh,
God, it hurts!" cried Dam ano, neaning either the beauty before himor the

l ancing pain in his body. He broke into sudden violent tears.
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Whi ch stopped just as suddenly, and he blundered ahead. "Raphael, you mnust
take care of Saara for nme. She has had so little happiness in her life, and
she is so kind—do you know that when we were at war and her stormkilled
Macchi ata she took ne all unawares, and she m ght have killed ne then, as she
t hought | had killed her Roman |over, and..." He ran out of breath and reel ed,
but the angel's hand steadied his steps. "Whatever—she could have killed ne.
She had every chance to do it and she just stood there and watched. | know I
said | would never ask another favor, but Saara is a very gentle creature,
Raphael , and you nust take care of her."

The angel paused a nonent before answering. "But she will not let me take care
of her, Danmi. She doesn't |like ne very much."

Dam ano nodded, and i medi ately put a hand to his swollen neck. The hand, he
saw, was discolored with purplish blotches. He let it drop. "That's true. Wl
then, you must tell her | said for her to take care of you, Seraph. It wll
cone to the sane thing in the end. WIIl you do that for ne?"

“TowillL"

He found he was no | onger wal king on the roadway, but through the silky wheat
grasses which rustled at the mddle of his calf. They tenpted him these soft
green mounds. It would be so much easier to he down here and stare at the

aft ernoon sky—the afternoon sky of Easter Sunday, Dam ano realized, marveling.
It was only today he had awakened from a bed of grass, drowsy with iovemak-ing
and very near to Saara...

"Ch, Mother of Godl" he npaned, as for a monment the sunlight spun in circles

t hrough his head. "Saaral How | |ove her

"And | don't know if she will ever understand." He lifted eyes that had
gathered pus like sand in the corners. "She will not understand why | chose to
go with you in the end. She will think I did not care.™

"I will tell her," whispered Raphael

But it was doubtful Daniano heard. He was staggering now, and but for
Raphael 's hel p would have fallen with each step. "And what about ny pretty

lute? Who will get that—er will it wind up in soneone's hearthfire?" He
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winced. "No, it is as H's Holiness said. | was not the first, nor will | be
the last. The lute will pass to Gaspare, | guess. He deserves it, since he has

al ways cared nore for the nusic than his own dancing." The sick man fixed



Raphael with an adnmonitory glare. "See that he knows what to do with it, heh?
Maybe he will have a nephew or a niece to support, if I know the worth of a
certain Dutchman." And then Dam ano's head spun |ike mad planets, and only
when the back of his head touched the earth did he realize he was falling. He
lay on his back and gasped like a fish on the deck of a boat. "I guess... this
is far enough. It will have to be."

The sun noved silently and all the birds of springtine nade their pleasant
racket. Raphael folded his | egs under himand sat with wi ngs spread, |ooking
(were Acre any to see) like a hawk of al abaster over its prey. Dam ano |ay

al nost as quiet as the sun, save for the sound of his breath, which canme |ike
wi nd through a tunnel. H's eyes wander ed.

Al was bitter, and the pain bit into his body. But he was glad for the pain,
for the nmoments when it abandoned hi m were worse yet.

The sun was | ow al ready when he turned his head to Raphael. "Wter?" he asked.
The angel went away and brought some back in his hands. Three tinmes Dam ano
drank, tasting blood with the water fromhis cracked and bl eedi ng nout h.

He tried to sit up. "Ch, Christ! Wiy did this have to be? Not the plague,
Seraph...." He then paused, involved with the effort of breathing.

"I mean why did you ask me to live again? | was ready to die, only a nonth
ago. Wasn't that enough? Hadn't | done enough, yet-—worked enough, sinned

enough, been sorry enough. -. ?
"Saara, too, had to be hurt?"
Gravel y Raphael shook his golden head. "I don't know why so nuch is asked of

one and not anot her."

"I't was you!" Damiano cried feebly. "You—ut ny hair. You told ne not to be a
saint...."

"I did not," said Raphael, ruffling worriedly.

But Dani ano finished the accusation. "You told nme to live."

He gl anced down at his hands in the dying |light.
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Their col or was nothing he did not expect, but the deepening sky was better to
ook at. "I think I would have made a good old man," he panted. "W night have

had...children. Despite what Saara said, she doesn't know everyt hing.
Abraham s Rachel had a child. W m ght have had children."” It was dark when
next he opened his nmouth, and that was to cry out in a panic, "My nusic! On,
God, my musicl Already now there are two changes to songs working in nmy mnd,
and | will never have the chance to try themout. |I had only begunl™

Raphael was very near. He bent to kiss the m sshapen face beside him for on
this point he understood Dam ano very well. But the fever was upon the man: a
foreign fire he could not master, but that discolored all his senses. He
cringed away fromthe angel's touch. "Don't. Go away. | stink," Daniano
grow ed savagely. "I can snell nyself. Go away, you who are so fond of

beauti ful things. Go away."

Raphael did not go away, and Dami ano, in mad rage, hit himthree weak bl ows on
the breast, as he hissed, "What a fool's gane this nonth has been, pretending
| had alife to live, when everything the Devil said came true—even to this.
Probably the ruby, too. Probably | carried ny own death into Avignon."

Raphael put his cool hand agai nst Dam ano's cheek. "Hush, Dami . Don't worry
about mnmy brother; even the truth becomes a lie in his mouth, and with nmy own
eyes | saw you defeat himin the streets of the city."

"Defeat hin?" rasped the dying nman, shaking with die anger of his feeling. "He
fled laughing, if he fled at all. Satan has al ways toyed with ne,
cat-and-mouse. | think | have found a way to happi ness and he cl oses the door
innmy face. Al ways."

Then his red-rimred eyes wi dened and his head dropped back agai nst the
flattened wheat. "Onh, Christ, to whomdo | say this?"

"To ne, Dami," answered Raphael, uncertainly. "To ne you may say whatever you
wi sh, for I amyour,.."

But Dani ano only shrank deeper away. "How you have played with me,’

he hi ssed.



"Pretending there were two brothers with the sane face and different souls!"
"Dami!" Wngs of pearl sprang stiffly upward. "Wat are you saying? Do not be
confused between Lucifer and
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me! You know ne, and if that isn't enough, you have seen mny brother and ne
together. It is the fever...." *

"Yes, | know you at last, after ail these years.'
Dam ano's teeth, revealing a swollen tongue.

"And there is little to choose between you and your brother. Except that you
have the greater hypocrisy. You used ne, Seraph, Led ne with your pretty tunes
and your sernonizing—to be the butt of a joke! And what a joke.

"But for you | would not be here now. But for you I'd be a prosperous
burgher-witch in Donnaz, or even back hone, in Partestrada.

"But for you I'd not be lying here, perishing like a beast. Can you deny that,
Raphael ?"

The angel said not hi ng.

"What is it your brother called me, just this week? 'Bl adder of bl ood and
scum Food for worms.' Yes, very accurate, for my blood is rotting, and
already | can feel the worns. Is it fun to play with such toys as ne,

Raphael ?"

The sick nman's grinmace becane a snarl of pain. "Agghl To think I was such a
clod, dolt, sinpleton—O Christ—that | was glad for your attention.” His
attenpt to swallow sent trickles of blood down his chin.

"Well, nowit's over, and | hope it was all to your satisfaction. My Cod
curse you to the renotest stinking depths of hell!"™ Wth the strength of
madness he raised hinmsel f head and shoul ders off the ground, and his | eft hand
flung wi sps of torn wheat and bi ndweed at the perfect, agonized face of
Raphael. "To hell! To hell! Damm you to hetlt" cried Damiano, till his voice
br oke and he sank back into the green sea of wheat.

The angel cowered, as though these airy missiles had power to hurt. Then
Raphael shrouded hinself in his wings and covered his face with Ms two hands.
H s weeping, like his laughter, was like that of a nan. He spoke one word:
"\Why 2"

It was a question not addressed to Dam ano.

Silence called himout, to find his friend | ooking up at him "I amso very
sorry, Seraph," the nortal said weakly. "I must have been mad for a little
while. | said such horrible things."

Raphael gazed at the dying nan and was not conforted.
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"But what you said was true, ny friend. If | had not touched you your path
woul d have been different.

"But please believe ne, Danmi. If | did you harmit was by nistake. A spirit
does badly when he makes changes in the lives of nmen."

Dam ano cl osed his eyes for a nonent, gathering strength. Wen he spoke it was
clearly and after thought.

Swol l en 1ips drew back from

"I'f you had not touched me, Raphael, | would not now be Dami ano—this
Dam ano—at all. And |1'd rather be the Dam ano you touched than anyone el se.
"You must know that | |ove you, Raphael. You should never have |let raving

words hurt you like that. My teacher. My guide. For whatever you say about
your role with mankind, you have al ways been the nessenger of God to nme, and
by you | have tried to rule my hie.

"In feet," and the black, swollen nouth actually attenpted a little smle, "I
probably shoul d have | oved the Al mghty nore and his nusic |ess, but then..
that's the way | was nade.

"Not a saint."

He tried to lift his left armto touch the beautiful clean face so near his
own, but his hand was tangled in the bindweed, and there was no strength left.
Careful ly Raphael freed the long fingers with their broad, knobbed joints, and



he lifted Dami ano's hand and kissed it.

This time "the smle was a success. "I don't hurt anynore,"” Dam ano said. Then
he closed his eyes and turned his head to one side. Wth his free hand he
scraped at his face, as though to ward off the tongue of an affectionate dog.

"Not now, little dear," he murnured, and gave a quiet sigh
After that the breath did not rise again.
Coda

Al'l through the radiant night an owW flew above the city of Avignon, blotting
H e dust of stars with its passage. It might have been hunting rats, so
purposefully did it circle, and so lowto the ground. But if it was hunting,
then this was a bad night's hunt, for never once did the raptor fold its w ngs
and plumet toward a kill

But the rats of Avignon were not a whol esome food, anyway.

In the third black hour, her heavy talons clutched to one of the teeth of the
spire of the Pope's Chapel. Its dry bird' s body panted and quaked beneath its
pl umpness of feathers and its pinions hung down [inp as tassels, for an oW is
not an al batross, to take its rest in the air.

Saara, also, had not slept much the night before.

No sight, nor sound, nor smell nor touch of him..,

She tried not to think, for it was difficult to think and be an owl at the
same time. Besides, she had spent the hours before sunset thinking, and it had
done her no good.

He had cured the plague. Gaspare said he had cured the plague (which was an

i npossi bl e deed). That he had burned it out of the red-haired girl with flane.
Saara remenbered Dami ano's sweet fire, extinguished in her presence that day,
and she mourned it, not knowing if she nourned the man as well as the magic.
He was not in the pal ace, for she had searched di e pal ace, even to the piled
dead under sheets in the infirmary. That search woul d have been interesting,
had Saara the tine to care, what with the hidden storehouses and hi dden wonen
scattered through the ranmbling work of stone. There were pictures, both
beautiful and curious, and at |east one of the
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Benedi cti ne nuns was born sighted. But she had spent no thought on either the
house or its occupants.

No sight of him no sound...

She had foll owed the ox wagons, and in the shape of a dog, thrust her nose
anong the dead. So many. So many.

Too many peopl e here: neaningl ess, chattering, blind people, whose quotidian
deat hs neant nothing to her.

The little redhead, too, was a creature that nmeant nothing. Wthout brain or
bravery, clinging to that wordy bald nan who had screamed |like a rabbit when
the dog bit him At least they were a pair that matched. Barnyard fow, the
both of them (She thought, perforce, in owish inmges, and opened her beak in
what m ght have been a cruel owlish smle.)

What had Damni ano done to hinself for the sake of that bit of red fluff? So
free with his pity he was, that he m ght have given anything. She recalled his
stricken face when, along the infirmary corridor, one single dying man had
seen them pass. She renenbered how he had cone (a phantom w th huge bl ack
eyes) to Lonbardy, escaping horror and the pain of the |ash.

And she saw himas he had been only one ni ght ago, close above her in the
dark, soft”eyed, snelling of grass.

The ow's talons slipped against the spire of stone, and her shape wavered,
for no ow's body or soul could contain what Saara felt with the i mage of her
young lover filling her mind.

Better not to think. Better, perhaps, to be angry.

At Gaspare's sister? Yes, why not: fat little hen whining, "Death frightens ne
so, Jan. Take ne away fromhere." O at Gaspare hinsel f—anot her squawki ng

chi cken, occasionally turning nasty. Had she traveled and studi ed and suffered



and endured and built her art upon experience, for her life to becone the

pl ayt hi ng of such mannerl ess infants?

She could loll the bitch. Wiy not? She had killed before. The bl ond
unborn-1ooking fell ow would give no fight at all, and Gaspare? To strangle him
woul d be a sizable pleasure

One heavy, scaled foot scraped fl ecks of stone fromthe spire, but then Saara
shuddered. Bits of white feather sailed away in the spring breeze, starlit.
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She wasn't going to kill anyone. That was the owl tal king, not Saara herself.
Never again would she willingly kill, and especially not the redheaded girl
for whom Dam ano had. .

Better not to think

Mad orange eyes stared upward, |ike brass platters set to catch the stars. The
only things above her were the stars, and the strange dead-tree synbol of the
Christian religion, which had been set at the very top of the building.

Dam ano (like Guillerno, |ike Ruggiero) was a Christian. Maybe he was even
nmore of a Christian than the others. Perhaps she ought to ask the help of the
Christian elenerttals in finding him

Saara did not know the proper incantations to address that symbol of crossed

| ogs. She ground her ow -beak and did her best.

O her wings lighted beside her own. "You, Chief of

Eagles," she cried in surprise. "Are you a Christian spirit?"

Raphael was slow in answering. "Anong other things."

In the gl eam of his plumage and the power of his eyes

Saara recogni zed suddenly that force, greater than her

own nmagi ¢, which had hi dden Dami ano from her. The ow

hi ssed |li ke a snake. "Take me to him"

"It is for that | have cone," answered Raphael

The rising sun turned the back of her head to red gold. Saara sat upon the
danp earth with her hands in her lap, hands curled |like an ow's tal ons.
"Didn't you care to bury hin®"

These were the first words she had spoken since seeing the body in the
wheatfield. She did not turn her head to see whet her Raphael was still behind
her .

"I didn't think of it," the angel replied quietly.

"That's all right," grunted Saara. "I'll do it. | have a | ot of experience at
buryi ng people.” Then she added, quite casually, "Way can't | cry, | wonder?"
A wind blew fromthe northwest, nmaking Easter Mnday much col der than all the
previ ous week. Yet the chill could not rmuzzle the courting birds, nor take the
sparkl e fromthe wax-green | eaves of the nearby grapes. In
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the distance a single horse or mule whinnied his presence, answered at great
length by an ass in a field nearby.

Saara felt the bite of the wind and huddl ed against it. She m ght have sl owed
the air, or warmed it, but neither seened worth the eflbrt. "You knew, did you
not, when you led himhere, that | could have saved hi n?"

Raphael sat down beside her. Wthout interest she noted that the spirit did

| ook nore like a man to her than an eagle. She was sure it had not al ways
been' so, for her people knew the Four Eagles of old.

"I knew it. He knew that also," Raphael said. "That is why he bade nme hide him
fromyou."

"From nme?" she asked, and then, out of nowhere, the tears canme. "From ne
especially, he wanted to die hi dden?"

The angel bent his wings around her and they hung in the air not touching, for
his desire to confort warred with the know edge she did not want her confort
to come fromhim "He knew that to save him you woul d have taken the plague
in his stead."

Now her eyes swam over, and the angel dissolved in her vision like a



reflection of the noon in disturbed water. "Yes! | would have been happy to
die in his place. 1| amold, and he i s—was—young. | have had a H e: children

| overs, much travel. It was not pleasant, but it was |long and full of things.

| woul d have been happy.

"Can you tell me..." and Saara took a ragged breath, "that he was happy to die
in the place of that... sister of CGaspare's?"

Raphael sat still. There was no softness in his face as he said, "It was very
hard for himto die. And part of that was because he feared you woul d not
forgive him"

"Not forgive... oh, no." Saara threw herself forward on the earth, so that her
head was only a few inches fromthe abandoned thing inits rich clothing, with
its face covered with | eaves.

But she |l ay passive only for a minute, and turned then on Raphael with newy
mnted anger. "Why did you let himdo that for her? Didn't you know what such
a deed woul d cost?"

Raphael nodded his head. "Yes, | knew " His blue eyes net hers evenly.
"He couldn't have done it but for you!" she cried
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harshly, pulling away fromthe compass of his wings. "Jlut for you | would
have found him But for you, Dami ano would be alive now"

Agai n the angel nodded.

"Wy, then?"

"Because he asked it of ne."

"You were his friend!"

Raphael 's eyes w dened. "I still am"

Saara opened her mouth and cursed Raphael to his face.

H s great wi ngs sank in discouragenment upon the green wheat. Their pinions |ay
all awy. "Please," whispered the angel, "try to understand. | did not want
Dami ano to die. I love him and all he m ght have becone. But what | did was
by his choice, for it was his to choose, not mne. You would have done the
same, Saara, in mny place."

"Ch, would I?" She could think of nothing to say to this, but after a snall
pause she observed, "Perhaps spring is not a bad tinme to die, after all. It is
warm at |east, and one is spared the worst of the flies.

"Maybe | will try it out."”

Raphael straightened. Hi s wi ngs bowed upward in alarm "No, Saara. Pl ease
don't. There is sonething el se Dam ano said, when he spoke of his |ove for
you. He said you were to take care of ne."

"OfF you? You/*" Her head snapped up, framed in di shevel ed brown hair. "Chief
of Eagl es, have you need of anyone's care?"

Then Raphael dropped his eyes. H's beautiful hands folded and refolded in his
| ap, and Saara could see stains of blood and other dirt upon the gossaner

fabric of his garnent. "I might," he adnmitted, and then he gl anced up at her
again with something like enbarrassment in his face. "I think it's possible
that | will, soon. I amnot what | once was."

Dryi ng her eyes, she stared the angel out of countenance. "Yes, | see. You are
smaller, | think. Your light is nore soft. \What happened to you?"

"Dami ano, " replied Raphael wi thout hesitation

She grunted, and then a little grin forced its way onto her face. "I can

believe it. Did he cone to you with an Italian head full of sad songs,
pestering you to do things
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you didn't want to do, taking no denial, but talking, talking, and talking

al ways?"

"Sonmething like that." The angel smled.

Then her gl ance sharpened. "And are you sorry now, after he is dead and fl own
away, while here we sit aU soiled with dirt and crying?"

There was not hi ng but peace on Raphael's face as he answered, "Not at all."



Saara was weaving a green shroud from grasses the angel picked for her, when
she heard (for the second tine in as many days) a conmotion of hooves in the
di stance. She rai sed her head to discover young Gaspare once nore clinging to
the neck of the black Barb gelding like a nmonkey. The horse proceeded by | eaps
and bounds with a clean disregard for property lines. H s el egant black
nostrils gulped air and his tiny fox ears sw vel ed i ndependently. At his side
ran a hound the size of a pony. They were heading, nore or |less, toward Saara.
She rose to greet the boy, who pronptly slid off the animal's withers to the
ground. The dog trotted past her, as did the tall horse.

"I amso glad," began the redhead, with a painful groan. "I had no idea

whet her that cursed bl ack jackass was taking me to ny friends, or to

d oud- Coo- cool and. And that inpossible dogl" Gaspare turned his head in
irritation at the noise the wol fhound had begun: a deep, resonant,

heart breaking how . "Wat is the creature doing now?" He took a step toward

t he ani nal s.

Saara put a restraining hand upon him "No, Gaspare. Don't |ook. Don't go
near. It is deadly for you."

But the dog had uncovered enough. Gaspare had no need to approach further.
"Dam .." He fell to his knees, gasping. "Dead? Is he really dead?"

"Yes.** Saara stepped away, feeling that another person's grief—especially the
grief of a selfish hysterical child |ike Gaspare—woul d tear her apart.

But the boy surprised her with five m nutes of kneeling silence, in which he
stared bl ankly, round-eyed, biting down upon his hand. Then he crawed to his
feet. "lI.. .have nade a very bad bargain," he said in a snmall voice. "W
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great musician for ny slut of a sister. It was not what | asked of him Not at
all.”

"I't wasn't?" asked Saara, feeling her dislike of the boy soften slightly.

Wth a certain dignity he replied, "OF course not. It was nme he was supposed
to ask mat one..." and Gaspare pointed toward Raphael (who stood in his

slightly soiled robe on the far side of the body, conforting the beasts) "to
exchange for Evienne. Me, not him"

And Gaspare's poor silly face grew | onger as he added, "I have a sense of

val ues, after all."

He blinked the tears fromhis big pale eyes. "He—he was..." And then he struck
his fist into his palm "I don't think you really know what he was, lady." H's

gl ance at Saara was once nore arrogant. "To you he was a pleasant fellow to
ticlde under a sheet, hey? And what was better, he m ght make a song about
you, glorifying your name to everyone in Avignon."

Saara had no tine to reply to this unjust accusation, for Gaspare expl oded.
"But what he was, was the bestl The very best in all of Italy and in France
besi des!

"For one year. One little year," Gaspare concluded in a softer voice. He
shrugged. "And that is it, | guess!

"I won't see one like himagain." Gaspare gazed down at the bl ackened and
nmeani ngl ess flesh that had contained his friend, until the Iights of pearl
whi ch were reflected even over that sunken cheek and dead hand caused himto
rai se his eyes.

He stal ked over to Raphael. "Hey. Raphael. | can see you."

The angel was taller than the boy. Slowy he smled down at himand gently he
extended hi s hand.

Gaspare took it less gently, in both of his. He did not return the smle. "You
wer e supposed to give the plague to ne, not him"

The angel did not correct this version of the story.

"You got it wong, So you owe nme sonething," Gaspare decl ared.

Still the angel made no denial, but 'gazed seriously into the |aughable
gooseberry eyes. Gaspare said to him "Teach ne the lute."



