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RE-ENTER THE FIREBRAND IN A NOVEL OF HIGH ADVENTURE
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OUT OF ALL this, said the Borgia, I shall make a net...

In what manner? asked Machiavelli.

Who is the most honest man about me  barring my faithful Bonfadini? asked the duke.

Why, redheaded, fire-eating Tizzo, I suppose, said the Florentine.

He is the net I will use to catch the traitors, one and all!

Thus Tizzo, the Firebrand, is to become a pawn in the hands of the most powerful and unscrupulous prince in Italy, Cesare Borgia. The stakes are high: for the Borgia, control of all Italy; and for Tizzo the safe return of his betrothed, Lady Beatrice... or perhaps a reward more illusive, a touch of the famous Borgia poison.

GEORGE CHALLIS is one of the better-known pen-names of Frederick Faust, whose best-known pseudonym is Max Brand. Born in Seattle in 1892, he rose quickly through the ranks as a very prolific and industrious author. He created the popular character of Dr. Kildare for the motion pictures and wrote so many magazine novels and short stories that he was justly called King of the pulp writers.

More than ninety books have appeared under the name of Max Brand alone, including the well-known Destry Rides Again. Not confined to any one genre, he became equally famous for his novels of adventure and derring-do under the by-line of George Challis.

Shortly before he was killed in the Second World War, it was estimated that he had published some twenty-five million words. This unbelievable wordage approximates a full-length book every three weeks I Readers will find that George Challis is nonetheless an author of skill, authenticity and magnetic readability.


I. JOUSTING MATCH
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CATERINA, COUNTESS SFOBZA-RIABIO, high lady and mistress of the rich, strong town of Forli, was tall, well made, slenderly strong, and as beautiful as she was wise. She used to say that there was only one gift that God had specially denied her, and that was a pair of hands that had the strength of a man in them. But if she had not a mans strength, she had a mans will to power, and more than a mans headlong courage.

She was not quite as cruel as Cesare Borgia, her neighbor to the north who now was overrunning the Romagna with his troops of Swiss and French and trained peasants, but she was cruel enough to be famous for her outbursts of rage and vengeance. That sternness showed in the strength of her jaw and in the imperial arch of her nose, but usually she covered the iron in her nature with a smiling pleasantry.

Three husbands had not been able to age her; she looked ten years younger than the truth. And this morning she looked younger than ever because her peregrine falcon had three times outfooted the birds of the rest of the hawking party and swooped to victory from the dizzy height of the blue sky. The entire troop had been galloping hard over hill and dale, sweeping through the soft soil of vineyards and orchards; crashing over the golden stand of ripe wheat; soaring again over the rolling pasture lands until the horses were half exhausted and the riders nearly spent. Even the troop of two score men-at-arms who followed the hunt, always pursuing short cuts, taking straight lines to save distance, were fairly well tired, though their life was in the saddle.

They kept now at a little distance  picked men, every one, all covered with the finest steel plate armor that could be manufactured in Milan. Most of them were aimed with sword and spear, but there were a few who carried the heavy arquebuses which were becoming more fashionable in war since the matchlock was invented, with the little swiveled arm which turned the flame over the touchhole of the gun, with its priming.

Forty strong men-at-arms  to guard a hawking party! But at any moment danger might pour out at them through a gap in the hills. Danger might thrust down at them from the ravaging bands of the Borgias conquering troops; or might lift at them from Imola; or might come across the mountains from the treacherous Florentines, insatiable of business and territory. Therefore even a hawking party must be guarded, for the countess would prove a rich prize.

The danger was real, and that was why she enjoyed her outing with such a vital pleasure. And now, as she sat on her horse and stroked the hooded peregrine that was perched on her wrist, she looked down the steep pitch of the cliff at whose edge she was halting and surveyed the long, rich sweep of territory which was hers, and still hers until the brown mountains of the Apennines began, and rolled back into blueness and distance.

Her glance lowered. Two men and a woman were riding along the road which climbed and sank, and curved, and rose again through the broken country at the base of the cliff. They were so far away that she could take all three into the palm of her hand. Yet her eyes were good enough to see the wind snatch the hat from the ladys head and float it away across a hedge.

Before that cap had ever landed, the rider of the white horse flashed with his mount over the hedge, caught the hat out of the air, and returned it to the lady.

The countess laughed with high pleasure.

A gentleman and a gentle man, she said. Here, Gregorio! Do you see those three riding down there? Bring them up to me. Send two of the men-at-arms to invite them, and if they wont come, bring them by force. I want to see that white horse; I want to see the man who rides it.

Gregorio bowed to cover his smile. He admired his lady only less than he feared her. And it was a month or two since any man had caught her eye. He picked out two of the best men-at-arms  Emilio, a sergeant in the troop, and Elia, an old and tried veteran of the wars which never ended in Italy as the sixteenth century commenced. This pair, dispatched down a short cut, were quickly in the road ahead of the three travelers, who had stopped to admire a view across the valley.

The lady countess and her companions, gathered along the edge of the cliff, could see everything and yet remain screened from view by the heavy fringe of shrubbery that grew about them.

What they saw was a pretty little picture in action. The two men-at-arms, their lances raised, the bright pennons fluttering near the needle-gleam of the spearheads, accosted the three, talked briefly, turned their horses, took a little distance, and suddenly crouched their spears in the rests, leaned far forward, and rushed straight down the road at the strangers.

Rough  a little rough, said the Countess Sforza-Riario. Those two fellows are unarmed, it seemed to me. That Emilio must be told that there is something more courteous in the use of strangers than a leveled lance.

But here something extremely odd happened, almost in the midst of the calm remark of the lady. For the two men who were assaulted, unarmored as they were, instead of fleeing for their lives or attempting to flee, rode right in at the spearmen!

One drew a long sword, the other a mere glitter of a blade. Each parried or swerved from the lance thrust. He of the long sword banged his weapon down so hard on the helmet of Emilio that the man-at-arms toppled from the saddle, rolled headlong on the ground, and reached to the feet of the horse of the lady.

She was on the ground instantly, with a little flash of a knife held at the visor of the fallen soldier.

Good! said the countess. Oh, excellently good!

She began to clap her hands softly.

The second rider  he on the white horse  had grappled with the hardy Elia. Both of them were whirled from the saddle, but the man-at-arms fell prone, helpless with the weight of his plates of steel, and the other perched like a cat on top of him. His hat had fallen. The gleam of his hair in the bright sunlight was flame-red.

And all in a moment! said the countess, laughing. Two good lances gone in a trice. Roderigo, you should have better men than that in your command.

The captain, scowling, and biting an end of his short mustache, swore that there had been witchcraft in it.

Aye, said the countess. The witchcraft of sure eyes and quick, strong hands. Did you see the lady leap from her horse like a tigress and hold her poniard above the helmet of your friend? Look, now! They are stripping the two of their armor. The big fellow is putting on that of Emilio; the redhead takes that of Elia. Roderigo, take three of your best lances. Down to them again, and let me see them fight against odds, now that they are armed like knights.... Ah, what a glorious day  to go hawking for birds and end by swooping out of the sky at men!

The four men-at-arms were quickly in the saddle and sweeping down the short, steep road; but here the countess found herself too far from the crash and dust of the battle. To gain a nearer view, she galloped after the four leaders, and the armed men, the courtiers, followed in a stream.

Those loud tramplings hardly could fail to be heard by the men in the roadway beneath; in fact, when her ladyship turned the shoulder of the cliff and could look at the scene, she found her four warriors already charging, heads down, lances well in rest, straight in on the pair. And these, in their borrowed armor, with their borrowed lances, galloped to meet the fresh shock.

Six metal monsters, flaming in the sun, they crashed together. The big fellow had lifted one of the men-at-arms right out of the saddle, but the countershock knocked his own horse to its knees; and at that instant the rearmost of the four men-at-arms caught the stranger with a well centered spear that bowled him in his turn out of the saddle and into the dust.

He whose red head was now covered by steel had a different fortune. Riding straight, confident, at the last instant he dropped suddenly to the side, which caused one spear to miss him utterly, while the second glanced off his shoulder. But his own spear caught fairly on a man-at-arms, knocking him over like a ninepin.

This is jousting! cried the countess. Glorious God, these are men!

He of the white horse, his spear shattered to the butt by the shock of the encounter, whirled his white horse about and went hurling against the only one of the men-at-arms who remained mounted. In his hand he swung not a sword but the old battle-ax which the veteran Elia had kept at the bow of his saddle.

In the hand of the rider of the white horse it became both a sword to parry with and a club to strike; a side sweep turned the driving spear of the soldier away, and a shortened hammer-blow delivered with the back of the ax rolled the other fellow on the road. All was a flying mist of dust, through which the countess heard the voice of a girl crying, Well done, Tizzo! Oh, bravely done!

She had ridden to the spot where the larger of the two strangers had fallen, and leaning far down, she helped him, stunned as he was, to his feet. And now, springing instantly into an empty saddle, he unsheathed his sword and prepared for whatever might be before them.

There was plenty of work ahead.

The men-at-arms of the countess, swiftly surrounding the cyclone of dust, were now ranged on every side in a dense semicircle which could not be broken through. And as Tizzo saw this, he began to rein his white horse back and forth, whirling the ax in a dexterous hand as he shouted in a passion of enthusiasm, Ah, gentlemen! We only begin the dance. Before the blood gets cold, take my hand again. Step forward. Join me, gallants!

One of the men-at-arms, infuriated by these taunts, rushed horse and spear suddenly in on Tizzo; but a side twist of the ax turned the thrust of the spear aside, and a terrible down-stroke shore straight through the conical crest of the helmet, through the coil of strong mail beneath, and stopped just short of the skull. The stricken fighter toppled from the saddle and seemed to break his neck in his fall.

Tizzo, still reining his horse back and forth, continued to shout his invitation, but a calm voice said, Bring up an arquebus and knock this bird out of the air.

Not until this point did the lady call out, Stay from him. My friend, you have fought very well.... Pick up the fallen, lads.... Will you let me see your face?

Tizzo instantly raised his visor.

Madame, he said, I should have saluted you before, but the thick weather prevented me.

The countess looked at his red hair and the flame-blue of his eyes.

What are you? she asked.

Some of her men-at-arms were lifting the fallen to their feet and opening their helmets to give them air; by good fortune, not a one of them was very seriously hurt. The huge, heavy rounds of the plate armor had secured them from hurt as, oftentimes, it would do during the course of an entire days fighting.

Defensive armor had outdistanced aggressive weapons. Gun-powder was still in its infancy. The greatest danger that a knight ordinarily endured was from the weight of his armor, which might stifle him when he was thrown from his horse in the midst of a hot battle.

And Tizzo was answering the countess, with the utmost courtesy, I am under the command of an older and more important man, my lady.

He turned to his companion, who pushed up his visor and showed a battered, grizzled face in which the strength of youth was a little softened into folds, but with greater knowledge in his brow to make him more dangerous.

I am going to take the short cut, Tizzo, said the other. The trust is a two-edged knife that hurts the fellow who uses it very often, I know, but heres for it. Madame, I am the Baron Henry of Melrose; this is the noble Lady Beatrice Baglione, sister of Giovan Paolo Baglione; this is my son Tizzo. We are on the road from near Faenza, where weve just escaped from hands of Cesare Borgia, after a breath of poisoned air almost killed me. We are bound back toward Perugia. There is our story.

The countess rode straight to Beatrice and took her by the hands. My dear, she said, Im happy that you escaped from that gross beast of a Borgia. How could I guess that such distinguished strangers were passing through my territory? Come with me into Forli. You shall rest there, and then go forward under a safe-conduct. My Lord of Melrose those were tremendous blows you gave with that sword; Sir Tizzo, you made the ax gleam in your hand like your name. I thought it was a firebrand flashing! Will you come on with me? Some of the rest of you ride forward to the castle. Have them prepare a welcome.... Ah, that Borgia! The black dog has put his teeth in the heart of the Romagna, but hell fight for my blood before he has it!

The countess, talking cheerfully in this manner, put the little procession under way again, and they streamed up the winding road toward the top of the cliff. But all her courtesy was not enough to cover the eyes of Beatrice.

Caterina of Sforza-Riario headed the riders, naturally, and Tizzo was at her right hand, more or less by seeming accident. A little back of the two came Beatrice at the side of Henry of Melrose. And the girl was saying: Do you see how she eyes Tizzo? She is making herself sweet as honey, but I know her.

Shes a famous virago. How can Tizzo be such a fool as to be taken in by her? I dont think shes so very handsome, do you?

The baron looked at her with a rather grim smile for her jealousy. She is not worth one glance of your eyes, Beatrice, he declared. But Tizzo would be a greater fool still if he failed to give her smile for smile. She has three birds in her claws, and if shes angered shes likely to swallow all of us. She never was so deeply in love that she could not wash her hands and her memory of the lover clean in blood. Be cheerful, Beatrice, or you may spoil everything. Smile and seem to enjoy the good weather. Because I have an idea that after the gates of Forli Castle close behind us it will be a long day before we come out again.

They passed over the green uplands, and sank down into the road toward the walled town of Forli. The city itself was a place of considerable strength, but within it uprose the Rocca  or castle on the rock  which was the citadel and the stronghold of the town. No one could be real master of Forli until he had mastered the castle on the rock as well. And young Tizzo, riding beside the countess, making his compliments, smiling on the world, took quiet note of the mouths of the cannons in the embrasures of the walls.

The drawbridge had already been lowered. They crossed it, with the hollow echoes booming beneath them along the moat. They passed under the leaning forehead of the towers of the defense; they climbed up into the enclosed court of the powerful fortress.

Tizzo was the first on the ground to offer his hand to hold the stirrup of the countess. But she, laughing, avoided him, and sprang like a man to the ground. Like a man she was tall  almost the very inches of Tizzo; like a man her eye was bold and clear; and like a man she had power in her hand and speed in her foot. She looked to Tizzo like an Amazon; he could not help glancing past her to the more slender beauty of Beatrice and wondering what the outcome of this strange adventure would be.


II. A DANGEROUS WOMAN
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THE COURTESY OF the countess might be perfect, but it was noticeable that she assigned to the three strangers three rooms in quite different parts of the castle.

The Countess Riario, stepping up and down in her room, said to her maid: You, Alicia  you have seen him  what do you think?

Of whom, madame? asked the maid.

Of the man, you fool, said the countess.

Of which man, madame? asked the maid.

Blockhead, there was only one!

There was a beautiful Venetian stand near by, of jet inlaid with ivory; and the capable hand of the countess gripped the stand now. The maid had saved herself from a fractured skull more than once before this by the speed of her foot in dodging. But she knew a danger when she saw it, and her brain was stimulated.

There was the noble young gentleman who rode with you into the court, madame. There was he, of course. And when he took off his helmet and I saw the gold of his hair

Red  silly chattering idiot  red hair. Would I waste my time looking at golden hair? Insipid nonsense  gold  in the purse, and flame in the head  thats what I prefer!

When I saw the flame of his hair, madame, and the blue of his eyes, I understood that he was a very proper man, though not exactly a giant

Judge a dog by the depth of his bite, not by the length of his muzzle, said the countess. I saw that slenderly made fellow carve the helmet of that Giulio almost down to the skull  the helmet and the coif of mail beneath it!

Jesu! cried the maid.

And with a stroke as light and easy as the flick of a hand, the white hand of an empty girl. He is a man, Alicia. I want to sent him a gift of some sort. What shall it be?... Wait  there is a belt of gold with amethyst studs  have that carried to him at once, and give him my wish that he may rest comfortably after his hard journey and the work of the fighting  ah ha  if you had seen him battling, Alicia! If you had seen him rushing among my men, and tumbling them over as though they were so many dummies that had not been tied in place. The ring of the ax strokes is still in my ears. He tossed the spears aside as though they had been headless straws. It was a picture to fill the heart, Alicia... Why are you standing there like a lackbrain? Why dont you take the belt to him instantly?

I beg the pardon of madame.... You forget that you already have given it to Giovanni degli Azurri.

Ah  ah  that Giovanni?... Is he still in the castle? Is he still in the Rocca?

Madame, you had supper with him last night; and dinner before it; and breakfast in the morning

Did I? That was yesterday. He has a dark skin. I hate a man with a greasy skin. Besides, he talks too much! Here! Take this lute to the noble Tizzo. Tell him it is from my hand, and then well see if he has wit enough to sing a song with it; and through the singing, he may be able to discover that his room is not very far from mine  not very far  hurry, Alicia! Wait  give something to the others. To the baron-let me see  there was a man, Alicia. Ten years younger, and I would not have changed a dozen Tizzos for one such bigshouldered fighter. He jousts like a champion and handles a sword like a Frenchman. Have a good warm cloak of English wool carried to him. And then the girl  I hate silly faces, Alicia. I hate silly, young, witless, thoughtless faces.... Do you think that young Tizzo has an eye for her?

One would call her pretty enough to take a young mans eyes, said the girl.

Pretty enough? Silly enough, you mean to say. Take her a dish of sweetmeats with my compliments. Pretty enough? Look at me, Alicia. Tell my how I appear, now that Im no longer a girl, in the eyes of a man.

Alicia, directly challenged in this manner, fell into a trembling so that her knees hardly would bear her up. Her glance wandered wildly out the window toward the brown and blue Apennines. If she did not tell the truth, she would be beaten; if she did not convey some sort of a compliment, she would be cast out of her sinecure which brought her a better income than any two knights in Forli possessed. The Apennines brought no suggestions into the mind of Alicia. She looked out the opposite window over the plains as far as the distant blue stream of the Adriatic.

Madame, she said, the truth is a thing that ought to be told.

The Countess, at her mirror, viewed herself from a different angle.

Go on, Alicia, tell me the truth, she commanded.

The fact is, madame, that when men see you in the morning they are filled with delight; in the full light of the noonday  a time for which madame the countess doesnt care a whit anyway  a man would think you a very handsome good friend; and in the evening light, madame is always adored.

At noon the wrinkes show, eh? asked the countess.

No, madame, but

The countess turned her head slowly, like a lionness, so that the strength of her chin and th powerful arch of her nose stood in relief against those same blue Apennines beyond the window.

Well she said. Well, run about your business. And dont forget to take the lute.

It was ten minutes later when Alicia, out of breath, tapped at a door in a certain way; and it was opened almost at once by a tall, powerfully built man in early middle age, his beard and mustaches close-cropped to permit the wearing of a helmet, his complexion swarthy, his eyes easily lighted, like a coal of fire when a draught of air blows upon it.

He glanced down the hall above the head of the girl to make sure that she was alone, took her by the elbows, kissed her, and drew her into the room.

Now, Alicia, whats the news? he asked.

She paused for a moment to recover her breath and begin her smiling. She was a pretty girl, with pale tawny hair and only a touch of shrewish sharpness about the tip of the nose and the forward thrust of the chin. By twenty-five or so she already would begin to look like a hag.

Trouble for you, Giovanni, she said. In that lot of people whom the countess picked up while she was hawking, there was a redheaded and blue-eyed young fellow who has caught her eye. She sent me to him with that enameled lute as a present.

The one which I gave to her? exclaimed Giovanni.

The very same one. She never can remember who has given her things, the girl said.

I had better find a way to call the man into a quarrel, said Giovanni. The countess will always forgive what a swordstroke accomplishes honestly.

Yes, of course, said Alicia. And if the stranger should happen to cut your throat, she would bury you today and forget you tomorrow. This Tizzo of Melrose  have you heard about him?

No, said Giovanni.

Well, there is a rumor running about the castle now. One of the men-at-arms was at the taking of Perugia, when Giovan Paolo Baglione returned to the town, and this is the Tizzo who rode beside him. He does strange things with an ax. There is a story that he shore through the chains that blocked the streets of Perugia against the horsemen of the Baglioni.

Cut through the street-chains? With an ax? Impossible! said Giovanni.

Just now, when the fighting men of the countess attacked him he knocked them about, and whacked them off their horses. He is not big, but he strikes terribly close to the life every time he swings his ax; and a sword is like a magic flame in his hands. It burns through armor like a sting of a wasp through the skin of the hand.

Ah? said Giovanni. That sounds like enchantment.

It does. And the countess saw the fighting and is enchanted. Giovanni, have a good care

Hush! said he. Listen!

He held up his hand and began to make soft steps toward the single casement that opened out of his room upon one of the castle courts. Alicia followed him, nodding, for the trembling music of a lute had commenced, and then a mans voice began to sing, not overloudly, one of those old Italian songs which have originated no one knows when or where. Roughly translated, it runs something like this:



What shall I do with this weariness of light?

The day is like the eye of a prying fool

And the thought of a lover is burdened by it.

Only the stars and the moon have wisdom.

Of all the birds there is only a single one,

Of all the birds one who knows that night is the time for song.

And I of all men understand how to wait for darkness.

Oh, my beloved, are you, also, patient?



From the casement, leaning into the deep of it, Giovanni saw a crimson scarf of silk, with a knot tied into the center of it, drop from a window, and as it passed a casement immediately below, a swift hand darted out and caught it. There was only a glimpse of a young fellow with flame-red hair, and gleaming eyes, and laughter. Then he and the scarf he had caught disappeared.

Did you see? said Giovanni, drawing back darkly.

I saw. And I had warned you, Giovanni. Something ought to be done.

Yes, and before night, said he. But if the devil is so apt with weapons  well, there is wine and poison for it, Alicia.

There is, agreed the girl, simply. But still she was held in thought.

What was in that scarf? muttered Giovanni.

A ring  or an unset jewel, with the fragrance of her favorite perfume drenching it. Giovanni, you must send him away.

Aye, but how?

Well, you have a brain and I have a brain. Between the two of us we must devise something. Sit there  sit there still as a stone, and Ill sit here without moving until weve devised something. The air of Italy cannot be breathed without bringing thoughts.


III. BEATRICE CALLS
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TIZZO OF MELROSE, as the day turned into night, whistled through his teeth and did a dance along a crack in the timber floor of his room. His feet fell with no noise, and always, as he bounded forward and backward, they alighted exactly on the line. It was a mere jongleurs trick, but Tizzo, when the humor seized upon him, was merely a jongleur. And one day he wanted to do that same dance high in the air on a tightly stretched rope.

A soft tap at the door stopped the dance. He stood with his balancing arms outstretched for a moment, listening, and heard a soft rustle go whispering down the outer hall and vanish from hearing. After that he opened the door and found on the threshold a little folded missive.

He opened it, and inside found the writing which most quickly made his heart leap. It was the hand of Beatrice  a little more roughly and largely flowing than the writing of that high lady, perhaps, but still so exactly like it that Tizzo did not pause to consider the differences. He kissed the letter twice before he closed the door and then read it. It said:

Tizzo:

There is frightful danger for all of us in the Rocca. But we have found an unexpected friend. Your father and I already have been smuggled out of the castle. We are waiting for you outside the town.

When you receive this letter, go straight down to the eastern court. There you will see a horse covered by a large blanket. It will be your own Falcone. The man leading it will unlock the postern for you. Go quietly through the town, keeping your face covered with your mantle and the blanket on the horse so that you will not be known. On the main road to Imola, beyond Forli, you will reach a farmhouse with a ruined stable beside it. The house will seem to be unoccupied, but go straight in through the front door and call. Your father and I are waiting.

God bless you and keep you. The countess is a devil incarnate. Come quickly.



BEATRICE



Tizzo went quickly.

He clapped on his head his hat with the strong steel lining, belted his sword about him, and was instantly in the corridor. He walked with a free and careless swing. There was nothing about him to indicate that he moved with fear of danger in his mind except the silence of his step, graceful, and padding like the footfall of a cat.

He passed through a great lower hall with the hood of his cloak pulled forward so that his face was shadowed. A door opened. Somewhere music was beginning, the musicians scraping at their instruments as they tuned them. In a very few minutes the countess would be expecting to receive her guests for the great banquet.

But Beatrice was no rattlebrained girl. And if Henry of Melrose had consented to flee from the castle like a thief, then it was certain that the Countess Riario was a mortal danger to them, all three.

That was the thought of Tizzo as he passed out into the eastern court, where he saw not a living soul. He looked up at the windows, most of them dark, a few faintly illumined by the steady glow of lamps in the lower rooms, and of flickering torches above. Then, in a farther corner, something stirred. A man leading a draped horse stepped out into the pallid starlight and Tizzo went straight to him. When he was closer, the blanketed horse lifted head and whinnied, a mere whisper of sound. But it told Tizzo louder than trumpets that this was Falcone.

The fellow who led the stallion gave the strap instantly into Tizzos hand. Not a word was spoken. The man who was a tall figure wrapped up to the brightness of his eyes in a great mantle, fitted a key into the small postern gate. The lock turned with a dull, rusty grating; the door opened; over the narrow of the causeway Tizzo led the horse.

Whom do I thank? he murmured as he went through the gate.

But the postern was shut quickly, silently behind him.

An odd touch of suspicion came up in the heart of Tizzo; and at this moment he heard the whining music of strings come from a distant casement with such a sense of warmth and hospitality and brightness about it that he could not help doubting the truth of the letter of Beatrice.

This hesitation did not endure a second. He was on the back of Falcone again, his sword was at his side, his dagger was in his belt, and if only he could have in his grasp, once more, that woodsmans ax with its head of the blue Damascus steel, he would have felt himself once more a man free and armed against the perils of the world. However, the thought of Beatrice and of his father expanded before him pleasantly.

He jogged the stallion through bystreets. They were dark. Once a door opened and a tumult of voices, a flare of torches poured out into the street, brawling and laughter together; but Falcone galloped softly away from this scene and carried his master safely out of the town onto the broad surface of the famous road which slants across the entire north of Italy.

A moon came up and helped him to see, presently, a ruined farmhouse fifty steps from the edge of the pavement; the roof of the stable beside the house had fallen in through two-thirds of its length. The house itself had settled crookedly toward the ground. The windows were unshuttered. The door lay on the ground, rotted almost to dust.

Tizzo dismounted at this point, and walked forward a little gingerly. The long black of his shadow wavered before him with each step he made over the grass-grown path; and that shadow like a ghost lay on the broken floor of the old house, slanting into it as Tizzo stood at the threshold.

Beatrice! he called.

The sound of his voice traveled swiftly through the place, came emptily back to him in an echo.

He stepped a few strides forward. Through the door, through two windows, the moon streamed into the interior. He could make out a pile of rubbish that had fallen from the wreck of half the ceiling; a huge oil jar stood in a corner; he could make out, dimly, the outlines of the fireplace.

Beatrice! he called again.

Here! shouted a man behind him. And at once: At him, lads, before his swords out  in on him from every side

Three men were rushing through the doorway full upon him, the moon flashed on their morions, on their breastplates and the rest of their half-armor such as foot soldiers usually were equipped with. They came in eagerly with shields and swords, the sort of equipment which the Spanish infantry were making famous again in Europe.

Tizzo whipped out his sword so that it whistled from the sheath. If he could get through them to the door, Falcone was outside, but only a ruse would take him that far. He ran at them with his sword held above his head, shouting a desperate cry, as though with his unarmored body he would strive to crush straight through them. And they, all as anxious to drive their weapons into him, thrust out with one accord.

He was under the flash of their swords, hurling himself headlong at their feet. Once before he had saved his life by that device. Now he was kicked with terrible force in the stomach and ribs.

The fellow who had tripped over him fell headlong, crashing. Another had been staggered and Tizzo, as he gained his knees, thrust upward at the back of the mans body. A scream answered that stroke. A scream that had no ending as the man leaped about the room in a frightful agony.

And Tizzo, gasping, breathless, rose to face the attack of the third soldier.

The strokes of the short sword might be parried; but the shield gave the man a terrible advantage and he used it well, keeping himself faultlessly covered as he drove in, calling at the same time, Up, Tomaso! Up! Up! Alfredo, stop screeching and strike one blow, you dog. Take him behind! Have you forgot the money thats waiting for us? Are fifty ducats thrown into our laps every day?

Alfredo had stopped his dance, but now he lay writhing on the floor; and still that horrible screeching cut through the ears, through the brain of Tizzo.

He saw Tomaso lurching up from the floor. His sword and shield would put a quick end to this battle of moonlight and shadow, this obscure murder.

Tizzo with his light blade feinted for the head of the third soldier; the shield jerked up to catch the stroke which turned suddenly down and the point drove into the leg of the fellow above the knee. He cursed; but instinct made him lower his shield toward the wound and in that moment the sword of Tizzo was in the hollow of his throat.

He fell heavily forward, not dead, fighting death away with one hand and striving to hold the life inside his torn throat with the other. Tizzo snatched up the fallen shield and faced Tomaso, who had been maneuvering toward the rear of the enemy to make a decisive attack.

Mother of Heaven! groaned Tomaso. What? Both down?

The screeching of Alfredo turned into frightful, long-drawn groaning sounds that came with every long, indrawn breath. Tomaso fell on his knees.

Noble master! Mercy! he said.

He held up sword and shield.

By the blood of God, said Tizzo, I should put you with the other two. But I was born a weak-hearted fool.

Drop your sword and shield and I may give you your life if you tell the truth.

The sword and buckler instantly clattered on the floor.

I swear  the pure truth  purer than the honor of

Keep good names out of your swines mouth, said Tizzo. Stand up.

The soldier arose and Tizzo, stepping back, leaned on his sword to take breath. He saw the man who had been stabbed in the throat now rise from the floor, make a staggering stride, and fall headlong. He who lay groaning turned, lay on his face, and began to make bubbling noises.

Do you hear me, Tomaso? asked Tizzo.

With my soul  with my heart! said Tomaso.

Who was to pay you the fifty ducats?

Giovanni degli Azurri.

Ah? said Tizzo. He looked back in his mind to the dark face and the bright eyes of the man who had appeared at the table of the countess for the midday meal. In what manner had he offended Giovanni degli Azurri? Undoubtedly the fellow was acting on the orders of the countess.

Tell me, Tomaso, he asked, what is the position of Giovanni degli Azurri in the castle of the countess?

How can I tell, lord? He is one of the great ones. That is all that I know, and he showed us fifty ducats of new money.

Fifty ducats is a large price for the cutting of a throat.

Highness, if I had known what a great heart and a noble

Be silent, said Tizzo, freshening his grip on the handle of his sword.

He had to pause a moment, breathing hard, to get the disgust and the anger from his heart.

This Giovanni degli Azurri, he said, is one of the great ones of the castle, and a close adviser of the countess?

He is, signore.

The thing grew clear in the mind of Tizzo. The countess already knew that he and his father had parted from the Borgia with sword in hand. Would it not be a part of her policy to conciliate the terrible Cesare Borgia, therefore, by wiping an enemy out of his path? But she would do it secretly, away from the castle. Otherwise, the thing might come to the ears of the High and Mighty Baglioni of Perugia, who would be apt to avenge with terrible thoroughness the murder of their friend.

And Henry of Melrose? Beatrice Baglione? What would come to them?

It was a far, far cry to Perugia. Help nearer at hand must be found to split open the Rocca and bring out the captives alive.

He began to remember how, to please the fair countess, he had accepted the lute from her and sung her the love song. And a black bitterness swelled in his heart; a taste of gall was in his throat.


IV. THE MESSENGER
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HIS NAME WAS Luigi Costabili; his height was six feet two; his weight was two hundred; the horse that carried him was proud of the burden. Luigi Costabili wore a jacket quartered with the yellow and red colors of Cesare Borgia, with Cesare written across the front and across the back. His belt was formed like a snake. He wore a helmet on his head and a stout shirt of mail.

His weapons were his sword, his dagger, and the pike which infantry used to defy cavalry charges. It was not quite the weight or the balance to serve as the lance of a knight, but still it could offer a formidable stroke or two in practiced hands  and the hands of Luigi Costabili were very practiced. Among the enrolled bands of the Romagnol peasantry who followed the Borgia there was not a finer specimen than Costabili. He knew his own worth even better than he knew his masters. Therefore he paid little heed to the slender man who rode out onto the Faenza highway on a white stallion. But when the stranger came straight on toward him, Luigi Costabili lifted his pike from his foot and stared, then lowered the weapon to the ready.

The stranger had red hair and bright, pale blue eyes, like the blue one sees in a flame. When he was close to Luigi he called out, in the most cheerful and calm voice imaginable, Defend yourself! and drew a sword.

Defend myself? Ill split you like a partridge! said Luigi.

And he let drive with his pike. He had practiced a maneuver which the master of arms said was infallible. It consisted of a double feint for the head, followed with a hard drive straight for the body. Luigi used that double feint and thrust with perfect adroitness and facility, but the sword did a magic dance in the hand of the other; the pike was slipped aside, and the white horse, as though it was thinking on behalf of its master, sprang right in to the attack. He was far lighter than the charger Luigi bestrode, but he drove his shoulder against the side of Luigis big brown gelding with such force that man and rider were staggered.

Luigi dropped the pike, caught for the reins, snatched out his dagger, and then had his right arm numbed by a hard stroke that fell on it below the shoulder.

If that blow had been delivered with the edge, Luigi would have been a man without a right arm and hand during the rest of his days; but the whack was delivered with the flat of the blade only and the result was merely that the dagger dropped from the benumbed fingers of the big soldier.

He looked down the leveled blade of the redheaded man and felt that he was blinded. Helplessness rushed over him. Bewilderment paralyzed him as effectively as though he had been stung by a great wasp. So he sat without attempting resistance and allowed a noosed cord to be tossed over him and his arms cinched up close against his sides.

A turn of the cord about the pommel of the saddle secured him as efficiently as though he were a truss of hay.

What is your name? asked the stranger.

Luigi Costabili, said the peasant, and God forgive me!

God will forgive you for being Luigi, said the other. Do you know me?

I know the trick you have with your sword, said Costabili.

I am Tizzo of Melrose, said the stranger.

Costabili closed his eyes. Then I am a dead man, he frowned.

Luigi, how do you come to ride such an excellent horse?

It was given to me by the Duke of Valentinois himself, said Luigi, because I won the prize at the pike drill of the whole army.

He is going to give you a greater gift than that, said Tizzo, if you will carry safely and quickly to him a letter that Ill put in your hands.

I shall carry it as safely as a pigeon, highness, said poor Luigi. But you  pardon me  you are not Tizzo. He is half a foot taller than you.

I am Tizzo, was the answer, accompanied by a singular little smile and a glint of the eye that made Luigi stare.

Yes, highness, he said. You are whatever you say, and I am your faithful messenger.

Luigi, if I set you honorably free and let you have your weapons, will you do as you promise and ride straight to the duke?

Straight, my lord! Straight as an arrow flies or as a horse can run.... Tizzo... the captain himself!

The last words were murmured.

In the Rocca of the town of Forli, Caterina Sforza strode up and down a tower room with the step of a man. Anger made her eyes glorious, her color was high. She looked what she was  the most formidable woman that ever gripped a knife or handled thoughts of a sword. Her passion had risen high but still it was rising.

Most of the time she glared out the casements toward the sea on one side and toward the mountains on the other; only occasionally did she sweep her eyes over the figures of the two who were before her, their hands and their feet weighted down with irons. Henry of Melrose carried his gray head high and serenely. But his jaw was set hard and his eyes followed the sweeping steps of the virago. The Lady Beatrice, on the other hand, looked calmly out the window toward the mountains and seemed unconscious of the weight of the manacles that bound her. She maintained a slight smile.

Treachery! said the Lady of Forli, panting out the words. Treachery and treason!

The men-at-arms who remained in a solid cluster just inside the door of the room stirred as they listened, and their armor clashed softly. Giovanni degli Azurri, their leader, actually gripped his sword and looked at the big Englishman as though he were ready to rush at him with a naked weapon.

One of you or both of you know where the sneaking, hypocritical, lying thief has gone and how he managed to get out of the castle, cried Caterina Sforza.

If my son is a thief, said the Baron of Melrose, will you tell us what he stole?

My smallest jewel case with my finest jewels in it! declared the countess.

Here the eyes of Giovanni degli Azzuri glanced down and aside suddenly. And the corners of his mouth twitched slightly.

A great emerald, two rubies, and a handful of diamonds! said the countess. Gone  robbed from me  stolen  by a half-breed dog! A half-breed dog!

She stopped and stamped, and glared at the Englishman. His color did not alter as he answered without heat, You have tied up my hands with iron, madame. But even if you had not, in my country a man can not resent a womans insult.

A scoundrel! cried the countess. I could see it in his face. A sneaking, light-footed, quick-handed thief! Ah, God, when I remember the red heart of fire in the biggest of my rubies... and gone... gone to an adventuring, smiling, singing, damned mongrel! But Ill tear it out of you! The executioner knows how to tear conversation out of the flesh of men. Stronger men than Henry of Melrose have howled out their confessions, and Ive stood by and listened with my own ears  and laughed  and listened  and laughed. Do you hear me?

I hear you, madame, said the big Englishman, He looked steadily, gravely, toward the sinister grin on the face of Giovanni degli Azzuri.

Will you tell me now, demanded the countess, where Tizzo has gone? Or must the rack stretch you first? Will you tell me what poisonous treason enabled him to get out of my castle without permission?

Could no one else have let him go? asked Melrose.

Giovanni degli Azzuri, said the countess. She turned and fixed a blazing eye on the face of her favorite.

But Giovanni smiled and shook his head. Is it likely that Id steal the jewels of your highness and give them to that redhead? he asked. Had I any special reason for loving him?

No, declared the countess, convinced suddenly and entirely. No, you had no reason. But treachery was somewhere in this castle. Treachery is still here, so complete that it is trusted in. So complete that one of them sneaks away with his theft and two of the others remain behind  confident that they can flee away when they please  God  I stifle when I think of it! I am made a child  a child

She strode across the room and buried her grip in the bright hair of Beatrice. A jerk of her hand forced the head of the girl back, but it did not alter her expression, which remained calm, half-smiling.

If the Englishman has the strength to hold out in the torture-room, said the countess, how long will your courage last, eh? How long before you will be squealing and squawking and yelping out everything you know?

Try me, then, said the Lady Beatrice. Take me down, quickly. Heat the pincers. Oil the wheels of your rack.

The countess relaxed her grip and stepped back. She began to stare with narrowed eyes into the face of the girl.

Theres as much as this in you, is there? she asked.

I am the sister of Giovan Paolo Baglione, said the girl. And I shall be the wife of Tizzo. And what can you rats of the Romagna do to the old Perugian blood?

The countess struck with a powerful hand, twice. The blows knocked the head of Beatrice from side to side. Her hair loosened and rushed down, streaming over her shoulders; but her eyes were undimmed.

What a fool you are! she said to Caterina Sforza. Do you think that you can break me with your own hands? Take me to the wheel. Stand by and watch the rack stretch me. Then use the bar and break me, while I laugh in your face  and sing  and laugh!

Take her! Now! Take her! Giovanni, drag her by the hair of the head down to the dungeon rooms.

Giovanni degli Azurri made two or three eager steps across the room before the sudden thunder of the voice of Melrose shocked him to a pause.

Do you forget the Baglione? Melrose shouted. Do you know that Perugian banners will be flying all around your town of Forli within a month? Do you know that when the walls of the Rocca are breached a river of blood will run out of the gap? I say, for the two blows that have struck her face, two hundred of your men will die, madame!

The countess stared curiously at Melrose, half her passion almost instantly gone.

Take the girl  but not by the hair of the head, she said to Giovanni degli Azurri. And now away with you. Let me stay here a moment with the baron, alone.

The girl walked uncompelled toward the stairs. From the head of them she smiled back over her shoulder toward Melrose.

Well find each other again, she said.

We shall, by the grace of God, said the baron.

Id put a quicker trust in Tizzo, said Beatrice, and then the crowd of mailed fighting men formed about her and their descending steps passed down the stairs. Giovanni degli Azurri, going down last, called out, Are you safe with him, alone?

The countess pulled from her girdle a dagger with a seven-inch blade, the fight dripping from its keenness like water from a melting icicle. This is enough company for me, she said. See the girl safely locked up before you come back.

When Giovanni was gone, she turned to Melrose again. The last of her passion was falling away from her, though she still breathed deep.

My lord, she said to Melrose, what was the mother of Tizzo?

An angel out of the bluest part of heaven, he answered.

Is the thiefs blood in you, then?

He would no more steal from a woman than he would lie to the face of the Almighty, said the Baron.

But the jewels are gone, said the countess, and he has gone with them  and behind him he leaves in my grip his father and his lady. You, my lord, are a brave man; but your son is a dog. I prove it to you by the things he has done. Can you make an answer?

The face of the baron grew very pale. He said: Madame, what you say seems to be true. He was here  and now he is gone. I tell you my answer. You see my right hand. Well, this hand is not such a true servant to me, or so close to my blood, as my son is. That is all I can say.

So? said the countess. Well  perhaps you are right. Perhaps you are right. But your face is a little too white, my lord. I think that strange things are happening in the Rocca and that you know something about them. And the executioner will ask you questions on the rack. I am sorry to say it. You have an old head and a young eye. I am very sorry for you. But  your blood in your own son condemns you.... If I could put hands on him, I would eat his heart  raw! And I shall have my hands on him. Youve heard me shouting and raging like a fool. But I can be quiet, also. You will see that I keep to my promise, letter by letter.

Madame, said Melrose, I am young enough to be afraid of you; but I am old enough not to be afraid of death.

She looked at him with a smile that was almost pleasant.

I like that, she said. Theres something neat in what you say. Will you speak as well when youre on the rack?

I hope so, he answered.

Go before me down the stairs, then, said the lady. For once be discourteous to a lady and walk before her. Thank you. Im sorry that the irons make your step so short.... Take care, my lord, and dont let yourself fall on the stairway.... What a pity if such a wise and elderly gentleman should be hurt by a fall, in my house!

She began to laugh, and the sweet echoes of her laughter ran before them down the steep stairs and came softly back from below.


V. TIZZOS OFFER
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CESARE BORGIA, THE Duke of Valentinois, lay on his back in the sun with a mask over the slightly swollen deformity of his upper face, his eyes closed, his attention fixed on nothing but the stir of the wind in the grass about him, and the clean fragrance of moist earth and flowers, and the weight of the suns heat pressing down upon him, soaking through his clothes, through his body.

Beside him, always standing erect, was Alessandro Bonfadini, the pallor of whose face would never be altered by all the sunshine that pours out oceans of gold over Italy every summer. Men said that his body was so filled with the poisons which he took as preventatives in the service of his dangerous master that neither sun nor air could work upon him as it worked upon other men. It was even said that, when he sat in a perfectly dark room, a dim halo was visible creeping out of his skin  a thin, phosphorescent glimmering which could be just noted. So that he seemed, in the darkness, like a ghost of a ghost.

And even in the broad daylight, one could not look at his cadaverous face without thinking of death.

The door to the walled garden of the tavern opened. An armored soldier called, Bonfadini! Bonfadini!

Bonfadini turned and waved a hand to command silence. But the soldier persisted: A message from Captain Tizzo...

The Borgia leaped suddenly to his feet.

From Captain Tizzo? he exclaimed. Bring the man to me instantly.

He went striding off with great steps, a huge man startlingly powerful the moment he was in motion. Through the silk of his hose, the big calf muscle slipped or bulged like a fist being flexed and relaxed.

Before him, voices called orders that were repeated far away. And Bonfadini ran to keep close to his master.

They were halfway through the garden before Luigi Costabili appeared, with the dust of his hurried ride still white on his uniform. He was busily trying to dust off that white when he saw the duke and fell on his knees.

Get up and dont be a fool, said the Borgia. Soldiers kneel to their king or their god; but in the Romagna my men in armor kneel to nothing but a bullet or a sword-stroke. Stand up, and remember that you are a man. Have you seen Captain Tizzo?

I have here a letter from him. I met him on the high road, said Luigi.

Why didnt you arrest the traitor and bring him here? asked the Borgia.

His voice was not angry, but the peasant turned a greenish white.

My lord, I tried to arrest him  but I was prevented

You had bad luck with him and his sword, said the Borgia. Well, other people have had bad luck with that will-o-the-wisp. Bonfadini, read the letter to me.... Was Captain Tizzo alone? On the white horse, Falcone? Was he well?

Alone, my lord  there was no one with him  he seemed  I dont know, my lord. He doesnt seem like other men.

He is not like other men, agreed the Borgia. Because you brought me a letter from him, here is five ducats....

My lord, I thank you from my heart; you are very kind.

... and because you failed to bring the man himself  holla! Lieutenant! Catch this fellow and give him a sound flogging!

Poor Luigi was led off.

Read! Read! said the Borgia, and began to walk up and down in a great excitement.

The white face of Bonfadini, unalterable as stone, slowly pronounced the words of the letter.

My noble lord: I left you the other night in such a hurry that I hardly had time to tell you why I was going. And certainly I did not know where. The only thing that was obvious was that my father was fighting for his life, and then running for his life. Since then, Ive heard something about a moonlight night, a dead cat, and poison in the air. It seems that my father, not knowing as I do the excellent heart of your highness, grew a little excited

Good! said the Borgia. Not knowing as he does, eh? Ah, Bonfadini, there is a red devil on the head and in the heart of that Tizzo that pleases me. I wish I might have him back with me again.

Would it be wise, my lord, since he knows that his own father was almost poisoned in your house?

But not by my orders, perhaps. Who can tell?

Yes, said Alessandro Bonfadini, who can tell?

Continue the reading.

Bonfadini went on: First he warned Lady Beatrice to leave the tavern. His mind was half bewildered by the effects of the poison. He looked for me, failed to find me, and then went on with the next part of his program, blindly. You, my lord, were to die. He went straight to your room, broke into it, and, at the moment when I heard you call for help, was about to cut the head of your serene highness from your noble neck. You may recall the moment when I got to the spot. It was one thing to realize

True! said the duke. Very true, Alessandro. When he ran in, I was on one knee, desperate. The big Englishman fenced like a fiend. But when Tizzo flashed in between us, and took up the fight  even Tizzo could not win quickly, however. Have I showed you how they leaped at one another? Until by the flashing of their own swords, I suppose, they recognized one another  otherwise it would have been a sweet bit of family murder in my room that night!

The duke began to laugh.

Shall I continue, my lord? asked the cold voice of the poisoner.

Get on! Get on! said the Borgia. It warms my heart even to think of that cat-footed, wild-headed, fire-brained Tizzo. Was there ever a name so apt? The spark  the spark of fire  the spark that sets a world on fire  thats what he is!

The poisoner read: However, the three of us managed, as you know, to escape from the hands of your men; we rode like the devil across country and found ourselves in the morning of the next day surrounded by the men-at-arms of the Lady of Forli. You know her, of course. Shes a big creature, handsome, with a good, swinging step, and a hearty laugh and an eye that brightens wherever it touches. But a twist of strange circumstances made her decide that I would be better under ground than above it. Unlike your tactful self, she used three murderers instead of a whiff of poisoned fragrance on a moonlight night. However, the moon helped me. I danced with the three of them till two fell down and the third was willing to talk. He told me a story that leaves my blood cold and my skin crawling.

My lord, I am safely out of Forli. But inside of it remain the two people I love  my father and my lady. To ride to Perugia is a long journey; and it would take them a long time to attack Forli from that distance.

But your highness is within arms stretch of Forli. You easily can find the will to attack the place. It is just the sort of a morsel that would slip most easily down your throat. The Rocca, if you havent seen it, is an excellently fortified place, but your cannon will breach its walls. However, what I hope is that a night march, a night attack might sweep all clean. And God will give me the claws of a cat to climb those walls and come to the help of my lady.

Do you need to be persuaded further? Is not my lords heart already twice its usual size? Is not your mouth watering and your brain on fire?

Well, I can offer nothing of great value, because I have spent my fortune as fast as it was showered on me. I hate to use pockets or hang purses around my neck, and therefore I have no place to carry money.

However, my lord, I have one thing remaining, and it shall be yours. Will you have it? Two hands, two feet, and a heart that will never weaken in your service.

For how long shall I serve you? That, my lord, is a bargaining point. The devil might demand my service for life. But the Borgia, perhaps, will let me off with three months. For three months, my lord, I am at your beck and call, but there are certain slight conditions that I would like to make and certain little Borgian duties which I would avoid as, for instance,



item... stabbing in the back



item... poison in wine or elsewhere



item... midnight murder in the dark.



but otherwise, I am completely yours.

If my lord chooses me and my service on these terms, he may ride out of the tavern and take the road toward Forli. I shall be waiting to meet him if he is accompanied by not more than two men-at-arms.

Ever my lords faithful servant and obedient friend  Tizzo.

The Borgia began to laugh again. Where is the Florentine secretary? he asked. Where is Machiavelli? Call him down to me here and let me have his advice on this letter and its writer. This Machiavelli has a young brain but a good one.

Accordingly, a young man dressed all in black entered the garden a moment later. He was of a middle size, and when he took off his hat to the duke, he showed a head of rather small dimensions, covered with glistening black hair. His lips were thin and secret. Perhaps it was they that gave a slight touch of the cat to his face. His eyes were very restless, very bright.

Niccolô, said the duke, here is a letter. Read it and tell me what to think of the writer.

Machiavelli read the letter half through, raised his head to give one bright, grave look to the duke, and then continued to the end.

After that he said, without hesitation, If this is an elderly adventurer, Id have him put out of the way as soon as possible; if it is a low-born man, have him thoroughly flogged where ten thousand men may hear him howl; but if he is young and well-born, I would attach him to me at any price.

Good! said the Borgia. Machiavelli, you have a brain that the world will hear from one day. There is something about you that pleases me beyond expression.... Do you notice that he is willing to meet me if I dont bring with me more than two men-at-arms? Thats characteristic of this Tizzo. If the odds are only three to one, he feels at home.... Horses! Horses! Machiavelli, you and Bonfadini alone shall ride out with me to meet this redheaded fellow!


VI. A BARGAIN IS STRUCK
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THEY RODE STRAIGHTAWAY from the tavern, the duke giving orders for the company of Tizzos Romagnol infantry to be gathered at once. And with that word the Borgia rode on behind, between Machiavelli and Alessandro Bonfadini. In his hand, Cesare Borgia carried a naked ax that looked like the common ax of a woodsman, except that the color of the steel was a delicate blue. They had not gone down the road for a mile when something white flashed behind them from a tuft of willows and a rider on a white stallion was in the way to their rear.

The Borgia called out, and waved the ax over his head. Thats Tizzo, he said. As wary as a cat, and as dangerous as a hungry tiger. I tell you, Machiavelli, that if he thought any great purpose would be served by it, he would ride at us and put his single hand against the three of us.

He may be a very sharp tool, said Machiavelli, but he will be in the hand of a very great artisan.

At this, the Borgia smiled. He rode out ahead of the other pair, and Tizzo came to meet him, doffing his hat, then closing to take the hand of the Duke of Valentinois. The duke kept that hand in a great grasp.

Now, Tizzo, he said, I have you. I accept your own terms. Three months of service. And this evening I start with my army for Forli. It is, as you suggest, a morsel of exactly the right size to fit my throat. But what if that hard-hearted devil of a Caterina Sforza murders her prisoners before we can storm the walls of the castle?

Aye, said Tizzo, I had thought about that, too. What other chance can I take, though?

Here is Bonfadini whom you remember well, said the duke.

My father remembers him better, however, said Tizzo, looking grimly at the stone-white face of the poisoner.

And here is my friend and adviser, good Niccolô Machiavelli. He has come from Florence to look into our ways.

He will find many wonderful things, said Tizzo, dryly.

But the Borgia merely laughed, for his spirits seemed high from the moment he had read the letter of Tizzo. Ride on ahead of us, he said to Tizzo. There are your Romagnol peasants that you were forming into good soldiers. They havent forgotten you. Go on to them. Theyre good fellows and they love you.

A swarm of the peasants, bright in the red and yellow quarterings of the Borgia, had poured across the road from the tavern. Tizzo galloped his white horse toward them and was greeted by a loud shouting of Duca! Duca! in honor of the duke, followed by a thundering roar for Tizzo, the captain.

Now that youve seen him, said the duke to Machiavelli, what do you think of him?

The young statesman said, That is the sort of a sword that I would leave in the scabbard until there was straightforward work to do.

Perhaps. His men love him. Do you see them swarming, and throwing up their hands in his honor? Now they have him off his horse and carry him on their shoulders.... He has taught them to shoot straight, fence and obey orders. They love him because he has made them stronger men. I tell you, Niccolo, the day may come when every Italian will love me because I have made Italy a strong nation.

The virtues of age, said Machiavelli, outweigh the sins of youth, always. Today is greater than all the yesterdays.

They still shout themselves hoarse. I knew they were fond of him, but this is devotion. Such a man could be a dangerous force in an army, Niccolô.

When a tool has accomplished its purpose, said Machiavelli, it should be broken before it is thrown away.

The Borgia glanced aside at him, and then, slowly, smiled. Bonfadini was smiling also.

That blue-headed ax of steel which the Borgia had carried to the meeting on the road by Faenza was once more in the hands of Tizzo. His sword was at his side. The white horse stepped lightly beneath him. He was not cased from head to foot in complete steel, as most mounted soldiers were, but wore merely an open helmet, or steel cap, with a breastplate and shoulder-pieces. Equipped in this light manner, he was a lighter burden for his horse when he rode and, on the ground, those quick-thinking feet of his would be able to dance more swiftly.

The dance itself would not be long in starting.

The dawn had not yet commenced but it would not be long delayed; and Tizzos peasant soldiery, armed with arquebuses and pikes and short swords, moved behind him with a steady thrumming of feet.

He had been given the vanguard; a mile back of him came the French soldiers with the famous Swiss pikemen behind them; and last of all, at such a distance that the rumbling of its wheels could not be heard, moved the clumsy artillery which might have to batter down the gates of the town if Tizzo could not take them with the first rush.

Another rumbling, a growing thunder, was beginning to come down the road at a walking pace toward Forli, and Tizzo reined back his horse to ask what the noise might be.

The carts of the farmers bringing in produce for the markets, said one of the peasant soldiers. They load their carts in the evening, and they start in the darkness so as to get to Forli just before daybreak. The market must be opened at sunrise, you see.

Carts  sunrise  produce. Perhaps those carts will carry something more than vegetables when they get through the gates of Forli. Down in that ditch, every man of you. Do you hear? If one of you stirs, if one of you coughs or sneezes, if one of you allows the head of a single pike to shine in the moonlight, Ill have that mans head on the ground at my feet.

He saw his column sink down out of sight into the ditch. And suddenly he was alone in the road with the brilliant moonlight flooding about him and Forli lifting its gilded shoulders in the distance.

He could see the fort of the Rocca looming above the city.

Surprise such a place with a hundred men? He felt as though he had empty hands.

He passed on a short distance toward the town, then turned his horse and let it jog softly back up the road. The carts were in view, now, a whole score of them trudging along, the owners walking at the heads of the horses, the carts piled high with all sorts of country produce; the squealing of pigs sounded, and now and then the drowsy cackling and cawing of disturbed chickens as the carts rolled over a deeper rut or struck a bump with creaking axles.

Tizzo held up his hand when he came to the first cart.

Halt there, friend! he commanded.

Halt yourself and be hanged, said the Romagnol. Were already late for Forli. What puts you on the road so far from a warm bed at this time of the morning?

Two or three of the other peasants ran up with clubs in their hands to join in any altercation that might follow, but Tizzo knew these hardy Romagnols too well to interfere with them in this fashion. He reined the white horse aside and called out: Up, lads, and at them!

The thing was ended in one rush, Tizzos voice calling, Hands, only! No daggers or swords! Dont hint them, boys!

So it was done, in a moment; the tough Romagnols, overwhelmed by numbers, were quickly helpless, and over the brief babbling noises could be heard only the voices of several of the farmers wives, crowing out their laments as they sat up on the tops of the loaded carts.

Tizzo brought quiet.

He rode up and down the line, saying cheerfully, Friends, you have been robbed and cheated and taxed by the Countess Sforza-Riario for a good many years. Here I am with some of the men of the duca. If I open the gates of the town with your help, it will belong to Cesare Borgia before midday. Do you hear me?

A man growled out the short answer: Why change one robber for another?

The Duke of Valentinois and the Romagna does not rob peasants, said Tizzo.

All dukes are robbers, said a peasant.

Of course they are, answered Tizzo, chuckling, but this one only robs the lords and ladies and lets the peasant alone. For the food that his troops need, he pays hard cash.

The readiness of this reply and the apparent frankness of it brought a laugh from the peasants.

I leave you your cartloads unharmed, said Tizzo. I put a ducat in the hand of every man of you. I leave your women behind you on the road, here. I throw a few of my men into each cart, and we roll on through the gates. Do you hear? If we pass the gates unchallenged, all is well. If one of you betrays us, we cut your throats. Is that a bargain?

And one of the peasants answered with a sudden laugh, Thats a soldiers true bargain. Come on, friends! Id as soon shout Duca! as yell Riario! Lets take the bargain; because we cant refuse it!


VII. TORTURE
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CATERINA, COUNTESS SFORZA-RIABIO, gathered a big woolen peasants cloak more closely about her and raised the lantern so that she could see better the picture before her. It was the Baron of Melrose, naked except for a cincture, and lashed up by the hands so that his toes barely rested on the floor. In this posture he could support his entire weight only for a few moments on the tips of his toes, after which the burden of his body depended from his wrists.

He had been lashed there long enough to be close to exhaustion and now a continual tremor ran through his body, and the big muscles of his legs twitched up and down, and shudderings pulled at the tendons about his shoulders. But still his gray head was carried straight.

The countess broke off a bit of bread and ate it, and then swallowed a bit of wine which a page offered her on one knee, holding the silver salver high.

How long before the strength goes out of his legs? she asked. How long before he hangs from the wrists like a heavy sack tied up by the two ears?

A tall, powerful man stepped out of the shadows a little and looked more closely at the prisoner. He reached up and felt the shoulder muscles of Melrose, then the trembling, great muscles of the thighs.

Hell endure until not long after dawn, said the executioner.

And how long after that, Adolfo, before the tendons begin to pull and break in his shoulders?

He is a heavy man, said the executioner, but he is well muscled. You see that right arm, particularly?

Thats the arm of a swordsman, said the countess. And I hear that hes a famous fellow with a sword.

After the middle of this morning, he never will be famous again, said Adolfo.

Will his arms be ruined?

Forever, said Adolfo. Until he dies, he will have to be fed like a baby.

Do you hear that, my lord? asked the countess.

Melrose looked at her, with the sweat of the long agony running down his face. He said nothing.

There is something Christian in the sight of suffering like this, said the countess. After watching you, my lord, Ill be able to say my prayers with more feeling, for a long time.

Of course you will, said the executioner. I always go to church after Ive killed a man in here.

He looked without a smile over his domain, the gibbetlike beams that projected from the wall here and there, and the iron machines with projecting spokes, the iron boots, also, together with the little wedges which are driven between the metal and the knee, gradually crushing the bone as wedge after wedge is added. And there were other devices such as strong gloves which pulled on easily but were fitted with fishhooks inside; in fact, there were a thousand little devices that helped Adolfo to play on human flesh and nerves like a great musician.

But best of all, the foundation of all the most perfect torments, was the great rack, whose sliding beams could be extended through the pressure exerted by a big wheel which worked against a screw. Here the body could be drawn out to the breaking point  or literally torn in two. But, when the flesh was all taut, the accepted practice was to strike the limbs and the joints one by one with a small iron bar, so breaking the tensed bone with ease. Sometimes the leg and arm on one side would be wrecked forever before the prisoner confessed. Sometimes both legs went. Sometimes a single stroke of the bar made the screaming victim begin to shriek out whatever he could remember, whatever he could invent  anything to end the torture.

Adolfo, looking over his possessions, had good reason to smile. He felt like a miser in the midst of his hoard.

How long will it be before dawn? asked the countess. Very often they go to pieces when the gray of the morning commences to strike their faces.

Another half-running of the hourglass, highness.

Very well.

No, it is beginning even now, said the jailer.

The day is about to commence, said the countess to Melrose. Will you tell me now, my friend, where Ill be able to find Tizzo, and who it was in my castle that let him go free from it?

Melrose, staring at her, parted his lips as though to speak, but he merely moistened them and set his jaws hard again. His eyes were commencing to thrust out from his head under the long-continued pressure of the torment.

Here a confusion of tumult broke out in the town.

Whats that? asked the countess. Are my silly people starting a fiesta before sunrise?

Adolfo, running to the casement, leaned into it and listened. He started to cry out, This is no fiesta, highness, but a trouble of some

But here the countess herself cried out, Do you hear it? They have passed the wall  they have broken into Forli.... Oh, the careless, treacherous, hired dogs that are in my army!... Do you hear?... Ring the alarm bells.... Call for-

The uproar was washing rapidly across the lower level of the town, and the voice of the crowd streamed like a flag across the mind of Melrose. He could hear the shouting grow from confusion into syllables that were understandable: Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo!

It seemed to him that the voices were pouring from his own throat in an ecstasy. And in fact they were. He was shouting involuntarily, Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! and he began to laugh.

The countess had jerked a door open and was crying orders to the men-at-arms who waited outside it; Adolfo leaned, fascinated, at the casement and still was there when the countess slammed the door and hurried back into the torture chamber.

The redheaded wilcat has come into Forli to claw us all to death! cried the countess. Set his father free  quickly, Adolfo! Suppose Tizzo dreamed what had been happening here  he would make the stones of the Rocca melt away and come in at us with all his devils behind him.

Melrose, released from the ropes that held him, leaned feebly against the wall, breathing hard, his head for the first time bowed.

Have him taken to the Lady Beatrice, said Caterina Sforza. Guard them both as you would guard the balls of your eyes. Hai! How they yell in the streets! Are the Borgia and Tizzo saints and deliverers to my own people? Ah, if I were only a man  but today I shall be a man!

The day had in fact begun, the green-gray of the dawn glowing on the edge of the sky as she ran from the room and down the stairs.

Adolfo was saying: Noble Signor Melrose, you will never forget that I have done nothing for my own pleasure, but all by command? Lean on me, highness. Step slowly. So! So!


VIII. A SPARTAN MOTHER
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THE CAPTAIN OF the gate was something seldom seen in Italy in those days  an honest fighting man worthy of his hire. And when the string of carts halted just inside the walls and out of the greens tumbled armed men, the captain had the trumpet sounded, called for a charge, and headed that charge himself in valiant style; but one of Tizzos Romagnol pikemen drove a spear straight through the unguarded throat of the captain and that was the only life lost at the winning of the gate. The rest of the hired soldiers threw away their weapons to lighten their heels and ran as hard as they could.

The holding of the gate was the important thing. Tizzo put a score of men in the towers on either side of it, and the first shout from them emptied the nearest guard towers and sent more of Caterina Sforzas fighting men scampering for the Rocca with shouts of Treason! Treason!

With half of his pikes and arquebuses, Tizzo marched straight on into Forli, his men beginning that shout of Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! And the results were amazing. For on every hand shutters were opened and doors thrown wide. Women stood in the casements yelping, Duca! Duca! to show that that house was in favor of the assailants; and the men came out, half-dressed, each one with a weapon. For all of these fellows in the Romagna had the making of tough soldiers in them. In five minutes Tizzo had five hundred volunteers about him to reinforce his band; and now, as the dawn came glimmering out of the mountains, Cesare Borgia and his picked horsemen streamed in through the captured gate. Forli, almost without a blow, had fallen into the hands of the duke. By actual count, one of the defenders had been killed, and one of the assailants in Tizzos little company had been wounded in the head by the accident of a falling tile. At this small cost the rich town of Forli was in the hands of the Borgia. The riders about him were laughing as they came under the walls of the Rocca and found there Tizzo and his white horse ranging up and down, calling on volunteers to help him in an attempted escalade.

But that was wild-headed folly and the calm eye of the Borgia saw at once that no sudden attack could sweep the walls of the fortress. The soldiers of Caterina Sforza might have been unwilling to maintain the walls of the town with a population behind them filled with hatred of the Sforza rule; but the Rocca was a different matter. It looked like an impregnable height, with arquebuses at every shot window and loophole and casement, and heavy guns already being trained down on the town.

The Borgia, with cat-faced Machiavelli always beside him, called Tizzo back from the attack.

Youve done very well, Tizzo, he said. Youve put the nut inside the jaws of the cracker; but we have to smash the shell before we can eat the meat. Listen! The guns are coming up and getting into position every moment!

The rumbling, great wheels of the gun carriages rolled nearer and nearer to the ears of Tizzo. But he looked anxiously up toward the armed heights of the walls and made no answer to his master.

We can try another trick of fence, now, said the Borgia. And turning in the saddle, he called out, Bonfadini! Sound the trumpets for a parley and bring out the brats of Caterina Sforza!

Straightway, the horns began to blow, and Tizzo saw a pair of young boys, both sleek and and slim in red velvet, brought forth to the mouth of a street near the Rocca. When they appeared, a great shouting of dismay resounded from the castle. A moment later Tizzo had the news: They were the sons of the countess and in exchange for them the Borgia would ask for the fortress. That same night, a raiding party of his had surprised the children in the Apennine dwelling where they were kept. They were the prizes, now, which ought to settle the business of the fortress of the Rocca very quickly.

Tizzo, pressing up to the side of the Borgia, said to him rather curiously than fiercely, Would you cut the throats of those lads in sight of their mother, if she fails to give up the Rocca?

The Borgia looked at him with a cold eye and then turned to Machiavelli.

Tell me, Niccolô, he said, what should I do in a case like this? Of course the woman will surrender the fortress in exchange for the safety of her sons. But suppose that she should refuse?

There are certain matters, said the Florentine, in which a prince should keep his word. Promises of money, of favor, of lands and estates may be forgotten. But promises of blood and vengeance never should be allowed to fall lightly to the ground.

The Borgia looked back to Tizzo. Do you hear? he asked.

The English part of me refuses to listen, said Tizzo. Tell me in exact words  would you murder the two boys?

Murder? said the Borgia, smiling. I never do murder. I only do justice  the sort of justice that stiffens the backs of my friends and turns the blood of my enemies to water. Never say murder to me, Tizzo!

Here the noise of the trumpets was answered by a snarling of horns from the walls, sounding thin and far because of the height from which they were blown; almost at once there appeared on the walls a party of halberdiers and arquebusiers, with Giovanni degli Azurri at their head. Beside him stepped a warrior of something less than middle height to whom the other soldiers gave precedence. This figure now raised the visor and showed Tizzo the face of Caterina Sforza. From the soldiers of the Borgia came a brief shout; but the townsmen raised a wild and prolonged howling at the sight of the tyrant they hated.

In answer to this cry, the countess walked calmly up and down the wall until the noise sank down to a silence through which came only the distant rumbling of the gun carriages.

Then she called out in a melodious, clearly audible voice: Do you yell, you dogs, when you see your mistress? You will yell again when I have brushed the Borgia pest away and laid my whip on your back once more!

A fresh outburst of fury came from the townsmen, but the countess merely laughed, as though she enjoyed their clamoring. And a singular admiration rose in the breast of Tizzo as he watched her. Her hands might even now be freshly washed after the murders of Beatrice and his father. He could not tell. And yet he could say to himself that he hated her only in part.

The Borgia rode his horse forward a little and in his turn lifted the pointed, long visor of his helmet, which made his head look like that of an immense ant.

Caterina  my dear lady! he called.

Ah, Cesare? said the lady. You look well, you Spanish dog. Have you been drinking plenty of raw blood, lately? Where is your poisoner? Where is your Bonfadini? Will he poison the air that blows toward the Rocca?

If youll look here beside me, said the Borgia, youll see something that ought to interest your eyes a good deal more than Bonfadini. Stand out, lads. Lead them forward, Bonfadini.

They were taken from behind the horsemen and exposed to the eyes of their mother. Tizzo saw the poor woman strike her hands suddenly together and heard her cry out, My dears  my dear boys  ah, what a cruel God is in heaven! Has the Borgia put his hand on you?

You see them, Caterina, said the Borgia. Will you have their throats cut, or will you hand over the Rocca to me with no further talking?

Ha! cried the Countess Caterina. Give you the entire Rocca for the sake of two lives  and such young ones as those? Make the bargain of a fool with you? Who are you speaking to, Cesare? To a witless, doddering old woman or to Caterina Sforza?

Stand out, executioner! called the Borgia, loudly.

A tall man strode forward and caught the children by their arms. He was all in black, and the darkness of his figure made the red velvet of the children shine more brightly through contrast.

You see them, madame, said the Borgia, calling up to her. And now I give you your choice. To let them live and give me the Rocca, or to let them die here, before your eyes.

He added, Be ready, executioner!

The man in black caught a wrist of either child in one capacious hand and with the other drew out a scimitar with a blade four fingers wide. This great weapon he poised and looked up toward Caterina Sforza.

Tizzo pressed close to the Borgia.

This is your little joke, my lord? said Tizzo.

Joke? And why should it be a joke? asked the Borgia.

If the children die, Ill try to give you reasons, said Tizzo.

He had in his hand that common-looking ax with the head of shimmering blue steel, and the Borgia, glancing down at the weapon, saw the sunlight trembling on it. Cesare Borgia took a quick, deep breath.

There had been an outcry of horror from the people of the Rocca, and a sort of groaning sound from the men of the town. But now the voice of Caterina Sforza rang down clearly through the air.

Do what you will with them! If they die, Ill furnish more sons to the world, but theres only one Rocca of Forli!

As she spoke, she struck her body with her gauntleted hand so that the clashing noise came clearly to the ears of Tizzo. The two boys in red velvet dropped to their knees and began to scream supplications; the whole sky was rent with the groaning of the townsmen of Forli. But the executioner turned his head with a beastly grin to get the final order.

The Borgia looked at the light which trembled on the deadly ax of Tizzo. And the duke remembered, at that moment, a certain heavy helmet of the best Milanese plate steel with a great clean gash carved in it. Tizzo had delivered that other stroke. The head of the Borgia ached a little.

The womans an animal, said the duke to the executioner. But let her children be. I wont cut the throats of the calves. Ill wait for the cow.

The executioner released the wrists of the boys; and they flung themselves down weeping with relief in front of the horse of the Borgia.

Tizzo heard the quiet voice of Machiavelli say, Dont waste this opportunity. As long as youve decided to make a kind gesture, let the whole world see you do it. It will be remembered perhaps longer than a dozen bad deeds.

Here the duke, without a word of answer, sprang from his saddle  a thing that few men could do in that burden of massive armor  and raised up the boys one by one. Cheers broke from the Rocca. The men of Forli raised an amazing yell of approbation. And Caterina Sforza, staggered and amazed after the crisis which she had defied, could be seen leaning against one of her soldiers for support.

Tizzo took off his steel cap and rode far forward with the sunlight red and flashing in his hair. He held up the helmet and ax to attract attention.

Madame the countess! he called. Noble lady  do you forget me?

I see you and know you, thief, said Caterina Sforza.

I am no thief, madame, said Tizzo. But you see that we do not put hand on the helpless. And I remember that two people are in your hands.

Youll see them long before the Rocca is won, said the countess. Youll see them hanging from the walls!

She turned and walked back from view.

The Borgia was saying softly, What would you do, Machiavelli, with a man like Tizzo, who would have murdered me if the children were touched? Aye, and that in spite of the fact that he has sworn to be my man for three months? What would you do with him?

I think, said Machiavelli, always quiet in his voice, that before he has a chance to do serious harm, such a friendly enemy might be put out of the way.

The Borgia laughed.

Not at all! he said. Because of Tizzo, the men of Forli are cheering me. And Tizzo I shall reward  by letting him lead the storming party into the first breach the cannon open!


IX. THE ASSAULT
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THE CANNONS WERE up. Tizzo went back to the park of the pieces and watched them at work  all big weapons and all with names. Roberta was the largest of the guns, Giulia was the smallest, but Ardwina was the champion when it came to doing effective work on the walls of the castle. At the third round, big Roberta burst into fragments and knocked half a dozen men into perdition.

The master gunner merely said, There goes a good many florins in carved work. But Ive always said that a dance of nymphs was a silly thing to have around the muzzle of a gun. Some good big heavy metal bands should have been shrunk around the belly of Roberta and then she might never have burst. Smaller guns are the things. Theyll spit out their mischief faster.

Giulia, for instance, was firing about once in ten minutes, being swabbed out with water and sponged dry in between shots, so that she might not become too hot in the throat. For that heat might crack the metal, it was felt. But big Roberta and her kind could hardly be discharged more than once in twenty minutes. Tizzo watched the flight of the balls, seeing the ponderous round masses turn into, almost invisible streaks of darkness, wraiths, shadows flying headlong through the air. These little streaks of speed then landed with terrible force against the wall of the Rocca. The master gunner, being a true artist, did not scatter his fire but concentrated it on one place. On this spot, the surface of the masonry began to look pock-marked, and presently it was seen to have been battered into wavering lines. After that, the tremendous assault caused whole rocks to commence falling from their places; the outer skin of heavier and better-fitted and cemented masonry was being stripped from the wall, and the rubble of the central stuffing quickly went to pieces under the bombardment.

This was not carried on without trouble. The Rocca had plenty of artillery and from the walls, after a time, these guns began to do heavy execution. But, as Cesare Borgia said, The malice of Caterina keeps that fire from being effective. Instead of concentrating all of it on my battery of heavy guns and trying to disable them, she has, to scatter her fire all over the town thats risen against her.

Angry men throw away their brains, answered Machiavelli.

A shout of joy from the besiegers and of dismay from the besieged now accompanied the crashing noise of the downfall of a whole upper section of the wall. A cleft appeared, running straight through it; and the following discharges quickly widened this gap.

Now, Tizzo, said Cesare Borgia, you shall have the honor of being first through the breach. Pick your men for the work.

Give me some of those Swiss; and a few wild Gascons, said Tizzo. And my own company of Romagnol peasants to follow as soon as weve established a foothold. Has enough rubbish fallen to let us pass the moat?

That was reported practicable; the storming party gathered quickly.

Tizzo looked over those volunteers, the rangy big Swiss, the quick little Gascons, and his own more sluggish peasants. He put the cat-footed Gascons in the front line and jumped on the wheel of a gun to make a speech.

He merely said: Lads, were the wedge. Once we get past the wall, the whole weight of the army will fall behind us to drive us home. Theres plenty of loot inside the Rocca to fill your arms and bend your backs. Theres plenty of glory in the breach, also, and the duca who has an eye to see you and remember you. Heres a flag for you to follow and so  come on with me and the devil bite the heels of the last man into the breach!

As he ended, he waved over his head the flag, which was simply the bright jacket which had been pulled from the dead body of one of the dukes soldiers and stuck on the blade of Tizzos sword. He held that in his left hand and the blue-headed ax in the other. And when the storming party looked up at the fringe of red hair that curled up from beneath the edge of his steel cap, and saw the smile on his face, they uttered one deep, quick shout of impatience.

Tizzo took them on the crest of their enthusiasm and led them at a run. They were instantly out of the shelter of the houses which were being battered down in places by the vengeful fire of guns from the walls of the Rocca. They crossed the moat, stumbling and staggering on the loose, uncertain surface of the broken masonry.

A storm of fire struck them here. With a flanking tower on either side of the breach, Caterinas soldiery had posted themselves well and they maintained a heavy fire from little cannon, from arquebuses, from crossbows. In addition, a solid body of troops was posted behind the breach and several cannon had been dragged up to help in the defense.

It was a bullet from one of those cannon that tore in two the first man in the breach, a great, long-striding Swiss. A thin red spray whipped through the air and struck into the face of Tizzo as he ran on into the gap in the wall.

He saw the range of arquebuses before him, and a tall knight in complete armor that shone like silver, in command. The knight steadied a flag standard with one hand and waved his sword over his head with the other, shouting out the command to fire.

Down! Down on the ground, lads! yelled Tizzo, and set the good example by diving for the ground.

The volley from the arquebuses thundered in his ears. He sprang up, casting a single glance behind him. Smoke veiled the line of soldiers inside the breach; but behind him it seemed that half of his chosen company of a hundred had been struck down in that murderous moment. A few, right about him, were on their feet, but wavering. His own action rallied them. He let them have a glimpse of the waving standard on his sword; then he ran straight through the smoke toward the place where the splendid figure of the knight glimmered through the mist. The sweeping stroke that was aimed at him he ducked under, and came up with a lifting blow of the ax. It drove right through the weaker plates under the raised arm of the knight; it clove straight into the body, and the knight fell dead, his splendid armor clashing in a heap, the standard toppling idly to the ground.

That was the first blood for the assailants in this fierce attack. They drew more immediately, however. A little Gascon came running in with no other weapon than an old-fashioned war club that had steel spikes sticking out of its head. With that he brained one of the arquebusiers. And yonder was a tall Swiss striding through the press delivering terrific blows with a two-handed sword that had a blade five feet long. Arms and heads could be lopped off neatly by the sway of such a weapon I And here came others, and others; the living half of the storming party rushed into the court of the castle and swept before them the soldiers of the guard. One of the cannoneers was cut down even before he could discharge his piece. A ghost had leaped at him through the mist of smoke.

The joyous shouting of the storming party as it swept that inner court clean was echoed with a tremendous uproar of delight from the entire town of Forli.

But now Caterina Sforza showed herself as able a commander and as brave a soul as any trained general. The big doors at the base of one of the towers beside the breach were thrown open, and a solid stream of heavily armored men charged out to man the breach.

That unexpected blow struck Tizzos men into a confusion and cast them back, not toward the moat but deeper into the interior court. Tizzo saw the first rush of the main body of the Borgian army reach the moat and sweep up toward the breach, but there the unexpected appearance of a new wall of steel checked them; fire from the walls told heavily; that wave of attack suddenly yielded and washed back.

Captain, panted one of his stout peasants, a fellow now freshly dipped in blood, Captain, weve fought our way into the trap, but well never fight out again.

Tizzo looked desperately around him. The mass of heavily armed men in the breach was a force with which his own forlorn hope could not expect to deal. For the moment, all pressure from the outside had ended. He had about him hardly two score of his original hundred, and more of them were falling every moment as guns from the casements around the court were turned on these intruders. And from a window of the big central court, Tizzo saw the face of the captain of the defense herself, Caterina Sforza with the visor of her helmet raised, and laughter in her handsome face.

It was death to remain in the court; it was impossible to cut through the living wall of defenders in the breach.

Tizzo had a dozen hands help him to swing around that undischarged cannon. This he pointed at the heavy door of the central tower, in one of whose upper windows he had seen the countess. The burning match lay on the ground beside the gun; the powder horn for priming was still in the dead grasp of the artilleryman. So Tizzo primed and touched the match to that cannon.

The force of the explosion jumped the gun back for a yard; but the great door of the tower was beaten open by the shot.

The tower! The tower! shouted Tizzo. Well be safe enough inside those walls. Come on, lads!

They went on with a yell of delight. Through the wide door they passed into a sort of armory, the walls set around with all manner of weapons, and suits of armor hanging from central columns. Behind them followed in a swift charge a full hundred of the men-at-arms who had been manning the breach, but the heavy door was slammed and propped against them; and while they vainly battered and hacked at the door, Tizzo led a score of his men to the story above.

From that very place Caterina Sforza had been looking out and laughing her triumph, the moment before.

Well, she could take her laughter and her triumph to another place now. Down distant corridors, Tizzo heard shouts of fear and a wild stampeding of footfalls. The soldiers had fled from their posts. They even had left their well-charged arquebuses behind them at the casements and the long arrow-vents in the wall.

Tizzo had those arquebuses manned instantly. The muzzles being depressed, a single volley knocked over half a dozen of those gallants who were trying to batter a way through the door below. That blow from above was enough for them. They scattered as fast as their heavy armor would let them run. Some of them rejoined the diminished line of fighters who manned the throat of the breach. Some of them fled blindly for their lives. That shout began to go up which destroys the soul of a fighting force: Treason! Were betrayed! Were lost! Treason!

Aim at the men in the breach, Tizzo commanded. Let them have a bit of hell from the rear and see how they like it. We have the game in our hands. Theyve trapped us, friends, but well eat our way into the heart of the Rocca. The duke will throw another attack at them in a moment. A dozen of you are enough for these guns. The rest of your follow me!

He led the way at a run out of the room and up the winding stairs. Two stories above, half a dozen frightened defenders threw down their weapons and begged for quarter. Tizzo granted it. He gained the very top of the tower and leaped into an embrasure of the rampart, standing on top of the cannon which stood there. From that height he could overlook the breach and see the masses of men forming confusedly for the next assault on the breach.

And now it was that he began to wave his improvised sword.

Shout, boys! he said to the dozen men around him. Cheer a few rounds, and then listen!

They gave a hearty cheer, and in the silence that followed they heard a wild yelling of joy from the men of the Borgia beyond the walls. A wave of them started for the moat; another wave and another followed. Here and there soldiers were knocked over, but the rest hurried on, blind with the enthusiasm of victory.

Before them stood a solid mass of the heavy men-at-arms of the Rocca. But on that line the arquebuses from the lower story of the tower were playing. Struck at from behind, attacked from in front, that massive line of practiced fighters held their ground not a moment but scattered right and left, and the inflooding troops of the Borgia rushed on to the fruits of victory.


X. THE EDGED TOOL

[image: img15.jpg]

IT WOULD NOT be many minutes now, Tizzo knew, before the rioting soldiery of the duca had penetrated into every part of the castle; and somewhere in the Rocca were his father and Beatrice. They must be reached at once.

It was true that the Borgia controlled his men carefully during nearly every emergency, but when a stronghold had been taken by open assault, there was only one sort of a reward that could be offered to the victors  the sacking of the place. And when the wild-headed victors found women 

Tizzo looked grimly over his little group of prisoners. There was one elderly fighting man with a grizzled head, his face now as gray as his hair. Tizzo took him by the arm with a strong hand.

In the Rocca, he said, there are two prisoners. One is the Englishman  the big Englishman with gray hair and a red face  the Baron Melrose. And there is a girl  Beatrice of the Baglione. Do you know where they may be kept, now?

A dull eye rolled toward the face of Tizzo in utter lack of comprehension. Fear had benumbed the brain of the prisoner. Tizzo used a powerful stimulant: snatching a handful of silver out of his purse, he jangled the ducats in front of the man.

This money goes to you, if you can tell me where theyre apt to be found. If you can lead me to them before some of the raiders reach them  you get this money today and a whole purse of it tomorrow.

The man opened his mouth and eyes as though he were receiving both spiritual and mental food.

I think I know where they could be found, he said. Follow me, highness. Quickly, because they may be clear on the opposite side of the Rocca.

He set off at a run, down the stairs, and then at full speed along a corridor that rose and fell and twisted and angled. Not a single man of Tizzos company followed. Doors right and left invited them to hunt for plunder.

And the whole castle was turned into a screaming-house. The shouts of the men were nothing. It was the thin screaming of the women that drove like sword-strokes through the brain of Tizzo.

They were in one of those endless corridors which most Italian fortresses were apt to have for a rapid means of getting from one part of the place to another.

Groups of plunderers lurched into the runway, here and there, but the shout of Tizzo made them scatter before his coming. He had thrown off his steel cap so that his red hair would make him more readily known.

And wherever he was seen, the men of the Borgia gave him a cheer  and went on about their business which would strip the famous Rocca to the bone long before noon of that day.

The panting voice of Tizzos companion halted him, led him now through a side door and up another winding stairs into a tower where there was a great noise of trampling and battle.

So he rushed up into a big room with an old, vaulted ceiling that rested on stout piers. At the head of the stairs a half dozen of the Borgians were fighting against a larger band of the defenders of the Rocca. And yonder in a corner he saw what he had been praying for sight of  Henry of Melrose, unarmored, but with a sword in his hands, heedless of the outcome of the fighting as he held his place in front of a smaller, slenderer figure. That was Beatrice Baglione. It must be she  now he could see the color of her dress  now her face, like a star to a sailor.

Beatrice! he shouted, and leaped into the fight, his head unarmored as it was. Beatrice! he cried, and Beatrice!

It was his battle cry, and with each utterance, he struck with the terrible swift ax, right and left.

He had come at a good time, for the Borgians were having enough of this fierce struggling and were giving up when he sprang into the lead and rallied them.

And he heard a womans voice coming out of a visored helmet and shouting, shrill and high: Giovanni degli Azurri! There is your man! There is the one who brought all this I ruin down on Forli! There is Tizzo of Melrose! Kill him now, and I swear that this is the happiest day of my life.

The outcry of the countess inspired all her men. They had been on the verge of retreating; now they made a sudden rally. Two of the Borgians were driven back over the edge of the floor and fell into the well of the stairs; Giovanni degli Azurri put his sword with a downright stroke through the throat of a third. The other pair gave back from the side of Tizzo, and called on him to give up a hopeless fight. But he could not be drawn away. Down the length of the room he saw the big form of his father striding; and Beatrice, helplessly unarmed as she was, hurrying after him.

When he should have retreated, he leaped in suddenly, springing here and there like an erratic dancer. He used the light sword in his left hand like a dagger to ward off blows; the ax in his right hand made lightning circles.

One of these flashing arcs of light glanced against the helmet of Giovanni degli Azurri and staggered that champion.

The second blow would have killed him outright, but here Caterina Sforza herself ran forward and struck a good two-handed blow at the head of Tizzo.

He had not expected actual fighting from the countess. His hastily reared guard received the blow and turned the edge of it, but the force of the flat sword was enough to knock him to his knees.

He heard the scream of Beatrice like a ray of light gleaming across his mind. The two Borgians, inspired by the attack he had delivered, had closed in from the sides and they lustily struck out to protect him. But the decisive blow came from; Henry of Melrose.

He had come in on the rear of the Sforza men on the run. A long lunge drove the point of his sword through the gorget rivets at the back of the neck of one man-at-arms. That fellow was down, never to rise again. And now with a huge stroke the baron dropped a second man-at-arms. That second of interval had put Tizzo back on his feet again. He swerved from the lunging sword of Giovanni degli Azurri and struck with his ax at the junction between the helmet and the gorget. The steel split; the ax sank in; and Giovanni degli Azurri, dropping his sword, clasped his throat with both hands and fell sprawling to his knees.

His fall was the end. The other defenders threw up their mailed hands and shouted for quarter. Only the virago, Caterina Sforza, scorning surrender, lifted her sword over her head and rushed in for a final attack. A side stroke of Tizzos ax knocked the sword out of her grip and sent it clanging against the wall. He caught her by the hands and held her fast. She groaned with rage like a man and suddenly stopped struggling.

There is no justice, there is no God! cried the countess, or a redheaded thief could not have robbed me, and then come back to be my master!

A strange voice called to them from the floor. It was Giovanni degli Azurri, his visor raised so that he could gasp in more air, and the blood-bubbles breaking on his lips. He had risen to his knees, but now he began to sink down again.

I confess  my God forgive me!  it was your maid who stole the jewels; and I forged a letter in the hand of Lady Beatrice to draw him out of the Rocca; I posted the three men to murder him at the rendezvous beyond the town. And now  now

He slipped to his side, Caterina Sforza dropped on her knees and screeched out: Giovanni, what do you mean? What do you say? You cannot have been such a traitor.

Aye  for love of you, muttered Giovanni.

The countess struck him with her mailed hand across his bleeding face. But he was already past feeling. He fell on his back and died with one groan, one quick updrawing of the knees.

The Countess Riario looked up from his dead face at Tizzo and Beatrice in one anothers arms. The girl was wiping the sweat and the blood from the face of her lover with the puffed velvet sleeve of her dress.

They were laughing together; and the baron stood by them leaning on his sword, smiling faintly as he watched their joy.

Except for Tizzo, the Borgians had rushed on to find less fighting and more loot, herding their new prisoners before them.

And now from the wounded and the dead the blood spread across the floor in widening pools that interlinked and made little flowing streams.

The countess walked straight up to Melrose.

My lord, she said, I have given you the treatment of a common criminal. Will you reward me for it by giving me good advice?

Madame, said the Englishman, a knight is sworn to serve all ladies.

Tell me what to do, then, she demanded. Surrender to Cesare Borgia or throw myself from the casement, there?

If you were my daughter, said the baron, Id hope to see you leap from the wall and die; but since you are the noble Countess Riario, I expect you to take my arm and let me lead you to the Duke of Romagna.

She hesitated, glaring savagely at him. Then, with a shrug of the shoulders and a laugh, she accepted his arm.

All day the riot rang and roared through the streets of Forli and through the courts and rooms of the Rocca; but when night came, joy had exhausted itself. A few drunken voices sang in the town and Niccolô Machiavelli listened to them with a pleased smile as he sat by the side of the duke at the casement. Cesare Borgia rather lay than sat in a great chair, his head flung back.

A successful day, said Machiavelli. You have Forli, town and citadel. It has cost you only a few men, and the work has been done by one who has rewarded himself.

Ah... Tizzo...? murmured the duke.

I see him standing on the rampart with the girl in his arms. They are like one bit of black paper, curiously carved and held up against the moon between thumb and forefinger.

Fools always find happiness in foolish ways, said the Borgia. But you see that I know how to used edged tools?

This time-yes. But the next time you may cut your hand to the bone!


XI. MISSION OF DANGER
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THE BORGIA LAY on his bed on his back, with a cloth soaked in cooling lotion covering his face down to the bearded chin and lips, because the upper portion was troubled by a hot eruption. Now and then white-faced Alessandro Bonfadini, soft-stepping, thin-fingered, changed the cloth for a fresh one. Except during those moments when the change was made, the Duke of the Romagna remained blinded.

He was saying: Niccolo, look on the map thats spread out on the table and tell me what you see on it; tell me where my next step should take me.

The young Florentine, stepping to the table, looked at the big map which was spread on it.

I see all your conquests are tinted red, my lord, said Machiavelli. You want to know in what direction your next step should take you.

Yes. In what direction should the red begin to flow now?

Into some adjoining territory so that it will make a solid mass of territory under your rule.

Well, name the direction.

It should be into a territory where the people hate their present rulers, said Machiavelli, and would be glad to turn to you. It should be a place where the least effort would have to be made. Above all, the present ruler should be induced to make the first hostile steps. If you make any further unprovoked attacks all of Italy will be up in arms against you.

Think of Urbino, said Cesare Borgia. It is vastly rich, furnished with a great stronghold on an impregnable rock, and the people hate their present duke with all their hearts.

Urbino is impossible, answered Machiavelli. The great stronghold you speak of is too strong to be stormed. And while the people hate their duke, they would be afraid to rise against him unless they were furnished with a good leader. Besides, Guidobaldo da Montefeltro is a coward and never would give you provocation to make war.

All good reasons, but they could be undone by better ones. Duke Guidobaldo has a weakness for women, particularly for rich ones. Suppose that I make a rich woman fall into his hands.

She would have to be both rich and desperate if she wasted herself on that spendthrift of a Montefeltro, said Machiavelli.

Remember Caterina Sforza, said the Borgia.

Ah? said the Florentine. You have deprived her of Forli, here. You have turned her out of her inheritance. She is a prisoner in your hands, and your wise course is to send her to Rome.

I have deprived her of Forli, but still she is rich in jewels and in other lands. I should send her to Rome, and in fact it will be on the way to Rome that my envoy in charge of her will stop at Urbino to pay my respects to Guidobaldo.

You never will find an envoy foolhardy enough to enter Urbino, knowing how the duke hates you, declared Machiavelli.

But suppose that I can do it. Suppose that I can find the right man. What happens after the Countess Sforza finds herself inside the walls of Urbino?

Then, said Machiavelli, she will use all her beauty, all her persuasion, all her wealth of promises to make Guidobaldo snatch her out of the hands of your envoy, and set her free.

Naturally, said the Borgia, and the moment that happens, you see that I shall have a good pretext for war?

It all would follow, perhaps, said Machiavelli, and that would be guessed by any man. The envoy who guides the countess into Urbino knows instantly that his throat will be cut and the countess snatched from his hands within twenty-four hours.

I tell you however, that I know of such a man.

A fool?

Very far from a fool. You know him yourself. A fellow who is all aflame, without fear, never still, and who fills his days with so much action that hell hardly take time to sleep in between for fear of missing another adventure.

This man you speak of  has he red hair? asked the Florentine.

Of course! Its Tizzo, the firebrand, the key that unlocked Forli for us, the wedge that burst into the citadel of the Rocca. Tizzo is the man.

He may have the courage to do it, if you dare him to it, said the Forentine, but hes not stupid enough to venture his neck in such a way.

I shall give him a reason, said the Borgia. Now that I think of the thing, Im determined on it. Bonfadini, send orders instantly to the countess to prepare to travel; dispatch a relay of riders toward Perugia together with a very secret message to Giovan Paolo Baglione to gather his forces at once and let them drift a little toward the boundary of Urbino. Do these things, but first of all fetch me Tizzo, instantly.

Bonfadini left the room and went into the waiting chamber where a few halberdiers were waiting in the half-armor of the foot soldiery. Also, there were half a dozen men-at-arms completely protected in heavy steel plate. Bonfadini clapped his hands to draw attention.

He said, Half a dozen of you go out to find Tizzo.

Half a dozen are not enough, said one of the men-at-arms.

There are not so many quarters of the town; and Tizzo is known to everyone, said Bonfadini.

Not when he pulls a black wig over the red of his hair, said the soldier, and he does that usually. Who can tell where to look for him? He may be with a hawking party outside of Forli, or he may be following the greyhounds, or simply riding his white horse through the hills, or inside the walls he may be flirting with a girl, or at the studio of one of the painters, or watching that new sculptor at work, or teaching his company how to fence and shoot, or in a blacksmith shop learning the tricks of the trade, or drinking with a traveler in a wineshop, or learning a dance from one of the Gascons, or picking a fight with some huge Switzer. Or he may be running a race, or throwing dice, or sitting beside that scholar from Pisa reading out the Greek as gravely as any old man.

If you know that he does all these things, said Bonfadini, you ought to be the man to find him. But if I were you, Id go toward the place where theres the most noise. Off with you, and have him here quickly, or youll hear of it.

They hurried out, and Bonfadini went at once to the rooms where Caterina Sforza was kept under guard. He found her seated with a grim face at a casement overlooking the town that once had belonged to her. When she saw Bonfadini she exclaimed in her strong resonant voice, Tell your master to send a different messenger to me. The look of your white face is like a poison to me.

Madame, said Bonfadini, I came by command. The duke asks that you prepare yourself to travel at once.

Where? said she.

To Rome, madame. 

With what escort?

Tizzo of Melrose, said Bonfadini, and smiled.

With him? she cried. Go under the escort of the very man who stole my city and gave it to the Borgia? It would stifle me. I would die of rage before I had ridden a mile.

Madame, said the poisoner, I hope that youll die of something more than anger.

And he bowed himself from the room while she remained standing by her chair, having sprung up in a passion that flushed her handsome face.

Armed men and their horses were gathered in the court; a mule litter and two horses were prepared for the countess and her maid; an hour or more had gone by and still there was no word of Tizzo. At last a messenger came with word. He was a halberdier with a pair of big dents in his helmet, a scared look in his eyes, and a heavy limp in one leg. Bonfadini brought him straight in to the duke and Machiavelli.

If you saw Tizzo of Melrose, why didnt you bring him with you? asked the duke.

Highness, said the soldier, when I saw him, he was fighting a huge Swiss who handled a five-foot sword as though it were a lath and a man stood with six ducats rattling in his hands; Tizzo had given him the money as a wager that he could beat the swordsman and use nothing but a plain stick of wood in the fight. Highness, I thought it was murder and I ran in to stop the fight. Every moment I was sure that a sweep of that sword would murder Captain Tizzo and cut him in two the way a child cuts down a flower. But when I tried to interfere, the Swiss roared out that they would see the battle to a finish; they beat me down and rushed me away. I came back to tell what I have seen, my lord; when you see Captain Tizzo again, hell be a dead man.

The duke pressed the coolness of the wet cloth closer across his eyes.

What do you say, Niccolô? he asked. Is Tizzo a dead man now?

A stick against the sweep of a Swiss sword in the hands of a picked man

Why a picked man? asked the duke.

Because Tizzo would only fight against the best.

Well, thats true, agreed the Borgia. The devil thats in him will only show its teeth at giants. I suppose that well have to find another officer to ride with the countess.

But at this moment a knock at the door caused Bonfadini to open it a crack, and then fling it wide, letting in a small uproar from the waiting room. And over the threshold stepped Tizzo, looking as lithe and sleek as a greyhound. He twirled in his hand a slender stick less than a yard in length and rested a hand on this as he bowed to the Borgia.

The Borgia pulled the cloth from his face and suddenly stood, a lofty, massive figure, with a weight in the shoulders that made it possible to believe that he had decapitated a fighting bull with a single sword-stroke.

Ive searched the town for you, Tizzo, said the Borgia. Where have you been?

I was wandering about enjoying the sights of the town, said Tizzo.

Was one of the sights a butchershop? asked the duke. Theres blood on that stick!

Ah, is there? murmured Tizzo. He lifted the stick and examined. Why, so there is. Six ducats worth of blood, in fact.

If you had lost the wager, you would not be here alive, man.

Ah, youve heard about it? The fact is that the Switzer kept me leaping about like a dancer. At last he made sure that he had me and swung himself off balance; so I managed to step in and flick him between the eyes with the tip of my stick. Afterward I had to leave him the ducats to heal the wound.

How long do you expect to live? asked the duke, curiously.

As long as theres a good dash of excitement in the air, said Tizzo.

Let us be alone, said the Borgia. Except for you, Niccolô.

The room, accordingly, was cleared at once.

It means mischief, Niccolô, Tizzo was saying to the Florentine. It means mischief when youre here.

The eyes of Machiavelli narrowed a little and gave him for the moment a look more like a cat than usual.

Why does it mean mischief? he asked.

When two cats are together and both of em hungry, said Tizzo, it usually means that theres an unlucky mouse somewhere at hand for dinner. Am I to be the meat for you both, my lord?

He addressed the last words to the duke; and his air, I hear that Im called for. half laughing and half indifferent, took the sting out of the frankness of his talk.

Shall I tell you the truth, Tizzo? asked the duke.

No, my lord, said Tizzo, the truth from so great a man would be more than I could stomach. Tell me only what you wish me to believe and Ill swallow as much of it as I can at one good, long draught.

The Borgia merely laughed. Tizzo, youre honest. And I have honest work to do. Thats why Ive sent for you.

Honest work? said Tizzo, lifting his eyebrows a little.

I want the Countess Sforza-Riario taken to Rome.

Id be glad to ride anywhere with Caterina, said Tizzo.

Do you call her by her name? asked Machiavelli.

She hates me so well that weve become intimates, said Tizzo.

The Florentine and the Borgia looked at one another and laughed a little.

And on the way to Rome with the beautiful countess, said Borgia, you will take the first step toward making peace between me and Guidobaldo da Montefeltro.

Youll carry a letter from me to Urbino  and there

Ah! said Tizzo. Its tomorrow that Im to be eaten, and not today. Go to Urbino  did you say go into Urbino?

I understand you perfectly, answered the Borgia. Youre afraid that the old enmity between Guidobaldo and me might make it a dangerous trip?

Afraid? murmured Tizzo thoughtfully, as though he did not like the taste of the word in his mouth. Then he broke out: My lord, theres some damned dark bit of policy behind all this, I suppose. But I wont try to fathom it. Ive sworn to serve you with mind and hand and heart for three months. Give me the countess and Ill take her as far toward Rome as God will let me. Give me the letter and Ill put it in the hands of Guidobaldo if I fall dead the next moment. Ill go now to prepare for the ride, and come back for your final orders.

He was gone from the room in another moment, as the duke waved his assent.

Cesare Borgia went to the casement and leaned there, looking with troubled eyes over the roofs of the town.

A sword against a walking stick  a five-foot Swiss two-handed man-slayer, against a little trick of a cane, murmured Machiavelli. Tell me how this Tizzo has managed to live so long. Hell certainly die tomorrow.

The Borgia said nothing in answer to this comment, and Machiavelli began to look at him, studying him with a curious attention.

Youre troubled, my lord, he said at last.

I am, Niccolô, said the duke. Im troubled.

But everything goes according to your plan.

Did you notice how he spoke?

With a fine, free swing to his words, my lord. A fellow like that would sooner use his sword than his brain.

Do you think so? He has a quick wit, though. But there was something about his way of talking  something from the heart  a certain noble carelessness, Niccolô.

Ah, is that what you are thinking of?

Yes  a certain air with which he spoke.

Then perhaps I know what troubles my lord.

Tell me, Niccolô.

Is it shame, my lord?

Ah? Shame? said the Borgia. I wonder!


XII. AN UNDERSTANDING
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FROM LADY BEATRICE Baglione to her brother, Giovan Paolo, Lord of Perugia.

DEAR GIOVAN PAOLO:

Tizzo is away again like a wild hawk  or like a wild duck that some hawk will plume and eat presently. The Borgia has sent him with a handful of men to Urbino with a letter to Guidobaldo da Montefeltro, the duke, and with Caterina Sforza. What is in the Borgia brain? I am sick and dizzy. I begged Tizzo on my knees to reconsider, but he has bound himself to be a slave to the Borgia for some months  eternities they will prove and end with his wretched death.

You cannot know what it means to me to be in love with such a wild-headed fellow. I try to tear the thought of him out of my heart. But the memory of his red hair burns in my mind. And all that he has done for you, for me, for our house. He should be kept under lock and key and only allowed liberty when there is some great danger threatening. There is too much English blood in him to permit him to fathom or suspect the depths of these cunning people.

Before you get this he will be in Urbino. Perhaps he will be dead and Caterina Sforza will be in the hands of the Duke of Urbino. What can you do to help him? Try to think. I know you will because you love him almost as much as I do. I have only one comfort. His father, Baron Melrose has ridden with him.

And you know as I know that the two of them are a double edge sword that cuts faster in all directions than sneaking traitors and murderers ever can suspect.

My sleep has gone from me. My heart is breaking. I wish to God that I were a man so that I could stay at the side of Tizzo wherever he rides.

Farewell.



BEATRICE



Letter from Cesare, Duke of Valentinois and Romagna, to Guidobaldo da Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino.



MY DEAR LORD AND BROTHER:

I send this to you by the hand of Tizzo of Melrose, one of my most distinguished captains, whose reputation will have come to your ears long before this. He is escorting on the way to Rome the Countess Sforza-Riario, whom you will be glad to receive and shelter for the night for my sake and her own.

I have asked Tizzo to open my heart to you. The purpose of his speech will be my heartfelt intent to enter into a lasting alliance with you. If I could join myself to your known greatness of mind and position, where would there be a limit to our ambitions?

Consider what I have suggested and which he will repeat more at large. There are many things that we could do together. These are times of stir and change.

My confidence in you I need not express. The coming of Tizzo and of the countess are eloquent of it.

Let me hear happy news from you soon. Your affectionate friend,



CESARE



This letter the Duke of Urbino read once and again, moving a candle closer so that he could be sure of some of the words. In the meantime he rubbed his nose, which, like that of his distinguished ancestor Federigo, was so big that it seemed like the single handle of a cup.

Then he looked up and across the room, toward the chair in which the Countess Sforza-Riario was sitting. It was a famous chair of carved wood, having as one support a horned stag and as the other an angry dragon with lifted wings. The countess lost so many years by this dim light that to her beauty was added the perfume of youth. The duke shaded his eyes and looked at her again, but the illusion persisted. He began to smile a little.

This Tizzo, he said, is a man high in the confidence of Cesare Borgia?

Yes, she said.

And a friend to you?

So much a friend, she answered, that he cut the Rocca of Forli out of my hand and gave it to the Borgia!

Ah? said Guidobaldo, and fell into thought again, stroking that long hooked nose.

He was not conscious of his ugliness. His position was so great that he did not have to think of his face.

Then he read the letter aloud. As he finished, he asked: Did you know what was written here?

No, said the countess.

Does it bring any thought into your mind?

One thought, she said.

What is it?

That Cesare Borgia has gone mad. If he lets me come into your hands, what prevents you from making an agreement with me by which you receive my claim to Forli and all the territory around it?

And by the same agreement I receive my freedom  and certain funds in ready cash, perhaps, or some pleasant, small estate in Urbino?

Yes, said the duke. It would be a simple matter for us to come to this agreement. Tell me: Do you fear that this Tizzo will have you put out of the way long before Rome is reached?

No, she answered. He is a man for battle, desperate chances, and he loves danger more than he ever can love a woman  there is beautiful Beatrice Baglione, and yet he cannot find time between his wild undertakings to marry her  he is not an agent for murder, my lord.

He is a man of great value to Cesare Borgia, murmured the duke, and yet he, together with you, has been placed in my hands, and his father along with him. Has the Borgia lost his wits, or has he some deep scheme in view?

He is always deep, but what scheme can he have in mind now? she asked.

War?

You have the strongest castle in Italy. If he had an army of birds he still would hardly be able to scale your walls.

True, murmured the duke. Very true! But I wish that I could look into that mind of his.

He began to walk the floor, pausing at last behind the chair of Caterina and leaning on it.

You and I could come to an understanding, my dear, could we not? asked the duke.

For answer, she reached up her hand, quietly, and took soft hold on one of his.


XIII. POISON
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FROM THE CASEMENT of the room in which Tizzo was quartered with his father, the eyes skipped briefly over the crowded, tiled roofs of the town of Urbino and danced away over a ragged sea of mountains.

Tizzos eyes skipped away in that fashion, watched the last green and gold of the sunset die out, and then he turned his glance down toward the town. The lights were beginning to shine along the streets.

A town like this, he said, who could take it with all the armies in the world?

All the armies in the world never could take it if it were honestly garrisoned, said the baron. But where can you find an honest garrison in these times?

Tizzo leaned far out until he was flat on his stomach, peering down the steep of the great wall beneath. It seemed an incredible work, this heap on heap of masonry, like the work of an army continued through centuries. Somewhere in the dark tangle of the streets below he could hear a mans voice that was singing, lustily, a rare old song of the countryside:



Her hand is gone from the loom,

Her step no longer hurries toward me,

Her voice no more sings from the pasture,

She has left me the empty night.



Tizzo waited, but when the next verse did not follow, he rolled it out with a ringing voice:



Search for her not so far as heaven;

Look up, but not to the stars;

The castle of my lord held many treasures;

Then why did he steal my happiness?



From the street below a voice began to shout; Tizzo, laughing, tinned back into the room and began to tease a green and golden parrot which was climbing head down around the wire walls of its cage.

How can you tell, Tizzo? asked the baron. It may he that it is treason to sing that song in the castle of Urbino.

If a song can be treason, Im glad to die for it, said Tizzo, and from a silver bowl of fruit he began to pick out the little white, dry, sugar-covered figs and eat them, together with morsels of bread which he broke from a loaf, cramming his mouth too full for talk.

His father watched him and smiled at him.

Ill tell you one thing, he said. A man can sing himself into more trouble than he can talk his way out of afterwards. When I was serving under Piccinino, there was a big Milanese who had a throat like a bull and a voice that could fill it, and one day he sang a serenade that had the name of Giulia in it. Well, it happened that Piccinino was fond of a girl with that name, and when he heard the song he didnt stop to ask questions. He sent down a pair of his men and they slipped a dagger under the fifth rib of the singer before he had finished emptying the song from his throat. When youre around these great people, its best to speak in a small voice and not sing at all.

Well, said Tizzo, I need room for my elbows and a chance to make a noise, now and then. Room  room to swing an ax, say, or a sword

He washed down the bread and figs with a mouthful of red wine, and picked up that blue-headed steel ax which was dearer to him than all his possessions except Falcone, his white horse. Swinging the ax, he did an improvised dance about the room, striking swift blows to right and left, and making the edge of the ax whistle just past carved and gilded furniture, and then all around the head of a little marble faun that occupied a niche in the wall.

The baron began to laugh with pleasure, and here there was a knock at -the door. When the baron called out, the door was pushed open by one page who allowed a second lad, all brilliant in sleek velvet, to enter carrying a beautiful silverncharger that had on it a pair of goblets.

Rosy crystal composed the bowls of the cups, which were held in a net of gold and supported on pedestals of silver.

His highness sends his compliments and his good wishes for an excellent nights sleep to my lord and to Captain Tizzo. said the page, and straightaway presented the cups to the two guests. After that, he backed out of the room and closed the door after him with a reverent softness.

The baron lifted the cover of his goblet, and sniffed. 

Good spiced wine, he said. This Guidobaldo has good manners even if he is a duke with a castle built in the middle of the sky. To your health, Tizzo!

Wait! said Tizzo, who was inhaling the bouquet of the wine. This is probably the best wine and the safest in the world  but I have been living in the shadow of Cesare Borgia, remember, and Ive been learning some new ways in the world. The parrot can be our tester.

He dipped a bit of bread in his wine and carried it to the cage. The parrot rolled his eyes, put out his head, twisted it to the side, and nipped the bread neatly out of the fingers of Tizzo.

You see? said the baron. Theres nothing wrong. A parrots too wise a bird to eat poison. It shows that youve been too long in the wrong company, Tizzo. How much longer do you have to serve the Borgia?

Im sworn to him for another ten weeks, said Tizzo.

Id feel safer if you were serving any other man in the world for ten years, said the baron. I drink to you, Tizzo! He was lifting the cup to his lips when they both heard a soft fall, and they saw that the parrot had fallen to the bottom of his cage, where he was stretching his wings and kicking out with his feet, and ruffing out the brilliant feathers about his neck. In a moment he was still. The wings remained halfspread, and the feathers of the ruff slowly collapsed.

The baron rubbed his lips dry. Tizzo, he exclaimed, did you taste the damnable stuff?

Not a drop, said Tizzo, putting the cup slowly back on the table beside him. A quick, powerful shudder ran through him.

The two stared with blank eyes at one another.

Why? asked the baron.

Either for hate or for gain, said Tizzo. And my lady the countess hates me since Forli. Perhaps  why, perhaps the gain would be in having me out of the way, and you out of the way, also, if the duke intends to keep the countess here in the castle instead of sending her on to Rome.

He ran to the door with silent-falling feet and leaned there, to listen.

Turning, he whispered as he tiptoed across the floor, There are armed men waiting outside the door. I heard a sword stir in a sheath.

Lock the door, said the baron. Theyll wait for a moment for us to drop dead, and then they will come in to look at the bodies and cart them away.

If I turn the lock, theyll hear the bolt sliding and then they will know that something has gone wrong with the plan.

Tizzo reached for a jacket of mail. But his father raised a hand to stop him.

Hurrying to the casement, Melrose leaned out far and glanced down the face of the wall. The drop of it was sheer to the street, far below; even the first roof was a terrible fall beneath them. And for the first fifty feet there was no embrasure of any kind to break the smooth surface of the wall. To the left, perhaps two stories below and twenty feet away, there was a projecting roof-line.

Take the sheets from the bed, directed Melrose. So

He tore away the covers and with the edge of his dagger began to slash the sheets into long, thin strips. The edge of the knife was so razor-keen that the cloth divided almost without a sound.

If they mean murder, said the baron, at least well make them take a long step to catch us. The Borgia  the Borgia, Tizzo  was it part of his policy to send you into a murder trap?

Tizzo, asking no questions, was imitating his father implicitly. When the sheets were cut, they began to twist the - sections so as to make strong rope, and then the ends were tied together.

And Tizzo was saying: If Cesare Borgia loves a friend, he never will betray him. But he loves few friends. I am merely a new acquaintance. I have a value to him, but he would give me up in a moment if he dreamed that he could get a handsome return for my life.

Do you ever think of putting a knife into the hollow of his throat and so ending your bargain with him? asked the baron.

Between you and me, said Tizzo, I rather like him. There is a devil in him, but that devil may do a great work for Italy. Sing, Father. Well need a little noise. And let them think that were enjoying the first effect of the wine, before we have a second taste, of death.

As they talked, quietly, calmly, their hands moved rapidly, and a long rope of the white, twisted sheets was now prepared.

Tizzo ran to the window with it.

The roof there on the left. Can you swing yourself onto it? murmured the baron. And he began to sing one of the old marching songs.

Tizzo, having estimated the distance from the casement to the roof with a careful glance, measured out a length of the white rope and tied the rest of the rope around a couch which he dragged with the barons help beneath the casement.

You first! he murmured to the baron.

But the older man, with a frown and a headshake, pointed toward the door and then toward his own throat as though to indicate that his voice, which had begun the song, must be permitted to continue it. And Tizzo peered up into the older face for a long half-second, realizing perfectly the calm abnegation which underlay this gesture. But there was no time for argument. He was instantly through the window and slithered down the end of the rope.

Running with his feet along the wall, he started the pendulous swing of the rope. When it had once begun, with the swing of his lithe body he made the rope sway out in wider and in wider arcs. Above him, dimly, he could hear his fathers voice still singing the Song of the Plough. The wall rushed back and forth beside him with greater and with greater speed.

Now his head rose so that he could look into a window that broke the surface of that projecting wall whose roof was his goal. A girl was inside it  a servant, perhaps, ogling herself in a hand mirror while she turned her head from side to side, and lifted or bent it in order to view herself from the most favorable angle. She was an ugly wench and the task was hard, but she kept at it with wonderful patience and seemed to enjoy the work.

The next swing of the rope brought him to the level of the roof, almost, but he saw that he was much too low on the rope, since it was bringing him in under the projecting eaves. He hauled himself up several arm-lengths and on the next return of the rope, with one hand he was able to reach out and grip the roof gutter under the tiles.

His weight recoiled with a violent wrench that almost broke his grasp on the gutter; a moment later he was on the roof.

His father, older and heavier, never could succeed in that athletic effort, he was sure. But the baron would be able to hand himself down the slant of the rope and so come to the roof. Yonder was a trap door set into the slant of the tiles. To one of the projecting beam-ends inside of which the door was set, Tizzo made the linen rope fast. Then he turned and waved.

At the dimly lighted casement he saw the head and shoulders of his father. A strong strain was put on the rope and set it trembling. A moment later the body of the baron dropped over the casements edge and he began to swing himself along the downslant with long arm-hauls.



He came out of the lamplight into dimness, then closer and closer, until even by starlight Tizzo could see his face and the knotted effort in it.


XIV. TRAPPED
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HERE A GREAT shout struck across the night. At the casement to which the rope pointed like a long finger appeared a leaning figure; steel flashing bright; the rope was cut across.

THE BARON dropped instantly on the loose rope. Tizzo heard and felt in his own flesh the shock of the impact as that heavy body struck the wall beneath the eaves.

Was he gone? No, the weight still strained down on the rope. Tizzo, groaning with hope and fear, reached back and fingered the haft of the ax which he had hung by its noose from about his neck.

Now a womans voice began to screech just below. It was the servant girl, no doubt, who had been called to her window by the noise to see a dark figure struggling in the empty air above her casement.

Would the baron drop down and try to enter that window, or would he climb?

The answer was in the appearance of a hand that gripped the edge of the eaves. Another hand joined it. The big man heaved himself up with power, grunting. Tizzo caught the collar of his jacket and pulled with all his might to lighten the work.

Yonder at the lighted casement, two figures remained, yelling out the alarm. Other shadowy heads appeared at other windows. There was a dim but distinct sound of running feet along corridors.

Are you hurt? breathed Tizzo.

The baron stood up and pulled out the sheathed sword which he had stuffed inside his clothes.

It was a bit of a slap  but it was nothing, he said. Here, Tizzo. Do we run along the roof, or do we go down into the wolf-den?

Down into the den, said Tizzo. Theyll have twenty men on the roofs before a minute has gone. Heres the way!

He found the lock of the trap door, smashed it with a blow of the axhead, and lifted the door open. Beneath him he saw darkness which seemed to be churning like dusky water. But with hand and foot he found the ladder.

Down he went into the pitchy blackness with the weight of his father making the ladder creak as the baron followed after. The floor was quickly reached.

Rough boarding was underfoot. He reached a wall of unfinished stone and fumbled along it.

The tumult was redoubling through the castle. The pounding sound with the metal clash that accompanied it was made by the armored feet of soldiers, of course. But the most terrible noise was the dreadful screeching of the women.

To his left, he was aware now of a silver rectangle drawn on the wall, etched in with broken strokes. That must be the leakage of light round the edges of a door. And now, in fact, his hand was on the knob.

The lock had not been turned. He pushed the door open and looked out onto a long, narrow corridor.

As he stepped out into the hallway, a whole bevy of the female servants not five paces from him threw up their arms and fled, screeching with terror.

They were crying for help, they were shouting that the two were there  there in the hall  murdering the women.

And the answering shouts of men came in quick response, from close at hand.

Which way? muttered the baron.

The first way! said Tizzo, and running round the first elbow turn of the hall, he leaped across a faintly lighted threshold the larger size of whose doorway seemed to indicate that it might be the entrance to another corridor.

And as he entered with his father behind him, he heard the armored uproar of the men-at-arms come pouring into the hallway which he had just left.

But it was not another hall. It was a narrow little room with a table across one end of it. On the table were piled old clothes and near it sat a crone bent over her work of patching with much care a pair of hose, frayed about the knees.

She did not look up, but pursed her lips tighter as she made the next stitch.

Tizzo and the baron backed into the thick shadows of the corner and waited. The sword was unsheathed in the barons hand, now. And Tizzos ax was ready. It was the last fight, perhaps, but at least they could make it together.

Deaf! whispered the baron at Tizzos ear. Shes deaf!

The noise of the manhunt thundered in the hall. Two steel-clad figures lurched a step into the room, saw the seamstress, and recoiled again.

A false alarm drew the flood of searchers off to the left. To the right there were the babbling, squealing women, their voices growing dimmer as they retreated.

Now? asked Tizzo.

Hush! said his father.

The flight of figures down the hall seemed to have caught the eye of the old woman at last.

And as the thunder of the mailed feet surged back again, she left her chair and went to the threshold of the room, standing there with her hands on her hips, shaking her white old head at the mad confusion.

There seemed to be no fear in her.

A crowd of soldiery poured past her. Half a dozen times she was hailed: Have you seen them?

But she answered with the continued wagging of her head.

The manhunt left that portion of the palace and ebbed down to a lower level. Through the casement, Tizzo could hear more sounds of war rising from a court or open street. Voices were shouting commands.

And as the tumult grew less, the seamstress returned to her chair again.

Some brazen-throated fellow was bawling out beneath the window:

Five hundred ducats-for the Englishman, Melrose! Five hundred ducats for him and his son! A hundred for the baron; a hundred ducats for the baron! Four hundred for the red head of Captain Tizzo! Money and the dukes favor! Money and the dukes favor! Five hundred ducats!

It was like the crowing of a rooster, a sound that cut through the increasing tumult. It was as though an auctioneer were asking for bids.

Dead or alive, five hundred ducats! Five hundred ducats! The old woman went to the casement and seemed to be listening to that proclamation, but since she was deaf, no doubt she merely was watching the dimly lighted figures in the street or the court below.

She turned from the window and faced straight toward the corner in which the two fugitives remained, pressed close together. Did her old eyes pierce the shadows? Could she indeed see them?

Five hundred ducats is a world of money, she said. Tizzo shuddered.

After all, she had good ears. How had she failed, then, to hear them when they first bounded into the room.

Four hundred ducats for a redheaded lad!

She went to the door, and shut and locked it.

Well, she said, turning, I think I shooed the hawks away from a pair of helpless chickens that time. Come out here and let an old woman bless her eyes with the sight of two men saved from the grave.

They moved slowly forward, neither of them glancing at the other. The brain of Tizzo had stopped.

Mother, he said, except for you, our blood and brains would be smeared on the floor long ago.

I hate a screaming fool of a girl, said the crone, and so I learned to hold my tongue when I was a youngster.... Five hundred ducats!... A great deal of money... a great purse of money... a farm, and a peaceful life.

You shall have it, friend, said the baron, if you can show us the way out of the palace  any secret stairs  any back, unregarded way  do you see this gold chain? A thousand ducats would never buy it. And you shall have it. Here it is in your hand, now.

She took the chain and weighed it, grinning.

Suppose that I took it, she said. For every bead of it how many times do you think theyd make me scream on the rack?

She gave back the chain into the big hand of the baron and shook her head.

Besides, what would I do with a farm and quiet? she asked. Ive had the city and the palace all the days of my life. Ive had the processions, and the smell of incense in the churches, and the music, and the pretty girls, and the slim lads, and the babies in silk and the old men in brocades, and the marriages and the murders, and the civil wars, and the stabbings in the dark, and the night cries where some poor devil found his end in a dark alley... how could I change all of this for a farm, and the smell of the wet ground or the dust instead of the perfumes and the stenches of the palace? No, no  I dont need five hundred ducats to end my days on. A prayer would be a greater help to me, my friend.

You shall have our prayers, mother, said Tizzo.

She looked at him with a smile that made her withered old face more horrible than ever.

The first lover I had in all my life, he had a head of red hair, like yours. When I saw the flash of that flaming head of yours, I thought for a moment that it was a ghost coming out of the past to me, and that I was a pretty young thing again; and the thought took the breath out of me and made me miss a stitch. That poor Adolfo  he was a beautiful lad, except that he talked all on one side of his mouth. But he stole one of my ladys rings, and they cut his soft throat for him. That was the day I cried my eyes red! And my heart ached for a week. Ah, well, I never see red hair that my heart doesnt jump up stairs like a wild ragamuffin. What shall I do with the pair of you?

The noise of the search that had sunk away now boiled up higher inside the walls of the castle and flowed suddenly once more down the corridor beside them. And here a hand tried the door, then beat against it.

Open! called a voice.

Ah? murmured the woman. Five hundred ducats?

She weighed the key in her hands, and in her eye she weighed the lives of the two. Then she opened the door.


XV. AGNES-ONCE EVE
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TIZZO TAKING HIS fathers arm, drew him down behind the table which was heaped high with clothes that needed repair. They were not perfectly concealed from the man who stood in the doorway now. Tizzo, from beneath the table, could see the armored legs of the man as high as the hips. They made him think of the legs of a great beetle, such as those he had watched crawling when he was a lad  sleek, glossy metal. He used to turn these beetles over and then watch them flopping helplessly on their backs, kicking their legs. He had an insane desire to try to steal out and trip up this spendid soldier.

And yet, behind the man and up and down the hallway, moved an armed number of other fighting men.

Ah, mother, said the man-at-arms, what are you doing up so late?

Mending your worn-out clothes, she answered.

Have you seen a pair of men  one old, one young?

Certainly, she answered. Look yonder, under the table.

Tizzo heard his father catch breath, and gripped his arm with a sudden pressure, to seek to restrain the sound.

The soldier broke into laughter.

Whats your name?

Agnes.

Agnes, I dont suppose that the two were hunting are here in the room with you. But I wondered

Why dont you suppose so? asked Agnes.

Because theyd twist your old windpipe before theyd let you open the door. But I thought

Not if they were real men. Real men dont murder old women, said the hag.

Agnes, I wanted to know if youd seen any glimpse of them. Thats all.

Certainly. I saw them come into my room and stand in the corner. When I went to the window, they sneaked under the table.

The soldier laughed again.

Youre an old one, and all the old ones are hard, he said. Well, God be good to you.

God give you better sense to understand women, said Agnes.

He laughed again, and walked from the room. Agnes closed the door after him, and locked it again.

And down the stairs at the end of the corridor, Tizzo heard the noise of the manhunt passing, dwindling, descending. He stood up with the baron beside him.

Well, you see what truth is worth in Urbino, said the hag, grinning at them.

She had only one tooth in the middle of her mouth, and when she grinned it showed as yellow as old ivory, and her eyes disappeared in nests of wrinkles.

You could have pointed, instead of speaking, said the baron. A motion of your hand would have started him, like a hunting dog. And he would have found us. You would have had your share in the ducats.

Id hate to show a man to a hunting dog, said Agnes. But if I had, there would have been a pretty thing to see. Would that sword of yours have found a way through his armor? Would that ax of Captain Tizzo have cut through his helmet? Yes, I think it would. Redheaded men are better than all the rest. I remember when a redheaded man fought for me in the street, yonder. I was not what I am now. I had feet under me as quick as a cat. And I was as sleek as a fish, all over. Hand or eye could not touch me without pleasure. But now what am I to do with you?

Youve given us a chance to draw breath and turned the hunt another way, said the baron. Well find our own way out, now.

You talk like a fool, said Agnes. Do you think that every inch of the castle wont be hunted over again, now? You dont know the noble duke. Theres a patient man for you. Theres a fellow wholl wait longer than a fisherman or a cat at a rathole.... Well, let me think a little.

She propped her chin on one hand and frowned. The frown swallowed her eyes in black shadows. At last she said: Old clothes. Ive nothing to work with but old clothes.

In fact, on shelves at either end of the room appeared big bundles.

Those are for the hospitals. But why shouldnt they be carried to the hospital now? muttered Agnes. Listen to me, Captain Tizzo  are you the man who rode through Perugia at the side of the Baglione and cut through the chains of the streets with your ax?

Thats true, said Tizzo. Theres a gift in this ax. It laughs at all other steel.

Redheaded men laugh at everything, said Agnes. But who would see Tizzo of Perugia in the form of a porter carrying bundles of old clothes on the top of his shoulders.... Wait!... Now see yourself!

She pulled out a ragged mantle, which she threw over the shoulders of Tizzo.

Upon his head she drew down an even more ragged hat that covered his face to the eyes.

Now, now! she exclaimed, inviting the attention of the baron, would you know your son, my lord?

Never! said Melrose, smiling. And then?

Then I take you down the little winding stairs at the back of the palace. I let you out at the small door. There will be guards, of course, but there is my tongue, also, and two simple, honest poor men carrying old clothes.

She began to outfit the baron and then to throw down from the shelves bundle after bundle of the old clothes which had been cast off by members of the ducal household.

From beneath the window, the bawling voice of another crier began to sound out: Five hundred ducats for the English baron and Captain Tizzo. Five hundred ducats, dead or alive!

Hail grunted Agnes. Do they have to maunder on about ducats? I was tempted once by ducats and Ill never be temped again. Five wretched years  five years  where did they fly to, Lord God? Five mortal years. They found me a girl and they left me a woman with age pointing my chin and misting my eyes.... Oh, God, how quickly the pollen is shaken from the flower and the bloom wiped from the petal and the fragrance gone, gone, gone! Well, Ive been young. Thats all there is to it. Ive been young. I had the lightest pair of heels in Urbino and the prettiest pair of legs and I didnt care who knew it.... Lord, Lord, the withered old shanks that carry me around today.... But if a girl wants a lover she should find a man with red hair.... Youll make some lass happy, Captain Tizzo, for a week or two  before you smell flowers of a new sort behind some high garden wall.... Walls are made to be climbed; women are made to be hunted... to run away and laugh over their shoulders. And only the swiftest foot shall catch em. Oh, I know about it! Are you ready?... Look at my heels and never higher. Walk slowly. Trust the talking to me.

She opened the door and they followed her into the hall, each of them bending under a clumsy, great bulk of clothing that loomed vast above their shoulders.

They passed down the upper corridor, and then they went down a stairway that wound constantly. The steps were so steep and so many that the knees of Tizzo grew a little weak.

They reached another hall beneath them, more filled with clamor of voices, tramplings, loud commands, and always the clashing footfall of armored men. The Urbino palace was buzzing like a hive, and there were no drones  every human was armed with a sting. Halberd, sword, boar-spear, dagger, club were all about the two inclining figures of the baron and his son.

Whos that, and whats here, and who the devil are these? demanded a loud voice.

And old Agnes shrilled back in her wavering voice: And who are you and what are you and who gave you power to ask? If Im tumbled out of my bed at this hour to pile charity on the backs of a couple of sinners from the hospital, who has the right to

Ah, be still! said the soldier. Id rather talk to a barking dog than to you, old Agnes.

Aye, but the young Agnes was for your, betters. Ive seen the time when the lifting of my finger would sweep ten better heads than yours off the shoulders that wore them.

Damn you and your better men and your better times, you hag, said the soldier. Get out of my sight!

She led on down more stairs and came to a dim passage that ended at a door guarded on either side by a man-at-arms.

One of these stood up and lowered his halberd to a striking position.

Whos there? he asked.

Agnes, she replied.

Whats with you, Agnes?

A pair of weak-kneed beggars from the hospital, she answered.

What are their names?

Beggard have no names.

They cant pass at this time. Have you not heard the uproar? Captain Tizzo and the Englishman who arrived today are wanted for the hangman tonight.

Dyou mean that these two cant get out of the palace?

They cannot.

All right, said Agnes. If you care nothing for fleas  and for worse things  Ill turn this pair over to you.

Turn them over to me? Damn the dirty rats, what would I do with them?

I dont care what you do with them, said Agnes. They were sent to me to get the clothes for the hospital. Ive given them the clothes. Thats all I can do.

I wont have em. Take them back to where you found them.

And tell his highness that I was stopped at the door?

Well  I cant do this, and you know it very well.

I know nothing about you. I dont want to know. Shall I leave these two with you and go back?

Wait a moment.

Suppose its Tizzo and his father. I half think that those are the right names, said Agnes.

The soldier chuckled. You have a sting in the end of your tongue, he said. But now listen to me. Are you sure that the duke ordered these two to be allowed to carry away the old clothes for the hospital?

Yes, said Agnes, because he recruits from hospitals and takes old men as nigh as any.

It may be true, decided the guard. Well, shall we let them through?

Who are you, fellow? asked the other guard. And he rapped Tizzo in the ribs with the butt of his halberd.

Tizzo grunted, half the breath driven from his body.

God forgive your worship, he whined. Youve struck me on the place where the doctor cut me for stones, and I doubt youve opened the old wound. Oh, ah, I feel the heat of the blood running down my side  but God knows that Ill never cast blame on you. Im one of the unfortunates of the world, and the quickest way out of it will be the greatest mercy for me.

The soldier broke in: Thats enough. Thats the true hospital chatter, and Ive heard it before. Get them out, and quickly. Otherwise, well be catching a thousand foul diseases from them. A sick man is worse than a sick dog. Did you hear the whine of him?

The other man shrugged his shoulders, shoved the key into the lock, and pulled the door wide.

Out with you! Out with you! he commanded, and kicked the baron to help him more rapidly through the doorway.

Farewell! called Agnes after them. Mind you that you get one of the beggars to say a prayer for Agnes. For any Agnes. Theres not one in the world that needs praying for as much as I do!

Then the door slammed with a metal jangling of the lock and key.

And Tizzo found himself in a narrow street that pitched sharply down the hill on one side and climbed steeply up it on the other.

Which way, father?

Either way  I dont care which, muttered the Englishman. That dog of a soldier has put his foot to me. Ill have blood for it. By God, Ill have a river of blood!


XVI. TIZZOS RASHNESS
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THEY CLIMBED THE hill, and took the first way to the right, still bending under their loads.

A pair of young cavaliers, galloping past, scattered mud and water over them and laughed over their shoulders at the two weighted-down pedestrians.

A rabble of young drunkards streamed around a corner and suddenly beset them.

Way for the Lazar House! Way for the hospital! called Tizzo, in a dreary singsong.

The lads scattered with yells. If it were not actual disease to touch or speak with one from the hospital, it was bad luck of the worst sort, at the least.

And now they came out into a wider street and saw a cart with two men in half-armor riding behind it. To the tail of the cart was tied a man stripped to the waist, and after him strode a giant of a man who swung a whip and used it at every tenth step. And in the cart sat a fellow who bawled out: This is Luigi, the son of Elia the smith, for speaking ill of his glorious highness, the Duke of Urbino! This is Luigi, flogged through the streets of Urbino for a day and a night...

A little crowd followed after the cart. They were curious, but they never came too near. They kept to either side of the street and not a sound, not a word came out of their throats. The only reason the flogging could be seen so well was that a lantern was carried high from the cart at the end of a projecting pole, and this showed the entire picture  the carter half asleep behind his two mules, the crier of the punishment, the criminal, the big man with the whip, two soldiers who jogged behind the rest to see that the course of the law was undisturbed.

Tizzo paused and stared at the unhappy man.

On, on! said his father, shouldering past him.

Aye, said Tizzo, and yet I could drink hot blood when I see such a thing

Come, come! exclaimed the baron. We cant right all the wrongs in the world

But for speaking evil of the damned Guidobaldo, the poisoner and traitor, the destroyer of good knights, the dogfaced Duke of Urbino! gasped Tizzo.

He kept on staring at the procession, unable to start on again. The face of the prisoner must have been young, the day before. It was old, now. It was old, and long drawn. The eyes were buried in holes.

The cart lurched over a bump in the way, the sudden pull on the cords jerked the poor Luigi forward on his face and he dragged in the mud. His back could be seen more clearly, now. The lantern light streamed down over it and showed it painted with stripes of red, as with crimson paint, sticky and wet, and in the middle of the back the stripes all gathered together in one huge, solid red patch on which the blood was flowing.

The big man, laughing, called out: Look, my masters! Ill put more speed in his feet.

He whirled his whip and brought it down with a loud crack that made the blood fly; and Luigi was lifted to his feet by the agony.

Christ... mercy... he gasped.

And Tizzo heard him. He hurled the bundle from his back and caught out of the rags he had been bearing the ax with the head of good, blue steel. The edge of it gleamed like silver. 

A rescue! A rescue! shouted Tizzo. All good men behind me!

The two halves of the following crowd halted. The cart driver, amazed, pulled at the heads of his mules and brought them to a stand. The two soldiers, bewildered, halted their horses also. The nearest of them, seeing a man spring in at him with an ax, leveled his spear and took a shrewd thrust at the breast of Tizzo.

He might as well have thrust at a dancing flame. The spearhead went wide of the mark and Tizzo, leaping up, planted one foot on the stirrup of the soldier and brought down his ax.

If he had used the edge, the man never would have spoken again. But he used only the hammer head at the back of the ax; the blow hurled the man-at-arms out of the saddle and senseless into the mud.

Treason! shouted the other soldier. All true men

But the crowd stood in frozen silence as Tizzo ducked under the belly of the first horse and leaped at the other soldier. He had one help, now. The baron, tossing aside his bundles in turn, had snatched out his sword from the mass of cloth and was running in with the weapon raised.

That sight was too much for the man of war. He put spurs to his horse and went plunging away, still screeching, Treason! Rebellion! The people are up!

And only then did the people who looked on suddenly give voice with such a sound as Tizzo never had heard before from men or from beasts  a low, groaning, mournful, growling noise; and the two halves of the crowd began to flow suddenly into the street.

Were lost! cried the baron. To your heels, Tizzo!

The man who carried the whip had turned and started to flee. One wing of the closing crowd met him. There was a scream, a sound of blows. It was the big man who had yelled out.

But Tizzo, running forward, slashed the rope that tethered Luigi to the carts tail. The carter, in the meantime, began to flog his mules; they broke into a gallop. And Tizzo found himself with one arm around the reeling body of Luigi, his other hand free to handle his ax.

His father came and stood beside him, the sword raised and ready at a balance for the first stroke.

This is the end, Tizzo! he exclaimed. Poison from high hands would have been better than death from the mob. Guard my back truly as Ill guard yours, and still well make a fight of it. 

Wait! exclaimed Tizzo. I think that they mean no harm After the first growling noise, the crowd made no sound. But they came straight in. They were almost on Tizzo and his father before two or three of them muttered: Friends!

Friends! Put down your weapons. Every man here would die for you, brothers!

They mean it, muttered Tizzo over his shoulder. Let The baron, undecided, nevertheless kept his sword raised and did not strike until he saw the many reaching hands go out to Luigi, take him up, lift him shoulder high, and begin to bear him away.

A tall old man, still strong and swift stepping, caught Tizzo and the baron by the arms.

This is the first day of my life! he said. Now I am born. Now I have seen a common man lift hand against the dukes own officers. I thank God! Im ready to die! Come with us, friends! There is no safety in Urbino for you, now, but you are safer with us than with any others!

And they went with the flow of the crowd, under the dim starlight, hurried along blindly as though the run of a river had picked them up and were carrying them along.

They entered alleys filled with a foul, sour savor. They twisted around dingy corners. And at last a door opened, and they poured into a dairy barn where the cows were tethered in rows, and a single dim lantern gave them a flickering fight as unclean as the streets through which they had been passing.

Hay was piled in an empty manger and Luigi was laid on this bed, face down. 

A young woman came swiftly into the throng.

His wife! The wife of Luigi! said voices, and a way was made for her suddenly.

She climbed into the manger and took the head of her husband in her lap. And every now and then she would jerk up her head and look over the crowd with startled eyes, only to bow again, a moment later, and stare at the bleeding flesh of Luigi.

The old man who had taken the baron and Tizzo by the arms now officiated with an air of authority. At his direction warm water was brought. With his own hands he washed the blood away, and then plastered over the back of Luigi a good layer of lard.

Said a voice near Tizzo: There goes enough lard to give a savor to ten pounds of black bread.

And another answered, Aye, but the bread he eats is pain! I wont grudge him the lard tonight!

It seemed to Tizzo that he had never seen such men before. He had had to do with foresters, on the place of his foster father, and here and there he had mingled briefly with the common people. But now it seemed to him that he was beholding them for the first time, and he was amazed.

They were in rags; they were dirty, ill-smelling; but now that he looked at them by the lantern light, it seemed to him that he never had seen better brows, keener eyes, more resolute faces. Now and again his eye fell on some brutal face, but for the most part, in good clothes and with a bath between them and the past, they would have seemed as noble a lot as ever stood in a court.

And a great, strange thought burst in upon Tizzo  that perhaps men, after all, are very much alike. The born prince might have his royalty by accident rather than merit. And the cobbler, the peasant, the household drudge, the serf, perhaps were all of them as kingly as any who sat on thrones, except that their feet had been forced into lower ways.

It was a thought that discomforted Tizzo. He knew that it was a great blasphemy, and he put it away from him as quickly as possible. For, of course, kingship comes from God and from God only, and common people are born to serve their superiors. Nevertheless, he was so troubled that he began to breathe a little faster. There was a giddy lightness in his breast. He found that his teeth were hard-set.

At his shoulder he heard the voice of his father saying, We had better be out of this. This no place for people of our bearing, Tizzo. Quickly, lad  and come with me.

Tizzo pulled off his cloak and stepped forward.

Here, friend, he said to Luigis wife, wrap your husband in this.

Her hand caught at the cloak and then dropped it. Her eyes remained staring aghast. She pointed with a trembling hand.

Look! Look! she cried.

And a sudden snarl came out of the throats of the crowd.

One of the gentry! A spy! A spy!... Let me come at him!... Let me have my hands in his throat!


XVII. THE TEST
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SUCH HANDS AS Tizzo never had felt before gripped him. He saw the cloak and hat torn off his father at the same moment.

The baron, huge and weighty with trained muscle, struggled desperately. Knives gleamed.

And Tizzo shouted, Father, were helpless. Stand still and let the fools remember what weve done for Luigi!

This sudden outcry stilled the fight for a moment. But the people had become animals, with burning eyes and flaring nostrils. They kept inching nearer and nearer to their prisoners. The tall old man who had been spreading the lard over Luigis back began to exclaim, What are you thinking of, friends? Do you forget that these are the men that knocked one soldier into the mud and made the other run? If you wanted fighting, why didnt you use your hands when poor Luigi was being flogged at the tail of the cart? What reason have spies for fighting the dukes own men?

A hunchback, deformed but not crippled by the great bunch behind his shoulders, thrust his long head still farther forward. He had a pale face, slit with a vast mouth, that formed itself strangely around the words he spoke.

What reason? he said. A very good reason. To seem to strike a blow for a friend of the people, and so be brought in among them and see them, and count the faces of the men who hate the duke.

Aye, aye! muttered the rest. Thats the point of it. Those newly opened eyes of Tizzo scanned the others again. To be sure, these ragamuffins could not afford plate armor and fight on horseback against the gentlemen, but the arquebus was becoming cheaper, more manageable year by year. Suppose that the mob ever were disciplined and armed with such weapons  what would their millions do to the scant thousands of the gentry? The tremendous picture rolled darkly across the eyes of Tizzo. He shuddered a little.

The old man  a blessing on him!  was continuing the argument.

What fools the pair of them would be to disguise themselves in nothing but old hats and cloaks? Do you think that theyre half-wits, my friends?

All the gentry are more than half fools, said the hunchback.

There was an instant muttering of assent.

And the hunchbacked man went on, Now that we have a pair of spies, lets close their eyes and ears for them forever.

Luigi, said the old fellow, here are the two men who saved you from the tail of the cart. Turn your head and see them. Speak a word for them.

The head of Luigi was turned by the hands of his wife, but he looked with red-stained, senseless eyes at the faces around him. When his lips parted, a feverish, incoherent babbling issued, and nothing more. His wife began to weep softly, unwilling to obtrude her grief upon the attention of men.

If theyre not of the dukes gentry, said the hunchback, let them say what they are. Let us hear what sort of common men they may be.

Theres no other way but to tell them, said the baron. Shall I do it?

Speak out. Its as well to be hanged by the dukes hangman as to be stabbed in the back by these fellows, said Tizzo.

The baron looked calmly around him. His clothes had been pulled half off his back, but he bore himself always with a good deal of dignity, and yet there was a cheerfulness about his bulldog face and the wine-red of it that could not help appealing to ordinary men.

He said: To be short  youve heard the dukes criers proclaiming a reward of five hundred ducats through the streets for the capture of Baron Melrose and Captain Tizzo. We are they!

There was not a whisper in answer, for a moment. Through the silence, Tizzo heard the grinding of the fodder which the cows were consuming, tossing their heads from time to time to tear out long streamers of the hay and then lick it easily into their mouths. They observed this human scene with bland, indifferent eyes.

The hunchback was the first to speak, and he sneered, The baron? I know little about him. But Captain Tizzo is the man who cut through the street chains in Perugia. Everybody in Italy knows that story. Now I ask you, all my masters, if this spindling fellow has the arms or the shoulders to strike such strokes? Could he sway the ax that might deal such blows? Answer me, any man who dares to say so?

The growl was a convincing reply. They meant business, now, and quick business.

Tizzo said, There are some of you who never saw a small cat scratch the nose of a big dog and make him run off, howling. I say that I am he who cut the chains at Perugia. And in my hand is the ax that dealt the strokes.

This statement made a very obvious impression. But the hunchback tore the ax suddenly from the grasp of Tizzo and held it high over his head. The lantern light sent a blue flickering over the fine steel of the axhead.

You hear what he says? declared the hunchback. Now look with your own eyes on the ax that he carries! Are any of you fools enough to believe him? Why, heres an ax so light that it hardly fills half my hand!

The old man put in: Neighbor Berte, you still have the old Austrian helmet with the dents that the Swiss swords knocked into it; but none of their swords would carve through it. Bring it here and let the young man try the edge of his ax on it, if he thinks he can manage the trick.

Berte laughed and showed a mouth in which there was not a single tooth, though he was a young man. The bread he ate constantly lacerated his gums, and therefore his lips were continually edged with drying blood.

He said: Ill bring the helmet in two minutes. Wait for me here!

He was gone at once. The hunchback, with a grin, leaned back against a stanchion and stared into the face of Tizzo.

You have a couple of minutes to live, brother, he said. Tie the hands of the fellow who calls himself Baron Melrose, some of you. Well leave this lying captain the use of his hands until hes proved the lie with the ax in his grip.... Here, stand back a little. Give me that club.... I take my place behind this man who calls himself Tizzo of Perugia. When he deals the blow to the helmet, if his ax fails to cut a good gash in the steel, that moment I bring down my club on his head and see how far his brains will spatter. Is that a fair judgment?

They laughed, all those wolfish men, and nodded at one another.

A fairer judgment than Luigi had! they said.

Tall Berte now returned and put on the stump of a post an old conical, open helmet of great weight and thickness of metal, no matter how old its workmanship might be.

There! said Berte, stepping back. That old headpiece has saved lives in its day. It may be the losing of another life now that its grown so old-fashioned. Step up, signore! Step up and try your luck! The five-foot Swiss swords could do no more than knock those dents into it. See if your ax can slash through it. What? Never hang back! Those were greater strokes than you claim to have struck in Perugia!

Tizzo, freed, stepped forward with his ax and took the helmet in his hand.

It was even more massive to the touch than it was to the eye. The solid weight of it surprised him, and he saw that the entire top of the headpiece was doubly reinforced.

He glanced up with a smile at the faces around him.

This is a good, tough nut to crack, said Tizzo. But give me elbow room, friends, and Ill try my hand at it. Keep out of the swing of my ax, though.

He weighted the ax first in his left hand and then his right, as though he intended to strike it with a single arm. But now he took the well-balanced weapon in a double grasp and swung it to the right and to the left in sweeping circles. Suddenly he reversed the sway. The ax swept up on high. His body, not more than middle height at the most, seemed to stretch whole inches taller. It curved backward with a swift and sudden tension and then, like a full-drawn bow when the string is released, all that accumulated tension of muscle and nerve released.

The ax flashed too swiftly for the eye to follow. It was a blue glint in the lantern light. Right in the center of the helmet the blow struck with a clang, followed by a splintering noise.

Tizzo straightened slowly from the great effort. And a groan of profound wonder came from the men around him. The hunchback, grunting with awe that was almost terror, had fallen on his knees. He picked up one half of the cloven helmet. With the other hand he traced the crack which the ax had cut through the post beneath.


XVIII. ANOTHER MANS POISON
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BY DAY CESARE Borgia preferred to sleep; by night he usually was up and about, but on this night he sat gloomily in front of his casement with his chin propped on his big bands. No one would have dared to keep him company or even speak to him at such a time, except that same young Florentine envoy, Niccolo Machiavelli.

He, with a soft step, paced up and down the room, speaking from time to time, sometimes humming a phrase of music, and paying no heed to the continual silence with which Cesare Borgia received his remarks. Here the door was opened a crack and the voice of the master poisoner, Bonfadini, murmured, A letter from Captain Tizzo!

That is what Ive been waiting for, said the Borgia, in a sudden loud voice. Bring it in. Read it, Alessandro! From what place does it come?

A place where men have red blood in them, said Bonfadini. Theres enough of that color on the letter. And the messenger dropped dead from his horse when he reached Forli.

Ah? Ah? muttered the duke. How does it come that I can spend fortunes on men, and yet I never have people ready to die for me as theyre ready to die for that penniless adventurer of a Tizzo?

Money only buys the time of men, said Machiavelli.

What buys their hearts blood, Niccolo?

Love, said the Florentine, and laughed a little.

The letter! The letter! said the Borgia. Im a new man before I hear even a word of it. Tizzo would never send a letter unless there were something worth-while inside it. Bonfadini, breaking open the writing, now read aloud, holding the page close to the small flame of the single lamp in the room. My dear lord: A parrot died for me the other day, and thats why Im alive to write this letter.

Duke Guidobaldo received me with every courtesy and listened like a scholar while I made my speech about your deep-seated affection for his excellency and your desire to join hands with him in public and in private war. Once I thought he was about to smile, but he swallowed it. He took the care of the countess out of my hands at once, and in such a way that I could not protest without doubting his intention to hold her as a safe prisoner at your disposal

Dyou see, Niccolo? said the duke. I told you how it would work. Guidobaldo took the countess into his own hands, and it will need fighting to get her away from him again. I have a perfect cause for war

You will have more causes before that letter is ended, said Machiavelli.

Bonfadini read on: Presently two cups of spiced wine were sent to our room in the night for sleeping draughts; and if we had drunk them we would still be asleep, my father and I, without ever a dream. But we gave a taste to a parrot in the room and he dropped asleep in time to warn us.; The same sleep that we all come to at the end of living. There were soldiers at the door; we got out the window, onto the roof, and found an old crone who liked red hair and let us down to the street. There we fell in with a mob who wanted to knife us as members of the gentry, because the gutter-sweepings and riffraff of this town seem to hold grudges against the blue-bloods and even feel that one man is as good as another.

They were about to cut our throats when I managed to cut the Gordian knot, literally, with a stroke of my ax. And now we are accepted as good fellows  a title which seems to be incomparably above that of kings or emperors in the opinion of these queer people. They swear to die rather than give us up to the duke, though he has raised the price on our heads from five hundred to a thousand ducats. His idea seems to be that we are to drop forever out of sight in Urbino, after which he will be able to send you word that your envoys got drunk and were killed in a stupid brawl, leaving the poor countess in his hands, and he remains your humble servant, as ever.

We have tried to get out of the town, but every inch of the walls is watched; this letter coming to your hands will be proof that some one of my new friends in Urbino has risked his life to carry word to you.

Now that you have read this far, sound the trumpets and order horses, and away, because

Here Cesare Borgia shouted suddenly, with a lions roar, Sound horns! Sound to horse! To horse! He added, Ill take Tizzo at his word!

A distant voice called out, faintly heard through the walls, and a moment later strong trumpets were blowing, followed by a rushing of feet through the court below.

Cesare Borgia began to laugh as he listened to the rest of the letter.

...because at the end of the fourth day from this writing, which is on Monday, I intend, if a single Romagnol spear shines in the passes about Rubino, to gather about me as many of the rabble as can bear arms of one sort or another and rush the Porta del Monte. If I can capture that one gate and let in a few companies of my lords best fighting men, trust me that they will be enough to stab Urbino to the heart. If I cannot capture and hold the gate until your troops are inside the walls, dont try the attack because the town is invulnerable, and there are plenty of good soldiers inside it.

However, those good soldiers will only fight so long as they have the advantages. One and all, they hate everything about Duke Guidobaldo except his money. Once you can break into the town, they will run like rats; unless perhaps a garrison remains in the palace, which is a fort within a fort.

My lord, everything depends on haste and speed.

I see that I have been dropped as a bait into the mouth of the shark. I have managed to jump out of his mouth again, but his teeth are on all sides of me, sharper than swords.

For these reasons, I cannot send you my affection, but I can send you my duty. My hair is not yet gray.  Tizzo.

The Borgia already was up and striding for the door.

Youve heard! he called. What do you say to this, Niccolô?

I say, said Machiavelli, that either you will bruise and break your hands on those great walls and heights of Urbino, or else you will have a dukedom for the mere gesture of taking. With three more men like Tizzo, you would have half the towns of Italy in your hands inside a year.

Aye! cried the duke. What a man for me and for the future! There is a sword that strikes a thousand blows and still the edge is never turned. What is the reason for that, my wise Niccolô?

Why, my lord, said Machiavelli, the reason is that a man who loves danger for its own sake sharpens his temper the more he is used. Another mans poison is his food.


XIX. THE EYES OF AGNES
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DUKE GUIDOBALDO, TOWARD the close of the day, strolled on the top of the ramparts of the palace and looked far across the roofs of Urbino toward the northern mountains. Now he halted and pointed. The Countess Sforza-Riario at his side halted and squinted her eyes.

There in the hollow, said the duke. Theres so much dust in the air that it looks blue and covers the picture a good deal. But you can make out the glitter of the spear-points like little candle-flames. Those are the lances of Giovan Paolo of the High and Mighty Baglione; he must have fifteen hundred good men with him. The fighters from Perugia always are good ones. The Duke of Valentinois comes in from the eastern road. They are going to move toward Urbino from opposite sides and hope to take us by surprise.

The fools! said the countess. Do they think that youll invite them and their men into the city? And unless you invite them, theyll never get over the walls without wings.

The duke laughed. We are as safe here, madame, said he, as though we were sitting on top of a cloud in the blue of the sky. Now see the dust cloud raised by the Perugians; it looks like a bright mist flowing there between the hills.

The day had been very hot; Urbino still was steaming; people had come out from their houses and sat on doorsteps with haggard faces. The children had been quiet all day. Now the pleasant hum of their voices rose up as far as the battlements of the castle.

Where is the old woman you were speaking of? asked the duke of one of the attendants who remained at a respectful distance.

We have her at hand, highness, said the attendant.

Bring her, said the duke.

She was brought at once before him, bowed of back, her head jutting forward with every step she took.

What is your name? asked Guidobaldo.

Agnes, my lord, she answered, making her bow.

How old are you?

I was ten years old when your mother was born, my lord.

What is your place in the palace?

I do sewing and mending. I used to work with the fine silks and linens. But when my hands grew darker with needle pricks and iron burns, they looked unclean.

So you were given coarser work?

Yes, my lord. I was given the dirty mending, putting together rents, and darning hose.

The duke smiled at Caterina Sforza. You have an honest face, Agnes, he said.

Thank you, my lord. It is best to look honest if one cannot look happy.

Are you not happy?

In my thoughts, yes.

What are your thoughts? went on the duke, who began to feel the philosopher.

They stopped at the time I was twenty-eight, she answered.

What happened then?

I began to grow thin. My chin got long and my eyes grew hollow.

If you can remember things as long ago as that, do you remember what happened four nights ago?

That was the night the English baron and Captain Tizzo escaped from the castle.

Where were you?

Sewing in the mending room.

What did you do?

I kept on sewing, my lord.

When all the other women were running and screaming?

I knew no matter how fast I ran, I could not catch the five hundred ducats.

The duke started to laugh but ended with a smile. His courtiers saw that they were free to chuckle, and did so.

I hear, said the duke, that on that night you brought down two men loaded with old clothes to take to the hospital?

Yes, my lord.

They never arrived at the hospital, said Duke Guidobaldo.

Were they thieves? asked Agnes.

You are not surprised?

I am too old to be surprised by men, my lord.

What if those two were the men who were escaping?

That would have been lucky for them.

What was their appearance?

One was older than the other. He was larger, also.

What was the color of their hair?

I could not tell, my lord. They came and asked for the clothes. I gave them the bundles. There was a great deal of noise and trampling in the palace. They were afraid to go down until I showed them the little winding stairway, and I took them down it.

She tells the thing straight enough, remarked the duke to Caterina Sofrza.

The countess held out her hand. What is the stone in this ring, Agnes?

A ruby, madame.

Shes the guilty witch who let them out of the castle, said the countess instantly. She could not tell the color of their hair, she is so old? Well, she could tell the color of this stone. One lie, and all lies!

The courtiers started, murmured not altogether with admiration. But the duke was greatly impressed.

Agnes, he said, you have heard the countess. What do you say now? 

Rubies are bright enough to shine by their own light, my lord.

This old woman talks too well. She is lying, said the countess.

I think she is, agreed the duke. Here, Roberto. Take the old hag and give her a few strokes of the whip. Loosen her tongue for her.

Instantly, my lord.

Why not drop her into one of the bird cages? asked the countess. Heres one beside us.

It was an iron cage affixed to the edge of the parapet, with a door at the top. The bars were painted to keep them from rusting. They enclosed a space so small that a man could neither sit nor stand nor lie full length. Men were said to have existed for months in those frightful machines of torment.

Why not? asked the duke. Yes, pop Agnes into that cage at once.

Good, said Agnes. Ill have a better view of the street than I ever had before.

The countess broke out laughing. Let her be! she said. The old witch has so much courage that she deserves to live.

If she is a traitor, said the duke, Ill have her flayed alive. But take her to the dungeon and let her cool her quick old brain there for a while. Off with her. Ill attend to her tomorrow.... Theyre coming out from the valley and straight toward the city, he added, pointing toward the advancing little army.

Now they scatter to pitch camp. My lord, you have no doubt about them being enemies. Why not sound the trumpets and pour out at them with horse and pike and arquebusiers?

Would you do that, Caterina?

Instantly! she cried. Aye, and lead the spearmen myself.

You would, nodded the duke, smiling. I know that you would, because Ive heard of other things youve done. But I prefer to sit in the clouds and let the silly little people go their own way down there beneath me. When I can take them off guard, then Ill strike them into a rout. Ive done it many times. But those Perugians are a hardy lot of fighters.

So much the more glory in beating them, said the countess.

So much the more blood shed in doing it. And my soldiers cost me money, you know. Well go in, if it pleases you  or we can dine on the loggia; you see the moon is up and well have the light of it to show us the hills.... But still theres a wish thats burning in me.

Shall I name it to you, my lord?

Can you?

You would give half your army for the sake of seeing that quick-footed, bold-eyed, redheaded Tizzo  seeing him in chains.

I shall have him in chains, said the duke. Or is he yonder? Has he escaped to the Borgia? Is it because of him that Cesare has marched south to pay me this visit?

Wherever he is, said she, youll find him before long. Hes like a spark in the hand. It soon will burn you!


XX. THE ATTACK
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THE MOON WAS as strong as the sunset light when Tizzo made a speech. He stood in a manger of that same dairy stable where he had cloven the helmet with an ax. And now he said: Im going from this stable with my ax hidden under my cloak. Im going straight for the Porta del Monte. Those who will go with me, lift the right hand.

There was a whispering answer. The sound came from the upswinging of every right arm. Three hundred men were packed around the cows as thick as they could stand. Others skulked in the yard outside. The forest of arms dropped.

Show what you have to fill your hands, commanded Tizzo.

Up went the same right hands. Tizzo saw hatchets, axes, mere knives of all sorts, straightened sickles fixed on short wooden handles so as to make a stabbing spear of incredible ugliness; and then there were straightened scythe-blades which looked like clumsy swords. They would cut like a sword and an ax combined. In addition, there were the clubs of all sorts and sizes, and old spearheads which had been ground razor sharp and mounted on short truncheons.

Well-armored men could laugh at the attack of such motley weapons, and the men-at-arms who secured the guard of the gates of Urbino were armed cap-a-pie, every one. And yet Tizzo smiled as he looked around him at the silent flourish and saw the hard, grim faces of the crowd.

Brothers, he said, we are going to Porta del Monte.

When I get there, I am going to strike with my ax one of the soldiers on guard. Raise your hands, those who are going to strike with me.

A third of the audience lifted hands.

Those who rush at the same time toward the left tower beside the gate and try to master it, give me a sign.

The hunchback, who was to lead that attempt, hoisted himself up on a stanchion and grinned as a third of the arms were lifted again.

And who are going to follow my father to the capture of the right-hand tower and the magazines of arms? demanded Tizzo.

The remaining hands went up.

If all goes well at the gate, said Tizzo, my father remains there in command. And who are those who will follow me back through the streets of Urbino?

Half of the men lifted their arms.

What is the shout we will raise? repeated Tizzo.

The answer was a murmur that swelled throats and died behind clenched teeth: Duca! Duca!

The teeth of Tizzo himself set hard as he heard this stern muttering.

The gates of Urbino were closed not at sunset but at dark. There was still green light rimming the western mountains when a number of ragged fellows went toward the Porta del Monte. Some of them came down the main street. Others issued suddenly from alleys. Nearly all of them were muffled in old, torn, ragged cloaks in spite of the great warmth of the evening. But then, all men knew that the damp night air was mortally dangerous. These were probably countrymen who had remained in Urbino until the last moment. It was only a little odd that so many of them should be flocking out at the Porta del Monte. Or were they going to have traffic with the army of the Perugians that lay in the hollow beneath?

The captain of the gate pulled out the beautifully shining length of his sword and held it at the breast of the first of the crowd, a slender fellow of not more than middle height, with a tuft of red hair sticking out through a gap in his cloaks hood. 

Where are the lot of you going, fellow? demanded the captain.

Out of Urbino to get some cool air, said Tizzo.

Out of Urbino to talk to the Perugians, you mean, said the captain. Whats to keep me from knowing or thinking that youre a pack of damned traitors?

This, highness, ought to convince you, said Tizzo, and shifting away from the sword with a sudden side step, he jerked the blue-headed ax from under his cloak and struck.

The blow clanged on the steel and at the same instant cut through it with a dull, chopping sound. That ruined helmet never would be worn again. And the captain of the gate fell on his face, dead.

There were a dozen soldiers on guard, three times the usual number, because the Perugians were in sight down there in the hollow, their tents showing like a pale blue mist under the increasing moonlight. Those dozen guards were mastered and slain instantly, in the moment of bewilderment which gripped them after they saw the captain fall. A few of them cried out in terror or in the death agony, but the mob of three hundred and more assailants never uttered a sound.

That was the special horror of the moment, the silence with which the crowd showed the flash of weapons and rushed to work, part of them to destroy the guard at the gate, part of them through the doors at the bottom of the towers, to the right and left of the gate. The hunchback with his club sprang like a horrible spider up the winding stairs of the left tower. The sword of the baron led the way more slowly on the right.

The three strokes went home almost at the same moment. The gate was hardly won before the great, husky, roaring voice of the hunchback began to sound from the top of the left gate; and a man-at-arms, like a signal of victory, was hurled out of the topmost casement. The poor fellow dropped, spinning head over heels, screaming, and struck the pavement below, crushed to death.

Tizzo, rushing with part of his men to the more serious work of the attack on the right tower and the little armory beside it, was not halfway up the stairs before he heard the shouting that announced the victory.

He went on with the peasants and found a score of his men already in the armory, snatching up steel caps to put on their heads, seizing swords, targets, battle-axes, poniards sharp as a cats tooth.

There was hardly a wound to count. The success was complete and perfect. And Tizzo was once more on the ground level of the gate with the baron panting beside him before he heard the alarm bells begin to crash from all parts of Urbino. It had required all that time, so sudden was the stoke, for the news to reach from the Porta del Monte to the rest of the city.

He left more than a hundred men with his father, a third part of that number in the left-and right-hand towers.

If you had half a dozen men who understood firearms, said Tizzo, you could make sure of the gate.

I can be sure of it anyway, said Melrose. Why dont the Perugians come swarming up to take this advantage?

I never knew Giovan Paolo to be so slow, said Tizzo. Do you hear? I go with the rest of the men straight back through the city and try to rouse the mob. Every one of my fellows is carrying extra weapons from the armory. Im heading for the Porta S. Bartolo. The Borgians are out there on the Pesaro Road. And if I have luck, Ill carry that gate and open it to our friends.

Good lad, said the baron. Be confident of me. All will go well here. See how the gutter rats come swarming to take part in the victory!

For already men were scampering toward the Porta del Monte, shouting the battle cry which was gathering force every moment: Duca! Duca!

Tizzo gripped the hand of his father and left the knight arming himself rapidly with complete steel plate which he had found in the armory. For his own part, he was content, as usual, with a mere breastplate and steel cap; but he had a sword by his side to help out the ax which was his favorite.

He started to cross the city with all his selected men swarming behind him.

They were like a column of marching ants. Some of them ran ahead into houses and tumbled the inhabitants out into the street. Others stood over the people who already were gathered along the way and made them join the chorus of Duca! Duca!

Hundreds and hundreds were joining the wild-headed throng behind Tizzo. He walked in the lead, most of the time with the steel cap removed so that the flame-red of his hair could be seen. And the cry was increasingly: Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! Who has five hundred ducats to pay for a redhead?

So, laughing, yelling, they thronged up the streets.

A murmur, a dim shouting, an echo out of the distant horizon first climbed to the open loggia where Duke Guidobaldo sat at supper with Countess Caterina. And then, suddenly, they heard the first crashing of the alarm bells, harsh, fierce, rapid, senseless language of fear.

Guidobaldo leaped to his feet. The countess sat perfectly composed. And onto the terrace ran one of those silken courtiers now white with fear and trembling.

The Porta del Monte! The Porta del Monte! was all he could gasp.

What about the Porta del Monte? asked the stem countess. Have the Perugians captured it? If they have, Guidobaldo  theyll gut your city in an hour. I know Giovan Paolo and the ways of his men.

Duke Guidobaldo shouted: What has happened at the Porta del Monte, you foots?

The mob! The mob is up, shouting for the Duca! Duca! and leading the mob is the English baron and his son. Tizzo is there. They have murdered the guard. They are holding the gate

Are they? snarled the duke. Ill smash them against the walls with a single sweep of the men-at-arms! Wait here for me, Caterina. Ill finish this little work in a few minutes, wash my hands, and come back to you.

He was gone, instantly. And in his room below pages hustled him into his gilded armor while he called out orders that caused his throng of chosen men-at-arms, his household bodyguard, to pour out into the court beneath. There they waited, all mounted and ready for action, three score chosen lances; and a hundred arquebusiers formed up behind them.

The duke, clambering heavily into the saddle-he never was a warrior  called to his men: Down to the Porta del Monte, all of you, and cut down the ragamuffins there. Theres a good bright moon to show you your way, and just enough work to warm you. But unless we close the gate, the Perugians will be in on us, and then the devil to pay. Forward! Arquebusiers, come on as fast as you may!

Everywhere in the city the trumpets were sounding as the garrison gathered at the endangered points; and from the north and south towers of the Porta del Monte the small cannon were booming more as a signal to the Perugians to hurry than to inflict harm.

This was the situation when Duke Guidobaldo arrived with his cavalry. If there had been mailed men-at-arms to oppose him, he would have remained behind to watch his soldiers clear the way for him. But since there were only a score or two of ragged fellows, half-armed, in the open throat of the gate, he rushed in valiantly and swept the rabble out of his path.

It was over in ten seconds. Half the citizens were down, and the rest had fled, screaming with fear or with the pain of wounds. And as the duke drew rein, he heard the pounding of hoofs that approached from the hollow and saw the gleam of the moonlight on the horsemen of Giovan Paolo, not a furlong away!

It was a near thing, a very near thing. His flesh crawled at the nearness of it. But well before the Perugians arrived, the heavy gates had been swung shut, and the men-at-arms, furious with the first easy taste of blood, were swarming up the stairs of the south tower and the north. The south gate tower they took at the first rush. But to the north they encountered strangely unexpected resistance. For there was Baron Henry of Melrose, now armored from head to foot, and rallying his men for a last, desperate stand. Again and again the men-at-arms charged up the stairs and recoiled from the blows of the knight and the savage thrusts of his followers.

In the meantime, helpless before the gates and the lofty walls, Giovan Paolo and his knights shook their spears vainly and cursed their bad luck. They had come five seconds too late to gain one of the richest prizes in Italy.


XXI. THE SINGED FISH
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TWO THOUSAND MEN, a flowing river, half-armed or not armed at all, followed Tizzo to the Bartolo Gate on the Pesaro Road. But the uproarious shouting of Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! had outlined their whole course as though with fire, and the troops within Urbino were gathering rapidly in squadrons of horse and companies of pikes and arquebusiers.

So, when Tizzo and the head of his column reached the open square near the gate, he was not at all surprised to see the gates closed, the walls and towers thronged with soldiers, and a hundred arquebusiers drawn up in good order to contest the way. A hundred arquebusiers with lighted matches, and leveled, heavy guns, all ready to blast the rebels from the surface of the pavement. And off to either side appeared in the moonlight the glimmering heads of small bodies of horse.

There was hope, but it was far removed. That hope was in the distant echoing cry of Duca! Duca! which resounded beyond the walls. There, he could be sure were the Borgians, horse, foot  the fiery Gascons, the tall Swiss with their terrible pikes, and not least of all, the companies of Romagnol peasants so well drilled and armed. His own company was among them. How willingly he would have exchanged all this mob for that single company of trained fighting men!

But behind him he had merely a torrent of men. The strength of its rush was all that he could strike with.

He caught two burly fellows by the shoulder and lifted himself up until he was head above all the rest. And he shouted: On the run, friends! Half of us must die, but the other half will butcher those arquebusiers! On the run! Follow me!

And swinging himself down to the ground, he ran forward rapidly into the lead, until the moonlight gleamed on him well before all the rest. The eager Italian temperament could not hold back behind such a leader. There was a yell of wildest enthusiasm. Men who had been faltering at the sight of the terrible guns now rushed blindly forward.

The arquebusiers were commanded by a gentleman of: culture who had accepted a company of foot in order to show his good nature and his willingness to learn the game of war from the bottom. He now stood splendid in complete gilded armor, leaning on his naked sword, and calling his commands with casual precision. He called out cheerfully: We will blow the heads of the ragamuffins down their own throats. Aim carefully, my lads  and now  fire!... Ah, well done! Well done! Draw sword and cut them down before they can run 

The blast of fire from the arquebuses had ripped the front of the rebels to pieces. But Tizzo, unharmed, ran straight on, and behind him streamed a thin wedge of his followers.

He himself picked out the noble captain who had expected! so confidently that the rabble would be dispersed by that volley. The sword-stroke of the noble was flicked aside by the flourish of the ax; and the next blow split the helmet of the soldier as though it had been kindling wood instead of fine steel.

The arquebusiers were taken by amazement. Their volley would have been enough to have halted a charge delivered by the bravest of knights. But here were half-armed and wholly untrained people of the street who came running in lightly with half their friends laid dead before their eyes. The arquebusiers, having no time to load again, drew their swords, but they gave only a few feeble strokes. They felt that the devil was abroad. Their commander was dead, and now they took to their heels and left their heavy weapons behind them.

That was how Tizzo won through to the gate, and burst it open.

Hot work followed.

As the huge panels of the gate swayed wide, Tizzo could see down the moon-whitened strip of the Pesaro Road the glitter of a column of cavalry which now rushed toward the open gate. And as they rode, the men-at-arms were shouting: Duca! Duca! at the top of their lungs.

Against the thunder of their hoofs, another uproar of galloping horses and rattling of mailed riders rushed at Tizzo from behind. The cavalry posted around the gate when the arquebusiers were swept away, now poured out to ride down the rabble. Half the townsmen they swept aside, butchering them, trampling them underfoot. But right in the center of the gateway they met Tizzo, the hunchback, and a few desperately determined men. These were borne back by the shock of the attack, but they still were fighting when the men of the Borgia rushed into the battle.

The impact of their charge was decisive. Cesare Borgia himself headed the cavalry rush. Behind him his best men were striking with spear or with lance. They slashed straight through the cavalry of Duke Guidobaldos forces.

Cesare himself saw a saddle near him emptied by a bullet or an arrow. An instant later a man rose as from the ground and sat in the saddle and shouted: My lord, give me men to take to the Porta del Monte.

Take whatever you please, said Borgia. Tizzo, you have burned down the gates of Troy for us  and now the city is ours! Take what you want. If I had a bucket of diamonds, Id pour them over you. Halloo! Halloo! Tomaso! Innocente! Follow Captain Tizzo! If he wants to take you to hell, give my compliments to the devil.

That was why Tizzo led a compact body of a hundred men rushing through the town of Urbino toward the Porta del Monte, shouting Duca! Duca! all the way.

As he came near the gate, he saw a whirl of armored horsemen galloping furiously away. His own task was to break into the north tower. And when he reached the armory he found there his father, three times wounded surrounded by dead and wounded men, but with his helmet off and a leathern bottle of wine in his hand.

Hai, Tizzo! he said. I thought you were gone and would never come again. Here, taste this wine with me. I drink to you, my lad. I drink to all true companions and the devil take traitors. Help me to my feet. Ive had such a good bit of fighting that I dont care whether or not I get a penny of the loot of the town.

Duke Guidobaldo had fled from the Porta del Monte the instant that he heard the shouting of Duca! as Tizzo led his cavalry across the city. With him he had taken the greater part of his jewels. The rest of Urbino fell intact into the hands of the Borgia.

But it was not money that he regarded. It was power that he wanted. And the winning of Urbino made him one of the leading princes of all Italy. That was why he cried out to Tizzo, as they sat late that night in the rooms of the vanished Guidobaldo, Tizzo, we have made Guidobaldo run like a coward; the people are all cheering you and me in the street; the Countess Sforza was captured again as she was trying to slip out of the town; and there is nothing my heart can desire except to reward you, Tizzo. What will you have? Name ten requests!

I have only one, said Tizzo. Let an old woman called Agnes be found. Dress her in the finest clothes that can be found and let her sit at your right hand during supper tonight.

They found old Agnes. They dressed her in crimson satin and brocade of gold. They placed her at the right hand of the duke himself. And Tizzo sat beside her. She was very gay, and laughed continually.

Redheaded men, she said, are always unfaithful rascals. But women cannot help loving them. Thank God that I thought at first that you were a sacred ghost. If I had screeched like a fool you would be a dead man, and I would not be sitting beside the Duke Valentinois.

It was a wild, gay party in the palace of Urbino that night. But not a man at the table was as light-hearted as Tizzo, because he had old Agnes beside him and, across the table, the long, terrible, wounded face of the hunchback.

Through the casements stormed the unwearying shout of the people as they roared, Duca! Duca!

If I had known that they wanted me so badly, said the Borgia, I would have come here long ago! Tell me, Niccolo, what the least shadow there can be on this happy occasion?

How did you win Urbino? asked Machiavelli.

Through Tizzo. You know how it happened.

Is he worth more than the city he captured?

I think he is, said the Borgia.

Ask him this moment what he is thinking about.

Tizzo, called the Borgia, what are you thinking of this moment?

I was thinking, said Tizzo, about a poor fool of a fellow who was used as a living bait in order to catch some big fish.

What do you mean by that? asked the duke.

I mean only that a fish that once has been singed always hates the frying pan.

And Machiavelli murmured, Do you see? You have won Urbino, but you have lost Tizzo. Was the exchange worth while? He never will serve you again.

The Borgia sank his chin on the palm of his hand and shrugged his shoulders. He made no answer. Machiavelli began to smile at him with bright, cold eyes, like the eyes of a cat.


XXII. A STRANGE POISON
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CESARE BORGIA, ALL in black, except for the white ruff of collar about his neck, black-masked also, across the upper part of his face, lolled in a big chair that had the dimensions and gave the effect of a throne. Always one who loved shadows, he had the room lighted by a few candles only and they cast on the wall wavering shadows of the men who stood near the chair of the Duke of Romagna. Only Bonfadinis face could be seen clearly, so bone-white that it seemed to be illumined from within. The poisoners expression was always one of still attention.

Before the duke stood Giovanni Malatesta, the sooty smoke of the candles in his face, a captain in the employ of Oliverotto, the hired soldier. He was completely in plate armor. His helmet was plumed. His raised visor exposed a stern young face, fearless of the great man whom he was to address.

The Borgia said, Weve had enough compliments, Malatesta. Now lets have the letter.

Malatesta bowed, unrolled a scroll of paper, and read aloud: To the most noble Cesare Borgia, Duke of Vanentinois and the Romagna, we who are signed below send greetings, set forth certain complaints, and declare the action which we are about to take.

Among our complaints the first is that no mans life is safe when he comes near the noble duke, whether he be an enemy or too great a friend.

Second, the money which the noble dukes promises for services is paid in full, always, but his other promises are neglected.

Third, his ambition is so great that presently there would be room for only one man in Italy.

For these reasons we have determined to serve him no longer but to stand together against him. For this purpose we sign our names:

Giovan Paolo Baglione, Paolo Orsini, Fabio Orsini, Francesco Orsini, Oliverotto da Ferma, Vitellozzo Vitelli.

The duke did not lift his head; there was a slight rustling sound as his men turned toward him. The pale hand of Alessandro Bonfadini, secretary and poisoner, drooping over the top of Borgias chair, touched his shoulder as though by accident, but received no sign.

You have another paper there in your hand, said the Borgia. What is that?

It is for Captain Tizzo, said the messenger.

Is it as pleasant as the other? Read it! said the duke.

Aloud? asked Malatesta.

Aloud, if that pleases Captain Tizzo, also, said the duke.

Tizzo of Melrose advanced a step and nodded, the candlelight glimmering on the red of his hair. Most of the men about him were not of middle age, and yet he seemed a youth among the youngest.

Read it aloud, certainly, said Tizzo.

Very well, said Malatesta. And unfurling the paper he read: To the noble Captain Tizzo of Melrose:

We send you greetings as to a brave and wise officer by whom almost alone the towns of Forli and Urbino were won over to the possession of the Duke of Romagna.

Tizzo, we know your honesty and your quality as a soldier and as a man. With you at his side, we fear the duke. Without you, we care less for him than for an apple paring....

The hand of Bonfadini again touched the shoulder of the Borgia, and this time that shoulder shrugged slightly up and down. Bonfadini glided instantly toward the candles, stepping between them and the open window. He leaned as though to trim the wicks, and each one that he touched gave, instantly a slightly brighter flame, a single puff of pale smoke, as was natural. And the smoke was blowing toward Malatesta.

The Malatesta was reading on: We wish all men to know that we desire to have you among us, a wise, trusted, and well-rewarded commander. Leave him and we will make your career famous. Stay with him and you will be praised and paid until you are dangerously strong, and then you will be stabbed and thrown in a gutter, as he has thrown other men.

This is rather strong talk, said the Borgia calmly. But continue, Malatesta.

The captain hesitated, shrugged his shoulders, and then struggled with a yawn; which was strange, because it was hardly a time or a place to feel sleepy.

We wish to point out to you, continued the captain, reading, that although the duke holds the Lady Beatrice merely as a hostage for the good behavior of Giovan Paolo Baglione and promises that you shall have her hand in marriage as soon as

Captain Malatesta hesitated, yawned openly, rubbed his eyes and fell suddenly to the ground.

There was a general exclamation. Several of the men rushed forward to the fallen captain. And one of them cried out, Dead! Dead as a stone!

The voice of the Borgia, usually muffled and low, now was heard saying loudly, A proper reward for traitors, my friends! Let all of you bear witness that no hand of mine touched this man; the finger of God was laid on him for his treachery. May all that he spoke for die like dogs in the same way. Bear witness, all of you!

He gave instant order that the body should be carried out; Tizzo and all except two of those who were about the duke left his presence at once. They had noticed nothing strange in the air of the room, except perhaps a light fragrance almost like that of violets; also, a few of them were just a trifle dizzy. But the open air soon put that right.

Cesare Borgia remained alone with Alessandro Bonfadini and bright-eyed, cat-faced Niccolô Machiavelli. The duke went to the couch and stretched himself upon it. He yawned  in his turn.

That is very precious stuff, Bonfadini, he said. How much of it remains to you?

About six men, my lord, said the poisoner.

Machiavelli laughed. That is a new measurement, he said.

Can you make more of it, Bonfadini? asked the duke.

I am making more, my lord, said the poisoner.

When will it be ready?

In about two years, said Bonfadini.

Ah hail Two years to make a few pinches of fragrant white powder that burns so well in a candle flame? asked the Borgia.

My lord, said Bonfadini, must understand that I am not often at the cattle farm; I usually must be at the side of my lord.

Of course you must be at my side, said the Borgia. You are the brightest dagger in my armory and you are kept shining by continual use. But what have your visits to the cattle farm to do with your poisons?

I am more at ease in the country air, my lord, said Bonfadini. My mind works more precisely.

Be frank, said the duke. Come, come! Do you think I would question you before my wise friend Machiavelli except that he is free to hear everything I know? No, Bonfadini; you help me to some very considerable deeds, and he has the pen that may make them famous. What is all this about poisons and the cattle farm, and two years to make half an ounce of white powder?

I must find healthy young cattle, my lord, said Bonfadini, and inject a certain poison into the body of one. Several injections. At the end of a month the beef sickens and dies. When the body is corrupt, after a certain number of days, the liquids are drawn off and distilled. They have not the strength of the original poison; they are far more terrible. Death itself has helped to strengthen them. This fine juice I inject into another beef, which dies, and the distilled product is introduced to a third, and so on, the virulence of the poison steadily growing, until at last I have only a certain process to crystallize a sediment in the quart of liquid which two years of labor will have given to me. There remains a few pinches of powder to which I add a certain perfume of my invention. The rest my lord knows better than any man.

Beautiful, eh, Machiavelli? asked the duke.

So in all art, said the Florentine, patience makes the perfect thing. No one but Bonfadini has raised murder to a fine art.

And still, said the duke, you notice that he says nothing. A certain poison... and a certain number of days.. and a certain perfume... Its plain that you will not entrust your secrets to me, Bonfadini.

My lord, I merely remove temptation from your hands.

Like a good priest, eh? The Borgia laughed. Now tell me what I have gained from all of this?

No matter what the eyewitnesses testify, said Machiavelli, the generals will not believe that it was the hand of God which struck down their messenger. No one in Italy will believe it.

I dont care what they believe, so long as they dont understand. Always to be successful and never to be understood is the secret of greatness. So long as Italy fears me, it will follow me. Is that true?

Very true, said Machiavelli. He began to peel an apple, cutting the paring translucently thin, using a very sharp pen-knife. He said as he peeled the fruit, You have convinced the generals that their messenger was murdered. They will make a strong head against you.

On the contrary, said the Borgia, out of all of this, I shall make a net in which I shall catch every one of the generals.

In what manner? asked Machiavelli.

Who is the most honest man about me  barring my faithful Bonfadini? asked the duke.

Why, redheaded, fire-eating Tizzo, I suppose, said the Florentine.

He is the net I will use to catch the traitors, one and all.

But Tizzo is not a fool.

Certainly not. He is as suspicious as a cat. But I shall make his suspicions the lever through which I work on him. Once I satisfy his doubts, he will be my devoted servant again.


XXIII. STATECRAFT EXTRAORDINARY
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CAPTAIN TIZZO, WHEN the summons from the duke came to him, was walking rapidly up and down his room, snapping questions at his father who, like the rough old soldier that he was, sat cross-legged on a cushion on the floor and whittled a stick of wood into a monks head, using his dagger for a knife.

Was it a natural death? asked Tizzo.

I never saw a heartier lad than that Malatesta, said Baron Melrose.

But no hand touched him; he tasted nothing.

Perhaps he tasted something when he was first brought to the town, and it only worked on him as he stood before the duke.

It was strange, said Tizzo. At the very moment when Beatrice was named  then like an invisible sword he was struck down.

It is easier to understand the devil than to know the Borgia, said Melrose.

And here came the message from the duke that Tizzo was wanted. He followed to the door, turned back to buckle on his sword, and then straightened his coat of blue velvet, slashed with silver.

You look fine enough for a marriage or a murder, said his father. Run along, Tizzo.

He went at once into the presence of the Borgia.

Sit down, my captain, said the Borgia cheerfully.

I have things to say that I can speak better standing, said Tizzo.

Your hair is such flame that it keeps your brain seething, said the duke. Whats the trouble now?

Bonfadini came behind the dukes chair and leaned on it.

The trouble, for one thing, is the rat-faced poisoner who keeps at your elbow, said Tizzo.

Go into the corner of the room, said the duke to Bonfadini.

Bonfadini turned on Tizzo a smile of exquisite malice and obeyed the order with his whispering step.

Now whats the matter, Tizzo?

My lord, I was bound to your service for three months. That time is almost up.

It is ended now, if you wish.

Ended now? exclaimed Tizzo, bewildered.

Come, come! smiled the Borgia, lolling on the pillows of the couch, to which he had gone from his chair. Did you think that I was saving you till the last moment, to throw you away on one final, desperate exploit? Is that what you think of me?

I dont know what to think of you, my lord, said Tizzo.

If you want your freedom, you have it now. And whatever else you ask. 

Whatever else?

Yes. Do you think that I forget I owe Urbino and Forli to you? I would be more a beast than a man if that were the case. Tizzo, ask and I grant it.

Here the duke cast a side glance at Machiavelli and saw the Florentine staring with wonder. It was not the sort of statecraft that the philosopher expected from his hero.

Lady Beatrice said Tizzo, and then stopped, choked by the expectation of refusal.

She loves you; she is promised to you by her brother; and though she is in my hands as a hostage  and though, mark you, her brother is in arms against me  I give her to you freely, Tizzo.

Tizzo drew himself up with a great breath. His face turned almost as red as his hair. He bowed profoundly.

My lord, said he, you are kind. By heaven, he broke out, I cant help believing that most of the things said against you are lies!

Most of the things that are said against everyone are lies, answered the Borgia. Do you hear me?

I hear you and mark you, my lord.

And whoever has told you that you are not like my right hand has told a very poisonous lie, Tizzo. What else do you wish?

My father to ride with me?

Certainly. He is free to go as he pleases. He came to me merely because of you, and he has fought like a hundred men for your sake. Take this to him and my kindest greeting.

He took from his neck a golden chain which supported as a pendant a single ruby of great size and beauty, with a candle flame burning in the heart of it. This he dropped into the hand of Tizzo and, to the side, noted the amazement of Machiavelli again.

What else, Tizzo? he demanded.

I am ashamed to ask. But it is possible to take back gifts. I would like to have the escort of my company of the Romagnols for a few miles out of the camp.

Asked like a sensible man of the world  a thing I thought you never would become, Tizzo. Bonfadini, go at once and order Tizzos company to be mustered under arms. Take them with you wherever you please, my friend, unless the cost of them will be too heavy for your purse. Take them to my revolting generals and theyll be delighted to have such a fine unit of infantry. You have made them a company of heroes, Tizzo.

Wait, Bonfadini! called Tizzo.

The poisoner halted, and turned slowly.

My lord, said Tizzo, I see that I have been a dog to doubt you. But when Malatesta fell a little time ago, I was sure that it was because he had been murdered by your command. And when I looked on the floor for the letter to me which he had been reading, it was gone. But I see now that I have been a fool and that your intentions are kind and honorable to me. I cannot leave you until my time of service is completed.

You must and shall go, Tizzo, said the duke. Better to have one free friend than a thousand hired retainers. You must go. Take the Romagnols with you. They love you like a father. They are my parting gift, besides the money in this purse.

I cannot take it, my lord, said Tizzo, overcome.

You shall take it, however. It is yours. And that is not the end of the supply. What, man? Do you think I forget the towers of Urbino, and the rich plains around Forli? Tizzo, to the day of my death, my purse is yours. You have taught me what an honest man can be. Bonfadini, carry my order, and send word to the Lady Beatrice to prepare herself for travel in the morning. She is returning to her family. Captain Tizzo and his father escort her. Good night, Tizzo. You will want this evening to make your preparations. Your company will be under arms and ready for you at dawn. A good voyage to you. I say farewell now, because you know that its hard for me to leave my bed in the morning.

My lord, there must be one last service that I can do for you, said Tizzo.

Nothing. Not a thing. Only give my compliments to Giovan Paolo Baglione and tell him hell be your brother-in-law before long  that I am sorry he listened to fools and cowards and turned against me. Tell the rest of them that if they wish to meet me in Sinigaglia in a few days, I shall be there with an entirely open mind. I can forget the past, Tizzo. Tell them that. God knows that Ive been a cruel fellow in my time, and I suppose I can be cruel again. If war has to come, it will be war to the knife. They understand that already. But a bit of quiet conversation might make us all friends.

I remember every word, said Tizzo, and Ill repeat it - exactly. I believe you, and I hope I can make them believe in you, also.

I think you can, Tizzo, said the duke, calmly. Go to bed. Sleep well. And away with you in the morning. Well see each other often again. Two like you and me cannot live long in one country without meeting often.

He stood up and walked to the door with Tizzo, opening it with his own hand.

The trouble with the generals, he said, is that theyre afraid of the size Ive grown to  partly with your help. Well, tell them that the greater I grow, the bigger my friends will become, and the better I can crush my enemies. Farewell! Good fortune!

And as he closed the door and turned around toward Machiavelli, he found the Florentine leaning forward in his chair, his chin resting on one hand, a faint smile on his face.

Do you understand, now? asked the duke.

The Lady Beatrice, also? said Machiavelli.

You cant understand that?

Shes a beautiful thing, my lord.

She is, Niccolô.

And beauty has a higher price in Italy than all the other virtues. I mean, beauty is a virtue in Italy.

Do you think I am surrendering her foolishly?

You might marry her off to some very great man, my lord.

I could. And I intend to.

Ah? Do you think that the Baglione will send her back into your hands?

They wont send her. They will drop her into my hands, Niccolô.

There I fail to follow you, said Machiavelli.

Well, then  in the first place what will happen when Tizzo talks to the generals?

I think he may convince them that you mean well. Liars are always persuaded by a greater he. But the most persuasive thing in the world is a lie honestly told by an honest man. Tizzo is honest.

If he were not so honest, he might become a great man in the world, my friend. Yes, I think that Tizzo will draw them all to Sinigaglia like birds into a limed net.

And there?

They must die, Niccolô. They know me too well, they suspect me too much, and already theyve raised their hands against me. I am about to give Italy a final lesson in statecraft, the greatest it has ever seen.

And Lady Beatrice?

That girl is the only human being  except Machiavelli  who understands me. I can see the men being persuaded by Tizzo. I can see the girl vainly warning them like another Cassandra. I can see the generals riding off to Sinigaglia, and Tizzo along with them, to give them warrant that he meant what he said to me. And I can see Beatrice  shes a girl all fire, Niccolô  slipping after them. She would follow Tizzo into fire as red as his own hair. And therefore, in Sinigaglia, I expect to hang the generals and take Lady Beatrice again.

And Tizzo? said the Florentine.

My dear Niccolô, why do you ask painful questions?

Of course  of course! said Machiavelli. Its clearly logical that he must die.


XXIV. ARRIVAL OF TIZZO
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GIOVAN PAOLO BAGLIONE, young, handsome, smiling, the grim Orsini, three of them, Oliverotto da Ferma, Vitellozzo Vitelli, all sat about a table at the tavern. Oliverotto was paring the rind from his slice of cheese and smiling at his thought; the Orsini drank their wine in silence, being silent men; Vitellozzo held his head high because his pride never left him, even at the table; and Giovan Paolo regarded the others with his own inimitable calm.

A murmur from the verge of the town swelled suddenly into a strong shouting as voices nearer at hand took up the cry: Duca! Duca!

Vitellozzo looked as though he had been stabbed to the heart. His face withered with pain and with fear.

Giovan Paolo! he called out. Is Cesare Borgia in Sinigaglia here with us?

Hush! Hush! cried Oliverotto, who had run to the door and thrown it wide. You can hear something else!

They were able to make it out, cheering and laughter combined, and always the cry, Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo!

Giovan Paolo began to clap his hands and laughed with happiness.

But wait! called Vitellozzo. Youre safe enough with Tizzo; yet how about the rest of us? Weve heard that Tizzo is a blind servant to Cesare Borgia. What if hes come here to cut our throats and send our heads back to his master in a basket? What about that? We are not bound to Tizzo by long services as you are!

Do you know him? asked Giovan Paolo.

No. Ive never seen his face.

If you talk to him for five minutes youll forget to be afraid. Hes the most honest man in Italy, Vitellozzo. When the Borgia plans his murders, he doesnt pick Tizzo to execute them. Depend on it. Were safer than before if we have Tizzo with us.

But what if hes the vanguard of the Borgia army?

Our outposts would have sent in word that the army is coming, protested the Baglione. Wait till you see Tizzo. The clamor poured echoing down the street and approached the tavern.

Whats to be our position here? exclaimed Oliverotto. Here we are each with a little army of our own and all, nominally, in the service of Cesare Borgia. And here comes part of - the rest of Borgias army to enter the city which were holding for him. Now I ask you, what shall we do? Shall we declare open war with Borgia, seize Tizzo and his men as prisoners, and defy the duke and all his hired men? Or shall we attempt to honor the duke in the person of Tizzo? Answer; up brightly, my friends!

Theres no need to, said Giovan Paolo. The uproars going past us and Tizzo isnt coming in here, after all.

For the shouting of Duca! Duca! was in fact streaming on down the street.

But if he came this way, its because he wants to see us, said Vitellozzo. Why should he go by us?

He has red hair and an unsettled brain, said Oliverotto. One can expect anything from him.

The youngest of the Orsini remarked, He is a mongrel-half English and half Italian. What can you expect from him?

Wine, gentlemen? Did I hear you call for wine? asked a servile voice at the door.

And in came a figure with a white cap set on the head and a white cloth over the arm, carrying a tray loaded with red wine.

Giovan Paolo Baglione, at the casement, was listening with bowed, attentive head, to the passing of the clamor down the street.

Here  serve the wine! exclaimed the young Orsini. I need a drink and I need it badly. Dont stumble over my foot, you fool.

Keep your feet out of the way, then, you blockhead, said the other.

The words jumped Orsini fiercely to his feet, with a hand on his sword, but he saw that the man who had just put down the tray had now thrown off the white cloth, the white cap, and revealed a head of flaming red hair, a light breast-place of steel chased with gold, and a light sword belted high on his hip.

Tizzo! shouted Giovan Paolo from the casement, turning suddenly around. Be careful, Orsini. Take your hand from your sword. If you try to handle this flame, it will burn you to the bone. Give him your hand. Tizzo, I make you known to my friends. Oliverotto, Vitellozzo, the Orsini. Men you should have known long before this. Why did you come slipping in among us like this?

I beg your pardons, said Tizzo to them all, but I came into Sinigaglia with no more than a hundred tough Romagnol peasants behind me and if your highnesses decided to be angry, you could have swallowed me in a single mouthful. So I decided that I would have a look at your faces.

And how do the faces seem to you? asked the young Orsini darkly.

They seem to me like men who are as honest as they have to be, answered Tizzo, calmly and quickly.

I smell an insult in that! exclaimed Orsini.

Your nose is long enough to sniff into corners, said Tizzo.

Ill stand no more! shouted Orsini, snatching out his sword. Giovan Paolo, running in, struck down the blade.

You shall not fight, said the Baglione. Tizzo, what sort of fire-brained foolishness is all this? Orsini, put up your sword! Tizzo, you are to blame!

Am I to blame? said Tizzo, carelessly. My lord Orsini, I ask your pardon, if I am to blame. And Giovan Paolo, who is the perfect knight, says that I am at fault. Will you give me your hand?

The Orsini stretched out his, grudgingly. But in a moment the atmosphere of the room had lightened a great deal, and Tizzo was saying, Weve heard a great deal about hard feelings among you hired soldiers. Weve heard that you were ready to turn on the Duke of Romagna and try your best weapons against him. Is that the truth? I hope not. Ive come ahead of his army to find out whats in your mind.

Oliverotto had been dropping the heavy links of a gold chain through his fingers. He stopped this, now, to look up and say, Youve rented your hand and your heart and your soul to Cesare Borgia, Tizzo, and every man in Italy knows it. And a lie told about a mans master is not a sin. However, you see that we cant take your word.

Suppose that Im free of the duke? said Tizzo.

If you were free of the duke, still youd be bound to him, said Vitellozzo, because the woman you love is held in his hands.

Shall I prove to you that Im in fact a free man? asked Tizzo.

Prove it if you can, my friend, said Oliverotto.

Nothing more easy, said Tizzo.

It was a big room, low of ceiling, the heavy wooden beams discolored by sooty incrustations, because the fireplace smoked badly. At the farther end two curtained doorways communicated with the rooms beyond; and it was toward these curtains that Tizzo now turned and waved his hand.

Its safe enough, I think, said he.

And out of the shadowy curtains two figures came forward into the light. The one had the red face and the huge shoulders of the Baron of Melrose; the other was Lady Beatrice Baglione, covered by the sweeping length of a dark cloak. Giovàn Paolo ran to his sister with an outcry of wonder and of happiness.

Is the Borgia drunk? asked Oliverotto. Or has Tizzo managed to get his father and the lady away by some sleight or trick?

What do you know of Cesare Borgia? asked Tizzo.

I know murder of him! stated the older Orsini.

So do I, said Tizzo. But I also know that he keeps his friends.

We are not friends of his, and weve proved it by rebelling against him, said Oliverotto.

Stop the rebellion and hell welcome you back in his service. Thats what Ive come to tell you.

Ah, he sent you on before him? suggested Giovan Paolo. And youre to persuade us, and flatter us, and bribe us here and there? Is that it, Tizzo? And Beatrice is even sent along to make us feel that the tiger for once has his fill of meat and is ready to sleep and be petted? Is that the game of it? Beatrice went up to Tizzo and waited for his answer. But he merely laughed at the concern of Giovan Paolo.

Not one of you knows what a man he is! said Tizzo. What hes done is partly for himself and partly for the sake of Italy. But the rest of you think of nothing but plundering a town here, or making a rich marriage there. I tell you, theres no fear in him, either. He doesnt fear the strength of all of you combined. Hes marching on Sinigaglia now, and youll hear his trumpets in the morning. Make up your minds by that time what you intend to do. If you want peace, you shall have it. If you want war, he promises to wash the streets of Sinigaglia with blood.

The others stood silent for a moment. Giovan Paolo said, The truth is this. If we join the duke now, theres hardly a power in Italy that can stand against us. But if we make him too great, hell simply be fattening us before he cuts our throats and roasts us on a fire. Now, my dear lads, think it over wisely and well. Let Beatrice tell us what she thinks of the duke.

Beatrice sat in a tall-backed chair and smiled on the generals.

She said, Ill tell you the truth as I see it about him. He likes well enough a man he can use. Hes used Tizzo to capture Forli and Urbino. So of course, he is kind to him. More than kind. He even sends him away and sets him free from danger. I was held as a guarantee of the sword of Giovan Paolo. But he gave me up at once when Tizzo said that he couldnt leave without me.

Do you make that into a villainy? demanded Tizzo.

I make nothing. But since youre too honest for the Borgian statecraft, he would try to stretch your honesty far enough to use it for a mask. The rest of you may do as you please, but Ill plead with Giovan Paolo on my knees not to join this foolish alliance. Cesare Borgia will feast you in the morning and murder you by noon, and I know it by instinct. Vitellozzo said suddenly, Actions mean more than words. Consider this. No one has done more than Tizzo for the duke. Forli and Urbino are two prizes worth having in hand. And here is Tizzo contracted for a certain period to the service of the duke but set free the instant he requests it. Not only that, but Beatrice Baglione is freed also, and the father of Tizzo. The rest of you may think what you please, but I say with Plato that virtue can be learned and that the Borgia seems to have learned it. Im ready to join him again.

Vitellozzo Vitelli, I can see you with your hands tied behind your back and the sword at your throat! said Lady Beatrice.

He looked at her with a scowl. He was young. Too much success, too much power in his youth had given him an excess of age in his face. He was dressed with an almost feminine luxury. He kept gripping and relaxing his grasp from the handle of a dagger at the butt of which there was a big emerald, like a great cats eye.

We take our advice from men, not from girls, said he. You hear what I decide on, all of you. Now you can do as you please.

They stared at one another. In all Italy a more priceless crew of cutthroats could not have been gathered, except that Giovan Paolo Baglione was a man of honor as great as his courage. He stood up and threw a cloak over his shoulders.

The rest of you can do as you please, he said. I leave Singaglia to you and the Borgia. Beatrice, come with me.

Giovan Paolo, I cant go and leave Tizzo behind us in this trap, said the girl.



Whether you want to or not, said he, you must go. Tizzo went to her and led her by the arm from the room. After he had passed through the door, with Baglione behind him, Vitellozzo said, You see that Tizzo trusts the Borgia absolutely. Isnt that proof enough for us?


XXV. THE SHREWD MACHIAVELLI
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AND SLOWLY THE heads of the others were nodded.

THERE WAS trouble with Vitellozzo in the morning. During his sleep of the night he had a vision of Giovan Paolo in which the Baglione warned him with a gloomy brow and a raised finger that he was only one day from the start of a long residence in hell. Paolo Orsini, on the other hand, worked to persuade the general, and finally he consented to start forward with the others to welcome the duke. He refused to ride a horse but said that he wanted a mule under him for the sake of the sure footing.

What he said on this morning was long remembered by men.

When a man quits his instinct and follows his reason, it is time for him to have a surer seat than a horse can give him. All of the words and actions of Vitellozzo during this day were overclouded by a strange sense of doom. Everything he did or said was recalled afterward by the witnesses.

When he rode out with the rest of the generals, he kept to the rear on his mule. His head was down and he shook it from side to side now and again. Tizzo, riding the white stallion at his side, said, Vitellozzo, if you feel the devil elbowing you in the ribs, why dont you turn back?

The hired soldier merely raised his head and stared at Tizzo, with a blank, uncomprehending eye. Afterward Tizzos father said to him, That Vitellozzo is seeing shadows at midday. There will be trouble ahead of us all!

There was a check when the long column of the army of the Borgia came in view. The generals who had been in revolt had spread their forces in varying directions toward Ancona. The troops of Vitellozzo, for instance, were quartered in Morro and Fiumessino, a dozen miles south and east of Sinigaglia. The duke came on with five hundred chosen men-at-arms in the lead of his column.

These men were under the command of Ludovico di Mirandola and Raffaello de Pazzi. Next came a picked thousand of Gascon and Swiss infantry, men able to stand off the charge of cavalry with their pikes and blast the mounted men with the fire from their arquebuses. The main body followed behind, raising a great dust cloud, and with the brilliant uniforms of the Romagnol infantry gleaming through the dust.

The generals from Sinigaglia drew rein when they saw the imposing force. Oliverotto shouted suddenly: There! Do you see it? Theres the trap, and Vitellozzo was right from the first!

One of the Orsini turned sharply to Tizzo with murder in his face.

You knew what would happen, Tizzo! he exclaimed.

What will happen? muttered Tizzo, frowning. A friendly meeting is what will happen. Look! He pointed.

Ahead of them, at the slow pace of a walking mule, Vitellozzo was riding forward alone, his head still slightly depressed, as though he saw nothing worthy of concern in the imposing host that was moving toward them.

Oliverotto groaned and then laughed.

Well, if the devil is taking charge of us, well have to go where he beckons, said the general, and they all went forward toward the Borgia.

Cesare Borgia, on an ambling pad that looked hardly as large as its rider, swept out from the head of the column with half a dozen of his leaders around him. He was completely armed in the finest plate that gleamed with reddish cast, there was so much gold chased over the surface of the armor. His head alone was bare, the long hair blowing, and his face dimmed by the usual mask. It seemed to Tizzo that the eyes of the duke were flashing with an extra brilliance as he rode up.

In the background was the white face of Bonfadini the poisoner, and near Bonfadini rode that man of increasing fame, Niccolô Machiavelli, with his faint smile that made his face look like that of a cat.

Reining his pad back to a walk as he drew near, the Borgia called out heartily: Where is my brother, Vitellozzo?

Then he seemed to make sure of the repentant rebel for the first time and rode straight to him. He leaned from his saddle and caught the arm of Vitellozzo to prevent him from dismounting, then kissed him affectionately.

The duke said, so that all could hear, The best of friends make the shrewdest of enemies, Vitellozzo. But now we are home again in one house.

Vitellozzo answered, Perhaps so, my lord. I see we are to have the same devil with us.

What devil? asked the duke.

The white one, said Vitellozzo, and pointed at Bonfadini.

Everyone in Italy knew the singular talent of Bonfadini, but Cesare Borgia laughed openly and loudly when he heard the remark.

My dear Vitellozzo, he said, a sin loses most of its taint when its exposed to the open day. You must admit that.

The white face of Bonfadini, for the first time in the knowledge of men, slowly turned scarlet. Tizzo looked at the cold devil with amazement. And Vitellozzo said, If I die in my sleep, tonight, my ghost will know whom to blame for the quick trip to heaven.

The duke was greeting the others, one by one. When he came to Tizzo, he laid his big hand on the shoulder of his captain and said: Honesty is a new policy for me, Tizzo. But I think its going to prove the best one.

At this, his own staff and the men from Sinigaglia all laughed. They rode on together. The men-at-arms who followed, seeing this amicable reunion, all began to shout and cheer and cry: Duca! Duca! Vitellozzo! Orsini! Tizzo! Oliverotto! Duca! Duca! for they could see that some hard and dangerous fighting was being avoided by this reconciliation. The news spread back through the column. All the way into Sinigagha there was a continual cheering from the rearward ranks.

Tizzo listened carefully to every word the duke spoke. Paolo Orsini was very bold. He said to the Borgia, frankly: You always have hated me and my house, my lord.

Thats true, said the Borgia. But why should I refuse to use one of the sharpest swords in Italy, even if my enemy has put the edge to it?

Paolo Orsini laughed. He said: Every man with a clear head and a strong hand ought to be in your service, my lord. If that could happen, Italy would soon be one country, and never a Frenchman or a Swiss in it.

Or a Spaniard, either, said Vitellozzo.

There was a slight, embarrassed pause. The reference to the Spanish blood of the Borgias was too direct and insulting, but the duke turned to Vitellozzo and said calmly, You stab at me, Vitellozzo, but a dagger of words has no point  not when a friend uses it.

My lord, you mistook me, said Vitellozzo.

But there was a sour twist of satisfaction on his face. All of these men, Tizzo could see, feared the duke to the cores of their hearts, but they were unwilling to rejoin him and submit to his leadership without making some gestures of an independent mind and spirit.

Cesare Borgia said, But where is the noble Giovan Paolo Baglione?

He looked at Tizzo, who answered, He is gone toward Perugia.

And his sister with him? asked the Borgia sharply.

The Lady Beatrice is with him, admitted Tizzo.

Do you hear, Niccolô? asked the duke.

I said it before the thing happened, answered Machiavelli.

You did, agreed the duke. I am going to listen to you more carefully. After all, the Florentine brain is the finest in the world, as all men will admit.

Its the finest for intrigue, at least, put in Oliverotto, and stared sternly at Machiavelli.

He did not like the young statesman. None of the soldiers, in fact, could endure him in spite of the smoothness of his address.

Machiavelli said, Oliverotto, you ought to know that intrigue is what unties the strings of the purse and if the purse were tied up, where would we find the brave Oliverottos?

Now, what the devil does he mean by that? demanded the general, turning his back on Machiavelli.

I will write it out for you, said Machiavelli, and let you study the meaning at your leisure.

Ha? exclaimed Oliverotto, and turned sharply back to glare at Machiavelli. The passion of the soldier was so great that Tizzo half expected to see a dagger drawn on the moment, but after looking into the faintly smiling face and the cold, bright eyes of the Florentine for a moment, Oliverotto muttered a few indistinct words and turned his scowling glance back on the road.

Vitellozzo laughed loudly. To lose ones temper is a luxury that most of us have to pay for, Oliverotto, he said.

But the other general said nothing.


XXVI. A MAD DOG
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WHEN CESARE BORGIA and his army approached Sinigaglia, the first act of the Borgia was to send Lorenzo Ridi, one of his fiercest captains and best fighters, with a dozen picked lances straight through the city with word to gallop the heart out of their horses until they managed to overtake and kill Giovan Paolo Baglione. The orders were secret. The other hired soldiers must know nothing about this, but the Borgia felt, and he was right, that half his work was undone if the most famous of all the hired soldiers managed to escape scot-free.

So that chosen detachment rushed through Sinigaglia, crossed its moated drawbridges, and swept off on the Perugia road. The word was that Giovan Paolo, since his own army was at a great distance, had left the city with only his sister and perhaps one or two more companions. Therefore the pursuit hastened with red spurs, and they were soon in the hills, with a widening view of the town just behind them.

So they entered a narrow valley and raised close volleys of thunder from the sides. They rode in a stream that stretched out a full furlong, the best horses keeping well in the van. And as they approached a corner of the valley and the head of their scattered column galloped around the turn of the road, six mail-clad knights with spears in rest charged them.

Lorenzo Ridi went down with a deep spear wound in his breast. Two more fell immediately behind him.

The fall of Lorenzo Ridi in itself would have been enough to unnerve his followers. And when they saw the solid front which the horsemen of Giovan Paolo offered, it seemed to them that they were seeing a wall of steel. This handful of escort had been picked up by the Perugian. With it, he scattered the group of Borgians and sent them fleeing more wildly than they had pursued.

When Giovan Paolo turned the head of his horse, he saw his sister already on her knees, disarming Lorenzo Ridi and trying to stanch the deadly flow from his breast.

The man was young. He had a pale eye and a pale droop of mustaches. He was famous for ferocity and a savage delight in blood. Cesare Borgia used him constantly for desperately important or murderous missions.

Giovan Paolo dismounted, threw the reins of his horse to one of his men-at-arms, and stood by the prostrate form of Ridi. The other two men who had been stricken from their horses had not even been wounded. They were merely stunned from their falls.

Ridi said calmly: You held the spear that spitted me, Giovan Paolo.

I held it, admitted the Baglione.

Luck was with you, said Ridi. It was the work of the damned armorer that left a weak joint there under the shoulder plate. However  Lady Beatrice, dont dirty your hands with me any longer. My life is dripping out of me. Nothing can stop it from running. Ah hail To think of dying like this in a little skirmish at the first shock of the spears!

The girl said nothing. She had grown a little pale. Now she went to a small run of water beside the road, washed her stained hands clean, and brought water to Lorenzo Ridi.

He thanked her. Put my helmet under my head, he said. This is poor business for you, Giovan Paolo. If you could have knocked me over and taken me alive, there would have been several thousand ducats of ransom money to gain for my life. Now you see its coined into drops of blood that are worth nothing except to dogs and wolves. Or would you have ransomed me?

I ask you the question back, said the Baglione. Would you have held me for ransom if you had captured me?

Ridi looked up at him with a contented smile.

I would have cut your throat, my friend, he said.

Out of your own malice?

Orders, Giovan Paolo.

From the Borgia?

Yes.

What has happened in Sinigaglia?

Nothing  so far. But in a few minutes the slaughter will start.

Ah, I was right in riding away?

Of course you were right, said the dying man. Theres no question of your rightness. But why the rest remained for the trap to close on them I cant understand.

It was Tizzo, answered Giovan Paolo. He trusted the Borgia. And the amount of his trust outweighed the fear of the Orsini and the rest.

True, agreet Ridi. Theres a strange fellow, now  that Tizzo. As quick as a cat and as strong as a lion; as clever as a sharp knife; and yet he cannot see through the Borgia. He lets himself be turned into the bait that will trap all the hired soldiers  even the trapping of Giovan Paolo, though he loves you more than he loves his own life.

All? asked the Baglione. Will Vitellozzo be killed among the rest?

Yes. All. And Vitellozzo among the first. All of them may not be slaughtered in Sinigaglia. A few might be saved to take to Rome and let the people have a look at their deaths.

And Tizzo himself? asked Beatrice Baglione, putting out a hand to protect herself from the answer she feared.

Why, you could answer that for yourself, suggested Ridi.

Do you mean that he will be murdered by the Borgia devil?

Tell me what else could happen? asked Ridi. This Tizzo is strangely honest. He cannot fight except for a good cause. The Borgia has hoodwinked him by making him feel that all this war, murders, poisonings and all, has been for the sake of the great, new, united Italy. But when Tizzo finds that the duke has broken his faith and used him for a cats-paw, the sword of Tizzo will be out. That ax of his will try to chop its way through the skull of the Borgia. Theres no doubt of that. Once the generals are safely in hand, dont you see that the Borgia will have to kill Tizzo also, in self-defense?

The girl did not cry out. She folded her hands together and stared at the distance. Then she stood up and withdrew, unnoticed. Ridi was turning very pale. His lips parted. His breathing came in gasps.

Can I reach Perugia and bring back my army in time to strike? muttered Giovan Paolo, thinking aloud.

What good would your little army do against the Borgias forces? asked Ridi. And by this time, even, the soldiers of the revolted generals are fraternizing with the Borgians. The towspeople are raising their yell of Duca! Duca! And before night the whole army of your friends will be in the hands of the duke. If you came against him, you would be swept down into the sea.

Its true, murmured the Baglione.

He looked up and took a quick, deep breath.

The breathing of Ridi came now with a distinct, dry rattling.

Ridi, said Giovan Paolo, you are close to your end. Is there a last wish I can execute for you?

I think not, said Ridi.

Can you tell me why you always have hated me so much?

Because, said Ridi, I envied the brightness that always surrounded your name. I wanted to be what men said of you, and the devil in me always made my hand too quick to kill, always thickened my tongue so that I could not use your noble words.

Those are poor grounds for hate, said Giovan Paolo. Tell me, Ridi, if there is anything that will rest your soul, and Ill surely try to do it for you after you are dead.

Why, theres one thing, whispered the dying Ridi. Lean closer, Giovan Paolo.

The Baglione leaned far over the soldier, who with a sudden last effort jerked himself up on one elbow. Blood spurted from the frightful wound in his breast as he made the struggle. But with his right hand he snatched out his poniard and drove it straight at the unvisored face of the Baglione.

The first shadow of death already was dimming the eyes of Ridi, or that stroke would have been mortal. As it was, the needle-sharp point of the poniard stuck in the rim of the raised visor; the fine steel of the dagger burst into a thousand pieces, stinging and cutting the face of the Baglione. But there was no further harm. Giovan Paolo sprang to his feet, and Lorenzo Ridi dropped dead in the dust.

Carry him off the road, said Giovan Paolo to his men. Leave his armor on him. He was a mad dog, but he had courage and a great heart. Leave him as he is, unplundered. My heart aches for Tizzo! Where is Lady Beatrice?

She took her horse a few minutes ago, was the answer.

Her horse? Where did she ride? Up the road?

No, my lord. Strange to say, she went down the road a little distance.

Down the road? muttered Giovan Paolo. How could that be?

I cannot tell, my lord.

The Baglione started and struck his mailed hands together.

She would not be insane enough to try to get back to Tizzo with a warning? he groaned. She would not try to  but she would! She would! To horse and after her. A thousand ducats to the man who overtakes her!

They were in the saddle instantly and thundering down the way, but at the next turn of the road they saw Beatrice Baglione far before them, bent in the saddle, whipping her horse to full speed.

My lord! called one of the men-at-arms. We are riding straight back toward destruction. And we cant overtake her. Her horse is fast; she rides as well as a man; and she has not a mans weight.

Still for a moment Giovan Paolo urged his horse forward; but the heavy war horse manifestly was losing the race against that slender-limbed Arab which carried the girl.

At last he drew rein. The dust he had raised blew up from behind and swept past him. Bitterly he stared at the dwindling form that fled down the valley road.


XXVII. BONFADINIS PLEASURE
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A HERD OF cattle bought by the Borgia money, numberless casks of strong red country wine, heaps of fruit, mountains of shining bread made a feast for the army and flooded the pockets of the happy Sinigaglians with hard cash. Song and shouting and laughter rang far away, through the streets. The feast for the generals was a different matter.

Cesare Borgia always was a lavish hand, and he was more lavish than ever, on this day. He said to white-faced Bonfadini, Let them swallow their last gifts  well cut open their crops and have the things back again!

The generals  his own and those recently returned to him  sat at a long table while a crowd of servants passed around to serve them. The Borgia himself would not sit at the board. Now and again he came to his place at the head of the table and seemed about to take the chair there. But always he passed on again. From in front of the hearth he would lift his cup and pledge one of his generals. Or from the doorway he would be seen as he shouted some pleasantry.

You know, my lord, said Vitellozzo Vitelli, that some men fear to break bread and eat salt with others against whom they have evil intentions?

Are you there again, my fine raven, croaking? laughed the Borgia. Try some new feathers on your back, my friend, and see whether or not I am a friend!

He waved his hand. At once two servants came in, carrying between them a long weight of the heaviest gold brocade.

The cloth glittered. The pattern was exquisite. It seemed all a mass of jewels and precious metal, and a shout of admiration and of envy went up when the servants bore the little treasure to Vitellozzo.

The man was so greedy that he choked and could not swallow when he saw the gift. His hands trembled as he ran the tips of his fingers over the tracery. Then he began to laugh. His face became a violent red.

I could be a Pope  I could be a king  I could be an emperor on a throne, if I wore a robe made of this! he shouted. Ah ha!, Cesare, you know my tastes.

Of course, said the Borgia. Every one of us would like to sit on a throne.

He waved his hand again and two men carried in a fifty-pound salver of solid silver and put it down in front of Paolo Orsini. The general weighted the thing and then shouted aloud. He began to catch up quantities of fruit from the center of the table where it was piled and make a bright mountain to top the silver tray. And still he was shouting.

All that shouting ended when on a little blue cushion a page, on one knee, presented to Oliverotto a single pearl.

He picked it up with a bewildered air. Then he rushed to the window and held the jewel in the cup of both hands. The sunlight, streaming through, made the pearl a mass of milky fire. The sheen of it seemed to strike Oliverotto to the soul, and the radiance poured again out at his eyes. He began to do an impromptu dance. Everyone left the table and rushed around him. Their eyes and teeth flashed as they saw the shining of the gem; but into the midst of his tumult more presents were carried, as varied as the taste, as rich as the magnificence of the Borgia could afford. And before and after every gift was presented, there was another round of wine.

And who was there to notice the pale face and the slender, dark form of Bonfadini, the poisoner, in the corner of the room?

To crown all, in came a pair of magnificent war horses, each the purest white, in complete harness, with magnificent suits of armor tied to the saddles. The wooden floor shook and thundered under the striding of those great animals. Every man at the board felt himself three times an emperor. The Orsini who received that regal gift leaped up and made a speech.

He said: Glorious Cesare! You are the last of the Romans and the first of the Italians. Who were the fools who told me to fear you? I shall take Italy for myself  from Torino to Palermo. Let Oliverotto have France. Vitellozzo can take Spain. And you, my lord, shall have the world.

We will conquer it for you. You will have an army to send against Asia. You will trample the Turks to dust on the way and free Constantinople, liberate Jerusalem on the way. What way? The way to India and China. The way to forests of gold that bloom with jewels.

You shall have a hundred thousand fierce French cavalry in your arm, a hundred thousand English axes and bows, a hundred thousand German and Flemish pikes, a hundred thousand Swiss and Italian arquebuses, and light cavalry.

That is the way for my lord Cesare to conquer the world, while we lead on the divisions of the army. Life is beginning. The world is beginning. Rivers of gold are about to pour. Joy is the only air that we breathe!

He seized a great two-handled cup, lifted it, started to drink, found mere drinking too slow, and poured a red flood over himself from neck to foot. Then, staggering with drunkenness and joy, he began to laugh and wave the cup. It clipped a page in the head and knocked the lad senseless. The Orsini kicked the fallen body.

Stand up, dog! he shouted. Do you lie down in the presence of the King of Italy?

The whole crowd began to roar with laughter.

And Cesare Borgia whispered to cat-faced Machiavelli: Do you see the token, Niccolô?

The token is red, my lord, answered Machiavelli. I see it clearly. A flood of red!

The Borgia smiled and passed on, always striding about the room.

That entertainment had been rapidly improvised but it was complete. There were not the gifts only, but there were musicians to fill up the interludes of happiness. There was a flock of slim dancing girls with wings of gauze fluttering behind them. There was a Negro who ate fire, a juggler who filled the air with swords that never reached the floor.

And so the day wore on toward its conclusion, and as the evening approached wine and too much happiness began to overcome the feasters.

The Borgia made a speech to close the occasion. He said: My friends, I have been at a little expense to show you how my heart stands toward you. If there ever was trouble in your minds, like yellow mud in a clear river, I hope it is all washed away to sea now. Clean rivers and a clean sky. Clean eyes and clean hopes. And our hands linked together will be a force to crack the back of all opposition. Go to bed, my friends, Sleep. Have happy dreams, and tomorrow we will start turning those dreams of yours into bright reality.

They began to troop out. As they passed, the Borgia called to Tizzo. He was left alone in the big room, littered with scraps of food, overturned chairs, broken wine cups, the floor wet with the spilled wine, the air sour with the smell of it. A fire began to crackle cheerfully on the hearth and there was now no other light. In the midst of that confusion, Tizzo was left alone with Bonfadini the poisoner, with Machiavelli, and with Cesare Borgia.

You have been thoughtful, Tizzo, said the duke.

My lord, said Tizzo, I am always thoughtful when I see that the host does not drink with his guests.

I was waiting for you to commence with your wine, said the Borgia.

Tizzo looked at him narrowly and the duke covered a bit of confusion with an apparently happy laughter.

Your father was as free with his wine as the rest, pointed out the Borgia.

He is a man who never thinks except when he has a sword in his hand, answered Tizzo.

A foolish time for thinking, said the Borgia. But now, Tizzo, I am going to tell you why you have been so sour and sad.

Tell me, then, my lord.

It is because when all the gifts went round the table, there was nothing given to Tizzo.

But Tizzo smiled and shrugged his shoulders. What gift do I need? he asked. I have an ax, a sword, and the loveliest woman in the world. My lord knew of these things and therefore he would not waste himself and his money trying to find new gifts for me. Besides, I am under contract to serve you.

No longer, Tizzo. I have set you free from the contract.

However that may be, I am happy enough about myself, but I am not happy about the others. I watched you lift your cup many times, but the wine never passed your lips.

Do you think so? Well, Tizzo, Ill drink alone with you, now, said the duke.

Will Bonfadini be the wine bearer? asked Tizzo.

Ah, Tizzo, do you still suspect me? Will you always suspect me?

If these men who are in your hands should die tonight, the whole of Romagna would be in your hands, said Tizzo.

Of course it would. A thing I have thought about, said the duke. But if I did such a thing, all honest men would shrink from me, and the first one to shrink would be Tizzo.

My lord, if there were such a murder, I would not shrink from you, said Tizzo.

You would come hunting for me with your sword, I think, said the duke, curiously.

Tizzo smiled and said no more. Am I free to leave you, my lord? he asked.

Free, said the duke. Unless you wish to stay and hear how I intend to reward you not with brocade or pearls but with real honor and power.

I shall leave that till tomorrow, said Tizzo. My lord is too weary with all his hospitality.

And that was the way he left the Borgia and retreated from the hall.

Afterward, the remaining three looked silently at one another for a moment.

Did you hear? asked the Borgia, at last.

He suspects everything, said Bonfadini.

If I spare him, can I possibly win him back after he knows that I have betrayed the others?

My lord, said Machiavelli, in Tizzo, honesty is an incurable disease.

It is true, said the duke. Therefore  Bonfadini, make account of him first of all. I leave him in your perfect hands.

My lord, said the white-faced poisoner, this is the greatest honor and pleasure you ever have done me. I have hated him with all my heart!


XXVIII. A CAT IN A TREE
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BETWEEN THE SOUTHWARD branch of the River Misa and the southern gate of Sinigaglia lay the Borgo, where the poorest houses stood. And not a shack in the entire quarter equaled in wretchedness the little shed where the trader, Baltassarre by name, kept his stock of clothes old and new. His new clothes cost less than old clothes would cost inside the gate.

He was a long, lean, cadaver of a man with a tuft of beard that jutted straight forward. Always, by night and day, he seemed to be standing against a high wind, his eyes forever squinted almost shut and water winking out of them. He was a dirty old man whose hands were never softened by water, his mouth never cleansed by wine. And he stood now, toward the close of the day, at the rack where his secondhand clothes were hung, probing among them, making his selling talk according to one of his many lines of chatter; except that now he was making such a sale as he never had made before.

He would have sold that entire stock of clothing for a ducat and rubbed his hands over the bargain. But now he was asking in his whining voice a ducat for a single outfit.

The reason was that a girl was making the purchase. All the wrapping of her big cloak would not have been able to disguise her femininity in spite of the erect fearlessness of her carriage.

The trader had looked through her at the first glance.

He said, Here is a doublet better than new, because it was noble wine that stained it. Here is a pair of hose that will go with it. Do you see how one leg is yellow and the other plum-colored? You would look like a brave young sprig in that outfit. You can see the shoes, yonder. I throw them in without a price, because I am sorry when a girls wants to go dressed like a man. Theres no honesty in that. But be of bright cheer. The night will cover you. Shame has no eyes in the dark. But look  this will fit you perfectly. Will you try it?

Lady Beatrice took the garment with a careless hand.

Here is your money beforehand, she said. A ducat for the clothes and another ducat if you will stand at the entrance to your shops and keep everyone out.

He took the money, carried it to the dull glimmer of the lamp, bit the good silver, and suddenly pouched it with a shudder of avaricious joy. Then he went to the door, muttering, and stood there as wan and meager as a scarecrow.

The girl tossed aside her clothes hastily. She pulled on the second-hand clothes with an indescribable loathing. Her cloak she swung over her shoulders again and pulled on the pair of chipped and battered gloves. At her belt there was a small dagger.

This was her one security against prying danger.

When she came to the door of the shed, the old trader was muttering: Two ducats, two ducats, two ducats! Oh, God, how much wealth comes to unworthy hands, and how little into mine who would cherish it!

Then he added to the girl, Think again, my child. The soldiers of the Borgia are inside the gate of the city. They have eyes sharper than gimlets. They have hands as cruel as the teeth of wolves. Even if your lover wears velvet, do not go into the city tonight. I once had a daughter.

Have you heard whispers of murder from Sinigaglia? she asked.

A thousand whispers; and I have seen some of the dead, said Baltassarre.

Ah, my God! breathed the girl. Have you seen dead men? Today?

Not today. Night is a better time for murder, he answered. Why do you ask about today? Is it some young page who waits on one of the generals? Murder will not come the way of the very young, except by accident or by jealousy. Has he made his master jealous? Yes, if the general should see your pretty face. If you wish to do good to your lover, let no other man see him in your company.

Farewell! said the girl, and went hastily on toward the gate of the city, where the big lanterns already were lighted.

She went into a wineshop where soldiers were drinking, and bought a round for them all. They looked at her with bleared eyes.

Your father will beat you when you get home, said one of them. How do you come by so much money, lad?

My father is dead and I sold his house yesterday, said the girl. That is why I have a little money left in my purse tonight.

What will you do when the last of the money is gone? asked a burly fellow in the gaudy uniform of the Borgias Romagnol companies.

Ill become a soldier, she said.

Will you? Let me see your hand!

She pulled out her dagger and showed him her hand gripping it. At this, all the wine drinkers began to laugh.

A hand for a bodkin, not for a sword, said a halberdier.

Whose soldier are you? asked the girl I serve the famous Oliverotto, said the halberdier.

Ah, he is a great name, said the girl.

Yes, and a great brain, too, answered the halberdier.

And you? she asked of a pikeman.

Vitellozzo is my captain.

That is a famous man, too. Who is your leader? she repeated to the Romagnol peasant.

Tizzo, he answered, and grinned, sitting up straighter.

Tizzo? she echoed. Tizzo? Who is it that they call Tizzo? I never heard of him.

Open your ears, you young fool, said the peasant, and you will hear plenty about him! He is the man who won Forli and Urbino for the great duke!

I never heard of him, she replied. I suppose he is one of the lesser officers?

Lesser? shouted the Romagnol, angrily. Lesser, do you say? Ask this man what would happen if Tizzo stood at swords length from Oliverotto or Vitellozzo, with weapons in their hands!

The halberdier answered, Well, a general is something more than a duellist or a jouster. Tizzo does very well with his ax and his sword. But Im talking about generalship. Id rather follow a brain than a swordsman.

What brain opened Forli and took the Rocca? What brain captured Urbino? asked the peasant, growing hot with anger.

Oh, Im tired of hearing of that, said the halberdier.

Im not tired of telling about it, though, said the Romagnol.

Lady Beatrice asked, casually, He may have had good fortune and a sharp sword. But hes not one to be kept with the famous leaders like the Orsini and the rest, is he?

Is he not? demanded the Romagnol. Does he not sleep in the same palace that shelters the duke himself? It is the house of Messer Bernardino of Parma. The finest in the city, of course. And there in the left-hand range of rooms sleeps Tizzo in the chamber next to that of his father. My captain himself was called to Tizzo this evening, and talked with him there. I myself led his white horse into the stable in the next court. Only the duke himself is better lodged than Tizzo, if it comes to that.

At the chief portal of the house of Messer Bernardino of Parma two lights burned and half a dozen soldiers stood on guard. Beatrice Baglione walked carelessly past them. She turned the corner, saw an unshuttered window and an empty street, and instantly was through the casement.

Inside there was the odor of a stable. The light came through the huge room only from a single lamp that hung from a beam near the farther door. The horses had not yet lain down. They were stamping, crunching their fodder, snorting out the dust of the hay.

Beatrice picked up a dung fork and walked calmly down the aisle between the stalls.

A voice bawled out at her: Who goes there?

A dung fork, said she. Do you want it?

Go to the devil with it, answered the groom.

She went outside the stable into the court and closed the door behind her. She could remember one figure in all that gloom  a form of dim silver in the fourth stall from the door. That was Falcone, a horse hardly less famous than Tizzo, his master, among the troops of the Borgian army. Perhaps the knowledge of his whereabouts would tell a tale later on in the night.

She stood now in a big court and looked up at the tiers of windows that framed the three sides of the open space.

The left wing contained the room in which Tizzo slept  with danger already creeping toward him from the Borgia; unless Lorenzo Ridi had lied. But dying men are not apt to lie. Tizzo, before the morning, would die unless the warning reached him.

How should she reach him?

Armed men patrolled the court. The torchlight flickered pale over the big heads of the halberds as the men paraded. Their swords made a harsh shivering sound inside the scabards.

A big tree offered her a ladder of a sort, as it grew at the end of the left wing of the building, the only hint of foliage in that mass of naked stone. She went quickly toward the tree and got behind the trunk of it as the soldiers turned their backs and went in the opposite direction along their beat.

They had to come back before she could venture to climb. Leaning close to the tree trunk, she heard them humming to themselves.

One of them said, Do we march on Ancona?

The other answered: Why should I care? Ancona has worse wine than this part of the world.

What fools the generals have been! said the first sentry. Aye, fools! said the other.

They turned at the end of their walk and proceeded back. They passed so close that she could have reached out and touched the shoulder of the nearest man. And when they were halfway down the court, she climbed the tree, managing to reach the first branch by a run and a jump.

The coarse bark bit into her hands. She smiled at that pain. Through the branches, she could see the soldiers turn and come toward her again. As they came under the tree one of them said, Why should a tree rustle when there is no wind?

Because theres a cat in it, you fool! said the second.

And they both laughed and went on.


XXIX. THE BURNING OF A CANDLE
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WHEN SHE GOT out as far as the branch would bear her weight and when it had already begun to crackle beneath her, she found that she could barely reach to the edge of the nearest casement with the tip of her toe and the ends of her fingers. She had to grit her teeth. When she looked down, the pavement of the court seemed harder than stone, and rough as teeth to receive her.

Then, with a shake of the head, she thought of Tizzo. How like a cat he would spring across this little gap. For her own part, she barely was able to summon enough resolution to make the attempt. She drew herself out. She felt her fingers slipping. She had a frantic impulse to fling herself back into the tree which she had just quitted; but the noise of that would certainly bring the soldiers  and the end of her attempt. So she held to her grip as firmly as she could and gradually drew herself forward until both feet were firmly planted in the casement.

The shutters were open. She stood looking down into a little room which was almost bare. There was only a small table in the center of it, and a bench on one side of the table. A pair of gloves lay on this table and a candle burned on it. The candle gleam was reflected from the boss of a shield that leaned in a corner of the room, with a long pike rising beside it.

She could see everything with perfect clearness. There was a cheese rind beside the gloves on the table, and a fitter of crumbs of bread crust. And on the floor there was a sleek, long-tailed gray rat moving quickly here and there, no doubt picking up fallen crumbs.

Now it lifted its head. She could see the bright, long whiskers tremble back and forth as the horrible creature scented more food above its head.

But she could thank God for the rat. It was the sufficient warranty that there was no human being in the room, unless he were asleep in a corner bed.

She slipped down to the sill of the window and dropped to the floor beneath, turning her back and lowering herself with her hands, there was such a distance to the floor. Behind her she heard the light, tapping scurry of feet as the rat fled to its hole.

She had gained the floor when two powerful hands gripped her by the arms.

So, my fine young thief! said a mans voice.

She wrenched herself desperately. She merely succeeded in twisting around, so that he held her in the grasp of one strong arm. The other hand held over her head a deadly little poniard. The wine-breath, sour with an admixture of cheese, stifled her.

And then she saw over his scarred face the coming of a broad smile.

A wench! he said, Ah, ha! Wine and bread and cheese  and then a wench!

He jammed the poniard back into the scabbard and slipped his hands down her arms until he held her by the wrists. After that, he pushed her back to arms length and looked at her from head to foot.

And so I thought  so I thought! he said. Even better than my thinking, and better than my dreaming.

She did not stir; she would show neither terror nor disgust. With a still face she regarded him.

A brazen one for such a young one, said the soldier. Whats your name?

Giulia.

Whose daughter?

Tomaso, the chief fisherman.

Hes as important as that? grinned the soldier.

Where the scar cut across his upper lip the mustaches scattered as he smiled and showed a broad white glint of scar tissue. He had no forehead at all  only two wrinkles of flesh above the eyebrows and then a shag of hair.

And whom have you come to see? asked the soldier.

She answered  she had planned that answerTizzo.

Ah ha! You aim at the high ones, eh? said the soldier. Tizzo, is it? Let me see. Does that sound reasonable? All the fine ladies throw their gloves to him. Why should he look down as far as a fishermans daughter? Ill take you to the captain of the watch, perhaps  and he may have something to say, and certain ways of saying it.

She said nothing. She kept watching that face, seeing it as she never had seen another thing in her life.

The moonlight streamed in across her shoulder and mixed with the dim yellow of the lamplight that illumined him. It seemed to her that the moonlight was like a stream of cold water, chilling her to the bone.

Tizzo! said the soldier. And thinking about him has almost made you dumb, eh? Well, hes a good captain. By God, hes one of the best that rides a horse or swings an ax. Ive seen that ax of his chip a way through a forest of steel helmets. Tizzo, is it? And did you come for love or money?

He gave me the purse at my belt, she answered.

Ah, did he?

He took hold of the purse at her belt and wrenched it away. He stepped back from her, holding her with an occasionally watchful eye.

She could leap back into the casement, now, and so fling herself into the tree and escape  but that would not save Tizzo.

She had to steel herself with invincible calmness.

He poured the money on the table  a few coppers  much silver  some glintings of golden coins.

What a fool he is! Gold! To throw away gold on a wench!

He came back to her. Who are you? he demanded.

Giulia, she answered. The daughter of Tomaso.

You lie, said the soldier.

She answered nothing. It seemed to her that she could not endure for another moment the weight of his eyes; outwardly she maintained a thin shell of calm. Inside, she felt the scream working higher in her throat.

Well... he said.

He went back to the money on the table.

It youve told me a lie, youve paid for it, he said. You lost your purse  and you dont know where. Is that the story you would tell him?

Yes, she answered.

He doubted her with his eye for another moment, then he walked to the door.

I cant turn my shoulder on fortune as good as this. Do you know where the room of Tizzo is?

Only that its in this wing of the palace.

Well, come along with me. What a night for me! I can go back to Switzerland after one more profit like this. I can see the mountains again and listen to the cows booming in the valleys. Come along.

He led her from the room into a corridor and, keeping his grip on her arm, conducted her past several doors. At last he stopped and pointed.

There you are, he said. The thing is to see whether or not the brave captain has left his door unlocked for you. If he hasnt, I march you to the captain of the guard, money or no money. There may be some deviltry behind all this. A fishermans daughter never had an eye as straight as yours!

She bowed her head and tried the knob of the door. Incredibly, it turned and gave at once. The door pushed open and showed her a thin wavering of candlelight inside. A great breath came into her body. All the rest had been despair, but this was hope. Through the narrow gap of the opening door, she could see the central table, and the burning candle and, lying on a chair near by, that famous ax with its head of the blue Damascus steel.

Hes waiting for you, then, whispered the soldier. Good fortune!

And he went off down the hall with long, silent strides, hunching his shoulders to take weight from his feet.

Beatrice Baglione, pushing the door wide, looked anxiously around her.

Tizzo, fully clothed, had thrown himself on the bed in the corner of the room. He lay sprawling, his head turned down until it almost touched his shoulder. The candlelight touched dimly on the flaming red of his hair. And her heart leaped and raced away toward him.

A touch of terror was in her happiness until, as she closed the door behind her, distinctly she heard the sound of his breathing.

The moonlight was entering the two windows a white step. But the candle threw most of the dim fight that invaded the room. It seemed to her that a thin, white mist issued from the candle and curled slightly upward in the air, worked on by the draught that came in through the windows. But this mist, if there were one, was so extremely thin that it was hardly visible. It might have been a matter of thought only. But not a matter of thought was the faint fragrance which filled the air  something in the nature of the sweetness of violets  a clean delight of perfume.

She went toward the bed, passing into one of the dim billows of that mist. One breath, and she was staggered. A second and she fell to the floor.

She knew, then. Poison  Bonfadini the master devil of the craft! Men had died before in the house of the Borgia, from as small a thing as inhaling the fragrance of a bouquet of roses.

She screamed loudly for help. Her throat muscles had strained, but not even a whisper came to her ears.

She could make no sound. Darkness was rolling over her brain. She got to hands and knees which trembled under her, and crawled forward.

Her knees gave way.

She dragged herself on hands and elbows only. The rest of her body trailed like the body of a snail. Its weight was enormous. She wanted to drop her head and fall asleep. It was agony, it was death to maintain that struggle, but she saw before her the hand of Tizzo that drooped down over the side of the bed.

It was an infinite distance away. It was a distance that grew greater and greater, or was that because of the dimness of her eyes?

And then, suddenly, it was immediately before her. She caught at it with her last strength and fell senseless on her face.


XXX. THE PEARLS
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AT A LITTLE after nine in the evening, Bonfadini stepped close to Cesare Borgia and murmured at his ear, I found him asleep. I changed the candle that was burning in his room for one of another sort. He will have sweet dreams, my lord. He will have dreams so delightful that he never will waken from them. 

Poor Tizzo, said the Borgia. I tell you, Bonfadini, that I feel a stroke against my heart when I think that that ax of his never will strike for me again. And perhaps poison was too ignoble. He should have been openly arrested.

He is too popular with the soldiers, my lord. We would have risked an open revolt if Tizzo had been led out to meet a gentlemans death under the edge of the executioners sword. 

True again, said the Borgia. When one sees how common soldiery and other fools follow brave and honest leaders, it is almost a temptation to change the role and become such a man myself.

My lord chooses to amuse himself with speculation, said Bonfadini, dryly.

What is your pay for this little job with Tizzo? asked the Borgia.

The pearls have been growing larger, my lord. As you see?

The poisoner took out a string of pearls, held it by a central point, and allowed the jewels to fall away from the place where his fingers pinched the silk on which they were strung. Beginning with jewels quite small, they increased gradually in size on either side, mounting into big pearls toward the center of the necklace, which was left open for a gap of several inches.

Youve increased the length of the silk, Bonfadini, said the Borgia.

My lord, said the poisoner, that is because I trust that you will live a long and happy life.

And that you will make it happier by removing my enemies one by one  a pearl for every life? asked the Borgia smiling.

It has been so to this point, said Bonfadini, and held up the necklace with an admiring eye, half-closed by pleasure.

Do you want me to count them? asked the Borgia grimly.

You may do so with pleasure, my lord. These on the left all have been added in memory of the good men and the lovely women who have been a little too much in my lords way. They have inherited the heaven that was their due, and a little before their time. These on the right are the scoundrels who have gone to a hell that already was hungry for them.

The duke laughed dryly.

I see you are a genius, Bonfadini, he said, and you have a way of making even your poisonings acts of virtue.

A wise man, said Bonfadini, always knows how to compromise with his conscience. A conscience, my lord is a treasure that never should be expended hastily or carelessly. Neither should pearls be cast before swine.

I see that youve been profiting by the conversation of my Machiavelli, said the duke.

A man, my lord, of the sheerest virtue.

Here the duke opened a purse and took from it several pearls, which he matched against those on the necklace, and finally selecting one, he handed it to the poisoner. Bonfadini dropped to one knee to receive it.

On which side do you place that jewel? asked the Borgia.

Bonfadini, with rapid fingers, was unknotting the silken string and threading the last pearl. As he held up the unfinished necklace again he said, A man whom I have hated, my lord, and yet the justice of the clear mind and the unprejudiced soul forces me to place him on the left. He is at this moment winging his way to the upper silences and blue of heaven, my lord.

The duke laughed again.

You are one of the strings of my heart, Bonfadini, he said. Without you I should be nothing. But one Bonfadini and one Machiavelli are enough to ensure the fortune of any man. Have the officers gone to make the other arrests?

They have, my lord. As soon as I had lighted the candle in the room of Captain Tizzo, I went immediately to the officers and passed on your orders. I think  I think that they are coming now, my lord.

For a steady tramping of heavy feet came up the corridor and now paused at the door of the dukes chamber.

See what it is, and let them in, commanded the Borgia.

He reclined on his bed, pulling a big cushion behind him. There was a dish of Venetian sweetmeats on the bedside table, and after making careful selection, he placed one of these in his mouth.

At that moment the door opened and the three Orsini were led in with their arms bound and soldiers about them.

Paolo Orsini fell on his knees at once. Oh, my lord, noble Cesare, he groaned, you are not doing more than jest with us, I know.

What a fool I would be to jest with the proclaimed King of Italy! said the duke.

Get on your feet, said another Orsini. It is worse than two deaths for me to see you on your knees to that inhuman devil.

Niccolô Machiavelli came unbidden into the room and observed the scene.

You see, my dear Niccolô, said the duke, that a man cannot do justice without being cursed  and that is one of the pities of this life of ours in Italy.

He added, with a sweep of the hand: Take them out. I am tired of their faces. I always have been tired of the sight of them. Away with the Orsini!

And the Orsini were dragged from the room. Paolo began to groan as he was carried away. He began to pray aloud for the kind God to have mercy.

They will not die here, said the duke to Machiavelli. Not until they get to Rome. It would be a pity to waste the sweetness of their deaths on a place like Singaglia. But Rome will lick up their blood faster than it can pour from their wounds. Ah, here is my brave Oliverotto!

The general came in with a firm step and a high head.

Cesare Borgia rose from his bed. Are you ready? he asked Oliverotto.

Ready and more than ready, my lord, said the general. I would despise living after I have made such a fool of myself as to trust your word.

The duke picked from the table a dagger with a delicately carved handle, ornamented and roughened with jewels, cut and uncut.

How brave are you, my dear Oliverotto? he asked.

Brave enough to stand the rack, said the general.

I think so and hope so, said the Borgia. But I intend a mercy, my friend.

He laid the point of the dagger against the bare breast of the general and pressed, lightly.

The point sank in.

If you draw a deep breath, you are a dead man, Oliverotto, said the duke.

His teeth and his eyes shone as he smiled at the face of his victim, but Oliverotto showed not the slightest emotion. His own glance sternly held on that of the Borgia. There was not a quiver of his lip.

The dagger point sank slowly into the living flesh above the heart.

So much life, so bravely throbbing, said the duke.

It makes me think of a hidden bird that wants to break from the mesh and escape into the sky. You will fly faster than birds, Oliverotto, but not in the same direction.

I give my soul to God, said Oliverotto, if he will have it. Otherwise it is a first-rate prize for the devil.

An instant later his head fell on his shoulder and his body would have dropped to the floor except for the hands that gripped him on either side. He was dead.

An excellent fellow, that Oliverotto, said the Borgia. He picked up a napkin from the table and wiped the dagger clean on it. Lay this dagger aside for me, Bonfadini, he said. I never shall use it again after it has been dipped in such brave blood. 

The dead body was carried away.

How little blood was spilled! said the Borgia. I think that this might be a lesson to executioners, Machiavelli.

It is always ennobling, said the Florentine, to see a brave man die as he should.

You lick your lips, Niccolô, answered the duke. You would be glad to have a hand in this sort of business?

Not at all, said Machiavelli. I play the role of an observer. I do not attempt to rival my masters.

And before another word could be said Vitellozzo Vitelli was brought in, struggling with his guards, still half-drunk, cursing. When he saw the Borgia, he made a mighty bound and almost reached him before the guards drew him back. The Borgia, as though half in self-defense, gripped him by the collar of the shirt and then twisted the cloth.

The mouth of Vitellozzo gaped and his tongue thrust out under the strangling pressure.

What do you say to me? asked the duke through his teeth. He stood up on his toes as he applied more pressure. The collar of the shirt pinched into the fleshy neck of Vitellozzo. Have you no answers? Where are your curses? Where is your ranting? Where are your damned speeches? Talk to me now, Vitellozzo! Speak one word, even, and I grant you your life and your liberty, I enrich you and set you free. Speak to me, Vitellozzo! Oh God, that I could have this pleasure every day of my life and see the faces of my enemies blackened and their eyes thrusting out! Look at him, Machiavelli!

It is a pity, said the Florentine, that one of my friends in Florence could not see this mask and make a living sketch of it. Note how the tongue quivers, my lord!

The legs of Vitellozzo jumped up and down rapidly. His body writhed. And then he hung limp as dead flesh in the hands of the soldiers.

They, with white faces of horror, looked down on the man their master had just put to death.

The Borgia, stepping back, looked down at his hand. It was white from the immense pressure it had just exerted.

Send the soldiers out with the carrion, Bonfadini, he commanded. And then look in on Tizzo and see how well he sleeps now. This is one of the pleasant nights of my life.


XXXI. BONFADINI AGAIN

[image: img15.jpg]

CAPTAIN TIZZO HAD dreamed of a garden in the early spring with a delicate fragrance of violets in the air. And yet that fragrance made him so uneasy that he began to smile in his sleep; and at that moment he felt a faint clutch at his hand.

He was awake and on his feet, instantly.

Between him and the moonlight, he saw a faint swirling of the thinnest white mist, billowing dimly up toward the ceiling, as the pressure of the wind whirled it. And on the floor at his feet he saw Beatrice, her eyes closed.

At the same time, a breath of deadly sickness entered his lungs and staggered his brain.

He dropped to his knees.

The air was pure, closer to the floor. He could breathe again safely. And as he laid his hand over the heart of the girl, he felt the slow, faint beating of it. Then, wildly rolling his eyes, he marked the flutter of the candle flame. Out of that flame seemed to issue the delicate mist, the fragrance of the violets  and suddenly he remembered another moment when such a perfume had been in the air.

Holding his breath, he crossed the room and pinched out the flame of the candle. Still without drawing breath, he rushed back to the girl, caught up her body, and ran with the limp weight of it to the first of the open casements.

Above his head, thin, thin wisps of the vapor continued to float out into the moonlight, but here at the lower casement the air was fresh. He knew that a miracle and the coming of the girl had saved him.

Her head lay lifelessly in the hollow of his arm. Her lips were parted a little. They seemed purple-gray in the moonlight. When he leaned and put his face close, he could not feel her breathing.

The boys clothes on her slender body were a desecration.

And how had she reached him through the streets of Sinigaglia, crowded with the men of the duke? How could she have come near to him through a thousand dangers? How had Giovan Paolo happened to let her go?

Well, it would have been easier to keep a bird in one place in the sky than to control her once her heart was up and her mind resolved. He held her less hungrily to his breast. For it seemed to him that the pressure might keep her heart from beating.

There was still a gentle and steady throbbing. Was it growing stronger? Was it diminishing?

He began to pray. All he could say was: God see me  God forgive me  God have mercy on me!

He was praying for himself, but he knew that the prayer was for Beatrice.

It seemed to him that the ghost of the white hands of Bonfadini was pressed on the throat of the girl, trying to destroy the small fountain of life that began to lift and throb there little by little.

Then, guardedly, he turned his head toward the next casement, leaning far out.

He whistled, waited, whistled again. His father was in that room, unless the devilish practices of Bonfadini had rubbed him effectually out of the reckoning of life.

And then a burly pair of shoulders, a tousled head appeared at the next casement.

It is I! said Tizzo. Dress and arm yourself quickly. The devil is afoot  murder in the air  get from the palace the quickest way and go to my company of Romagnols. Please be quick, I cannot join you. I must stay here with Beatrice

Beatrice? gasped the older soldier.

She is here. Half-dead through one of Bonfadinis gestures. You know his art. Go quickly. Rouse them, theyll come. And with them, I may manage to fight my way out

The head of the Baron of Melrose disappeared. From the next room came soft sounds of padding feet, light clinking noises of steel against steel.

These noises ended with the sound of a closing door.

But would the baron succeed in passing through the corridors of the palace unchallenged? Was it a madness on the part of the Borgia that the life of the father had not been attempted at the same time as that of the son?

He forgot these thoughts, and looked down again at the girl. There was no pulsation of the heart. With a groan of mortal anguish, he dropped to his knees. He pressed his ear against her breast.

Was it her heart that he heard beating or the thunder of galloping terror in his own breast?

He began to whisper: Mercy, God! Mercy!

And it seemed to him that the icy fingers of the poisoner were closing over his own temples, over his own throat, stifling the breath.

That was the moment when he heard a light footfall in the corridor and, after that, a slight moaning sound as the handle of the door was turned.

He laid the weight of Beatrice on the floor. There was still warmth in her flesh, and yet it seemed to him that there was less warmth than he could have thought necessary to life. The touch of the stone was on the back of his fingers. The touch of her body was on the front of them. Putting her down, like this, was to Tizzo like abandoning her, dropping her out of consciousness, out of existence.

He leaped toward his bed and found his sword beside it. He was crouched there as the door swung slowly open. At first he could see nothing, hear nothing, until at length he was aware of a slight whispering noise, and after that, a lean body looming, a body with skinny legs that stepped half into the moonlight as though into a bath of silvery water. And above the body was clothed in a doublet.

Strange! murmured the voice of Bonfadini. Strange! Very strange!

Tizzo leaped at the sound rather than at the sight of the detestable monster. His sword point found a bone in the body of the man, glanced from it, sank through a softness of flesh.

He saw a glitter of light in the hand of Bonfadini. He reached with his left hand and caught the wrist of the striking hand. The blade of the dagger went over his shoulder and the arm struck with force. He had a glimpse of the contorted face of the man, and then Bonfadini was away.

He had struck to kill before he leaped off the death that was working in his body; and he left Tizzo with a warmth of blood running down from his sword blade over his hand.

The man was almost at the door before Tizzo realized what had happened. Bonfadini must not escape from the room. He must die there, inside the room.

Strange that the poisoner made no outcry. Not a sound had passed his lips, though his agony must have been mortal. Tizzo raced for him, saw the door opened, slammed. He gripped the edge of it with his hand before it had a chance to shut. He thrust the door wide again and saw before him, in the dim light of the hall lantern, the form of the poisoner running fast, but swaying heavily from side to side.

He could not run far, in that condition. As he dipped out of sight around the corner of the hallway, Tizzo was racing after him at full speed.

And it was then that he heard  from an infinite distance, welling up into his mind like a fish rising through dark waters  the outcry of a voice that pronounced his name.

Tizzo! Tizzo! a feeble cry.

But that was Beatrice.

If she were alive now, then she would not die at all, if once he could get her away from this place.

But the first step to that was to overtake Bonfadini and strike him down before he had raised the alarm.

Still strange, very strange, that he had made no outcry. The place must be filled with men-at-arms and lesser soldiery ready to answer a summons, but Bonfadini had fled as though he were in the desert and only could save his life by the speed of his heels.

Fast as a greyhound, Tizzo turned the corner of the hall, and there saw Bonfadini rushing before him through an open, lighted doorway. Tizzo followed with a bound. Before him appeared the lofty height of Cesare Borgia, with Niccolo Machiavelli not far away.


XXXII. ONE MANS POLICY
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THERE WAS A long sword lying across the foot of the bed of the Borgia, encased in its sheath. This the duke whipped out, the motion causing the blade to scream against the metal scabbard. At his feet fell Bonfadini and threw his arms around the legs of his master. He was bleeding horribly. The great red stain sprang out on either side. He was writhing his legs together in the death agony.

Niccolô Machiavelli drew a short sword that was hanging at his side and stood on guard without taking a step forward.

Ah! said the duke. Tizzo  and a short shrift for him! This for you, dog! This, and this!

With each gasp of breath he struck heavily with the full length of the blade, reaching; master strokes which would have shorn the head clean from a wild bull.

They would have cloven Tizzo in twain if they had reached him, but he avoided those strokes with swift flexions of the body. His own light sword-point reached for the throat of the duke and made him spring back.

Niccolô, come in on his back! gasped in Borgia.

I am a man of words, not of action, said the great statesman. I cannot use my sword except to save my life.

Im murdered! breathed the Borgia. Help! Help!

For Tizzo, dipping under the full sway of a mighty stroke, leaped in. He had had to use his sword blade to parry the blow. The hilt was nearest the target. Therefore he struck with the hilt, and the metal landed full between the masked eyes of the duke. He dropped to one knee. His sword, with a long shivering sound, fell to the floor.

And Tizzo, measuring the distance of Machiavelli with a glance, drew back his weapon for the final thrust.

And then he heard a rain of footfalls in the corridor.

Back with them! said Tizzo. Send them back.

The shiver and the clatter of armor could be too plainly heard. He had the life of the Borgia under the edge of his sword, but that meant his own life, the life of Beatrice lost also.

The duke, half-stunned, looked wildly up at Tizzo, made a brief gesture of surrender, and then shouted: Get out from the hall! What do you mean by maundering through the palace at this hour? Out!

The footfalls stopped. The metal of armored feet screeched on the stone of the pavement.

Pardon, my lord! called a voice. We thought we heard a cry for help

Out! Out! thundered the duke.

The footfalls hastily, noisily retreated.

Cesare Borgia slowly rose to his feet. His sword lay on the floor. He had no weapon now, except the dagger on the table beside him, and Tizzo backed him into a corner of the room.

Hush! said the duke. Bonfadini is speaking. You have killed him, Tizzo, and I feel that youve killed my soul with him. Alessandro! Alessandro! Do you hear me? Can you speak?

The gasping voice of the poisoner answered: Oh, master, I am going to hell such a long time before you.

Every day of my life I shall remember you! groaned the duke. Did this cursed devil of a Tizzo murder you?

As I went to look at his dead body, it leaped at me from beside his bed. For once, master, I have failed, gasped Bonfadini. Misery  how my heart burns!... My pearls... my uncompleted necklace... my love... ah, Borgia...

The last bubbling gasp gave inexpressible proof that he had died.

Cesare Borgia leaned a hand against the corner of the wall and muttered slowly: He is gone  Bonfadini... I never dreamed that sword could penetrate that devils body... but he is gone and I think that Im gone with him.... Machiavelli, how was it that you would not strike a stroke in my behalf?

My lord, said the Florentine, calmly, to admire murder from a distance when there are reasons to enforce it is philosophy and good political thinking. But to assist at murder is a crime. If a thousand Borgias, steeped in crime, where threatened by a Tizzo, still it would be a crime to help the Borgias against him.

This is your praise and your almost worship of me? demanded the Borgia.

My lord, said Machiavelli, I admired you to the limit of mortal power while you were still victorious and always successful. This morning and evening you were a most politic murderer. Now you are a most damnable villain. That is the penalty of every bad man who fails. My lord, I bid you farewell.

And Niccolô Machiavelli passed out of the room.

The duke nodded his head. Bonfadini is gone, and Machiavelli is gone. At one stroke I lose the right hand of my body and the right hand of my wits. And through you, Tizzo! God mark the day in black when I first laid eyes on you! Who are those swarming and making noise in the courtyard?

Look for yourself, my lord. I am not fool enough to turn my back to you and your murders.

The duke turned to the window, muttering: Bonfadini dead! And that keen Machiavelli leaving me with a curse of impotence. Am I at the end of my tether? No, by heaven! Those are my own men! Those are my own Romagnols! And still the place is in my hands!

They are the Romagnols of my own company, said Tizzo. If you doubt it, call down to them. Call the name of my father.

Good Bonfadini accounted for him long ago. He is dead, Tizzo, said the duke.

Call his name, nevertheless, said Tizzo.

Melrose! called the duke.

And the deep, hearty voice of the baron rose in answer.

The duke staggered a little. He turned slowly back toward Tizzo. 

What sort of damned black magic have you used, Tizzo? he said. But still you never can escape from me. My voice can bring a thousand armed men.

True, said Tizzo. I never could escape  but they would find you dead. Policy, my lord, policy! That was always your word and the word of Machiavelli whom you admired so much. Policy, my lord, dictates that you should save your life even if the cost spoils some of the charms of your vanity. Tell my father to lead some of my men to my room and take the Lady Beatrice from it. She is ill  for a reason that you may guess  after breathing the poisoned air.

Cesare Borgia hesitated a moment, and then leaned from the casement to speak.

It seemed always to Tizzo a miracle that he and his company of the stout Romagnol peasants managed to escape from the town. For, after they marched away from the palace, with the white horse of Tizzo dancing in their midst and Beatrice supported by strong hands as she reeled in the saddle, the duke could have had fifty times their number to crush them.

Tizzo could not know that the great duke sat, at that time, cross-legged on the floor, holding the thin, cold, white hand of Bonfadini the poisoner. And even thoughts of vengeance, which always had been the nearest and the dearest to the dukes heart, were for the moment forgotten.
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