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  Chapter 1


  The Purifying Properties of Pain


  (Daniel Dufort)


  Paris, late 15th century


  I wrote my first polyphonic mass for choir and organ at age nine—alarmingly late for an alleged genius—or even a musically inclined idiot for that matter. I was standing on the Gallery of Kings, throwing empty wine bottles into the crowd, reveling in my immunity—and, let us be candid—impunity. Above my head the workers were doing repairs to the roof of the cathedral. The back and forth grind of the saw, the hammering of the sledge, the chiming of the shattering glass and the cursing below gave me an idea. I identified four distinct melodies racing, rivaling and taunting each other. Mother of God, Our Lady of Paris! Now I knew exactly what to do next. I would write my first full-length sacred composition.


  I threw the last bottle off the gallery, hitting a cart with vegetables and soliciting a volley of curses. The poor farmer had no idea where the glass had come from. I was standing in a spot where nobody could see me from down below. And even if they did, there was not much they could have done.


  Not that I was a malicious child. My talent and intellect, not to mention my physical beauty, had not corrupted my soul beyond repair. I still possessed enough humility and fear of God. (This is where you laugh. Do realize I am provoking you. Better get used to my sarcasm if you want us to be friends. And if you’d rather be enemies, well, that’s fine by me. I know how to deal with enemies. I have already put a few of them in the ground. You can be next.) Like I said, I was not malicious. I was only trying to figure out the link between transgression and consequence.


  Having spent my early years encased in stone, smothered in frankincense and drenched in holy water, I was not quite sure whether the societal laws applied to me. The circumstances around my existence, both privileged and precarious, obliged me to isolation. I could not test my strength by engaging in fist fights with other children. If given the opportunity, I could probably knock out a few teeth, break a few bones and gouge a few eyes. Instead, I was surrounded by adult men who had been instructed not to engage in conversation with me or even acknowledge my presence. However, I learned to read their lips and their thoughts. Let us just say, if the ordinary faithful knew what was going on inside the heads of some of the clergy members, they would not feel so guilty about their own sins. For instance, one of the tenors liked to look at drawings of naked maidens being tortured by demons. I have no idea where he procured those drawings. They were fairly well executed, too, with a great deal of skill and attention to detail, down to the expression of voluptuous agony on the maidens’ faces. I have a strange feeling the artist was one of our own, residing in the cloister.


  Well, the choirmaster confiscated the drawings, probably with the intention of keeping them to himself. This is just to give you an idea of what sorts of things excited those men. The conversations in the sacristy were not that different from those in the nearby military garrison. Fewer profanities, perhaps, but very similar topics.


  Truthfully, Notre-Dame de Paris can crush anyone’s spirit. Many of the canons found the experience of serving in the cathedral overwhelming. This type of assignment is not for everyone, certainly not for those who are too sensitive or too principled. The senior clergy will weed out the undesirables. Moreover, if the edifice itself does not like you, it will drain the life out of you; you will start having nose bleeds, headaches, chest pains and nightmares. I have seen too many men break down in the sacristy, turn blue in the face, gasp and faint. They would arrive at the precinct filled with euphoria, and a few months later they would leave looking haggard. Oddly enough, the cathedral appeared to like me, feeding me the life’s energy it took from others. It definitely wanted to keep me. And I wanted to show that the amicability was mutual.


  Over the course of the following week I wrote the first three movements: Kyrie, Gloria and Credo. I composed during the day and played late at night, after the main entrance was locked.


  The organ was located on a high and narrow stone gallery above the western portal. In the early 1470s, it was not an impressive instrument by any means and it was not used much during services. Everyone agreed it was inadequate for a cathedral the size of Notre-Dame—it was an embarrassment, to be candid—but expanding it or installing a new one would be too costly and time-consuming, and the old bishop, Guillaume Chartier, simply did not care enough to release the funds. No, he was too busy locking horns with the king. Of course, he made sure that the roof did not collapse, but furnishing the cathedral with a decent instrument was not a priority.


  Philippe Chauvel, the existing organist, a compliant, drowsy and unambitious man, seemed perfectly happy doing the bare minimum. He knew the pipes well and could make them sound decent. When I asked him for permission to use the organ, he merely shrugged and gave me the spare key to the lid. I could practice my pieces late at night without attracting anyone’s attention.


  One time I went a little wild and changed all the registers. The next morning it took Chauvel at least forty minutes to arrange them back to where they were before. In all honesty, I thought he would rip my head off. Any other musician in his place would. But Chauvel was no ordinary musician. He actually had a sense of humor. Imagine that? He made a joke that a demon had messed with the organ at night.


  The first person to hear my compositions, however, was not Chauvel. It was my guardian, young Monseigneur Desmoulins. We did not have much time before the service, so I just played Kyrie and the first half of Gloria. He did not say much, but that look of languid disgust on his face was sufficient.


  “Do not let anyone hear this,” he said. “People have been pilloried for less.”


  Before we get any further, allow me to make one thing clear: Monseigneur Desmoulins is not my birth father. We are some fifteen years apart, so from a purely physiological point, our blood kinship was possible, but not from the point of ecclesiastic etiquette. Parisian priests are the most cynical men in Christendom, and Desmoulins will be the first one to admit it. They make the most ludicrous and convoluted rules, only to break them later. Yet there is a certain amount of honor among those cassock-wearing thieves. There are still rules that even they will not violate. One of them proclaims: “Thou shalt not raise thine own bastard.” That’s right. Raising your own love child is nepotism, while raising someone else’s is charity. Well, not exactly charity, more like a form of barter: you take my bastard off my hands, make it look like an act of selfless patronage, and I shall help you get that promotion or just pay you off for the trouble. There was an intricate underground system of bastard-swapping. My real father, as I would eventually learn, was far more influential and formidable than Monseigneur Desmoulins.


  Alas, my master was not destined to shroud himself in bishop’s robes. Paris has a long standing tradition of promoting intellectual mediocrity. Ambitious, forward-thinking men rarely make it to the level of archdeacon, and those who are truly brilliant do not make it to their thirtieth birthday. Their hearts shrivel up, and their brains explode. My master’s tragic mistake was showcasing his erudition too soon. Mentally, he was already living in the sixteenth century. Potions, novelty gadgets and contraptions similar to that of Gutenberg excited him.


  Most of the canons in the precinct only casually dabbled in physics and astronomy. My master, on the other hand, was a man of science first and foremost, begrudgingly married to the church. As most marriages of convenience, it ended in teeth grinding. He performed his priestly duties thoroughly yet without much enthusiasm, counting the minutes until he could seclude himself in his laboratory to dissect rats and play with explosives. He had been guilty of coming late to the morning mass after staying up all night melting glass. He had been spotted wearing secular clothes while harvesting sap from the trees. Still, his infractions were not egregious enough to merit harsh punishment. Chartier disciplined Desmoulins in his own passive way by refusing to fund his experiments or publish his scientific essays, saddling him instead with dull, uninspiring work that had absolutely nothing to do with science.


  “That malicious old owl,” my master would grouse of Chartier. “He wants me to listen to confessions and visit the sick, like I’m the last priest in this God-forsaken cathedral. He’ll do anything to take me away from real work.”


  It would be worth mentioning that my master’s original surname was either Von Müller or Van Der Molen. For simplicity’s sake he changed it to Desmoulins, something an average French idiot could pronounce. His father was of German or Flemish extraction, and his mother, I think, was Venetian or Florentine. Ah, the curse of dual heritage! The German in him perpetually battled the Italian. His German side was methodical, analytical, austere and fatalistic, while his Italian side was theatrical, explosive and downright violent. I learned to stay out of his way, watching him from a distance and trying to mimic his mannerisms.


  Desmoulins had three signature poses. One of them I called the Destitute Nobleman, for he was of aristocratic descent. It involved him sitting in his chair with his feet on the desk, arms dangling and head tossed back. The second pose was called the Inquisitor and involved him resting his elbows on the desk and propping his chin on his intertwined fingers. The third, most subtle, and yet the most poignant pose, I called the Alchemist. He would sit with one hand open, as if holding an invisible sphere. I tried practicing those poses, but they never looked or felt natural. We were made of different substances. He was made of ice, and I—of stone.


  One thing I learned was that his statements did not always reflect his true feelings. For instance, he quoted Italian humanists right and left yet did not consider himself one of them. He claimed that one’s lineage was inconsequential, yet repeatedly brought up his own aristocratic roots in conversation. He claimed that looks did not matter, yet was guilty of lingering in front of every reflective surface, including the cup of holy water. He complained about his physique. Indeed, being taller than most is a major inconvenience when your head towers above everyone else’s, because it makes it that much hard to nap discretely during evening prayers. And when your shoulders are so broad, people assume you are wearing armor under your cassock.


  Would it not be grand if priests could wear ordinary clothes and carry weapons? Would it not be stupendous if they could marry—as often as they liked? In the same breath, he would assert that most women were stupid cows, a few of them were witches and sometimes he would point out a woman in the crowd and nudge me:


  “What do you think, Monsieur Dufort? Does she look like a cow or a witch to you? I want your unbiased opinion.”


  I had no idea why he was asking me, of all people. Perhaps, he was probing to see if I would make a good Inquisitor someday.


  “You know, there are ways to find out if a woman is a witch or not,” he said to me once in that eerie, enigmatic voice that made the cartilage on my ears stiffen. “There are specific interrogation techniques. A few pokes with a heated needle in the right places, and you’ll have your answer.”


  Desmoulins laughed, and I laughed with him, though I suspect I sounded like a bleating goat about to be slaughtered. My master was dreadful in his amusement. His hawkish Italian nose sharpened, the nostrils flared and his upper lip curled, revealing a row of dazzling teeth, while his dark hooded eyes exuded silent terror. I know those eyes had seen things that were a necessary part of his education and canonical duty, things that made his hands curl into fists, and the white of his knuckles peek through the golden pigment. We never discussed that aspect of his service at length. He threw random bits of his biography at me, when I expected them the least, in the form of grim jokes and eruptions of blood-chilling laughter.


  His words regarding my early polyphonic compositions actually inspired me. Note, he did not say “ridiculed.” The word he picked was “pilloried.” It could only mean that my work was novel and significant, a challenge to the establishment. It has been almost a hundred years since the death of Guillaume de Machaut. France had not seen another prolific composer. So I continued polishing my composition and waited for my hour of glory.


  And, sure enough, that hour arrived. When I was fourteen, Philippe Chauvel was found dead behind one of the pillars, his skull split. He must have slipped on a splatter of melted wax. My master broke the news to me in the same drowsy voice he used for delivering sermons. He then said that some people wanted to talk to me, since I was the last one to see Chauvel alive, and gestured for me to follow him. Those people turned out to be the new bishop and his first vicar.


  By the way, did I tell you about the new bishop? Guillaume Chartier, the mean old owl, died and was replaced by Louis Beaumont, a much younger and even meaner owl. Unlike his predecessor, who did not concern himself with the day to day operations of his precinct and expended his last breath fighting the King of France, Beaumont made it his mission to, let us say, ‘tighten a few loose bolts’. He wanted to make sure that every sou and every soul was accounted for. He needed to know the whereabouts of every deacon, every choirboy, what company they were keeping outside the service hours and what books they were reading. “Where is everyone?” was his signature phrase. Naturally, he was curious about the circumstances around Chauvel’s death. It is not every day that one finds a corpse in the middle of the cathedral. Who needed rumors?


  “Such a strange morning,” Beaumont said, skipping the greetings. I noticed he was holding Chauvel’s embroidered liturgical sash. “My young friend, I have a few questions for you. Exactly how much do you know—”


  Suddenly dizzy, I leaned against one of the pillars. Vivid images of arrest, interrogation and execution passed before my eyes in a matter of seconds. Of course, they needed someone to blame for Chauvel’s death. That was my punishment for writing that horrible polyphonic mass.


  The bishop’s fingers snapped right before my nose.


  “Don’t fall asleep, young man. I understand it’s early in the morning, but we need your cooperation.”


  “I didn’t do it!” I heard myself shout. “I swear to you on my eternal salvation. Chauvel was a friend. I could never harm him.”


  Beaumont’s hooked finger lingered before my face, drawing circles.


  “That’s not the question I was about to ask you. What an ill-mannered child you are, interrupting your superiors. In my day impolite children were whipped. How times have changed. Getting back to my question: how much do you know about music theory?”


  “Some.”


  That was a fair assessment of my knowledge.


  “Did Chauvel give you private lessons?”


  “He allowed me to sit in on a few rehearsals. I watched him practice. He showed me the notation and let me play with the registers. But I wouldn’t call it formal lessons.”


  “All right, forget about Chauvel. He’s dead. Let’s talk about you. I understand you have been composing in secret.”


  “Composing is such a strong word, Your Excellency. I have been dabbling, yes.”


  “You are much too modest. I don’t know who imbued you with such modesty. Clearly not Monseigneur Desmoulins. Play something for us.”


  I was not prepared to give recitals first thing in the morning, but it did not look like I had a choice.


  “What would you like me to play?” I asked, flexing my hands. As if out of spite, they were cold and shaky. At least my voice sounded firm. “I know a few Vitry’s hymns by heart.”


  “Why don’t you play one of your original compositions?” Beaumont assumed a more leisurely attitude and interlaced his bejeweled fingers over his belly. “Surprise me.”


  I looked at my master imploringly, but he was sitting in his Inquisitor pose. I remembered his explicit instruction never to play my works in public.


  “You heard the bishop,” he said with a shrug. “Go on. Do as you’re told.”


  Grateful for the chance to put some distance between myself and those men, I ran up to the gallery above the western portal. The organ greeted me with its multiple rows of teeth. I played Sanctus, my most convoluted and puzzling creation. His Excellency wanted something original? Splendid. I was eager to give him just that. The movement started off slowly and grimly, like a funeral procession, but then picked up speed and progressed to a gallop over the course of the next ninety seconds. Towards the end the pipes roared like wounded bulls.


  Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus


  Dominus Deus Sabaoth.


  Pleni sunt caeli et terra gloria tua …


  After I finished playing Sanctus, I bent over the balustrade and looked down at the three men below.


  “Would you like to hear more?”


  “I think we’ve heard enough. Let’s talk.” Beaumont gestured for me to come down. A minute later I was standing before him once again.


  “I’ve slept through many organ pieces, and this one definitely kept me awake. Show me your hands. Let me count them fingers. Are you sure there are only ten? There is no way you could have hit all those notes.”


  Then he took Chauvel’s liturgical sash and threw it over my neck. “Well, that was easy. No need to rack our brains looking for a replacement. Congratulations to all of us. Notre-Dame has a new organist.”


  I had to find another pillar to lean against. This time I pressed my forehead into the stone. The bishop was not joking. He grabbed me by the shoulders and forced me to look him in the eye.


  “Don’t turn away now. There’s no need to be shy. I don’t believe I’ve seen you in daylight before.” Beaumont glanced at his first vicar, who had not said a word up until then. “Does this child look like an ordinary human being to you? Why, he is a poorly sculpted angel! His hair is the color of Purgatory flame, and his shoulder blades stick out like malformed wings. I know: he is an unfinished celestial being, expelled from Heaven at the last minute to live among mortals.”


  The bishop burst out laughing, amused by his own wit, and the first vicar joined him. There were only two of them laughing—my master remained silent—but they sounded like a mob. I realized their laughter was not malicious. It had a sinister, nervous quality. For Heaven’s sake, only a few hours ago they had a corpse sprawled in the middle of the cathedral. Understandably, they were still recovering from the awkwardness of the situation.


  “Remind me, child, what is your name?” the bishop asked once he managed to suppress the fit of laughter.


  “Daniel … Daniel Dufort.”


  “Naturally! What a fitting surname. Dufort. Unbreakable. A fortress. Made of stone. From now on, we shall call you Stone Prince.” He then turned to my master. “My dear Desmoulins, I cannot believe you’ve kept such a gem from us for all these years? We could’ve had him play for the papal ambassador. What other talents does your protégé possess that you aren’t telling us about? Does he revive dead birds too?”


  “I wouldn’t know, Your Excellency.” My master’s shoulders rose and fell beneath the folds of the black cloth. “I have very little control over this child’s activities. Obedience was never his chief virtue. At least he stopped throwing bottles into the crowd.”


  “Ah, a bit of juvenile mischief is allowed. You wouldn’t believe the things I did when I was his age. I think the late Chauvel would be pleased to see this boy as his successor. What a relief!” Beaumont exhaled and fanned himself, the sleeves of his robe flopping like a pigeon’s wings, his mood visibly improved. “I admit I worried we’d have to go for weeks without the organ accompaniment. I think that people would notice eventually. Well, we can return to work now. The delegation from Rouen is expected to arrive by noon. Stone Prince, you start tonight. I trust you to pick the pieces for the mass.”


  The bishop retreated to his palace, and my master to his cloister cell.


  Left alone inside the empty cathedral, I dropped to my knees beside the pillar, in the very spot where my predecessor had died, and stood with my head hung for some time. The embroidered liturgical sash across my chest was choking me. I tried to pull it off, but it clung to my body. I struggled to process what had just transpired. At fourteen and a half, I was the youngest organist in the history of Notre-Dame. Traditionally the position had been occupied by older, mellower men, like Chauvel. The new bishop broke the custom. Maybe he got tired of being viewed as reactionary and decided to throw in a bit of novelty. Or maybe he was just anxious to put the issue to rest. Auditioning candidates could be time-consuming. All I knew was that in less than ten hours I would have to face the choir and the clergy for the evening mass. I could already see the antagonism in their eyes.


  Make no mistake: I was accustomed to the stares and the whispers from those men, the same men who would not engage in a direct conversation with me. My main crime entailed being the protégé of Monseigneur Desmoulins, who was a little too Florentine, too sardonic and cryptic for their liking.


  By the way, the comment about me looking like a sloppily made angel did not originate from the bishop. His Excellency was not imaginative enough to make that comparison. He merely repeated what was said by others. The comment came from Antoine Lasserre, one of the altar servers who had been a sculptor’s apprentice; one of the few people who seemed benevolently disposed towards me. “Dufort, features like yours aren’t found in nature, only in Gothic sculpture. I botched many angels in my workshop. You look like one of my unfinished commissions. It’s as if one of my artistic blunders came back to haunt me!”


  Clearly, it was not an insult but a rather accurate description of my physique.Indeed, I was abnormally tall, with prominent shoulder blades and hollow cheeks. As a layman, I was not required to cut my hair, so I wore it long down to my collarbones; I understand where Lasserre got his comparison. Coming from him, who had studied Gothic esthetics, those words were a jocose compliment. He knew how hard it was to make an angel. It was also hard to be an angel, or even a decent human being.


  At any rate, Lasserre had died of fever without completing a single commission, yet I remained grateful for that episodic friendship. The nickname ‘Stone Prince’ suited me well, reflecting certain physical advantages bestowed upon me. I was stronger than an average child my age, or even an adult. Although my musculature was not overly developed, the strength dwelt in my bones, smoldering, threatening to burst forth. Keeping it contained could be burdensome, even painful at times. Prayer and cold water did little to alleviate the symptoms. Still, I did not mind the throbbing tension in my limbs, my jaw and my spine. The only thing I minded was the circumstance under which I received my appointment.


  Now the choir and the clergy had a legitimate reason to hate me. Of course, they would probably resent any man who would replace Chauvel, but I was not just a random outsider. I was Monseigneur Desmoulins’ ward, which made everything worse. A horrifying thought occurred to me, one I could not chase away. What role did my master play in all of this? He did not look too shocked when he came to impart the news of the old organist’s passing. He must have known about it before it happened.


  I felt a light tap on my shoulder. It was a gesture of condolence rather than encouragement. When I turned around, there was nobody there. It was as if Chauvel’s departing spirit brushed against me. I knew it was time for me to get up from my knees.


  I ran through the Red Door into the cloister. My master was sitting in his Destitute Nobleman pose, twirling a pencil.


  “Where are your manners, Monsieur Dufort?” he asked with more weariness than austerity. “Just because I saved you from the pyre years ago, it doesn’t mean you can burst into my cell without permission. Even the bishop remarked on your rudeness, and he’s a most unceremonious savage himself. There is a special place in Hell for children who don’t knock.”


  He was right. I had completely forgotten the canon etiquette. I should have knocked and then waited for an explicit invitation. In my defense, I was not living in the cloister along with the clergy but in a tiny cell in the north tower.


  “Maître,” I started when I caught my breath, “how could you?”


  “Oh, I didn’t kill old Philippe, if that is what you are implying.” He returned the pencil back into the skull that served as a holder for writing tools. “Chauvel’s death was a pure accident, admittedly a very well-timed one.”


  “That’s not what I meant. Do you hate me so?” I realized that last question was stupid. He hated everyone. I was no exception. “How could you put me in such a predicament?”


  His index finger shot up towards the ceiling.


  “Do you know how many beautiful, talented children with an actual musical education would love to find themselves in your … predicament?”


  “Of course, I know. But I did not ask for this honor.”


  “Well, sometimes we must accept things that we don’t ask for. Did I ask to lose my mother when I was seventeen? Did I ask for my father to remarry only six weeks after her death? I sure as hell didn’t ask for that baby brother. I rather liked being an only child. Unexpected competition was most unwelcome.”


  So he changed the subject, making himself the focal figure of the conversation. I was accustomed to that.


  “I can imagine.”


  “No, you cannot imagine. You never had a real family. You don’t know what it’s like to be praised and doted on, only to have it all taken away.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t. But I take your word for it.”


  “My mother was a scholarly woman,” he continued, his indignation escalating, “who spoke six languages and played three musical instruments. Her successor was a vulgar wench around my age, who did a marvelous job playing stupid but in reality was quite cunning. She accused me of making lewd advances at her. Can you believe it? It’s a miracle my father did not cut me off. Still, my relationship with him was never the same. I went from being his golden child to being a perpetual suspect, a predator who had to be kept away. Papa became cold and abrupt with me. He used to idolize me, and all that changed after he married that witch. She drained him of his last sou. Papa took her on extravagant trips. You know how it all ended?”


  Of course, I knew how it all ended. I must have heard the story a hundred times. The Van der Molen couple died of smoke inhalation when a fire broke out at the inn where they staying. The wailing infant was at home with a nurse. My master had to travel to the scene of the accident to recognize their bodies. But the most traumatic thing was not rummaging through the pile of charred bones. No. It was the realization that his carefree days as a student had come to an end. The wicked stepmother had depleted the family budget. The horrors! He would have to find a way to support himself. What could be more demeaning? He was a nobleman, not a tradesman. Indeed, it was the stuff of Greek tragedies to put Sophocles to shame. The gargoyles on the cathedral would weep. My master told this story every time with the same fervor. His anger had not waned over the years.


  “I certainly did not ask to be burdened with the chore of raising you,” he concluded. “It never was included in my plans.”


  “Then how did I end up here?”


  I always wanted to ask him that question, though I knew I could not expect an honest answer.


  “You are too selfish and ungrateful to understand my motives,” Desmoulins replied. “You relish your sense of victimhood too much. And I’m that tyrant who keeps you imprisoned. You always find something to complain about, be it loneliness, or the Greek alphabet, or a position you didn’t ask for. If it is any consolation, the idea of appointing you the organist didn’t come from me.”


  “Then where did it come from?”


  “I cannot reveal his name at this time. It will suffice to say, that this man is of high rank.”


  “Our Lady of Paris,” I mumbled, raising my eyes to the cobweb covered ceiling. “I have a father, who loves me.”


  Desmoulins hurried to drag me down from my clouds.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Nobody loves you, least of all your father. Ask yourself: would he hand you over to someone like me? I assure you, there is no love in the equation, so get that idea out of your head. However, there is some minimal guilt and healthy vanity.”


  “Yet you will not reveal his name to me. Do you not trust me, Maître? Have I not proven my loyalty to you?”


  Another stupid question on my part. My master picked up the empty ink bottle and squeezed it as if trying to crush it.


  “You have an interesting definition of loyalty, Monsieur Dufort. For the past ten years you’ve done nothing but follow me around. I simply cannot get away from you. Wherever I go, I can feel your nagging presence and hear the shuffle of your boots behind my back.”


  “If I walk behind you, it is because you won’t let me walk beside you in public.”


  “It’s not just how you behave in public. You’re always there, lurking in the shadows, spying on me. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that you’ve been reporting my activities to the bishop. God only knows what you’ve been telling him. Believe it or not, three days ago Beaumont summoned me into his study and questioned me for at least an hour. His Excellency wished to know what I have been doing in my spare time, namely what books I’ve been reading and what people I’ve been corresponding with. Apparently, he is under the impression that I practice black arts. Why do you think that is?”


  “You tell me, Maître. Perhaps, it’s because of how you quote Marsilio Ficino out of context. All your dinner conversations revolve around purifying metals. The walls in this cathedral are very thin. And if I follow you, it’s to make sure that nobody else is following you. You get paid to protect me, while in reality I am the one protecting you.”


  I uttered those words in a surprisingly steady voice, because I knew them to be true. We both knew it. Desmoulins could not deny that the roles of protector and ward had been reversed. The empty ink bottle flew at me and by some miracle I caught and hurled it right back at him. The bottle shattered against the wall above my master’s head.


  “This isn’t about me,” he said, in a calmer tone. “I’m a lost soul, damned to hell. Everyone knows it. Today we are talking about you, Monsieur Dufort. Just because I am beyond salvation, it does not mean that you should continue being an omega Parisian. I have taught you many useless things over the years, from theology to architecture. You have to decide what you want to do with your life. It appears that the decision has already been made for you today. Take comfort in it. You do not want to teach at the University.” Staring me down, he shook his head. “Surely, you don’t want to take the vows.”


  “I don’t know, Maître. You never asked.”


  “I don’t need to ask.” His dark liquid eyes flashed. “I’m telling you. You don’t want my job. You will grind your teeth, pull your hair out and crack your knuckles. By age thirty, if you are lucky to last that long, you’ll be toothless, bald and unable to hold a pencil because your joints will be shattered. Paris does not need another corrupt priest, or another alchemist. God be my witness, I’ve done enough damage to last us both throughout the end of the fifteenth century.”


  After leaving my master’s cell, I spent the rest of the afternoon in the Gallery of Kings, fighting the urge to pick up another bottle and toss it into the crowd. I took a moment to grieve my predecessor. Poor old Philippe! I was going to miss that man. What if I had some technical questions? To whom would I turn if I needed guidance on pitch adjustment? What if the old pipes refused to cooperate? Dabbling after nightfall is one thing, but playing for the people of Paris is different. Would they even notice the change?


  At quarter past six, I went inside the cathedral. Chauvel kept his sheet music in the compartment underneath the bench. He usually planned his selection a week in advance. It had been less than twenty-four hours since his last performance.


  Let the ogre hunt begin!


  I tightened the neck strings of my cloak, adjusted the liturgical sash and immersed myself into my new occupation. The choir singers and the altar servers did not show much emotion on the first night I sat in Chauvel’s place. I knew better than to take their lack of overt malice for acceptance. They were still in the state of shock. It was too early for me to rejoice or even exhale. It was only a matter of time before their puzzled ambivalence turned into full-blown hatred.


  Things started getting interesting a week into my new job. I overheard the clergy holding a prayer session in the sacristy right before the mass, asking the Blessed Virgin to protect them from the murderous devil’s spawn in their midst. Once someone dumped a cup of holy water on me (supposedly by accident) to see if my skin would burn and blister; another time someone poked me with a processional crucifix. And the fact that my flesh did not sizzle perplexed them even more. They concluded that the demon had a protective shell around him that kept the holy artifacts from doing what they were supposed to do. Putting aside their ideological disagreements, they stood united in their antagonism towards me—from the altar boys to the senior deacons. For once, there were no quarrels in the sacristy.


  Eventually I got used to the jabs and splashes and learned to enjoy my unique position of a privileged outcast. It was flattering and reaffirming. My detractors must have perceived me as quite a menace, since they felt the need to unite against me.


  One Sunday Jean Ardon, one of the tenors, came by to see me after the mass.


  “A word of advice, Dufort: tone down the volume when you play. You overpower the choir. The stain glass rattles.”


  “Non loqueris Gallico,” I responded in Latin. I do not speak French.


  Ardon gave me that one-sided smirk. “Very clever. It may not seem this way, but I’m actually trying to help you here. I’m one of the few people who harbor no malice towards you.” He lowered his voice to a whisper, even though we were the only ones there. “You are probably oblivious to this, but people are talking.”


  I wondered who appointed Ardon the mouthpiece for the people.


  “I understand you received no formal training,” he continued, “and your compositions testify to that. One shouldn’t judge you too harshly for breaking the rules you never learned in the first place. You pound the keys and the pedals at random without even trying to integrate into the service. Here’s something you need to know about the essence of sacred music: the focus is on God, and not on the performer. You pour too much of your own juvenile melancholy into your music. It’s distasteful and irreverent. You aren’t some alley troubadour who bemoans his lonely heart.”


  The reprimands continued with impressive regularity. It was always the same combination of grievances. My rendition of the classics was too loud and aggressive, and my original melodies were too bizarre and convoluted. Apparently, my eyes were different shades of blue, and the right pupil was perpetually dilated—a sign of the Devil, no doubt. The veins on my hands also formed some enigmatic hieroglyph. My spine had too many vertebrae, my chest had too many ribs and my mouth had too many teeth. My hair was too long and red, my origin too obscure and my manner too brusque and disrespectful. One time I lost my temper and punched Ardon in the jaw, splitting his lip and loosening one of his molars. He ran to the bishop, screaming that he had been assaulted. Beaumont only chuckled.


  “Ardon, you mean to tell me that you could not stand up to a fourteen-year old child?”


  “Dufort is not a normal child!” shrieked the tenor. “His music is demonic. It poisons the minds of the faithful. Crime and suicide has been on the rise since he took over. Was it a coincidence? I think not. Everyone knows he caused Chauvel’s death and usurped his place.”


  I laughed at Ardon’s accusation, as it held no weight. He did not know it at the time, but I had an order of immunity issued by the cardinal himself granting me lifelong exemption from prosecution by the canon court. I do not know how to describe that peculiar document. It was not an indulgence per se. According to the stipulations, I could never be tried for sorcery or heresy as long as I remained in Paris. My master had a copy of that document. Do not ask me how he obtained it.


  Ardon was given a piece of cloth drenched in holy water and sent home to mend his wounds as well as his pride. Two weeks passed before he resumed singing.


  That incident took me to the next level of notoriety. The scandal actually worked in my favor. When the news of the demonic child prodigy who lashed out at the choir members spilled outside the cathedral into the neighboring precincts, people started coming just to hear me play.


  Before long, new organ pipes arrived. Clearly, somebody had been listening and taking notes. The much-needed expansion work on the instrument commenced. Then people began requesting original compositions from me. At age sixteen I got my first commission. By eighteen I was drowning in them. Needless to say, funeral pieces came to me more naturally than wedding pieces. The people of Paris knew that my music was not light, cheerful or holy, and they kept coming for more. The surly, militant slant appealed to them.


  The bishop profited from my sudden rise to fame. He kept most of the money and gave a small cut to my master, who in turn dutifully forfeited every sou to me.


  “It’s your money. You earned it. I’m sorry Beaumont is hoarding it. It’s not fair to you.”


  In all honesty, those were probably the kindest words my master had said to me since my appointment. For the most part, his treatment of me was abysmal. I knew he was going through another internal crisis. He was still recovering from the blow of his thirtieth birthday. His scientific work was not progressing at the rapid pace he would have liked. He had been working on some optical contraption that consisted of a tube and a few pieces of glass that would allow one to examine the celestial bodies. Apparently, he did not have the proper tools, and his calculations were off. He believed that the key to his dilemma was found in the unpublished notes of Nicholas von Kues, a German astronomer who died back in 1464. The notes were either in Heidelberg or Padua, and Beaumont would not allow my master to go to either one of those universities. Night after night I heard Monseigneur Desmoulins growl in his cell. Since we shared a nervous system, all my emotions were closely linked to his, every fit of rage he experienced would thunder through me. I could not rejoice in my own success because he was feeling wretched. It was primarily his misery that nourished my music.


  Shortly before my twentieth birthday, I discovered a new pleasure—making superficial incisions on my forearms and letting the rain water wash the blood off. It was in those moments that my muse lavished on me and I composed my finest works. The bleeding usually did not last long. The incisions would scab over. The cathedral never took more blood than it needed.


  One time my master caught me in the act. I fully expected him to wring my neck or at least treat me to one of his condescending tirades. To my astonishment, he produced a weary, nostalgic smile and pulled up the sleeve of his cassock, revealing similar scars on his forearms.


  “I did that when I was your age. It started after my father’s death. It was such an odd, jumbled chapter in my life, written in gibberish. Now I’m thinking … Maybe it was a mistake giving my baby brother to that childless couple. At the time it seemed like a wise decision.”


  I had never seen my master show such regret. He pushed back the hood, revealing grey hair on his temples.


  “Do you miss that brat?” I asked. “Do you ever stay up at night wondering what became of him?”


  “Hell, no! I do stay up at night, but not because of that. The Métiviers promised to pay for my studies. They sounded so eager, so sincere, and I was so naïve. I believed them. Of course, I did not see a single sou from them. They grabbed my brother and vanished, just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Had I done my due diligence, I could’ve negotiated a more advantageous deal. Of course, at the time I was so anxious to free myself of that wailing creature. I failed to see him for what he was: a valuable asset. A blond, blue-eyed child with all fingers and toes intact! I could’ve made a fortune on him. Then it hit me that I’d been duped. God, I was livid with myself. I deserved punishment for my stupidity. These scars serve as a reminder of my impulsive, erratic nature. Pain slows me down, but it doesn’t stop me completely. I almost wrote an entire book on the purifying properties of pain. I’m capable of horrid things, Monsieur Dufort.”


  “So am I, Maître,” I admitted, feeling a strange sense of solidarity with him. “Sometimes I fantasize about breaking your neck or smashing your skull.”


  “I admire your candor—and your self-restraint. No doubt, you’ve had more than one opportunity to act on your murderous impulses towards me. Indeed, you are made of stone.”


  “And what are you made of?”


  “Hellfire and ice, dogmas and lies. After fifteen years in the Parisian ecclesiastic system, what can you expect? I realize I haven’t been terribly kind to you, I don’t know if I can change that. I’ve lost my capacity for kindness. It’s a sad thing, isn’t it?”


  “Don’t add another burden to your plate,” I said, “not on my account. I’m used to being treated this way. I neither know nor expect any different.”


  “How gracious of you! A tyrant like me doesn’t deserve such a loyal, forgiving pet.”


  “I’m neither loyal nor forgiving. One day you’ll find out. We deserve each other.”


  “We should try to become better friends, Dufort. Or at least give up the idea of killing each other. Now is not the time for bloodshed. The Church as we know it is cracking. Men like you and I are getting caught in the cracks. Who knows what will happen in the next twenty years. I have a feeling it won’t be pretty. I’d like to think that we are on the same side.”


  Now, do not get excited. Monsieur Desmoulins and I never became friends. He continued treating me with his usual arrogance and condescension. It would take nothing short of an alchemic reaction to change the very substance of his character. I would be worried if he started showing collegiality and courtesy towards me. But we did talk more often. As it turned out, we agreed on many things. For instance, we both believed that the body and the intellect needed room to breathe. The severe restrictions on carnal pleasures and scientific pursuit stifled one’s spirit. No, we did not think that all canons needed to immerse themselves in black arts and whoring. However, an occasional love affair does not do lasting harm to one’s soul.


  You must admit that even a one-sided infatuation stimulates one’s creativity. I mean, look what Beatrice Portinari did for Dante Alighieri! My master believed that if he stumbled across the right woman, he would be able to finish that magnifying contraption for viewing the stars—even without help from Nicholas von Kues’ notes. Alas, there were no women of Beatrice’s caliber in our immediate vicinity. One would need to travel to Florence or Bonn to find one of those. Remember what I told you earlier: there were only cows and witches in Paris.


  It should not shock you to find out that my master and I had a similar taste in women, and that taste was, frankly, by no means exquisite or exclusive. I know that Desmoulins would never admit to it. He kept telling himself that when it came to the opposite sex, his standards were exceptional. In reality, he was too hungry to be picky, having reached his breaking point. Beneath that veneer of contempt, he was seething with desperation. It was the desperation of a man who had spent his prime fornication years repressing, sublimating, bartering with instincts, slashing his forearms, aspiring to God knows what. While waiting for his Florentine muse, he would gladly corner a compliant circus girl, as long as she was young and thin—Desmoulins was not an admirer of mature womanly forms. Of course, he thought it beneath him to pursue one, but if a street nymph brushed up against him in a dark alley, he would not cry “Be gone, Satan!” He would fully capitalize on the opportunity and get just as much enjoyment out of the encounter, minus the headache and the anguish of dealing with what he called a “scholarly woman”.


  At the last street festival on Rue des Bernardins we were ogling the same two girls as the rest of the red-blooded Parisian men—the two daughters of Mathias Eliade, a nomadic humanist and travel writer who had spent the last fifteen years roaming Europe and finally decided to settle in Paris of all places. Mathias had a handful of children, their ages ranging from ten to twenty. Some of them he had fathered to various women, and some he had adopted over the course of his travels. He filled their greasy heads with rather peculiar ideas about the equality of sexes and races as well as freedom of thought and love.


  Of his own heritage Mathias spoke with that enigmatic once-upon-a-time aplomb. He cited Wallachia as his birth place, the land of blood-drinking princes, and claimed to be personally acquainted with Vlad the Impaler. He also spoke of the indigenous people of the land, who were descendants of Thracian warriors. “Can you name a famous Thracian?” Mathias would then challenge his listeners. When met with a blank stare, he would proceed to tell the story of Spartacus, the avenger of the oppressed.


  Having arrived at the festival after nightfall, my master and I caught the latest installment of that Bohemian mystery, that Transylvanian fantasy Mathias was trying to peddle to the people of Paris. His two daughters were on stage. The younger girl looked about twelve. Her most striking attribute was her white hair—not golden or even flaxen, but white as summer clouds, paired with equally colorless skin and garnet-red eyes. I have heard that in some places people with such complexion were regarded with suspicion. This particular child did not seem concerned for her life. Her costume consisted of an array of gauzy scarves wrapped around her tiny pert body. Her golden shoes with hard tips allowed her to walk and spin on her toes.


  The older girl, about sixteen, looked like she was covered in a layer of grime. Later I learned it was her natural skin color. She was as swarthy as her sister was pallid. Her short brocade bodice barely covered her ribs. With every sway of her narrow hips, the ruffled skirt would slip lower. I found it odd that her abdomen was exposed, yet her hands and forearms were wrapped in colorful ribbons with coin bracelets slipped over them. I wondered if she had a secret like mine, if she also had a habit of cutting herself.


  I would not mind running my hand over that strip of exposed skin between her bodice and her skirt; maybe even planting a kiss on her clavicle. I am sure other men in the audience had similar thoughts. Her pliancy was astounding. She could bend backwards with her arms intertwined above her head, as if she were made of reed instead of bone. At the same time, her fluid movements lacked energy. She moved like an autumn leaf kicked up by the wind, but I sensed she was not wild about being there.


  My master and I were standing in the front row, dressed as Florentine noblemen—on occasion he allowed me to borrow his waistcoat. Strictly speaking, he was not supposed to keep secular clothing, just as he was not supposed to read certain books. But then, we were not supposed to be at the party either. This venue on Rue des Bernardins was considered exclusive, frequented by people who were too squeamish for the Feast of Fools. There was an admission cost, a surprisingly high one, which helped keep away university students and soldiers. The place was popular among officials, members of the academia, higher rank officers and even clergymen. The patrons from the last category took a few additional steps to conceal their identities and kept their faces disguised beneath masks and heavily plumed caps. Rest assured, Monseigneur Desmoulins was not the only one violating the vow of obedience. I recognized a few deacons from the St. Genevieve precinct, who did not bother to keep their voices down, because they were already drunk. The wine and the entertainment were supposed to be better quality.


  Rue des Bernardins was also a great place to encounter all those forbidden, exotic women, the kind you would not normally see in daylight: English, Hibernian, Bohemian, Andalusian and Egyptian. Most of those women were transient performers looking for steady benefactors in the city. In addition to dancing, singing and juggling they possessed a few other skills that were better demonstrated behind closed doors. They were not common brothel whores. On occasion, they dispensed their caresses free of charge. They were capable of genuine attachment—sometimes to more than one man at a time. I imagined that my first time—if it was indeed in the cards for me—would be with one of such women. Even though I did not have much money, I wanted to believe that I was not entirely devoid of allure, and that my knowledge of Latin, ancient history, musical history, and Gothic architecture, as well as my original compositions counted for something. A marginally respectable woman would be more forgiving of my shady origin. She would not demand to know the names of my parents. Perhaps, she would welcome a lover who looked like a mangled angel. In return, I would dedicate one of my pieces to her. I would keep her warm and amused. I would do all the things I imagined my father doing to my mother. For some reason I always knew that I was not conceived in violence—in sin, yes, but a mutually gratifying sin. My natural parents may not have wanted me, but they had definitely wanted each other, however briefly. The image of them making love kept appearing to me in my dreams. I could not see their faces, just their limbs intertwined. I knew what to do—and what not to do. I would try my hardest to be tender, without unnecessary groveling, and leave a fond memory. If only I could get close enough to a woman. She would not regret it. Did I expect too much? I was about to find out. I was a few months away from my twentieth birthday. The party on Rue des Bernardins was a perfect place for such explorations.


  We had a third man with us, an archer named Lucius. Not Lucien or Luc, but Lucius. That is right, like a Roman general. His surname had an odd spelling, either Castelmaure or Caestelmore. It meant something like “Moorish Castle” or “Castilian Lover.” Lucius himself was not academically inclined enough to spell it consistently. He must have been handsome at some point, but now, at age twenty-three, his golden boy looks were beginning to fade due to various excesses. His bone structure was as close to that of a Greco-Roman god as it could get, but the tissue around it was already deteriorating. His musculature was beginning to soften, and his jowls to sag. His teeth and the whites of his eyes were turning the same dandelion yellow as his hair. The meat he ate was overcooked and too greasy, the wine he drank was poorly fermented, and the women he bedded were too filthy. I am afraid to imagine what his liver and kidneys looked like.


  Lucius blamed his vice on his overall disenchantment with life, his enthusiasm for his profession having waned a long time ago. Yes, even hollow-headed soldiers suffer from vocational crises. He kept getting demoted and then restored, his rank fluctuating between lieutenant and captain. On several occasions he had voiced his desire to disappear, to run away from his military duties and the fastidious Parisian women, and start a new life somewhere as a tavern keeper or a brothel inspector. Monseigneur Desmoulins did not have a high opinion of Lucius, but he did tolerate his company. Can a priest and a soldier be friends? Yes, under certain circumstances. They both came from petty nobility, and that counted for something. They shared the same childhood grievances. The world does not know what to make of petty nobles. They are perpetually wedged between the high bourgeois and aristocracy, neither fish nor fowl, regarded with perplexity and contempt by both sides, awash in blue blood but not wealth, with very few prospects. It is such a tragedy when intelligent boys are forced into priesthood, and handsome boys are forced into military service. Brains and beauty were regularly destroyed by the Institution. If there was any justice in the world, men like them would be exempt from the drudgery.


  So my master allowed Lucius to join us on occasion. Frankly, it did not hurt to have protection, especially at a place like Rue des Bernardins. The captain also gave us pro bono fencing lessons, even though the longbow was his forte. Lucius claimed that skill was on its way out, and the firearms would replace the bow and arrow the same way printed books were replacing hand-written ones. That realization exacerbated his sadness.


  “You’re as sick of your armor as I am of my cassock,” I heard my master say to Lucius. “We deserve a chance to cast off our respective shackles for a night, don’t we? Let us have ourselves a glorious time.”


  Alas, Desmoulins was not interested in having a glorious time that evening. He was determined to ruin the experience for everyone with his constant commentary on the girls’ performance. He kept saying that their humor was lowbrow, their costumes too vulgar, and their choreography redundant. But then of course, he added, it was not high art by any means. And tambourine is really not a musical instrument. It should be used at executions along with the drums. All in all, the girls’ contribution to secular theater was inconsequential.


  When the musicians started playing La Rotta, an Italian piece written by a Hungarian composer, my master’s breathing quickened, and a vindictive spark flashed in his eyes.


  “I cannot take it,” he moaned, tugging at the collar of his waistcoat. “This is utter blasphemy, an affront against Italian traditions. My Florentine ancestors are flipping in their graves. Look at their footwork! Those irreverent chits need to be corrected at once.”


  Monseigneur Desmoulins always has to be right. His dogmatic nature demanded it.


  “Why don’t you do the honors, Maître,” I nudged him. “Alert them to their errors.”


  Not that my master needed any encouragement from me. He removed his plumed cap, shoved it into my hands and raked his fingers through his hair. I was shocked at how many grey hairs he had gained in the past few months.


  Firenze, sono qui … Florence, here I come!


  He jumped up on stage, grabbed the older girl by the hair, wrapped it around his fist a few times, then pulled her head to his so that their cheeks were touching and whispered in her ear. His message to her must have been a matter of life and death. He was giving her some sort of ultimatum. I saw his fist contract and his jowls stiffen. He was waiting for an answer.


  The music abated. The white-haired child let out a shriek and scurried offstage—leaving her older sister one on one with the belligerent stranger. The poor thing looked like a doe before a huntsman. When she finally nodded, my master released her hair and assumed his Alchemist pose with his hand outstretched and opened, except that this time he was not holding an imaginary sphere. No. He was holding his very own heart, offering it to the Wallachian girl, or to be exact, imposing it. “Take it already, god damn you!” he appeared to be saying. “Just take my bloody heart, or else …”


  The Eliade girl quickly recovered from the initial startle. This probably was not the first time that a spectator grabbed her on stage. She placed her small ribbon-bound hand in his, submitting to his invasive gallantry. Her father nodded for the musicians to resume playing. La Rotta picked up again, a little faster and louder than before. The adolescent white-haired imp, having regained her courage, reemerged from behind the curtain with a small drum and joined the recorder and the violin players.


  A few steps from me, Lucius was sitting on the ground with his back against the stage, growling, complaining about the burning pain in his pelvis, saying he was in hell and wanted to die. I felt sorry for him, in all sincerity. He was missing a spectacular show, truly one of a kind.


  Mother of God … I had never seen my master dance before. That night I perceived a new side of him, a side that was both awe-inspiring and disturbing. He did not look in the least bit stiff or rusty. He knew exactly what he was doing, as if he rehearsed the steps every night. Every stomp of his foot was sharp and precise, every turn effortless. How quickly he responded to the call of his Florentine blood! Was there something in his drink? Perplexed, I stared into the bottom of my own empty cup. I believe we were poured from the same bottle.


  The grimy girl followed his lead, having completely surrendered to her partner. He tossed, spun and draped her over his arm like a scarf.


  When the music stopped, my master squeezed the girl’s face between his gloved hands and hovered over her, his hawkish profile outlined against the glare from the fire. For a few seconds, an eerie lull enveloped the crowd. The spectators were wondering whether the Florentine nobleman was going to crush her jaw or kiss her. Perhaps, my master was not sure himself what he wanted to do. His breathing quickened. I saw his Adam’s apple throbbing. As for the girl, she was not breathing at all.


  Desmoulins ran his thumbs over her cheekbones and leaned in a little closer, angling his head, his mouth almost touching hers. Suddenly he released her and leaped off the stage, flying right over the captain’s body.


  “All right, time to go.” He yanked his cap out of my hands and put it back over his disheveled hair. “I think we’ve had enough awkward shuffling for one night. I knew it was going to be dull here.”


  “Congratulations, Maître,” I said as we were elbowing our ways towards the exit. “You have frightened that girl to death.”


  “Well, she should be frightened.” He examined the palm of his hand, frowned squeamishly and wiped it against his cloak. “In fact, she should not be dancing at all.”


  “You’re being needlessly harsh. Her footwork is not that abysmal.”


  “Footwork, my dearest Dufort, is the least of her problems. That girl is unwell. Her fingers were hot and shaky.”


  “Perhaps, she was excited by your attention. I doubt that her other partners have your smooth moves.”


  “She kept wheezing throughout the dance. Something is wrong with her lungs. I think it’s very poor taste on Mathias’ part, displaying a sickly dancer. And that man calls himself a humanist! There’s nothing humane about his behavior. I’ve seen traveling performers make sickly animals do tricks. There was that Moorish troupe from Spain. Their monkey looked emaciated, with bald patches. Eventually it snapped and bit the magician. A sad sight, indeed.”


  Yes, you heard me correctly. My master just compared a girl to a monkey, the very girl for whose sake he was willing to claw his heart out a few minutes ago. In his defense, he seemed genuinely concerned about her health. Perhaps, he did not consider her fully human—let us face it, a female of uncertain heritage who led an itinerant life did not stand on the same level as him—but he clearly considered her deserving of medical attention.


  “Do you think she can be helped?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t have an easy answer for you. I don’t know when the symptoms started. It’s a treacherous disease. You can slow down the progression, but you cannot reverse it. I’ll talk to her father about it next time I see him.”


  “Do you know Mathias well?”


  “Well enough,” he replied tersely and cryptically. “Our acquaintance dates back at least fifteen years. He ruffled a few feathers in the sixties, at the tail end of the plague outbreak.”


  “Would you consider him your friend?”


  “That’s what he wants to believe. Why else would he let us stand so close to the stage? Why would he serve us his best wine? He knew we were coming. That’s why he put out his most delectable baits and played La Rotta. It was all a part of his plan.”


  Suddenly, I
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