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1. AT THE MASSIVE ENTRANCE DOOR OF A MEDIEVAL CONVENT, A FEW MILES FROM ROME, LATE AT NIGHT, IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 1527
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Responding to the persistent knocking, the middle-aged badessa, lit candle in hand, slid aside the peephole cover.

[image: image]

“What are you trying to do, Signore, wake up the whole joint for me? Do you know what time it is? Go home.”

A corpulent young man wearing a beret, a cape, purple breeches, black leather shoes, a shoulder belt and sword, his features more Teutonic or Slavic than Latin, said in a voice that was hoarse and irritable, and not at all like the latter-day Horatius’s amiable baritone:

“I’m here to see one of your charges, Holy Mother. It’s urgent. Open the door, please.”

“Is that all?”

“Unless you could offer me a card table, a dozen players, and some wine in there, yes, that is all.”

“Right. Go away now.”

“I wish I could, Holy Mother. Unfortunately, I’m under orders here. Open up.”

“Cute. Now, get going.”

“Look, Signora ...”

“I said, fuck off!”

“Whoa! Such language from your lips, Holy Mother! Shocking! ... I’m sorry. Orders, Signora.”

“Whose orders?”

“Ever heard of the Bishop of Rome?”

“Right.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Hmm ...”

“Well?”

“I would need to see a request signed by His Eminence.”

Horatius unrolled the scroll and held it up to the peephole. The badessa peered, compressed her lips, pondered, and asked:

“One of my charges?”

“Yes, Holy Mother.”

“Which one?”

“Marguerita Luti.”

“Luti. That bitch. And your name?” 

“Orazio Lomellino, at your service, Signora.”

“Does she know you?”

“She does not. Holy Mother, didn’t I just mention that this was an urgent matter? Because it kind of is.” 

“Yeah, well ...”

“It’s also secret.”

“Is it?”

“You have no idea.”

“What kind of matter are we talking about?”

“A secret one. Now, I must tell you, should you continue to impede my progress, I might take umbrage, leave, and come back accompanied by two dozen Swiss with muskets, and, if need be, a ram.”

“All the Swiss are dead.”

“Some have managed to save themselves, hiding in the cellars of whorehouses.”

“I see. I hear His Eminence has locked himself up in the Castle of the Holy Angel.”

“Yes.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“How is he?”

“He’s pacing back and forth in his makeshift apartment, highly agitated. How’s that relevant?”

“In the Castle of the Holy Angel.”

“Yes. If he locked himself up in the Castle of the Unholy Demon, would his requests carry more weight with you?”

After a bit of pondering, the badessa inquired:

“You couldn’t just fuck off?”

Horatius was beginning to like her. He smiled his signature smile – at last – and said:

“Alas, Signora, no. His Eminence would be profoundly disappointed.”

The badessa said:

“Very well. Have it your way. What’s this world coming to ... Damn it ...”

The bolts rattled.
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2. IN THE CORRIDOR
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The badessa’s candle was the only source of light. 

On the right-hand side, doors leading to the nuns’ celli could be made out. The windows on the left were pitch-dark on account of it being a moonless night. 

The badessa said:

“Wait for us in the refectory.”

Horatius: 

“No. I must speak to her in the cella.”

“Are you joking?”

“No.”

The badessa, testily: 

“There are rules, young man. This is a convent.”

“Don’t you start again, Holy Mother. I’m not going to violate her or beat her up or anything like that. Marguerita is perfectly safe, I assure you. Please don’t make this even more difficult. I’m pretty disenchanted with mankind as it is.”

“Oh, poor you.”

“Yes: poor me.”

“I don’t like you, Signor Lomellino.”

“I’m disappointed. I was hoping to have coitus with you in some dark corner.”

“Young man!”

“Point me to the cella, Holy Mother. You’re testing my patience.”

“Am I? Here’s what I’m going to do. I’ll write to my brother. He’ll challenge you to a duel and hack you into many pieces.”

“I commend you, Signora, on your thoroughly Christian problem-solving methods. All right, that’s enough. Where’s that cella?”

“Over there. Next to last door down the corridor. See it?”

“Thank you. Now open it for me.”

“I’ll have to go in with you.”

“Goodness! Didn’t I tell you? It’s a secret matter.”

“That’s irrelevant.”

“Devil take you!”

“Don’t you dare, you mindless blasphemer! Remember where you are!”

Horatius sighed.

“Look, Holy Mother ... Nothing that would threaten the saintly calm of this place will occur, I assure you. Obviously, I’m not a ladro. As much as it pains me to admit it sometimes, I am a man of honor.”

“Are you.”

“Yes. That said, I’m also spiteful and vindictive when sufficiently provoked. Remember, I’m personally acquainted with His Eminence.”

“So?”

“The invaders will have to leave sooner or later – they’ve already stolen everything they could, and tomorrow they’ll have nothing left to eat. And once they’re gone, believe me, Signora, my good friend, the Bishop of Rome, will not look kindly on your recalcitrance.”

The badessa gave this some thought, raised her eyes to the ceiling, sighed, and unlocked the cella. 
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3. IN THE CELLA
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Covered completely with the bedsheet, Marguerita was fast asleep.

From the folds of her cascading fabrics, the badessa produced yet another candle, lit it from the first one, and handed it to Horatius with a resentful gesture.

He bowed, took the candle, nudged the badessa towards the door, saying, “Shh! Can’t you see, Holy Mother, she’s sleeping,” and shut the door after her, cutting abruptly her half-hearted semi-articulate protestations.

After a brief survey of the surroundings (the cella’s furnishing was quite spartan: there wasn’t much to survey), Horatius lit another candle: the one on the night table.

He then lowered himself onto the bed, pulled away a section of the sheet, and tapped the sleeping woman on the shoulder with his index finger.

Startled, Marguerita sat up straight and opened her eyes wide.

She had large hazel eyes.

She also had an aquiline – in the classical Greek sense – nose, a small sensual mouth, thin light-brown eyebrows, light-brown hair, and opalescent skin. Her cheeks were a shade of playful pink. She seemed to be about twenty-five years of age, even though there are some thirty-year-old women who look like that. She did, in fact, resemble her future self, even though that woman, called Agrippina, was going to be taller and a tad more svelte, and have shining blue eyes.

She said quickly:

“What? Who? Who are you? What do you want? Get out!”

Horatius, gently:

“Shh. You’re safe. Interesting: your hands are smooth, unspoiled by the hard work convents are known for ... Anyway, allow me to ask you a few questions. Ready?”
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4. IN THE CELLA SOME MINUTES LATER
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Barefoot and wearing a long white shirt, Marguerita wrapped a linen scrap around her finger, dipped it into a bowl of crushed sage and salt, and began to brush her teeth.

Horatius said, sounding judicious:  

“... One way or another, you’ll soon have to seek refuge elsewhere, which may prove troublesome. Am I right?”

Marguerita, mockingly:

“If I said yes, could I count on your sympathy and support?”

Horatius:

“Perhaps.”

Marguerita:

“Oh?”

Horatius:

“Before we go into that, I must establish whether you’re the type of person I’ve been looking for.” 

Marguerita: 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Horatius:

“Let’s see ... You lived with an artist, serving as his principal model, for about four years. Is that right? ... You’re not answering ... Hmm ... I’m sorry, I should have thought of that ... Uh ... Do you blame yourself? ... for ... you know ...”

Marguerita:

“No, I do not.”

Horatius:

“Rumors circulated about prolonged trysts in front of an open window. He contracted ... pneumonia, they call it ... He was a capable artist, or so I’ve been told. And you seem to have loved him.”

Marguerita, gloomily:

“What business is that of yours?”

Horatius:

“I apologize.”

Marguerita:

“You’d never understand.”

Horatius:

“You might be right about that.”

Marguerita:

“He was special.” 

Horatius:

“I’m sure he was. Now, this is important: how long since you realized you’d stopped aging?”

Marguerita looked up sharply.

“How did you know?”

Horatius:

“How long?”

Marguerita:

“A long time.”

Horatius:

“How old are you, really?”

Marguerita:

“... About forty. Give or take.”

Horatius, skeptically:

“Right ... And the artist: did he know? Or did he think you were twenty-five? ... I see ... So, you entered the convent in order to? ...”

Marguerita:

“I serve the Savior.”

Horatius:

“Yes.”

Marguerita:

“It was my choice.”

Horatius:

“An odd choice in your case, I must say ... Does the name Martin Luther mean anything to you?”

Marguerita:

“How is it odd?”

Horatius:

“How? ... Hmm ... You could, of course, change convents every six or seven years. That’s conceivable, though not very practical.”

Marguerita stopped brushing, put her hands on her hips, and stared at him darkly.

Horatius:

“I have a proposal that may interest you.”

Margurita:

“You do?”

Horatius:

“Should you accept it, some aspects of your life will quickly become a great deal less taxing for you. You’ll have money. You’ll have a status. Whenever you need to relocate, a house, unlimited meals, and, if necessary, a security team, will be waiting for you at a place of your choosing. In the meantime, you’ll be honing your skills, and soon you’ll learn how to persuade your mark every time, not just on random occasions. I could train you: two weeks should be sufficient. Or, you could choose someone else to instruct you, I wouldn’t mind.”

Marguerita:

“I don’t know what you’re talking about it.” She sat down on the bed and lowered her head. She said without looking up at him: “Why do you think I can’t serve the Savior? Am I ... evil? Some kind of demonic lineage or something? ...”

Horatius, almost affectionately:

“No, of course not. And, yes, you can – you should, in fact, if you’re so inclined – serve the Savior. But not here, and not like this. You’re not suited to be a nun, is all.”

Marguerita:

“I’m not? ...”

Horatius:

“This cella, the garden, the embroidering, book copying – it’s just not you.”

Marguerita, testily:

“What am I suited for, then?”
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5. IN THE CORRIDOR OUTSIDE THE CELLA
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Dressed as a nun, a lit candle in hand, Marguerita asked reluctantly:

“So, we’re going to just walk out of here?”

Horatius shook his head, saying:

“Not exactly. I’ll leave first. You’ll have to visit the abbess. She’s from a noble family, which leads me to believe she might have some wealthy secular garments in her wardrobe. You’ll need to edify her.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Talk her into lending you some items, and then convince her to escort you out of this place. I’ll meet you outside. There’s a carriage waiting for us about a mile from here. We’ll ride up to the city wall ...”

“How am I supposed to talk her into it?” 

“You’ll figure it out. This isn’t even a test, just a formality: I’m sure you’ll manage ... No, don’t argue with me now.”

“Up to the city wall, did you say?” 

“Yes. We’ll have to walk on foot from there.”

“Aren’t the streets dangerous at this hour?”

“They’re even more dangerous in the daytime.”

“Why?”

“Unruly landsknechts have been turning the Eternal City upside down these past three months. They rob whomever they see, brawl in taverns, knock over statues, set houses on fire, and so forth. Most locals have long since fled to the suburbs and further ... I wish you’d stop mocking me.”

“I’m not.”

“Stop it. Wipe that grin off your face.”

“Why, does it bother you?”

“Yes, it does.”
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6. IN THE CARRIAGE ON THE WAY TO
THE AURELIAN WALL
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As they rode, Horatius studied Marguerita – dressed in a sumptuous gown, an emerald necklace contrasting elegantly with her opalescent neck. She sat staring directly ahead of herself, her expression imperturbable.

Horatius asked:

“The abbess didn’t have anything less ostentatious for you to wear?”

“I asked her to lend me the best garb she had. She hesitated, so I reminded her that greed is one of the seven deadly sins. That rattled her pretty good.”

“You can edify people without frightening them, you know.”

“She’s been getting on my nerves all these years. Any other woman would have just strangled the sordid twat, believe me. Where will we be headed once we’re in the city?”

“Palazzo Baldassini. Do you know it?”

“I’ve never been inside. Are we meeting someone there?”

“Yeah. Leadership.”

“Your leadership?”

“Yours and mine, unless I miss my guess. Ah, yes, you’ll need a new name.”

“I understand.”

He looked at her intently.

She asked:

“Now?”

He confirmed:

“Yes.”

She offered:

“Uh ... Lucrezia?”

“Something less odious, if you don’t mind.”

“Agrippina.”

“Too exotic.”

“I like it.”

He smiled. He asked:

“Something personal, I expect?”

“No, I just like it.”

“Fine, Agrippina it is. What name did they give you at baptism?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“I see ... You must have questions for me. I’m listening.”

“Those leadership people? Are they the same type of people as you and I?”

“Uh ... Yes.”

“How many of us are there?”

“In this region?”

“No, in general.”

“Not many.”

“Dozens? Hundreds? Thousands?”

“That’s a tough one. No, not thousands. Maybe hundreds.”

“Do we all know one another?”

“No.”

“How did you know about me?”

“There are signs.”

“Tell me.”

“Certain qualities. Not everyone has the same set of qualities, though, and some of those don’t manifest until one reaches adulthood. For instance: one of yours is you seem to strike mortal fear into the hearts of rodents. That’s pretty rare.”

“What do you mean?”

“How long since you last saw a squirrel or a rat? Or even a mouse?”

She pondered. She shrugged. She asked:

“People like us ... Is there a name ... a term ...” 

“Persvasori.”

“Whoa! Really?”

“Yep. One witty fellow – not one of us – came up with it a long, long time ago.”

“Persuaders.”

“Yes.”

“All right ... Can we sense others’ presence from a distance?”

“No.”

“What’s our average lifespan?”

“It varies.”

“What about one’s appearance?”

He chuckled. He said:

“You’re good!”

“Well?”

“It’s been known to change over the years, influenced by the surroundings. The changes vary from mild to dramatic.”

“Are we immune to disease? Can one of us die of ...” 

“Of course we can get sick and die. Disease, malnutrition, musket balls, swords, poison – you name it. Apart from our core qualities, persuasion and longevity, we’re just ordinary people. And, just like ordinary people, we’re all different, and we quarrel all the time, and there’s always infighting, and tons of intrigue, and what not.”

“But – aren’t we supposed to be more experienced than ordinary people? We live longer, so ... Doesn’t it make us more intelligent? ...”

“Hmm ... You’d think, right? ... No, not really. Experience can provide an edge now and then, but it doesn’t make you smarter.”

“It doesn’t?”

“Nope. Case in point: our leadership.”

“What about it?”

“That group consists almost entirely of worthless cretins.”

“Uh ... Really? Why?”

“I don’t know. It might be an occupational hazard. Once you’re in charge, you suddenly become silly and callous.”

“... Are there Persvasori in other countries?” 

“Yes. There might be groups in some remote lands as well, like China, or even in the New World. There’s this theory that Persvasori only appear in large cities, and only when the population exceeds a certain limit. It is possible that a number of us appeared here in Italy because back in the old days, when Rome was a city of a million souls. It’s just a theory, though. No one knows anything for sure ... Shame, really. And that’s enough questions for one day.”

“Just one more. Do people like us ... do Persuaders ...  have children?”

“Sometimes. Not as often as ordinary people.”

“And these children ...”

“Rarely. Now be quiet.”

“Why?”

“You’re beginning to annoy me. I get gloomy and distant when I’m annoyed. Besides, you lied to me, which I don’t find at all endearing.”

“I did?”

“About forty – that was a lie. You’re obviously older, and you seem to know a lot more than you let on.”

“No.”

“I could be wrong. By the way, don’t try to persuade me, it won’t work.”

“What do you mean?”

“One-on-one edification doesn’t work on us Persuaders. At least two of us have to combine the efforts – as I told you earlier – mollification is the current term. Please be quiet now. We’re almost there. Matter of fact, I should pay the driver ... Hey, ragazzo! ... Ah, yes, one more thing.”

From his belt he produced a moderate-sized pistola with a wheel lock.

“Hide this in your dress, just in case. Those landsknechts ... barbaric assholes ...”
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7. ON THE VIA ST. AUGUSTINE
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The moon shined brightly.

The street was narrow.

As Agrippina marched in step with Horatius, one could deduce from her expression that brisk walking was not a source of joy to her.

Two landsknechts – helmetless, unkempt, unshaven, swords dangling at their sides – blocked the way. One of them said:

“Grüße, Turteltauben!”

Which is “Greetings, lovebirds!” in German.

Without slowing his steps, Horatius responded in Italian:

“The Navona market is that way.”

He gestured in the appropriate direction.

One of the landsknechts said in heavily accented Italian:

“We know where it is. We just want to chat.”

Horatius stopped, drew his sword, and said:

“You’re out of luck. I’m neither a confessor nor a barmaid.”

The annoyed firmness in his voice gave the landsknechts pause.

“Hey, don’t get mad, Freund. We mean you no harm.”

“Come a little closer.”

“Why?”

“So that I could hack you up into little pieces. I could use some practice, it’s been a while. A little closer, please.”

He swung his sword.

The landsknechts drew back.

“You’re mean, Freund.”

The other one concurred:

“Mean and rude.”

Horatius replied in a somber baritone:

“You have no idea. So, do you want to get shredded, or would you rather run like hell, clutching your ugly noggins in horror? Your call.”

He stepped forward and swung the sword again. The landsknechts spun around and ran clumsily.

Horatius mumbled:

“Drunken pigs. Well? What are you standing there for? Get a move on.”

Impressed, Agrippina said:

“You’re pretty tough. You didn’t even try to reason with them. You could have just ... persuaded ... edified them, right?”

Horatius sheathed the sword, saying:

“I get the itch now and then. I’m not supposed to, but sometimes the temptation is just too great, never mind that I loathe those fuckers ... This was such a beautiful city less than a year ago! Look at it now. The trash, the odors – it’s a pigsty. Come on, let’s go. By the way, that’s one of the rules: persuasion isn’t to be used frivolously. Only apply it when either your reputation or your life is on the line.”

“Oh, so you were just following the rules earlier.”

“I’m serious. Let’s go.”
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