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		Hystorian File #1485043011

			They don’t call them “the Dark Ages” for nothing.

			The Medieval period was a difficult time for Europe. Following the collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth century, people lived under constant threat of invasion, warfare, famine, and disease. Many of the artistic and philosophical advances of ancient Greece and Rome were lost.

			By the late fifteenth century, however, something was starting in Florence, Italy. Under the rule of the Medici family, the city was growing into a center of art and progress and great ideas. It was the start of a new era, which would be known as the Renaissance.

			But not everyone in Florence welcomed these changes.

[image: rings]






[image: rings]

	MARIO WAS begging for money in the street when he met Ghirlandaio, one of Florence’s most famous painters.

			Mario didn’t know Ghirlandaio was famous. Nor did he care. He treated the man like he would anyone else on the street. He held his hands out and wore his hunger on his face. If he was lucky, he’d be able to squeeze out a tear and let it darken a line down his dirty cheek. He wanted the man to feel bad for him so that he might take pity on him.

			“Please,” Mario begged, opening his bright, young eyes wide for the man. He pressed his palms together. “Please, I am so hungry.”

			“I’ve seen you here before,” the man said to Mario.

			It wasn’t often someone spoke to the boy. He hoped that if the man was willing to speak to him, he might also be willing to part with a coin.

			“Yes, sir,” Mario said. “Every day. My family is always hungry.”

			“Your father doesn’t work?” the man asked.

			“He has another family he works for,” Mario answered.

			“I see,” said the man, nodding somberly. Then, after a moment, he asked, “Would you like a job?”

			Again, Mario was surprised. He had never had a job. He wasn’t trained to do anything. He didn’t have a father around to train him, or friends of a father to make him their apprentice. His mother did work only a woman could do, and had no friends to speak of.

			“I’m sorry, sir,” Mario told the man. “I would like to work for you, but I have no skill to offer you for your money.”

			“Yes, you do. Everyone does,” the painter said. “I saw you yesterday, sitting by that wall. You were praying. Do you remember that?”

			Mario did remember. He had sat crouched there for a long time, pretending to pray.

			He had just finished eating a loose carrot that a woman had kindly given him from her grocery bag. He had eaten it, greens and all, and then rested along the wall. Mario had known that if he wanted another carrot — and he did — he would have to go back to begging. But the boy had been tired. He had been in the streets around the market since early that morning and had gotten in two fights, protecting what he had collected for his family.

			Mario had thought about taking a nap, but he couldn’t afford to squander the crowd in the market. In an hour, there might not be a crowd, and his family would go hungry.

			Instead, Mario had chosen to crouch along the wall, his hands lifted up high as if he were actually praying. If he closed his eyes in that whole time, it was only for a moment. He hadn’t wanted passersby to think he was sleeping. He had needed them to know how desperate he was.

			“I am a painter,” explained the man. “I am in need of models who can keep still for hours at a time while I paint. I believe you can do this. And I would pay you for your time.”

			Mario could scarcely believe his ears. It was guaranteed money to simply sit still. How could he refuse?

			Mario followed the man to a church, where the painter asked him to bathe. He did as he was told, washing his hair and face and feet — and with soap! Mario knew what soap was, of course, but he didn’t often use it.

			Mario lathered his hair until his fingers wrinkled, then he stuck his whole head in a clean bucket of water, pouring it down his back and feet. Ghirlandaio had a costume set out for him, and a comb for his hair. The transformation was jarring. As Mario looked into a mirror, he thought he looked like a girl in the fancy outfit and clean black shoes, his hair pretty and straight. He looked like he’d never even walked through the market, let alone begged there.

			Mario entered the chapel, where Ghirlandaio was busy setting up a variety of brushes. There were paintings on the walls. They seemed to tell a story, but each scene was incomplete, so he couldn’t quite make out what story the artist was trying to tell.

			They were amazing to Mario, though he didn’t say anything. He was afraid of talking too much, afraid that he would say the wrong thing and anger the man.

			“Now, sit up there on the block,” the painter instructed him, spreading plaster onto a wall, then scraping it smooth with a wide, flat knife.

			Mario did everything the painter told him. He put his legs out in front of him and stared forward, keeping as still as he could. He put his hands up again in prayer. Ghirlandaio adjusted Mario’s clothes so they draped a particular way. He angled a mirror near the window so that more light shone onto the boy. And then he started painting.

			Ghirlandaio asked Mario if he was curious about the painter’s project. Mario didn’t know if he was allowed to turn his head to look or even nod, so he simply mumbled, “Yes,” careful not to move his mouth. It made Ghirlandaio laugh.

			“You’re doing well, child,” the painter said. He explained that the Sassetti family owned the chapel, and that they were paying him to paint frescoes in their church. Frescoes, he explained, were a kind of painting where you painted straight onto wet plaster, so that when the paint and the plaster were dry, the images were actually part of the wall.

			Mario sat still as could be, desperate to earn the money he’d been promised. The man seemed to like the boy, and he talked to him kindly as he worked, explaining each of the six scenes, one of which Mario was being painted into. It was the story of a saint whom artists liked for all sorts of reasons. He had created the first manger scene, a living exhibit for which he had cast humans and animals in Biblical roles. The way Ghirlandaio described the event, it sounded like living, breathing art.

			“He called nature itself the ‘mirror of God,’” Ghirlandaio said, explaining that the saint referred to all creatures as his “brothers,” talking to the animals, preaching to them.

			His name was Saint Francis and according to the painter, he had a deep respect for poverty, so much so, that he had given away all of his wealth and told the wealthy men of his order to do the same.

			“He spent his time on the streets, too,” Ghirlandaio told the boy. “He preached to the people on the streets because he cared about them most of all.”

			Mario had always assumed that priests only cared about the people that went to church, but he didn’t say it. He liked the idea of priests caring for him, even if they had never met him.

			“Am I Saint Francis?” the boy blurted out, forgetting that he wasn’t supposed to move. He even turned to look at the painting. He saw the beginnings of a face and his straight blond hair directly in the center of a blank wall.

			“No, but you have an even more interesting role,” the painter said, gesturing for Mario to keep looking straight ahead. “You’re a boy who fell from the building just outside the Palazzo Spini Feroni, but whom Saint Francis brought back to life.”

			Mario wasn’t sure if he believed that people could come back to life after they died, but he liked that he was going to be one of the people in the painting.

			Ghirlandaio didn’t talk anymore as he worked. The daylight was fading, and the man had to hurry if he was going to finish the painting before the plaster dried. Mario’s arms were tired from holding his hands up. His neck was tired from holding his head up. Even his face was tired, simply from being still for so long.

			Finally, he heard Ghirlandaio stand and walk around, looking at his work from several angles. When he was satisfied, he told Mario he was free to move. As soon as he heard that, Mario scratched his clean scalp, then rubbed his face with his clammy hands. He jumped down off the block and stretched his arms over his head with a loud yawn. The sounds he made echoed off the chapel walls.

			Ghirlandaio asked if he liked the painting, moving out of Mario’s view.

			There he was, his likeness, hovering above the altar, surrounded by blank plaster. His bright purple clothes and red stockings. The fancy black shoes. He thought of the boy who fell from the palazzo, wondering if he was looking down now from heaven — and thinking that if so, the boy was probably as happy as Mario was to be up on that wall.

			“I promised you payment,” Ghirlandaio said. “My coins are in a purse, alongside my paints. I am going to wash the paint off my hands. Feel free to take what you’re owed.”

			“Where should I leave the costume?” Mario asked, not really wanting to put back on his soiled clothes. The painter seemed confused, correcting him that the clothes were not a costume.

			“Keep the outfit, if you like,” the man instructed. “The clothes can be your payment if you’d prefer.”

			Ghirlandaio left the chapel without saying good-bye. He walked off to bathe, as he said he would, leaving his paints and purse alone with Mario. No one had ever trusted the boy before, not to his knowledge. He thought, Perhaps the man is tired, and forgot that I am a beggar.

			But the man didn’t forget. He was testing Mario. And so Ghirlandaio was very pleased when he returned to the chapel and saw that Mario had left and taken the clothes, without having taken any of the coins in his purse.
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			The next day, when Ghirlandaio went to the market he found Mario there, begging again, his shirtsleeve ripped, his shoes missing.

			“They ganged up on me,” Mario told the painter when he asked what happened. “Usually I can fight them off.”

			The painter offered Mario another job, and the boy accompanied him back to the church. On their way, the painter replaced the boy’s shirt and shoes, explaining he could use a good assistant, one who could do as he was told and stay out of the way. 

			When the two got to the church, a young man was already waiting for Ghirlandaio in the chapel. The two men embraced, and Ghirlandaio introduced Mario as his new assistant. The young man introduced himself as Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. The painter explained that the man was going to be the model for Saint Francis.

			“Pico is one of the bravest men Florence has ever known,” Ghirlandaio said to Mario.

			“I don’t know about that,” Pico said to the painter. “Perhaps the most reckless.”

			Mario liked Pico immediately and listened intently as the young man gave his account of traveling back from Paris, escorted by the king’s guards.

			“What did you do wrong?” Mario asked Pico, and both men looked at the boy with surprise.

			“A good assistant does as he’s told. Silently,” Ghirlandaio said to Mario, not unkindly.

			“Where’d you find this kid?” Pico asked, looking Mario up and down.

			“In the market, next to the suckling pigs,” Ghirlandaio answered, and the two men laughed.

			Mario didn’t like that they were laughing at his expense, but it was true what Ghirlandaio was saying, so he didn’t let it get to him.

			The three of them soon got to work, and Mario did exactly what he was told and nothing more, paying close attention. Eventually, he was able to guess which brush or rag or container of paint Ghirlandaio would request next. The painter remarked on how quickly Mario was learning and nodded at the boy, looking pleased.

			Not having a father around, Mario had never had a man smile at him that way, like he was proud. When the noon sun was gone and it became too dark to work, the painter dismissed Pico and Mario, and the boy promised to return early the next day.

			For weeks Mario served as the painter’s assistant, until Pico was worked into each of the scenes, and all of the frescoes were complete but one. Ghirlandaio explained that the final fresco was by far the most important, that even though the scene Mario had posed for was the clear centerpiece, the final painting would be the signature. This was because the models for the painting were special.

			“Have you heard of the Medicis?” Ghirlandaio asked Mario.

			“Of course, sir,” Mario told his employer. The Medicis were the most powerful family in Florence, if not all of Italy. If not all of Europe!

			“Lorenzo the Magnificent himself will pose for us tomorrow,” Ghirlandaio warned Mario. “As well as the owners of this chapel and church, the Sassetti family. I’ll need you to be on your best behavior.”

			Mario had been on his best behavior for as long as he could remember. Ghirlandaio hadn’t had to scold him or correct him for days. He didn’t want to disappoint him.

			The next day, when the models arrived, it was not like anything Mario had witnessed before. The models were accompanied by a legion of servants and stylists, each with their own assistants, sometimes several. By the time Mario had finished smoothing the plaster on the first portion of the wall, the chapel was full of people and the sound of their chatter echoed loudly throughout the church.

			Ghirlandaio had a desperate look on his face, as if he wanted to scream for everyone to be quiet, and yet he worked quickly and quietly, posing Lorenzo, and then the manager of the Medici Bank, Francesco Sassetti, beside him. Finally, a boy as young as Mario was asked to step forward, and Ghirlandaio posed him beside the men.

			“Federico, do not slouch, my son,” the manager said to the boy, and Federico pulled his shoulders back as if he were a prince. Ghirlandaio stepped back to see the three of them, then stepped toward them again and lifted the boy’s chin slightly with a gentle finger.

			“This is going to be your masterpiece!” Lorenzo said with a booming voice.

			“Will it?” Ghirlandaio said humbly.

			“Yes! In fact, I demand it,” Lorenzo said, and the whole room laughed, including Mario.

			Federico wasn’t as good at being still as Mario. Ghirlandaio had to remind him several times to lift his chin, and soon got frustrated with the boy. Eventually, he asked Mario to stand next to Federico and to poke him in the shoulder with a long brush each time his chin lowered.

			Federico didn’t like being poked one bit, and he stepped on Mario’s toe when no one was looking. Mario knew better than to fight back. He gave the boy the same scornful look he gave boys in the market who threw little rocks at him when their parents weren’t watching.

			Federico eventually settled into stillness, and soon their portion of the painting was complete. There was still much work to be done on the fresco, but for today, the work was finished.

			Lorenzo, who seemed as energetic as ever despite hours of sitting still, congratulated Ghirlandaio on his work, and everyone applauded. One of the women in the chapel asked Mario if he wanted to be a painter, too, some day.

			“No,” he said, and the chapel went quiet. Mario was afraid he’d said something wrong. He looked at Ghirlandaio in a panic.

			“He’s a very honest boy,” Ghirlandaio said, smiling at Mario.

			Lorenzo looked Mario up and down.

			“What do you want to be, then, son?” he asked him.

			“I don’t know, sir.” If he was being truthful, he’d never really thought about what he wanted to be or do. He had only ever done what he had to in order to survive.

			“Well, what are you good at?” Lorenzo asked.

			“Fighting,” Mario said. Lorenzo smiled at that.

			“Ah,” he said. “A young warrior. I loved to joust when I was your age. And fencing! I bet you are as good at wielding a longsword as you are at poking adversaries with brush handles.”

			Everyone in the chapel laughed again, but this time it felt like it was at Federico’s expense. Mario didn’t bother looking at the boy. He could feel his glare.

			“You two boys should come to my estate sometime, and we can train together.”

			“You would like that, wouldn’t you, son?” Francesco Sassetti asked Federico, who only nodded. “My boy is quite the swordsman himself.” But Federico looked down at his feet.

			“I’ve never actually trained,” Mario admitted, and the other boy looked up, meeting his gaze. “I would love to learn, though.”

			“We’ll set it up,” Lorenzo said, then quickly changed the subject. Ghirlandaio winked at Mario, and gestured for the boy to begin cleaning the brushes. Mario noticed Federico watching his every move.
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			The next month, the frescoes were complete except for a few finishing touches. A message was delivered to Ghirlandaio at the chapel, formally inviting him and his “mysterious apprentice” to a villa on Lorenzo’s estate. Ghirlandaio was reluctant, but the next day the sky was overcast and the light wasn’t good for painting anyway, so the two of them took a carriage to the villa and were welcomed by Lorenzo and his family. Federico Sassetti arrived half an hour later, accompanied by his mother, whom Mario remembered from another day’s work. The boys bowed to each other, and then sat politely while the adults in the room discussed plans for the church.

			Eventually, a man in a military uniform arrived and escorted the boys to a separate room to fence. Mario held the sword with both hands until corrected by the instructor. Federico laughed, but quickly apologized.

			“Is this truly your first lesson, or are you joking with me?” he asked Mario. It was the first time Federico had spoken kindly to Mario.

			“I’ve never held a sword, let alone fought with one.”

			“Well, we won’t be fighting today,” the instructor corrected him, then walked the two boys through basic poses and maneuvers until they were tired of swinging their swords around.

			Toward the end of the lesson, Lorenzo appeared in the doorway and watched them curiously. When the instructor had told them to put their equipment away for the day, Lorenzo stepped forward.

			“Where is it that you live, Mario?” he asked, and then, seeing the panic on the boy’s face, he told the instructor to leave the room.

			“You said before you had never been trained. A boy your age?” Lorenzo looked at Mario suspiciously, circling him and Federico as he spoke. “You said you were good at fighting, though. What kind of fighting?”

			“I’m sorry, sir,” Mario said. He didn’t know if he should answer truthfully.

			“Who do you fight?” Lorenzo asked the boy sternly.

			“Boys at the market. Who try to steal from me.”

			“Steal from you?” Lorenzo appeared shocked. The very idea of theft seemed to repulse him.

			“Honestly, Lorenzo,” called out a familiar voice from the doorway. Mario looked up to see Pico, the model for Saint Francis, enter the room. “As a great patron of the arts, you should have a more developed eye.”

			“Should I?” said Lorenzo gruffly, but he was smiling. “Do enlighten us, dear Pico. When you look upon our young friend, what do you see?”

			Pico rubbed his chin as he looked Mario up and down. He winked once at the boy before turning to address Lorenzo.

			“Surely, you’ve noticed the black stains on the soles of his shoes. Though only the soles are stained. This boy has been walking very carefully through the dirty streets. Trying not to soil his new clothes, I assume. Only the garbage-strewn streets of Florence would stain a man’s shoes that dark.” 

			Mario looked down at his feet.

			“Plus, you can tell from his hair that he’s been malnourished until a short time ago,” Pico said. Then he reached his hand out and gripped Mario’s shoulder. “Never be ashamed of who you are, son. You had no control over what family you were born to, no more than I did. Or young Federico here.”

			The boys looked at each other and smiled.

			Lorenzo laughed. “Impressive, Pico. Yet isn’t talk like that what got you into so much trouble with the church?”

			Pico turned to Mario and Federico. “The church is a little upset with me,” he told them.

			“A little? A lot,” Lorenzo corrected him.

			“And for publishing a book, of all things,” said Pico, shrugging.

			“What is the book about?” Federico asked.

			“It’s about how we are all deserving of dignity and respect,” Pico said.

			“Except perhaps the astrologists!” Lorenzo laughed.

			“True.” Pico grinned.

			“Pico has nine hundred theses on the Dignity of Man,” Lorenzo bragged. “He’s staying here under my protection, having been called a heretic by the Catholic Church. It’s all a misunderstanding, though. Pico’s message is peaceful and uplifting.”

			“It also tends to be upsetting to those in power,” Pico said. 

			“He was imprisoned in Paris,” Lorenzo added.

			“Indeed. Luckily for me, Lorenzo is friends with King Charles,” Pico said.

			“That is an overstatement.”

			“I still don’t understand,” Federico said. “What is it you wrote in this book that has people so upset?”

			“I wrote mainly about the importance of human will,” Pico said. “I believe human beings shape their own destinies. Which is why I don’t believe in astrology. It claims our lives are predestined, and they aren’t.”

			Lorenzo nodded. “We’re calling it Humanism. One of the great ideals of our Renaissance! It is . . . only somewhat popular at the moment.”

			“Which means I find myself in need of a messenger,” Pico said. “I have a letter for the Vicar General, a man named Vincenzo Bandelli. But I can’t safely leave the estate, and I can’t trust the letter with just anyone.” He gave Mario a serious look. “Can I ask you to deliver it for me?”

			“Of course, sir,” Mario said.

			“Can I come?” asked Federico.

			Mario smiled, then nodded.

			“We’ll let Ghirlandaio know where you’ve gone,” said Lorenzo. “And we’ll promise to get you home safely tonight.” He looked down at Mario’s shoes and lifted an eyebrow. “Wherever home may be.”
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			Pico gave the boys a wrapped letter, sealed with a blob of wax. Pressed into the wax was an elaborate symbol that looked a bit like the Greek letter omega. He gave Mario a coin and told him that another coin would be waiting for him when he returned with Vincenzo’s reply.

			The boys took Lorenzo’s carriage back into the city. On the way, Mario asked Federico if he had been back to the chapel to see his portrait, and when the boy said yes, Mario asked what it was like for his family to have a chapel. Federico thought about it for what seemed like a long time.

			“It’s like watching my future being built,” the boy said. “Some day after my father is gone, I’ll be the head of the bank. Just as some day I’ll be married in that chapel. It’s already decided.”

			“That doesn’t sound very fun at all,” Mario said. “Having your whole life planned for you.”

			“Neither does not knowing,” Federico said defensively. Mario couldn’t argue with that. He thought about it, and he would happily trade a life planned out for a life of begging for food.

			But then Mario thought of what Pico had said about astrology, and about each person having the chance to shape his own future. 

			Perhaps that was worth something, too?
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			The address on Pico’s letter led them to a convent.

			Mario and Federico moved quietly and respectfully through the space, past a line of candles on an altar. Tucked away in a corner, there was a private booth with ornate Gothic spires carved out of wood. A man stepped out of it and looked at the boys curiously.

			“My children,” the man said as he approached them. The shadows from the candles made the man’s face look sinister. 

			Federico stood behind Mario.

			“I have a message for the Vicar General,” Mario told the man. “Vincenzo Bandelli.”

			“And who sent the message?” the man asked, his dark eyebrows furrowing.

			“Pico,” Mario said. Federico coughed, and Mario corrected himself. “Giovanni Pico della Mirandola.”

			The man scoffed, hearing Pico’s name. “I am Vincenzo Bandelli. And you can tell Pico he already has his answer.”

			“I beg your pardon, sir,” Mario said, holding out the letter. “It is my job to see that this message gets delivered. And you haven’t even opened it.”

			The man took the letter, a sour frown on his face. He cracked the wax seal and read the message inside. As he did, his eyes lit with rage, and then understanding. He asked the boys to come with him to his office, and when they did, they were surprised by the opulence of the room. The convent itself was stark, minimally decorated, but Vincenzo’s office was a grand hexagon with a high, arched ceiling. There was a painting on each of the walls, and each was lit with two candles. The paintings were of landscapes and shipwrecks, herds of animals and armies at war. They weren’t the kind of paintings Mario would expect a priest to have in his private office.

			There were also shelves and shelves of books, rolls of maps, and a wide curtain with constellations of stars stitched onto it like a map of the night sky.

			Vincenzo took out a sheet of paper from his desk drawer and wrote a brief message back to Pico. He then folded the letter, wrapped it with a second sheet of paper, and took a candle from his desk to drip wax onto it, sealing it closed. He handed it to Mario with the wax still wet, looking severely displeased, and then sent the boys away, locking the front door to the convent behind them.

			They didn’t speak at first, but once they were a good distance from Vincenzo’s office, Federico got shivers.

			“I didn’t like that man,” the boy said to Mario, who agreed.

			“Let’s read his letter!” Federico said, snatching it out of Mario’s hand. Mario didn’t like that idea at all. He needed the coin that was promised him and didn’t want to take Pico’s trust for granted. But by the time he was able to react, Federico had already broken the wax seal and was reading the letter.

			It said: I hope you aren’t making a grave mistake. The friar is more dangerous than you know. That was all, aside from the signature: Your fellow Hystorian.

			The note didn’t make sense to the boys. Mario punched Federico in the arm for opening the letter, and Federico rolled his eyes. He folded the message as it initially had been and discarded the outer sheet.

			“Trust me,” Federico said, and he directed the carriage driver to the bank. 

			Once inside, Federico asked to see his father, and they were led to Francesco Sassetti’s own office. They were instructed to wait for him, but as soon as the door was closed, Federico leapt to his feet and rummaged through his father’s desk for a sheet of paper, which he quickly found. He wrapped the letter with the sheet, then dripped candle wax onto it to seal it shut.

			“See, he’ll never know the difference,” Federico said, handing the letter back to Mario, and then the two boys left the office without waiting for Federico’s father.

			On their way out of the bank, however, Francesco Sassetti appeared and, not fully understanding what his son had agreed to, forbade Federico to return with Mario. He insisted that it was too late to travel any more that day, so Mario journeyed alone back to Lorenzo’s estate. It was dark when he arrived at the villa, but Pico thanked him warmly and didn’t seem to notice the letter had been read. Mario left with a second coin, knowing his mother would be proud of him.

		[image: rings]

			The spring and summer months were typically easier on Mario’s family, and that year was no exception. Groceries were not as difficult to come by. Mario’s mother no longer had to worry that her children would freeze.

			Mario and Federico had grown close, and played together often at Federico’s estate. Ghirlandaio hadn’t had work for Mario in months, having completed his masterpiece at the chapel, but for once Mario didn’t care about earning money. He was too busy enjoying his friendship to worry about what the winter would bring.

			One day, Mario and Federico were playing in the valley south of the Sassetti home. There were daffodils along the hillside, white with a dark orange center, like a fried egg. The boys were skipping stones across a wide pond deep in the valley, and out of nowhere Federico asked Mario if they were friends.

			Mario said, “Yes, of course we are.” But Federico didn’t seem satisfied.

			“My father says that you’re only friends with me because we’re rich,” Federico said, not looking at Mario. “You come to our villa and eat our food. You let our servants wash your clothes and prepare your bed.”

			All of what Federico was saying was true, but Mario knew he would want to be friends with Federico even if the Sassetti family were as poor as his own was. He just didn’t know how to prove that.

			“My father says that if you were an honest man, you would have offered half of your earnings to me, when we delivered that message for Pico.”

			That made Mario angry. Why should he offer money to Federico? His friend didn’t need the money! Besides, he hadn’t joined Mario for the second half of the journey. Federico’s father had forbidden it.

			“I’m more honest than you!” Mario yelled. “You’re the one that opened the letter!”

			“Don’t you dare scream at me on my family’s land,” Federico said.

			“Then let’s go into the city, and I’ll scream at you there,” Mario said, trying to be funny.

			“We both know my family practically owns the city, too,” the other boy said smugly. Mario didn’t like this side of Federico. He liked when they played games that were even, so that when one of them won, it was fair and square. This didn’t seem even. It seemed like Federico didn’t want Mario to win.

			“The people of Florence own the city, not you. Buy up as much as you want, but you can’t own a city.”

			Federico turned around and headed up the hill toward his home. Mario followed him, neither of them speaking to the other. When they had made their way back to the villa, Federico went straight inside, ignoring the questions from his servants, and Mario understood that he was supposed to go home. He didn’t like leaving without saying good-bye to Federico, and he didn’t like how his friend had made him feel. 

			Mario refused to take the carriage that was offered to him and instead walked the entire way back into the city. By the time he got home, it was nearly dark. His mother had assumed he was staying at Federico’s for the night, and so she was startled when he opened the door.

			She could tell from the look on his face that he was upset. She opened her arms to him, and Mario felt much younger than he was. He let his mother hold him for a long time, and was so exhausted from the walk that he fell asleep in her arms.
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			The next day, Mario wanted badly to talk to Federico, but his little sister was sick and his mother asked him to care for her while she worked. By the time his mother returned, it was too late for Mario to make the long trek to the Sassetti estate and return again by dark. If Federico was still upset with him and turned him away, Mario could be stranded outside of the city walls.

			A week passed before Mario was able to make the journey, and when he did, the guard at the gate to the property told Mario that the Sassettis weren’t accepting company. When he asked why not, afraid that it wasn’t true, the guard pointedly ignored him.

			Mario was upset, but he wasn’t ready to give up yet. The best thing he could do, he decided, was ask for advice from someone far wiser than himself. And the first person who came to mind was Pico.

			When he arrived at the gate to the Medici estate, he learned they weren’t accepting guests either. Only after Mario begged the guard for an hour did the man agree to ride his horse up to the villa to ask if Pico would make an exception, but the guard returned angry with a folded note for Mario. It wasn’t sealed, and yet there was candle wax on it. At first he thought the guard had opened Pico’s note, and then he read the message:

			Mario,

			I do not wish to see anyone whom I cannot trust, and I do not trust you. I know that you opened Vincenzo’s letter. The note and envelope were made of different parchments, and I recognized the outer sheet as coming from the bank. Francesco Sassetti told me you’d been there. I’m disappointed in you. 

			Pico


			Mario couldn’t believe it. He was being blamed for Federico’s actions.
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			That was the end of Mario’s time rubbing elbows with the rich and famous of Florentine society. If he were being honest, he did miss the luxuries of the Sassetti home. But he missed Federico’s companionship far more.

			The years passed, and while Mario’s family did not thrive, they survived. Mario was able to work odd jobs from time to time. When work was scarce, he continued to beg.

			It was a cold day in April when Mario learned of the death of Lorenzo the Magnificent. Even for a young beggar with little interest in current events, this news was impossible to miss. The rumor was already circulating in the public spaces as the sun rose. By noon, women were wailing in the streets. Even those who had never met the man, had never laid eyes on him, felt the loss keenly.

			Lorenzo had been a champion to the city, beloved by all. He had kept her enemies at bay. What changes might come in the wake of the man’s death?

			It seemed to Mario that all of Florence attended the man’s funeral. Those who could not fit into the packed basilica lined the streets for blocks around it. Mario wanted to attend the service. His memory of Lorenzo as a kind, energetic, affable man had not dimmed with the years. But he felt no desire to cram his way through the crowds. Nor did he care to run into any of the Sassetti family.

			Mario decided to visit Ghirlandaio’s frescoes instead. He hadn’t seen them in a long time, and he decided it was a more personal way to honor Lorenzo’s memory.

			He assumed the church would be empty, but when he entered, he heard a voice echoing throughout the large space. It sounded like a sermon. He followed the voice until he saw the congregation, all dressed in black, and then he realized what he had stumbled upon. It was a second, smaller funeral oration for Lorenzo. 

			Mario sat in the back row and listened. The man at the front of the chapel spoke passionately — not so much about Lorezno, though. He spoke more generally about humanity and the importance of living a good life. He said a great change was coming to Florence, and that her people had to be ready. Mario was moved by the speaker, and looked around at the rest of the congregation to see if they, too, were moved. To his surprise, he recognized Ghirlandaio seated a few rows in front of him.

			After the funeral, he gathered the courage to speak to the painter. He only wanted to pass along his sympathies to his old mentor, but when Ghirlandaio saw Mario, he embraced him like a father might.

			“My work has kept me busy of late,” said the man. “But I have often thought of you. How perfect that I should see you here.”

			“Why are you here, sir?” Mario asked. “Why not at the basilica? I assumed —”

			“It is this friar. Girolamo Savonarola.” The painter inclined his head toward the front of the chapel. “He was at dear Lorenzo’s deathbed when the great man died of the gout. Yet they had no love for each other. I suppose I was curious what the friar would say.”

			“I thought it was very moving,” said Mario.

			Ghirlandaio only grunted. He got a faraway look in his eyes, then said, “I fear for the future of our great city, my boy. Lorenzo was a great supporter of the arts and philosophy. Without him, I am afraid our golden age may be over.”

			“But your frescoes will last forever, sir,” Mario offered.

			“I hope you’re right,” the painter said, then he embraced Mario once more and bid him farewell. 

			But Mario wasn’t ready to go home. He decided to speak first to the preacher who had moved him so — Savonarola.

			There was a crowd of men and women also waiting to speak with the man, but Mario was in no hurry. He waited until it was his turn, then he thanked the friar for what he had said. The friar was delighted. He smiled warmly at Mario.

			“If you want to hear me speak again,” Savonarola said, “I’ll be addressing a group of young people at the cathedral tomorrow. Please come.”
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			Mario did, and when he stepped into the cathedral the next day, he was amazed at what he saw. The whole congregation was made up of teenagers and children. Hundreds of kids, if not more. And the preacher had a sermon prepared just for them. 

			Savonarola spoke about the plight of the poor in Florence. He spoke about the plight of humanity in general. He told the assembly that Florence was a blessed city, but that all of them were in danger.

			“King Charles is coming,” he told them. “I need Florence to be strong, and I need you to help me.” Savonarola was talking like he was the new protector of Florence, though even Mario knew that Lorenzo’s family was still in charge.

			A lot of what Savonarola said that day made sense to Mario, and before he knew it he was cheering with the other youths. Savonarola was begging the congregation, pleading with them. He asked them to be his eyes and ears, to interfere if they saw sin in the streets. At first Mario thought he meant crimes only, stealing and whatnot. Mario could agree to that. And then Savonarola described other sins as well, sins that Mario didn’t fully understand.

			“Vanity is a sin. Pride is a sin. Immodest dress.” Savonarola went on and on. “We need the spirit of Florence to be strong, children. And that means weeding out sin.”

			In conclusion, Savonarola told the young people of Florence that religion itself needed their help, too. He didn’t name anyone specifically, but he spoke of the clergy as if they were selfish. Savonarola argued that religious leaders were expected to practice piety, to give away everything they own. If they insisted on hoarding their wealth, on having lavish offices with gold-framed paintings, then they weren’t truly the instruments of God.

			Mario remembered seeing Vincenzo Bandelli’s office all those years before. He was a religious figure and, indeed, his office was filled with paintings. Mario had thought at the time that it didn’t seem like a priest’s office. It solidified his trust in Savonarola’s vision for Florence. Mario vowed with the rest of the congregation to serve the friar.
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			In the months after the sermon, the young people of Florence did as Savonarola said. They patrolled the streets in packs and told him who in Florence was sinning. And as Savonarola’s influence grew, the influence of the Medici family waned. The entire character of the city began to change. Mario could see it in people’s eyes when he begged in the market: Adults were growing afraid of the city’s teenagers and children.

			One day, Mario was given a coin by a woman shopping in the market. When he raised his head to thank her, he was shocked to see that she walked arm in arm with a man he recognized.

			It was his father.

			He had only seen his father a few times, but he couldn’t possibly forget the man’s face. Apparently, the same could not be said for his father. The man’s eyes showed no recognition as they moved briefly to Mario and then back to his wife. He smiled and kissed her cheek.

			Mario was furious. Here was a man who had sinned gravely, abandoning Mario and his mother. And he had never paid the price for that sin.

			But now, finally, Mario could make him pay.

			Mario ran all the way to the cathedral, hoping Savonarola would be there. He walked around until he found a boy wearing a page’s robe and asked to see the friar. The boy escorted Mario back to where Savonarola was praying.

			Mario intended to expose his father’s lies. His sins deserved to be known, didn’t they? No matter what the consequences would be to the man’s other family. His real family.

			But he didn’t have the chance. He was struck dumb by a painting propped up before the preacher.

			It was a portrait of Pico.

			“Is that Pico? I mean, is that Giovanni Pico della Mirandola?”

			Savonarola turned away from the portrait. “It is. I’m afraid Florence must bury another of its great citizens, even as King Charles and his army bear down upon Italy.”

			“But how . . . how did he die?”

			“Murder,” the friar growled. “And though I have no proof, I suspect the Medici family is to blame. They are desperate to reclaim their power over the city.”

			It was almost too much for Mario. Everything was changing so quickly, and not for the better.

			“There’s no need to fear, my boy,” said the friar. “Everything is happening as I had foreseen. And I have a plan to carry us through. A plan to save all of Florence!”

			Savonarola shared his plan with Mario. He was going to make a great bonfire and then call on the citizens of Florence to purge the city of temptation and sin. He wanted musical instruments, cosmetics, mirrors, books, and paintings — he wanted it all to burn.

			“Starting with this idol of our dear friend Pico,” he said, taking the portrait and dropping it to the floor. “The people are ready. They will listen to me now. And at last the Renaissance will come to an end.” 

			Mario didn’t know how destroying artwork would save the city from a French invasion, but he was desperate. “How can I help?” he asked.

			“I want you to go to the great betrayer,” Savonarola explained with a wild and crazy gleam in his eye.

			And that’s when Savonarola gave Mario an important mission. The boy was ordered to go back to Vincenzo Bandelli, steal the paintings in his private office, and bring them to the bonfire to be burned.
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			The next day, Mario kissed his mother good-bye, not knowing if he would be arrested that evening, or worse.

			He made his way to the convent and found the large front doors unlocked. It was quiet inside, and the candles by the altar were unlit. Mario had a plan, but he would have to be stealthy. He made sure each step he took was as silent as possible as he crept toward Vinenzo’s office door.

			Mario was startled, however, when the doors to the convent opened again, and the bright daylight of the late afternoon flooded in. He pressed against the wall, taking cover in the shadows, and waited for his eyes to adjust to the light. When they did, he saw Federico Sassetti walking somberly down the aisle. 

			He had grown tall since Mario had seen him last. But Mario would recognize him anywhere. 

			Federico’s steps were loud and echoed throughout the halls of the convent. Mario decided it was best to stay hidden until Federico’s business was done. But then his former friend stepped into the private booth that Vincenzo had been inside when last they were here together.

			Curious to see what Federico was up to, Mario entered the booth as well, and found himself on the other side of a veiled partition. He thought he might have heard Federico crying, but when Mario sat down, the boy went silent.

			“I have a confession,” Federico said mournfully. Mario didn’t know what to say. He was shocked. He swallowed hard, and Federico continued without prompting. “I’ve killed a man, Father,” Federico admitted.

			Mario gasped, not knowing if he could believe his ears. Who had Federico killed, and how? Why?

			Federico burst into tears at the sound of Mario’s gasp. “I’m so sorry, Father. I have no one else to confess to. Oh, forgive me.”

			Mario tried his best to make his voice sound deep and calm.

			“Who did you kill, my son?”

			“A friend,” Federico confessed. “Giovanni Pico della Mirandola.”

			Mario screamed out loud. He couldn’t help it. He leapt from the booth and pulled Federico from it as well. 

			“Mario?” Federico yelled.

			In answer, Mario punched him.

			The two boys fought there on the stone floor, hitting each other. Federico cried for Mario to stop, but Mario was blind with rage and hurt. Federico had been his best friend, and then managed to take everything away from him. And now this? He was afraid he’d never stop hitting him.

			Just then someone pulled the boys off of each other. It was Vincenzo. He’d heard the commotion and come running from his office.

			“What are you doing, fighting in here?” the priest asked once they’d caught their breath. Federico had a bloody nose, and the blood was running onto his clean, yellow shirt.

			“He murdered Pico!” Mario accused, pointing at Federico.

			Vincenzo asked if it was true, and Federico nodded, crying again.

			The priest took the boys into his office, where Mario was surprised to see that the paintings were already gone. There were blank spaces on the walls where the six paintings had been. Someone had beaten him to his own mission!

			Vincenzo noticed Mario’s reaction to the missing paintings.

			“I see there is much to discuss,” the priest said. “But first, let’s hear about Pico.”

			“I poisoned him. It was an accident!” Federico said. “I didn’t know it was poisoned. The friar told me to bring him the wine, and so I did.”

			Mario looked at Federico now with fresh rage.

			“What friar?” Vincenzo asked the boy.

			“The very friar that spoke at his funeral,” he admitted weakly. “Savonarola.”

			“You’re lying!” Mario screamed, but Vincenzo held him back before he could attack Federico again. “Savonarola and Pico respected each other. It was the Medicis who poisoned him!”

			“These are serious allegations,” the priest insisted. “Do either of you have any proof?”

			Reluctantly, Mario shook his head.

			Federico took a deep breath. “There’s more. The night Lorenzo was ill, I went with my household to visit him. The friar was there, and . . . and I overheard him laughing. Gloating! As if he were happy that Lorenzo was sick.”

			“What are you saying?” Vincenzo asked him.

			“I think he killed Lorenzo, too,” Federico told the priest.

			“But Lorenzo died of gout,” Mario said, and the priest nodded.

			“I’m not a physician,” the priest said, “but I did study medicine. If Lorenzo had been poisoned slowly, his liver might have given out. Causing him to die of gout, which is very painful.”

			“I don’t believe any of this,” Mario said, not wanting to hear another word. “Where are the paintings?” he asked forcefully, standing up. He wanted to leave, and he wanted to take them with him.

			“Let’s all calm down,” Vincenzo commanded, and only once Mario had sat down again did he continue. “I believe you, Federico. In fact, I already suspected.”

			Mario shook his head. He didn’t want any of it to be true. If Savonarola couldn’t be trusted, then who would he turn to now?

			“I remember you both, you know. Pico told me you boys read my letter all those years ago. I suspected you might,” Vincenzo told them. “If I tell you a secret, I need you both to vow not to tell anyone what I’ve shared with you.”

			Mario was exhausted and confused. He nodded weakly, and Federico did the same.

			“I am not just a priest. I am also a Hystorian, a member of an ancient order charged with protecting many secrets. That’s why I’m guarding those paintings you saw before. They’re not for decoration, not a display of wealth. They’re coded with information other Hystorians can read. And it’s beyond important that they stay safe.”

			“I have a confession, too,” Mario said. “Savonarola told me to come for the paintings. That’s why I’m here.”

			“To burn them?” Vincenzo asked Mario, clearly already knowing the answer. Mario nodded once more.

			“Savonarola knows about the Hystorians. He knows what valuable information is locked away in our books and artifacts. And he opposes our mission. He wants every last Hystorian treasure to be destroyed!”

			It was all starting to make sense to Mario. “And Pico? Lorenzo? They were Hystorians, too, weren’t they?” he asked.

			“Indeed,” said Vincenzo. “Pico in particular was inspired by the founder of our order, a Greek philosopher named Aristotle. Pico helped reintroduce the great works of Aristotle to Europe. But it made him many enemies. The shame of it is that he trusted Savonarola.” The priest stood. “Walk with me, my sons.”

			Vincenzo walked out of his office and up a flight of stairs. He continued talking as Mario and Federico followed behind him.

			“Savonarola was my student before he was a priest. And I knew he was dangerous even then. I sent him away, years ago. But Pico and Lorenzo insisted that he return to Florence. They felt his great skill as a speaker would be good for the Renaissance. But now he has turned those skills against us.”

			The priest came to a window, which he threw open. The sun had set, but the moon shone brightly, offering a spectacular view of the city. Mario could see the Sassetti estate in the far distance. He could see the chapel where he had once posed for a great painter.

			And he could see a growing fire in the center of the city. It cast eerie, frightful shadows throughout the market district.

			“I’ve hidden away the paintings that Savonarola sought here. But he has countless other irreplaceable works of art. And I tell you this: While he puts paintings and drawings and books to the flame, it is the very spirit of the great city of Florence that burns tonight.”

			Mario and Federico exchanged a solemn look. “It’s over, then?” Mario asked at last. “Savonarola has won?”

			“It is too late for us here,” Vincenzo answered. “Florence will never recover from this loss. But the Hystorians are taking the Renaissance to Rome. It is our hope that art and learning and freedom may yet flourish there.”

			“If you’re going to Rome, I want to come with you,” Federico said, just as Mario was about to. The two boys looked at each other and smiled, the light of the distant fire dancing in their eyes.

			“We want to come with you,” Mario said.

			“I can’t promise it will be a pleasant journey,” the priest warned them. “And Savonarola won’t rest until the Hystorians are defeated.”

			“Can we stop him?” Mario asked. But oddly, he wasn’t too worried. Federico was by his side again. He felt like he could do anything.

			“We can certainly try,” the priest told the young men. “But first, we go to Rome.”
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			Savonarola’s infamous “bonfire of the vanities” cost Florence innumerable works of art, but the Renaissance was far from finished. On the contrary, the movement spread from Florence to Rome and throughout all of Europe, ushering in an era of progress and invention. Many of the world’s most celebrated works of art date back to the Renaissance.

			And wherever the values of the Renaissance were threatened — whenever men like Savonarola threatened to drag Europe back to the Dark Ages — there you would find Mario and Federico, the great Hystorians, forging the destiny that they chose.

			— Arin

		




The author gratefully acknowledges Billy Merrell.
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