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The Opportunity


Adriana Carter stared out the east-facing window of her small apartment, taking a few moments to enjoy the colorful sky which heralded the arising sun. Her short, black robe was cinched loosely, and the cup of coffee in her hand was already half empty.


As she gazed out at the rolling green hills, at the winding streets that seemed to fold into one another, and the present stillness of the town square, she could almost forget why she was there.


She had arrived a little over three months ago, and the time had both flown and dragged.


Adriana had been a support professional with the Federal Bureau of Investigation for four years, and she had enjoyed her work immensely, more than she had expected when she first started. The dream had been to be a curator but, as those jobs were becoming fewer and fewer between and she had rent to pay, Adriana decided to put her education towards a more practical and sustainable profession. Her specialty had been in identifying counterfeits, whether it was art, or money, or passports. She had been highly regarded by her peers and was considered to be quite the star.


That was, until the day that it all came crashing down.


There had been five suspects, whose identity were in question. Adriana had closely examined each and every passport the men had been using as proof of their claimed identity and had deemed them legit. They had been released later that day.


A week later, another case led agents back to the five men, and it turned out they were part of a terrorist sleeper cell, and all five had been on the terror watch list.


Adriana was devastated and the guilt ran rampant. She was the reason they had been released in the first place and it was only by chance they were caught again, before they could do anything deadly.


When Adriana was called into her boss’s office, the first thing she did was to lay her badge on his desk. She was shocked by what had happened next.


“Sit down, Carter.” Jacob Wentworth barked. “Don’t be so quick about turning that over.”


She took a seat immediately but it took a few moments before she could speak. “What are you talking about, Sir?”


He gave her an irritated look. “Did I mumble?” Wentworth went on without waiting for a reply. “You fucked up big time, no one can deny that.”


Adriana had opened her mouth to protest but realized there was no defense good enough.


“If it were up to me, you’d already be being escorted from the building but, as it turns out, it seems you can be of some use to another department. Go see Grant Marks and get the hell out of my sight!”


Grant Marks headed up a team that had been investigating organized crime. Throughout the course of the investigation, a person of high interest had emerged in the form of a suspected Italian criminal mastermind named Agostino Gismondi.


All official channels they had tried to use to connect the man to the circuit in the US had led to dead ends.


To that day, she was still somewhat baffled by what had been presented to her.


Marks knew that the person of interest was an art aficionado and figured that the least suspicious cover would be one posing as an art dealer.


As luck would have it, in addition to her degree in art history, Adriana spoke fluent Italian as well. She had always felt drawn to the language and grabbed onto the opportunity to study it at an advanced level, when she was at university.


Marks had told her it would require going in with minimal contact and essentially no cover. He did advise her, though, it would be for the best not to mention the FBI in any way, shape, or form, but to build upon the work she had had, before she started with them.


If she succeeded in making an irrefutable connection between the man in Italy and the crimes in the US, she would be welcomed back with a clean slate.


Adriana had readily agreed, despite her lack of intensive field training. She was so amazed at being given a second chance, that she did not question it so much.


That was how she ended up in Italy. She had been set up with a small, but sufficient apartment, and space for a small gallery and enough paintings to make it functional. The monthly stipend she got was enough to cover the basic expenses and afforded her the lifestyle of a fairly successful art dealer. A contact of Marks’ had arranged the residency papers. After that it was just a matter of playing the waiting game and looking for an opening.


The last bits of coffee were finished, and she set the cup on the ever-growing pile. There were few things she hated doing more than dishes, so it tended to pile up, until she absolutely could not avoid it anymore.


Adriana made her way to the bathroom and began the ever-tedious process of getting ready. She had always been more of a wash-and-go sort of girl, but it did not take her long to realize that certain appearances must be kept, bella figura as the locals would say, so she endured the ritual every morning. Adriana always took the time to review what she had read of the alleged crimes Agostino Gismondi was at the very least associated with. She had not been allowed to have any physical nor digital records so she had to keep her memory sharp.


Her dark brown, wavy hair, which fell past her shoulders, was gathered up into a high ponytail. She scrubbed her face clean, then smoothed foundation over it. Her skin was nice and taut, her only being twenty-nine years old.


Tito Cavello-penis and testicles crudely cut off. The wounds had been cauterized. Cause of death: gangrene, complicated by sepsis; most likely, a rusty knife had been used to remove his genitals


The eyeshadow came next, a combination of colors that made her light-brown eyes pop. After a brief battle with the eyeliner, eye lashes were curled and mascara applied.


Fiorello Ongaro-Cause of death: heroin overdose. No previous track marks found. High probability of being a forced overdose. Signs that he had been sodomized with an object prior to his death


Her lips she saved for last, lining them, smearing on the lipstick, followed by a dab of gloss. She examined her reflection carefully, only being satisfied when no blemishes were found.


Enrico Locatelli-beaten from head to toe. Numerous broken bones, some teeth ripped out, small cuts up and down his arms and legs. Cause of death: massive internal bleeding


Her hair took almost as long, with all of the brushing, fluffing, teasing, and spraying that was involved. She tweaked it until every last strand was in place, making sure it covered the birthmark on the side of her neck. There were many days she wished she could just run a brush through it and be done with it, but she knew those days would not be for a while.


Money laundering, bribery, extortion


Adriana walked the few steps required to get from the bathroom to the bedroom, discarding her robe on the way. She reached into her closet, grabbing whatever appealed to her first. The undergarments and dress came on in quick succession. The dress was fairly loose but it clung in all the right places. She stood just around one hundred and seventy centimeters, with long legs and a willowy frame.


Tax evasion, forgery, insider trading


Her feet slipped into the trendiest pair of black heels, and she surveyed herself from head to toe, pleased when everything seemed to be as it should.


The shoes made loud, clacking sounds that she briefly hoped did not bother her downstairs neighbor. Her smart phone, cigarettes, lighter, and keys were tossed haphazardly into her purse, and she grabbed the giant thermos of coffee that was waiting on the counter before slipping out the door.


It was only a five-minute walk from her apartment to the gallery. She cut through the square, which had begun to show signs of life now that the sun was fully up in the sky.


Adriana turned the key in the lock and automatically disarmed the alarm system, her fingers knowing the motion. She settled down at the small table and took out her phone, opening the latest game to while away the time.


She would have the occasional customer every now and then, but it was not the one she sought. Still, Adriana played her part because she knew, in a town like this, reputation was everything and if she shot that, she would have no chance of making contact with him, and any hope of redemption would be lost.


Some days she was sorely tempted to try to initiate contact, but Marks had warned her against that. He said the man spooked easily and a sure way to arouse his suspicions would be to act aggressively.


Adriana was snapped out of her thoughts at the tinkling of the bell, and when her eyes wandered over to the door, she saw a tall man in his late-thirties, with dark, wavy hair, a goatee, and chocolate eyes. He wore a tailored suit and a friendly expression on his handsome face.


“Buongiorno!” Adriana called warmly, immediately rising and making her way over to the man. He returned her greeting in kind. “How can I help you, today?” Her Italian was nearly as fluid as her native tongue.


“I’m looking for a painting for a gift. Papà is quite partial to the Romantic period. Do you have any such paintings like that?”


“I do indeed. Please, come with me.” She led him over to a wall. “Does he have any particular favorite painter?”


The man gifted her with a pleasant smile. “He has always said he cares little for the name and more for the art itself.”


Adriana returned the smile. “Your father is a wise man.” She pointed out a painting, which hung on the far side of the wall. It was a scenic piece of a dirt path that was surrounded by tall trees, buds of green and white adorning the branches, the starts of flowers popping up from swaying green grass, all leading to a clear blue sky. “He might enjoy this piece. The artist is up and coming but has a solid grasp on the Romantic concept. It’s entitled ‘Spring has Sprung’.” When she said the words, she saw something flick across the man’s face, but just as quickly, it was gone. She was not even sure she had not been imagining things.


He studied the painting closely, examining the distribution of the color, the shading, the ease of the brushstrokes. When he stepped back and looked past the painting, Adriana knew it was almost sold. If he was going so far as to envision it on a different wall, he was seriously considering it.


His gaze wandered over to Adriana, and it rested just a couple of beats too long. When he realized this, he threw on a disarming smile. “I’ll take it.”


She was slightly surprised. He had not even asked how much it cost, much less haggled over it. “It is priced at one thousand Euros,” she said doing her best to keep her tone neutral.


“And it is worth every cent!” He replied with a laugh.


Adriana merely nodded and smiled as she took the painting down. As she was preparing it, the man asked her a question.


“Do you do appraising work by chance? I know Papà mentioned the other day that his insurance company wishes to have some of his paintings reappraised, but his normal consultant is on holiday. He has quite a few paintings and was looking for one to come out to the house one day. Is it something you would be interested in doing?”


“Of course! I’m always happy to help out a customer.” She began filling out the receipt form on her laptop. “May I have you name, please?”


“Macario…Macario Gismondi.”


Adriana felt her heart skip a beat, but she wanted to be sure. “Is your father Agostino Gismondi?” She did her best to keep her face even, not daring to hope she was finally getting an in with the man who would unknowingly be her path to redemption, until she was absolutely positive.


Macario nodded. “One and the same.”


Her mind was racing with this latest development, so much so that she nearly forgot to introduce herself. She cringed and laughed nervously. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know where my manners disappeared to today! I’m Adriana Carter. It is a pleasure to meet you.” She extended her hand, wanting to kick herself. First impressions lasted around here and she would hate herself if this particular chance was shot down before it even took flight, because it was very unlikely that she would get another.


Macario took her hand and when he held it his grip was not firm, but tight. His eyes met hers for several long seconds. “The pleasure is all mine.”


Adriana was not sure what to make of the whole thing. There was definitely no flirtation vibe coming from him. It was more like a tender affection, even though that made little sense to her. She brushed the thought away, merely relieved she had not completely offended him.


“I’m sure Papà will be just as charmed as I am by you. Do you drive?”


“I’m afraid I do not. I’ve always found it to be a bit intimidating.” While she did know how to drive, Marks had told her she would have to cover car expenses herself and she did not think it was worth the trouble. She did not, however, want to explain that to Macario, so Adriana opted for the little fib.


Macario responded with a kind smile. “Yes, a good deal of the time it is often crazy versus crazier. Let me check with Papà and see when the best time for you to come by would be. I’d be happy to drive you out there myself.”


“Oh, I’d hate to be a bother! I can just take a taxi. I really don’t want to trouble anyone.”


“It is no trouble,” Macario insisted. He glanced at the receipt and confirmed that the phone number was the correct one. After that, he picked up the packaged painting and gave her one last smile. “I will be in touch, soon.”


She smiled in return and waited until the door had shut behind him before sharply exhaling. She was still in a state of almost disbelief, that the long-awaited opportunity had finally presented itself.


It took the better part of half an hour to calm herself, but Adriana finally managed it. All of her willpower was required to not stare at her phone, willing it to ring. The ball was finally rolling.




The Appraisal


Adriana had hardly been able to sleep the night before. Macario had luckily not kept her waiting. He had called less than an hour after he departed, and asked if she could possibly come by the next day, to which she had gladly agreed.


After the initial exultation, reality started to sink in. She had been told by Marks in explicit detail how dangerous a man Agostino Gismondi was. The smallest slip could give everything away, and her only hope would be any mercy he might have.


Despite her initial concerns, Adriana was now quite grateful that she had no cover story. The nerves were making it hard enough to remember her own past. She genuinely doubted that she could keep a fake history straight.


Getting ready was a longer endeavor than normal, as she had to keep stopping to calm her shaking hands. She knew she had to pull herself together, otherwise her behavior might as well be a red, neon sign that she was up to something.


Macario was not due to arrive at the gallery for another twenty minutes, but Adriana was too anxious to sit in her apartment, so she went out. She hoped the fresh air would do her some good.


She was not sure if it was two or three cigarettes she had smoked, but it was finally enough to get her to act like a normal human being. She pondered lighting another one, just to be sure, when she saw Macario walking towards her.


They greeted each other warmly, and he yet again gave her that odd handshake. After a short bit of polite chit chat, he led her in the direction of his car.


Macario gave her a warm smile. “May I ask how long it’s been since you arrived in Italy?”


Adriana cringed, yet there was a smile on her face. “Is my pronunciation that bad?”


“On the contrary! One could say you were born to speak Italian.” He cleared his throat before continuing. “I can hear a slight accent, but it is not pronounced enough to pinpoint where you are from.”


She was surprised to feel her heart swell a bit at his compliments. Her cheeks felt a bit warmer than normal as she avoided his gaze, hoping he would take it for modesty. She had to remind herself that she could not feel friendly towards him, not if her mission was going to succeed. “I moved here a little over three months ago, from the US. I decided to finally make proper use out my university education.”


“I hope you have found our little town to be a welcoming place.”


“Of course! Everyone has been very friendly.”


“I’m very happy to hear that. I would hate to think we were giving a bad impression!”


Adriana lightly laughed. “There is no concern for that, don’t worry.”


“Papà really appreciates you being able to come by on such short notice.”


“It is my pleasure.” She was starting to worry that she had seemed too eager, had accepted too quickly. After all, she made no mention about having to close the gallery for a whole day. Adriana tried to assure herself that nothing of Macario’s behavior was indicating that.


They reached his car, a black Maserati Quattroporte S Q4. She did her best to not let her eyes bulge. It was only a few occasions she had ever been in that close of proximity to something so luxurious.


Macario followed her to the passenger side and opened the door for her.


“Grazie,” she said with a smile, sliding into the seat. A quick glance around told her everything was top of the line. Forget sitting in the lap of luxury…I’m enveloped in it, she thought to herself as Macario went around the back of the car.


When he turned the key in the ignition, the engine purred to life. He cast a brief glance around before pulling out onto the road.


Adriana did her best to cover the nervous gasp, but she did not succeed.


Macario laughed a bit. “My apologies. For what it is worth, I promise we will reach Papà’s house safe and sound.”


Adriana replied with a smile, though she still maintained an iron grip on the door handle. She was beginning to be thankful Marks had decided a car for her was not in the budget.


The narrow streets soon gave way to a country road, as they headed northeast. Her grip on the handle started to relax a bit as she took in the splendid scenery.


“It is a beautiful place, no?”


Adriana nodded as they swept past sycamores, Swiss pines, and maples, the car hugging every curve. It was obvious Macario had driven the road countless times with the way he handled every twist and turn automatically.


The day was clear and bright, bringing a special life to the occasional vineyard they passed, as the road climbed higher and higher.


After fifteen minutes, Macario turned off the road, stopping in front of wrought iron gate. He reached out the window and pressed a button. A few moments later, the two halves of the gate began to slide to either side. As soon as it was wide enough, Macario’s foot was pressing down on the accelerator, and they shot up the long driveway, tall trees and perfectly manicured grounds on either side.


Adriana’s eyes widened when they got past the shield of trees. She had heard plenty about the villa but never had she imagined anything like this. The pale brick walls towered over almost everything, with more windows than she could estimate at a glance. There was a marble staircase that narrowed as it ascended, leading to the main door. Flowers of all colors and shrubbery ran from one end of the house to the other. There was even a large fountain bubbling away by the stairs. She was so lost in the marvel of it all that she barely noticed Macario signaling her to wait.


He went around the car at a brisk walk, opening the passenger door once again and extended his hand to Adriana.


She put her hand in his and tried to shake her mind back to reality and to the matters at hand. Focus was required and she could not be distracted by grandeur.


As they headed towards the steps, Signore Gismondi emerged from the villa, raising his hand in greeting. He stood tall, several centimeters above one hundred and eighty, and his medium build seemed as solid as it had been in the prime of his youth. His once wavy, dark hair had turned a silvery gray but was still thick upon his head. Lines streaked his face, but his light-brown eyes had not lost any of their sharpness. His age did not stop the powerful feeling he exuded, though. If anything, it added to it. He was dressed impeccably; a dark pinstripe suit which had been tailored specially for him, and shoes, which had been polished to a shine.


Adriana felt her heart speed up when their eyes met one another. She was finally seeing the living, breathing version of all those files she had read. She attributed that fact to the sense of familiarity she felt towards him. That was the only logical explanation.


“Papà!” Macario gave his father a quick embrace. He motioned towards Adriana. “Your fellow art lover has finally arrived.”


She thought it rather odd that Macario had not used her name, but perhaps he had found it unnecessary, given that it was obvious who she was. Adriana extended her hand towards Signore Gismondi and was slightly surprised when he clasped it with both of his.


“It is a pleasure.” Signore Gismondi gave her a warm smile. “Thank you for coming by on such short notice.”


She forced an easy smile. “The pleasure is all mine, Signore.” She had decided to say nothing in particular in regards to the short notice part. From all of the information she had read, a request from Signore Gismondi was more like a command, which could not be ignored under any circumstances.


When he released her hand, he stretched his arm out in the direction of the steps. “Please, come in.”


Adriana ascended the stairs, with Signore Gismondi by her side, and stepped in. She tried to not choke when her eyes took in the interior. The arched ceiling stood high, an elaborate crystal chandelier hanging from the center. The wide staircase swept up and to the left, covered with a plush carpet. Exquisite paintings adorned the walls and sculptures could be found in every corner. She managed to compose herself, remembering that high class clients were supposed to be her specialty.


“Your home is so beautiful, Signore Gismondi!”


Signore Gismondi briefly bowed his head. “I am glad to hear you think so.”


Macario, who had been hanging back, stepped towards the two. He caught Adriana’s gaze with his own. “May I ask how long you estimate you will be? I only ask because I have a few errands to tend to.”


“Well that all depends on how many pieces there are to examine.” She turned towards Signore Gismondi.


“There are five in all. Though I had been hoping I could persuade you to join me for lunch. The paintings are but one of the splendid things I love to share!” His smile shined as bright as dawn.


Though she was nervous about the idea of being alone with him for so long, Adriana saw this as a chance to snoop out some things, so she plastered on a smile. The food she had brought could always be eaten at another point. “I would be honored to, Signore Gismondi.”


Macario gave a quick nod. “I shall return in the afternoon then.” He gave his father another embrace and Adriana noted him whispering something in Signore Gismondi’s ear, though she could not make out what. Macario took Adriana’s hand in his again, before heading out the door.


When Macario had made his exit, Signore Gismondi turned to Adriana. “I must tell you, the painting you picked out has become one of my favorites. You have remarkable tastes.”


Adriana feigned bashfulness. “I must say, Signore Gismondi that is quite the compliment, coming from one such as yourself!”


There was a flicker of something in his light-brown eyes that Adriana could not quite place.


He led the way down a long hallway. Paintings and photographs lined the walls, each frame of the highest quality. The way they were all spaced and arranged was nothing short of museum quality. She tried to take it all in, certain that everything that adorned the walls were originals.


Adriana followed him into a large room. There were bookcases that ran the length of the room on each side, the same height as the room, and they were filled to the brim with books. A sofa and several large, plush chairs were placed into the center, along with a table and a couple of chairs to the side, as well as a large desk, but that was not what took her breath away.


On the opposite end of the room, rather than a wall, glass ran from the floor to the ceiling. Adriana could make out a doorframe, but it was subtle enough that it did not distract from the panoramic view. A couple of dozen rows of grape vines were what she spotted first, then olive trees to the right of them. The rolling hills stretched further than her eyes could reach, and the late morning sun poured into the room.


“Signore Gismondi, this is exquisite!”


His smile beamed. “This has been the favorite room of everyone in the family.” After a brief pause, he continued. “This room has the best natural lighting. I thought that was best for your work.”


“You are absolutely right, Signore.”


“The paintings are laid out on the table over here.” Adriana fell into step with him and gave each painting a quick glance. There was one of sunlight streaming through the leaves of a weeping willow, which was nestled by a small pond, one of a harbor at sunset, one of a windswept field, one of a night sky filled with constellations. The final one was strikingly different from the others. It was a dining table, complete with nine place settings and chairs. Adriana was quite curious about it but decided to save that for last.


“Do you have everything you need?”


“Almost.” She pulled her laptop out and placed it on the table. “If possible, I’d like to log on to your WiFi. I’ll be needing to reference catalogues as part of the process.”


“That is no trouble at all. My youngest son is educated in the IT business, and he made quite the complicated password when he set the network up, so it’ll just be easier for me to type it in myself.” He turned the laptop towards him and bent down ever so slightly.


Adriana played with the idea of seeing what other computers she could connect with through the network but decided that could wait, for the time being at least. She gave him a smile when he straightened up again.


“I’ll just be out on the patio. If there is anything you need, please, let me know.”


Adriana nodded and waited until he had stepped outside before prepping for the work ahead. The first thing she did was to fish an elastic out of her bag. She drew the sides of her hair up and secured them to keep distracting hair from falling in her eyes. A notebook and several pens came next, which she set next to the first painting. The magnifying glass was the last thing she took up. When all was arranged to her liking, Adriana slipped on a pair of thin, white satin gloves to avoid skin oil transfer to what, she had no doubt, would be very valuable pieces.


She began with the painting of the weeping willow. The first thing she did was to hold the magnifying glass over the small monogram in the lower right corner. A small “F” was set in the open space of a large “D”, and Adriana immediately recognized the mark of Fabrizio Donati. Upon thorough inspection, she could say with confidence that the mark was genuine. Assured that it was not a forgery, she continued with the rest of the appraisal.


Adriana held the magnifying glass over the upper left corner of the oil painting. She intensely studied the glazes, how they blended together, and noted the faintest pencil lines almost hidden underneath the light-colored paint. She moved the magnifying glass a few centimeters to the right and investigated that area and continued the process until she reached the other end. She started once more, directly beneath the spot she had begun. Adriana repeated the system until every last centimeter of the painting had been examined. There was enough variation in the brush strokes to assure her that it was an original rather than a highly advanced print. She picked out a couple of spots that showed her conclusion and took a picture over the magnifying glass.


The next step was to look at the painting as a whole. There was incredible depth to it, enough to give one a sense of being able to step right into the painting and be in that moment, something she remembered Donati being very well known for. There was a sense of softness to it as well, which demonstrated the high skill of the painter.


She then turned her focus to the frame. It was made of solid, dark wood with intricate carvings in the corners. When she went to lift it, she was pleased, but not surprised, to find it to be on the heavy side. That was another check for the value of the painting.


A couple of gallery labels were affixed to the back of the canvas. Adriana noted the names, intending to check their records. If they matched, it had gone through the proper channels and was a legitimate purchase, rather than something that was obtained through the black market or the like.


Satisfied with all the evidence, Adriana proceeded to the next step . She removed the gloves and sat down in front of her laptop. She found a catalogue that included Donati’s works. Apparently, the piece Signore Gismondi had was one of his earlier works.


Looking at recent auction house sales for other Donati paintings, she was able to conclude a value of 7,500 Euro for that particular painting. She started making notes, documenting the steps she went through, and how she had come to the conclusion she did. Adriana knew insurance companies and auction houses liked that sort of thing.


She had just started typing, when she heard a light knock at the door. Before she could say anything, the door opened and an older, petite woman stepped into the room, greeting her with a smile.
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