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Chapter 1: The Washerwoman by the Grand Canal
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Venice, Late Summer 1493

[image: ]

The Grand Canal in August was less a waterway than a festering wound. The stench rose in thick, visible waves: rotting cabbage leaves floating like drowned corpses, human night soil dumped from upper windows, the sharp metallic bite of indigo and madder dyes from the cloth workshops, and beneath it all the sweetish, sickly undertone of decay that every Venetian had learned to ignore. Gulls wheeled and screamed overhead, fighting over fish guts tossed from market boats. The summer heat pressed down mercilessly, turning the lagoon into a breeding ground for disease. Only weeks earlier, fast courier galleys had brought the news from Florence: Lorenzo de’ Medici, Il Magnifico, the man who had held Italian politics in delicate balance for decades, was dead. His twenty-year-old son Piero now sat uneasily upon the fragile Medici throne. Merchants across Italy were recalculating alliances, strengthening bribes to bishops, and watching the shifting winds with predatory eyes.

Bianca Lanzetti stood barefoot on the slime-slick marble steps below the Rialto Bridge, her skirts knotted high above her knees to keep them dry. The wooden bat rose and fell rhythmically as she beat a length of coarse linen against the stone. Each strike sent dirty water splashing over her legs. Sweat poured down her neck, between her full breasts, and soaked the cheap, threadbare chemise until the thin fabric clung transparently to her skin. At twenty-one years old she already felt ancient.

Three years ago, in a moment of drunken sentiment, the squat, pockmarked chestnut-roaster Bartolomeo Lanzetti had paid her widowed mother four gold ducats and a barrel of sour Greek wine to take Bianca off her hands. The marriage had delivered exactly what one might expect: a damp, smoke-stained attic room above his noisy stall, the nightly labor of pretending pleasure while his heavy, clumsy body rutted atop her like a pig searching for truffles, and the constant mockery of neighbors who called her “the Venetian rose chained to the ape.”

She paused, straightening her back with a soft groan. The sun glared off the water, making her squint. That was when she saw him.

On the opposite bank, beneath a broad striped crimson awning that shielded him from the brutal heat, stood a tall, broad-shouldered man of perhaps thirty-five. He was surrounded by four servants in matching dark livery. His doublet was of the finest black Florentine wool, artfully slashed to reveal flashes of scarlet silk beneath. A heavy gold chain of office lay across his chest, catching the light like a bishop’s cross. A short velvet cap sat at a rakish angle on thick dark hair that was just beginning to silver at the temples. Even from across the filthy canal, Bianca felt the weight of his gaze.

Simon de’ Medici. The name was known even among the washerwomen of the Rialto. A rising wool-and-spice merchant whose galleys plied the dangerous routes to Constantinople and Alexandria. A man whose bribes allegedly kept half the minor bishops of the Veneto fat, discreet, and cooperative. His Venetian residence on the Rio di San Polo was said to have frescoed walls and a cool loggia where powerful men came to talk high-interest loans and secret contracts.

Their eyes locked.

Most women would have dropped their gaze in modest shame. Bianca did not. She rested the wooden bat against the curve of her hip, allowing the wet linen to outline the swell of her bosom and the narrowness of her waist. A slow, knowing smile curved her full lips — half invitation, half brazen challenge.

Simon’s mouth answered with an identical smile. He leaned slightly toward the lean, fox-faced man at his side. Bernardo Visconti — a bankrupt Venetian patrician reduced to earning his bread by arranging introductions between rich men and beautiful dangers — nodded once, his eyes gleaming with professional interest.

That night, Simon hosted a private gathering in his Venetian residence. It was not the official Carnival — that riot of masks and licensed sin belonged to winter — but a merchant’s imitation: silk masks, abundant wine, and music to allow the powerful to forget public morality for a few precious hours. Bianca told Bartolomeo she was going to pray at San Marco for his soul and for better business. He grunted approval, already half-drunk on cheap tavern wine.

Bernardo’s sleek black gondola collected her discreetly. The boat glided through narrow side canals, slipping beneath low bridges where laundry hung like ghosts. They passed through a hidden water-gate into the private courtyard of Simon’s palazzo. Servants in livery helped her step ashore as though she were already a lady.

The chamber they led her to smelled of rosewater, myrrh, warm beeswax candles, and the faint eastern spice of incense. Tapestries depicting Venus rising from the sea covered the walls, their colors vivid in the golden light. Simon waited for her without his doublet, his fine linen shirt open at the throat, a gold cup in hand.

“You are wasted on chestnuts and sour wine, signora,” he said, his voice low and educated, carrying the soft Tuscan accent of the Arno. He offered her the cup. The wine inside was dark, sweet, and heavily spiced with cinnamon, ginger, and cloves from the East — luxuries his own galleys had brought home.

Bianca drank deeply. The liquid burned pleasantly down her throat and spread warmth through her belly. “I have a husband,” she murmured, though her dark eyes told a different story.

“A small misfortune,” Simon replied. He stepped closer. His fingers — long, clean, scented with orange blossom — gently tilted her chin upward. “In times like these, with Lorenzo dead and young Piero unsteady on his throne, with summer fevers rising again in the lagoon, many small misfortunes are easily remedied.”

What followed was neither gentle nor courtly. Simon took her with the practiced hunger of a man who could afford the very best pleasures and had grown bored with ordinary ones. Bianca answered with a ferocity born of three years of frustration, poverty, and suppressed fire. She discovered that her body could be a weapon far sharper than any condottiero’s blade. When she cried out in release, the sound rose like a pagan hymn beneath the painted ceiling, mingling with the distant lapping of canal water against the palazzo walls.

Hours later, as pale dawn light crept through heavy silk curtains, Simon lay beside her, tracing lazy circles around her nipple with one fingertip.

“I want you in Florence,” he said quietly. “My palazzo there is large and cool. My wife Monica is pious and cold as a convent wall. There is room for a rose like you among the thorns — especially now, when new alliances must be made and new fortunes secured.”

Bianca smiled in the half-dark, her mind already racing ahead. “And my husband?”

Simon shrugged, the careless gesture of a man for whom human obstacles were merely expenses to be paid. “Venice is unhealthy in summer. Summer fevers come quickly to small men who drink too much bad wine. No one will question it.”

He kissed her again, deep and possessive, sealing the unspoken bargain.

By the time Bianca slipped back into the cramped attic above the chestnut stall, Bartolomeo was snoring among empty barrels, reeking of sour wine. She looked down at his ugly, trusting face and felt nothing but cold calculation.

Beneath their sagging bed, in a small wooden chest, lay a delicate blue-glass vial she had bought three days earlier from the wandering apothecary Giovanni Fiore. The liquid inside was clear as spring water and utterly odorless. Giovanni had whispered it was “the silent blessing of Venice” and charged her two ducats — nearly all she possessed.

Bianca’s fingers brushed the lid of the chest.

The fever would come soon.
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Chapter 2: The Silent Blessing
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Venice, Late Summer 1493
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For three long days Bianca moved through the cramped, smoke-stained attic like a ghost in her own life. Each evening, after Bartolomeo returned from his chestnut stall sweating and grumbling, she poured a few careful drops of the clear, odorless liquid from Giovanni Fiore’s delicate blue-glass vial into his cheap earthenware cup of sour wine. The wandering apothecary had sworn on his mother’s soul that it had no taste, no smell, and worked slowly — “like the summer fever that creeps upon the weak and the sinful,” he had whispered, pocketing her two hard-earned ducats.

Bartolomeo noticed nothing. He drank greedily as always, belching loudly and wiping his mouth with the back of his hairy hand. Then he would pull her into the sagging straw bed that smelled of sweat, roasted chestnuts, and cheap tavern smoke. His heavy body moved atop her with the same clumsy urgency it always had. Bianca closed her eyes, endured him, and let her mind drift to the cool silk sheets in Simon de’ Medici’s chamber, to the weight of his gold chain against her bare skin, and to the promise of Florence.

On the fourth day the fever began in earnest.

Bartolomeo woke before dawn, already drenched in sweat. “It’s too hot,” he grumbled, though the morning breeze off the lagoon carried the first faint chill of approaching autumn. By midday he was doubled over behind the stall, vomiting violently into the canal. His skin burned beneath Bianca’s touch. Neighbors leaned out of upper windows, shaking their heads with the weary familiarity of those who had seen it many times before.

“Another summer fever,” old widow Moretti called down from across the narrow alley. “They say the ships from Alexandria brought it again. The quarantine islands are already filling up. The Lord punishes the drunkards and the gluttons first.”

Bianca played the role of the devoted wife with chilling perfection. She wiped his forehead with cool rags dipped in lavender water, spooned thin barley broth between his cracked lips, and whispered gentle lies of comfort. Inside, her heart beat steady and cold as Venetian glass. Each night she increased the dose slightly, watching with detached fascination as the poison did its elegant work. Bartolomeo’s once-stocky body began to shrink. His eyes sank into his skull. His skin took on the color of old parchment.

By the seventh day he could no longer rise from the mattress. He lay there, breathing in shallow gasps, clutching her hand with surprising strength.

“Bianca... my rose...” he rasped, tears cutting clean tracks through the grime on his cheeks. “You’ve been good to me. Better than I deserved. When I’m gone... don’t mourn too long. Find yourself a better life.”

She stroked his damp, thinning hair and smiled tenderly. “Hush, husband. You will recover. I will pray for you at San Marco.”

That night, as the bells of distant churches tolled for Compline, Bartolomeo Lanzetti died quietly. His mouth hung open, eyes staring at the low ceiling beams as if searching for God in the smoke-stained wood. Bianca waited until his chest had been still for a long time. Only then did she close his eyelids, arrange his hands piously across his chest, and begin to weep — loud, convincing, heart-rending sobs that brought the neighbors running with lanterns and murmured condolences.

The funeral was as mean and forgettable as his life had been. A cheap pine coffin carried by four half-drunk laborers from the nearby wine shop. A bored parish priest from San Polo who rushed through the Latin prayers so he could return to his own cup of wine. No marble tomb, no expensive candles, no grieving relatives from out of town. Just a shallow grave in the overcrowded cemetery behind the church, where the poor were stacked like cordwood year after year. A crude wooden cross with his name burned into it with a hot iron marked the spot.

“Poor Barto,” the neighbors murmured as they dispersed into the gathering dusk. “At least his pretty wife is free now. She’ll find another man soon enough — or another will find her.”

Bianca stood alone by the fresh grave as the sun sank behind the domes of San Marco, turning the Grand Canal into a ribbon of molten gold and blood. She wore the same plain black mourning dress she had worn at her wedding. The empty blue-glass vial was now buried deep beneath the floorboards of the silent attic.

Two days later, a gondola with rich crimson curtains appeared at the water steps near the now-closed chestnut stall. Bernardo Visconti stepped ashore, dressed in slightly better clothes than usual, a sly but respectful smile on his narrow face.

“Signora Lanzetti,” he said, offering a bow that managed to be both courteous and mocking, “my master sends his deepest condolences on your tragic loss. He has arranged a small but decent widow’s annuity. More importantly, he offers you a place in his household in Florence. Pack lightly, signora. The past should not burden a woman of your... remarkable qualities.”
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