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Chapter One

The Ballot Boy is Chosen

Venice, January 17, 1368

 

I’M RUNNING AS fast as I can, but I can’t catch the thief. If I don’t, Alex’s life is over. The necklace the thief snatched from my hand gives away the game. Alex will be exposed. Locked up. Maybe even killed because Alex’s father, Francesco Barbanegra, has the temper and manners of a pirate. Alex’s family is rich. Very, very rich. Richer than most nobles. But they are common, like my family, which consists of my mother, who takes in laundry. She gets paid in pennies. I understand why she wants me to be ballot boy, but that’s her dream not mine. I don’t want to be ballot boy. I want to be me, whoever that is.

Only heartbeats ago, Alex and I had moored our boat to the wharf and staggered ashore, covered with mud. When Alex took off the necklace to give me—the gold dolphin on its golden chain, ruby eye glinting in the early light—the thief burst from the shed, yanked it from my hand, and took off like a demon down the deserted embankment.

“Go home,” I shouted to Alex over my shoulder, “before it’s too late,” and I tore after the thief.

The dolphin is fatal. If the thief tries to sell it at a Rialto pawnshop, the whole world will know. I can’t risk it.

Our feet slap on the mud, startling a flock of ducks. They flap their wings, burst up from the salt marsh, and take to the icy winter sky.

The thief is taller than most Venetians, with long spindly legs, no shoes, and a striped turban. He doesn’t look down; he doesn’t look back. He barrels down the embankment in the direction of the Customs House. My legs are a foot shorter than his, his stride worth two of mine. I suck air like I’m drowning and exhale prayers like I’m dying.

Queen of Heaven, hear my pleas. St. Nicholas, grant me thine aid.

When I manage to close the gap between us, he speeds up. No matter how fast I’m going, he goes faster. He clutches the gold chain in his fist, the dolphin dangling free, its ruby eye sparkling.

That dolphin is a pledge of brotherhood between Alex and me, the seal on our secrets, and a promise that I won’t be selected ballot boy because if I am, last night was our final meeting, maybe forever.

“Please, Nico.” Alex’s eyes had implored me, and I could never refuse. “You’ve been on the sea many times. I’m thirteen years old, and my father owns great galleys, but I’ve never seen the sea. This could be my last chance.”

“It’s not your last chance.”

“If you’re selected, it is.”

“Look at me. Do you think Ruggiero Gradenigo would pick me? I look like a muddy clown.”

“Anything can happen.”

Alex’s pleading eyes broke me every time.

Stars filled the sky, and the moon, hovering high above the mountains beyond the lagoon, sprinkled diamonds over the water. I’d been explaining the lagoon to Alex, showing off, I guess, paying no attention to the tide. I didn’t notice the moon pulling the lagoon out from under us until stranded fish danced a desperate tarantella on the exposed sandbars. A mile of mud separated us from the beacon fire atop St. Mark’s campanile. We jumped from the boat and sank up to our knees. We couldn’t walk, nor could we reach the shore until the morning tide swept back in and filled the lagoon. Alex would never get home without being discovered; I would never be in St. Mark’s Square in time for the selection, and my mother would kill me.

I breathe in, out, in, out, in, out, pushing myself harder and harder until I hit a wall and explode and pick myself up and keep going until it happens all over again. The thief took one look at the stupid costume Mama had sewn me for selection day, all torn and wet and muddy, and he must have figured me for a drunk noble, a pushover. Mama is convinced the costume will make Ruggiero Gradenigo select me. She believes in magic. Her eye is on the prize.

He’s waiting for me to collapse, this thief. He’s making a big mistake. He doesn’t know that every day since I turned eight, six years now, I row across the lagoon and back before the midmorning bells, and I will kill him if I have to.

He makes a move to outrun me on the straightaway in front of the old shipyard. We pound over rough planks, wobbly pontoons, and a muddy bog tangled with bramble. I’m glad he’s barefoot. It must hurt like hell. He can hear my sandals slapping the ground.

The buildings crowd close along the levee. The bogs and brambles disappear under wooden docks and wharves. Merchant galleys and cogs are moored all the way to the Customs House. The ground tapers to a point where the Giudecca Canal meets the Grand Canal. Keeping running and your turban floats.

He hasn’t lost me, so he squeezes between buildings with barely a foot between them, and I follow, the mortar between the bricks shredding my tunic.

The big bell at St. Mark’s, the Marangona, starts tolling to summon the Great Council to pray for God’s grace on the election of the doge. All 1,200 nobles are members of the Great Council. Their names are inscribed in the Golden Book. After Mass, Ruggiero Gradenigo, the youngest member of the Great Council, will walk out of the church, onto St. Mark’s Square, and pick the first commoner he lays eyes on, age fifteen or less, to be the ballot boy. That’s the law. The old doge is dead, and we can’t elect a new one until a ballot boy is selected at random to count the votes and make sure the nobles don’t cheat.

I squeeze out of the crawlspace and glimpse the thief’s turban disappearing down a dark lane the sun never reaches. Several lanes lead into this small square; all but one dead end at the water. He doesn’t know where he’s going and probably doesn’t care as long as he stays ahead of me. He’s as desperate as I am. My heart beats a battle tocsin.

I struggle to master my breath as Abdul taught me. I’m dog-tired from fighting the moon, the tide, the mud. Sweat floods my face. The salt burns my eyes. I wipe them with my muddy sleeve, squeeze them shut, and listen. This quarter is silent. Everyone is at St. Mark’s for the selection.

The thief’s bare feet, bloodied from running the embankment, leave a trail winding through a labyrinth that will lead him back to me. That’s how Venice is. Outsiders always go in circles, even we do occasionally outside our home parish.

The old doge died last week. He didn’t last very long; he was eighty-two when they elected him back in 1365. That’s old even for a doge. I was twelve then. Mama knew I was going to be selected his ballot boy. She’d worked it all out with the Blessed Virgin and St. Mark. She took to bed for a week when I wasn’t selected, but she never gave up. She started praying for the new doge to die before my fifteenth birthday. I heard her, every night. First, she prayed forgiveness for wanting him dead. Then, she begged heaven for him to die. Now, she believes a miracle has happened. I’m going to be ballot boy. She knows. The Virgin interceded.

If I’m not in front of St. Mark’s when Ruggiero Gradenigo selects the ballot boy, I will be dead to her. She will curse me for spoiling her miracle.

The thief backs into the little square. He doesn’t see me. He sees a glint of sun on water at the end of a narrow chasm of brick. He takes off toward the water, and I get there first, waiting, as he staggers onto the wharf. On the opposite bank, mothers and their sons clog St. Mark’s Square, tricked out like piglets at the Ascension Day fair, each one praying for the job I don’t want.

The thief ducks between the pilings of the empty ferry dock. None of the ferries, trapped on the water, can move for all the other boats. Nobody is going anywhere. Every eye will remain on the Doge’s Palace until a new doge is elected. Venice is the richest city of all; the stakes are high. Mama says anything can happen.

I charge, pin the thief against a striped pole stuck in the Grand Canal, and grab for the dolphin in his hand. But he twists free and hurls himself off the dock, crashing into a boat below. The boat rocks wildly, the passengers scream, he steadies himself. Before anyone knows what’s happening, he leaps into the next boat, and the next, and the next. As fast as he can, he bounds across St. Mark’s Basin toward the twin columns at the water’s edge framing the Doge’s Palace, St. Mark’s Church, and the greatest square in the world. Executions and burnings take place between the columns, and walking between them brings a curse upon your head, which is why we call them the Columns of Doom. I saw a murderer executed there when I was seven. They chopped off his hand first, in San Barnaba Square, where he’d killed someone, strung his hand around his neck, and rowed him back here. They hung him, quartered him, and left the pieces out to dry here between the columns.

I jump from boat to boat to boat after the thief. People squawk, but I’m out as fast as I’m in, never stopping, my eye always on his bobbing turban. He scrambles up between the columns and pushes his way toward St. Mark’s Square through the bodies packing the Piazzetta.

The church doors aren’t open yet. The thief towers above the mothers and sons, his turban threading through the Piazzetta toward the church. Arsenal men in leather armor hold the crowd back, creating some space for Ruggiero Gradenigo to come out and pick. Mothers fight for places directly in front of the church.

The big bell tolls.

Mass is finished. The crowd surges forward, a wave of anticipation silencing them. The stones beneath our feet vibrate with the wild clangor of bells.

He made a big mistake, and now he sees just how big. Bodies block him on all sides. I elbow my way through the crush as the church doors swing open. The crowd gasps. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mama desperately looking for me. She’s furious I’m not up-front and center with her.

I leapfrog a tangled knot of eight-year-olds and their mothers, grasping for the thief’s throat. He panics and hurls the dolphin over the crowd. I vault, twist, and grab the dolphin out of the air by its chain. I can’t land on my feet. I come down sideways, rolling over bodies onto the cleared pavement. The guards can’t stop me.


Chapter Two

My New Home

I CRASH INTO Ruggiero Gradenigo’s feet. His eyes meet mine, and the crowd goes wild with cheering. They are unstoppable. They acclaim me. I clutch the dolphin so I don’t lose it as they lift me onto their shoulders and march me around the square. Ruggiero Gradenigo follows me, his eyes filled with scorn, as the crowd carries me into the Doge’s Palace.

I don’t know what’s happening, but my heart cracks in two. Goodbye Alex, goodbye Mama and Abdul. Goodbye St. Nick’s, Pierluigi’s boat, catching eels foaming out of the rivers, eating the baker’s jelly donuts, and Mama’s fritelle.

The palace guard hands me off to the youngest member of the dead doge’s council. He’s old enough to be my grandfather. A fringe of gray hair shows under his velvet cap. His face is clean-shaven, his nose thick, his lips thin and downward turning. He squints as he assesses me with a moneychanger’s eye. The sleeves of his black velvet robe touch the floor. A gold lion of St. Mark, wings spread, paw resting on the open gospel, clasps his collar. His gold ring bears the ducal insignia. He holds me at arm’s length with the tips of his bony, ink-stained fingers and steers me through the palace to his office. At his desk, he covers his nose with his sleeve as he smooths a fresh sheet of parchment.

“My name is Marino Vendramin. You will address me as sir.”

He eyeballs me, head to toe, like a fishwife eying someone else’s fish, and dips his quill in ink.

“How old are you?”

“Fourteen years, nine months. Sir.”

“Really…”

He raises his eyebrows, wondering if I’m lying to get the job.

“Honestly, sir, I don’t want this job. Throw me out of here, if you please, sir.”

This has the opposite effect than intended. I disgust him, but he believes me.

“Birthday?”

“April 17, 1353.”

“The day Doge Marino Faliero was beheaded.”

“Yes. Sir.”

They chopped off Doge Faliero’s head seven months after he was elected because he’d plotted to kill all his enemies among the nobles and make himself king. Every year on my birthday, we commemorate his beheading. It’s like having a birthday on Christmas. Nobody remembers me.

“Your full name?”

“Niccolò Amadeo Saltano, sir.”

“Parish?”

“St. Nicholas of the Beggars. Sir.”

He cocks one eyebrow. “Of course. Your mother’s name?”

“MariaGrazia Saltano. Sir.”

That throws him. “That’s all?”

“That’s her name, sir.”

“Father’s name?”

“He’s dead, sir.”

“Dead men have names.”

“I don’t know his name. Sir.”

He stares me down, unhappier with each word.

“He died when I was a baby, sir. She won’t tell me his name. Sir.”

“Have you asked anybody else?”

“Nobody else knows.”

Vendramin is starting to look very nervous. “You’re certain he was Venetian?”

“Yes, sir. He was a bowman in the fleet. Sir.”

That eases his mind. “You’re a commoner, of course.”

“Not one noble in our parish. Sir.”

He makes a note. I don’t tell him Mama says that my father was a noble. That he was bowman of the quarterdeck. Pirates killed him near Crete when he was twenty-two. His family wouldn’t let him marry Mama because she was only twelve, so he swore to marry her when he came back with plenty of his own money. After he was killed, his family called Mama a whore, gave her fifty gold ducats to keep her mouth shut, and threw her out. She was a kid. An orphan. Her whole family had died in the Black Death, their bodies dumped on stinking barges. She didn’t know what to do. His people said if she came back, or blabbed their name, we’d both end up facedown in the lagoon. Food for the crabs.

But Mama also makes things up. She makes up lies and then believes them to make a hard life easier. Everything she says about my father could be a fairy tale. If he had been noble and claimed me, I’d be noble. But he’s dead and can’t claim me. No matter who he was, I’m still just a bastard from St. Nicholas of the Beggars, so I keep my mouth shut.

Vendramin is staring at me, wondering where I’ve gone.

“What? Sir.”

“Domicile?”

“St. Nicholas Lane, behind the bakery. Sir.”

“That’s enough sirs.”

“You said to call you sir, sir.”

“I’ve changed my mind. Don’t call me anything. Can your mother provide two witnesses to the above-stated facts?”

“The parish priest at St. Nick’s baptized me; I’m in the register. And Pierluigi, the fish vendor. I’ve worked for him since I was six.”

He waves his sleeve in front of his nose.

“Your past clings to you.”

It’s true. The cats around St. Nick’s follow me around all the time, begging for dinner. Vendramin finishes writing, dries the parchment and hands it off to a page, only slightly older than me, who has been holding his nose and making faces at me.

“Your mother will be notified immediately,” Marino says.

“She knows. She was there.”

“Official notification. You are no longer hers. You’re our problem now.”

 

I’M STILL CAKED with lagoon mud, my hair streaked with it, my fingernails black. I really do stink. Marino leads, I follow, and the page trails behind us through the echoing corridors. This palace isn’t built for ordinary people; it’s built for giants and makes me feel like I don’t belong. Great artists have painted the walls and the greatest masons carved the stone. It’s empty and quiet because we’re between doges. Vendramin names each room we pass. A map comes together in my head, one I’ll never forget, cataloged with all the other charts of skies, seas, canals, and streets stored in my brain.

We descend to the ground floor, behind the stables. Low stone vaults bear the weight of the palace on their squat shoulders. Outside the water door, the icy canal sparkles in the sunlight. Steam billows from tall casks of laundry. The size of the casks and the amount of water astounds me. At home, a single well supplies everyone around the square. In winter, we have to break the ice with the bucket. We are surrounded by water, but we have none of our own. The lagoon is half-salt and half-fresh, only good for fishing. We depend on rainwater collected in the wells, or else we have to buy it off ferries from the mainland. Mama has no money for water.

“I’ve never seen so much hot water,” I say.

“Strip,” Vendramin says. It’s an order.

“Here?”

“And I do mean everything.”

He inspects my naked body like a master builder inspecting a hull, impersonal, detail by detail. He points to the cask.

“Climb in.”

“In?”

“All the way.”

I’ve never been up to my ears in hot water before. I can float. I do a handstand, so my feet stick up in the chill air. I do a somersault, poke my head up, and shoot a stream of water between my teeth. The laundress laughs, avoiding me with her eyes, and hands me soap and a bristle brush.

“Scrub.”

Vendramin is as serious as a general in battle. He only lets me out after three complete scrubbings. The laundress wraps a sheet around me and rubs me vigorously. When she’s done, Vendramin steps close and taps my necklace.

“Gold and ruby. Byzantine. Possibly Roman. Where did you steal it?”

“A friend gave it to me.”

“The last time I heard that excuse, the thief confessed under torture. Lost an eye for it.”

The page behind Vendramin sniggers. He has been staring at me the whole time, arms straight out, piled with fresh clothes. Vendramin hands me spotless white skivvies and makes sure I put them on properly.

“Linen from Alexandria,” he says. “That’s in Egypt.”

“I know where that is. My father sailed there.”

Vendramin hands me a white linen undershirt and tucks it into the waist of the skivvies. Then leggings.

“English wool,” he says. “The finest.”

One leg is black, the other yellow. They fasten to the waistband of my skivvies. The colors are reversed on the velvet doublet embroidered with silver thread. Silver trims my pointy leather slippers. Vendramin shows me how to wrap the long sleeve of the velvet cap around my head. He is silent and precise. He does it once, and then I do it, exactly as he did. He doesn’t bat an eye, but I can tell he’s surprised. He looks at me critically and gestures me to turn around.

“It’s all too small,” I tell him.

“Small,” he says, “but not too small. You can take it up with the new doge. Your expenses come out of his purse.”

Vendramin leads me back through the palace to an empty suite of rooms stripped bare. That’s the custom. When the doge dies, the people storm his lodgings and take everything that isn’t nailed down. Mildew stains the wall where tapestries normally hang. Murals of sea battles or the fields of Heaven cover the remaining walls and ceiling.

“This is where your doge will live,” Vendramin says. “He will bring furniture to suit his own taste and purse.”

He nudges me down a corridor leading from the doge’s antechamber to a wooden corkscrew of ship’s stairs. They creak and groan. At the top, Vendramin opens a door carved with lions.

“Your room,” he says.

I’ve never heard those two words together before. It sinks in slowly. The painted ceiling arches overhead, and I can walk into the fireplace of the otherwise small and unremarkable room. I can almost touch the domes of St. Mark’s outside my window. Ropes crisscross the narrow bed of simple, sturdy larch planks, supporting a rolled mattress piled high with neatly folded bed linen, smooth and stiff.

“Where are my clothes?” I ask Vendramin.

“In the ash heap, I hope.”

I have nothing but this uniform. That’s going to make it difficult to escape.


Chapter Three

Rules and Regulations

“THIS ROOM WILL be yours until the doge dies,” Vendramin says, “so you might as well make your peace with it. It may not be what you imagined, but I assure you it’s more than any monk or sailor gets, and you have more privacy than the doge himself. He can’t even step outside the palace without a procession. Never forget, you will be eating, sleeping, and shitting where you work, so be very, very careful not to make a mess. This is your home now.”

“This may be where I sleep, but my home is in St. Nicholas of the Beggars with my mother.”

“Don’t worry about your mother. In exchange for you, she receives fifty ducats per annum from the state treasury. That’s more than a chancery clerk or a bowman makes. She’s much better off with you here than on a merchant galley.”

“When can I visit her?”

“When the doge says you can. If the doge says you can. You’re no longer a carefree boy. This is your life now, and there’s a lot to learn. We can hide your rough edges until you’re polished up, but from now on, you’d best hold your tongue, do what you’re told, and trust no one.”

“What about my friends?”

“Forget them.”

“I’m not a prisoner. I have to see my friends.”

“None of us leaves the palace until the new doge is crowned. After that, what you do is up to him. Some doges make you study Latin and astronomy; others make you polish their boots and trim their nose hairs. His duties are written in law; yours are not. You do what he says, like a horse or a slave.”

I am the prisoner of a life I don’t want. I don’t know what happened to Alex, and I have no way of finding out. I fear the worst. The brotherhood of the crossbow is over.

Mama gave me the crossbow on my eighth birthday. She said it belonged to my father. He made his shipmates promise to bring it back to her; he wanted me to have it. It’s beautiful. Mother-of-pearl inlay embellishes the stock; thin layers of laminated horn form the bow, capped at the ends with sinew. The stirrup of wavy black steel shows its age.

At first, I was so short I had to sit on my butt, put my feet through the bow, and pull with both arms to get the string cocked. Now, I do it properly, standing with one foot in the stirrup. Pierluigi, the fish vendor—my old boss—made a target from sticks and hay and a piece of painted sail. I practiced every day until I could hit it square. That was how I met Abdul. He became my first real friend.

Abdul is a slave, so technically, he doesn’t count, but he counts to me. He is my brother and my teacher. His black hair and eyes contrast starkly with his parchment pale skin. He’s two years older than me, a head taller, and skinny as an oar. A Venetian sea captain kidnapped him after the sack of Alexandria and sold him to the apothecary in Santa Margherita Square. Abdul is a ninth-generation apothecary’s son. He knows more than his Venetian master ever will, and his master knows it too. He treats Abdul very well, sends him to make deliveries, and lets him roam the city on his own.

I was practicing on the marsh behind St. Nick’s when Abdul walked down the embankment. He stopped to watch me shooting.

“Nice weapon,” he said.

“It belonged to my father. He was a bowman of the quarterdeck.”

Abdul laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“How stupid you think I am.”

“He was!” I saw red, and when I see red, I don’t stop to think. I threw a punch. Abdul slapped my forearm faster than I could see. It stung like a wasp. I fell flat on my ass.

“Never attack in anger,” he said calmly. “You’ll always lose. Why did you try to hit me?”

“You laughed at me. You think I’m a liar.”

He looked down at my baggy leggings and pauper’s shoes.

“Only nobles can be bowmen of the quarterdeck. You’re clearly not noble.”

“Didn’t say I was. I said my father was.”

“I see…” His frown softened. “You’re a bastard. My apologies for laughing.”

No one had ever apologized to me before. He helped me up, and brushed me off.

“May I see your bow?”

“Do you know how to shoot?”

“Better than you, I dare say.” He offloaded the wooden instrument strapped to his back. It had a potbelly and five pairs of strings.

“What is that?”

“My oud.” He flicked the strings with his fingers. “Like your lute, only subtler.”

I exchanged the oud for my bow.

He hefted it and sighted along the stock. “May I shoot?”

I gave him a crude homemade bolt that made him smile, but he didn’t say anything. He cocked the string, loaded, and pulled the trigger. Hitting the target dead center, his shot knocked it backward across the marsh.

After that, he joined me whenever he could and taught me to shoot like a Mamluk, the soldier-slaves who made themselves sultans of Egypt.

One evening, Abdul brought Alex along. Alex’s eyes were glued to my bow.

“Nice bow.”

“Where’s yours?” I asked.

“I don’t have one.”

“How old are you?”

“Thirteen.”

I knew that was a lie. Every boy in Venice had a crossbow by the age of twelve. It was a duty. We were expected to take up arms if anyone invaded our lagoon. His soft white hands had never seen work, he didn’t have any strength in his arms, and he was as beautiful as an angel painted in a church. His clothes were clean and fine. Everything about him said he was rich. He reached for my bow, and I yanked it back because he grabbed it like he had a right to it, which he didn’t, so I figured him for a noble.

They’re all like that. They think everything belongs to them.

“I just want to see it,” Alex had said. That was how it started.

He always came at sunset. Abdul had taught him some basics, but it was clear he didn’t practice enough. When he shot wild, it took him an hour to find his bolt in the marsh, but he never complained. He kept looking until he found it. The more I got to know him, the more I liked him. He was gentle and funny, fierce and determined. We three, Abdul, Alex, and myself, became the brotherhood of the crossbow.

I’ve always admired Abdul, above all else, for his calm and methodical ways. He didn’t just teach me about shooting. He taught me about the trajectories of the bolts, the angles going up and the angles coming down, the properties of triangles, arcs, and circles. Alex couldn’t have been more different, didn’t know anything, and was enthusiastic about everything, wanting to learn it all. Watching him line up his shots, I was amazed again and again at his bright-blue eyes, the proud and delicate line of his nose, the bow of his lips. As uneasy as his beauty made me, it made me happy at the same time. When he smiled, I forgot everything else.

As soon as he found out I was a great rower, Alex begged me to take him out in a boat and teach him, which I also thought strange. Every noble house in Venice had many boats. Every fisherman and merchant and shopkeeper had at least one. Pierluigi had three, whereas being so poor, Mama and I had none. That was how everyone and everything got around. With canals instead of streets and more boats than horses it made no sense to me that Alex couldn’t row.

“Don’t your people have a boat?”

“Of course. Many. My father owns round ships and galleys. But they won’t let me row. They’re afraid I’ll drown. I never learned to swim.”

“How can you live in Venice and not row. Or swim?”

I thought he was going to cry.

“I was very sick,” he said. “I almost died. My parents worry about me all the time. They won’t let me do anything. Please teach me.”

“Rowing isn’t like shooting. You need more than a good eye and a steady hand. You have to be able to read the lagoon, its depths, and its moods. You need strength.”

“I’m almost as big as you.”

“I’m ten times stronger.”

I show him the muscles in my arms and calves.

“I row fat old Pierluigi around the lagoon every morning, and believe me, you have to know more than the strokes. No matter how well you think you know the lagoon, a high tide can change it all around.”

“Where do you go?”

“To Torcello. And Pierluigi has a secret place on the seacoast near Malamocco, where the old palaces got shaken down by an earthquake. They’re underwater now. They belong to the crabs and fish.”

“I want to go,” Alex said. “Please, teach me to row.”

“Only if you learn how to swim.”

“Then teach me to swim.”

“Fine. Take off your clothes.”

He looked startled and backed away.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I won’t let you drown.”

I walked to the end of the wooden jetty and stripped. He followed me slowly, eyes down so he wouldn’t see me naked.

“You can look, Alex. You won’t see anything you haven’t seen before. Take your clothes off.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll swim with my clothes on.”

“That’s a sure way to drown. I’m going to take a piss. If your clothes aren’t off by the time I turn around, you can forget about ever rowing.”

He turned his back as I pissed off the dock.

“What’s the big deal, Alex? Don’t you ever piss?”

“Of course I do.”

“Let’s see who can piss farther. Abdul and I have contests all the time.”

He turned squirmy and started to walk away.

“I guess you can only piss at home in a golden jar,” I said.

“I piss when I want, not when you want.”

“I don’t give a damn. Take off your clothes, or I can’t teach you to swim.”

He turned away and crossed his arms. “Nico, I have something to confess. I wanted to tell you all along, but I wasn’t sure I could trust you.”

“Are you sure now?”

He ripped off his cap. Long silky hair tumbled over his shoulders like spools of gold thread unraveling in the sun. Framed in a golden halo, that beautiful face revealed itself for the first time to the light of day, as if a shaft of sunlight had broken through the gloom of a dark church and lighted upon an angel, or a saint, a girl saint.

He was a she.


Chapter Four

Ruggiero Gradenigo Demands to Vote

“THE GREAT COUNCIL chamber is the largest room in the world,” Vendramin says.

“One hundred seventy feet long, eighty wide, fifty tall, and as you can see it’s still not finished. It probably never will be. When the old foursquare castle burned down in 1172, Doge Ziani rebuilt a real palace. He created St. Mark’s Square out of an orchard, which belonged to the convent of San Zaccaria. When we enlarged the Great Council to its present size, we had to rebuild it again to hold them all.”

The biggest painting I’ve ever seen, not yet finished, covers the east wall with the holy family and more angels and saints than I can count. Jesus and His Mother are above the doge’s throne, which stands on a dais below the painting. The hall is packed with nobles. Inside the hall, Vendramin leads me up one side and down the other so twelve hundred nobles can eye me.

“The very old man on the doge’s throne,” Vendramin says, “is Marco Dandolo, the vice doge. He is ninety and incorruptible. You have nothing to fear from him.”

The nobles murmur as I walk by. A few of them clap.

“Why are they doing that?”

“To let you know you cleaned up nicely.”

Vendramin leads me onto the dais. He takes the seat to the right of Marco Dandolo. I sit on a stool behind him. He leans back so I can hear him and points to the portraits high atop of the walls. “Those are doges past,” he says. “As you can see, there’s room for many more. That black gap is Marino Faliero’s spot. You know who he was?”

“I can’t forget. They chopped his head off on my birthday.”

A black drape has been painted over Faliero’s portrait with words written on it.

“Hic est locus Marini Faletro decapitati pro criminibus,” Vendramin reads aloud. “Here is Marino Faliero’s spot, beheaded for his crimes.”

It takes time for twelve hundred nobles to settle down because clerks with lists carefully check where everyone sits.

“The seats are assigned by lottery,” Marino says. “So cabals can’t form—gossip and conspiracy, the bane of the Republic. The clerks make sure each noble is in his proper place.”

By the luck of the draw, Ruggiero Gradenigo sits directly under Faliero’s spot. With his black hair pulled back and tied tight, he looks like a Roman centurion whose nose was broken in battle. He wears a black velvet robe and cap like all the other nobles, but he stands out in his own dark splendor, not as much handsome as awe-inspiring.

Marco Dandolo rises and addresses the nobles.

“In the name of the Republic, I now request all nobles under the age of thirty to vacate immediately so that we may elect the sixtieth doge of Venice.”

Ruggiero jumps up.

“Unacceptable,” he shouts.

That gains him every eye in the room.

“The law is the law,” Dandolo replies firmly.

Ruggiero strides to the dais and challenges Dandolo.

“We made the law. We can change it.”

“Be careful, young man.”

Ruggiero addresses his appeal to the impatient nobles.

“Alas, I am only twenty. Mea culpa. But I am a noble of Venice and a member of this council. There are no greater or lesser nobles. We are all equals here. All must vote.”

Scattered applause greets him.

“You will vote when your time comes,” Dandolo says.

“This is my time.”

Other young nobles rally around Ruggiero.

“We’re not too young to elect senators and judges,” Ruggiero shouts over the rising hubbub. “We’re not too young to captain galleys and merchant ships. We’re not too young to vote for wars and ratify treaties, to die on the high seas or on the bloody field of battle defending your fortunes. No, sirs. We are not too young to elect our doge.”

Dandolo raises his hand to silence Ruggiero, but Ruggiero doesn’t stop, even as palace guards advance on him in the unfolding scandal. Dandolo stays the guards with a simple gesture of his hand. He listens to Ruggiero patiently, his head bowed.

“It is our sacred duty, sir, as well as our birthright as nobles, to serve the Republic and to elect our doge. He won’t just lead some of us. He will lead all of us, every noble and merchant and tailor and weaver and oarsman and slave. The times are treacherous. Enemies surround us, intent on destroying us. The next doge will decide our fate. Not just the fate of the old men. The fate of us all. We must all vote.”

Everyone shouts, claps, cheers, or boos. Quarrels erupt on all sides. Ruggiero is out of order, but his supporters raise him onto their shoulders triumphantly.

When Dandolo answers, he no longer seems frail. “Yes, we are all equal, and none of us is above the law. Not me. Not you. Not the doge. Look above to Marino Faliero and mark the fate of one who thought he was above the law. Obey, sir, or you, too, will be charged for your crime.”

 

ON ELECTION DAY I stand in the same spot facing the same sea of strangers. I’ve only seen a handful of them up close. They all know one another. Now they’re all looking at me.

Vendramin ushers me to two large urns between the dais and the nobles.

“You will now see the true character of the Venetian noble,” Vendramin says. “The election process is as complicated as a Byzantine conspiracy. It can take two days or two months depending on how ornery the nobles feel.”

“Why is it so complicated?”

“One reason only, and this is important, so pay heed.” He leans into my ear.

“The intent is to prevent any single family from seizing control and handing this throne from father to son. You heard Gradenigo. All nobles are equal. The doge is primus inter pares, first among equals, not because he has more power than other nobles, but because he is their elected servant, the spokesman for their collective will. He is the face of our Republic, not its ruler. He works for them. Committees rule Venice. Never forget that. And, for what it’s worth, for better or worse, the doge, not the committees, gets the blame when things go bad. It’s sinister and it’s our greatest glory.

“Our Republic has survived half a millennium. The ducal crown passes peacefully from doge to doge without civil wars or murderous uprisings. No other state in Europe can say that. We have no tyrant. Or you could say we have a thousand tyrants who cancel one another out in committees and councils. Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Don’t worry if you can’t remember the procedure. I’m here to remind you.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll remember.”

He recites the rounds of balloting:

“From the Great Council, thirty are chosen by lot.

Those thirty are reduced by lot to nine.

The nine elect forty.

The forty are reduced by lot to twelve.

The twelve elect twenty-five.

The twenty-five are reduced by lot to nine.

The nine elect forty-five.

The forty-five are reduced by lot to eleven.

The eleven elect forty-one.

Those forty-one elect the doge.”

I recite it back to him, word for word.

“Want to hear it backward?”

“Hardly necessary,” Vendramin says. “I assume you noticed that votes are followed by a lottery and lotteries are followed by votes. Men may plot, but randomness purges conspiracy. You must also count the ballots before and after each vote. Make sure that you end up with the same number you started with.”

The ballots are silver balls the size of apricots, one for each noble, separated into two urns. Thirty of the ballots are gold.

“Let it be recorded,” Marco Dandolo says, “that all nobles over the age of thirty are present with the exception of Andrea Contarini. Remove his ballot from the urn.”

One by one, the nobles are called forward by name to stand in front of me. I blindly draw a ball from the urn and place it in his palm. If it’s silver, he leaves. If it’s gold, he stays. They drop their ballots into empty urns before moving on.

It takes hours to winnow the 1,199 down to thirty men. Then I recount the ballots. It’s late when I finish. I ask Vendramin if I can go to my room.

“Absolutely not. We are under lockdown. The Doge’s Council has been locked in the palace since he died.” Vendramin’s smile is sour. “Nobody leaves until the new doge is elected. We sleep in the Senate chamber. You bed down with the others in the Great Council chamber.”

I’m too tired to sleep in a room full of nobles farting and snoring. When I close my eyes, I see Alex on the wharf, muddy and terrified. If her father learns that she snuck out as a boy, there’s no telling what he’ll do. Her name will be shit; no respectable man will marry her. The disgrace will drive her father crazy. I can easily see him locking her up in a convent or killing her.

 

VENDRAMIN WAKES ME before anyone else. After Mass and breakfast, we ballot the thirty down to nine.

“They’re all talking about you,” Vendramin whispers. “Your ears must be burning.”

As I draw ballots, I memorize their faces. Some are ancient, wrinkled and smelly. Others are middle-aged and robust, which makes my heart sink. I would be old before one of them died. The younger nobles have no chance of being elected. The doge is elected for life; old men are preferred because they don’t last too long.

The nobles all dress the same, but some are shabbier than others. Some possess vast wealth, live in marble palaces, and own fleets of great galleys. Others can barely afford to eat, and their eyes are envious and greedy.

“All of them,” Vendramin says, “in one way or another, work for the state. The poorest have only their government salary, men who squandered their fortunes or gambled them away. They live in debt. Scarcely a hundred are rich beyond measure and they work for the Republic out of a sense of duty. They are the real doge and ruler of the Republic. They spend their lives looking for ways to twist the system to their advantage.”

Each of the nobles peers at me to see if I am like him. I avert my eyes. I don’t want them seeing into me. One of them will be my master.

The man standing before me is one of the six Procurators of St. Mark. His job is to protect the church’s money and the estates of noble widows. I know what he does by his robe and his ring. His gray eyes betray nothing. He stares into mine while I pull his ballot from the urn and place it in his palm. It’s silver. He leaves immediately. The next noble is not particularly old. His eyes are as mean and stingy as the fruit vendor on San Barnaba Square. He would certainly buy a gold ball if I were selling.

 

THE SECOND DAY is long, and on the second night, our impromptu dormitory houses the forty-five nobles who will be reduced to eleven who will vote for the forty-one who will elect the doge.

As soon as we are locked in for the night, the buzzing begins. Groups of two or three men talk softly so that no one else can hear them. They keep their hands in front of their mouths so no one can read their lips. They group and regroup like partners in a courtly dance. I lie on my cot and memorize the map painted on the wall above me. Venice, at one end, is represented by St. Mark’s. Constantinople, at the other end, is represented by the Imperial Hippodrome. The line between them is a golden aqueduct through which the riches of Asia pour into Europe.

Two nobles stand near my cot studying me. One, a man in his fifties with white hair and watery blue eyes, has many years on the other. They mask their faces with their hoods, so I can’t see them. They watch and whisper. The older noble leaves, and the younger approaches me.

“Do you know that man?” he asks.

“I don’t know anyone.”

“His name is Benedetto Gradenigo. He is the uncle of the noble who selected you ballot boy.”

He watches to gauge the effect of his words on me. I give him as little to go on as possible.

“Keep your pretty blue eyes open,” he says. “The palace is a pit of vipers.”


Chapter Five

An Unwanted Crown

ANDREA CONTARINI, SIXTY-three, the only noble not present, is unanimously elected doge on the second round of voting by the final committee of forty-one. Now, a dozen nobles in stately robes board four vessels at the palace wharf. I am among them in the same boat as Admiral Vettor Pisani and the ancient Vice Doge Marco Dandolo. We set out across the lagoon to fetch the reluctant new doge.

Horses await us across the lagoon at Fusina. Everyone mounts up except me. The captain of the guard asks me if there’s a problem. I tell him I’ve never ridden a horse. No one thought about that; they all can ride. A smug young noble on a black stallion caparisoned in silver passes me by—even his horse sneers. “Let him walk,” he says.

Venerable Marco Dandolo, seated on a massive warhorse looking like an ancient prince, stern and just, says, “We can’t leave him. He is the ballot boy, the guarantor of the integrity of this election. He must present the crown to his doge.”

Pisani approaches. He is a general as well as an admiral—what my father might have been if he had lived long enough. “He will ride with me.”

He leans forward and swings me onto his horse behind him. “Hold on,” he says. “It’s a long ride.”

When we arrive at Contarini’s farm near the village of Gambarere on the Brenta River, the delegation forms double ranks. Pisani dismounts and walks between them, through the winter-bare farm to a vineyard gate. An old laborer covered with dust pauses in his vine pruning to greet him, his hands crusty with sap and dirt. A wide-brimmed straw hat keeps the sun off his head, his tunic and leggings made of coarse country stuff.

Pisani tucks his plumed helmet under his arm and drops to one knee in obeisance.

“In the name of St. Mark and the Republic of Venice, we greet you, Serenissimo.”

The old farmer is Andrea Contarini, my new boss.

“I greet you, too, cousin,” he says, “but I’m afraid you have the wrong man.”

Contarini looks around at the faces of the delegation. “Old friends—and a few old foes, I see—welcome to the humble farm where I pray to live out my days.”

A guard hands me the gilt chest containing the doge’s corno, the dumpling-shaped crown of woven gold studded with jewels. I offer it to Andrea Contarini.

“Put that away,” he says. “It’s not mine.”

The delegation circles Contarini. Dust from the road covers their gaudy cloaks. They’re impatient and uneasy. Marco Dandolo speaks:

“We have known one another for decades, Andrea. We have worked together, eaten together, fought together, done business together, married and buried our dead together. I deliver this crown by order of the Great Council. Allow me to escort you to St. Mark’s.”

Contarini smiles wearily at Dandolo. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t expecting you, and you’d be lying if you said you didn’t already know my answer. I was nominated twice before and respectfully declined both times. This time is no different. I thank you for the honor and respectfully decline once again. Find a man worthy of the job.”

“You are as modest as you are wise,” Dandolo says, “but you can’t decline, Andrea. You have been called to service. Venice awaits you.”

Pisani signals for the others to retreat. He puts his arm through Contarini’s. They walk into the vineyard. Pisani signals for me to wait by the gate. I can hear every word.

“I know you don’t want this job,” Pisani says.

“But you don’t know how much I don’t want it.”

“Everyone knows. They’re all doing cartwheels because it’s you and not them, and that’s not just because it costs so damn much to be doge.”

“My wife is dead,” Contarini says sadly. “My family is grown. I have more money than I can ever spend. My refusal has nothing to do with money. I don’t have the heart for the job, old friend. I never did. I’m a decent diplomat and a successful merchant who didn’t squander what he inherited. The Republic trains hundreds of us each generation, some better than others. Pick a man better suited for the job.”

“Who?”

Contarini blinks, frowns, and turns away. Pisani presses his case.

“It’s me, remember? Vettor Pisani. You knew me as an upstart boy, your bowman of the quarterdeck. I’m not a merchant sitting on a mountain of money. I voyaged with you and fought with you. I know without a doubt that you are uncorrupted by greed. I know you prize the common good and uphold the ideals of the Republic. I can’t say that with certainty about any other man in Venice.”

“Simply put, I don’t want to be doge.”

“Of course you don’t. Only crooks want to be doge. But Venice gave you this blessed and peaceful home. Venice gave you everything. You owe her.”

“I have paid and paid what I owe.”

“You’re the stubbornest old goat in Christendom.”

Contarini lays a hand on Pisani’s shoulder. “Let me tell you something I’ve told few men on this earth. When I was a young merchant Beyond-the-Sea, our convoy was held back after Genoa had made a series of ugly attacks. I was with a beautiful fortune-teller, a witch, some said. She told me I was very wealthy and not very ambitious, which was obvious. She said I’d known many women, and there she was right again. She said she saw politics in my future, peered more deeply, grew pale, and dropped my hand. She had terror in her eyes, and she warned me never to be doge of Venice, or Venice would pay the price. She was trembling, wouldn’t say another word, and fled.”
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