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      THE PALAZZO SHIMMERED AND
BLAZED LIKE
THE VERY GATES OF HELL
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      The screams were terrible; he could see nothing but fire in all directions. Then, despite the danger, he froze. In this room.

         Yes, somewhere near. To the left.

      


      A presence.


      His body prickled, all senses on alert. All he saw was row upon row of fiery eruptions, shooting up like fountains. All he

         smelled was fire and death.

      


      He waited, scanning. His eyes watered. The other was nearing. Close now, very close.


      A black-cloaked figure on a rope swooped down on him, blade extended. Easily, MacLeod ducked, then sprang with his scimitar

         extended in an attempt to inflict some damage. The tip of the scimitar caught the hem of the cloak; he pulled hard. The hood

         yanked back and slipped off the head. The figure was masked; MacLeod pulled harder.

      


      If all he had seen was the hatred in the eyes, he would have known it to be Ruffio.
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         “When you want to fight, do not face an enemy near water. Watch the light, stay in high places, do not face the current….”


         —Sun Tzu, The Art of War




      Here we are,

      


      Highlander.


      Princes.

      


      But there can be only one king.


      So, listen. Listen to my voice that stretches across the universe and tells you a story of once upon the end of your time:


      This is how it will be when you die,


      Bonnie Prince Duncan.


      And this is the nature of the life you will lose:


      Into the misty Highland dawn you come, (or you believe that you did), and as any wee, trusting bairn, you smile and reach

         out your chubby fingers to faces that croon and hearts that embrace. You are held within the band, the tribe, the clan. You

         belong. You have rights, privileges, duties, and obligations.

      


      Then, slashing deep, lightning upon a battlefield, the sword hacks into body, heart, and soul. You are not the longed-for

         son, the mother’s mirror, the prayers of your grandparents.

      


      You are no one.


      You are outcast.


      Although your body heals, your soul and spirit are forever maimed, and will never again be whole.


      From this moment on, you are alone inside yourself for the rest of time.


      And alone, you are abandoned, driven out to hunt your own kind, who hunt you in return. You may love fiercely for centuries,

         but at the Gathering, your beloved may take your head. You may protect, but your student is a hunter, too, and there can be

         only one.

      


      The mortals you love will prove their fragility, and you will mourn in darkness over their rose-strewn graves.


      If you attempt to stop loving, you will be more alone than ever. And of everything in the world, you arc the most alone already.


      Forever apart, forever waiting, forever watching, and Watched.


      But no, not forever.


      For imagine the heartbeats of your days and nights, pulsing endlessly like star bursts. Is there a limit to the heavens?


      Infinity is a mortal dream.


      Is there a limit to eternity?


      There can be only one.


      And so you go through your life a being unlike any other, even the ones who are of your kind. A lifeless object—katana, scimitar—is more vital to your existence than your blood or your breath. You are a secret, a cipher, a legend even to yourself.

         Since you do not know the who and why of yourself, you must cling to what you have become. Motherless, fatherless, a family

         dynasty of one.

      


      Who wants to live forever?


      You do.


      Because this is how it will be when you die.


      You’ll start out, of course, in battle. The particulars don’t matter, but for the sake of argument, let’s say you’re challenged

         at a beach in the south of France. Of course, you could be confronted on the ravaged Russian plains, or in a Chinatown warehouse,

         or along the shore of the Pacific Ocean. And then there arc museums, castle ruins, and secluded rural cabins. Terrible battles

         can take place in antique store showrooms. Have taken place.

      


      But imagine that it’s a warm, sunny day at this remote French beach. By some lucky chance, few locals know of its existence,

         and no tourists at all. You’ve arrived not half an hour before with a lover, a mortal woman who has no idea what’s in store

         for her. As you unpack your Citroën, you satisfy yourself that you are, for the moment, safe. There are no other Immortals

         around.

      


      Your adored one looks to you, sees that you are satisfied, and reveals her relief in a quick smile. She is in your care; though

         she doesn’t grasp it, she is your responsibility. If harm comes to her, you will try to forgive yourself, but you know from

         experience that you will never succeed.

      


      While you fold your duster around your sword and pull off your shirt, she spreads a blanket, takes off her top, and puts on

         her sunscreen, chatting to you of the things that are still important to women: her friends and perhaps a new hairstyle and

         wondering what she should do about her career. She is clever anc witty, and never ceases to fascinate you intellectually as

         well as physically.

      


      Ah, physically.


      You help her oil her back, making slow, teasing movements as you cup the sides of her breasts with your hands. So firm. So

         yielding. Your women are always beautiful, MacLeod. Even your bitterest enemies, if they are female, want you. And this one

         stretches like a pampered cat. She loves you. loves it when you fondle her. A man who has lived for centuries knows much of

         pleasing women.

      


      She turns her head for a kiss, and then she is in your arms. You lower her to the blanket. She smiles. You take off your boots

         and stand barefoot in the satiny sand as she raises her hips to pull off her shorts and bikini bottoms. Your jeans come next,

         and she knows that you’re hungry for her, and that you must have her.

      


      When you lie on top of her, holding your weight above her, she lightly scratches your back and arms, traces the whorl of hair

         on your stomach that plummets to places you reserve for her touch only. When you enter her, she arches her back and cries

         out with animal pleasure, feral, lusting joy. Her fingernails dig into your back, your hips. You kiss her as you move, slowly

         at first, and then faster, faster, taking her to the heights of ecstasy. When she cries out, you allow yourself release.

      


      Your eyes tightly shut, you feel the warmth of her contented sigh against your ear and kiss her hair. She wears a perfume

         you buy for her. You’ve never bought it for anyone else, and you never will.

      


      After a time, she returns to her previous conversation. She asks for your opinion; drowsily you give it, feeling yourself

         drift away into memories of other good days long past. Wandering cobbled streets that now are car parks. Supping on the flesh

         of animals now extinct. Hearing music no one knows how to play, not really, not anymore.

      


      Wondering if this day will melt into your parade of memories, and knowing that if it does not, it will be because today you

         died.

      


      “What do you think, Duncan?” asks your love, and you pull yourself back to the present and apologize. You know Immortals who

         laugh at you for your preoccupation with mortals, even with other Immortals. The Game insists that every man be for himself.

      


      But you know others who don’t accept that. Methos, the oldest Immortal, once offered his head to you so that you could beat

         Kalas. Rebecca allowed herself to be slain to save her aging, mortal husband, who would have died soon anyway.

      


      You would do the same for this woman, and you know this can be used against you.


      Now, as your beloved sighs at your silence—she accuses you on occasion of being too closed and brooding—you open your eyes

         and stare out to sea. The water is a deep, azure blue Mediterranean, beckoning. You kiss her deeply and tell her that you’re

         sorry, you’re preoccupied, and suggest you both take a dip.

      


      Softening, she shakes her head, says it’s too chilly. But she urges you to go because she loves you, and she wants you to

         enjoy yourself.

      


      Nuzzling her firm, flat belly, you rise and walk through the sand as the sea rolls gently toward you. The uneven ground is

         soft and stretches the muscles in your feet in a pleasant way.

      


      You reach the water’s edge. The rippled flow is cool but not cold. It will be good for swimming. Again you glance at your

         duster, at your woman. You look up and down the deserted coastline.

      


      You walk into the water.


      A breeze laps at your skin, tickles the hair on your chest, legs, and arms. The water swirls around your ankles, your shins,

         your thighs. You crouch forward and push off, swimming toward the horizon. The water is colder now. She calls, asking how

         the water is. You mimic shivering. She laughs and tells you she will warm you when you come back.

      


      You ride the waves as they take you farther out, the color changing from deep blue to blue-gray. The sun shines brightly overhead.

         A seabird whirls above you, flies away.

      


      The waves rock you up, down, and you swim with long strokes. You swallow sandy salt water, throw back your head to slick your

         hair away from your face. A piece of seaweed brushes your thigh. You grab at it. Not seaweed, but a small fish. It submerges

         perhaps another five centimeters; the water is too dark to watch the little creature’s escape.

      


      Then, in one instant, you feel a presence. The prickling of your skin; for some—but not you, you are too seasoned—a disorienting vertigo. Another Immortal is nearby.

      


      And you are naked, and unarmed.


      Your blood floods from your face. As you have done for centuries, you quickly look around. You concentrate. You feel.


      There is a shadow behind your lover, who is innocently pouring herself a glass of wine.


      You wave your hands, call out. She does not hear you.


      You begin to swim with all your strength, swearing at yourself, swearing at the shape, willing it to be a friend who has sought

         you out for some good reason.

      


      But you know you mustn’t waste your time with idle thoughts. You must assume the worst. You must begin to prepare your assault

         on the beach. You play out various scenarios: if he holds your woman hostage; if she runs away; if she grabs your sword; if

         she is killed.

      


      It is taking too much time and too much strength to get back to shore. Dimly you realize you were probably caught in a rip

         current that carried you out to deeper seas. Today you might have drowned once, twice, three times; no matter now. No matter

         at all. 

      


      You are closer. You must stop to survey the scene. The shadow stands alone, farther back, sword drawn.


      Your beloved lies inert on the sand. For a panicked moment you see her head a meter away; then you realize it’s the picnic

         basket.

      


      You charge the beach. There is nothing else you can do.


      And while I have already sensed your presence, it did not dawn on me to look for your sword. And so you surprise me. I give

         you that, as you grab up your duster and extract your sword. So we are on a more even footing, you and I, but I know my gods

         arc with me today.

      


      I know that I will kill you, Highlander.


      You are fierce. You have always been fierce. Though you cast away your warrior’s role, you have never cast away your warrior’s

         heart. You fly at me; you thrill and terrify me. Unclothed, you are more vulnerable than I, and I take every advantage. I

         slice your chest, I pierce your shoulder socket; you stagger back, chancing a glance at your sweet darling. You know she’s

         not dead. You know that if you look at her again, you will be.

      


      For I am on you. I slash and slash, impressed by your lightning parries, your riposte, your lunge. You are relentless. Everything

         they say of you is true. I almost begin to doubt myself, but you have been in the cold water, and you have worked harder than

         I this day.

      


      You cuff me with the hilt of your dragon blade. You hit me with your fist, you knee me. You push me backward and leap on top

         of me. You are a savage. You have never left the heather forest primeval.

      


      You are hitting and punching and I hear the bones in my face crunch and shatter. I see the sun on your blade as you raise

         it; I hear your grunt as I throw sand in your eyes and slam you with the full force of my upper body.

      


      Mortals never fight like this. Their guns do the work. If they use knives, they are cautious. They hold back. We do not. Every

         hit, every thrust, produces noise and pain. Sweat flies; we heave with effort. Mortals may battle to the death, but we battle

         to the Death. We, who have fought for centuries, who have survived, do so because in our ferocity we are fearless. It is as

         if we are possessed. There can be only one. It is our kata, our mantra, the consuming drive that controls our muscles and arteries and nerve endings: Survive, survive. survive at any

         cost.

      


      At any cost.


      But you are weak: You want to protect your love. I love no one. You want to maintain your honor. I have no honor.


      I am stronger.


      And I am winning.


      I see nothing of defeat in your face. You cannot know it yet, cannot accept it. But I have you.


      Hidari-do, blow to the left; migi-do, blow to the right. Ryote, sword in both hands, katate, in one hand. You are skilled in lai-jutsu.

      


      As soon as I answer your kata, you switch to another school—Ichiden-ryu. Then to pure Highlander fury.

      


      But you misstep.


      You smack backward against a boulder and slide to the sand, the rough rock ripping the skin off your back. Oblivious, you

         charge. Bloodlust burns in your eyes. Your teeth gleam, bared, and there seems to be no mind to you, no thought to you. You

         dervish like a machine, like the energy of a hurricane.

      


      For me: survival, survival.


      For you: survival, tempered by the need to protect.


      I know you. I know that in your soul you believe you will never die. You think you are the one.


      I thought the same about you. But today something told me to take you. Today I knew I could beat you.


      Only today.


      And what mythic power compelled me, what force of nature or supernatural being whispered in my heart, “Today,” I may never know. It is not important.

      


      All that matters is that it was telling me the truth.


      And you die, Duncan MacLeod. You see the blade, you see the flash and shine of it colliding with your future. You feel the

         first tissues of your neck separate from your head.

      


      You whisper a name I cannot hear. The name of a love, perhaps. Or a teacher. Or the parents who cast you out.


      And is there relief? Is there the knowledge that, at last, the Game is over and your burden is lifted?


      Or is there only terror and despair?


      I cannot say. Your dark eyes are hooded; I half suspect a trick. But then your head comes off, so cleanly, so easily, and

         falls upon the sand. I am almost sorry, but I have come so close to dying that I cannot spare the confidence necessary to

         have such a thought.

      


      The Highlander is dead.


      I have killed Duncan MacLeod.


      And your Quickening? The violent death of a legend?


      The earth shakes; the waters rise up in a tidal wave and engulf and overthrow the beach. Lightning shrieks down the breakers,

         down the blackened sky. I writhe and shatter and roar out your name and remember with your life force the lives you led: I

         am Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod. I am MacLeod.

      


      I lose myself utterly in your spirit. I am you; I am consumed. Such a heart! Such a mind.


      We roll into the sea; we are whisked by the undercurrent as we sizzle and explode.


      And then, it is a baptism. I am myself again.


      And you are dead.


      I will stand over your grave and laugh. In pace requiescat.

      


      Rest in peace, Duncan MacLeod.


      And that is how it will be. And, more or less, how you will die. Oh, it may not be at a beach, or in a museum, or an antique

         store showroom.

      


      But you will die.


      By my hand. And by my name, which today is one thing, and tomorrow another, but remains this: your last adversary. The one

         who is stronger. Down through the centuries, I will come to you one day, and you will surely leave this world to me.

      


      There can be only one, Scotsman.


      And I am coming.


      It was almost dawn when Duncan MacLeod completed the first of the bare-hands forms of the Seven Star Praying Mantis kung fu

         style, Secret Force. Frowning, he bowed to his imaginary adversary and slowly exhaled. He had hoped a good workout with the

         soft southern Chinese style would calm him, but he was more charged up than before he had begun. Adrenaline coursed through

         his body as if preparing for a fight, not ending a training session. But better to hone his body and his reflexes than stay

         in bed, tossing and ruminating, and watching the sun rise.

      


      He grabbed a towel off a wooden chair, dried off, and pulled back his hair. On light feet he crossed to a Chinese lacquer

         table containing a large glass of water, a café au lait, a croissant slathered with marmalade, and the certified letter he

         had received late yesterday afternoon. Again he took the letter from the envelope, though he had done so at least a dozen

         times already, and reread the cryptic message, inked in a swirling hand:

      


      P-K4.

      


      The advance of a pawn. The opening move in a chess game.


      He had no idea what it signified, but there was no question who had sent it.


      “You old devil,” he murmured. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re still alive, but I am.”


      He turned the letter over with his left hand as he downed the water and looked at his own name and address in a nondescript,

         typed font. The postmark was Tokyo. The water gone, he sat on an ornately carved bench beside the table, picked up his cafe

         au jait, smooth and pungent, and took a small sip.

      


      P-K4. A very standard opening for a thousand different potential games. But not sent, he knew, by a standard opponent. How long

         since the two of them had played? More than three hundred years. How long since he had received an opening move in the mail?

         Perhaps sixty years. He counted backward, and was startled to realize it had been precisely one hundred. Was this some sort

         of anniversary, then? Or was the ancient Italian merely bored?

      


      “Or up to something,” MacLeod said, and put the letter down. Like the others, he would not answer it.


      And as with the others, the memories flooded back:


      Italy, 1655.

      


      Venice, to be precise.


      Niccolo Machiavelli, the deceiver, the murderer, who wore a smile as easily as a dagger, whose every gesture of friendship

         cloaked a carefully planned scheme of betrayal.

      


      One of the most dangerous Immortals MacLeod had ever crossed swords with.


      MacLeod crumpled the letter and aimed it at the trash can. He pitched it; the shot fell short, and the letter tumbled like

         a head to the wooden floor.

      


      MacLeod grunted in disgust, reached for the croissant, closed his eyes, and remembered it all, as clearly as if it had happened

         yesterday… which in some ways, it had, for time for an Immortal is not what it is for mortals. It is compressed, expanded,

         distorted, and put in compartments so that one does not go mad with so much remembering.

      


      But these memories, the memories of Machiavelli, were brilliant and vivid, like gaudy and desperate Venice herself. As shimmering

         and unforgettable as the beautiful women he had loved with the brute energy of youth in those early years of eternal life:

         Debra, Terezia, Maria Angelina.

      


      Maria Angelina…


   

      OPENING:
King’s Gambit


      	Venice, 1655


   

      Chapter One
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         “… for a man who strives after goodness in all his acts is sure to come to ruin, since there are so many men who are not good.”


         —Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince


      

      The Protector was a fine, well-armed brigantine decorated at the stern with the coat of arms of its master, Lord Arthur Burlingame. She

         was given her name to flatter Oliver Cromwell, the Great Protector of England, who had lopped off the head of the rightful

         king and sent his son and successor scurrying to France. The world was in a deplorable state: kings murdered; wars lasting

         for thirty years; Turks growing beautiful women like tobacco on farms to placate their savage sexual appetites; plagues that

         killed more than all the century’s wars and the incompetent, small-minded men who sat on most of the thrones of Europe combined.

      


      On top of all that, the poseur, Cromwell, wanted to readmit Jews into England. Burlingame snorted with disbelief.

      


      But a man could count on safe passage. Honor still existed. So, while Lord Arthur’s ship plied the perilous Mediterranean

         on a peace mission sanctioned by the Signory of the Most Serene Republic of Venice, he kept his safe-passage confidently locked

         inside the strongbox beneath his bed.

      


      Nevertheless, in the dead of night and without warning, the Venetians attacked him.


      “MacLeod!”


      His name was a shriek as the Highlander awoke; he was but an hour off the late watch and, as usual for him on a seagoing vessel,

         very sick.

      


      Nevertheless, decades of training leaped to the forefront of his consciousness, and he was instantly, fully alert. Wearing

         nothing but his loincloth, he grabbed his scimitar and leaped up the companionway, taking the steps two, three, four at a

         time.

      


      There were shouts and the clash of steel, but MacLeod saw nothing in the blackness. Then a man cried in Italian, “Halt, Turk!”

         and made for him. MacLeod thrust forward, upward, sideways. Since his unseen foe assumed he was an Ottoman, he employed the

         classic French fencing style to throw the Italian off-balance. He spun around and lunged left, right, using his curved scimitar

         like a saber.

      


      A sharp cry told him he had hit his target. There was the thump of a body on the deck.


      “To arms! To arms!” an Englishman shouted. MacLeod thought it might be Burlingame, but he couldn’t be sure.


      Chaos stormed around him. Steel clanged loudly in his left ear; his cheek was sliced open and blood gushed freely as he threw

         his weight to the left and rammed his attacker. The other man snarled at him like a dog and punched his stomach. MacLeod took

         a single step backward and heard the loose-sack sound of contact with the deck.

      


      Then lanterns blazed and arced like fireworks as Venetian seamen catapulted themselves onto the deck of the Protector. The English officers ordered the mixed crew forward. General Mustapha Ali’s towering Ottoman bodyguards needed no prompting.

         The Turks ululated and leaped at the boarders, slashing and hacking with the abandon of holy martyrs. The complement of ship’s

         officers was fenced in from the fray as the English crew joined the Turks, knives between their lips, cutlasses flashing.

         

      


      A lantern hit the deck, and there was a shout as a Venetian’s leather boot caught fire; the flame rushed up his leg as if

         it were made of gunpowder. He jumped over the side, arms and legs flailing.

      


      A dozen battles raged. The growing flames climbed the rigging and danced like St. Elmo’s fire along the yards. By the red,

         flickering light, MacLeod disarmed a man and ran him through. Whipping around, he held his sword over his head in fifth position,

         then sliced at an angle across another man’s throat. The man’s sword clattered to the deck; he clutched the gaping wound and

         fell to his knees. Gurgling in his own blood, he crumpled in death.

      


      “General Ali! Ali, where are you?” MacLeod bellowed.


      “No, I am an envoy. A special envoy. I was promised safe passage by your ambassador, Giorgio Battista Donado,” Ali insisted

         from the forecastle. “Duncan!”

      


      “An envoy, ‘General’?” someone asked mockingly.


      Two Venetians dragged Mustapha Ali amidships, an arm’s breadth away from MacLeod. Blood stained his now-filthy white robe

         and jeweled ankle-length sleeveless coat. His kaffiych had been knocked askew, revealing his gray hair. He was a tall, imposing

         man, muscled and scarred from battle, and it was a shame to him to be held by two dirty, ill-kempt men wearing little more

         than rags. MacLeod thrust out his left hand and grabbed Ali’s shoulcer, an offense in Arabic Algiers, but here, an act of

         heroism, for one of the Venetians brought down his sword and nearly severed MacLeod’s hand from his wrist.

      


      “He’s on official business!” MacLeod shouted, as if shouting would make the invaders believe him. “He was promised his safety,

         ye loutish curs. We—”

      


      “Be silent or die, Turk.” The man fingered the jewels on Ali’s coat and looked cryptically at his comrade.


      MacLeod replied in heavily accented Italian, “I’m no more a Turk than you. We have safe passage, guaranteed by the Doge. In

         writing,” he added, for he respected the written word, having little ability in that area himself.

      


      “I have seen it. It’s clearly a forgery. What odd Italian you speak.” The man laughed and thrust his sword beneath MacLeod’s

         chin as his comrade hustled Ali away. “You speak it worse than the Turk.”

      


      Ali and the other Venetian disappeared into the smoke. “He’s on his way for a private audience with your Doge, Francesco Molin,”

         MacLeod insisted.

      


      “He’s dead.” The man cuffed MacLeod with the hilt of his sword. “Carlo Contarini is our Doge now, and he knows of none of

         this.”

      


      Though dizzy from the blow, MacLeod took a threatening step forward. A large block of wood rocketed past him, barely missing

         his head. He hazarded a quick glance up. Both masts blazed like crosses at an auto-da-fé of the dreaded Holy Inquisition;

         the fiery sails luffed like giant bellows, blowing more air into the conflagration.

      


      MacLeod said to the man, “’Twere better we settled this elsewhere. She’s sure going to sink, if she doesn’t burn all to hell

         first.”

      


      “Silence!” But the man was startled; he looked around as if it were the fist time he’d noticed the fire. It was whipping into

         an inferno. The boards of the deck beneath his feet creaked ominously and he blinked rapidly, shocked speechless.

      


      “Give me your hand,” MacLeod urged.


      “By the bones of St. Mark,” the man said, staring at him as the deck bowed. “I’m going to die.”


      “Nay. Give me your hand!” MacLeod leaped forward and threw the man to the deck just as the section they had been standing

         on buckled and disappeared.

      


      MacLeod’s feet jutted over the chasm and, as flames shot up, he cried out with pain. The man began to kick at him as if to

         push him into the hole, but MacLeod gripped him fiercely and glowered at him. “You owe me, on your soul.” He clenched his

         jaw and spoke through his teeth. He was furious. “Though I canna trust that, can I, from a bastard who would kill the man

         who just saved his life.”

      


      “Si,” the man rasped, shamefaced. “Si. I do owe you my life. I swear to St. Ursula that I will protect yours when God sees fit to test my honor.”

      


      “Then know my name. I’m Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod.” He wondered if it were wise to announce himself so publicly.

         He had been in Venice only two years before. He wasn’t certain if the family of Terezia d’Allesandro, captured by the corsair

         ibn Rais, had been ransomed, or if they knew that she had willingly become one of the pirate’s many brides. “If I ever have

         cause for your aid, you’re bound to give it to me. Do we understand each other?”

      


      The man’s eyes widened. MacLeod frowned at him and began to rise. Was his Italian so bad, or did this man deliberately pretend

         ignorance because he was untrustworthy?

      


      “Signor, signor,” the man babbled. “Signor, behind you.”

      


      Too late, MacLeod turned. The blade was through his body before he saw his attacker. Blood spewed from his chest like white

         water through a breach in a ship’s hull.

      


      “I am discharged from my vow,” said the man, scrabbling from beneath MacLeod as he collapsed.


      “Aye, ye are,” MacLeod replied. “And I am dead.” His eyes began to close; he could feel his heart struggling, his lungs capitulating.

         Och, he’d been so stupid. Thank God his Immortal kinsman, Connor MacLeod, was not here to see how badly his former pupil fared.

      


      Though blinded by death’s skeletal fingers, he felt himself lifted, swung, contracted in the iciness of the water and blinked

         at the accompanying splash as he shattered the surface of the deceptive Mediterranean, an ocean promised to be warm and calm

         and filled with comely sirens. He sank rapidly. Large, slimy masses examined his body as the blood poured out of it; sharks

         would soon gather, of that he had no doubt. They might pose a problem even for him. But for those now joining him in the water,

         their bodies smashing into him like cannon balls, sharks and drowning would be their final ends indeed.

      


      Damn you, we had safe passage, MacLeod thought, enraged, and felt his life go.

      


   

      Chapter Two


	  [image: art]




         “Those who become princes by virtue of their abilities… acquire dominion with difficulty but maintain it with ease.”


         —Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince




      Carnival began in Venice on the first Sunday in October and ended with Lent, with a short resting period from Christmas Day

         until the Epiphany. That made six months of festival, and pretending that the Republic wasn’t a nation kneeling at the block.

         Crisis? Decay? How could that be? It was Carnival, and Venice was the most beautiful city in the world!

      


      Yet above the bunting and the crowds that reveled twenty-four hours a day, swords of a dozen nations dangled by threads: French,

         Portuguese; those of former colonies frenzied with the thirst for vengeance; the endless struggle for Crete.

      


      But the heaviest and largest sword was a scimitar curved and sharp like a smiling tiger. It belonged to Mahomet IV, sultan

         of the Ottoman Empire. After centuries of warring, the Ottomans had seized the advantage, and all that remained was to deliver

         the mortal blow. Then the Most Serene Republic would be dead.

      


      But Venetians would not, could not, think like that. So during Carnival, virtuous wives who for six months prayed daily at

         St. Mark’s, donned concealing hooded garments called chaperones and bird-beak masks in the silvery night and lay with soldiers and prelates like licentious whores. Prostitutes dressed like

         harem girls and Smeraldina from the commedia. They danced half-naked in the taverns and in the firelight beside the bridges, gave the general populace, from the fiercesome

         condottieri, or mercenaries, to the gondoliers, the even more fiercesome “French disease.” (Which the French called the “Italian disease.”)

      


      Priests stole money for drink from the poor boxes and merchants filed their gold pieces for more profit. The Doge and the

         Signory lied to the people and told them there was nothing to fear from the Turks while they themselves made contingency plans

         for escape. What did it matter who lied and who died? The world was ending, and at the Devil’s Masque, no one knew, or cared.

      


      MacLeod, sopping from the well water he had used to clean himself, put on his black mask and peered through a chink in a whitewashed

         balcony. One could not stroll through Venice naked—not even at Carnival—so he had with regret lightened a drunken reveler

         of his costume. He was now dressed as a swashbuckling corsair in red satin pantaloons, a white silk shirt, and a turban. The

         wide-topped boots almost fit, a miracle for which he was most grateful.

      


      Remarkably, the man had been carrying an authentic scimitar, not a beauty such as MacLeod had carried in Algiers, but something

         merely serviceable. It hung now at MacLeod’s side, and while he doubted it would ever become part of him, at least he was

         armed again.

      


      Overflowing with partygoers, most masked and many cloaked against the October chill, the fairy-tale Piazza San Marco sprawled

         before him. The cathedral, with its golden domes and white and gold facades, was a roar of noise and color. The Campanile,

         where the church bells played, rose like a red-hot sword from the cobbles.

      


      At MacLeod’s left, the Doge’s magnificent palace lay before him. Drunken revelers had managed to climb atop the bronze horses

         along the balustrade and were making great show of urging them to war. He remembered the interior as an ornate and splendid

         combination of grand paluzzo of the most powerful aristocrat in Venice, as well as functional seat of government. Besides the grand apartments and private

         quarters of the Doge, it was bulging with warrens of council chambers, administrative offices, and guard rooms overpowered

         by beautiful Byzantine mosaics, priceless Greek statues, and exquisite Veronese paintings. During his last Carnival in Venice,

         he had witnessed no fewer than six trysts in one evening, atop the desks of mid-level bureaucrats, in his simple quest to

         find a privy in the cavernous building.

      


      Over the water spanned the Bridge of Sighs, through which prisoners entered the dreaded New Prisons. Trials were swift in

         Venice. Punishment was swifter. If he was lucky, Ali languished there, but he doubted Ali would count himself lucky. Or that

         the great general was simply languishing. The Venetians had a reputation throughout the world for their vicious torturing

         of suspects. There were three prisons in the Doge’s palace—the piombi, the torresella, and the pozzi,—and two in the New Prisons, the Leads, on the top floor, and the Wells, at the water level. None of them was a place a man

         wanted to be.

      


      MacLeod scratched his cheek as he contemplated his next move. With a grappling hook, he could hie himself up and over the—


      “Breathe, and you die,” growled a man behind him. The razor-sharp end of a knife penetrated MacLeod’s silk shirt and pierced

         the skin between his shoulder blades.

      


      One swift backward kick would free him. But it would not be the quietest way. So he bided his time.


      The blade pierced more deeply. By the man’s guttural chuckle, it was clear he enjoyed inflicting pain and fear on those he

         considered defenseless.

      


      Angered, MacLeod whirled around and grabbed the man by the forearm. He smashed his own hand into his attacker’s mouth as the

         man began to bellow in pain. “Shut up!” he whispered violently, and pulled up and forward on the arm. The man fell to his

         knees. With a swift chop to the back of his neck, he crashed face forward onto the dirt.

      


      MacLeod waited a moment, then checked the pulse at the man’s neck. He was unconscious, but not dead. His coarse clothes and

         start-up boots identified him as a peasant, a man of no account in the glittering city that worshiped wealth. A thief, no

         doubt. That was good; MacLeod feared discovery from the guards, not the inconvenience of simple robbery.

      


      MacLeod exhaled and felt in the man’s pocket. He found a large leather purse jingling with coins. A thief, indeed. And a busy

         one.

      


      He looked left and right again, checking for the man’s mob. Then he began to climb the wall.


      The moon blinded him as he reached the top. Straddling the stonework, he blinked rapidly to regain his sight, pushing off

         for the other side just as he felt

      


      another


      a presence.

      


      More than one.

      


      A ringing in his head, of voices past, of lives taken.

      


      His nerves vibrated. Immortals waited below. Takers of heads, or friends?


      Before he had landed, his scimitar was drawn. He had no sense of having done so. In a small, dark square, he crouched and

         faced a crowd of people carrying torches and dressed in outlandish costumes: firelight flickered over sphinxes, goddesses,

         and monsters, commedia figures. They observed him with delight, clapping and smiling like children at a puppet show. A breeze off the lagoon riffled

         their feathers, silks, satins, and brocades. Eyes crinkled at him behind a dozen masks or more.

      


      A demon cut an elaborate bow, furling his hand over his extended cloven hoof. He was dressed all in scarlet with horns and

         a forked tail such as Mr. Dante Alighieri had described a couple centuries back. (Or so Hugh Fitzcairn had claimed. It was

         blasphemous to insist that a man had invented the Devil, even if MacLeod was no longer sure there was one.)

      


      Despite the kaleidoscope of costumes, it was another man who caught MacLeod’s attention. Carrying no torch, he was clothed

         from head to toe in a jet-black robe, save for a flash of white above the collar and a fuller expanse of sleeve below his

         elbows. Beneath his flat, black hat, his hair was white. An elegant black domino hid only his eyes, revealing an aquiline

         nose and small, tight lips and chin. His face was angular and sharp. He reminded MacLeod of a fox.

      


      The man plucked off his mask, took a step forward, and acknowledged MacLeod with a haughty smile.


      MacLeod shifted his body weight forward in a challenging stance. “I am Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod.” Moonlight flashed

         on his sword as he angled it slightly.
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