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    About the Author




    Books by Maurizio Pianaro




    Featuring Francesco Benetti




    Deadly Forgery & A 100-Carat Diamond




    Two Short Stories




    Deadly Forgery:




    FRANCESCO BENETTI is a desperate man who won’t give in even if face-to-face to certain circumstances. He must find the money to save his wife and pay off his gambling debts. The only way he can do that is to try and sell a fake Titian painting and get ten million dollars for it. An adventure that will take him from his Venice’s antique shop to the spectacular world of Japan, attracting the attention of the powerful Japanese mafia and the local authorities. An engaging game where his own life will ultimately be at stake.




    A 100-Carat Diamond:




    The great world’s financial crisis is ruining Francesco Benetti again. His investments in the Stock Exchange are sinking and he must find a way to recover his losses. From Africa to India, among unscrupulous diamond dealers and jihadists of al Qaeda seeking revenge for the killing of Osama bin Laden, and his encounter with the Kidon - Israel’s secret service most lethal hit squad - he will bet his life for an extraordinary diamond.




    INDOCHINA CHRONICLES (1974-1975)




    Autobiographic




    In war-torn Indochina, a mercenary pilot lives to fly.




    A dramatic picture of a season in hell, where people are both victims and witnesses of catastrophic events.




    A mal de vivre that no one and nothing can heal.


  




  

    Quote




    “Fate shuffles the cards and we play.”




    - Victor Hugo
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    Venice




    Francesco Benetti was in his antique shop engrossed in his website.




    In the digital era of the Internet, even his profession as an antiques dealer had changed and, with the help of his niece Claudia, he was selling his regularly-acquired pieces on-line.




    However, behind her back, he would get antiquities and jewelry from wealthy ill-fated people for a steal and he supplied stolen works to Swiss art gallery managers who, in turn, would show them to anonymous people of all nationalities who would then buy them as an investment or to launder money.




    His Swiss bank account was solid, diversified into Swiss francs and gold, and there were casinos in Venice and Montecarlo where he would often win money by playing poker. In some instances though, he had been close to losing all his cash while playing the American roulette.




    Then the head-to-heads, the heads-up no-limit of Texas Hold’em poker played in the exclusive residences of the wealthy who did not mind being fleeced.




    His poker game had become more refined, what with on-line and live matches.




    Shit could happen but he always played confident that his resiliency would overcome any adverse situation, thanks to his strategy and tactics skills, his ability to guess the opponent’s game and the right dose of self-esteem.




    Misfortune could be managed.


  




  

    2




    He threw a quick glance outside. A layer of fog had descended upon the laguna on that depressing and unnerving autumn afternoon, and that particular Venetian lagoon-like melancholia and sad thoughts got hold of him. Gone were the days when Venice was the Serenissima Republic and the Bride of the Adriatic Sea, Lord of a Quarter and a Half-Quarter of the Roman Empire. The first Power of the Western world in the Middle Ages, her fleets and legendary commanders had mastered the known seas, had sent her skilled ambassadors to the capitals of the Earth, where they pursued her political and trade interests with the help of an efficient Secret Service. Her Doges and artists... now Venice was just an art centre and a showplace. In a very bad mood, he asked his niece to close up shop and do some inventorying.




    “As you wish, uncle,” she replied with a yawn from boredom.




    Just out of consciousness, before turning his notebook off, he checked his e-mail box once more and found a message from Sergey Maslov, an important Russian client of his, who was informing him on his return back to his grand villa in Sardinia, after a long cruise in the Mediterranean Sea aboard his yacht.




    Sergey explained that Yuri Glazov - a fellow national who was also a business partner residing in Thailand - had informed him that Francesco’s reputation of head-to-head poker player had reached numerous Asian businessmen who disposed of large amounts of money and were willing to challenge him. It had especially aroused the attention of Hsing Longwei, a Burmese man of Chinese origins, who was immensely rich and with whom Yuri was in business: he was willing to risk a very rare heart-shaped 47.25-carat Burmese ruby, of pigeon’s blood quality, that was considered to be the finest because of its deep red color. The gem was described as having a rich saturated color and being of exceptional transparency; it originated from the Mogok Valley in Upper Burma, where for centuries fabulous rubies were mined, and was discovered and cut in the 1950s. Rubies of pigeon’s blood quality above five carats were rarely found and commanded a premium price.




    It was unlikely that such an extremely rare gemstone could still be in the hands of a Burmese – although wealthy – individual and not displayed instead in some Western museum or mounted on a ring at the finger of some Hollywood star.




    Nonetheless, he did believe Sergey who, up until then, had helped him earn a lot of money by introducing him to wealthy Russian nationals who regularly made payments to his Swiss bank account.




    He could have that ruby mounted on a platinum ring with diamonds and either offer it to one of Christie’s auctions or deposit it into his safety box in Switzerland. His mind made a quick calculation: the value would not be less than $400,000 per carat; a little less than twenty millions dollars and the prospect of winning further large amounts of money during the head-to-heads.




    That possibility intrigued him.




    He downloaded the attachment and an electronic ticket for a first-class flight from Rome to Bangkok with Thai Airways appeared. Three weeks total: Francesco had made up his mind.




    He notified his niece of this last-minute, unexpected business travel to Thailand.




    “Will you take me with you, uncle?” she begged him.




    Knowing that Claudia wanted to lose some weight, Francesco came back with: “Either to Thailand with me or ten days at that beauty farm on the Tuscan hills with your friend Giulia.”




    “Beauty farm!” she replied, without hesitation.




    “Businesses aside, I think you’ll have fun. Some friends of mine told me that Thai masseuses...”




    Francesco’s look stopped her from finishing her sentence.




    Later on,in his study-library,his eyes saw a dated edition of the Journal of Gemmology whose cover had




    a Burmese ruby image .The article described the pigeon’s blood ruby quality and a paragraph impressed Francesco the most:”James B. Nelson sought the help of London Zoo. Their Research Department were quick to oblige and sent a specimen of fresh, aerated pigeon’s blood which was indeed the match to the colour of these unique rubies.”
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