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To Venice. Trivially.

For it to return of the Italians and, before that,

of the Venetians.

––––––––
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To Giulia.

To Maurizio.

Overture

June 04, 1725, Monday.

From the shores of Giudecca, amid flights and calls of seagulls, Venice loomed on the horizon like a sumptuous painting hung in the sky.

A unique and, at the same time, paradoxical city.

A beautiful, elusive prostitute: it denied itself to no one, but no one would ever grasp its real essence, not even by owning it a million times.
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Chapter I
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November 26, 1717, Friday.

As a good flagship, the Sanguis Christi led the bulk of the fleet, anticipated only by a few reconnaissance frigates and a couple of old galleys. She had already crossed the Lido inlet and was showing off her amaranth and ochre livery at Fort of Sant'Andrea, heading for St. Mark basin.

Twenty-six hatches on each side concealed more than fifty cannons tired of firing, having done so for years among the waters of the Aegean and Adriatic, hunting Ottoman heads and souls.

About three months earlier, on August 16, Belgrade had been liberated from the possession and aims of Ahmed III and his army, thanks to the help of the army of Charles VI of Habsburg, led to victory, with great military skill, by Prince Eugene of Savoy. The Turkish-Venetian conflict had begun three years earlier, at the end of 1714, and had seen in 1716 the entry of the Habsburg Empire on the side of the Serenissima. Venice, as always, had played its part, from the Peloponnese to Belgrade, though it lost the Morea itself and the last strongholds of Crete; the peace treaties that would follow would redefine the lines of international possessions.

It was now time, however, to return home.

The red banner with the winged lion soared on the flagpole of the aft castle of the Sanguis Christi and the other warships, propelled by the light breeze that cleaned that warm November afternoon. St. Mark's lion swayed to the calm rhythm of the wind, thus honoring its return to its homeland and greeting its many waiting fellow citizens.

Even the water looked different: that of the lagoon was sweet, genuine, familiar; no longer mere sister but loving and beloved mother. The taste of hearth, of familiar places, of cherished surroundings, of palaces that although they seemed to float on the sea brought warmth, protection, and unparalleled stability. The smell that only one's own home could offer, all the more so after a long period of distance and poignant nostalgia.

With these thoughts in his head, Commander Alvise III Mocenigo, called Sebastiano, Capitano generale da mar (Captain General of the Sea), watched the body of water around him from the stern tower. Not far away from him, and with the same feelings in his heart, the fante da mar Daniele Speri was conversing with his colleague Sebastiano, whose name resumed, by any chance, the appellation of the commander-in-chief.

The Sanguis Christi was proceeding quietly, her three masts with reduced sails, and was now approaching the entrance to the Arsenal.

In the far reaches of the St. Mark basin, beyond the island of San Giorgio Maggiore, an array of smaller vessels, sandoli, mascaretes, and gondolas, swarmed around the admiral's vessel and the entire fleet; boatmen were celebrating the end of hostilities with the Ottomans and the return of the republican ships, waving hands and handkerchiefs in the direction of the armed bastions, happy sailors and soldiers reciprocating in turn.

“How beautiful Venice is, isn't it?”

“It is wonderful, my dear Seba. Especially after so much salt and blood.”

“Fortunately, it was not our blood... What are you going to do as soon as we disembark?”

Daniele smiled at his friend's question.

“I won't give Maria even time to undress.”

“I hope for your sake you will at least give her that to get home.”

“Well, yes, I don't want to get an obscenity charge. I won't give her any more though, I guarantee it.”

The two comrades laughed together, continuing to move their palms toward the cheering fellow citizens.

The Sanguis Christi slipped into the Rio and arrived at the entrance to the Arsenal, in front of the monumental land gate and the two thirteenth-century watchtowers that bordered the canal to the right and left.

The drawbridge was already up.

In the field in front of the land access, mingled with the crowd, young Nicolò Testier was also awaiting his father's return. He had left his younger brother and mother behind, looking for a better position, closer to the waterway and the various vessels on parade.

The Sanguis Christi passed by, with the admiral and many sailors glad to be there again. Then another bastion. Then more ships. Nicolò could not, however, catch a glimpse of his father's face. He waited for the end of the procession, with the last frigates and galleys returning to the military dock, without helping him to spot his parent's figure. He turned in the direction of his mother and brother but could no longer spot them. The people were large, occupying every space and crevice of Campo de l'Arsenal.

He asked an entrance guard to enter the docks and, given his rank, had no difficulty in receiving an affirmative answer. After all, he was not the only one who was let through.

He wandered for a few minutes among the squeri (dockyards for rowing boats) of the Arsenale Vecchio (Old Arsenal), then took the bridge that separated the old dock from the galeazze's dock and pushed on toward the islet and the last two basins, the Arsenale Nuovo and the Nuovissimo. He asked several people about Guido Testier, but to no avail.

Finally, as he was about to retrace his steps to rejoin the rest of his family, he passed a cheerful couple: He was wearing the red and blue uniform of the fanti da mar and had certainly just stepped off a Republican fleet ship to re-embrace his young bride.

He stopped them.

“Excuse me.”

The soldier squared the boy from head to toe and instantly realized from his attire that he was facing a scion of the Venetian aristocratic class.

“You're welcome. Tell me.”

“You were on ships, in the war, weren't you? Are you a soldier?”

“Yes. My name is Daniele Speri, to serve you.”

“You are truly kind. I would just like some information if I may.”

“Go ahead, I hope I can be of service to you.”

“I am looking for my father. The Almirante Guido Giulio Testier Gritti. Do you know him?”

On Daniele's face, a shadow of sadness was suddenly printed.

“You know him?” repeated Nicolò.

“I knew him, yes,” confided the infantryman.

“Is he dead?”

“May I call you by your name, Sir? You are so young.”

“Is he dead, good God?”

Daniele Speri paused a little, then continued.

His wife Maria peered at him troubled.

“You must be proud of your father, boy. I knew him well, yes, I had that honor. I shared with him actions and battles, laughter and death, good moments, and others that were far less so. He was a great man your father, boy. Preserve an extraordinary memory of him forever and follow his example. Your father was a lion of the Serenissima. He died fearlessly, shouting to the sky Long live St. Mark!”

Nicolò's eyes became tinged with water, the same water that had seen him born and grow up for all those first seventeen and a half years, two of them without his father; a father who had not returned to Venice and would never again be with him, with his mother, with his brother Jacopo, except within their hearts and memory. For eternity.

Daniele Speri, an infantryman who had escaped the horrors of war and a redeemed husband, abandoned Nicolò Testier to his grief. He continued on his way home beside his consort, with a bowed head and a much less heated joy than before, wishing that he would not have to make any more such encounters, that he would not have to represent a nuncio of misfortune and suffering one more time, despite himself.
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Chapter II
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February 12, 1725, Monday.

Giudecca Island, Dorsoduro's sestiere.

A sandolo landed at the Fondamenta Zitelle (Foundation Zitelle), close to the facade of the church of Santa Maria della Presentazione, which Venetians knew also by the name of Chiesa delle Zitelle.

One man paid for the crossing and dismounted from the hull.

The church had been erected as a portion of a reception complex that housed destitute and dowagerless girls, the zitelle in fact, to teach them a trade and, in most cases, that of embroiderer or lacemaker. Sometimes, however, the young women preferred to divert to other, more easily remunerative types of professions, and this did not displease the noble and ruling class of the Most Serene Republic at all.

The man moved forward his steps, leaving the church entrance to the left, the heels of his shoes resonating on the fondamenta stone in the surrounding darkness and silence. He wore a Baùta, his face concealed by a white Larva that clashed in color with all the other elements of the costume, which were strictly black: pants, blouse, a heavy wraparound tabard, lace zendale, and tricorn to cover his head. He walked a few braccia ​[1] and finally took a narrow street with no light, except for the faint moonlight glow that barely allowed his course to be followed.

He ran into a girl, also with her face covered, but did not stop. He caught up with a second one, a little further on, a kind of commoner Gnaga with her face hidden under a cat mask.

The woman made feline noises to attract his attention.

The man in Baùta gave her a terse greeting and they haggled over the price, then secluded themselves in a not-too-distant, dark, and somewhat smelly corner, where they could not be seen by the first girl and other, possible passers-by.

The black guy paid for the service in advance, and the woman carefully stowed the money received in a seam of her corset near her breasts. She lowered herself to begin her work, inviting him with a wave of her hand to shed, at least in part, his cloak.

She was grabbed forcefully by the hair and, before she could scream and call for help, a blade glittered under the moon's muted rays.

The knife lacerated her neck at the level of the larynx, penetrating quickly and deep into the flesh. The Gnaga bent her head back and fell to the ground in a disheveled manner, her limbs flailing senselessly, like a marionette with suddenly tangled strings. Flows of vermilion blood came out of her throat several times, accompanied by the series of ungainly mutterings that heralded the last breath of that immature and unhinged harlot.

After a few more moments of waiting, the man turned over his own tabard, to conceal the traces of blood, and walked away from the cantonment, facing the calle in the opposite direction again. The first girl was gone; perhaps she had been taken away by a customer, or she had noticed the scene, and it was fear that had led her to other shores. Either way, she was gone. In the alley only the individual in Baùta, the wake of an ambiguous moon, and the remains of a slaughtered whore abandoned in a pool of scarlet liquid.

The man returned to the berth, blew a whistle, and the boat pulled back to the shore, ready to take its guest back on board.
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Chapter III
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February 13, 1725, Tuesday.

Shrove Tuesday, the last day of a carnival filled, as it was every year, with color, gaiety, and transgression.

The carnival period had, for Venice and Venetians all, the essential function of a social planer; a sort of invisible rasp capable of smoothing the corners of every discrepancy and making each citizen similar to the other, at least for a while, with no more differences of class or patrimony, commoners and patricians mixed into a single coacle. This was the exclusive strength of the carnival and its masks, which knew how to transform each identity equal to the other by simply depriving them of a specific identity. Brilliant as the elemental and useful as the more reasoned. Useful to the aristocracy, which in this way was able to nip in the bud discontent and vague desires for civil protest; useful to the bourgeoisie, even to increase trade and commerce; and useful even to the humblest proletariat, which could in that way, behind the shelter offered by a disguise, feel equal to the very men and women it normally served and revered. For all that, the Most Serene Republic could never have existed without its carnival, because that festival constituted an unparalleled, special union of traditions and emotions, unparalleled in the world. Anyone was allowed to conceal his or her appearance behind a distinctive costume and its associated mask, with no more inhibitions that curbed the natural urges, the atavistic tendencies that collective decorum relegated for the rest of the year to a dark and secret zone of consciousness. Homosexuals could behave freely and disguise themselves as women, perhaps as Gnaga with a cat face; defaulters could postpone payments; even thieves were able to move more easily; and prostitutes, who plied the trade as well in every other season, could benefit from a period in which to put out intimate wares, yes, but not their faces.

As the eldest male child, the now almost 25-year-old Nicolò Testier Gritti had long since become, given his father Guido's death in battle, the almost absolute regent of his own dynasty. For him this meant from day one, since he had turned 21, money was always available in his pockets, and no commitments in life except those that involved play, fun, and sex. And at the carnival, each of these occupations increased and multiplied out of all proportion.

The public Ridotto of Dandolo Palace, in the San Moisè area, was Nicolò Testier's favorite place of entertainment, among many others. Managed for just under a century by the state and overlooking the final stretch of the Canal Grande, just a short walk from St. Mark's Square, the building included conversation and entertainment rooms in which to amuse oneself in disparate activities or to have meetings of a commercial, political or gallant nature. The Ridotto's main exercise, however, was gambling: tables for card games such as Bassetta and its variant called Faraone, Birbiss with mother-of-pearl balls in the bag, which determined among thirty-six numbers the luckiest, and Sbaraglino, a Venetian version of Anglo-Saxon Backgammon.

In a room in the western wing of the palace, a kind of discreet foyer located immediately after the vast central hall used for the game, Nicolò was enjoying a conversation with a shown-faced lady. She possessed no particular beauty and was a few years older than he was, which for a woman meant being considered old, but the moment presented no better distraction. On the other side of the room, the one that anticipated the bar room, seated in a second sitting room, Giorgio Aliprandi, in Baùta, was discussing politics as usual with two almost mute interlocutors, also in Baùta, who merely listened to him and assented to his dissertations.

Nicolò and Giorgio had become friends inside the Ridotto. There they had met and there they had fortified their bond over time, born of the spontaneous perception that they shared the same primary values of life, namely play and vice, whatever color they were. It was a strange relationship, considering the characteristics and backgrounds of the two companions, one young and aristocratic and the other much older and bourgeois, moreover a cop by profession; yet, beyond their apparent distances, the two had consolidated a steadfast union, which often saw them accomplices in the same adventures. Giorgio Aliprandi, for the record, was no ordinary henchman, but the Capitan Grande, that is, the head of the Satelizio, the squinter republican police under the direct orders of the powerful Council of Ten and the three State Inquisitors.

Bored by the lady, no longer acerbic or comely, Nicolò stole with his ear a few remnants of the discussion, which actually manifested itself as a full-blown monologue by Aliprandi.

“Alvise III Mocenigo is a great Doge, my lords. We should be proud of him and thank heaven for giving him to us. I do not want to speak of him as a superb military commander; it would be superfluous. Everyone knows his glories, first alongside the unforgettable Francesco Morosini in the turn-of-the-century campaigns in Morea, Athens, Nafplio, and many other shining deeds, and then in the more recent war with the Moors seven years ago. Despite his defeats in the latter conflict, he concluded most advantageous agreements for us at Passarowitz, and the present boundary line in Dalmatia, between Turkish and Venetian possessions, in fact, bears his name.”

The two interlocutors in Baùta nodded in silence.

“What I want to emphasize, however, now two and a half years after the investiture of the Council of Forty and the Great Council, is his great political foresight, the sly disruptiveness of his diplomacy, which is making us acquire universal neutrality and keeping us out of every hotbed of war that is bloodying Europe. And so, the Serenissima blissfully thinks about its own business and nothing else. We must be grateful for the work of our Doge, in the past and even more so in the present, my lords. Doge skillful in sword and cannon, and Doge superfine in thought and political reflection.”

“All true, Captain,” one of the two taciturn listeners finally decided to speak, with an ill-concealed tone of obsequiousness.

“We are at the Ridotto, and we are in costume, my friend,” replied Aliprandi dryly. “There are no captains here, nor any Giorgio at the moment.”

“Yet I recognize you,” Nicolò inserted himself into the conversation, after dismissing the lady catching his friend off guard.

He smiled at him, and Giorgio smiled back.

“There, now we're really all here!” the cop taunted him.

“If the sirs here have no objection, dear Giorgio, who is not Giorgio at the moment, I would be pleased to offer you a glass of delicious brandy of the Grand Bas-Armagnac.”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“Shall we leave it on your tab?” winked Aliprandi.

“Sure, I'll pay for it. What's news?” retorted Nicolò Testier piqued.

“That said, if the gentlemen will excuse us...”

Giorgio Aliprandi led the way to the bar lounge. They thus abandoned the two Baùta to their deferential silence and approached the bar in the adjacent room. Taking their glasses, they sat down on two small sofas side by side.

“Why aren't you in costume today, boy?” asked the bargello, uncovering his face.

“The carnival is over, and besides, I have no debts or secrets to hide.”

“Or perhaps your real face and curls have more appeal to the fairer sex?”

“Also, why not?”

“By the way, I saw you were talking to a lady, that's why I didn't bother you.”

“I was fooling with time.”

“Do you know who she is?”

“I know her name, yes. Isotta Grozzi.”

“And you even slept with her, maybe?”

“Yes, but what do you care? She's not much, she's an old woman, all right, but the hole is still the hole. Anyway, it's history from a week ago, and I'm not going to repeat it...”

“Nicolò, Nicolò-when are you going to learn how the world works?”

“Are you bothered by the old woman? Would you like to fuck her, Giorgio?”

“You have to let her off, in public and also in private.”

“I just told you I have no desire to do it again but what do you want?”

“You know the name, good. And the last name Grozzi doesn't ring a bell, hound?”

“Not to me. Does it to you?”

“Seriously, stay away from her, Nicolò. Don't be seen in any more confidential attitudes with her. She is the wife of my boss, Samuele Grozzi, the State Inquisitor. Actually—one of my various bosses. Here in Venice, to make sure that one doesn't command too much, they all command a little bit,” he sneered. “In any case, do you feel like going up against someone like that? I didn't say anything to you, my boy, but leave it alone. Trust me.”

“Do I know him?”

“Grozzi? The husband?”

“Yes.”

“You must have seen him in here, he comes often, but I've never introduced him to you.”

“All right, it will be for next time. And thanks for the suggestion. What about you? Any news?”

“All normal, my friend. All normal. Last night someone slit a whore's throat in Giudecca, but nothing particularly relevant. If a tip will come in from some snitch or a secret denounce pops out of a lion's mouth, then we'll get to work. Vice-versa, one less whore around.”

“And that's not a good thing.”

“Ha, ha, ha! Nicolò, think of something else once in a while! Your underwear is in perpetual motion, my boy!”

“Each hole must be preserved, I told you. Good and not so good, everything is needed and everything is used.”

“Ancient and wise theory. Look, after we finish the Armagnac, shall we play a Sbaraglino?”

“Actually, I'm waiting for someone.”

“For the Sbaraglino? Easy money to win?”

“I hope so, we'll see. The guy should be here any minute.”

“All right, then I'll follow your game with this unconscious man, and with the coins you take from him you'll buy me a second Armagnac.”

“That's fine with me, it will be worth a good omen.”

The two sodalists, the mature henchman and the young patrician, continued to talk, mocking each other amiably and smiling for another few minutes more until appeared before them the man Nicolò was expecting for. Having completed the necessary preliminaries, they took their seats in the central hall at a Sbaraglino table, the two contenders in front and Giorgio Aliprandi in a chair beside them.

“At stake,” intimated Nicolò Testier, just before initiating the tussle.

“Five zecchini,” proposed his opponent. He had introduced himself by the name of Marcello Pitacchi.

“Ten?” recoiled the boy.

“Five,” soothed the other.

“So be it. Five.”

The first match was won without difficulty by Testier.

Rematch and fifteen ticks of the pot. Back to Nicolò.

They went on for a while: they played five more matches, for a total of seven, of which only one was lost by young Testier Gritti, who had thus accumulated a haul of four hundred and forty zecchini, roughly three annuities of a common laborer's pay.

Pitacchi showed to be about forty years old; he was elegantly but soberly dressed, without unnecessary pomp and circumstance, unlike Nicolò, who was dressed in a blue damask overcoat with gold thread embroidery and frogs, a vest of roughly the same make, a white lace shirt, and a silver ailes de pigeon wig, high class.

The man began to sweat. He tried to widen the jabot that tightened his neck and strained his breath, although that feeling of occlusion was produced not by the fabric but by the enormous amount of money squandered so far.

Next to him sat a noticeably young woman, perhaps his daughter, perhaps a wife he seemed unable to deserve. She brushed his hand, understanding the uncomfortable situation. Nicolò was immediately enraptured by that new presence, by her blond curls as tender as silk, by her face of unabashed harmony, and by her glowing skin, granted to the air and gazes by the nudity of her shoulders and cleavage above her bodice. Her form was graceful, tapering, not only because of the tight dress she wore, but due mostly to the incontestable artistry of Mother Nature.

Testier allowed his antagonist a few moments of peace to catch his breath; he remained silent and absent-mindedly observed his surroundings, although he had seen it a million times before and knew it by heart. He shifted his eyes to the majestic Murano blown-glass chandeliers that hung nimbly from the ceiling, with about thirty flames each, then to the marble balcony that three-quarters of the way up followed the perimeter of the entire salon, and finally to the two rows of columns that adorned its longest side.

“Does Your Grace want a break? Or would You like to terminate?” he asked after a while.

“Terminate, never!" replied Pitacchi fiercely, as if he had suddenly awakened from a bad dream or had risen from the dead. “A pause, however, would be welcome.”

“As you wish,” endorsed Nicolò.

The two couples stood up and separated for a few minutes, on one side Marcello Pitacchi and his accompanying muse, and on the other side Testier and his partner Aliprandi.

“You're cleaning him up! But who is he? Is he Venetian?” Giorgio asked him.

“No, he comes from Ancona for the occasion.”

“A papal, then. And how did you get in touch with him? A chicken of such proportions is not easy to find, good God!”

“I have my paths and my informants, old man.”

“You too?”

“Yeah, me too. Does that seem strange to you?”

“Not at all. But ... where do you want to go with him?”

“That's not for me to decide. I'm winning and I can't retire. He will get up when he has nothing left to play.”

“If you want, you can stop too.”

“True, but I don't want to.”

“You're a fool, boy, but you attract because of it.”

“Do we have time for our second Armagnac?”

“Right now?”

“Yes.”

“I don't think so. In fact, it seems to me that your rival is coming to talk to us.”

In fact, Pitacchi was approaching them at a fast pace.

He caught up with them.

“Excellency,” he exclaimed in regards to Testier.

“Just call me Nicolò. And tell me,” the young man encouraged him.

“I have a proposal. I have lost more than four hundred ducati and have exactly five hundred left. I would like to bet them in one game, all of them. That is if you also want it and have sufficient money.”

Nicolò speculated to himself that the guy was not in his right mind. Beyond the fact that for a long time in Venice, at least officially, no one called zecchini ducati anymore, the most disarming thing was the final provocation of showing the stake, when one considered that of the five hundred zecchini that were needed now, four hundred and forty had just been obtained from his pockets.

An idea flashed through his mind. To implement it, however, he first had to win the last challenge. He decided that, for the time being, he could limit himself to a trivial request.

“I want it, and I possess the sum. However, I would like to ask you, Your Grace, to introduce us to the wonderful creature who is here with you.”

Aliprandi squared him in amazement, but nothing compared to the astonishment that gripped Pitacchi's expression.

“Are you referring to my wife Elisabetta?”

“You know that, I am referring to the woman who until recently was at the table with us.”

Marcello made a sign to his lady, who approached the group and accepted Giorgio and Nicolò's pleasantries. So they returned to the card table, each to his or her seat.

The decisive tussle began.

Two sixes on the dice for Testier, who began to move his tokens. Double move and frost in Pitacchi's blood.

By mid-match it was already clear who was surrendering himself to further victory. For Nicolò all but two of the tokens on the inner board, ready to go out, and very firm positions; for Marcello still five pieces on the outer board and many uncovered situations, liable to be eaten. Testier's tokens began to come out: two, three, five. Eating on a Pitacchi token and exclusion in the bar. Judging by the coloring his face took on, the Anconetan had no more blood in his body. By and by, the game was over, with a largely announced result.

Marcello Pitacchi had just alienated his soul and a good part of his possessions, but he did not lose his poise.

“Your Excellency, my compliments. That's it for me.”

“Your Grace, may I ask for one more minute of patience? I would like to extend an invitation, but first I would like to discuss it with my friend.”

“An invitation? I feel I am not in the mood for any kind of invitation, Your Excellency—”

“Give me a minute, just a minute. Is it possible? I will see you in the bar lounge in a moment.”

Pitacchi nodded his head and rose mournfully and bewilderedly from his chair, taking himself and his wife to the venue of the upcoming meeting.

“What's on your mind?” inquired Aliprandi.

“I want to return the five hundred zecchini to him.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“No. Do you know me as someone who does something without having a good return on it?”

Giorgio thought about it.

“You want his wife!” he exclaimed after a while, as if thunderstruck.

“I think the man has lost everything. In a few hours he has wasted who knows how many months or years of effort. Five hundred zecchini are a lot of money, I suppose we can try with a very good chance of success.”

“And is that woman worth that kind of money to you?”

“Yes, she is worth it. You take care of that. I want her mine for at least forty-eight hours, two full days and nights, starting tomorrow. Here in Venice, and without the Anconetan in the way. She will live lady days, in my bed and out. That's it, nothing more. And he will return with five hundred zecchini in his saddlebag, at least those. If he refuses, that's his problem.”

“You are a demon, boy!”

“And you the demon's nurse. So?”

“All right, much less back down. Ambassador doesn't kill the messenger....” and smiled.

Aliprandi walked away with the money, titles, and cash, toward the appointment.

Nicolò walked aimlessly around the hall, between Bassetta's and Birbiss's tables, with the sole intent of passing the time. More time passed than expected.

He realized he had hit the jackpot when he saw Giorgio coming back toward him: he discreetly exhibited his empty hands, a clear signal that the peculium was gone; beside him, the graceful silhouette of Elisabetta Pitacchi filled the space and escorted the light.

The impression she gave was not one of despondency, far from it, much less despair.

“I have made a different agreement. The lady will begin her stay in Venice immediately.”

“Never has an arrangement proved more welcome, my exalted friend,” Nicolò Testier refreshed him, as he flexed his torso in the woman's direction for a most gallant hand-kissing.
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Chapter IV
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February 14, 1725, Wednesday.

Black leather shoes that rang on the cobblestones of the street, heavy woolen socks under a pair of knee breeches, shirt, casual-looking davantine, a doublet covered by a pastern, and a dark worsted woolen headdress: Alfonso Bottin walked down the Salizada San Lio, worry hovering among eager thoughts. He veered right into a sotoportego and found himself on Corte Perini, until after a few steps he rounded a corner and arrived at his destination.

He knocked on the door and entered without waiting for an answer. The front door was not locked, certainly not at that time of the morning. The first floor of the dwelling was a proper workshop; the second level was dedicated to the kitchen and bedrooms. An acrid smell of oil paints haunted the room, strewn with wooden planks scattered in no exact order, shelves, rags, brushes of various sizes, easels, finished canvases, canvases to be completed, and canvases never begun; some had been hung unframed on the walls, rough with tuff or lined in other moldy brick sections.

The proprietor of the place, despite the freshness of his twenty-seven years, already called himself Maestro, almost demanded it, and had a bad temper, as ugly as it was known to most. A painter, one Giovanni Antonio Canal, whom many identified with the nickname Canaletto and who served Alfonso like caciotta on bread.

The two had known each other for a while, even before that greenhorn became a fairly highly regarded artist both in Venice and beyond. Early in his career, when he was a nobody, Alfonso had placed his paintings, and it had been no easy feat. Then, as he grew in age and fame, he had begun to receive commissions from different and high-ranking patrons, first and foremost a certain Stefano Conti, a native of Lucca. And Alfonso had been sidelined, too young to entice further. A decades-long acquaintance and an old promise, however, now claimed their own redemption.

“What are you doing? Entering without asking permission?”

“Shouldn't I?”

“Find a place to sit, if you can.”

“How are you, Antonio?”

“As always, getting my hands dirty. Besides, don't ask me things you don't really care about. The painting is almost ready, but don't breathe down my neck. I need a few more weeks, maybe a month, but it's there now. Actually, I had already communicated that to Rosella yesterday. What are you and your wife doing? Don't you talk to each other?”

“Yes, but ... we haven't had maybe a chance.”

“That was what you wanted to know, and this is what I just told you.”

“Is it a nice painting? A view? You know, I already have a list of interested buyers and-”

“Look at it and judge for yourself. It's there, behind that cloth. Handle it carefully, the colors still have to blend well. I made you a nice present, yes. It will be called Il Palazzo Ducale.”

Alfonso approached the cloth and pulled it away. He took the canvas in his hands and moved it to a spot of greater light. The perspective of observation began from the initial area of Riva degli Schiavoni, close to the Ponte della Paglia: the St. Mark's dock, the façade of the Doge's Palace oriented toward the lagoon, the columns of St. Mark and Saint Theodore, the Marciana Library Palace, and State Mint, all accompanied by citizens at work or strolling, boats of various sizes and gondolas, could be distinguished. The colors were muted, tending toward a brown background that gave the work a peculiar and somewhat melancholy atmosphere. A great painting, Alfonso pondered. Something was still missing, certain areas were barely sketched, such as the view to the west of the Punta da Mar and Salute Church, at the apex of Dorsoduro, and the whole stretch of sky, completely absent at the moment.

“This is fantastic, master!” gushed Bottin. “I'll make you do a very good deal, the piece is there, it's superb.”

“Two of us will make a very good deal, you and I, not just me. Who knows-I hope that the list of buyers you mentioned just now actually exists.”

“You don't trust me?”

“No, not at all. I would never have given you this painting if I didn't have to keep an old vow. I give it to you as a friend, in short, but certainly not as an art dealer.”

“That saddens me.”

“It is not my fault.”

“I'll make you reconsider, you'll see. Your Palazzo Ducale will be beautiful in my picture gallery.”

“Alfonso! Alfonso, dear! Why do you change the name of things?”

“What are you saying? What did I say wrong now?”

“Picture gallery. You called Picture Gallery a dilapidated, smelly warehouse, where only you and a few lost pigeons set foot. Anyway, you've seen what you wanted to see. Now let me work in peace and say hello to dearest Rosella.”
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March 12, 1725, Monday.

“Three days' journey to follow a foolish Barnabotto in love!” sneered Giorgio Aliprandi, in civilian clothes.

“Um... three appellations with one shot,” Nicolò Testier pointed out in reply. “On the first one, I agree with you. Barnabotto, on the other hand, I am not, as I still have several possessions and then you know I don't care for politics, I have attended the Great Council only once in my life...”

“This does not play in your favor. And fortunes end if not wisely administered. And in connection with the third adjective, my dear, what can you tell me?”

“That... yes, it is true, I am in love with Elisabetta. Perhaps not as much as she is in love with me, but the woman is deserving, and I would suggest that you not rule anything out.”

“Then, that being the case, and in all fairness, I must add a fourth characteristic: sincere.”

“And on that, too, I agree with you.”

“However, about your suggestion, my young and impudent friend, tell me what you have in mind?”

“You will find out, perhaps, for yourself.”

“Well, I would already have my idea, but I'd rather not spoil the surprise. However, be very careful what you do, and don't consider everything a game. It is not always so.”

“Life itself is nothing but a game, my boring old friend!”

They laughed, as the carriage consumed the last few miles of the journey through rocks and mud.

“Besides,” Nicolò continued, “don't complain about everything. I'm taking you on vacation, a whole week's vacation, what more can you ask for?”

“Vacation? Here, in these places? And with you, to boot? I only hope they don't need me in Venice.”

“For a slaughtered whore? Besides, it would be a nice novelty...”

“What?”

“That someone, all of a sudden, would need you.”

Giorgio slapped him soundly on the leg. He then looked out the window. The day was gloomy, but it was not raining.

“Where does this senseless man live, holy God? All you can see here is countryside and desolation. Didn't you tell me he was from Ancona?”

“So, I knew, but when I received his invitation and the exact address to reach him, I realized that it was this...”

Nicolò nabbed a note from his pocket to assist his memory.

“Chiaravalle. In fact, surroundings of Chiaravalle.”

“Splendid, I couldn't ask for better. Let's hope we don't get lost.”

“No, the coachman knows everything.”

“Good. And what did you say the Pitacchi does for a living?”

“Farmer.”

“Yeah, right. He has an estate where he produces wine, right?”

“Producer and merchant of good Ancona wine. His money comes from here, from this muddy countryside. Correction, it would be more apt to say did use to come, since he wanted to involve me in his life.”

“The lecture at the Ridotto was not enough for him, it is unbelievable. And even more unbelievable is his lack of dignity, in hosting in his own home the one who dishonored his wife.”

“I welcome your politeness since what Elisabetta and I did in bed might allow for far more vulgar and, perhaps, pertinent expressions. To be honest to the end, however, I don't think the lady felt particularly dishonored.”

“Understood, you still understood the concept. He is a wimp.”

“No doubt about it. In any case, he asked me for a rematch, and I could not evade such a petition.”

“However, I continue to ask myself why in his house.”

“We have already discussed it. Because this time we are taking the trip. In any case, if you are right in suspecting that this is nothing but a trap to get back at me, there would be your gun.”

“It is always ready, there is no problem.”

“See? Let us therefore enjoy the opulence and freshness of the Ancona countryside.”

“It may be... but I keep getting nothing but the stench of cows, slime, and squalor.”

“Because everything is relative, and each element manifests itself by virtue of the eyes that observe it.”

“Madman, future Barnabotto, recklessly in love, certainly sincere, and now even a philosopher...”

“I am a man of many resources, my dear Giorgio.”

The chariot continued on its way until it came close to sunset.

Nicolò brought the carriage to a halt and questioned the coachman about how far it was from its destination. The postilion informed him that they were almost there; in a few minutes, they would be on the spot.

The journey went on.

“If we are finally in Chiaravalle, there should be an abbey of Cistercian monks around here.”

“The news brings me an irrepressible excitement. Do you plan to become a historiographer of these moors?”

“No, Giorgio, but I have inquired.”

After a side path, they arrived in front of an extensive fence. They passed the gate and entered a tree-lined gravel driveway that led to a large villa, a sort of cross between a Palladian-style residence and a manor house typical of rural regions.

In front of the entrance to the villa, Marcello Pitacchi was waiting for them with two servants' men.

They got out of the vehicle and greeted each other, without excessive participation but with politeness.

The coachman drove away in his chariot and went to the area of the stables.

They entered the house.

Night had just fallen, even on that remote corner of the world where there were no canals, reflections, and sumptuous courts, but lands and vineyards soaked in sweat and sacrifice.

“Do you gentlemen like refreshments, something to eat, perhaps a bath?” inquired the Pitacchi in an affected manner.

“We will eat and drink later if Your Grace agrees,” replied Testier. “I would like to retire to a dressing table for a few minutes, then we could sit around a table and start doing what we came here to do.”

“Congratulations on the residence, truly sublime,” Aliprandi interjected.

“Thank you very much. Please, this way. My servants will escort you to your rooms, where you can find an en suite bathroom and anything else you might need. They are at your disposal, for any needs please do not hesitate to ask. I, meanwhile, will take care of checking the game environment, everything should be ready. I will wait for you here, please take your time.”

They were escorted to two different but adjoining rooms on the second level of the mansion. They made appointments for twenty minutes later, half an hour at most.

Testier undressed his tricorn, cloak, and damask overcoat and headed to the dressing table wing of the room.

He poured water into a basin and began to wash his hands and face, to remove the wear and dust accumulated in the long pilgrimage.

He heard a whisper, a faint humming of lips.

“Nicolò!”

From behind a screen decorated in Baroque taste, Mrs. Pitacchi appeared.

“Elisabetta! What are you doing here? I was anxious to see you again and was wondering where...”

“Shh...keep your voice down!”

“What the hell is going on?”

“I knew you would be assigned this room; I gave orders to that effect to the servants. No one knows I'm here now, least of all my husband. Let's not let them hear us, for heaven's sake.”

“Kiss me. You are beautiful, as always. Extraordinarily beautiful...”

Elisabetta jumped to his neck, and they lost themselves together in deep, warm, authentic contact. An emotion, amplified by the distance of the past month, that if it did not constitute accomplished love, at least for the boy, came very close. It was the effect of the two days spent together by the couple among the narrow streets and lights of Venice, despite Marcello Pitacchi's liver and dignity.

“I love you, Nicolò. I have fallen in love with you and I love you as I have never loved in my life, and that scares me. I shouldn't even tell you, but I can't help myself. Now, however, the problem is another. Why did you agree, why did you come all the way here?”

“Tell me what's going on, go ahead.”

“Marcello wants to avenge me. If you make him win and give him a lot of money at the gambling table, without paying any attention to me, everything will be fine. But if he loses again, or if you make him jealous, he will kill you. He is armed.”

“So are we, but that's not the point. He may not be aware of it, he had no way of knowing, but Giorgio Aliprandi is the Capitan Grande of Venice.”

“He knows, Nicolò, he knows, but he doesn't care. After all, we are not in Venice here!”

“Stay calm, don't worry. I will find a way so that nothing bad will happen.”

“And which?”

“I will let him win, or I will kill him.”

“Have you gone mad, my love? Kill him? Ruin your existence?”

“Then I will let him win, though I never do anything for nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

“You confided it to me; you even wrote it down. You are not happy here and that man does not deserve you!”
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