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  Vengeance is in my heart, death in my hand.




  Blood and revenge are hammering in my head.




  Shakespeare
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  To Richard Patzer




  A good-hearted, generous man
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  A.D. 1645




  I know what it is like to be dead, because I was once dead to the world. Dead to everyone who I believed loved me. Dead to everyone who knew me well enough to call me by name. Dead and buried.




  My friends and family in Vicenza believed the plague that ravaged the city had struck me down; and that my body lay buried and decaying in my ancestral crypt. They were wrong, of course, for I was very much alive. The only certain way to know someone is dead is through cremation or decapitation. Thankfully, that did not happen in my case.




  The warm blood of a woman of thirty-two years courses through my veins. My eyes are ardent and clear, my body still curvaceous and firm, my face and hands are soft and pink, and my spine upright and dignified. My hair is the only thing that has changed. Before I died, it was the color of roasted chestnuts. Afterwards, it turned as white as the snow blanketing the Alps, though my curls remain as thick as ever.




  Once, several years ago, I confessed my story to a compassionate priest. He listened to me without interruption, but I sensed his unmistakable scepticism. When I finished speaking, he hinted that I might be mad, and with a pitiful gaze, he gave me a menial penance. I never told my story to another soul again.




  Several years have passed, but the need to tell my tale has not left me, so I have decided to take pen to parchment. Now that enough time has passed and I can no longer be prosecuted for my crime, I can write the truth without fear. Here in the Sanctuary of the Madonna of Monte Berico, a person’s past is irrelevant, a matter between them and God. Here I can dip the plume in my own blood if I choose, and no one will oppose me.




  These days, the silence of a cloister surrounds me; an imposing, dignified tranquility within a haven of perfect calm. The sole thing to disturb the silence is the gliding of leather soles upon stone floors and the tolling of bells that announce the Canonical hours.




  The sanctuary sits high upon a hill overlooking Vicenza. The Blessed Virgin appeared on this hill twice with a promise to rid the people of the plague if they vowed to build a church on the spot. The people honored their promise, but I am a living testament that the plague returned centuries later.




  Now, amid the rose bushes and stone pathways of the convent’s cloister, I can raise my burdened heart like an overflowing goblet, and spill it on the ground, emptying it to the last drop of vexation contained therein.




  What a terrible thing it is to bury the remains of a loved one in a cold stone crypt or a hole in the sodden earth. Repulsive creatures hide deep in that dark. Things vile and abhorrent; slithering worms, sinister insects with unseeing eyes and worthless wings.




  What would happen if, after they lowered someone’s coffin into its vault or hole in the ground, they learned they had made a mistake? What would happen if the crypt or coffin were not as secure as everyone believed? What would happen if desperate, panicked fingers opened the coffin in the dark? What would happen if their loved one did not die, but instead returned to the love and fidelity of friends and family? Would their loved ones be happy to see their dead relative? Or would they regret their sudden reappearance, especially if they had inherited their wealth?




  I believe most people are fake. Few truly mourn the dead. Fewer still, remember them with any real affection. Of all this, I am certain, for I have experienced it firsthand.




  Now, long after my ordeal is over, I want to narrate the events of one short year; the most agonizing year in my life; a year in which a sharp thrust from the stiletto of time stabbed me in the heart and opened a wound that still drips tainted blood to this day.




  With deliberate care, I dip my plume into the inkwell and whisper a prayer for God to forgive me. Then word by word, I begin to inscribe the story of my sin; a transgression that can never be cleansed. This is my dreadful tale...




  
Chapter One
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  A.D. 1628




  I, Carlotta Mancini, was born rich and noble. My mother died while giving birth to me. Many years later, my father, Count Federico Mancini, died and left me sole heir to our family villa and surrounding lands. I was sixteen years old, then, alone, and a wealthy contessa.




  At the time, people predicted a dire future for me. Because I was rich and titled, I suspected some, with spiteful anticipation, wanted to see my downfall. For a while, I became the object of their malicious predictions. The most popular tidbits of gossip foretold that I was destined for bride theft or that I might become victim to a greedy nobleman’s unscrupulous whims to usurp my wealth.




  None of this happened, of course. Before he died, my father had the foresight to hire a governess and companion named Annunziata Cardano, a widow with a daughter my own age. He also hired a physician, a graduate of the University of Bologna, well versed in legal matters, to oversee my finances, my future, and to act as my guardian. My father’s forward thinking not only guarded my wealth, it allowed me to have a say in my own destiny.




  Together with my governess and her daughter, I dwelled in the villa, a miniature palazzo of white marble situated on a hill overlooking the city of Vicenza. Frescos and elegant statues decorated the numerous rooms and halls within the rambling two-storey structure. Fragrant groves of cherry and lemon trees, where nightingales warbled love-melodies, fringed my lands. Sparkling fountains with stone basins and cascading water refreshed hot summer days. Here, I lived peacefully for two happy years, surrounded by books and pictures, undisturbed by the world.




  Of young, eligible men, I saw little or nothing. In fact, I avoided them altogether. My wealth attracted the attention of parents with marriageable sons who sought invitations to visit. I refused them all. My governess warned me to tread carefully around male society and I had taken her warnings to heart. Ignorance was not always the safest course, as I would someday come to learn.




  My one dear friend, Beatrice Cardano, Annunziata’s daughter, disagreed with her mother’s thoughts about men and often chided me good-naturedly for avoiding them. “Oh, Carlotta,” she would say. “A woman cannot know joy until she has sipped nectar from masculine lips, experienced the clasp of eager arms round her waist, or heard the beat of a passionate heart against her own.”




  I always smiled at her words, but never responded. They failed to change my mind. Yet, I loved to hear my friend speak. Beatrice’s melodious voice was a joy and her eyes could convince with more fluency than speech. I loved Beatrice, selflessly, honestly, with that rare tenderness shared by young girls for one another.




  I was as happy in Beatrice’s company, as Beatrice seemed to be in mine. We passed most of our time together, Beatrice also having lost her father. She was as poor as I was rich, so I always gave Beatrice my gently worn garments without wounding her pride. We had much the same tastes and shared the same sympathies. I treasured nothing as much as I did our friendship. We were inseparable.




  Annunziata also warned me that destiny permits no one to continue in blissful happiness. Fate could not tolerate it. Something trivial, a glance, a word, a touch, could shatter a friendship. A love deemed deep and lasting was so fragile it could disappear like straw in the wind. Yet, I refused to believe it; a folly I would soon come to regret.




  One muggy afternoon toward the end of May, Annunziata accompanied me to Mass in Vicenza. Beatrice was not with us, having remained at home with a headache. Afterwards, trapped among the crowd exiting the church, I lost sight of Annunziata.




  Alone, I strolled through the streets, savoring my moment of freedom and delaying my return home. At the far end of a crowded, narrow street, I heard chanting and caught a glimpse of black robes approaching. Priests and nuns walked towards me in a long procession. Clerics swung gold censers heavy with incense while nuns followed, row upon row, in black and white habits, each with a prayer book in hand. A statue of the Virgin Mary, carried on the shoulders of four burly youths, led their way. I paused at the side of the street to watch them pass. One face beamed like a star from among the four young men; one face of rugged, near perfect handsomeness lit by two luminous eyes, large, round, and of the darkest brown. His curved mouth smiled to provoke. His golden hair glimmered beneath the sun’s rays.




  I gazed at him, dazzled, excited. Here was a man, the gender Annunziata had warned me to mistrust and avoid, a man of my own age, eighteen, or twenty at the most. I drank in his soul-tempting glance and captivating smile. He was the most beautiful person I had ever seen. My eyes remained on him until the procession passed and he faded from my sight. In that moment of time, although I did not realize it, one era of my life had closed forever, and a new one had begun.




  Of course, upon my return home, I made inquiries through the good physician, my guardian in all things. It took a few days for him to discover the identity of the young man I had seen carry the Madonna. His name was Dario Gismondi and he was the only son of a ruined nobleman of dissolute character, who had lost his fortune gambling. Fortunately, he had had his son educated in a Benedictine monastery renowned not only for its strict discipline, but for a vast library of rare books. The physician assured me that Dario was as trustworthy as the sun rising each morning, and I had no reason not to believe him. Once my guardian gained whatever assurances he needed to ensure it was a good match, he began negotiations to arrange our marriage. Much to my delight, Dario’s father agreed. What better match could there be for an impoverished son than a wealthy contessa alone in the world?




  Our courtship was brief and as sweet as a cup of honeyed wine. There were no impediments to block our union. We were married at the end of June.




  Beatrice Cardano graced our nuptials with her presence. “Brava, Carlotta,” she exclaimed, her eyes all aglow after we were declared married. “You have finally heeded me, and in the process, you have secured the handsomest man in the region, in the world.”




  I pressed my friend’s hand, and a touch of remorse stole over me. Beatrice was no longer first in my affections, but I could not regret this. I glanced at Dario, my husband, bedazzled and overcome with love for him. The dreaminess of his large lucid eyes crept into my soul, and I forgot everyone but him. With him, I experienced a delirium of passion and touched the highest peaks of joy.




  Our first days together passed with near bliss and the nights spun a web of rapture around us. I never tired of Dario. For me, he grew finer with each passing day. Within a few months, he knew my soul, my deepest thoughts. He discovered how certain looks could draw me to his side like a devoted slave. Did he love me? Oh, yes, I believed he loved me as all husbands love their wives, as something that belonged solely to them. In return, I begrudged him nothing, idolizing him, raising him to the stature of a god. He was an extraordinary man, sharing my passion for collecting exquisite jewels.




  We kept an open house. Our home became a meeting place for all the nobility in and around Vicenza. Everyone respected and admired Dario’s beguiling face and polite humility. Beatrice was loudest in her praise of my husband, and the respect and kindness she displayed toward Dario endeared her even more to me. I trusted and loved her as if she were my sister, and I treated her as one. I deemed my life perfect. It was filled with love, wealth, family, and friendship. What more could a woman desire? Nevertheless, there was more joy to come. Within a year, I gave birth to a daughter, fair as the jasmine that grew thick in the woods surrounding my palazzo. We named her Chiara. Minutes after her birth, wrapped in soft, embroidered cashmere, the fragile mite lay in my arms. The baby opened her eyes. They were large and dark brown as Dario’s were. Heaven itself lingered in their pure depths. I kissed the innocent face. Dario and Beatrice did the same, and those clear, quiet eyes of my infant daughter regarded us all with a strange half-inquiring solemnity. A bird, perched on the bow of a tree outside the bedroom, broke into a low, sweet song. Too exhausted to stay awake any longer, I handed my daughter back to the wet nurse, who waited to receive her.




  After Dario and the servant left the room, Beatrice laid her hand on my shoulder. “You are a good woman, Carlotta.”




  “Indeed. Why do you think so?” I asked with a half-laugh. “I am no better than any other woman.”




  “You are less suspicious than most people.” Beatrice turned away and played with the tassel of her belt.




  I glanced at my friend in surprise. “What do you mean amica? Have I reason to suspect anyone?”




  Beatrice laughed and resumed her seat at the edge of the bed. “Why, no,” she answered, with a frank look. “But the world is always filled with suspicion. Jealousy’s stiletto is ever ready to strike, justly or unjustly. Children are well versed in the ways of vice. Penitents confess to priests who are worse sinners than they are, and fidelity is often a farce.” She paused a moment, a touch of sadness in her eyes. “Is it not wonderful to be you, Carlotta; a woman happy in her home, with all the confidence in the world?”




  “I have no cause to be suspicious of anyone,” I responded. “Dario is trustworthy and righteous.”




  “True.” Beatrice looked at me and smiled. “He is as pure as a flawless diamond and as unapproachable as the farthest star.”




  I concurred, but something in her manner bewildered me. What a strange conversation. Our talk soon turned to different matters and I thought no more of it. I did not know it then, but her words would soon return to haunt me.




  Chapter Two
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  A.D. 1631




  A plague struck Vicenza, razing the population like a destructive demon. Its vile touch was indiscriminate, striking down scores of people, both young and old, who dropped in the streets to die. Fear, superstition, and utter selfishness reigned among the people. The illness struck its victims without warning. There were no physical signs. Brutal and virulent, it began with a cough and headache, followed by chills, fever, and shortness of breath, which left one exhausted and prostrate. Nausea, vomiting, back pain, and soreness in the arms and legs followed. Bright light became unbearable. Very few survived. Death came quickly, within two or three days. No one understood how it spread or how one contracted it. Many believed breathing the same air as those afflicted would bring it on. Whoever contracted the plague suffered great pain before taking their last breath.




  When the pestilence struck a house or family, they were likely all to die if they remained together. Frightened, people abandoned their homes and relatives to flee to another town or village. Mothers barricaded doors against their own children, otherwise the authorities would board up their home and lock them all inside. Physicians could rarely be found, for they were not immune to the illness. Those who could be found, demanded vast sums before they would enter a home to tend the sick. Most of those afflicted died alone, without confessor or sacraments, their bodies reeking until the beccamorti arrived to cart them away like rubbish.




  Churches dug trenches, wide and deep, to receive the dead. The beccamorti, who passed with wagons to collect the dead, would toss them in, layer upon layer atop each other. Priests could not toll bells. Ordinances banned them from doing so because it disheartened the healthy as well as the sick. All fruits were forbidden entrance into the city. None of the guilds were operating. All the shops were shut, taverns closed; only apothecaries and churches remained open. Very few dared walk the streets. The plague enriched apothecaries, doctors, beccamorti, and vendors who tended to the sick or sold poultices of mallow, nettles, mercury and other herbs necessary to draw off the infirmity. No birds trilled until late in the evening, when the nightingales in my gardens broke out in an animated surge of song, part cheery and part glum.




  But, in the wooded hills outside my palazzo, the breeze wafted moderate and fresh. I had taken all precautions necessary to prevent the contagion from attacking our household. In fact, I would have insisted we all leave Vicenza, but I feared our flight might drive us straight into the arms of the disease.




  Dario did not seem nervous. Brave men seldom are. Their stoic courage makes them think they are invincibile, able to fight off any threats. As for our daughter, Chiara, now two years old, she was healthy and active as any child of that age, a blossom ever open to the sun.




  Beatrice, Annunziata, and a small retinue of servants lived with us. I permitted no one to leave the palazzo for any reason. We existed on bread made from flour stored in our pantry, milk from our goats, whatever we could grow in our garden, and meat from the chickens or sheep we raised ourselves. I made sure everyone bathed regularly, rose and retired early, and remained in perfect health.




  We entertained ourselves. Among his many other gifts, Dario had a beautiful voice. He sang with tender expression, and on many evenings, when I sat with Beatrice in the garden after putting little Chiara to bed, Dario would serenade us with luscious tones and beautiful songs. Beatrice would often join him, her delicate and clear voice chiming in as exquisite as a cascade of water from a fountain.




  For many years thereafter, I would recall the sight of them singing together; their voices and united melody mocking me. The pungent fragrance of orange-blossom still floats towards me on the air and a yellow moon burns round and full in the dense sky. I remember how they leaned their two heads together, one fair, the other dark – my husband and my best friend, two people whose lives were a million times dearer to me than my own. Those were the happiest of days. Days of self-delusion always are.




  As spring ebbed into summer, the plague spread with appalling persistence. The people of Vicenza became mad with terror. And still, my family remained unaffected. It was as if Chiara was our good luck charm against the plague. Her innocent mischievousness and chatter distracted us from our fears.




  On one of the coolest mornings of the scorching summer, I woke earlier than usual. Dario slept soundly at my side. The fresh breeze outside tempted me to rise and stroll through the garden. I dressed softly, careful not to disturb him. As I was about to leave the room, some instinct forced me to turn and look at him once more. How enticing he was, smiling in his sleep.




  My heart fluttered with love as I gazed down at him, chest bared, one naked, muscular leg above the covers. We had been married for three years and my passion and love for him had increased. I raised one of his golden locks that shone like a sunbeam on his pillow, and kissed his forehead. Then I left him.




  A gentle breeze met me as I stepped outside. As I walked past the outside hearth, I noticed Dario had forgotten his silver tinderbox there. I ran my fingers over the engraved scrollwork around our intertwined initials, C and D, recalling his smile when I had given it to him as a gift. How happy I had been to give it to him. How happy he had been to receive it. My heart warmed at the memory as I slipped it into my belt purse to return to him later.




  I strolled along the garden paths. A draught scarce strong enough to flutter the leaves invigorated me after the heat of the past few days. Absorbed in thoughts of family and household, I wandered further than I intended and found myself on a path long abandoned. Curious, I followed the winding footway. Overgrown with trees and foliage, it was shady and cool. I continued down the narrow path until I glimpsed rooftops through the leafage of the trees. The path had brought me to the perimeters of Vicenza. Fearful of the plague, I knew I should not continue and I turned round to return home.




  A sudden sound startled me; a moan of intense pain, a smothered cry emitted by some poor creature in torture. I turned in that direction, and saw, lying face down on the grass, a boy, a little vegetable-seller of eleven or twelve years of age. His basket of wares stood beside him, a tempting pile of vegetables, lovely but dangerous to eat in this time of plague.




  “What ails you?” I asked, leaning close to him, placing my hand on his forehead. The heat of his body burned my palm. His fetid breath scorched me when he coughed.




  He shuddered as he looked at me with pitiful eyes set in a beautiful face, scarlet with suffering. “The plague, signora,” he moaned. “The plague. Keep away from me, for the love of God. I am going to die.”




  I hesitated. I had touched the boy and inhaled his breath. For myself, I had no fear, but for my husband and child, I did. For their sakes, I must be vigilant. Yet, I could not abandon this poor boy and resolved to help him. “Courage, do not lose heart. Not all illnesses are the plague. Rest here till I return. I am going to fetch a healer for you.”




  The little fellow looked at me with incredulous, wretched eyes, and tried to smile. He pointed to his stomach, and tried to speak, but to no avail. Then he writhed about in the grass like a wounded animal.




  I left him and hurried away. Soon, I reached a small piazza bathed by the sun’s intense heat. I noticed a few worried-looking men standing uselessly about. To them, I explained the boy’s predicament and beseeched them for assistance. They all hung back. No one offered to accompany me, not even for all the silver coins I offered them. Annoyed at their cowardice, I hurried on in search of a healer.




  Through the streets I went, making inquiries. Several hours passed before I found a healer and knocked on her door.




  The sallow-faced, wrinkled, old woman listened to my account of the condition in which I had left the little vegetable-seller. Then she shook her head and refused to follow me. “He is as good as dead,” the hag said with callous curtness. “Better hail one of the beccamorti. They will fetch his body.”




  Frustration rose inside me. “You refuse to help him?”




  The healer bowed her head with sarcastic politeness. “Signora must pardon me. If I touch a plagued corpse, I would endanger my own health and I would be unable to help others who may need me. I bid you a good-day.” Then she disappeared, slamming the door in my face.




  Exasperated, and though the heat and the putrid odour of the sun-baked streets made me feel faint and sick, I forgot all danger to myself. I stood in the middle of this plague-stricken city at a loss as to what to do next.




  A sombre, but gentle voice greeted me from behind. “You seek aid, signora?”




  I spun about.




  A tall, lanky monk, whose cowl partly concealed his pallid features, stood before me. I greeted him respectfully and explained my need.




  “I will go at once.” He spoke with compassion. “But I fear the worst. I have remedies with me, but it may be too late to help the boy.”




  Relief coursed through me. I had come upon a cleric who faced the pestilence without fear when others I had met had scuttled away like frightened rabbits. “I will bring you to him,” I offered. “I would not let a dog die unaided, much less this poor lad, who seems friendless and without kin.”




  The monk studied me as we walked. “You do not reside here?”




  I gave him my name and described the location of my home.




  By his nod, he indicated he knew of me.




  “At that height we are free from the pestilence,” I said. “I understand the panic that prevails in the city, but the situation is made worse by the cowardice displayed for those poor souls who have been afflicted.”




  “But what else can the people do? Their hearts are set on life. When death, common to all, enters their midst, they are like babes scared by a dark shadow.”




  “But you, dear brother,” I began, and stopped to cough, conscious of a sharp throbbing pain in my temples.




  “I am a servant of Christ. The plague holds no fear for me. Unworthy as I am, I am ready and willing to face all manner of death.” He spoke with firmness, yet without arrogance.




  I looked at him with admiration, and was about to speak, when a curious dizziness overcame me. I clutched his arm to prevent myself from falling. The street rocked like a ship at sea, and the skies whirled round me in a blur of blue. The feeling gradually passed, and I heard the monk’s voice as though it came from a long way off, asking me what was the matter.




  I forced a smile. “I believe it is the heat,” I said. “I feel faint, feeble. I had best stay here. Please see to the boy. Dio.” My weakened legs collapsed beneath me and I experienced a shooting pain, bitter and harsh as though a sword had been plunged into my flesh.




  I sank to the ground shuddering. Without hesitation, the lanky monk helped me to my feet. He half carried, half led me to a nearby inn. Inside, he helped me sit on a wooden bench and called for the proprietor, a man he seemed to know very well. Although I felt very ill, I was conscious and could understand everything that was happening around me.




  “Attend to her well, Giovanni,” the monk said. “She is the Contessa Carlotta Mancini. You will not regret caring for her. I will return within an hour.”




  “Contessa Mancini. Santissima Madonna. She has caught the plague.”




  I knew it was possible, for it took only a few hours before one contracted the plague after exposure.




  “Hush, fool,” the monk exclaimed. “You cannot know that. A stroke of the sun is not the plague. See to her well or, by Saint Peter, there will be no place for you in Heaven.”




  The landlord appeared terrified at the uttered curse. He retreated and returned with pillows to place beneath my head. The monk held a glass to my lips. It contained some herbal mixture, which I swallowed without thought.




  “Rest here, my lady,” he said with a calming tone. “These people will treat you kindly. I will hasten to the boy and in less than an hour will return to you again.”




  I restrained him with my hand on his arm. “Wait,” I murmured. “Let me know the worst. Do you think I have the plague?”




  “I hope not,” he replied with compassion. “But it is possible. You may have contracted it from the boy. It does not take long for the plague to spread from one person to another. If this is the case, you are young and strong. You can fight it. Do not be afraid.”




  “I am not afraid, but please promise me one thing. Send no word of my illness to my husband. You must swear it. Even if I am unconscious or dead, swear you will ensure no one takes my body back to my villa. I cannot risk making my family ill. Swear it. I cannot rest till I have your word.”




  “I swear it, my lady,” he answered, solemnly. “By all I hold sacred, I will respect your wishes.”




  His words reassured me. The safety of my loved ones was certain. I thanked him with a mute gesture, too weak to say anything more. He disappeared from my sight.




  I lost all semblance of time. My thoughts meandered into a confusion of bizarre delusions. I could see the interior of the room where I lay. The landlord polished his glasses and bottles, casting anxious glances in my direction. Groups of men peered at me through the doorway, but the moment they saw me, they fled.




  A cloud floated above my face and in its center, a face emerged. “Dario. My love, my husband,” I cried, stretching out my arms to clasp him. Instead, I realized the landlord held me in his embrace. I struggled to push him away.




  “Cretino!” I shrieked. “Let me go, my husband’s lips are the only ones to kiss me, not yours, let me go.”




  Another man advanced and seized me. He and the landlord overcame me and forced me back on the pillows. Exhaustion robbed me of strength. I ceased to struggle. The landlord and his assistant stared down at me.




  “She’s dead,” one of them whispered.




  I heard them. Dead? Not me. The pain my chest was unbearable, my breathing shallow because of it. Scorching sunlight streamed through the open door of the inn. Thirsty flies buzzed with persistent loudness. Voices sang, though I could not distinguish the words.




  I yearned for Dario. What had Beatrice said about him? As pure as a flawless diamond and as unapproachable as the farthest star.




  That idiotic landlord still buffed his wine-bottles, his fearful round face oily with heat and grime. I did not understand why he was there, for I saw myself resting on the banks of a cool river where huge trees grew wild and a drowsy lion slept in the sun, its jaws open wide and eyes aglitter with hunger. A boat slipped silently through the water. In it, I beheld a woman, her features similar to those of Beatrice. The woman drew out a long thin stiletto as she approached. Brave Beatrice. She meant to attack the lion on the shore. She stepped onto the bank and passed the lion, unaware of its presence. Instead, she headed straight toward me with a rapid, unwavering step. I was the one Beatrice sought. Beatrice thrust the cold metal stiletto into my heart and drew it out dripping with blood. Once, twice, three times she stabbed me, and yet, I did not die. I thrashed about and moaned in torment. Then a dark shadow came to stand over me.




  Two dark eyes looked into mine. “Be calm, my lady. I commend you to Christ.” He made the sign of the cross on my forehead.




  It was the monk, and I was happy to see he had returned from his errand of mercy. Though I struggled to speak, I managed to rasp out an inquiry about the boy.




  The holy man crossed himself. “May his soul rest in peace. I found him dead.”




  Dead? So soon? I could not understand it and drifted off again into an addled state.




  Time passed. Intense, intolerable pain, tortured me. Through my delirium I heard muffled, sad sounds like chants or prayers. I also heard the tinkle of a bell, but my mind lurched with thoughts and visions that seemed both real and false at the same time. “Not to the villa,” I shrieked. “No, not there. You shall not take me. A curse upon anyone who disobeys.”




  It seemed as if someone had dragged me into a deep hollow. The monk stood above me. I could not plead with him, could not move a limb, but through the narrow slits of my closed eyes, I caught a glimpse of a silver crucifix sparkling above me. With one last cry for help, I fell down, down, into a void of dark oblivion where time had no beginning and no end.




  Chapter Three
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  Silence and total blackness engulfed me. The gloom held me trapped. Dreamy visions fluttered through my mind, at first vague, but later more clear. In what horrifying darkness was I? Slowly my senses returned, and I remembered my illness. The monk, the innkeeper, where were they? Where had they put me? I was lying on my back upon a very hard, uncomfortable surface, without so much as a pillow, or sheet.




  A prickling sensation shot through my veins. My hands were warm and my heart beat strongly. I struggled to breathe. Air. I must have air. I raised my hands, but they struck wood above and around me. A horrible realization flashed into my mind: someone had buried me alive in a coffin. They must have believed me dead from the plague.




  Terror and fury blazed through me. I wrenched and scratched at the wood surrounding me with the entire force of my body. I strained to push open the closed lid, but my efforts were in vain.




  Icy drops of sweat trickled down my forehead as I gasped for breath. Summoning my energy for one last attempt, driven by desperation, I hurled my body hard against one side of my narrow prison. It cracked and split, but no light showed through the crack, and a horrid new fear beset me. If they had buried me in the ground, what good was it to break open the coffin and let in the damp, maggot-ridden mold? It would choke and silence me forever. I recoiled at the thought and wavered on the verge of madness. A scream flew from my lips; a sound that rasped like the rattle in the throat of a person about to die. Yet, I breathed easily. Even in my bewilderment, I was conscious of air. Blessed air was rushing in from somewhere.




  Encouraged, I felt around with both hands until I found the crack in the wood I had made. With frenzied swiftness, I yanked and heaved at the wood, but made little progress. After regaining my breath and wiping the sweat from my forehead, I tried again. Splinters cut into my fingers; my desperation kept me focused on the task. Soon, the opening widened and with one more push and kick, the entire side of the coffin gave way.




  I managed to force up the lid and stretched out my arms. No weight of earth impeded my movements. Nothing but empty air encircled me. Instinctively I leaped out of the unbearable coffin and fell to the ground, bruising my hands and knees on a stone pavement.




  From somewhere beside me, something heavy fell with a loud, splintering crash.




  In the darkness, I breathed deeply of cool, musty air. With difficulty and pain, I raised myself to a sitting position. My limbs felt cramped and I shivered in the cold dampness.




  When my muddled thoughts cleared and some of my hysteria dissolved, I pondered my situation. My illness had likely rendered me unconscious. The innkeeper must have believed me dead of the plague, and panic-stricken, had thrust me into a flimsy coffin and nailed it shut with inept haste.




  Had they laid me in a sturdier casket, or buried me in the earth like other victims of the plague, who knows if I could have freed myself? I cringed at the thought. One question remained. Where was I? I searched for an answer, but could not arrive at one.




  I remembered telling the monk my name. He knew that I was the sole descendant of the noble Mancini family. The holy man must have done his duty. He had seen me laid in my ancestral vault, sealed since my father’s burial. The more I thought of this, the more probable it seemed.




  The Mancini vault; its forbidding gloom had terrified me when I followed my father’s coffin to his assigned stone niche. Somewhere in the dark was my mother’s heavy oaken casket, hung with tattered velvet and ornamented with tarnished silver. I felt sick and faint. Trembling with cold, I would not feel better until I breathed fresh air beneath an azure sky. Trapped in my family burial chamber, I was a prisoner with little hope of escape.




  I recalled that a heavy door of closely twisted iron barred the entrance to the vault. From there, a flight of steep steps led downward to where I now sat. Could I feel my way through the dark to those steps and climb up to that door? But it was locked and the vault was in a remote section of the cemetary. Even the keeper might not come near it for days, perhaps weeks. I would starve or die of thirst.




  Tortured by such thoughts, I stood erect. The cold stone floor chilled my bare feet to the marrow. Fearful of contagion, they had left me fully clothed in the same ivory and wine-colored gown with its tabbed bodice, long stomacher, and virago sleeves I had worn the day I fell sick. Since donning it, my world had changed horrifically.




  I raised my hand to my neck. When I touched the gold chain and medallion engraved with the initials of my husband and daughter, a flood of sweet memories rushed over me. I raised the round pendant to my lips and pressed my kisses and tears, scalding and bitter, upon it. Life was worth living while my Chiara and Dario’s smiles lit the world. I resolved to fight; to climb out of this crypt, no matter what dire horrors awaited me.




  Dario, my love. In the black gloom, I pictured his handsome face that shone like a beacon in my mind. His mournful eyes beckoned, as though I could hear him sob alone in the empty silence of our bedchamber, his hair dishevelled, his face haggard with grief. My little Chiara, too, would wonder why I did not come to kiss her good night. How I missed my baby. And Beatrice, my dearest friend. I fretted over how profound her sadness would be.




  I must escape these grim confines. How ecstatic they would be to see me again, to know that I was alive. Oh, how they would welcome me. Dario would sweep me into his arms, my beloved daughter would cling to me, Beatrice would shed tears of joy at my appearance. I smiled, picturing our reunion. My happy home blessed by faultless friendship and staunch fidelity.




  In the distance, a church bell tolled the hour. One, two, three... I counted twelve strokes. My pleasant thoughts faded and the grim reality of my situation troubled me anew. Did the bells announce midday or midnight? I could not tell.




  It had been early morning when I took that ill-begotten path into Vicenza. It must have been before midday when I met the monk and sought his assistance for the young lad who had suffered and died alone. If my illness had lasted a day or two, as was the case with most victims who died of the plague. I might have died the following day or the next. In that case, they likely buried me before sunset. These might be the bells of midnight struck on the very day of my burial. I felt certain it could be no more than three days after contracting the illness, otherwise I would be in severe thirst.




  I trembled; a tense fear crept over me. Something dreadful resounded in the tolling of those midnight bells that echoed cruelly on my ears, the ears of a woman pent up alive in a crypt with the putrefying bodies of her ancestors. I tried to suppress my terror and summon my courage. I must escape this hell. With my hands before me, I slowly and carefully felt my way to the steps of the vault.




  A long piercing cry, intense and miserable, echoed through the hollow arches of my tomb. Blood curdled in my veins. I broke out in a cold sweat. My heart beat so stridently that I could hear it thump against my ribs. The shriek seemed to come from inside the vault, and this time a flurry and flutter of wings followed it. It is only an owl, I whispered aloud in an effort to still my rising panic, only a harmless companion to the dead. But how did it get in here? If it could enter, it could also depart.




  Hopeful, I moved cautiously onward. Suddenly, from out of the darkness, the owl sprung at me with wretched malice. I fought with the creature as it circled my head, pounced at my face, and beat me with massive wings I could feel, but could not see. I struck at it relentlessly. The repulsive confrontation seemed to last forever. Although ill and lightheaded, I battled the beast. Finally, the huge owl halted its assault. It emitted one last vicious screech then vanished into some black corner. Every nerve in my body shook as I tried to regain my breath.




  Blindly groping with outstretched hands, I continued on my way to where I believed the stone staircase might be, but instead, I bumped into a hard and cold horizontal barrier. I ran my hands over it. Was this the first step of the stairs? It seemed too high. I stroked it cautiously and touched something soft and sodden like wet velvet. Beneath the cloth, my fingers traced the oblong form of a coffin. A realization shot through me and I withdrew my hand swiftly. Whose coffin was this? My father’s? Or was it my mother’s oak casket?




  A deep sense of despair swept through me. All my efforts to find my way through the vault were fruitless. Lost in the overwhelming blackness, I did not know in which direction I should turn. With shocking realization, the direness of my circumstances became clear. Thirst tormented me. I fell to my knees and wept.




  My sobs rang through the vault’s arches; the sound strange and horrific to my own ears. If I could not escape this agony soon, I would go mad, confined in this place of death and darkness, with decomposing cadavers as my sole companions. I buried my face in my hands, forcing myself to remain calm and keep my mind from surrendering to the madness that threatened to possess me.




  Then, from somewhere in the distance, I heard a cheerful sound. I raised my head and listened to the trill of a nightingale. How it reassured me in this hour of despair. I praised God for its existence and sprang up laughing and weeping for joy at its shower of lustrous warbles. A rush of courage surged through me, invigorating me with hope and vitality.




  A new idea came to me. I could follow the nightingale’s voice. It sang harmoniously, optimistically, and I resumed my journey through the blackness. In my mind, I pictured the bird perched on one of the trees outside the vault, and believed that if I could move towards its voice, it would guide me to the staircase I so desperately sought.




  Stumbling along, I felt weak and my legs quavered beneath me. This time nothing impeded my progress. The nightingale’s song drifted closer. Hope that had nearly faded, bounded once more into my heart. Barely aware of my own movements, the golden melody of the song drew me as if I were in a dream.




  My foot tripped over a stone and I fell forward. I felt no pain; my limbs were too numb with cold. I raised my aching eyes in the darkness and cried out. One meager ray of moonlight, no thicker than a blade of straw, flickered down on me and revealed the lowest step of the stairway. I could not see the door of the vault, but I knew that it must be there at the top.




  Too exhausted to move, I lay still as a stone, gazing at the solitary moon-ray, and listening to the nightingale, whose melody rang out with clarity. The low-pitched bell of earlier now rang out the first hour of the day. Soon, it would be morning. I decided to rest until then. Completely exhausted, I rested my head against the cold stones as if they were silk pillows. Within a few moments, I put all my miseries out of my mind and drifted into sleep.




  Chapter Four
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  A biting sting on my neck woke me. Nauseated and dizzy, I raised my hand to my throat and closed my trembling fingers around a winged and slimy, flesh and blood horror fastened to my skin. Its abhorrent grip drove me to hysteria. Wild with revulsion, I screamed as I clasped its plump bulk and ripped it away, flinging it hard and far into the vault. I could hear it flapping about in the darkness until it settled somewhere.




  I continued to scream, terrified. Had I reached the edge of insanity? Fatigue finally silenced me. Gasping for air and in my weakened state, my entire body trembled. After a length of haunting silence, I tried to regain control over my fears.




  The moonbeam no longer shone into the vault. Instead, a stream of dull grey light took its place. I could now see the entire staircase and the closed iron grate at the top. With desperate haste, I crawled up the steps. Grasping the iron grate with both hands, I shook it hard. My efforts were in vain; the locked grate would not open.




  “Help me,” I screeched. My voice echoed over the desolate tombstones. Absolute stillness replied.




  I stared through the tightly weaved black rods. Beyond lay verdant grass and lush trees beneath a glorious sky already flushed with the peach and rose-tinted hues of a rising sun. I drank in the pure, revitalizing air.




  A long, wild grapevine dangled within reach, its leaves sodden with dew. I squeezed one hand through the grate and picked a few fresh, leafy fragments, ravenously stuffing them into my mouth. They tasted more delectable than anything I had ever eaten and they relieved my parched throat.




  The sight of the sky and earth calmed me. The nightingale had ceased its melodic song. In its place, I heard the gentle twitter of awakening birds. My breathlessness soon eased.




  As my terror abated, I leaned against the stone archway and glanced back down the steep stairway. Something white lay on the seventh step from the top. Curious, I descended and saw that it was a partially spent thick wax candle, the type used by the Church for funeral masses, likely from my own. Now, if only I had a means to light it. Then I remembered Dario’s tinderbox. I reached into the purse attached to my belt. It was there. I pulled it out along with a few silver coins, a thimble, a fan, my visiting card case, and the ring of keys belonging to various doors in my villa. They must have buried me in haste for they had taken none of my possessions. The silver tinderbox was especially valuable. Only fear of contagion would have kept someone from taking it.




  The knowledge that I could strike a flame and light the candle made me almost giddy with relief. The sun had not yet fully risen and it might be hours before anyone came to the graveyard and discovered me.




  An unusual idea came to mind, and the more I thought about it, the more I wanted to do it. I needed to see my coffin. Possessing the tinderbox had chased away my fears and gave me the courage to do it. I picked up the candle and after two strikes of the steel, I managed to light the char-cloth, which I then used to light the candle. At first, it flickered, but after a moment, the flame became steady and strong. The candle would not last long, perhaps an hour, two at the most. I shaded it from any draughts with my hand, cast a parting glance at the daylight that shone temptingly through the iron grate, and descended back into the murkiness.




  Lizards slithered away as I descended the steps. The moment the candle flame permeated the darkness, I heard the flurry of wings and a feral cry. Hideous creatures lived in this house of the dead, but armed with my light, I had the confidence to defeat them all. My descent seemed so short compared to my climb in the impenetrable dark, and I soon found myself back in the vault’s depths.




  Now I could see. High walls enclosed the small room. Horizontal niches in the wall, one above the other, held narrow caskets containing my ancestors’ bones. I held the candle high above my head and looked around with morbid curiosity until I found what I sought – my own coffin.




  It lay in a niche five feet from the ground, its fractured wood proof of my struggle to free myself. I advanced for a closer look. It was a flimsy box, unlined, of plain wood, and shoddily crafted. Thank goodness it had been so poorly made, otherwise I might never have escaped from it.




  I peered inside. Something shone from within – an ebony and silver crucifix. The good monk must have laid it on my breast before they closed me into the coffin. My heart warmed at his thoughtfulness. In my struggle to free myself, the cross must have dropped off my chest. I raised it to my lips, kissed it, and made up my mind that if I ever met the monk again, I would tell him my tale, and show him the cross as proof of my ordeal. I had no doubt he would recognize it.




  Had they put my name on the coffin lid? I leaned closer to look. There it was, painted on the wood in coarse, black letters. CARLOTTA MANCINI. The date of my birth followed it and then a short Latin inscription stating that I had died of the plague on August 15, 1631. Only Saturday, yet an eternity seemed to have passed since then.




  I turned to my father’s resting place. The velvet pall over his coffin had begun to disintegrate. Next to him, was another coffin covered with a worm-eaten, frayed cloth upon which I lay my palm. This was my mother’s coffin; she who had given me life, who had first embraced me and from whose loving arms I first beheld the world. I recalled my mother’s portrait that hung in the dining hall of my villa. The artist had captured her in full youth; a light-haired beauty, whose delicate complexion was as lovely as a ripening peach against the summer sun. Now, all that loveliness lay in this damp hole, decaying into bone and dust. I shuddered at the thought.




  I knelt in front of my parent’s desolate stone niches and prayed for their blessing. While I prayed, the candlelight caught a small object glittering on the ground. I leaned over to retrieve it. A thick, golden chain upon which hung a pendant of a ship, dangled from my fingers. Its fine artistry and intricate details astonished me. Only the most talented of goldsmiths could have created such an ornament, likely for some nobleman, for there was nothing feminine about this piece. Upon its masts, flew sails painted with white enamel and studded with pearls. Sapphires, rubies, and diamonds decorated it from bow to stern. I clutched it in my hand and glanced about to discover where the treasure could have come from.




  An unusually large coffin lay sideways, toppled on the ground. I lowered the candle to the ground and observed a vacant but damaged niche below the one where my own coffin had been. I recalled that when I had broken free, I had heard a crash. It must have been this coffin, big enough to contain a huge man, that had fallen. What ancestor had I dislodged? Had the rare jewel in my hand come from a skeleton’s throat?




  Curious, I bent to examine the lid of the enormous casket. It bore no name and no mark except for a stiletto roughly painted in black. I had never seen this casket in the vault before. How had it come to be here? Eager to learn more about the mysterious coffin, I rested my candle in an empty niche and carefully laid the chain and ship pendant beside it.




  I stepped closer to the coffin and applied both hands to a fractured corner, pushing and yanking to tear it open. After a loud crack and splinter, a leather pouch fell out. I picked it up and weighed it in my hand. When I unlaced it, I discovered it was full of gold coins. Excited, I seized a large pointed stone and began to thrust it repeatedly against the casket. I toiled hard and long, but finally managed to smash it open.




  Stunned, I stared at the contents. No decomposing body met my gaze. No discolored or putrefying bones or skull mocked me with empty eye-sockets. Instead, I looked upon a treasure worthy of a king’s ransom. Items of immeasurable wealth filled the casket. I counted fifty large leather pouches crammed with gold and silver coins. Others brimmed with priceless jewels - necklaces, crowns, bracelets, brooches, and other articles of masculine and feminine adornment. Some contained loose precious stones including diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and opals, all of unusual size and lustre, uncut and ready for a goldsmith to set.




  Beneath the bags lay bolts of silk, velvet, and cloth of gold, each one carefully wrapped in oilskin and perfumed with camphor and other spices, all of unsurpassed quality and in a faultless state.




  Among the cloths lay two gold serving trays with four matching goblets, all magnificently engraved and ornamented. I also discovered other riches such as small ivory statues, a belt of gold coins linked together, a delicately painted fan with a handle set in rubies and sapphires, an impressive steel stiletto in a jewelled leather sheath, and a silver mirror framed with amethysts. At the very bottom of the chest lay more leather purses filled with soldi and denari likely amounting to millions and millions of scudos - an amount far surpassing the revenues I had inherited from my father. I plunged my hands deep into the leather bags, fingering the riches, letting them fall through my fingers in a golden cascade. Amazement and wonder conflicted with my confusion. Where could such a treasure have come from? Many of the items appeared ancient, perhaps even Roman antiquities. I knew it well, for I had collected such treasures for several years.




  My heart leapt with excitement. I let out a giddy, nervous laugh. Then it struck me. The treasure was mine. I had found it in my family crypt and had the right to claim it. But who had placed it there without my knowledge? The answer came easily. I now understood the meaning of the painted black stiletto on the lid of the coffin. It was the mark of a violent and notorious brigand named Cesare Negri who with his misguided band of thieves, ruthlessly haunted Vicenza and its surrounding areas. He was wanted by the authorities for theft and murder. People feared him. The cut-throat’s cunning impressed me. He had calculated well, thinking no one would disturb the dead, much less break open a coffin. But all his shrewd planning had failed. I had found it. A dead woman returning to life deserved something for her trouble. Despite the fact this was an ill-gotten hoard, I would be foolish not to claim to it. After all, I was the sole owner of the vault. Besides, I deserved the treasure more than a villain like Cesare Negri, for I would find some honorable use for it.




  I pondered the situation for a few moments. If this treasure were indeed the spoils of the formidable Negri, how had it come to be here? Likely four sturdy scoundrels had carried the coffin here in a bogus funeral procession for a non-existent companion. Yet the question remained, how had they gained access to my ancestral vault? Did they possess a duplicate key?




  All at once, a gust of air blew out my candle. I found myself in darkness once more. I had my tinderbox, and could light it again, but the gust of wind must have come from an opening somewhere. I looked round and noticed a ray of light emanating from a corner of the niche where I had left the candle and pendant. I approached and reached out for the items. A solid current of air blew through a hole large enough to fit three fingers. I relit my candle and examined the hole at the back of the niche.




  Someone had removed four granite blocks in the wall. In their place were thick, loosely placed, wooden tiles. I pulled them off, one at a time. A pile of brushwood lay behind them. As I cleared it away, I discovered a tunnel large enough for a person to pass through. My heart beat with excitement as I clambered up. At the other end, I could see a glimpse of blue sky. I crouched down and crawled through it.




  Within moments, I stood outside the vault, my bare feet upon soft, green grass and my body beneath an emerging blue sky. I fell to my knees and wept with joy. I was free. Free to resume my life, my love, my marriage to my beloved Dario; free to forget, if I could, the horror of my live burial.




  Thankful, I prayed, heaping numerous blessings upon Cesare Negri. I owed the famous lout my gratitude, not only for the fortune he had left, but also for my freedom. He or his followers must have dug the secret passage into the Mancini vault for their own nefarious purposes. The authorities had been seeking him for quite some time and there was a price on his head. The villain was in hiding somewhere. Even if I were to discover his whereabouts, those who sought him would receive no aid from me. There was no reason for me to betray him. He had been my savior. Besides, no one could ever accuse me of stealing stolen property.




  Bathed by the morning light, I rejoiced in my deliverance. Happiness the likes of which I had never known radiated through my body. When Dario saw me once more, he would love me more fondly than before, for although our separation had been brief, but terrible, the knowledge that I was alive would endear us to each other even more.




  And my little Chiara. I could not wait to swing her again beneath the orange boughs and listen to her delightful squeals. I would clasp Beatrice’s hand and the joy of our friendship would flood both our hearts. Tonight I would lay my head upon Dario’s chest and listen to his heartbeat after our lovemaking. My head spun with dazzling, euphoric visions.




  The sun had fully risen now. Long golden sunbeams stroked the treetops. I felt as if I would die from all my euphoria. I would share it all with Dario tonight when the moon rose and the nightingales returned to sing their love-songs. Full of such joyful fantasies, I inhaled the pure morning air for several more moments, and then went back down into the vault.




  Chapter Five
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  Aided by the light of my candle and the meager sunlight that filtered into the crypt, I repacked the treasure. I kept two leather bags for myself - one full of jewels and the other of coins. To my relief, the casket had suffered little damage when I had forced it open. I secured the lid, and despite my weakness, I managed to push it to the darkest corner of the vault. Fighting for breath, I disguised it beneath three heavy stones then wiped the sweat from my brow and paused to catch my breath.




  Next, I removed the rope belt at my waist and secured my treasure to it. Then I raised the hem of my filthy gown to below my breasts and held it in place with my elbow. I knotted the belt around my waist before lowering my gown over it to disguise the booty.




  Straightening my gown, I ran my hand over my hair. I could tell it was in disarray too. I must look a fright. I did not want anyone to see me in so dirty and disheveled a condition. With all the money I carried, I had more than enough to purchase a gown, but where could I find one? Unfortunately, I did not know. All my life, I had ordered gowns from exclusive dressmakers who came to my villa with bolts of material to choose from and later for fittings.




  Must I wait until nightfall before I could escape this tomb? No. I could not bear to linger in these gruesome surroundings a moment longer. Throngs of beggars swarm the streets of Vicenza in every manner of rags, dirt, and misery. If taken for one of them, it would matter little to me. Whatever problems I might encounter on my way home would be short-lived.




  Satisfied that I had placed the brigand’s treasure-filled coffin in a safe position, I hung the ship pendant round my neck. It would make a fine gift for Dario, whose fondness for gold jewelry surpassed my own. After one last glance about, I climbed out through the tunnel.




  I used the same logs and brush to disguise the opening, and then stood back to examine my handiwork. I could detect no signs that a passage lay behind it and whispered a prayer of thanks to Cesare Negri for having created such a clever cover-up. All that remained was for me to declare my identity, drink and eat something, purchase a new garment, and then return home.
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