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For Brian




The entire city is dedicated to Venus.

—Alphonso de la Cueva, the marquis of Bedmar and Spanish ambassador to Venice, 1608–1618

Two lone women in an unknown city—now that’s what I call an adventure.

—E. M. Forster, A Room with a View





LIST OF HISTORICAL CHARACTERS

(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)




Alessandra Rossetti, a young courtesan

Nico, Alessandra’s manservant

Bartolomeo Cattona, a Venetian banker

La Celestia, née Faustina Emiliana Zolta, Venice’s leading courtesan

Taddeo da Ponte, a young spy working for Batù Vratsa

Arturo Sanchez, a Spanish bravo in the Spanish ambassador’s service

Jacques Pierre, a French mercenary

Nicholas Regnault, a French mercenary

Alphonso de la Cueva, the marquis of Bedmar and Spanish ambassador to Venice

Bianca, Alessandra’s housekeeper

Moukib, La Celestia’s gondolier

Gabriele, La Celestia’s lover

Dario Contarini, a Venetian senator

Paolo Calieri, gondolier for the marquis of Bedmar

Ippolito Moro, Sant’ Alvise sacristan and spy

Batù Vratsa, a Venetian assassin and spymaster

Girolamo Silvia, a Venetian senator

Luis Salazar, a Spanish spy

Antonio Perez, the viscount of Utrillo-Navarre and an assassin in the duke of Ossuna’s service

Piero de Pieri, a Venetian admiral

Giovanni Bembo, Doge of Venice

Giovanna and Lorenzo Donatella, Alessandra’s cousins






The Rossetti Letter




The Hanged Man



3 March 1618

HER HANDS LOOKED unnaturally pale in the moonlight. For a moment, Alessandra forgot the bitter wind that kicked up an icy spray off the lagoon, and regarded her hands as though they belonged to someone else: a conspicuous ridge of bone-white knuckle, with pallid veins that were faintly visible through milky flesh. As they approached the Ponte San Biagio, she realized how tense she was, how tightly she gripped the edge of the gondola. Calm yourself, she thought, and released her grasp. You must be calm. She reclined against the seat cushions, assuming a relaxed posture she did not feel, and the coarse fabric of her costume bunched uncomfortably against her back. She chose to ignore it. If Nico sees that you are uneasy, he will insist that you return home.

Her manservant steered them into the Rio dell’ Arsenale, leaving behind the lagoon where they’d hugged the shore since leaving her house at the southeast end of the city. The canal was empty and quiet, devoid of movement and light, save for the silent passage of the gondola and an occasional torchlight that trembled in the black water. The houses along both sides were shuttered and dark. They would remain that way until morning, while the inhabitants celebrated elsewhere: in the Piazza, in the smaller public squares, in the palaces along the Grand Canal. The end of Carnival was only three days away. After weeks of celebration, the revelry had built to a frenzy, as in the tale of a bewitched princess who danced for days and nights without rest. When morning dawned on Ash Wednesday, fragile and silver fogged, all of Venice would fall into a limitless sleep, as if under an enchantment.

They turned into the Rio di San Martino, then into a narrow waterway that circled west toward the Piazzetta dei Leoncini. In their wake, small waves gently slapped against stone foundations smothered in clumps of thick, glistening moss. She could reach out and brush the damp stone with her fingertips if she desired, so close were the buildings, and she inhaled their familiar grotto scent with a kind of reverence. Traveling through Venice at night always filled her with a rising excitement, but tonight her anticipation was tinged with fear. Alessandra tried not to think about what waited for her at the end of her journey, which was quickly approaching.

Already she could hear strains of music. Then came an indeterminate cry—of fear, passion, or laughter?—that echoed off stone walls and was abruptly silenced, leaving once again the oar’s rhythmic squeak and splash. Soon there appeared a harbinger of the celebration at the city’s center: a single gondola with a red lantern at its bow glided slowly toward them. Seated within it were two velvet-breeched men wearing the masks of pagan gods, and two elegant courtesans with feathered headdresses that resembled exotic birds, whose ruby lips and bejeweled throats gleamed in the rosy light. As the gondola passed, these fantastic creatures turned to regard her with a languid curiosity; then one of the strange, hybrid women wet her rouged mouth with her tongue and reached out her hand in silent invitation.

Alessandra felt as if she were merely a spectator at a passing show. Then she and Nico were swallowed by the shadow of a bridge and disgorged again, and all at once they were enveloped by music and light and laughter, a riot of color and strange costume, as the crowds along Calle Canonica pressed into the Piazza. Nico halted the gondola and exchanged a wordless look with Alessandra before she stepped onto the fondamenta and rushed away.

The Piazza was bright with torchlight, alive with music and revelry, but she could not join the general high spirits; the sinister maw that waited for her in the dark courtyard of the Doge’s Palace filled her with dread. The bocca di leone, the lion’s mouth, was a special receptacle created by the Venetian government to receive letters of denunciation. Into this bronze plaque went accusations of theft, murder, or tax evasion—the last a particularly heinous crime according to the Great Council, the Republic’s ruling assembly of two thousand noblemen. Alessandra had never imagined, until recently, that she would ever avail herself of it. Behind the bocca di leone’s grotesque, gaping mouth lurked every terror hidden within the depths of the palace, the prison, and the Republic itself; surely unleashing that terror was a fearsome act not to be done with indifference.

As she pushed her way through the crowds, she was aware of the letter tucked inside the small purse tied at her waist. It bore both her personal seal and her signature. The Great Council paid no heed to anonymous letters, to discourage using the bocca di leone as a way of striking at one’s enemies. Soon the marquis and his co-conspirators would know who had exposed their plan, and her life would be in danger. But how could she do other than what she had set out to do tonight? The Republic was in peril. It was her civic duty to place the letter in the lion’s mouth, to set the wheels of justice in motion. If she failed, more lives than just her own would be lost.

Alessandra summoned her courage and moved toward the Porta della Carta, the dark archway that led to the palace courtyard, then abruptly stopped, startled by something that had caught at the edge of her vision.

Between the two great marble columns at the foot of the Piazzetta, a dead man hung limply against a background of starless sky. His limbs were broken, his face bloodied, his bruised flesh barely covered by dirty, tattered rags. Although he was suspended on a gibbet directly above the gaming tables that crowded the space between the two columns, not one of the many costumed revelers below took notice of him.

Stirred by a gust of wind, the hanged man turned slowly on the cord that had snapped his neck. Light from a bonfire below animated his blank, staring eyes; flickering shadows played across his mouth and turned his death’s grimace into a grin. Alessandra stood transfixed, as it appeared that the hanged man was still alive. She imagined that he spoke to her, his warning delivered in a harsh whisper: It could be you at the end of this rope, if you do not deliver that letter…but here is the fate of the one you love if you do.

I am damned with the Devil’s own choice, Alessandra thought, but as for the one I love…she looked again at the hanged man, and it was suddenly clear that all life had left him. Just a body at the end of a rope, no more, no less, not common, but not uncommon, either. She had seen hanged men before in this very place; she knew well they did not speak. She shook her head to rid herself of the apparition and turned away. The sooner she got on with her task and was away, the better.

As for the one she loved…well, he did not love her, did he? Still, her step was slow as she walked toward the Porta della Carta. The Devil’s own choice, she thought, and slipped through the archway into the shadowed, silent courtyard.







Chapter One



“…BY 1618, VENICE was past the apogee of its empire,” Claire Donovan said as she shuffled an index card to the bottom of the stack, resisting an urge to fan herself with it. The Harriot Historical Society meeting room felt stiflingly hot. From her position at the podium, Claire saw that her audience was also suffering from the unseasonably warm weather. Program notes doubled as fans, and handkerchiefs were dabbed at brows and throats.

“Although the Republic was still a major power, it was surrounded by enemies: the Turkish Empire, France, and, most notably, Spain, the richest and most powerful country in the western world, and the dominant force in Italy. Italy was not the united country we know today, but a disparate group of territorial states, many of them under Spanish control, ruled by a Spanish viceroy or governor. The Venetian Republic stood alone in its independence; along with its fabled wealth and beauty, this vulnerability only served to tantalize those determined to conquer her.

“The duke of Ossuna set his sights upon Venice soon after assuming the viceroyalty of Milan in 1616,” she continued. “But he knew he could not take the Republic on his own. He enlisted the help of the Spanish ambassador, the marquis of Bedmar…” She paused, distracted, as a bead of perspiration slid down her neck and underneath her collar. God, she was hot. It didn’t help that she’d dressed up for the occasion of her first public lecture, exchanging her usual T-shirt and khakis for a skirt, blazer, and blouse; or that her long, fawn-colored hair was hanging loose instead of tied back into a neat, and much cooler, braid. She glanced at her notes on the 1618 Spanish Conspiracy against Venice, trying to regain her place and her rhythm.

“The marquis of Bedmar,” she began again, then stopped as she heard a soft, wheezing whisper from somewhere in the audience. It was followed by the creak of metal folding chairs, the rustle of bodies, a few dry, muffled coughs. They weren’t exactly enraptured, Claire realized, feeling a sudden flush of self-consciousness. One instant her thoughts had been on her scribbled notes, the words in her mind, and the images she envisioned: seventeenth-century Venice, Alessandra Rossetti on her fateful trip to the bocca di leone. The next instant she was just someone standing in front of a small group of people she hardly knew, feeling much too hot and not quite sure of what she was doing.

This didn’t bode well for her future success. If she couldn’t give a captivating talk to the members of the Harriot Historical Society, how would she ever present her doctoral dissertation to her adviser, the notoriously caustic Claudius Hilliard, and the rest of the Harvard committee who would watch her with judgmental, silent stares?

She took a sip of water from the plastic cup on the podium and looked up from her index cards. Elroy Dugan was fast asleep, but the other audience members still seemed interested. They were all women, all well over seventy years old, and they all looked up at her with expressions of encouraging expectation. Maybe her lecture wasn’t going quite as badly as she’d imagined.

Claire smiled at them and brushed the perspiration from her brow. “The marquis of Bedmar, Spanish ambassador to Venice…” she said, her voice trailing off. Odd. Her notes were blurry. Her ears suddenly seemed to be stuffed with cotton. Her legs felt shaky, her head woozy. She gripped the sides of the podium to steady herself.

In the front row, Mrs. Branford Biddle, the historical society’s director, leaned forward, looking concerned.

“Venice…,” Claire began once more, and wondered why Mrs. Biddle seemed to be lunging straight at her.

 

“Miss Donovan.” A woman was speaking to her. Why couldn’t she answer? “Miss Donovan, please stick out your tongue.” It seemed an odd but perfectly reasonable request, so she complied.

Claire not only heard but felt someone walking toward her. She understood then that she was lying on the floor, which was rather uncomfortable. Why was she lying on the floor? And why was she sticking out her tongue?

“Why is she sticking out her tongue?” Mrs. Biddle asked. Even in Claire’s confused state, Mrs. Biddle’s voice was unmistakable: it had the grating edge of a woman who was accustomed to having things her own way.

“I was afraid she might swallow it,” the first woman answered. “It can happen when people faint.”

I fainted? Claire opened her eyes. The historical society’s secretary, Adela Crenshaw, was kneeling beside her, gently patting her left hand. The other society members stood behind Adela in a concerned semicircle.

“Can it?” asked Mrs. Biddle, entirely unconvinced.

“I learned about it from a CPR course on the internet.” Adela turned back to Claire and saw that she was conscious. “Ah, there she is.”

“I fainted?” Claire asked. Adela smiled radiantly at her. But it was Mrs. Biddle, still standing over them, who answered.

“Yes, you fainted. Passed out cold and toppled like a ton of bricks. Good thing I caught you. And very good thing I spent my youth breaking in wild Arabians”—horses, Claire wondered, or people?—“or I would be a frail old lady lying underneath you with a broken hip. Okay, everyone, show’s over. She’s fine. Please help yourselves to iced tea and cookies in the reception area.”

The others moved away to the vestibule as Adela and Mrs. Biddle helped Claire to her feet.

“This will make a very interesting story for the next newsletter,” Mrs. Biddle said. “Wouldn’t you say, Adela?”

“Very interesting. No one’s ever passed out at the podium before,” Adela explained.

Not for the first time did Claire reflect on the drawbacks of living in a town with fewer than a thousand inhabitants. Although she loved its Cape Cod locale and waterside ambience, loved that she could walk to the post office and the library and the General Store (and that there was a store actually named General Store), it was not possible to live an entirely private life in Harriott. Claire was certain that everyone would know she’d fainted while giving a talk to a small group of geriatrics, long before the historical society newsletter came out.

“Even Joshua Deerbottom,” Mrs. Biddle broke in on her thoughts, “who is ninety-three years old, made it through his entire lecture on the Battle of Buzzards Bluff without once falling over. You’re such a young thing, we did expect you to be able to stand for at least twenty minutes or so. You seem to be well enough.”

If she were to rate her level of embarrassment from one to ten, Claire figured that she was hovering right around a nine.

Mrs. Biddle looked her over carefully. “Are you pregnant?”

And this was ten. “No.”

“Well, there must be a reason.”

“I think I just got too hot.”

They had started toward the vestibule when Adela exclaimed brightly, “I almost forgot. We have something to show you.” Claire followed them to the historical society office.

“Bitsy, do you know where I put it?” asked Adela, addressing Mrs. Biddle as Claire marveled that the petite but formidable woman should ever be spoken to so familiarly.

“Put what?” Mrs. Biddle said.

“The printout of that article I found on the internet. The one about Venice.” Adela rifled through a few stacks of paper on her desk. “Oh, here it is.” She handed two pages to Claire. “It seemed very much like the subject of your lecture.”

VENICE CONFERENCE TO FEATURE NEW STUDIES IN VENETIAN HIS-

TORY, the headline read. The article, from the online edition of the International Herald Tribune, announced that the upcoming five-day conference was being hosted by the Department of History at the University Ca’ Foscari and would be attended by historians from all over Europe.

“Look at the second page, dear.”

Claire turned to the second page of the article. Adela had kindly bracketed the crucial paragraph:

“Highlights of the conference include visiting history professor Andrea Kent of Trinity College, Cambridge, whose book in progress, The Spanish Conspiracy of 1618, will provide the subject matter for two lectures.”

“Oh my god,” Claire gasped. She would have sat down in shock except for the fact that there was only one chair in the room, and Adela was already in it.

“Maybe you should go and reveal passages from your book, too,” said Adela encouragingly.

Even if she could afford a trip to Venice, there wasn’t a chance she’d be asked to give a paper there. She wasn’t a professor; she didn’t even have her doctorate yet. But that wasn’t her most important concern. What would happen if Andrea Kent’s book was published before her dissertation was completed? She had believed the Spanish Conspiracy to be so obscure that her dissertation was unique—a crucial quality if she were going to stand out in the crowd of new Ph.D.s competing for a handful of teaching positions. This book was disturbing news indeed; its very existence could ruin her life.

“Do you have any more information on this conference?” Claire asked.

“I’m sorry, no,” Adela replied. “I just happened to come across this while I was looking for something else.”

“I can guess what you were looking for,” Mrs. Biddle harrumphed.

“And what’s wrong with it? I’ve met some very nice gentlemen on the internet. In fact, I have a date for brunch on Sunday.”

“That’s five dates in three weeks,” Mrs. Biddle said indignantly. “You’re an eighty-year-old nymphomaniac.”

“I am not,” Adela protested. “I’m seventy-nine.”







Chapter Two



CLAIRE STOOD ON the grassy oval in the center of the four-hundred-meter track at Forsythe Academy, an exclusive preparatory school located at Harriot’s west end, on Harriot Harbor. She looked out across the water, where small boats with brightly colored sails glided as swiftly and smoothly as skaters on ice.

She was waiting for the arrival of her closest friend and jogging partner, Meredith Barnes, Forsythe’s assistant dean. Fourteen years before, Claire had been studying in her Columbia dorm room when Meredith had stepped through the open door. She’d paused for just a moment, as if she were one of those chic 1930s movie stars who needed to remove her gloves and hat before delivering her lines. Then Meredith said she’d “heard about her” and wanted to meet the only person who’d aced McNulty’s ancient history class. Meredith was a philosophy major, an occasional Maoist (her current boyfriend had radical tendencies), and a self-described “inveterate theorist.” Claire soon learned that this meant she could talk for hours on almost any topic. They’d immediately become friends and had remained so ever since.

Tall and willowy, Meredith was naturally and devastatingly glamorous, even now, walking toward Claire in a pair of baggy shorts and a gray jersey with GO, FORSYTHE FOXES! emblazoned on the front.

“Sorry I’m late,” said Meredith, pulling her sleek, dark hair into a ponytail and securing it with a barrette. “I went home to change and on the way back I ran into Connie Sherwood. I had to talk to her, of course, because she’s my boss’s wife, but she’s simply infuriating. She’s always gossiping, but she doesn’t understand how to make it interesting.”

“You might be grateful for that if she starts gossiping about you.”

“Listen to this. She said, ‘Did you hear that Deirdre Fry shot her ex-husband in the foot on the eleventh hole of the Back Bay Golf Course?’”

“That’s what I call a handicap.”

“Apparently it was an incredible scene—paramedics and police and the whole golf course shut down for hours.”

“Why did she shoot her ex-husband?”

“That’s what I asked. And Connie just shrugged and said, ‘I don’t know. Don’t all women want to shoot their ex-husbands at one time or another?’”

“Good point. But why in the foot? Why on the Back Bay Golf Course? Why on the eleventh hole?”

“My questions exactly, but she had absolutely nothing more to add. She’s exasperating. I’m a twentieth-century creature—I like a little psychological insight with my gossip, even if it’s superficial. What’s the point of dishing if you can’t pick apart someone’s psyche?”

“Who is Deirdre Fry, by the way?” Claire asked. Along with Meredith’s job as assistant dean came an immense social circle that included her colleagues, their spouses, important (meaning generous) supporters of the school, hundreds of Forsythe alumni, and the current crop of four hundred students, their parents, and (more often than not) stepparents.

“She’s the mother of one of the students, a freshman,” Meredith replied as they walked onto the track and began jogging. “Wealthy, and a notorious clotheshorse. Every time I’ve seen her, she’s been decked out in the most amazing designer outfits. Apparently the owners of the golf course weren’t too happy that she wore a pair of stiletto-heeled Manolo Blahniks as she was stalking her ex—she left tiny divots all over the fairway.”

“And the ex?”

“Some big investment banker in Boston. Richer than God.”

Claire told her about the events at the historical society the day before. “I don’t understand what happened. One moment I was talking, and the next I was on the floor with ten of Harriot’s most illustrious citizens staring down at me. What if I faint every time I try to give a lecture? Or during my oral exam?”

“I agree it’s not an auspicious beginning, but I’m sure you’ll do better next time.”

“I couldn’t do any worse.”

“Exactly. You’ve got nowhere to go but up. Besides the dramatic finish, what was the reaction to your lecture?”

“‘Underwhelmed’ is the polite word for it. The frustrating thing is that I see the Spanish Conspiracy just as if it were a story, but when I talk about it, it doesn’t come across that way. Later, when I looked at my notes, I realized that I was just reciting facts and dates and footnotes. It’s amazing I didn’t put them all to sleep.”

“Isn’t that what a dissertation is—facts and dates and footnotes?”

“I suppose so, but I want it to be more compelling than that. Anyway, that isn’t the worst part. Another historian is writing a book on the Spanish Conspiracy. A Cambridge professor, no less.”

“Cambridge?”

“Cambridge, England, not Boston. Trinity College.” Claire paused for a minute to retie a shoelace and Meredith jogged in place. “You know how few jobs there are for historians. I thought if my dissertation was really good, and original, I could get a teaching position. If a book on the same subject is published before my paper’s completed, that isn’t going to happen. I drove up to Harvard this morning and met with Hilliard, and according to him it’s nothing less than a disaster. He said the only way to succeed is to write something original, and as soon as that book comes out, my dissertation’s going to be as original as mud.”

“When’s the book coming out?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe you can finish your dissertation before it’s published.”

“That’s what Hilliard said. This professor’s going to be speaking at a conference in Venice soon, and Hilliard advised me to go and find out everything I can. Keep abreast of the competition and all that. Although he wasn’t quite clear as to whether I should befriend her or push her into a canal.”

“I don’t know about that, but I think he’s right about going to Venice.”

“I can’t afford it.”

“What about that grant?”

“I won’t know until August, and even if I do get it, the money’s not available until September.”

“There must be a way.” Meredith stopped by the water fountain at the north end of the track, bent down for a brief drink, then straightened. “It doesn’t seem right that you’ve been writing about Venice for at least two years and you haven’t even been there. Not to mention”—she paused for a few more mouthfuls of water—“there are Italian men in Venice.”

“You don’t say?”

Claire began running again, and Meredith trotted to catch up.

“Hordes of them, all gorgeous. You must see this to believe.”

“I believe you already.”

“But you can’t understand what I mean when I say ‘Italian men’ without actually experiencing it. Didn’t I tell you about the two weeks I spent in Rome?”

“Sure, but that was years ago.”

“I don’t think anything’s changed. They’re the most fabulous flirts on the planet. You read Ovid’s Ars Amatoria. An Italian literally wrote the book on seduction. They make you feel like a woman.”

“I already feel like a woman.”

“Like a goddess, then.”

“Oh, come on.”

“I’m not kidding. Why do you think that almost every man I’ve dated since then has had an o at the end of his name?”

That was true. Claire could recall, in Meredith’s past, a Riccardo, a Pietro, and an Enrico.

“Although,” Meredith continued, “once they’re transplanted to the U.S., something bad happens. Perhaps they spoil on the flight over. But while they’re in Italy, they’re amazing. I don’t know what it is, exactly, but it has something to do with the way they look at you. American men think they can seduce women by being cool and distant, and they couldn’t be more wrong. If American men knew what Italian men seem to know from birth, we would all be having sex all the time. Which reminds me—”

“I don’t want to discuss it.”

“You haven’t had a date in what, two years?”

“Of course I have. A couple, anyway.”

“I don’t remember any.”

“Sure you do.” It took Claire a moment to remember them herself. “There was the guy who wore those weird orange pants.” Her brow furrowed as she tried to recall his name, and couldn’t. “He drove a Jeep Cherokee. And don’t forget Jungle Boy.”

“The one who spent six months in the Venezuelan jungle eating rats and snakes?”

“It wasn’t a lifestyle choice, he was some sort of special forces guy in the army.”

“Claire, don’t you think it’s time?”

An attractive man smiled and waved as he jogged past them in the opposite direction. Meredith smiled and waved in return.

“Time for what?” Claire said.

“To get out there again.”

“Out where?”

“You know what I mean. To start dating again. Look at you—you’re gorgeous. Didn’t you see how that guy was checking you out? You’ve never looked better in your life and you’ve just shut yourself away.”

“I haven’t shut myself away.”

“Two dates in two years?”

“Okay, so my love life hasn’t been very exciting since…since…”

They passed the four-hundred-meter marker for the fourth time and stopped. Claire doubled over and put her hands on her knees, breathing heavily.

“Why don’t you just say it?” Meredith gasped.

“Say what?”

“Since my husband left me on the day of my mother’s funeral.” She took a few deep breaths before continuing. “Look, Claire, I’m not trying to hurt you. I just think it would do you good to say it out loud sometimes. Whenever you start feeling sentimental about Michael, for instance. It would help you move on.”

“At the moment,” Claire said, “I need to move on to the hardware store.”

“If you don’t want to talk about it…”

“The kitchen sink’s leaking again, and I’ve got to replace the curvy part of the pipe.”

“The curvy part? Is that the technical name for it?”

“It is as far as I’m concerned.”

“When did you get so handy around the house?”

“When plumbers started charging seventy-five dollars an hour.”

A cloud passed overhead, blocking the sun and shadowing most of the track. A humid breeze rose off the ocean and chilled Claire’s perspiring skin. She picked up her sweatshirt from where she’d dropped it on the grass and pulled it over her head. Did she really feel like a woman? she wondered as she and Meredith crossed the field. At the moment, she felt elated, calm, and sweaty, but not exactly feminine. What precisely did it mean to feel like a woman? The concept seemed to belong to her past, as something she dimly remembered that no longer had relevance.







Chapter Three



CLAIRE SCOOTED OUT from under the kitchen sink and stood up. It was almost dark, and a sky full of woolly gray clouds cast a deepening chiaroscuro twilight into the room, softly illuminating the white-tile counters, a few unwashed dishes, and the wallpaper that was beginning to curl at the edges. Like everything else in the house it was showing its age. She’d get around to replacing it after her dissertation was finished—that and about a million other things.

When Claire’s mother Emily bought the house, Claire had agreed that it was charming, in a cottage sort of way, but after living there for two years she’d become unhappily familiar with its every idiosyncrasy. There wasn’t a true right angle anywhere, and it wouldn’t do to look too closely at the corners. Not that you could if you wanted to. Claire had moved her belongings in without moving her mother’s out, and the result was a cozy—some would say messy—jumble of furniture and knickknacks and way too many books.

The clutter helped to fill up a house that had felt empty ever since Emily died. Her mother was only fifty-four when she’d been diagnosed with ovarian cancer. Claire had been in the doctoral program at Columbia University in New York, and she’d taken a leave of absence from her studies to look after Emily following the first surgery. As her mother’s disease progressed, what began as a three-month hiatus from school turned into two years. Two years of hospitals, of surgeries, of chemotherapy and its debilitating aftermath, of watching her mother become frail and listless and in constant pain. Two years during which she and her husband, Michael, spent many nights apart. Claire had worn his favorite sweater, the brown one with the light tan stripes, when she slept in the tiny bed in her mother’s guest room, just so she could have the scent of him surrounding her.

Ex-husband, Claire reminded herself. Most of the time she didn’t allow herself to feel sentimental, but every once in a while—seeing a young couple holding hands on the commons, a swaddled baby in a stroller—she was painfully aware of everything she’d lost.

They had fallen in love six years ago, soon after being accepted into their respective Ph.D. programs: Claire in European history, Michael in ancient history—the Greeks and the Romans. She cringed to think of it now but, in a move highly uncharacteristic for her, she’d gotten his attention by “accidentally” dropping her books at his feet. Not only had Claire never done anything so obvious before, she had acted in defiance of an intuitive voice she heard the moment she first saw him: He’s too good looking to be trusted. She’d ignored that voice through a whirlwind courtship, a wedding less than a year later, and three years of marriage. After all, what other man had ever understood her passion for the past, her overwhelming desire to bury her nose in books? Old, arcane books, at that. Michael was the first boyfriend she’d had who didn’t accuse her of being “out of touch”: his interests were even more obscure than her own. But the things that had brought them together hadn’t been enough to keep them together, not with the strain of her mother’s illness and their repeated separations.

Three months after her mother died, Claire transferred from Columbia to Harvard and resumed work on her dissertation. Soon she’d fallen into a routine: once or twice a month she went up to the university and spent a day in the library, but more often she worked in the guest room that she’d turned into a home office. She seldom bothered to change out of her favorite flannel pajamas and rarely left her office except to make a cup of tea or a quick sandwich that later she couldn’t recall making or eating. Her dissertation filled her thoughts so completely that sometimes it was a shock, at the end of the day, to find herself returned to her mundane, uneventful, twenty-first–century existence.

Claire supposed Meredith had a point; she had sort of shut herself away, she thought as she rummaged in the fridge for something approximating dinner. But only because it was so important to finish her dissertation as soon as she possibly could. Her mother’s illness had set her back more than two years—two years during which her peers had gone on to get degrees and jobs. Michael already had a prestigious position as an assistant professor of classics at Columbia.

With an avocado and tomato sandwich in hand, she went into her office and sat down at her desk. She glanced at the nearest bookshelf, filled with reference books and the two previous volumes on the Spanish Conspiracy. Both had been written in the late seventeenth century. Except for some scholarly papers published in Italy and Spain, the Spanish Conspiracy had not been explored in depth for a few hundred years. Until now, she thought ruefully. What would happen if Andrea Kent published before she did? Perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised her that someone else was writing about her chosen subject. After all, the Spanish Conspiracy was one of the more exciting episodes in Venetian history, full of intrigue, espionage, and murder.

In 1617, the duke of Ossuna, the Spanish viceroy who ruled Naples, and the marquis of Bedmar, the Spanish ambassador to Venice, concocted a scheme to violently overthrow the Venetian Senate and make the Venetian Republic a dependency of Spain. Their attack was planned for Ascension Day 1618—the day when all of Venice would be celebrating the Serenissima’s marriage to the sea. They intended no less than the complete sacking and pillage of Venice. One source credited Bedmar with charging his band of soldiers to “cut off the limbs of those senators who resist.” Those who didn’t resist would be held for ransom. The considerable loot and ransom money would be divvied up among the conspirators, a group of mercenaries that included French corsairs, English privateers, and the Spanish viscount of Utrillo-Navarre, Antonio Perez, a notorious assassin in the service of the duke of Ossuna.

Known for his recklessness and dissipated habits, Ossuna began a campaign of hostility toward Venice after assuming the viceroyalty of Naples in 1616. He built a squadron of galleys that attacked Venetian ships in the Mediterranean and the Adriatic, but apparently these spoils were not enough for him. Soon he set his sights on Venice itself, and found in the Spanish ambassador a willing accomplice.

The marquis of Bedmar was an intriguing figure; every source Claire came across revealed a new, often contradictory, facet to his character. His reports to the Spanish king were sharply observant and laced with an acerbic wit; he was described as “cultivated and charming in society,” but also as “one of the most potent and dangerous spirits Spain ever produced.” Like Ossuna, he was implacably dedicated to the conquest of Venice. They were matched in ruthlessness only by their adversary, the Venetian senator Girolamo Silvia, who was equally determined to thwart the Spanish threat.

But Claire was most captivated by a person who, in previous chronicles of the conspiracy, had been relegated to a footnote. Alessandra Rossetti was a young courtesan who wrote a secret letter to the Great Council exposing the plot. Known as the Rossetti Letter, it was mentioned in most accounts of the Spanish Conspiracy, but was never fully examined, as Alessandra’s role had remained a mystery. No one knew how Alessandra had learned of the conspiracy; with the exception of the Rossetti Letter, there was no documentary evidence linking her to it.

Claire hadn’t found any evidence, either, but she believed it existed somewhere—most likely in Venice’s Biblioteca Marciana, which she hadn’t yet been able to visit. She suspected that past historians had overlooked it simply because they didn’t consider it important enough. They’d written about Ossuna, Bedmar, and Silvia at length, but Alessandra’s life and contribution to history were largely ignored. A few had even stated that the Rossetti Letter was incidental, that the Spanish Conspiracy would have been discovered without it, but Claire thought they were missing the point. As soon as she’d learned of the young courtesan, her imagination had been captured. Who was this woman? How did she become involved? No previous historian had looked at the conspiracy from Alessandra’s point of view, had placed her at the center of events, had given her adequate credit for helping to maintain the Venetian Republic’s independence. Claire thought of Alessandra as a sort of Italian Joan of Arc, and she harbored a secret hope that her dissertation would elevate the courtesan to a more prominent place in history.

If Andrea Kent doesn’t beat me to the punch, she thought as she brushed the last crumbs of her sandwich from her lap. That the Cambridge professor was a woman was especially worrisome; there was a greater possibility that she, too, would write about the conspiracy from Alessandra’s viewpoint, making Claire’s dissertation completely redundant. Her only hope was that Andrea Kent was having as much trouble finding information on Alessandra Rossetti as she was.

Two years and countless hours of research, and still Claire’s knowledge of the courtesan was sketchy, full of holes that she could fill only with question marks. In general, even the most illustrious Venetians of the time did not leave behind numerous records, documents or other accounts of their personal lives—and women, generally, left behind fewer than men. By researching wills, tax declarations, and an odd collection of personal correspondence, Claire had been able to piece together a biography of sorts. She took out her notes and looked them over once more.

Alessandra Rossetti: born 1599, died?

daughter of Fiametta Balbi, of a noble family; and Salvatore Rossetti, a Venetian citizen. No confirmed birth dates for FB or SR. F. Balbi died circa 1608?, cause unknown. A merchant specializing in goods from the Levant, Salvatore Rossetti died 1616 (with Alessandra’s elder brother, Jacopo, born 1597) in shipwreck off Crete.


With the deaths of Salvatore and Jacopo, Alessandra was left alone at the age of seventeen. The only honorable options for a woman of her station—a Venetian citizen, from a well-to-do merchant’s family—were marriage or the convent, but Alessandra didn’t choose either. The mystery of why she didn’t marry was easy enough to solve; when the sea claimed her father and brother, it also took her family’s fortune, including her dowry. As for the convent, Venetian girls rarely chose it of their own accord. Claire was fairly certain that Alessandra had entered into a close relationship with a man named Lorenzo Liberti, her father’s business associate and the executor of Salvatore’s diminished estate. Claire had come across a letter by Liberti in which he’d written that Alessandra had “bewitched” him, not only with her beauty but with her agile mind. Barely a year after their liaison had begun, Liberti was stricken with cholera and died.

Not long after Liberti’s death, Alessandra became a courtesan. By some accounts, she was one of the most sought after women in Venice. It must have been a momentous time for her; less than twelve months later, in March 1618, Alessandra wrote the letter exposing the Spanish Conspiracy.

And then she disappeared.

The Rossetti Letter was the last known document written by Alessandra Rossetti, even, from what Claire had found, the last document that referred to her. So far she hadn’t been able to discover Alessandra’s fate. Had the letter placed her in danger? Had she died during the bloodbath that followed the revelation of the Spaniards’ plot? If she’d managed to escape with her life, why couldn’t Claire find any mention of her after March 1618?

Claire set her notes on her desk and sighed. Sometimes she worried that she’d never find the answers to the questions that preoccupied her: How did Alessandra learn of the Spanish Conspiracy? And what had happened to her after the conspiracy was revealed?







The Wheel of Fortune



18 April 1617

THE BELLS OF San Salvador were ringing as the gondola left the narrow confines of the Rio San Giovanni Crisostomo and sailed into the Grand Canal. Alessandra leaned out from the felze, the black baldachin that covered the boat’s midsection, and looked up at the lowering sky. April, and yet it still felt like winter. Last night’s scattered clouds had converged into an unbroken canopy of gray, and she half-expected to feel raindrops on her face. Instead, only the chill spring air greeted her, carrying with it the briny scent of the sea and the pungent odors of the bustling fish market on the opposite bank.

Her gondolier steered the craft to the middle of the great waterway, dodging a fruit-laden barge that sent a shower of frigid water over the bow. I had the dream again last night, Alessandra realized with a shiver. The same dream she’d had too many times in the past year, the one that caused her to wake up gasping and crying, that caused her to snap at her good, loyal Bianca for no reason, that left an emptiness inside her that she feared would never pass. She’d forgotten it as soon as she awoke, but now it came back to her in an instant: her father and Jacopo sinking down into the deep, cold ocean, descending into the murky darkness until only their pale, still faces were visible, their wide eyes blank, mouths open in mute surprise.

Keep safe from stormy weather, O Lord, all your faithful mariners… Each year on Ascension Day, the Doge repeated this invocation during the Sposalizio del Mar, Venice’s ceremonial Marriage to the Sea. As far back as she could remember, Alessandra had, along with all of Venice, watched proudly as the Bucintoro was rowed across the lagoon and into the Adriatic. The red and gold ship of state was as ornate as a Mandarin dragon, and the Doge rode on its crest in his golden chair surrounded by the six scarlet-robed members of his private counsel, the Signory, and a hundred liveried oarsmen. When he threw the gold ring into the sea, and spoke the words dear to every Venetian’s heart “…keep safe all your faithful mariners, safe from sudden shipwreck and from evil, unsuspected tricks of cunning enemies,” she had recited them along with him.

What a child she’d been, to believe that gold rings and prayers to the sea would keep her family alive. Alessandra felt bitter tears rising, as they did too often, and she brushed them away with the back of her hand. There was no time for that this morning; her father’s banker had summoned her. At last, her father’s legacy, such as it was, would be in her hands. The shipwreck that claimed Salvatore and Jacopo Rossetti had left her nearly destitute; Alessandra’s father had staked everything he owned on his last voyage. During the past year, the executor of her father’s estate, Lorenzo Liberti, had invested what remained. Now that Lorenzo was dead, it would be up to her to manage it. No doubt the banker had some advice for her.

She disembarked at the Rialto steps. Mornings were the market’s busiest time, and the lanes all around the Erberia and the adjacent church known as San Giacometto were crowded. She slowly made her way through the throngs of shoppers carrying baskets of asparagus from Sant’ Erasmus, artichokes from Sicily, or wriggling burlap sacks filled with live crabs or eels. The last time she’d been here, she’d been fifteen, and on her father’s arm. It wasn’t entirely proper for a well-bred young woman to be in the market unescorted, but then, she thought wryly, she’d given up being entirely proper a year ago when she’d become Lorenzo’s mistress.

She unfolded the banker’s letter. The top was imprinted:


Banco Cattona

at the Rialto

on the Filled-in Canal of Thoughts


Below that was a note in a precise hand:


Signorina Rossetti:


It is of the utmost importance that you see me at once regarding your account.

I remain your obedient servant,

Bartolomeo Cattona



She stopped a young man pushing a tumbrel stacked with bread and asked for directions to the bank.

“Straight ahead, then left after the goldsmiths,” he said, pointing the way along the Ruga degli Speziali. He took a second look at her before he walked on, and Alessandra saw his interest, his uncertainty, his confusion. He doesn’t know what to make of me, she thought. An unmarried girl would wear a veil, but I do not, nor do I wear the neck pearls of a married woman. As for the third possibility, I am too modestly dressed. I am neither maid, nor matron, nor meretrice.

She followed his advice and soon was beyond the bustle of the markets, in a quiet cobblestone lane lined with shops. The Banco Cattona was considerably less impressive than she had imagined it. A squeaky door opened into a tiny anteroom in which sat a young clerk with ink-stained fingers and a pained, cachectic appearance. Alessandra presented her letter and the clerk led her to the banker’s office, a windowless chamber lined with leather-bound ledgers, each with a gold-engraved name on the spine.

Bartolomeo Cattona sat behind a desk that took up much of the room, squinting through half glasses at a wide sheet of paper upon which he scratched a row of figures. He looked up distractedly as they entered, and the feathery end of his quill came into contact with one of the tapers on his candelabrum and caught fire. He extinguished the burning feather with a gruff exhalation, and a plume of white, acrid smoke rose in the air.

“Sit down, sit down,” he said, waving away the smoke and pointing at the only chair in the office aside from his own. “So you’re Rossetti’s daughter? All grown up, I see.”

“Yes,” Alessandra replied, although it seemed odd to say it.

“Terrible what happened to your father, just terrible,” he said. “I warned him never to set sail without insurance, truly I did, but he knew better, of course.” He took off his spectacles and rubbed the bridge of his broad nose, grimacing as he put them on again, and regarded her with a thin-lipped smile. “But again, these days there are many like him, the high costs of shipping being what they are, many who are willing to risk it all just like your father did, in the hopes of undercutting the Turks, and the Portuguese, and the English. In better times,” he went on, tucking a silver curl back under his silk cap, “no one would have set foot off the Molo without a long list of underwriters; why, I recall voyages that were complete disasters and still managed to turn a handsome profit! If only he’d taken my advice, your misfortunes would not be so great, my dear.”

Alessandra suspected that Signor Cattona wouldn’t have dared insult her father like that if he were still alive; he probably wouldn’t have made such a pompous statement even to Lorenzo. She tried to conceal her displeasure at the banker’s patronizing manner. “My father and brother died on that voyage,” she said. “No amount of money could make up for their loss.”

The banker must have heard the suppressed anger in her voice, for his cheeks brightened with color. “Of course,” he said, coughing uneasily. “Forgive me.”

“Signor Cattona, perhaps you could tell me your reason for this letter.”

“Ah, yes. But first, please, allow me to offer my condolences on the passing of Signor Liberti.” He spoke with a formality that should have been reserved for Lorenzo’s widow, not herself, Alessandra thought. Was he aware of the nature of their relationship? “From the flux, was it not?” he asked, regarding her warily.

“Yes.”

He leaned forward and spoke in a confidential tone. “Was he stricken here in Venice?”

“He was in Florence when he became ill.”

“Ah.” The banker sat back, visibly relieved. “One can never be too careful. You’re too young, of course, but no one who survived it can forget the plague of 1575.” Cattona shivered, and with a seeming effort brought his thoughts back to the present. “Were you aware that as executor of your father’s estate, Signor Liberti made a number of withdrawals from your account?”

“Yes, of course. He made investments on my behalf.”

“I see. Did he deposit the returns at another bank?”

“No, the profits were to go here.”

“Signorina Rossetti, I am sorry to say that never happened. Signor Liberti made many withdrawals, but no deposits. I’m afraid there is very little money left in your account.”

Her stomach sank. “How little?”

Cattona turned in his chair. Alessandra saw that it was cleverly fitted with wheels on the bottom so that he might easily navigate the shelves full of ledgers lining the room. He rolled along the back wall until he came to a ledger marked with her name, took it from the shelf, and pressed it open on his desk. He turned a few pages, running his index finger along the columns of figures, then stopped and looked back at Alessandra.

“Twenty-eight ducats, fourteen soldi, three piccoli,” he stated solemnly.

“But that’s impossible.” Twenty-eight ducats was barely enough to feed herself, Nico, and Bianca for two months.

He turned the open ledger toward her. “My figures are correct.”

Alessandra looked down the row of entries, withdrawal after withdrawal, each signed by Lorenzo. “I can’t believe this.”

“I assure you that my accounting practices adhere to the highest standards,” said Cattona, offended. “Every three months, Banco Giro itself audits my books—”

“I didn’t mean to imply any misconduct,” Alessandra said. “I just don’t understand how Signor Liberti could have done this.” She looked at the dwindling figures in her account with confusion and dismay. Had Lorenzo deceived her, or had this been accidental, brought about by his sudden illness and death? She would probably never know.

“Signorina Rossetti, have you any other means?”

“No.”

“Have you given any thought to what you will do now?”

“I’ve had no time to think.”

“I know that your father left you a fine house in Castello, near the lagoon. Perhaps you might consider selling the house to raise the money you’ll need to enter San Sebastiano.”

Alessandra stared at him, openmouthed. She was appalled by his assumption that her only option was to take holy orders at San Sebastiano, the Venetian convent founded by the poet and courtesan Veronica Franco as a refuge for “fallen” women. Obviously Cattona knew about her relationship with Lorenzo, or had guessed, but his presumption was rude beyond belief. The only thing worse than being a mistress, Alessandra realized, was being a former mistress; no doubt the banker’s disrespectful treatment was what she could expect from now on.

“I could help find a buyer, if you like,” the banker continued. “In fact, I might be interested in purchasing it myself…”

So that’s it, Alessandra thought. Not only am I unworthy of respect, but he has no inhibitions about taking advantage of my misfortune. “Did you think you could frighten me into selling my home to you?” she asked. “No doubt you expect to purchase it for much less than its true worth.”

“I assure you, I can offer a fair price.”

“I dread to think of how peacefully you would sleep in my house, while I was walled up in a nunnery.” Alessandra stood up. “I’d like my money, please.”

“Pardon?”

“My money. I’d like to withdraw my money.”

The banker was silent for a moment. He looked down at his ledger, perhaps trying to think of a new, more successful approach. But when he looked back at Alessandra, he must have seen that he was defeated. “Very well, then,” he said brusquely. “How much?”

“All of it.” She untied her purse from her waist and set it on the desk.

“Our deposits are not kept here,” he replied with an aggravated wave at her purse, “but in the strong rooms of the Palazzo Camerlenghi, the state Treasurer’s Office. It’s the tall white building right next to the Rialto Bridge. Take this chit to the main counter”—he took a small paper from the desk drawer and wrote on it as he spoke—“and they’ll compensate you.” He held out the receipt with a dismissive glance. “Good luck to you, Signorina Rossetti,” he said, but Alessandra knew very well that he did not mean it.

 

The clerk at the Palazzo Camerlenghi finished counting out fourteen soldi, then unlocked the largest of the three small chests on the table facing him. He glanced down at the chit from Banco Cattona, then up at Alessandra.

“Twenty-eight ducats, is that correct?”

“Yes,” Alessandra said. Her voice sounded hollow. Twenty-eight ducats. How will we survive with only twenty-eight ducats? She drew in a ragged breath and brushed her fingers across her tearstained face. This had to be the worst day of her life, except for the day nearly a year ago when she’d learned of her father’s and brother’s deaths. Lorenzo was the one who’d told her. Once he’d related the terrible news, he’d dropped to his knees and confessed his great admiration—no, he could no longer deny it, he said—his ardent love for her. He had begged her to allow him to help and protect her. He’d promised to take care of her, and she had believed him. Had she been deceived?

No, Alessandra decided, that could not be true. Lorenzo had loved her, she was sure of that; many times she had regretted that she could not return his passionate feelings. What had happened with her money must have been a mistake or simply bad luck. She only wished that knowing this made her present circumstances easier.

“That’s twenty-eight ducats,” the clerk said loudly, and Alessandra realized from his tone and vexed expression that he’d already spoken once or twice, but she hadn’t heard him. As she took the neatly stacked gold coins from the table, a commotion at the front of the palazzo turned both their heads.

The guards had opened the wide double doors and the noise from the street echoed inside the marble-floored room. A great crowd had gathered outside, and the calls and shouts that arose from it soon captured the attention of everyone in the treasury. Alessandra strained to hear, but she couldn’t understand what they were shouting.

The clerk stood up, his eyes riveted on the door. The other clerks had risen, too. Even the other patrons—all of them men, she noticed—were turned toward the door in anticipation. But of what?

Within seconds her curiosity was rewarded. Four bearers carrying an open palanquin entered the Palazzo Camerlenghi. Atop the palanquin, a woman more stunning than any Alessandra had ever seen was comfortably ensconced amongst a collection of silk and velvet pillows. Outside, the shouts grew louder as the doors began to close behind her. “La Celestia!” Alessandra heard quite clearly now.

La Celestia. Even Alessandra had heard of Venice’s reigning courtesan, reputedly the most beautiful in the city—a reputation that was well deserved, Alessandra thought as she stared at her. The courtesan’s heart-shaped face was framed by a mane of glossy dark hair that spilled around her bare shoulders and her generous breasts, which were almost fully exposed above the low neckline of her gown. Her eyes were large and thick lashed, as exotic as a cat’s, her skin as pale and luminous as the moon. She was surrounded by a bewildering number of servants and admirers who pushed their way into the treasury. Judging by the size and sound of the crowd outside, La Celestia’s appearance on the Rialto had nearly caused a riot. The courtesan seemed unfazed by the commotion she had created. As the guards shut the heavy doors, she smiled and waved at the men outside who were still calling her name, clearly enjoying the attention, as serenely happy as a beloved queen among her subjects.

The manager of the treasury rushed over to greet her. La Celestia’s admirers, a dozen young noblemen, filled the room with their self-importance, talking and laughing among themselves. The bearers set the palanquin down, and two of the noblemen rushed to offer their hands to the courtesan. After a second’s hesitation, she settled on the fairer of the two, who gave his rival a smug look as he helped her step down to the floor.

Alessandra gathered her purse and started toward the doors. She was making her way through the crowd when the nobleman whom La Celestia had rebuffed grabbed Alessandra by the arm. Apparently the blow to his pride hadn’t been permanent. He wore a stylish blue tunic under his knee-length coat and a self-assured grin.

“What’s this?” he said, smiling at her but speaking to the friend at his side. “A young miss out alone, without a veil?”

“This is a pretty problem,” his friend said. He was not so well favored nor so fine, but his attitude was equally mocking. “Maid or matron, which do you think?”

“Whether I am married or not is none of your concern,” Alessandra said.

“The lady has a tart tongue,” the blue dandy said.

“Matron, then, I’d wager, for maids are sweet.”

“You are both very rude,” Alessandra said. “If you were gentlemen, you would let me pass.”

La Celestia turned to face them. “What trouble are you two causing now?” she asked. A smile played across her lips, but her expression was kind. “Can’t you see the girl’s in mourning?” she chided her friends. “Leave her be.”

“Thank you.” Alessandra headed toward the doors.

“A moment,” La Celestia called. Alessandra turned around. The courtesan moved closer, seeming to glide toward her instead of walk. She cocked her head, eyes questioning. “Haven’t I seen you somewhere?”

“No,” Alessandra answered without hesitating. Surely she would know at once if she’d met this woman before.

“My mistake,” La Celestia said, turning away.

The guards opened the doors for Alessandra and she walked outside. The crowd had dissipated, but a few gawkers still remained, craning their necks to get another look at the courtesan. Alessandra moved quickly past them, clutching her purse, thinking firmly of home.







Death



22 April 1617

THE LANE OF Broken Vows was a fetid back alley, perpetually cloaked in shadow and strewn with refuse, that burrowed between the tumbledown warehouses of the Cannaregio waterfront. In the most silent hour of the night, under the light of a half-moon, a boy slipped into a dark doorway at the end of the lane. He was a street urchin with pinched features, red-rimmed eyes, and a small, pointed nose that twitched, rodentlike, in moments of uncertainty. He appeared to be no more than eight or nine, but he had been on this earth at least twelve years; or so the nuns of Santa Maria dei Miracoli, whose meager charity had kept him alive, had assured him.

His name was Taddeo da Ponte, and he was a spy.

He sank deeper into the shadows as he heard footsteps approaching. Three men walked single file along the fondamenta, then crossed an arched bridge spanning the slender canal known as the Rio della Panada. Moonlight glinted off bobbing sword hilts as the men’s shadows flitted across the silvery surface of the water below. Two were French corsairs—Barbary Coast pirates—and one a Spanish bravo, a hired man-at-arms. Taddeo had determined at the tavern that they weren’t the usual sort of layabout mercenaries who frequented Agostino’s tiny pub; the corsairs were men of rank, and the Spanish bravo looked a cut above the common thug: tall, strong, with a stony gaze and a silver hoop that dangled from his left earlobe. Taddeo had even been close enough to the Spaniard to see the insignia on his sword hilt: a fox, the mark of Toledo steel and the emblem of the finest rapiers in the world. See where they go and come right back, Agostino had said, but Taddeo had a hunch that he might discover something Batù Vratsa would find worthy of reward.

He wrapped his short cape closer to ward off the damp and glanced up at the mist-shrouded moon. He waited until the men had disappeared into the darkness on the other side of the bridge before leaving his sanctuary, then followed them, soundless as a ghost. Before Agostino had given him work at the tavern, he’d been a link boy, leading the lost and weary through Venice’s back streets and alleys. He could move along the fodere—the linings—as stealthily as the stray cats and scurrying rats that showed him their secret pathways.

He carefully approached a small campo and watched as the men unlocked a fortified door and went inside a warehouse that opened onto the Rio di Cabriotti. He inched around the side of the building and dashed to the edge of the canal just as a gondola glided past and turned into the warehouse’s wide, arched canal door.

Taddeo steadied himself against the wall as he carefully stepped sideways along a stone ledge that extended from the alley to the portal. He stooped as he entered, then fell to his hands and knees and crept along the warehouse’s back wall. In the dim, flickering torchlight, Taddeo saw that the large room was filled with wooden crates, barrels, and coils of thick rope. The air reeked of damp wood and rotting hemp.

The two corsairs and the Spanish bravo stood in an open space at the center of the warehouse, watching as the gondolier secured the boat. The gondola’s lantern light reflected off the water and ribbons of yellow undulated on the walls and ceiling. Taddeo slipped down behind one of the crates as a man climbed out of the gondola. He was dressed in the Spanish fashion and very grand, his black velvet doublet embroidered with silver thread, a short fur-lined cape draped over one shoulder. Like the others, he wore both sword and dagger. A thick gold chain, ending in a large medallion, lay across his broad chest.

The Spanish bravo bowed briefly. “Your Excellency.” He turned to the other two men. “It is my honor to introduce you to my lord, the marquis of Bedmar, Spanish ambassador to Venice.” He looked to his master. “May I present Captains Jacques Pierre and Nicholas Regnault.”

“Your Excellency,” they said in unison, bowing low.

The Spanish ambassador? Taddeo’s nose twitched and the tips of his ears tingled, as they always did when he felt excitement, apprehension, or fear. In the two years he had worked as the eyes and ears of the state, he had never spied on anyone other than a few lowly mercenaries, some local tradesmen, and the tavern whores, and for a moment Taddeo considered running away; he had a sudden premonition that something bad would come of this. Then he thought of Batù Vratsa and knew he had no choice but to stay.

Friend to orphans and outcasts, Batù had said when he’d introduced himself, fixing Taddeo with his chilling reptilian gaze; but no one would claim friendship with Batù, you simply did what he asked. And Batù will ask about this. How will I look into those cold pale eyes and lie? Taddeo rubbed his quivering nose and trained his ears on the exchange.

“Do you agree to our terms?” Bedmar asked. His trim, pointed beard had a few streaks of gray in it, but he possessed the vigor and confidence of a much younger man.

The French corsairs exchanged a careful glance. Pierre spoke. “We will of course have to propose it to our men. As I told Monsieur Sanchez…”

Pierre, Regnault, Sanchez, Taddeo memorized. Pierre was slight and dark, with a hawkish nose and nervous hands; Regnault was fair haired, ruddy faced, and beefy.

“I’m sure that the entire crew of the Camarata will follow me, but we are less certain of the sentiments among Captain Regnault’s men,” Pierre finished.

“We’re offering better pay than you receive from Venice.”

“It isn’t just the money, Ambassador. They’ll want to know they’re not being led to a slaughter.”

“This is a weak city, unaccustomed to battle,” Bedmar replied. “The Republic’s forces are heavily engaged elsewhere. Surely your men are not afraid of a few arsenalotti.”

Arsenalotti? The shipbuilders at Venice’s Arsenale did double duty as the Doge’s bodyguard in case of attack.

“There will be spoils for those who are valiant,” the ambassador went on. “Think of it, the treasures of Venice. Unlike any they’ve ever…” His voice dropped to a murmur.

They’re talking about an attack on Venice. He must tell Agostino…must tell Batù. Taddeo placed his palms on the floor and leaned forward, straining to hear. A fat, wet rat scuttled across his hands. He jumped and fell back against the crate.

“What was that?” Bedmar said sharply.

Taddeo froze.

“Search the room,” the ambassador ordered. Three pairs of feet started off in three different directions.

Taddeo quickly backed away from the crate and crawled toward the canal door. He was inches from his escape when a meaty hand grabbed him by the neck and pulled him to his feet. Regnault gripped Taddeo’s wrists and marched him to the center of the room, where the other men had gathered again.

“It’s just a boy,” Regnault said, holding him out like a fish on a line.

“It’s the serving boy from the tavern,” Sanchez added. His tone was suspicious; any second he would denounce Taddeo as a spy.

Taddeo countered his hostile stare with a practiced wide-eyed innocence. “Yes, my lords”—he bowed awkwardly, as his hands were still restrained—“my master sent me after you, to return the money that you overpaid for the wine you enjoyed in his humble inn.”

“This is nonsense,” Sanchez said. “What tavern owner turns away silver?”

“My lords, I assure you, I have the coins in my boot. If you’ll unloose me,” he said to Regnault. Bedmar nodded once and the corsair released him. Taddeo knew that surprise and speed were his only allies. He reached into his boot, straightened, and plunged his short dagger into Regnault’s sword hand. The captain bellowed more loudly than an angry bull. Taddeo bolted while the others were still baffled by Regnault’s sudden outburst, and was out on the ledge before they had drawn their swords and started after him.

Blast the moon, he thought as he ran frantically, making his way through the smallest and darkest of Cannaregio’s warrenlike streets. Along the Alley of the Curly-Headed Woman, to the Street of the Seven Virgins, through the tiny, malodorous passageway behind the butcher and the tallow maker. His mind raced as he ran. Must tell Agostino…must tell Batù. Stick to the shadows, blast the moon.

He ran across Ponte Arrivosa and through the Calle Volto. Sanchez appeared at the end of the lane, running toward him. Taddeo turned back, only to discover the ambassador blocking his escape. Taddeo collided with him, the cold metal of the ambassador’s gold medallion striking his cheek. Bedmar gripped his arm with one iron hand and looked down on him with an enigmatic smile. Sanchez trotted up to them.

“You should know better than to wag your tongue in a tavern,” Bedmar scolded. “This little gutter rat can listen and speak the same as a grown man, and you’ve led him right to me.”

“Forgive me, Excellency. It won’t happen again.” Sanchez hefted his sword and gestured at Taddeo.

They were going to kill him, Taddeo realized. He felt faint. His heart was beating faster than a rabbit’s.

“No need,” the ambassador said, and sheathed his sword.

Taddeo nearly collapsed with relief. “Your Excellency,” he exclaimed, “you are a man of great mercy…”

There was a flash of steel in the moonlight, then excruciating pain. Bedmar’s dagger sliced through his larynx with a searing, burning agony, an unholy baptism of fire and ice. Taddeo tried to scream but couldn’t; his throat had instantly filled with blood. It was like a nightmare he’d once had in which he’d been cornered and desperate and yet unable to make a sound. He clutched his throat, feeling as though he were drowning, and his hand came away slick with blood, glistening and black in the moonlight. Taddeo looked up at the ambassador, his mouth open, his eyes pleading. Bedmar looked past him as if he were no longer there. But I’m still alive, aren’t I? he thought, confused. Must tell Agostino…must tell Batù…an attack on Venice…

Bedmar released his arm and Taddeo fell to the ground. He heard the two men hurrying away, their footsteps on the cobbled lane gradually becoming fainter. He was vaguely aware of the gushing wetness at his throat, of his life streaming from him, his warm blood pooling on the cold stone. Must tell…he must…what? He couldn’t remember. Taddeo turned his face heavenward. The moon rocked wildly in the sky, the stars whirled in circles, blurred, and grew dim, until at last they disappeared altogether.







The Empress



26 April 1617

PERCHED IN FRONT of her easel, Alessandra skillfully drew the scalloped edges of a budding rose, putting the final touches to her charcoal sketch. A small, snowy flower drifted down from the pear tree that shaded her. She glanced up at the tangle of white-blossomed branches outlined by clear blue sky, then out at the surrounding garden, a riot of new growth and bright blooms. It was a spectacular spring day, warm enough that the cool breeze off the lagoon brought welcome relief.

“My lady!” Bianca, her housekeeper and cook, burst out of the back door and walked along the garden path as quickly as her plump, aging body allowed. She waved a letter in the air. “From Padua!”

Alessandra eagerly took the letter from her.


My dearest Alessandra:

My father has told me of your request for help and his reply. I regret that he has so little to offer—at present he thinks only of his two daughters yet unmarried and in need of dowries. As for his suggestion that you take holy orders, I can only hope that you will, in time, forgive him. For a man with a wife and three daughters, he has little understanding of a woman’s heart and mind. Although I have a few friends who have found peace intheir vocation, I know very well that you would not be happy in the convent.

There is another possibility, which I have already discussed with my husband. We both want you to know that you are welcome to live with us in Padua for as long as you may need. I suspect your first impulse will be to say no, but I beg you to please consider it.

Your loving cousin,

Giovanna



“Well?” Bianca prompted as Alessandra folded the letter and set it beside her on the stone bench.

“They cannot help,” Alessandra said. “Unless we’re willing to go to Padua.”

“Padua,” Bianca repeated without enthusiasm.

“I would not force you to go with me.”

“Did you think you would leave me behind?”

“No, I only thought you did not care to go—”

“If it’s to be Padua, then so it is,” Bianca said philosophically. “I will not leave you, my lady.”

“Thank you, Bianca.”
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