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Rose Hill Sanitarium

 


 


 


The nurse's crisp white skirt swept through
the doorway of my room. “It’s time for your medicine,” she said,
bending over the night table. Her perfect posture matched the
staunch twist of her bun.

The sanitarium was a sadistic place, with
its whitewashed walls and natural light. The days seemed to last
forever, and the birds outside my window never ceased their
incessant singing. I had arrived a few days earlier after I’d had
my spell. That is what the doctor called it, a spell, and my
voluntary admittance was a precautionary measure. He recommended I
admit myself so I could have around the clock care by
professionals. He told me not to worry, reminding me over and over
again that it was temporary. His knitted brow revealed how
distressed he was by my relapse. I knew the look. It was the fear
of death—not his, but mine.

“Are we feeling better?” the nurse asked.
She was now drawing the curtains. I braced for a burst of sunshine,
but instead I was greeted by a familiar overcast. “Oh dear, looks
like rain,” she said. “It was sunny earlier, but it seems those big
clouds overhead have chased the cheer straight away.”

I glanced at the bottle of medicine centered
on the tray. I could taste the bitter burn already in my throat,
and the thought of choking down another course caused an instant
gag reflex.

The nurse rushed to my bedside and poured a
cup of water. “Oh my, are you choking? Having trouble breathing?”
She sat me up and gave a hardy thud to my backside.

I coughed and shook my head. I swallowed a
mouth full of water. It was like trying to force a wad of cloth
down my throat. I took another sip, and this time the liquid moved
smoothly.

“There, there,” she cooed, giving me a pat
as she released her firm hold on my arm. “Just needed a bit of
water, didn’t you?”

I wanted to spit in the basin, but I knew
there’d be blood. I could taste it, the metallic taint playing on
my tongue. I didn’t want the nurse to see it; I didn’t want to
alarm her. I knew the difference between concern and a trace
amount, and I was certain this was just a trace that settled over
night.

“I’m not dying,” I said. I tried to fix my
hair, but it was a mess from rolling around on my pillow all
night.

“Of course not, milady. You’ve caught a
chill, but at your advanced age the doctor wants to make certain it
doesn’t turn into something more serious.”

“I’m not that advanced,” I grumbled.

“Oh, of course not. I didn’t mean to imply,”
she explained. “I only meant that as years pass we become
susceptible.”

“I was always taught the young were
susceptible, and the old wise,” I said. I sneered at the nurse,
knowing full well that any look I shot her would be
intimidating.

“You’re quite right, quite right,” she said,
giving an agreeable nod.

This woman was no fun, no fun at all. I
wasn’t going to get a rise out her today, so I decided to let it
go.

“Shall I pour your medicine?” she asked,
pointing to the vial.

I rolled my eyes. “Very well.” I knew she
wasn’t going to leave until I drank.

“Your friend across the hall got the most
lovely bouquet of flowers from her family yesterday. Did she show
them to you?” she asked as she shoved a spoonful into my mouth.

I had a choice: either spit it out or
swallow it quick. Down it went, burning all the way, right into my
gut where it warmed and bubbled.

When I stopped shuttering from the awful
taste I said, “She’s not my friend. I don’t even know the
woman.”

“Oh, I thought she visited.”

“More like she wanders in,” I said. I waved
at the door. “She doesn’t even know where she is. She just lets
herself out and roams up and down the hallways. Perhaps, you should
put a lock on her door.”

The nurse pulled a face. “She might be a
touch out of sorts, but she’s harmless.”

“The woman’s an imbecile,” I grumbled.

“Milady!” she exclaimed.

“Oh don’t look at me like that. I’m old and
dying. I can say what I want. Who’s going to tell? Are you going to
tell?” I asked.

To my annoyance, she planted her broad hips
in a chair. I was hoping she’d pick up the tray and leave, but
apparently she took my remarks as an invitation to engage in
further conversation.

“Some people can’t take a hint,” I
mumbled.

She pretended not to hear me. She looked
around the room. Not a single letter, framed picture, or even a
vase of flowers decorated the space. Nothing personal showed except
for the dressing robe thrown over the end of my bed. “Do you have
family?” she asked.

What a presumptuous question I thought. “Do
I look like I have family?”

“Well your condition came on suddenly, and
perhaps you did not have time to pack all the things you might want
to have with you.” She folded her hands in her lap. “I see all
you’ve brought is a bundle of papers. Are you writing a
journal?”

“Don’t you have other patients to tend too?”
I asked.

She pressed her lips together and made a
face like she’d just eaten something terribly sour.

“Oh all right, if you must know, I’m writing
a story for my great god son.”

Her eyes lit up. “A story! How wonderful.
What’s his name?”

“I was once in love with his grandfather,
Count Drugeth,” I said.

“Oh my, I bet that is a story,” she said,
interested.

“It is indeed.”

“I’d love to hear it,” she said. Her posture
slacked. I took this as a clear indication she wasn’t going
anywhere.

“Your patients,” I reminded.

“Oh, you’re the last on my route. I don’t
have to make rounds for a few hours.”

Just my luck, I thought.

I looked toward the window. The gray cast
hung as if the world were stuck in perpetual dusk. “I’ll make you a
deal. If you take me out there, I'll tell you a story,” I said.

She glanced at the window. “I don’t know.
I’m not sure the doctor would approve.”

“How am I to recover if I can’t get a breath
of fresh air?” I asked.

“I think it’s best if we stay inside. I’ll
sit here, and you can remain comfy in bed,” she said, treating me
like a child.

I crossed my arms and closed my eyes. “In
that case, I’m feeling sleepy. Perhaps you should go bother someone
else.”

There was silence for a few moments. I kept
my eyes pinched shut. I heard the scrapping of her chair and her
distinct footsteps march out the door. I peeked to see if she had
gone. The room was empty. I grabbed the basin and spat a bloody
string of spit. I looked around for a place to hide the bowl. There
weren't many options, so I shoved the evidence beneath the
table.

A noise broke the silence and echoed down
the hall. As the sound grew closer, my breathing quickened. I heard
a squeak and then a curse as the nurse wiggled the contraption
through the door. “If we’re going outside you’re riding in one of
these,” she said.

I couldn’t help grinning as I kicked the
covers from my feet and dragged my dressing robe around my
shoulders. While I fumbled with the ties, she got my cape from the
bureau and wrapped it around me before lifting me into the
chair.

“I’m not helpless,” I said. “I can walk you
know.”

“I know, but I don’t want you having another
episode and blacking out again.” She folded a blanket over my legs
and fixed a hat upon my head.

I felt such joy as she wheeled me away from
the sick bed and toward the doors. “I feel like a child sneaking
out,” I whispered. Once outside, the fresh air burned my tender
lungs as I sucked in a breath. I didn’t care. It was a good hurt;
an alive hurt, and I welcomed the discomfort.

“Where shall we go?” she asked, pausing for
a moment on the walking path.

I told her I wished to rest by the park
bench. After she had me situated, she arranged herself beside me. I
noted she took special care not to soil her starched white skirt.
Her uniform was a symbol of independence and she was prideful of
her Christian duty.

When she was appropriately postured, I
spoke. I began to tell her my story. Not the story I was writing
for Count Drugeth concerning the truth about his ancestry, but my
story. I told her about my mother falling ill and how I went to
serve as a lady in waiting to the Countess Bathory. I spoke of my
love for George and how it was not meant to be. She was sad by the
news, but brightened when I introduced Draco Lorant to the
conversation. In a way, I shared Elizabeth’s story while I shared
my own because it was impossible to tell one without telling the
other. I found it refreshing to talk and have someone listen. At
the time, I didn’t know if I’d ever leave Rose Hill, or if I’d
fulfill my promise to Count Drugeth, but I was going to try. I
wasn’t ready to die, not yet.

“So Elizabeth’s grandson just appeared one
day on your door step?” the nurse asked.

I nodded. “He was seeking answers about his
family. There is so much he doesn’t know, so much he doesn’t
understand because history has it wrong, well, not all wrong, but
distorted.” I leaned forward, placing my hand on her knee. “I feel
that before I leave this world I must set it straight. I owe it to
him. I owe it to Elizabeth,” I said.

“I must know,” she said. “Is it true? Did
the Countess Bathory really do all the horrid things they say?” She
lowered her voice even more. “With the blood, did she do those
things with the blood?”

I patted her leg. “That’s the question, and
I’m afraid it requires a complex answer. It is not one I can give
with a simple yes or no. It’s much more complicated, and that is
why I must write it down. It is the singular reason I will get well
and leave here to return to my home. You see I am determined to
finish the story for Count Drugeth. After all, I made him a deal.
If he follows his heart and marries his beloved Kate, I agreed to
share the truth about his grandmother, Elizabeth Bathory. I suppose
I can be accused of forcing his hand to choose his heart over
tradition." I paused. That was exactly my intention. "Admittedly, I
blame tradition for all the wrongs Elizabeth suffered and this is
my way of making it right. At the time when I fell ill I still
hadn't received word of his decision, but I am hopeful and
determined. I cannot help but fantasize about trading my written
gift for a wedding invitation; a symbol of sacrifice for love." I
took a deep breath. A violent burn branded my lungs causing my eyes
to water. “I wish I could tell you more my dear, but I made a
promise. A promise to my mistress and a promise to Count Drugeth,
and I intend to keep it." I discreetly wiped my tears while blaming
them on the breeze. "However, I can tell you this much, there are
both truth and lies in every rumor. Trying to decipher which is
which is the delicious part. Remember nothing is exactly as it
seems. Nothing!”

She nodded, taking my words seriously. She
was listening so intently that I hardly think she noticed my
extreme discomfort.

A few raindrops hit the ground and rustled
the leaves above our heads.

“We’d better get inside before we are soaked
to the bone,” she said, taking hold of the handles on the chair and
giving me a hardy push toward the doorway.

“How soon do you think it will be before the
doctor will see me fit to leave?” I asked.

“Since there is no blood in your spittle and
you are complying with treatment I will make a positive
recommendation regarding your recovery.”

I smirked. I had befriended the nurse and
with little effort she was already imagining a bond. The poor dove
was naturally good-natured. "I’m very eager to get home. Very
eager," I repeated.
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I continued to hide the basin of bloody
spittle from the nurse and within a week the doctor lacked reasons
to keep me confined. He mixed several vials of medicine for me to
take home including strict instructions to follow and recommended
dosage, which I assured him repeatedly, that I would do. I had
every intention of complying because I did not want to return. If I
were to die, I wanted to do it at home, and only after I finished
my story.

The nurse gave me a big hug after she packed
my belongings and ordered my trunk to the carriage.

“I’ve personally sent word to your household
in Vienna. Everything will be in order when you arrive. I am
certain they’ll be thrilled to have their mistress home,” she said,
with a brave smile. She was a bit choked up, but pleased to see me
leaving under my own will and not by way of a wooden box through
the body chute.

“Let’s just hope I still have my silver,” I
said.

She laughed heartily.

“I’m serious, the servants will rob you
blind when you’re not looking.”

“Oh milady, you are too much!”

I gave her a quick hug and adjusted my hat.
I was ready to go home. Each step I took down the hall required
considerable effort, but I was determined to exit under my own
strength. My breathing labored and my hands trembled as I gripped
the side of the carriage and heaved myself up the footholds. Once
inside, I let the tickle building in my throat out. I covered my
cough with my handkerchief. A small spot of pink soiled the
delicate white linen. It’s just a trace, I thought. It's just a
tiny trace. I tucked the handkerchief in my pocket and rested my
head against the seat cushion. I was going home, probably to die,
but still, I was going home.


 


~~~

Home Sweet Home

 


 


 


Everything was properly arranged. The house
was in order, and the cat was still fat and lazy. The post sat
heaped on the service tray, and my tea waited in the drawing
room.

"We're so glad to have you home," the maid
said, as she pinched the skin of my underarm as she helped me to
the chair.

I was too weak to climb the stairs, so the
servants carried down my writing desk and shoved it in front of the
window. It hit awkwardly, the top rising above the sill and cutting
the pane in half.

"Can I fetch you anything else?" the maid
asked.

I waved her off. I was already lost in my
own thoughts and didn't want to be bothered with formalities.
Besides, there lingered my half finished book. The truth was
staring at me as the past spilled out line-by-line and permanently
soaked in the parchment. I could burn it, bury it, or even hide it
away, but I could never erase it. I just wished the others had come
to the same epiphany before their deaths. Since I was the last, I
was going to purge it all upon the page and give it to Count
Drugeth. He could do with it as he pleased. Perhaps, set it a fire
or drown it six feet under, even conceal it in a tomb. Whatever
precaution taken, it could never be destroyed. I knew that now.
Why...why couldn't the past just be forgotten? Superstitions were
embedded in the stone and crumpled in the dirt. Whether we liked it
or not, evidence of our lives was in every little crack. I could
sense it. It was the uneasy feeling I got when a strong wind blew,
or the tingle I felt when my hair stood on end. It's that little
something that nags.
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There it was, the beginning of my story that
started with my mother's death. I was eleven when I met Elizabeth.
So much had occurred since then; the birth of her baby, her
marriage to Count Nadasdy, the affairs and the workshop.
Elizabeth's retreat into her private underworld was growing, and so
were her collections of devices and bottles of brewed concoctions.
Her dabbling was increasing, and her appetite for release was
mounting. I remembered our troubles bubbling up from beneath and
seeping through the castle. It was like water rising, and it seemed
as if I were forever moving to avoid being consumed and dragged
down.

At last our escape came when I discovered a
rare painting of Elizabeth's kin, the Impaler, Vlad Tepes hidden in
the catacombs beneath the monastery. Fascinated, I hauled the
treasure from the bowels and presented it to the heir, Elizabeth. I
thought she'd be discreet, but why I assumed she'd have a change in
character was beyond common sense. Elizabeth did exactly what her
nature demanded; she insisted on displaying the portrait. This
caused quite the disruption and did nothing but stir rumors and
gossip. The whispers streamed around corners and floated on the
dust. The tension in the castle was heavy and with each utterance I
overheard, I quivered. When it became too much and my nerves could
take no more, I begged Elizabeth to stow the painting. I hoped that
if out of sight, the restlessness I felt in the household would
settle, but she was stubborn and refused all my requests to restore
peace.

Ill-fitted and unstable, I exploded. I tried
to steal the painting from her chamber. We struggled, each
wrestling with it, both trying to take it from the other, and in
the fight the backing was torn. Something slid and poked out from
the injury. At the climax of our feud we inadvertently uncovered a
secret document. Penned in fading ink was scribed the singular name
Mihnea, the eldest son of Vlad Tepes.

Elizabeth unsealed the letter and found
several military maps and a document referring to property rights
in Brenta just outside of Venice. As she read on, she learned Vlad
Tepes commissioned a mansion to be built. Apparently, there was an
agreement established between Vlad and the city of Venice that was
secured through the Ministry of Finance. Immaculate instructions
outlined how the funds were to be dispersed to maintain the Brenta
estate. A man going by the name Issachar was executor over the
property. Upon his death, the chore passed to his next of kin who
would always go by the code name of Issachar. It was simplistically
complex and perfect.

At the time I did not know a lot about
history, but I knew enough to understand that all of Vlad Tepes
wealth and properties were confiscated. Surely, this abandon
retreat was no longer in existence. I expressed my concerns to
Elizabeth. I will always remember the pause that lingered, and the
bright lightness that cast over her eyes as she raised her head and
exclaimed, "He was a genius!"

Vlad Tepes took this man Issachar into his
confidence and together they plotted a protection over his assets.
She was convinced that somewhere in a vault located in Venice
housed the last of Vlad Tepes, or rather Dalvia Sepet legacy.
Elizabeth dipped pen in ink and scratched the name on a piece of
parchment. I did not see it immediately, but as she broke it down
and wrote in reverse it became apparent. Dalvia Sepet was Vlad
Tepes with the feminine 'ia' added to the end.

She folded the papers and returned them to
the envelope. "There is only one thing to do," she stated. "We must
go to Venice and find this Issachar!"

This was our salvation. This was the escape
and the answer to our sinking. Suddenly, all the weight that had
been gathering and pulling us down seemed to recede. When the last
horse was secured, Felix, Elizabeth's manservant assisted us into
the carriage. Already waiting inside was an armed royal guard. It
was strange to have our privacy invaded, but I understood it was
necessary to ensure our safety. The driver snapped the reins, and
the carriage lurched. With the driver flanked by two armed men, our
envoy was steered through the drawn gate and over the hill's crest.
We rocked along the winding hillsides before picking up speed as we
ventured south. It would be several days before we reached seaport,
but I didn’t mind. I was just glad to be free of Cachtice, the
dreaded castle we called home.

I stared out the window watching the farm
pastures roll by. Elizabeth smiled at me, and I returned the
enduring gesture with the same loving courtesy. As we crossed the
miles of land, I thought about the vellum documents stowed in her
trunk and the reference to the name Issachar. It’d been nearly 130
years since Vlad Tepes arranged the secret agreement. Was it truly
possible that the kin of a previous advisor was still carrying out
the contract, or would we soon be sadly disappointed by a ruined
and forgotten plan?
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Uncovering Issacher

 


 


 


Nicholas waited on the boarding plank. His
profile and ginger-streaked hair gave the impression he was
Venetian, but his traditional dress was unmistakably Hungarian. We
were from the far north where customs clashed and alliances
occurred between barbarians and aristocrats. Although defined
oppositions, I never understood how the two worlds, those of the
barbarian and gentry, differed in practice. It was all a
masquerade, men parading beneath disguise.

Nicholas slipped the captain a handful of
gold coins. Bribery was part of the grim business of securing
passage. It had to be done. It was common practice. I tried to
appear unimpressed by the sheer size of the vessel docked before us
but found it difficult to conceal my amazement. While living along
the Danube, I’d seen my fair share of barges transporting cargo,
but none compared to this ship. Five white sails flapped in the
breeze as sailors rushed about the deck wrenching ropes and
securing shipments.

“The captain has agreed to drop us at our
lodgings before sailing out to sea,” Nicholas announced.

“We’re boarding this ship?” I asked, looking
around for other passengers.

“It’s the only boat sailing today,” Nicholas
answered.

I was amused by his authoritative tone since
he'd barely reached the age when whiskers shaded the chin. I
presumed the responsibility of the chore had something to do with
his inflated confidence.

“It will do,” Elizabeth said. She adjusted
her hat to protect her eyes from the bright sun.

“How long until we sail?” I asked.

“Not long. The captain’s eager to get
underway,” Nicholas replied.

The smell of day old fish mixing with
seaweed overwhelmed the afternoon air. I had the urge to wash the
taste from my mouth, as well as the dust from the journey. I
watched as a pelican squatted on a dock pole envying a seagull that
had just swooped down and snatched a limp fish from an unguarded
crate. A fisherman scolded the monger for neglecting his job. He
threatened to deduct the cost of the lost cargo from his earnings.
The monger cursed beneath his breath. However, he did not argue.
How could he? I thought. It was his fault the fish was taken. Or,
perhaps it was our fault for distracting him from his work. He was
preoccupied with ogling Elizabeth. It was obvious by his leering
that women of wealth and importance were a rarity at port. I got
the sense we were attracting too much attention, and it appeared we
were drawing a greater audience. I nudged Elizabeth. I thought it
was a good idea if we boarded the ship as soon as possible and
disappeared.

Taking hold of the braided ropes, we
steadied ourselves along the inclined plank. The captain was less
than hospitable. He grumbled good day before calling for his cabin
boy. He informed our party that a platter of fresh fruit, steamed
fish, and a decanter of the finest Italian wine wait below.

Just as I turned to make my way, I spotted a
thin pink tail hugging the edge of a shipping crate. I watched the
fleshy string wrap around the boxes. I was certain I knew what it
was, but I asked anyway. “What is that?”

“Tell Lucky we’ve got ourselves a wharf rat
aboard,” shouted the boy.

“Where’s the bugger at?” someone yelled
back.

“Right here by this crate.”

The tail slithered away disappearing
somewhere behind the cargo. I shivered. I hated rodents. I
absolutely despised the creatures.

“He’s on the run,” a man shouted.

“Keep an eye on it boy. Lucky’s on his
way.”

Before I could utter another complaint,
Lucky appeared on deck. He lumbered toward us carrying a fish spear
in one hand and a burlap bag in the other.

“He’s hiding behind that crate,” the cabin
boy said.

Lucky grunted, "Ey."

Bam! The spear jammed between the wall and
the crate.

“Did he get him?” I asked, backing away.

“I'm going to scare that bugger out,” Lucky
said.

Lucky was whacking the spear back and forth,
and above the clamor of the attack I heard the hissing and
scratching of the hunted. I knew the rat was trying desperately to
claw its way to escape.

“Gotcha now you vermin,” Lucky shouted.

“Is it dead?” I asked, hoping he had killed
the rat.

But before anyone could answer, the rat shot
from its hiding spot and scampered by the hems of our skirts. I
screamed as I pedaled backwards. I bumped into Nicholas who was
also keeping a safe distance from the action. I scrambled to put
more space between the nasty vermin and myself.

Lucky swore something awful. A string of
naughty words I never knew existed rolled across his tongue.
Meanwhile, the rat was making a run for it. Someone else shouted,
and things crashed in the rat’s path sending the creature in
several directions as it fled for its life. Lucky pursued, and
amazingly he managed to get a second and third chance. The last
strike penetrated squarely in the fatty part of the rat’s backside.
The spear sliced clean through impaling the critter to the deck.
Facing death, the rat fought. Squirming and unable to free itself,
it bared its protruding teeth. A deckhand tossed Lucky a club. With
a single blow to the head, Lucky finished the rat off.

“It’s over,” he said.

“Do rats often come aboard?” I asked. I was
frightened that I'd see more of them. I stared at the rat’s sharp
teeth. They horrified me.

“Ey, they’re part of life on the ship. They
wreak havoc by eating holes in the salt bags and ruining all kinds
of things. If you see another, I’ll get ’um.” He yanked the spear
from the deck with the impaled corpse of the wharf rat stuck to it
and dumped the body into the burlap bag, tied it, and tossed it
overboard. “No worries, he can’t bother you any longer. How’s ‘bout
you eat your lunch. I bet you’re famished.”

Our cabin was the finest accommodations on
the ship. It was a cramped space with a low-beamed ceiling, but it
provided a place to sit and a table to enjoy the food the captain
promised. Unfortunately, the encounter with the rat killed my
appetite. Although it had been some time since I ate, I still could
not bring myself to taste the fish. I poked at the arrangement
deciding I might be capable of choking down a nibble of fruit and
washing my throat with a drink of wine.

Through a tiny porthole I saw the
dockworkers going about their business. They were tossing ropes and
shouting orders. A deckhand sounded the horn announcing our final
departure. Slowly, we drifted. We were officially detached from the
mainland. In comparison to the sea, I felt small and helpless. We
were now at the mercy of the Adriatic Sea as it steered the ship to
the island of Venice.

We sailed through the Canal della Sacca.
Along the horizon, I viewed the white-washed silhouette of San
Michele. The structure erupted from the water cutting into the vast
sky like a monument amidst the sea. The birds circling above
hovered for a moment before swooping for a meal. I wondered how it
was possible for the birds to see anything lurking in the waves. I
found the turbulence of the wake confusing and hypnotic.
Mesmerized, I watched as a bird dove fearlessly into the water. It
vanished for a second, and then to my astonishment, soared upward
with a silver fish pinched in its beak.

“Who lives there?” I asked, appreciating the
seaside estate of San Michele.

“No one living resides there,” Nicholas
answered. “San Michele is the island of the dead.”

“The dead?”

“It’s where the Venetians’ bury their
people. San Michele is a church which oversees the cemetery.”

I thought it was such a waste to devote an
entire landscape to rotting corpses. It was nothing more than an
isolated island littered with graves and never receiving visitors.
As the ship came about, I lost sight of San Michele. It was as if
the place simply disappeared. It was there one minute and gone the
next.

The ship continued onward, cutting through
the Canal Colambola before entering the Grand Canal, which would
take us into the very heart of Venice.

“Come on deck,” Nicholas said, sensing we
were nearing our destination.

The brims of our hats caught in the wind as
we stepped into the crisp breeze. The scene was a fantastic dance
of sailors calling out orders as they moved from one side of the
ship to the other, each pulling ropes to swing the boom of the
sails. I could hardly believe my eyes, coming to life all around me
was a living painting. The dull gray was replaced by the delight of
character and color. What a strange and marvelous wonder? How could
I trust that I was not dreaming? I clutched the railing. I was in
awe of the floating city where the streets were waterways, and the
passengers rode in funny-shaped boats instead of horse drawn
carriages. I had so many questions. Like how was it possible that
water could hold up the enormous structures? I laughed at the
buildings mocking the balance of nature by kissing the waves
lapping from choppy wakes. Passing by were men wearing wide-rimmed
hats. They seemed to enjoy their work because they serenaded the
supplies as they moved from one dock to the next. Over there, a
boat bobbed in front of an arched three-story building where a
gondolier escorted two gentlemen. He indiscreetly presented his
open hand gesturing for a tip. I fixated on the gentlemen, watching
them until they disappeared into a shaded archway. It was just in
time too, because a splash of water soaked the stones where they
were once standing.

“This is the business district. Trade
commissions, financial exchange and rulings on trade matters happen
in those buildings,” Nicholas pointed out.

“What is housed over there?”

“Those are storage houses. All kinds of
supplies are put in there and then later distributed. Venice is a
complicated metropolis.”

“Oh my, look at the beautiful mansion,”
Elizabeth said. “Do you know who lives there?”

“It is the Palazzo Vendramin Calergi. It
belongs to the Codussi family,” a sailor answered.

“Is the family home for the
season?”

“I’m not privy to society. Just know who
owns the house. Not my business to know their whereabouts.”

The sails flapped as the wind lessened under
the protection of the Grand Canal. Ahead I spy two small boats
rowing toward us. As we drew closer, a deckhand tossed an oarsman a
rope.

“The boats will take us to our
accommodations,” Nicholas announced. He gestured for us to follow
him to the boarding plank.

“How are we to get down?” My excitement was
quickly turning to seasickness as I stared at the swirling water
below.

Our trunks were lowered through a pulley
attached to a pole secured to the mast.

“You don’t expect us to climb over?” I
asked. The trunks lurched with each release.

“No, of course not.”

After the last trunk was secure, Nicholas
led us to a giant crate that had ropes tied to all four corners. He
opened a hinged door on the side. Reluctantly, I stepped in. The
deckhands hoisted the lift making sure first to clear the railing
of the ship before lowering it down toward the boats. The cage
swung viciously as the deckhands tugged, maneuvering it over the
side of the ship. I shut my eyes fearing we would plunge into the
canal, but not seeing added to my disorientation and only made me
feel more nauseous. I tightened my grip as we swayed like bait
suspended above the water. The motion from the ship churned the
water into thick gravy making the clear blue look more like sewage.
It was utterly distasteful, and I could taste the wine and fruit I
just consumed push up into my throat.

“Oh my God,” I said, my voice low as if I
were praying.

“It’s nothing,” Elizabeth said. “We’re
almost there.”

I heard the men in the small boats speaking
to one another. It was Italian, but did not resemble the formal
dialect I’d been practicing.

“Stand back. The boat is a bit rocky because
the ship is giving off wake. We’ll try to hold it steady, but
you’ll still have to make a leap. Don’t worry, we’ll catch you,”
Nicholas instructed.

I shook my head. “What do you mean we must
jump?” I asked, my voice shaking and my stomach reeling.

“It’s only a short distance, but it’s
impossible to line the floor of crate with that of the boat. We are
on unstable territory,” Nicholas said. “An oarsman will hold out a
hand. All you have to do is reach for it when the wave goes
down.”

The waves crashed against each other in
chaotic rhythm. The boats bounced up and down as the crate rocked.
The jagged motion caused my vision to blur, and I could not focus
on any particular object. The deckhands labored to keep us steady.
Nicholas was the first to leap. He stumbled a couple steps before
regaining his balance.

“All right Countess, when the boat meets the
crate you’ll need to reach for our hands and jump. I assure you, we
will catch you.”

“Are you going?” I asked.

“Unless you want to go before me,” she said,
gripping the door. Water was splashing on the toes of her
shoes.

“This was a fine idea Elizabeth! You never
mentioned we’d have to leap out of a box into a boat!” I snapped,
still clutching a makeshift handle.

“Well, I didn’t know!”

“All right Countess, on my count. One, two,
three…” Nicholas counted.

Elizabeth jumped from the crate and into the
outstretched arms of the oarsmen. Her hat was knocked sideways, but
she was safely aboard. She let out an elated squeal and hooted how
much fun it was.

“It’s your turn Lady Amara,” Nicholas
called.

I tried to will my fingers to release the
stranglehold I had on the handle, but each time I loosened my
grasp, the crate swayed away from the boat.

“Come on Amara, you must jump. They can’t
hold the ropes forever,” Nicholas shouted.

I edged my feet towards the open door. The
waves slapped sprays of water on my dress.

“That’s good. Now on my count you must
leap,” Nicholas instructed.

Unable to speak, I nodded my head. I took a
deep breath.

“One, two, three…”

I shut my eyes and leapt with such force
that when I landed I toppled over an oarsman and rammed Nicholas
into a paddle. In the same moment, the wind snatched my hat and
dropped it into the canal. It surfed the waves as it waited to be
rescued. A kind guard dove overboard to retrieve my silly hat
before the current carried it out of reach. It took two men to pull
the guard, who was now weighted down by wet layers of clothes, into
the boat. I did not have the heart to tell the man that my hat was
not worth risking his life for, but I was grateful he retrieved
it.

“See, everything is just fine,” Elizabeth
said.

I was shaking uncontrollably as we rowed
toward the boarding dock outside our hotel.

“Leon Bianco is the finest hotel in all of
Venice,” Nicholas said.

Although the Leon Bianco was entirely
square, nothing else about it appeared symmetrical. The first floor
had three archways; two identical, while the third was much wider.
From a distance the entry looked slanted, but as we neared I saw
that the ramp offered a function rather than added an aesthetic
appeal. The second floor had skinny windows, two were alone, while
those in the middle were squashed together and caged by a thin iron
balcony. I supposed the balcony was purely ornamental since no door
provided access. The third story was simply a larger reflection of
the second and lastly, the top floor was separated by a masonry
ridge covered in seagull droppings. That was Leon Bianco; or at
least my first impression of it.

The boat bumped into the dock causing me to
check my balance. When all was secure, we followed Nicholas beneath
the shadowy arch over the tilted floor and into the grand entry. I
immediately recognized that the face of Leon Bianco was deceiving.
Behind the boxy structure was an airy cathedral interior decorated
in rich greens and Italian artistry. A loggia overlooked the grand
entry where the stairway crawled along the brick walls cutting
through the balconies above. Intricately carved grilles provided
intimacy, which would otherwise be impossible to achieve in a
typical spacious interior.

Our apartment was on the second floor. There
were double doors leading from the main room to a balcony that
overlooked the atrium. I called for Elizabeth to join me. She was
enchanted with the view and commented on the tiny yellow birds that
fluttered beneath the glass canopy. I agreed that they were much
more appealing than the bluebirds looming around Cachtice. In
Venice the sound of babbling water mixed pleasantly with clacking
petite chirps. I was pleased that they were nothing like the
menacing creatures squawking in the trees at Cachtice. I did not
care for those birds, but these were comforting, and I was
determined to enjoy listening to their songs.

“Ah there is an orangery,” Elizabeth said,
pointing to a clump of leafy trees with green and orange fruit.

The scent rising from the atrium was a
pleasing change from those lingering along the canal. Although the
odor of fish and salty spray first offended me, I soon came to
welcome the familiar scent. There was something exotic about
foreign smells. It shocked life and adventure into my dulled
senses. Colors became more vibrant, food more delicious, and the
sun was like a friend’s embrace after years of absence.

I leaned over the balcony railing to get a
better look at the beauty below. Elizabeth yanked the back of my
bodice. “Careful!” she giggled. “Wasn’t it only moments ago you
were as white as the sails on the ship and scared to death to leap
a few feet? Now, you’re swinging from the railing?”

I laughed. I lifted my feet from the stone
floor and allowed the iron railing to crease my stomach. A man
walking below noticed our liveliness.

“You’re making a scene,” Elizabeth said.

“Good afternoon ladies,” the man called.

We nodded in unison.

The man removed his hat and held it over his
heart. He sang something in Italian, and as he did, his deep voice
resonated off the glass ceiling of the atrium. When he was
finished, we applauded eagerly, shouting cheers and bravos that
drew attention from a neighbor on the third balcony. Before the man
continued on his merry way, he blew us a kiss.

“He’s very bold,” I said, still
laughing.

“Shocking!” Elizabeth mocked.

Our neighbor cursed, mumbling something
about young girls making mischief.

“If she only knew the half of it,” Elizabeth
said. She playfully dragged me inside the apartment where we talked
for hours about all the things we would do and the sights we'd
visit.

 


~~~

The instant my foot met with the stone tiles
of Leon Bianco, I was charmed by Venice and seduced by the defiance
of the sea swelling at the city's door. Each edifice, whether
original Byzantine or renovated Renaissance fashion, was a unique
menagerie where I imagined men serenading lovers. As I walked, I
pictured the courtyards transforming into artist studios and
becoming a poet’s muse. Just beyond the arch and sitting beside a
pot of overflowing foliage, was an elderly Italian gentleman. He
was the only audience to the improvisation of daily life.

Today I could hardly contain my enthusiasm
because I had learned how Venetians skirted conventional manners.
I'd found it was acceptable for citizens and visitors to don masks
and wear clothing not intended for the wearer. Originally, I had
been skeptical, but now that I saw the mystic of the city, I knew
the rumors were true. Even though it seemed surreal that such folly
was encouraged, I embraced it, for I was seeing it with my own
eyes.

In Hungary, such foolishness would draw the
severest punishment. Neither imposter nor tailor could escape
judgment. It was a terrible crime to portray something you were
not, but here in Venice, pleasure was permitted.

In time I would learn that despite the
playful games, Venice still maintained the custom of class and
rank. Even in the silliness, everyone knew where he or she stood in
the order of things. They bestowed privilege to those most worthy.
However, the line of separation was slightly more blurred when a
person of social importance benefited from an arrangement. A lesser
person could not take advantage on one's own, God forbid! No, a
person could only advance when accepted members of polite society
blessed them with an approving nod and invited them into the inner
circle.

Even though masquerading was an amusing past
time of the upper crust, what Elizabeth and I were plotting would
never receive approval from our equals. If discovered, we’d spark
glares so wicked that not even the king himself would be able to
save us from being ostracized or worse. I shuddered to think what
the worst would be, but was certain it included exile. I did not
want to leave Venice, but I also had to remember why we came here
in the first place. We were on a secret mission to find the lost
estate of Vlad Tepes. That alone was not so scandalous, but the
plan Elizabeth conjured to obtain information was worthy of the
most devious charlatan.

Nicholas spent the days prior to our arrival
casing the city. He knew the business district and acted as an
adequate escort during our stay. He even supplied Elizabeth with a
detailed layout of the Ministry of Finance. He described each
floor, what official occupied what office, and the necessary course
taken to inquire about inherited property and monies. As I
listened, I realized the process was more complicated than either
of us originally thought. Fortunately, Nicholas was patient and did
not mind repeating himself several times until finally we nodded
with understanding.

Once I memorized the layout of the Ministry
of Finance, I progressed to learning the jargon of gentlemen. I was
schooled in the daily dealings of trade and finance, which in this
case included property titles and vaulted funds. Even though
Nicholas was a guard and certainly no expert, he was the only
source we could afford to retain. His duty was to linger around the
business district eavesdropping on conversations until he found a
common language most of the gentlemen spoke. That way when the
opportunity presented, we would not raise suspicion. Thankfully, I
learned I would not have to say much. In fact, Nicholas discovered
the most respected gentlemen visiting the district said very
little. Idle chitchat was frowned upon and considered a complete
waste of time. Niceties were for parlor rooms and card tables and
had no place in the world of finance. Although Nicholas never
admitted it, I suspected he had figured out what Elizabeth was up
too. It was not until much later that I realized he was completely
off the mark.

While Nicholas gathered useful information,
we kept busy by exploring the plaza and crossing the Rialto to
visit the market. Here, we too observed the daily habits of
gentlemen. We watched how they walked, talked and handled their
dealings with one another. In the evenings, Elizabeth insisted I
practice my role over and over. It was critical I get it correct –
I absolutely had to be convincing.

Dressed in a borrowed gentleman’s suit, I
sauntered across the floor practicing my habits and
formalities.

“You’re walking too light of foot,”
Elizabeth said. “Let your hands hang by your sides.”

I tried again.

“Don’t divert your eyes! Hold your chin
firmly in place.”

“It feels unnatural,” I whined, tugging on
my padded doublet.

“Well of course it does, but you must
maintain character if we’re to pull this off.”

“I’m too small to be convincing. I haven’t
seen any men as tiny as me.”

“Nicholas is ordering a higher heel be added
to the boots. It should give you enough lift.”

“Heels? Won’t that draw suspicion?”

“I hear they are becoming fashionable,
especially with the French. You know how tiny they can be,” she
said.

I agreed. If we were in France, I’d easily
pass for a man. “Should I do a French accent?”

“Heavens no! Now walk across the floor
again, but this time try not to look like a woman dressed as a
man.”

I scowled. I’d been trying to get this down
for days and with little success. Just as I was taking my fifth
trip across the room, Nicholas entered carrying a sack.

“I’ve got your boots,” he announced, wincing
at the sight of me dressed in men’s clothing.

I took the boots and slid them on. The heels
did add to my height. I gave them a whirl. The heels clopped
against the flooring. “It’s impossible to be masculine in these
things.” Frustrated, I laced my hands on my hips.

Elizabeth cocked her chin. “Take the boots
off Amara and give them to Nicholas.”

“Me, why me?” Nicholas complained.

“We have to see how a man walks in the
heels.”

Nicholas hesitated. “I don’t think they'll
fit, but I’ll try.” After cramming his feet into the boots, he
stood up. His arms flung out from his sides and flapped around like
a grounded duck trying to take flight. He regained his balance and
then teetered before his ankles buckled. I burst into hysterics. It
was the funniest thing I’d ever seen and as hard as I tried, I
could not quit my laughing fit.

“Come on Nicholas. Stop messing around,”
Elizabeth scolded. She thought he was poking fun.

“Trust me countess, I’m not making a fool
out of myself on purpose,” he said, with one arm straight out while
the other clung to a chair for support.

“Have you found your center?” Elizabeth
asked.

“Center?”

“Your balance?”

“I’m afraid not,” he said, trying once again
to steady himself.

I don’t believe Nicholas ever found his
center; more like slightly left of center, but it would do.
Eventually, he was able to walk across the floor without rolling
his ankles. Elizabeth ignored the wobbles even though it was
agonizing to witness. Finally, when she’d seen enough, she
dismissed Nicholas from the humiliating chore.

He dabbed his sweaty brow with a
handkerchief. “Terrible fashion. I don’t know how you ladies do it
or the French for that matter.”

I stood before Elizabeth and Nicholas. Just
for amusement I wobbled a few times mimicking Nicholas’s trial. It
sparked a slight smile from Elizabeth; however, Nicholas did not
find my antics funny.

“You’ve no sense of humor,” I muttered,
brushing off his mood.

I proceeded across the floor. Actually, it
was more like I stomped.

“Yes, that’s it,” Elizabeth cheered. “I
think you’ve got it!”

“What are you going to do about the hair?”
Nicholas asked.

Elizabeth contorted her face as she
considered.

“Don’t even suggest I cut it.” I bundled my
hair protecting the strands from impending doom.

“How about a wig?”

“A wig?”

“I saw a shop in town that sells them.
They’re for masquerading, but they do look rather realistic,”
Nicholas said, delighted by his ingenious suggestion.

“Even in daylight?”

Nicholas raised a brow. “Daylight? Why would
you be wearing this in the daylight?”

Elizabeth made a fatal error. Until now,
Nicholas thought all of the effort he was making was to pull off
the finest charade at a formal masquerade ball. He knew Elizabeth
well enough to understand she’d be amused by any liberty and up
until this point he was willing to go along with the perverse
disguise.

“What do you have in mind?” Nicholas asked;
his voice dropping and becoming very serious.

Elizabeth pressed her lips together forming
a thin line. “Why Nicholas, what made you think this was for a
ball?”

“I just assumed.”

“Well that was silly of you,” she said,
standing up and smoothing out her skirt. “That’s all for now Amara.
I think you’ve got it.”

Poor Nicholas was more confused than ever.
His mouth went slack as another question formed in his head, but he
shied away from Elizabeth and settled his eyes on me. He was hoping
to discover the truth in my expression, but I was a quick study. I
smiled as if I hadn’t a singular thought in my pretty little mind.
I presumed Nicholas figured it was best if he did not know what
Elizabeth was up to, and for now he dropped the inquisition. Often,
I worried he’d demand an explanation, but he never did. Being a
good servant, he continued to run errands. He purchased a brown
haired wig and a pair of tanned pigskin gloves to complete my
outfit.

One day, while we were alone, Nicholas
announced he knew I was up to something. He was looking out the
window overlooking the Grand Canal. “I know you’re not going to
tell me, but I just want you to know I’m worried.”

I did not answer.

“You’ve asked for the layout of the Ministry
of Finance and the costume,” he said. His eyes moved to the items
on the bureau.

“Nicholas,” I began.

“I do not demand to know, but I think
whatever you are planning is flawed,” he interrupted. “You’ll need
a manservant, most gentlemen have an aide.”

I admit I was surprised. It wasn’t what I
expected to hear. “It’s best you’re not involved,” I said,
protectively.

“I’m already involved.”

“No, you’re following orders.”

“So are you.”

“True,” I said. It was a good defense.

“The two of you are going through an awful
lot of trouble. Whatever it is, you're willing to take quite a
risk. The last time you did such a thing, you saved a man’s life.
Now, I’m not saying I’m condoning your behavior, but it does seem
you do things for good reason.” He was justifying. I recognized it
because I often took the same approach.

“I hate to disappoint you, but we’re not
planning on saving anyone’s life.”

He stroked his chin.

I bit my lip. I wanted to tell, but I knew
Elizabeth might kill me if I spoke about the plan without her
permission. “I tell you what, when Elizabeth returns I will mention
the manservant idea. We'll include you if she feels it is critical
to the plan.”

“Very well,” Nicholas said, returning his
attention to the view of the canal.

 


Nicholas was observant, very few gentlemen
traveled around the city without a manservant. Those who did were
not of significant wealth. Reluctantly, Elizabeth agreed to include
Nicholas in the scheme. He listened to the whole story nodding
along as we explained the discovery of the portrait, the servants'
superstitious beliefs in the legend of Vlad Tepes, and finally, the
hidden envelope.

“Why not tell your husband?” he asked
Elizabeth.

Elizabeth looked at me and then at Nicholas.
“Why, so he can claim it for himself?”

“Rightfully it is his,” Nicholas noted. He
spoke like a true man.

“And who determines these rights?”

Nicholas became uncomfortable. He knew he’d
hit a raw nerve.

“Men, that’s who,” she continued.

“Well, yes but…”

“What if there is a turn in events? What if
the sultan pushes forward, and gains ground until he’s banging on
our door?” she asked. “Then what? Shall I just let him take me and
all my possessions?”

“Surely, the king will not allow that to
happen, and besides the guards will protect you, I will protect
you,” he said.

“And why will the king protect me?"

“Countess, you do not need to concern
yourself with such things,” Nicholas answered.

“Let me ask you this, Nicholas. Please tell
me what happened to Vlad's mother, his mistress and not to forget
his wife?”

Nicholas tensed. He knew his answer would
support Elizabeth’s argument.

“That’s right Nicholas, they all died by the
hand of the sultan or in fear of him. They all thought themselves
safe, protected by the most powerful men, but in the end they were
imprisoned, raped and killed or jumped to their own death to avoid
capture. I do not wish to endure the same fate.”

“But you are protected,” he protested. The
claim was weak considering the argument she presented.

Elizabeth let out a cynical laugh. “Oh yes,
perhaps today.” But, before Nicholas could retort, Elizabeth said
sternly, “You volunteered for this mission. I must have your oath
you will take whatever is discovered to your grave.”

Nicholas stiffened beneath Elizabeth’s
penetrating stare. “Yes Countess, absolutely it is my sworn duty to
do so.”

“It will be entirely by your own doing if
you choose to either keep the secret in old age, or meet suddenly
with a horrific death.” She allowed the words to penetrate. “Am I
understood?”

There was no mistaking the seriousness of
the situation. Nicholas understood this was not an idle threat.
Elizabeth had already proven she was capable of dishing out fatal
punishments. Some of them were so gruesome it made being captured
by the Turks and sold on a ransom block seem a favorable
alternative.

From here forward, we spent most of our time
rehearsing exactly how we intended to pull off the caper. I
determined Elizabeth could not play any actual role in the
scenario, which left Nicholas and me to do the deed. We could not
risk Elizabeth being recognized. If anything should go wrong, it
was best that she was not connected with the scheme.

 


~~~

Early Tuesday morning, I dressed in the
gentleman’s suit. I adjusted the itchy wig and clutched a
leather-bound portfolio under my arm. Inside were the documents
believed necessary to prove heir to Vlad Tepes’ estate. Nicholas
and I were to take a gondola to the Ministry of Finance and
Affairs, while Elizabeth remained at Leon Bianco. Together, we
boarded the boat and headed towards the business district.

When we arrived at the dock, I instinctively
offered my hand to Nicholas to take. He coughed loudly to distract
the gondolier. Quickly, I yanked my hand away and cursed beneath my
breath. I sighed. I knew I must gather my nerves and take some
coins from my pocket to pay the gondolier.

“Remember, stick to what we’ve rehearsed,”
Nicholas encouraged. “If you get in trouble it’s better to say
nothing than the wrong thing.”

“Sound advice,” I mumbled. “Do you know
where you’re going? Remember I can’t lead, only follow,” he
said.

“Up the stairs on the left,” I answered.

Just as he predicted, a staircase ran up the
left wall leading to a second balcony. Upstairs there was a long
counter behind which a man with a black beard and curled tresses
idled.

“May I assist you?” the man asked.

So far my disguise was convincing. “I’m
looking for a gentleman who goes by the name of Issacher.”

“Issacher?” he asked.

“Do you have anyone here that goes by such a
name?”

He maintained eye contact as he paused to
recall. I steadied myself. I swore he was peeling off my disguise
and seeing the woman behind the mask.

“Let me inquire on your behalf,” he finally
answered. He scrawled Issacher on a piece of paper. My knees shook
and I balled up my hands into fists to control my nervousness.

“It’s working,” Nicholas reassured.

“How did you hear of Issacher?” the man
asked.

“Is there anyone here by that name?” I
replied, ignoring his question. I remembered it was better to say
less than more.

“He is a specialist of sorts. Your inquiry
is most curious.”

I thought I might faint, but I managed to
remain calm. “Ah, I see. Perhaps I should explain my reason for
inquiry?”

Nicholas coughed again. The man grinned at
his rude habit, which revealed he had a missing front tooth.

“I’ve inherited documents that have led me
to your establishment. It appears they were misplaced for some
time, well, until recently discovered.”

“And, this Issacher is mentioned?” he asked,
still grinning.

“A relation made a special arrangement with
a man going by the name. Upon Issacher’s death the favor transfers
to his next of kin, I assume going by a similar name,” I said.

“Ah, I see. This is most curious. May I ask
why you seek Issacher?” Obviously, I had not made my errand
apparent. He was asking the same question over and over again. He
was trying to trip me up.

“It’s concerning entitlement to an estate,”
I said again.

“Ah property, you’ll need to go up two
floors. Give the man behind the counter this note. He will direct
you to where you’ll need to go next.”

Annoyed, we climbed two more flights of
stairs. A man almost identical to the one two floors below stood in
a similar fashion behind yet another counter. Without a word, I
gave him the note. He lifted a glass piece to his eye and examined
the scribbled writing. He glanced up at me, and then over to
Nicholas.

“Name please,” he asked.

“Vladis Sepet,” I answered, in the most
manly of voices.

“Sepet, you say?”

“Sepet,” I repeated.

He tucked the note in his jacket pocket and
excused himself. A surge of panic tingled through my body. It began
in my belly and spread all the way to my toes, which were crammed
in cloddy boots.

When the man returned, he was carrying an
oversized book. He scanned several columns of names before glancing
at us one last time. “Ah, here it is, Issacher.”

I experienced a hint of relief. He scribbled
something on the piece of paper.

“Go down to the first floor; you’ll see four
doors on the right side. You don’t want any of those. You want to
continue along the corridor until you come to a dead end. Turn
right and go all the way to the last door on your left,” he
said.

“Last door on the left,” I repeated. “I will
find Issacher in this office?”

“You go there, the man will help you.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

The man used his index finger to mark the
spot on the page that listed Issacher’s name. He tapped it. “The
book refers to this office. This is where you must go if you want
information concerning Issacher.”

I thanked the man and followed his
directions down the corridor and to the last door on the left.
Inside was a tiny office with a single desk.

“I’m told you can assist me,” I stated, upon
entering the room.

The man behind the desk rested his quill pen
in the inkwell.

“I’m looking for a man by the name of
Issacher. I’ve been directed to your office.”

“Issacher? What is your business with
Issacher?”

“It’s a matter concerning entitlement.” I
was growing tired of repeating this information.

“You claim to be entitled?”

“I believe I have business with
Issacher.”

“You do, do you?”

I found his sarcastic tone irksome. The
complex bureaucratic system was wearing on my patience. “Yes, I do.
Now can you help me or am I to be routed to another room?” I
asked.

Nicholas folded his arms across his
chest.

“Can you produce documentation requesting
Issacher’s services?”

I took the items from the leather portfolio.
After thumbing through the pages, I retrieved a single piece of
paper containing the reference to the man named Issacher. I set it
on the desk and pointed to the line with the name.

“Where did you get this?” the man asked.

“If you are not Issacher, I do not see how
it is any of your business,” I stated, sharply. I removed the
document from under his nose before he had an opportunity to pry
further.

He took out another slip of paper and
scratched something on it.

Good lord, I am being sent to yet another
office! I thought. I did not know how much I could take. I wondered
how any business was ever conducted in the building.

“You’ll find Issacher at this address,” the
man said, giving me the paper.

“He does not have an office in this
building?”

“No. He is independent.”

I thanked the man and quickly exited the
room, and then the building. Outside, several gondolas were tied to
the dock. I showed the gondolier the address. “Can you take us here
immediately?”

He ushered us into the boat. I wished I had
the means to send a message to Elizabeth about our progress, but
that was not possible. We could not risk it, not now. We’d just
have to explain the circumstances when we returned to the
hotel.

The gondolier guided the boat towards a
narrow water route. We turned several more times, winding deeper
into the watery labyrinth. In the belly of Venice was where true
Venetian’s lived; it was far from the novelties that attracted
visitors. Overhead hung laundry from drying ropes. Loud women
nagged their children, while wrinkled grandmothers idled on brittle
balconies. A young girl blew Nicholas a kiss and then flashed her
breasts. I gasped, utterly appalled. Nicholas grinned, his eyes
never leaving the topless girl beckoning from the railing
above.

“Is she a courtesan?” I whispered,
apparently not soft enough because the gondolier answered instead
of Nicholas.

“No, not in these parts. That’s a different
kind of woman altogether. Perhaps after your errand, you’d like to
explore for yourself?”

“Good lord, no!” I exclaimed.

Nicholas chuckled at my blunt rejection.

“Too good for that sort of company are you?”
the gondolier asked.

Being too good had nothing to do with it. I
was completely the wrong sex.

“Ah you noble types are all the same. You
always refuse, but after you’ve been here a while you'll manage to
find your way back. I see your kind coming and going. Nothing to be
ashamed of, men are men—we all have the same desires you know.”

Wearing a sheepish smile, Nicholas shrugged.
I hated that he was enjoying this.

“Ah, here we are,” he announced. He let the
boat drift towards the dock.

I paid the fee and then asked if he'd kindly
wait for us to return from our errand. I baited him with a little
extra if he agreed.

“Do you see the path? You go that way until
you reach a reddish colored building with a wooden sign. Are you
with me so far?” he asked.

I nodded, clenching my hands in fists again.
I felt the surge of nerves rising up.

“You can’t see it from here, but once you're
around that corner there’s a row of houses. Just look for the
number. That’s where you’ll find who you seek.”

“You’ll wait for us?” I repeated.

He counted the monies. “I’ll be right here,”
he answered.

We followed the directions. Along the way we
passed a drunk slouching with arm wrapped around a clay jug. I
noticed he had dirty nails with sores around the edges. I tried to
disregard his incoherent ramblings, but he was so menacing. His
begging was difficult to ignore. He reminded me of the pathetic
peasants near Cachtice. How sad and starved they had looked.
Playing just beyond the vagrant was a group of filthy children.
Their bare feet slapped the stone path as they circled.

“Get on, now!” Nicholas yelled.

“Nicholas, they’re just children,” I said. I
did not see the danger they presented.

“No such thing as children in these parts,”
Nicholas said. “Wolves, hunting in a pack. That is what they are.
They want to rob us blind.” He swatted at the air in an effort to
shoo them away. They giggled and scattered.

“That’s 24. Over there I believe is 26. It
seems we’re heading in the right direction,” I announced.

The alley was nearly vacant except for a man
exciting a nearby building. I noticed that the collar of his long
coat was pulled up to conceal his features and his chin was tucked
deep inside. The silver embossed design along his pockets was
familiar, but not immediately apparent. I admired the gold buckles
on his boots, which were peeking out from the hem of his jacket. I
deduced from his dress that he was a foreigner and quite out of
place. “I dare say that gentleman is just as transparent as we
are,” I said to Nicholas. I'd hardly spoken the words when I was
suddenly struck. I'd seen those gold buckles before, and that coat.
They were unforgettable. I tried to get another look, but the man
had disappeared around the corner. “What the hell is George doing
in Venice?” I blurted out in disbelief. I noticed there was no sign
on the building from where he came.

“Are you certain?” Nicholas asked. He paused
and touched my arm. “Did he recognize you?”

I replayed the brief encounter in my mind.
"I don't believe so," I said. “What business could he possibly have
here?” I asked.

“Perhaps, you are mistaken. Let’s not worry
ourselves right now. First, we must find Issacher.”

I agreed with Nicholas we couldn't be
distracted from our task. When this was over I'd have him get to
the bottom of things. If George were in Venice, Nicholas would
uncover it.

Nicholas unfolded the piece of paper.
“Number 39," he said, looking up at the building. This is the
place."

Nicholas knocked on the door. It was quiet
except for the rattling of dishes, and then I heard the creaking of
approaching footsteps.

“State your business,” a voice said from
behind the door.

“We’re here to see a man who goes by the
name of Issacher,” I answered. I felt ridiculous speaking to the
door.

“What business do you have?”

“It’s concerning entitlement.” It was
strange having a conversation through a wood, and I hoped my choice
of words would give me entrance.

“Entitlement of what?” the voice asked.

Before I answered, I wondered if I was in
the right place. “A property I believe is somewhere in Brenta.”

“Brenta? There’s no property in Brenta.” I
heard footsteps moving away.

“What do we do?” I whispered.

Nicholas knocked again. Again, the footsteps
returned. This time the door opened a crack.

“Go away, I can’t help you.”

“I’ve got documents. I wish to show them to
Issacher.”

“Documents?”

“I believe they prove an estate exists, an
estate I have rightfully inherited.” I waited anxiously for an
answer. My knees wobbled and my mouth went dry.

“What is your name?”

“Vladis Sepet,” I croaked.

“Sepet?”

“Yes, Sepet.”

The door opened and I could see the old man
had a black beard. His blue eyes were cloudy and floated in dingy
orbs. There was a yellowish tinge, like the color of urine after
sitting too long in a pot. His eyes searched unscrupulously,
roaming about as if they were looking for something solid to settle
upon.

“I’m Issacher. Please come in,” he said.

The apartment was larger than it appeared
from the view in the hall, but that was how things were in Venice –
nothing gave a proper perspective. The furnishings were old, but in
pristine condition. Figurines decorated the shelf above the charred
hearth, and a fluffy white cat with a scrunched up face purred by
the window. Traces of fur littered Issacher’s clothing and
rugs.

“You say you have documents?”

I presented the portfolio to Issacher. Using
an eyeglass, he examined the fine print. The lens distorted the
writing and his eyeball. I wondered how the device worked since it
took him a great deal of time to read the papers.

“May I ask how you came in possession?” He
set down the eyeglass and looked at me.

“I found them hidden in a portrait of a
deceased family member.”

“A portrait?”

“There is a painting that has been recently
discovered, as well as the contents hidden inside,” I informed.

“And who is the portrait of?” he asked.

“I don’t see how that is relevant,” I said,
hesitantly. I was not certain I should trust this man.

“Oh, but it is.” The limitation of his sight
was becoming apparent. He fumbled along the table until his fingers
found the handle of the teapot. “May I offer you some tea?” The pot
trembled as he poured the hot brew.

“It is a painting of the Prince of
Wallachia,” I divulged.

“Hum, there have been many, which is your
prince?”

“Vlad Tepes,” I answered. I took a hearty
gulp of tea. It was soothing and I enjoyed the warmth.

Issacher’s bulbous eyes widen, his lips
twisted into a curious smile. “Interesting. Now where did you say
you found this painting?”

“I didn’t say, but if you must know it was
in a catacomb beneath a monastery.”

“Which one? Which monastery are you
referring?”

“Ah, that Mr. Issacher I’m afraid I cannot
reveal. You do understand I’m afraid I’ve said too much.”

“Such a shame, but yes, I do understand.” He
eased into the soft cushion of his chair. “You are a descendant of
the prince?”

“Yes,” I stated. I wanted to further
explain, but I knew it was best to keep quiet.Again, Issacher let
several moments pass by before speaking. The cat stretched in the
window seat, spreading her paws before settling back to sleep.
“What do you wish to know?” he asked.

“Well, I gather from the documents the
prince intended for this information to reach his son, but it
appears it never did. Also, I believe he wanted to keep the estate
a secret. It was to be a refuge for the royal family.”

“But it is not in Vlad Tepes name. What
makes you believe it belonged to him?”

“I believe the name on the document is code
for Vlad Tepes. Sepet, is Tepes in reverse. He used it for the same
reason I’ve chosen to use it. If this were ever found out, the
property along with everything else would be confiscated. Besides,
the name Tepes is not one many choose to be associated with these
days, or back then for that matter. It carries…well, I’m sure
you’re familiar with the legend.”

“Ah yes, Dracula, the Impaler, or whatever
one wants to call him. He inspired much fear, this legend,”
Issacher noted.

“Tales and old superstitions,” I said,
dismissively.

“You do not believe the stories?” he asked,
surprised.

“Are you asking if I believe the man they
call the Dragon is undead? No, I’m afraid I do not believe that
particular tale.”

“Ah, this is very convenient. May I ask why
you’ve come to claim the entitlement? I’m aware of other
descendants, how do I say, more noble and from a direct
lineage.”

Heat flushed my cheeks. I figured Issacher
was referring to the Bathory family. “It’s a reasonable question.
It is evident Vlad Tepes intended for it to be kept a secret;
surely, a more social figure would be recognized. It’d be
impossible for any other members of my family to make inquiries
without drawing questions, which hardly could go unanswered. You do
understand my position?”

“Humm…” Issacher said, his eyes wandering
around in their sockets.

“Although I am a descendent, let’s just say
I’m not one who has much claim.”

“A bastard?” he asked.

I cleared my throat indicting this was the
truth. I winced at the ease with which he used the term, and how
indiscreetly he threw it into the conversation.

“Just the type of person the royal family
wouldn’t mind hiding away in a remote estate?” he added.

“Issacher, I do believe you are beginning to
understand.” In fact, it was me who was beginning to
understand.

“I do see. Tell me, what is it you want,
exactly?” he asked.

“Nothing at the moment. I wish for the
current arrangement to remain intact and that the estate continues
to be managed by you or your kin. In the event the royal line needs
preserving, I’ll leave specific instructions to seek Issacher.” I
gathered the documents. “If you ever need to contact me,” I placed
a sealed envelope on the table. I’d said my peace and now arranged
to take leave from his company.

“What’s this?” he asked, stopping me.

“It is where you may send a message and to
whom.”

Issacher nodded. “As you are aware, this
estate, or the care of it has been in my family for over 100
years.”

“As I said, I’d like that to continue.”

Issacher was pleased.

“May I ask if there are adequate funds to
maintain the property?” I asked.

“Be assured, the prince made certain.”

“And your family, are they sufficiently
provided for?”

“Times have changed, things are more
expensive,” he said, sadly.

“I imagine they have,” I answered, looking
around his apartment.

“I will see if I can increase your
allowance.” Regretfully, I set down my teacup and headed to the
door.

“You have my deepest gratitude,” Issacher
said, bowing. “I have a son. His wife has many expensive needs, and
his children, ah, don’t get me started on them. Spoiled, every last
one of them, spoiled. They’ve no respect for the value of things.
They think coins fall from Heaven.”

“Children, they are naive creatures,” I
laughed.

“Ah, don’t get me started.”

Before I took permanent leave I asked
Issacher if it was possible to see the estate while I was in
Venice?

“This can be arranged,” Issacher said.

“And the vault? The funds are secure?”

“Extremely. Issacher is an honored keeper
over the Ministry of Finance," he said, referring to himself in the
third person.

We said our goodbyes, and I thanked him for
the tea.

When we were safely in the street Nicholas
addressed me, “By God, we’ve done it!”

We did not waste a moment. When we got to
the dock we found the gondolier squatting on a crate eating meat
stuffed between two pieces of bread. He jumped up when he saw us
coming and untied the boat. “Business goes well?” he asked, lending
a hand.

“Yes, thank you.”

The gondolier shoved the boat away from the
dock. He navigated the narrow waterways leading toward the Grand
Canal. “Good thing you’re a generous fellow. After you disappeared
another gentleman made me a generous offer, but I stayed true to my
arrangement and waited for you. Maybe you'll remember this and give
me more business in the future? You can refer me to all your rich
friends?”

I was annoyed to learn that the man I
thought was George had tried to bribe our driver.

“I told him I was waiting for some other
gentleman who’d already paid. Well, he didn’t like hearing that! It
seems he was in a bit of a rush. You'd think the city was on fire
or something,” the gondolier babbled.

“I appreciate your loyalty,” I said.

“Ah, got nothing to do with loyalty, but
everything to do with money. A man's got to feed the family, keep
the wife happy.”

“So, this man couldn’t make you a better
offer?” I asked, curious.

“Seems he’d already spent his lot up there
in the lady’s room,” he said, with a wink.

“What makes you think he was with a
woman?”

“As I was saying earlier, your kind comes
around more than you think. All for the same reason, to see a
woman.” He pushed the oar deep in the water. “It’s always about a
woman,” the gondolier chuckled.

We passed beneath the balcony where the
topless girl had been standing. She was gone now. I spied Nicholas
sneaking a glance. “Thinking of ways to spend the reward Elizabeth
is sure to give you?” I joked.

The Grand Canal was ahead. Gondolas passed
one another, and rowers shouted out to potential customers waiting
dockside.

“Where to?” the gondolier asked.

“Leon Bianco.”

As the gondolier guided the boat to the
hotel, I felt I was finally able to relax. The worst was over and
I’d been successful. I did my duty, I got the information Elizabeth
sought and fooled everyone in the process. Not a single person
suspected I was anything but a gentleman. As we neared, I saw the
silhouette of Elizabeth standing in the window. I fought the urge
to wave my arms. I must resist the desire to celebrate my victory.
“There she is,” I said to Nicholas. “Probably going out of her
mind.”

However, before we could reach our room and
share our news with Elizabeth, I was stopped by the hotelkeeper.
“Excuse me, I can’t allow admittance without announcement,” he
said.

“Ah, of course, but we are expected,” I
answered, remembering my disguise.

“Whom is expecting?” the keeper asked.

I thought it unwise to be connected to
Elizabeth. Who else in the hotel could I offer as a name, which
guest might I be acquainted? I stuttered caught off guard and
unable to think quickly.

“Thank you Miguel,” I heard Elizabeth call
out. “I forgot to announce I was expecting guests.”

“Forgive me,” Miguel said, bowing to the
countess. “Just doing my duty.”

“Yes, yes…” she said, waving him off.

“How did you know?” I asked. Elizabeth
escorted us upstairs.

“Miguel’s been hovering all afternoon. I
thought you would return while he was lunching, but you’re very
late.”

“A detour was necessary and there was no
time to waste.”

We took turns recanting the whole tale for
Elizabeth. We told her about the various offices, the ride to
Issacher’s house and the near encounter with George.

“George? What is George doing in
Venice?”

“We spotted him coming out of a less than
respectable building in the district.”

“Your George, what’s he up to?” she
asked.

“Sampling the services of Venice,” Nicholas
joked.

I did not find the jest funny. I pictured
the young girl showing her wares to the gentleman and wondered if
George was supporting a mistress.

“You’re teasing!” Elizabeth said. She was
intrigued by the scandal.

“We don’t know for sure,” I interrupted. “He
could have other business in the area.”

“Oh come now, Amara. You heard the
gondolier. What else would a man of George’s position be doing in a
place like that?”

“Honestly, there are other
possibilities.”

“You dress like a man, but you do not think
like a man.”

“I’m flattered,” I said. “But, if you recall
we were doing other business.”

That reminded Elizabeth. “So you found this
Issacher fellow?”



I told her all about the man and what
information he offered. “I’m to send a note announcing when I’d
like to visit the estate.”

"It really exists!” she exclaimed.

“Oh yes, and the prince secured a vault
which Issacher draws from to maintain the estate and a little sum
for his troubles. That reminds me, Issacher seems to be a man of
honor. He hinted the sum settled years ago for his service is no
longer adequate."

“Did he say how much was kept in the
vault?”

“No, not exactly, but he did lead me to
believe it was a significant amount.” “Incredible!” she said,
clapping her hands.

“When shall I go to the estate?” I asked,
removing the itchy wig.

“I'd like to visit this Sunday after mass if
it can be arranged.”

We were all in agreement. We'd venture to
Brenta on Sunday.

 


However, Sunday came and went. An unforeseen
circumstance prevented us from carrying out our anticipated errand.
The encounter was totally unexpected, as most chance encounters
often are; however, this rather peculiar diversion detoured our
plan and prolonged our visit to the secret estate of Vlad Tepes. It
was pleasant enough, but I often think about how different our part
in history would be if such a distraction never took place. I
suppose it is futile to consider such things because one cannot
undo what is done. It is what it is, and we all must play our
role.


 


~~~

The Detour

 


 


 


Raphael Petrucci was a man of little
consequence to anyone other than his employer, and perhaps his
mother, if he had one. He was alone in the world except for his
sole companion, his art, and if he didn't hurry he'd miss his
chance. On this day and for him, time was precious. The purple hue
blending across the sky was the perfect backdrop, and if he dawdled
a second longer, he’d miss it. He yearned to smudge the sharp lines
of San Marco, preserving them for eternity with his grease paints.
It was not a commission, but a compulsion that beckoned him to do
so. Today, he determined he had no patience to dance with people in
the crowded lane. Instead, he darted down a narrow cobblestone
alley. It was a dreary refuge where thieves hid and squatters
slept. The waste of emptied piss pots collected in the corners of
connecting buildings. As he hurried toward the square, he tried to
avoid the rank puddles from soiling his boots while chiding himself
for messing with detours and waltzing through mazes. He knew the
other artists would take the favorable vantages, and he’d be out of
luck.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth was nearby complaining
the campo was too stuffy and urged me to avoid the clustering of
busy bodies by cutting through an unfamiliar alley. In Venice
everyone knows there are no short cuts. There is only another route
leading you back to exactly where you were. I too knew this, but I
did not wish to upset Elizabeth. So, I obliged her whim. However,
this particular blunder changed our course and led us in a
seemingly different direction, but had it? Was this a random
meeting, or was it destiny? I thought it was a coupe that Elizabeth
had decided to divert from the mainstream and wander along the
cobblestone leading to the heart of Venice, but maybe it was not a
whim at all, maybe this was exactly what was suppose to happen. All
I know is what occurred and what came to be. What happened next was
the result of her decision.

We were strolling in one direction when a
man carrying an easel rushed at us from the other. Elizabeth did
not see him until it was too late. They collided. The force with
which they hit sent the possessions he was protecting flailing to
the ground.

“No. Oh no, no, no!” Raphael cried. He
dropped to his knees.

Elizabeth stumbled. She was stunned by the
collision and cursed the man’s ill behavior. Fortunately, I avoided
the rubbish by tiptoeing over the splintered leg of the tripod.
Raphael moaned as he assessed the fracture of his instrument.
Beyond the roofs the sky faded from lavender to gray, and a
translucent half moon was appearing overhead. The vibrant colors
were abandoning the square with each moment he spent kneeling on
the ground and this greatly irritated him.

“Pardon you!” Elizabeth snapped. At first,
she did not offer to help him with his things.

Raphael ignored her royal decorum. He
muttered a string of curses while pathetically gathering his art
supplies. He was speaking Italian, or rather something resembling
the language. He ranted in choppy hackneyed phrases accompanied by
broad gestures and punctuated by a disparaging sigh.

Elizabeth shoved me out of her way and
retrieved a bag lying on the path. One-by-one she placed curled
tubes of paint and mangy brushes inside; then thrust the bag at
Raphael. “There, everything seems to be in its proper place.” She
dusted her hands. “I’m fine by the way. Thank you for asking.”

“Grazie,” Raphael said. He tucked the blank
canvas beneath his arm.

“Prego,” Elizabeth replied.

“Va bene?” He pointed to the part of her
body that took the brunt of the impact.

“Bene, bene,” she muttered.

“Mi dispiace.”

“My Italian is not very good.” She figured
she’d better say something before he carried on.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Leon Bianco.”

“This is no place for you, especially with
night falling.” Raphael sighed dramatically as the light
disappeared from the sky. He’d missed the mysterious prism, the
exquisite moment when light reflected from the angles of San Marco
and held it briefly before letting it go.

I felt sorry for Raphael. He wanted so badly
to capture the city’s essence and preserve the beauty of the place
for prosperity. Like so many artists he'd keep trying, but if he
continued to run late, he'd fail to capture anything but darkness.
It was an innocent enough mistake, but one he couldn't afford to
repeat.

Most people believed that San Marco was
where the city’s pulse began, but I disagreed. For me, the mystery
of Venice hid in a deeper, seedier place where raw passion fed the
people who claimed it as home. I thought to myself, this is what
Raphael should paint. He should sketch the hanging lines of laundry
and debris littering the ground. He should bring to life the cracks
in the cobblestone and the apple rotting on a weathered crate. It
was from this very alley that Venice breathed, and it was from here
that Elizabeth’s path took a fateful turn.


 


~~~

Mastery of Artful Play

 


 


 


Nicholas took the list and retrieved all the
necessities Elizabeth insisted on having for the ball. The masks
she commissioned hung from a knob on the bureau drawer. The black
outlined eyeholes of my mask slanted at the corners and an arch cut
just above my nose, perfectly following the line of my cheekbones.
Brushed strokes of white, orange and gold feathered across the
smooth surface layered by thin charcoal lines fanning out on both
sides. It gave the impression of whiskers. Not those dirty things
found on rats, but the elegant kind bowing on the cuddly faces of
kittens. Elizabeth’s mask was an elaborate collection of feathers
and sequins made unique by the symmetry of rivaling color.
Depending on the perspective, the mask was either dramatically
black twinkling with silver, or a soft opulent white.

Elizabeth put on the mask. It covered her
entire face except for the pair of red lips and definitely feminine
chin. She faced the mirror and admired her reflection. She enjoyed
looking at herself, especially when in costume. “It’s precisely
what I wanted. My design exhibits two opposing forces, clashing.
One eye remains in the dark, while the other playfully dances in
the light.” She admired herself from every possible vantage.
“Clever, is it not?” she asked.

I took my mask from the knob and tried it. I
desired to appear as stunning in my disguise as she did in hers. My
eyelashes batted against the peek holes. I adjusted the mask trying
to find the most comfortable spot for it to rest on the bridge of
my nose. I tipped my head down to see where I was walking, which
caused the mask to slide. This masquerading was not as exciting as
I imagined. It was actually quite uncomfortable and irritating,
much like the horsehair wig I wore when I dressed up like a
gentleman. “I look like your pet,” I said, standing beside
Elizabeth in front of the mirror.

Elizabeth turned so she was showing only the
dark side of her mask. “Of course you don’t. Don’t be sour.”

“Yes I do. I look like a cat.” I pawed at
the unruly locks of my hair.

“You’re a lioness,” Elizabeth corrected.
“It’s very exotic.”

It was not as exotic as opposing forces. I
fussed with my mask, so it would not pinch my nose. Her mask
reminded me of something I couldn’t quite place. Something I’d seen
before or perhaps read about, not a living creature, but something
mythical. I tried to recall where she got the idea for her design,
but nothing presented.

 


That evening, a private water taxi took us
to our destination. A light breeze from the sea caressed the canal,
and I found it a welcoming change that refreshed the night air.
Several boats rowed in the same direction toward the Doge’s Palace,
each shuttling masked couples eager to reach the party. Torches lit
the entrance, and musicians noisily tuned their instruments as we
arrived in the courtyard. Of course I expected the event to be
impressive, grandeur. Where royalty was involved always was, but I
was not prepared for the scene set before me. The glitter of
sequins and feathers and flowing dresses coupled with men buried
beneath ruffles and velvet was magnificent. I delighted in watching
the people milling around arm-in-arm near the outlandish fountains
and epicurean buffets. Their decorum was amusing and their
practices less formal than I expected. I found the guests to be an
odd mix of English, Italian and what we’d become to be known, the
exotic. The exotic was a generalization of indiscernible races
lumped together for the purpose of discussion. The English were the
English, the French, French and so on, and everyone else was
foreign. It was our accents and color of skin that gave us away,
but tonight we were all masked together and prancing about in
outrageous costumes. The only difference was that some women chose
to emphasize their bust lines while others modestly concealed their
natural shape.

Above the chorus of conversation, Elizabeth
heard the clanking of the gaming table. I swore she could sense
risk, and from the moment her brocaded slippers touched the stone
walk she was on her way to tempt chance. She did not bother with
the customary ritual of meeting polite society by greeting the
ladies in the parlor. Instead, she latched onto an aristocrat,
chatting him up as she led him astray to lose his fortune. He had
plenty of riches to spare, and she was ripe for the taking.

This left me on my own. My only protection
being the anonymity of the cat mask that concealed my identity. I
could hardly be so bold as to intrude on the ladies in the parlor
without a proper introduction, so I lingered on the fringe of
conversations, smiling stupidly at passersby while sipping a glass
of wine. Rescue from my uncomfortable situation finally came in an
invitation to dance. I realized for the first time since I’d been
in Venice, I missed Draco. I didn’t like being alone and even
though I was surrounded by hundreds of people, I felt like an
uninhabitable island.

“You must be bored because I know I am
terribly bored. How many of these things can a person stand before
they completely reject the invite? It is rather grim, don’t you
think?” A gentleman wearing a fool’s mask asked.

I knew the voice, but I couldn’t be sure.
“George? Is that you?” I asked, reluctantly.

His lip curled in that familiar playful way
it did when he thought he was being cute. “Don’t you look
delicious,” he teased.

I detected a hint of brandy on his breath.
He’d already been dipping into the spirits and was half way to
drunk. “I didn’t realize you were in Venice. Are you and your wife
here on holiday?”

“I’m on business and she decided to tag
along for the season.”

“Where is she?” I asked, eyeing the crowded
room. I supposed she was not too far away.

“Oh bother! Who cares where she is. I hardly
doubt you are truly interested.”

“George!” I exclaimed, shocked by his
disregard for his wife.

“Let’s take a walk, shall we? It's too loud
in here and I think I need some air.”

“I don’t feel inclined to walk,” I said.

“I’ll behave,” he said, sensing my
uneasiness. “I promise I have no ill intent.”

He offered me his arm. I adored the smooth
line of his clothing, the way the lace cuff folded around his
manicured hand and how the tailored coat elongated his stature. I
swooned, my head suddenly becoming dizzy and my knees weak. My bold
attempt at appearing strong was shot and I was wilting like a cut
flower in the heat of the room. I had to get out of there before I
made an ass of myself. “Very well, but don’t you dare trick me. I’m
in no mood to deal with your games this evening.”

He agreed, and together we strolled from the
ballroom to a spacious hall. I was relieved that the air flowed
better in this area of the palace, and within moments I felt more
like my usual self, which gave me confidence.

“Where’s the countess this evening?” he
asked.

“Where else, but in the gaming room.”

“Spending the count’s money is she?”

“Unlikely. I imagine she is spending a
lord’s or a prince’s.”

“Ah! I see. Speaking of lords, I saw a
friend of yours earlier tonight.”

“Did you?”

“Lord Buckley. Is he traveling with
Elizabeth?”

“Lord Buckley? He’s also in Venice?” I
asked, surprised.

“Ah, you didn’t know?”

“Lord Buckley departed from our company some
time ago. I can’t imagine what he’s doing in Venice?”

“Courting a dowry I assume. He’s keeping
company with the daughter of a wealthy Italian family.”

“Is that so?”

George offered a seat on a divan. He
reclined beside me crossing his legs before leaning in, his lips
inches from my ear. “That reminds me, I’m not in danger of being
challenged to a duel am I? I’m no good with jealous husbands.
They’re such a bother.”

I did not wish to give him the satisfaction
of learning I was alone. It was better if he thought Draco was
looming nearby.

“I take it that your silence means the
valiant knight is not in attendance?” He fiddled with the lace on
his sleeve. “I suppose it is lucky for me that he enjoys romping
around the country instead of escorting his lovely wife to the
Doge’s ball.”

I should have remembered George always knew
the answer to a question before he asked it.

“Draco is patrolling…” I began, and then
stopped myself. I’d fallen right into George’s snare. If he didn’t
know the answer, I’d just told him.

“And you have no idea where, do you?” George
asked, amused.

“No, not exactly, but it isn’t because he
doesn’t wish to tell me. It’s because he can’t tell me. It’s for
his own safety and mine.” I was making excuses.

“Ah yes, of course it is, I see, I see.”
George’s fingers touched the nape of my neck.

I resisted because he was hitting a nerve.
He was enjoying the notion that I was not blissfully happy in my
marriage.

“How long are you in Venice?” he asked,
backing away, but only a bit.

“It is not up to me.”

Again, George tried to flirt with my
neck.

I scooted out of his reach. Just because I
was injured by my husband’s absence, it did not mean I was ready to
throw myself into another man’s arms or allow certain
liberties.

He frowned at my frigidness. Frustrated, he
tapped his fingers on his knee. “There’s no need to pull away like
that Amara.”

I gave him one of my looks, but it was lost
behind my mask. Who was he to tell me what I could and should not
do?”

“Just because you’re married doesn’t mean we
can’t still be, well friends,” he said. “Actually, it is rather
convenient that we are both attached. Oddly, it provides freedom
for us to do whatever we wish.”

“I’d like very much to be your friend
George, but I don’t think we share the same definition of the
word.”

George smoothed back his hair. “Amara, I’m
afraid I do not wish to give you up. I think you’ve always known
that, but I will tell you over and over if I must.”

“I’m afraid you already have.”

“It doesn’t have to be so, does it?”

“Yes, it does. We’re both married, we’ve
taken vows.”

“Vows!” George laughed. “My marriage is one
of convenience. My father invested in dealings where all the
parties prospered. It was merely a social arrangement.”

“I suppose to you that is precisely what
marriage is, but to me it is something quite different.”

“Really Amara, I’m sure Elizabeth had
something to gain by making the arrangement for you to marry Draco.
He is Francis’ chief comrade. It was an advantageous deal.
Certainly you realize this to be true?”

“Is that what you think? I married Draco
because of an arrangement Elizabeth and Francis made on my behalf?”
I was deeply wounded. How dare he think such a thing! “I married
Draco for one reason, and one reason only,” I continued.

George rested his elbows on his knees. “You
did, did you and what was that for?”

“For the reason everyone should marry.
Because I love him, and he loves me.”

He pushed the mask from his face. “You love
him?” The concept was shocking.

I removed my mask and set it in my lap. “I
do.”

He played with the ribbons dangling from the
side holes of his mask as we sat in silence. It was terribly
awkward remaining in that space while both of us did not know what
the other was thinking or what to say.

“Where does that leave me?” he finally
asked.

“As my friend.” I paused thinking I better
clarify. “By my definition.” I noticed the foyer was deserted.
Everyone was in the grand hall dancing. Only George and I lagged
behind, the two of us exposed, neither wearing our disguises while
we talked on the divan. We were vulnerable and unguarded and at any
moment a couple could stroll by and spy our intimate posturing.

“What am I suppose to do with this?" he
asked, pretending his heart was in his hand. “What am I suppose to
do with the feelings I have in here for you? Toss them aside? It is
not that easy Amara. I can’t simply forget, make it all go away as
if what we shared or what I feel doesn’t exist. How could you
Amara, how could you go and give your love to another man when you
promised it to me?”

I was shocked by his outburst and angered
that he’d turned the fault on me. “It was a promise you broke when
you married Lady Doczy!” I flung back rather cruelly.

“I did no such thing. I told you that night,
the night we met in the garden that my heart would always belong to
you, and it has Amara, I swear it has.”

“Ha! You expect me to believe you? Not a
word George, not a single letter sent to give me any hope. I waited
for months to hear from you, then a year went by, and still not a
single note.” I hated the emotion I suddenly felt. I thought I was
over him, but it was obvious I was not. My feelings were flooding
back and my ability to hide them was becoming very difficult.

“I tried. I wanted to write to you every
day. Please, you must believe me. Each time I planned a trip,
Fruzsina became ill or made another commitment on my behalf that I
could not break. I figured it was just a matter of time before
things would settle down and I’d be able to take leave, but
Fruzsina was much more clever than I gave her credit. She was
calculating, and always one step ahead of me. When I planned a trip
to Pressburg, she notified me she’d already accepted an invitation
to Prague. Not only did I have to go along, but while I was there
she made certain I was engaged every dreadful moment. There was no
hope of slipping away, not even for a few days. She held me so very
tight in her puny little clutches.”

“It is for the best then since you do not
have freedom.” I did not care for his excuses, they meant very
little to me and I found myself less forgiving than I imagined.

“No, it was a horrible mistake – an
unforgivable error. I took for granted you’d wait, be patient as I
worked something out and found a means to gain my freedom. I
figured once an heir was born and when I was established in the
trade business, I’d be allowed more liberty. I am the man, after
all. I am the provider and what I say should go.”

I pictured the pregnant Lady Doczy and it
made me queasy. The thought of them coupling was disgusting and I
didn’t want to think about it a second longer. “Ah, yes, that does
remind me, how is your child?”

“Oh, the little bastard is just fine. He’s
staying in the country with his nurse and grandparents.”

There was that word again! How easily he
tossed it into the conversation and about his own child, no less!
“George what a horrible thing to say! How can you be so
callous?”

“It would be a horrible thing to say, if the
child were mine, but it’s not, even though I must pretend it is.
Pretend to be a loving husband, pretend to be a caring father. It’s
all a charade.” He chuckled as if the joke was on him.

“Perhaps we should return to the ball,” I
suggested, slipping on my mask.

“No, please let me spend tonight with you
even if it can only be as my friend. I need to be near you. I can’t
part from your company, not just yet. I swear I’ll throw myself
into the canal if you leave me alone tonight.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. You’ll do no such
thing!”

George stood and offered me his hand. I
liked the warmth radiating from his palm. He held my hand tight as
if he were saving me from something. I caught my breath praying he
would not come any closer. His eyes meet mine from behind his mask.
I waited for him to speak, but he remained silent. I wanted to know
what he was thinking. I hated that I could not read his expression.
He was too good at being mysterious, a practiced skill he’d
mastered, and although I’d admired it in the past, I was at the
present time greatly annoyed. However, it was George who looked
away first. He tucked my hand around his arm and led me from the
Doge’s palace. I did not resist, nor did I ask where we were
going.

We walked along the streets, crossing over
bridges and down properly lit alleys. The people passing by did not
give a second glance at our masquerading costumes. It was not
extraordinary for a fool and his cat to wander the streets of
Venice at night. Disguises were common enough that they did not
raise alarm. If the people knew who was behind the masks, then our
stroll would be a juicy scandal, but that was what was so wonderful
about Venice. It was too easy to avoid detection and anonymity was
a luxury that came in a plaster covered with glitter and paint. If
only I could wear it wherever I went, but that was not the case –
it could not be that simple.

“Do you want to know about the child?” he
asked.

I tightened my grip on his arm.

“It appears Lady Doczy is a favorite of King
Rudolph. They grew quite fond of each other while she was attending
the Imperial Court. Well, being a maiden and under the hawk-like
protection of her father, King Rudolph could do little but admire
the fair Fruzsina from afar.” He gazed up at the stars where they
scattered across the cloudless sky. “Romantic, isn’t it?”

“King Rudolph wanted Fruzsina?”

“Desperately,” George answered. “But, dear
Fruzsina would be ruined if given to the king before she was
married. She was of some worth and could be used to further advance
her family. King Rudolph understood Lord Doczy’s concern for his
daughter and offered a solution from which all could benefit.”

“I take it this plan involved you?”

“Ah, you are an astute confidante. You see,
the king suggested Fruzsina marry the son of a wealthy tradesman
holding several estates and access to important routes. The
alliance of our two families would create a trade empire. After we
were married, we’d return to the Imperial Court. Of course, I’d
have to follow for appearances sake, but the king intended to
devise a way to compensate me for the absence of my wife in the
evenings. Lord, I felt like such a dope! I knew everyone was
gossiping behind my back while the king cuckolded my wife.”

“The king arranged the marriage?” I asked,
shocked.

“Like a fool I believed my bride would be
waiting for me in our bedding chamber on our wedding night, but I
found it empty. I was told Fruzsina drank too much wine and was
feeling ill. Night after night excuses were made and I grew
impatient. I was so angry that I allowed myself to be used in such
a fashion that I finally decided to leave my wife and visit my
mistress,” he said, patting my hand. “See at that time, I still
believed I had one.”

“What happened?”

“I ordered my trunks packed. I tried to
explain I planned a trip, but Fruzsina begged for me to postpone my
journey and join her at court. My father added further pressure
scolding me for even thinking of deserting my new bride. After some
thought, I folded, reasoning it was best to accompany Fruzsina to
Vienna for the sake of appearances and to put an end to the gossip.
I suppose I cared too much about what others thought and I was
determined to wait it out. Eventually, the king would grow bored of
my wife and return her to my company.”

“Why did you not write?”

“To say what? That I planned to visit but
had changed my mind because my father and wife demanded I do as
they wished? I couldn’t bring myself to write such a letter so,
instead I said nothing. I hoped once I was settled, I’d be able to
break away for a time. During the entire journey to Vienna I was
scheming up excuses. I was so torn, so conflicted in what I should
do. One moment I was packing my things and the next I was chatting
like some leashed monkey at a dinner party.”

I felt guilty for thinking George gave not a
single thought about me. I had no idea he was suffering so.

“It was all a scheme, a big sham so the king
could get what he wanted. When we arrived in Vienna we did not
share a bedchamber and when I questioned the arrangement, I was
told the princess requested Fruzsina’s company as a lady in
waiting. Fruzsina apologized repeatedly swearing she knew nothing
about the request, but I suspected she had a hand in it. She spoke
often about missing the princess and couldn’t wait to be back in
her company. To soothe my suspicions, Lord Doczy made sure I was
busy during the day and kept company at night. As a distraction he
obliged my drinking and allowed my gallivanting around town. Of
course it was not what I desired, but it had to do for the time
being.”

“Did he ever send a woman to your
chambers?”

“It is the life of a courtier,” he said.
“Oh, this went on for a while. Each time I got restless and spoke
of taking a trip, I was reeled back in by a hunting party or a
matter concerning trading policy.”

“When did you discover your wife was
pregnant?”

“Well you can’t keep a growing belly hidden
for long.”

Yes, I knew this all too well remembering
the difficulty I had altering Elizabeth’s gowns.

“At first I thought she was just getting fat
since we hadn’t consummated the marriage, but then came the
announcement and flurry of congratulations. I grinned, shaking
hands like a blind serf being robbed of his last coin.”

“Did you confront Lord Doczy in
private?”

“There was no need. Following the
announcement I was taken to the king’s private chambers where a
deal was cut. The king confessed his love for my wife and admitted
paternity of the baby she carried. He had no rightful claim to the
child, even though it was his seed from which it sprung. However,
he understood discretion came with a price. Lord Doczy acquired
another estate and a promotion in the house of advisor’s.”

“Her father benefited! And you, what did you
get as compensation?”

“The one thing I wanted could not be
granted, a divorce. So, I asked for the next best thing. I
requested the king grant me leave. I desired to be away from court.
I thought about you Amara, hoping to seize something from this
nightmare, make something good come out of this horrible situation.
I requested a villa in Italy, a place far away from all the
fighting and scheming – a private retreat where you and I could
live together, not as husband and wife, but as friends.” George
stopped walking. “Standing in the king’s chambers, humiliated in
front of my father-in-law, and faced with the news the king’s
bastard would take my name—I thought only of you. All I wanted was
to find a way to be with you. That’s all I ever wanted, and in this
turn of events, I was being offered just that.”

I couldn’t breathe. My ears were hearing
what George was saying, but my mind could not make sense of it all.
If only I’d known.

“The king agreed under one condition. I must
stay until the child was born.”

“Why did you not write?” Stupidly, it was
the only question I could mutter.

“To say what Amara, that my wife was
carrying the king’s baby? That I’d bought my freedom to save myself
from disgrace?”

“Yes, that is exactly what you should have
written. I would have understood.”

“I had the king’s word, but did not fully
trust it. I confess I did write you a letter and sealed it in an
envelope. I vowed to send it the second the child took its first
breath of life, and not a second before.”

“I never received the letter,” I said. “At
the palace following the coronation when I saw you with Lady Doczy,
why did you not find me, why did you not tell me then of your
plan?” My voice was shaking with each word I spoke.

“I intended, I wanted too, but then Draco
showed up. I searched everywhere for you, hoping to find you some
place wandering alone. Then my wish came true. One afternoon I saw
you from my window. You were walking across the grounds heading
toward the king’s new bestiary. I made up some silly excuse and
hurried from my chambers. I was thrilled to finally find you,
finally be able to tell you the good news—how I managed to devise a
way for us to be together. I knew it wasn’t ideal since it was
impossible for us to marry, but it was something. I was certain
you’d understand and agree it was the best we could hope for, and
in my haste I forgot the letter I wrote which explained it all. I
wanted to give it to you, to prove I thought it up and truly
planned to carry it out. I wanted you to know that it wasn’t a
rouse to get you in my chambers.” Even in the tensest of moments,
George always found a way to relieve it with humor. A smile broke
across his face as he stared down at the ground waiting for me to
catch on to his last line. “Anyways,” he continued, “I cut through
the king’s rose garden. I was sure it was a sign when the most
magnificent red bud caught my eye. It was on the brink of blooming,
and drops of dew still clung to the skin. It smelled so sweet; I
almost hated snapping it from the bush. Holding the rose I raced
toward the bestiary. I hoped to find you strolling along the
grounds with the afternoon sun playing on those thick wavy locks of
yours. It was a beautiful picture, perfect, as I had imagined it
would be.”

“But, you never came. I never saw you? What
happened?” I choked. I struggled to hold back the sob that was
fighting to escape from the pit of my stomach.

“As I neared I heard you laughing, and then
I saw you weren’t alone. Draco was there, standing beside you, your
arm tucked around his. The way you looked at him…oh God, I’ll never
forget the sight of your smile. My heart stopped beating the second
I realized it was not meant for me, but for him. I started toward
you, but then stopped knowing Draco would never surrender your
company without a fight. I watched the two of you walk away. Draco
the valiant champion with you as his prize. I’ve never seen you
look as beautiful as you did that day. I envied Draco, hated him in
fact. I was determined to get you alone, steal you away from him
the moment the opportunity presented. I returned to my chambers
frustrated and angry. It was obvious Draco was courting you, but I
believed there was still time. I decided I’d try to get you alone
after dinner.”

My thoughts raced. “But you never did. You
never got me alone to tell me, did you?” I remembered the day and
the night he was referring to, it was the evening of the dinner
honoring the Black Quintet.

“I was an idiot to assume you were simply
flirting with Draco’s affections. I never dreamed you’d accept a
proposal. When I heard the announcement of your engagement, I was
devastated.” George could not go on. He could not say another
word.

“I saw you look at me. You seemed so
indifferent, but then I saw you smooth your hair. You do that
sometimes when you’re nervous,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.
“I thought it was my imagination, but you were trying to get my
attention, weren’t you, George? I missed the sign, I let my
stubbornness get in the way.”

“You did see, then? I thought I imagined, I
thought I hadn’t done enough to get your attention.”

We had wandered far from the palace and
found ourselves outside the Church of Saint Maria.

“I wasn’t sure, but I thought perhaps you
were trying to…” I trailed off, my thoughts going back to that
night and recalling the look on George’s face. I thought it
indifference, but now I realized it was disbelief. Again, I had
misread his countenance and it cost me.

George broke down. A gush of sobs rushed
from his throat. He clapped his hand over his mouth. I went to him
putting my hand on his back, but he jerked his shoulder away from
my touch. He sat down on the church steps. The arch of his back
heaved as he sucked in air between cries. I searched the square for
onlookers, but no one was in sight. I went to his side. George tore
off his mask, his wet lashes blinking away the tears as he took a
handkerchief from his pocket. “I won’t apologize. This cry has been
a long time coming.”

I slid closer to him on the steps and
wrapped my arm across his back. This time he allowed my
comforting.

“I left the hall that night and headed back
to my chambers. Lord Doczy saw me leave and followed me up the
stairs. He caught me just outside the chamber door. I was furious,
and in a rage beyond any I’d ever experienced. My terrible temper
was getting the better of me and as you well know, I’d had too much
to drink.”

“What did you say?” I asked.

“Nothing. I grabbed that wretched man by the
throat and pinned him against the wall. I nearly choked him to
death. Probably would have if it hadn’t been for that damn bishop
who just happened to stumble upon the scene. All I remember is the
bishop spewing something concerning the name of God and those who
judge shall be judged. It wasn’t my fear of God that forced me to
release my hold, but exhaustion. I dropped Lord Doczy to the floor
before slamming the door shut in his and the gawking bishop’s face.
There sitting in the vase on my table was the world’s most perfect
rose, just sitting there mocking me. An ordinary rose getting the
best of me! I took that rose and flung open the balcony doors. I
was just about to toss it over when I hesitated. Instead, I climbed
on the railing, steadying myself with the rose in hand.”

“You didn’t,” I gasped.

“Oh, I did. I was out of my mind. I couldn’t
stand the thought of living without you. It was selfish of me to
think you’d wait forever.”

“Damn you George!” I cried. “Why didn’t you
jump?”

“Why didn’t I jump?” he asked. My question
caught him by surprise.

“Obviously you didn’t, you’re sitting right
here. Unless this entire conversation is some sort of bizarre
delusion I’ve created. Perhaps, you’re a spook or undead. Are you
undead George?” Nothing I said was making any sense. I was angry
and confused and I was rattling off at the mouth. I wanted to hear
why he hadn’t killed himself? What made him stop? Wasn’t I worth
the sacrifice? It would have been a tragedy, but it was the proper
ending. Instead, here we sat, two hollow souls lumbering through
the mid-night mist confessing our deepest regrets. It was pathetic
and lame and not at all romantic. There was to be no wedding or a
death. This was it—this was our story.

“I’m not a ghost, but I might as well
be.”

“Tell me George, please tell me what made
you get down from the railing?”

“I should have jumped,” he said. “But, if
you must hear me say it, it is because I am a coward. It was fear
that prevented me from taking the dive. I was just about to leap to
my death when my own conscience stopped me. As I stood teetering on
the railing, I thought about my family and the embarrassment they’d
suffer. Suicide, what a scandal! Can you believe I was still
worrying about my reputation?” He laughed in disbelief.

“Scandal?” I could not believe what I was
hearing. My hero was a coward, but I think I’d always known this to
be true. He was just a man made of flesh and blood. What else did I
expect? This was my problem. I always expected too much from people
and was disappointed over and over again.

“Pathetic isn’t it. Even in my darkest hour
I concerned myself with what others might think.”

The bells of Saint Maria chimed half past
twelve. I listened until the last echo of the bells dissipated.

“We’ve passed from one day into the next,”
George said, wiping his nose.

I wasn’t finished. I had more questions, and
George owed me an answer. “The child, you stayed until it was
born?”

George stood up brushing the dirt from the
backside of his coat. “What else could I do? I’d lost you, and I
hadn’t the nerve to do myself in.”

“What’s his name?”

“We named him George. Can you imagine?”

“Even though he isn’t yours?” I asked,
surprised.

“I’ll never have a son of my own. I figure
the curse of my name is punishment enough. What about you? Do you
have a child?” He blew his nose in the handkerchief and wadded it
up, stuffing it into his pocket.

The question caught me off guard. I’d been
married for sometime, it was reasonable to assume I’d started a
family. “No,” I answered.

George could see I had more to say so he
waited while I arranged the words in my head.

“I don’t believe I can,” I said. It was the
first time I’d given serious thought to not conceiving a child of
my own. I wondered if Draco had already come to the same
conclusion, that I must be barren.

George weaved his fingers with mine. It was
disheartening how well we fit together. We left Saint Maria and
walked in the direction of the Doge’s Palace. It took all my will
not to give in to the yearning in my heart. It was George, my
George, finally beside me, holding my hand as we moved through the
streets of Venice. He loved me. He’d confessed he always had and I
believed him. All this time I’d thought George had broken his
promise and given little care to the heart he’d abandoned. Although
it had mended over time, my heart would never be the same. Now, it
was distrusting, even cynical at times. There was a pain, a
gripping twist in my chest as if the blood was pushing in with no
way out. Oh God, what was happening? I squeezed George’s hand. He
slowed his pace as we turned a corner.

“George please stop,” I said, breathing
heavy as sweat beaded on my forehead. I removed the mask from my
face. Everything he said was beginning to sink in and I wished we
could go back, but we couldn’t – things could not be different and
it made me panic.

“Amara, are you all right?” he asked
discarding his own mask.

"I’m dizzy," I said. My eyes pleaded for
something to focus on. Everything he said I had waited so long to
hear, but it came too late. Suddenly, I realized I was the one
balancing on the edge of an invisible railing trying to find the
nerve to jump, but I could not do it. I was a coward. I threw my
arms around George’s neck. My tears stained his jacket. He held me
tight, the two of us huddled in the shadows just beyond the Doge’s
Palace. While we embraced, the party continued. It went on as if
nothing happened. “Damn you George, why didn’t you jump,” I
cried.

I didn’t need to explain my outburst. George
understood I did not wish him dead, only that it would have been
easier for both of us if he were gone. In truth, until tonight
George was numbing my heart. I had managed to cage the part that
loved him, leaving the rest to beat only for Draco. But George’s
confession undid all that, his words the key to unlocking
everything I sealed away. Just as I was about to give in to
overwhelming emotion, I remembered Draco and the words he spoke on
our wedding night. He swore to honor me like no other man ever had.
I took a step back from George leaving his lips longing for me.

“I can’t,” I sobbed. “I can’t make the
leap.”

George tried to protest. He wanted to come
up with a clever line to persuade me, but he knew the moment of
opportunity had passed. “We’ve had ourselves a good cry, haven’t
we? I suppose it is time we return to society,” he said.

Together, we walked at an agonizingly slow
pace to the Doge’s Palace, neither of us eager to visit the world
where duty bound and obligation suffocated. It was daunting and
heavy, and as long as we remained on the boardwalk masked in our
costumes we were free.

“Can you ever forgive me?” George asked when
we were outside the palace garden.

“For not writing?”

He waited for a crowd to pass before
answering. “For all the wrongs I failed to right.”

I wanted to say yes, but I couldn’t. It
would have been a lie. I was angry with George; disappointed by his
shortcomings. I plucked a red rose from a climbing vine and poked
it through an eyelet in his jacket.

“Common variety,” he joked. He thumbed the
drooping head of the flower.

“It is what it is. It is not in its nature
to be something else.”

He straightened his posture and I tucked a
stray piece of hair behind my ear before we enter the grand
ballroom, my hand gently tucked in the crook of his arm and our
masks secured over our faces.

“Where to Lady Lorant?” he asked.

“I do believe I wish to go to the gaming
room. I’m certain the countess will love to see you. Shall we,
Count Drugeth?”

“Of course Lady Lorant, as you wish.”

The gaming hall was packed with ruffles and
velvet pressed together around green felt tables. The changing
volume rose and fell on waves of cheers and ahs. The winnings and
losses were scratched on slips of credit, for the dealings of
gentlemen never involved the exchange of actual money. Gold pieces
rarely swapped hands, it was too cumbersome. Rather, fortune was
recorded in books backed by collateral held in property and
extraneous indulgences such as paintings or sculptures. A true
gentlemen refined the talent of gambling, knowing how much to risk
and when to withdrawal. Ruin of fortune came primarily by that of a
lady whose addiction surpassed her husband’s means. When apprised
of a wife’s extravagance, a gentleman was often inclined to freeze
credit lines. George informed me this was fast becoming commonplace
now that more ladies participated in gaming rooms. Credible
establishments obeyed a husband’s wish even though it meant
decreasing the house’s earnings. After all, reputation was
everything. However, such standards forced high-class ladies to
take their business to lower class gaming establishments. Such
desperate decline was creating quite the uproar. Gentlemen
vehemently protested to the Venetian council stating authorization
was never given to the lowly establishment; therefore, any debt
incurred while at their house was void. Unfortunately for the upper
crust, the Venetian magistrate did not agree. It was a husband’s
responsibility to oversee his wife; his inability to manage
domestic affairs was no concern of the court, or the house owner.
George said even a lady with the sternest husband would find ways
around frozen assets. Gaming rooms were overflowing with gentlemen
of loose morals and it was impossible to resist an opportunity to
exploit certain favors from a married lady of nobility. There was
something absolutely irresistible about a forbidden woman of wealth
offering anything in return for a go at the tables. To ensnare such
a lady, to get her indebted, was too tantalizing, and too sinful of
a scandal to refuse. These were not courtesans playing a part, but
actual women lowering themselves to feed a habit. It was
mouth-wateringly delicious.

Across the way I spotted Elizabeth
accompanied by a gentleman. He was a fine young specimen barely old
enough to pass for a man. Upon seeing us, she insisted we join the
couple at the table. The dealer asked George if he wanted to place
a bet, but George declined. He raised a glass of brandy and stated
one addiction was plenty. He didn’t need to complicate his
situation with further indulgences. We all laughed understanding
George’s passion for gold came in the form of liquid, not
solid.

Elizabeth was flaming with enthusiasm at the
young gentleman’s winning streak. She waved at a tab holder
authorizing another draw from her account. She nodded to the dealer
to place the gentleman’s bet explaining if he lost the hand, she’d
cover the debt. Three gentlemen dropped out leaving Elizabeth’s
beau and an Englishman to battle for the pot. She was on edge and
could taste the winnings. They were so close to taking it all! She
playfully winked at the Englishman who was twiddling with the ratty
fray of his mustache. Distractingly, she touched her gloved finger
to her bare chest. The Englishman tried to ignore the flirtation
but the mannerism was obviously breaking his concentration. She wet
her lips as she slowly moved her finger in tiny circles over her
skin just above the neckline of her bodice.

“Sir, do you want to raise?” the dealer
asked.

“Umm, what? Just a moment,” the Englishman
muttered. He dabbed his forehead before glancing back at Elizabeth
who was innocently blushing as if she was completely unaware of her
sexuality.

“Sir, your answer please?”

“No, I’ll hold.”

The Englishman showed his cards. The group
gathered around the table gasped at his hand. It was very good.

“Does he win?” I asked George.

“Well it all depends on what the other man
is holding, but it is a difficult hand to beat.”

Elizabeth’s gentleman showed his hand. The
crowd roared, and Elizabeth cheered, congratulating her charge. The
tab keeper rushed to his side to tally up the winnings. He licked
the tip of the quill before adding the sum to the total.

“We’ve made a killing tonight,” Elizabeth
squealed.

“You’ve made a killing,” the young gentleman
corrected.

“It’s only fair you get a percentage. You
did play the cards.”

Elizabeth made sure the tab keeper worked
out a fair percentage to be paid to the young gentleman; a player’s
fee, I believe she called it.

“What if he lost?” I asked George.

“Well it seems the indenture of favors goes
both ways. I presume the gentleman is one of title and not wealth.
Therefore, he can’t readily afford such pleasures as gambling away
the family fortune where a fortune does not exist. It appears the
countess was backing his game.”

“Elizabeth could have any man in this room
if she so wished,” I said.

“Undoubtedly, but as I mentioned the thrill
is in the debt. If this gentleman had lost, he would owe Elizabeth.
She knew full well he couldn’t pay by traditional means, so some
other compromise would need to be worked out. He was at her
mercy.”

“What a terrible imposition,” I said.

“Oh, I hardly doubt it is too awful of a
fix.” He smirked at my blushing cheeks.

If George only knew what Elizabeth was
capable of perhaps he wouldn’t find the game altogether
amusing.

“Shall we find a cozy spot to celebrate?”
Elizabeth asked.

She led us to a corner sofa. “May I
introduce Lord Dorsey. Lord Dorsey, these are my dear friends Lady
Lorant and Count Drugeth.”

We exchanged pleasantries and small talk
before settling on a conversation. Elizabeth explained the strategy
they used which led to the big win. It was exhilarating to hear how
the pair played not only the dealer, but also the guests. Elizabeth
admitted the Englishman made it almost too easy to win. As we were
sharing a good laugh at the Englishman’s expense, a note was
delivered to Elizabeth.

“What does it say?” I asked, worried it was
bad news.

Elizabeth squeezed Lord Dorsey’s knee, her
hand moving up his thigh before returning to her own lap.

“The Englishman wants to know if I’d be so
kind as to meet with him in private. Apparently, he hopes that an
arrangement might be worked out in which he can recover some of his
loss. It seems he’s overextended himself this evening.”

“Well isn’t that unfortunate.” George cupped
his brandy and swirled it in small circles.

“Lord Dorsey, what do you think I should
do?” Elizabeth asked.

“Take advantage of his dire straits.”

“Perhaps I should find out just how
desperate our Englishman is,” she said.

“What do you intend to ask for in return?” I
asked. The Englishman was a beefy fellow with receding hair. I knew
she’d prefer a tryst with Lord Dorsey, rather than the
Englishman.

“Lord Dorsey, is there something you would
like?”

“His timepiece is stunning. I’ve been
admiring it all evening.”

Elizabeth excused herself from our party.
She whispered something to a servant before disappearing through
the doorway.

I thought Lord Dorsey was an interesting
fellow. Just as George deduced, he was noble in title, but poor in
tangible assets. He'd come to Venice to make a proper match. The
details were being worked out and he figured he’d be married before
Christmas if everything went according to plan. He told us his
future bride was lacking in beauty but had an adequate dowry, which
blurred any clarity to her flawed appearance. Thankfully, she’d
become instantly smitten with Lord Dorsey and begged for the
wedding to take place as soon as possible. He had no doubts the
match was made. Her father had kindly provided an advance, which
Lord Dorsey used to pay off a large portion of a hefty debt. He’d
have to curb his spending until after the wedding; a restraint most
cutting and inconvenient. He admitted he’d been close to calling
the whole marriage off, but attending the Doge’s party sobered his
romantic ideals. He’d grown keen to a lifestyle beyond any means
assessable to him. A title was worthless nowadays, but it did
afford admittance to good society. However, it no longer was very
useful in acquiring luxuries necessary to keep up appearances.
George sympathized with Lord Dorsey’s contemplations, stating how a
good fortune could buy a title. The age when title and fortune were
synonymous was regrettably long past. As long as you had one, you
could have the other.

Elizabeth visited briefly with a tab keeper
before returning to our quaint party. She squeezed between Lord
Dorsey and me, her hip pressing snuggly against mine. “Lord Dorsey,
I’ve a present for you.”

“You do, do you?”

“Now close your eyes and hold out your
hand.” A gold chain dripped between her fingers, an antique
timepiece dangled from the end. “Open your eyes.”

Lord Dorsey grinned as he shined the
precious metal. Marvelous timepiece isn’t it?”

“Oh the best is yet to come. Open it, it has
an inscription,” Elizabeth pointed out.

He lifted the cover revealing the face.

“Go on, read it aloud,” she urged.

“Time is a priceless gift.”

Elizabeth roared. “Apparently not!”

Lord Dorsey burst out laughing.
“Ironic!”

“Isn’t that tart,” Elizabeth howled. “I
couldn’t have written a better ending to the evening if I’d
tried.”

“Irony is a bastard,” George chuckled. He
beckoned to a servant to refresh his drink. Just as George made the
remark, Lord Buckley entered the gaming room escorting a petite
Italian girl.

I had to agree, timing was everything.
“George, look who just waltzed in,” I said, lowing my voice. “This
might dampen her spirits.”

“And I thought this party was going to be
dull, but it seems like things are about to get interesting.
Perhaps, I’ll stick it out a bit longer.”

Elizabeth and Lord Dorsey were still
whooping over the prize piece now fastened to his jacket when I
announced I saw Lord Buckley. I asked if they recognized the
pretty, young girl on his arm.

“You can’t be serious,” Elizabeth said, her
voice immediately flattening in tone.

“There’s no denying it. I’d recognize that
ridiculous hat anywhere,” George added.

“In fact, didn’t you say earlier, George,
that you bumped into Lord Buckley?”

“Let me think. Yes, I do believe I did
mention that.”

“Lord Buckley? Who in blazes is Lord
Buckley?” Lord Dorsey asked trying to follow Elizabeth’s eyes.

“Over there. The gentleman with the rather
passé feather bobbing about his hat.”

“Oh him. I met him earlier as well. Didn’t
check his name, but I do recall he was boasting about you,
Elizabeth,” Lord Dorsey said. “He mentioned he was an acquaintance
of yours. I thought it rude that he should boast about how close
the two of you got last season. He said something about escorting
you to the coronation? It quite impressed the party he was
with.”

“That charlatan! How dare he use my name to
advance his status.”

“I take it he’s exaggerated your
friendship?”

George and I waited for Elizabeth’s answer.
How was she going to write herself out of this one?

“What’s he doing in Venice?” Elizabeth
asked.

George ran his hand over his face feeling
the shadow of stubble already forming. He glanced at me before
answering. I encouraged him to tell Elizabeth the rumor.

“Fishing,” he said bluntly before taking
another swig of brandy.

“Fishing? Lord Buckley fishing? Good Lord
what for?” she asked.

“A virgin bride with a fat dowry.”

“Appears he’s hooked one,” Lord Dorsey
announced. “The girl he is with, and I do mean girl because she’s
barely fourteen, is the sole daughter of an absurdly wealthy
Italian physician who dabbles in the art market for kicks. I hear
the man’s name gets tossed into the lion’s mouth more than any
other, but there is never any substantial evidence for which he can
be convicted of a crime. The magistrate chalks it up to envy, but I
believe there is some truth to the accusations raised against
him.”

“What is the lion’s mouth?” I asked.

Lord Dorsey explained the lion’s mouth was a
sculpture in the center of Venice. It was the Venetian’s way of
dealing with increasing corruption. Any person may accuse another
of a crime by writing an anonymous note and depositing it in the
lion’s mouth. Once submitted, the accusation cannot be retracted.
An investigation commences. If the court finds adequate evidence to
support the charges, the accused is arrested and detained until
trial.

“What if the accusation is false, or made
out of jealousy by someone seeking revenge?” I asked.

“That’s why evidence must be found to
support the accusation. Rumors are just rumors based on nothing but
hot air, which doesn’t float in a Venetian court.”

“This girl’s father is often harassed?”

“Oh my, yes! The lion’s mouth is a nuisance
as far as he’s concerned. He heads a group of physicians who are
making astonishing discoveries in medicine. However, many fear his
methods. You know; those who are less forward thinking, namely
members of the church. It’s a shame, but his practice tends to draw
suspicion.”

“Is her father in attendance this
evening?”

Lord Dorsey remembered seeing him before we
arrived. Elizabeth suggested we all get some exercise and see if we
could find this fine gentleman Dorsey talked about. We’d been idle
long enough. It was time we took a turn around the room.

“There’s going to be a change of scenery,”
George said, half unaware of what we were doing. He was rather
drunk and his attention was unfocused.

“The gaming room concludes Act I. It appears
we’re about to be cast in Act II,” I whispered to him.

“What role do we play?” he asked, sobering
up by the news.

“Extras,” I said. “We do not have a major
part.”

George chuckled. “Well then, I think we are
perfectly cast. I say, it should take very little stretch of the
imagination to bring the house down.”

I had to agree. The company we were in was
readily amused. Together, we weaved our way through the crowd
taking care to follow closely behind the skirt of Elizabeth flanked
by Lord Dorsey. I wondered if Fruzsina concerned herself with the
whereabouts of her husband, or was she happy to be rid of him for a
few hours.

“She’s on the prowl,” I snickered, referring
to Elizabeth.

“Just look at the way she surveys the room,”
George noted.

“She’s just whispered something in Lord
Dorsey’s ear. I bet she’s asking about the Italian doctor.”

“Shall we wager?” he asked.

“On what?”

“Whether she confronts Lord Buckley,” he
said.

“What’s the stake?” I asked.

“If I win, you must spend the night with me.
Of course the actual night will be of my choosing.”

“You’re not serious!”

“I wager she confronts Lord Buckley in a
most humiliating manner.”

“What if I win?” I asked.

“Name your prize.”

I considered for a moment. “I’ve got it. If
I win, you have to strip down to your trunks and jump into the
canal.”

“You can’t be serious?”

“Most serious. I wager Elizabeth won’t
confront Lord Buckley. She’s too sneaky—a direct confrontation will
never amuse her. No, I believe she will devise another method of
sabotage. Something much more wicked.”

“More wicked than public humiliation? Is
there such a thing?”

“Is it a bet?” I asked.

“You’re on!” George said, confident he’d
win.

The errand was boring Dorsey. He toyed with
his new timepiece as he gazed around the room. Then something
captured his attention and he tugged on Elizabeth while delicately
gesturing to a small gathering of people on the other side of the
room.

“The hunter has spotted the prey,” George
jested.

“Wouldn’t you agree this entire night seems
too strange to be real? I suppose I’ve surrendered to the absurdity
of it all. You must admit when you dressed for the ball you had no
idea this is how it would turn out.”

“Or that I’d get so drunk,” he said.

“You’re not fooling me. You knew that was
bound to happen,” I teased.

I saw Fruzsina dancing with a gentleman who
had an odd, protruding feature, an oblong knot lodged in his
throat. He looked like a gull that had swallowed too large a fish.
I asked George if he knew the gentleman, but he did not seem to
care. His mind was set on winning our little wager and he was eager
to accompany Dorsey to Elizabeth’s formal introduction to the
doctor, Signor Nadossi.

“It is a pleasure to meet you Countess. I’ve
heard wonderful things,” Signor Nadossi said.

I doubted his sincerity, but it was
customary to flatter titled society. Elizabeth asked to whom she
owed the compliment, and on cue Signor Nadossi mentioned Lord
Buckley. The conversation was rather dull and I wondered if
Elizabeth was ever going to get to the point of this meeting, but
then again I really should not have minded since her bland behavior
meant I was winning the bet so far.

“How did you become acquainted with Lord
Buckley?” she asked Signor Nadossi.

“Vienna. We were picnicking in the garden.
That’s where Lord Buckley first spotted my Azalea. It took some
doing on his part, but he found a way to arrange to be at the same
dinner party as us. I must say, Lord Buckley is a cunning fellow.
My daughter is very taken with him. Azalea insisted I give him
permission to escort her this evening.”

“You say you met in Vienna?
Well, that is a coincidence. Vienna is where I also met Lord
Buckley.”

Signor Nadossi leaned in as if he had a
secret to tell. “At first, I had reservations as you can imagine.
My Azalea is a blossoming young girl. Many suitors are knocking on
our door. I am very protective and, often called by my daughter, an
old-fashion father. I’m particular about whom I let near my
precious flower. When I heard Lord Buckley spent a great deal of
time in your company, well, I knew he had to be a fine fellow
indeed.”

Thankfully, Elizabeth’s mask concealed her
expression. I imagined what she must be thinking, but nothing gave
away her displeasure; unless, I considered the clenching of her
jaw.

“If I had my way Azalea would stay locked up
for several more years, but as I said, she is smitten with Lord
Buckley. Why, just last night Buckley asked for a private audience,
which of course I granted. I could tell by the way he beat around
the bush trying to discover my plans for Azalea and marriage, well,
that he was searching for any hint of a betrothal.”

“And is the lovely Azalea betrothed?”
Elizabeth asked.

“There’ve been offers, but none I’ve taken
seriously until now.”

“You’re considering Lord Buckley?”

George jabbed me in the side. He sensed his
luck was changing. “Told you he’s gone fishing!”

I ignored his wise crack.

“My daughter is determined to make me
consider, but as I said, I am a stubborn man.”

George was standing so close to the
conversation that his head was practically poking through the
invisible circle surrounding the couple. I gently guided him back
before he embarrassed us.

“You better hope the water is warm this
evening because I think you’re going for a swim,” I teased.

George finished his brandy in a single swig
and set the empty glass on a nearby ledge. The glassware teetered,
but did not slip and smash to the floor. He looked around for
another servant carrying a tray of refreshments.

“You’ve had enough,” I scolded.

Lord Dorsey raised a brow while clearing his
throat; a discreet gesture reminding us of our place in this
conversation. Obviously, we were being too loud and were drawing
unwanted attention.

“Signor Nadossi, I know we’ve just only met,
but I feel it is my duty to warn you about matching your precious
daughter with Lord Buckley.”

“Warn me? Please Countess, if there is
something I should know, you must tell me.”

Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder before
moving intimately closer to Signor Nadossi. “It’s true Lord Buckley
spent a great deal of time in my company. As you know my husband is
the Chief Commander. Certainly he is not the kind of man who’d
approve of his wife keeping company with a bachelor.”

“But, you just admitted Lord Buckley spent
time.”

“Shhh, yes, yes… but as a companion who
posed little threat,” Elizabeth said in a lowered voice.

“What are you getting at Countess? I’m
afraid I am missing the meaning of this conversation.” The doctor
was growing impatient.

“Well if I must be so forward. Lord Buckley
is a sodomite, Signor Nadossi. He prefers his own sex. I hope you
can forgive my bluntness, but there simply is no other way of
putting it. I can only speculate his financial situation has become
so dire that he’s looking to marry as a last desperate measure to
avoid going to the Black Tower in debtor’s chains. You see, if your
daughter marries Buckley, not only will she be very lonely, but
also childless. Imagine the scandal and humiliation she’ll face
when the rumors get out, when suspicion spreads about his sexual
preference. After all, I’m not the only person who knows.”

Signor Nadossi’s face whitened. All the
blood drained instantly from his fleshy cheeks. “Are you absolutely
certain?” he asked.

Elizabeth appealed to the doctor’s vanity.
“An intelligent man such as yourself must see the signs. Lord
Buckley’s manners, the fashion in which he dresses, it is a dead
give away.”

“I contributed the oddities to his culture.
He is English. I hear they are rather airy.”

“Signor, my husband would never allow a man
to be in my constant company unless he was sure the man inspired
little concern,” Elizabeth assured.

“This is troublesome. My Azalea is smitten.
This news will break her heart. Nevertheless, there are laws
against such practices, this I cannot ignore. My daughter will not
marry a known sodomite. It is unnatural and punishable in my
country.”

Elizabeth hesitated. The pause was
calculated; it was done for dramatic effect. She wanted to give the
impression of serious thought to Signor’s predicament. “I think it
is unwise to draw alarm. It will bring unwanted attention to you
and your family. Everyone in society has seen Azalea on Lord
Buckley’s arm. I’m afraid Azalea is unknowingly entwined in a
tangled web. May I ask, because it is a matter of concern, but
isn’t the church already a nuisance to you and your family? Imagine
what they might do with such a scandal? I just don’t see how any
good can come of the association. You must part company
immediately.”

Signor Nadossi’s face reddened. He rubbed
his hands together. “I beg you Countess, tell me what must be done?
How do I make this go away, quietly? I do not want anymore trouble
for me or my precious family.”

“I suggest appealing to Lord Buckley’s
dwindling pocketbook. I hear you’re a collector of art. Perhaps a
good cover would be to commission Lord Buckley to go aboard to
inquire after some pieces for your collection. Maybe to the Orient
to purchase silk? Soon everyone will have forgotten and you needn’t
bother yourself with his return. I’m certain the Orient will
provide many distractions for a man of Lord Buckley’s nature.”

“What do I tell Azalea when he does not
return?”

“Well, I’ll leave that up to you, Signor.
I’m sure you’ll think of something. Fathers always do.”

Signor Nadossi excused himself from our
company. I suspected he would immediately retrieve his daughter
from Lord Buckley and execute a swift plan.

“The noose is tied. He’ll hang himself,”
Elizabeth declared.

I agreed. Nothing more would happen tonight.
Elizabeth suggested our small party go to Leon Bianco for a
nightcap. Arm-in-arm we followed Elizabeth and Lord Dorsey down the
palace steps and through the courtyard.

“It’s a shame we don’t know how the tragedy
ends,” George said. He was not sure what to make of the scene.

“Don’t be silly George. It ends like all
tragedies.”

“No one died. It was all rather dull if you
ask me.”

“Perhaps not literally, but Lord Buckley is
as good as dead.”

“I have to give it to you—I didn’t see the
twist coming. Brilliant move. I was certain Elizabeth would
confront Lord Buckley before we left the party. I suppose you know
her better than I do.”

“That reminds me,” I said, stopping along
the canal. I called out to Elizabeth and Lord Dorsey who had
wandered ahead. Except for us, the path was virtually deserted in
the late hours before dawn.

“You can’t be serious? You intend to call in
the bet?”

“A bet is a bet. Time to pay up.”

He waited for me to say I was joking, but I
stood with my arms crossed. George reluctantly stripped off his
coat, and then unbuttoned his shirt and trousers. He swayed, tipsy
from drink. He was wearing only a mask and his trunks as he inched
toward the water. “It’s freezing! I’ll catch my death.”

“You better get it over
with my man. I’m still embarrassed you lost to a woman. You do
realize you are a disgrace to the entire privileged sex?” Dorsey
chided.

“This is exactly why you should never
gamble,” I reminded George.

“I’m practically naked. Isn’t that good
enough? You’ve won, I admit it, you’ve won,” George begged as he
shivered on the dock.

“Would you have let me weasel out of my debt
if the outcome had been in your favor?” I asked.

George chose not to answer. He knew he’d
never let me off the hook. He edged closer. “I want you to know,
I’m leaving on the mask.” He bowed to Elizabeth before facing the
black waters of the Grand Canal. “I’m going to freeze to death. You
do realize it’s going to be shear agony?”

“A warm hearth awaits,” I joked.

“I’d rather it be a warm bed.”

Lord Dorsey chuckled. “Get on with it old
man before we all catch cold.”

George swung his arms and bent his knees. He
sucked in a deep breath and without delay launched himself into the
water. A splash sprayed the dock getting us all a bit damp.
George’s head popped up. He flung his wet hair from his face and
cursed something awful as he spit dirty water from his mouth. His
mask bobbed a few feet from where he plunged. Being a gentleman,
Dorsey offered George a hand up. He flopped onto the dock, his
trunks sucking to his body as he rolled over onto his back. His
naked chest heaved as he coughed out a lung full of water.

“Dear God did you drink the canal too?” Lord
Dorsey asked.

George’s mask drifted close enough for
Dorsey to grab.

“Went up my nose,” George said, blowing
water out. “Is my lady satisfied?”

I laughed. I admitted I was satisfied to see
George reduced to such a sorry state.

He put on his boots and gathered his
clothes. He walked the entire way to Leon Bianco in only his mask,
boots and trunks. Thankfully, the lobby was vacant and we passed
the stairs without creating a scandal. Luckily, the chambermaid
kept the hearth burning and the small fire wads warming the
antechamber of the apartment where the four of us collapsed in
laughter. Dorsey held up a blanket in front of the hearth to shield
George as he stripped his trunks before sliding on his trousers and
shirt.

“How am I to explain this?” he asked,
holding up his soggy breeches.

I burst out laughing. I tried to refrain,
but each time I looked at George I began to giggle again, so much
so, that tears leaked from my eyes. I doubled over from pains in my
sides. It was pleasurable and cleansing, like the smell of wet
grass after a violent storm.

Our folly awoke Nicholas. He entered the
room rubbing his eyes as he tried to adjust to the lantern light.
He focused on the four us lounging on the sofa and divan. Our masks
tossed carelessly on the rug, slippers flung on the floor and a
coat tossed over a chair. Elizabeth snorted at Nicholas’s
expression, the corner of his mouth turned up as his hand scratched
his backside.

“Good morning, Nicholas! Sorry to wake you,”
she said.

“It’s morning all ready?”

“Damn near,” George answered.

The first hint of the sun was breaking over
the horizon. Nicholas stared out the window debating whether to
stay up or go back to bed. A bird chirped from its nest perched in
a tree in the atrium. “I thought the four of you were the only ones
still awake at this hour, but it appears I’m wrong. There’re five
crazy people in Venice,” Nicholas announced. He yawned, smacking
his lips together as he tasted the dryness of his mouth.

“Who else is awake?” Elizabeth asked.

“There’s a man in the courtyard,” Nicholas
said, pointing.

“Perhaps we should order some breakfast. My
stomach is sour,” George complained. He expelled a rude burp.

“Well you drank a lot of brandy.”

“And half the Grand Canal,” Lord Dorsey
added.

“He’s setting something up. I think it’s a
canvas. He’s pulled up a chair and is balancing against it. Now,
he’s opening a bag I think. Yes, it’s a bag,” Nicholas
reported.

“It’s just an artist trying to capture the
sunrise. Dawn and dusk are full of those people,” Dorsey
informed.

Elizabeth joined Nicholas by the window.
“It’s Raphael. The artist I ran into in the alley.”

“Who ran into you?” Nicholas asked.

“Well there’s only one way to find out,”
Lord Dorsey said. He opened the balcony door, and yelled Raphael’s
name.

Raphael looked up to see four faces staring
down at him.

Lord Dorsey closed the door. “There you go.
It appears he is indeed Raphael.” He snatched a chunk of bread and
buttered it while warming in front of the fire.

Nicholas yawned again. He scratched his neck
taking another look around the room before announcing he was going
back to bed. He decided it was too ungodly of an hour and no person
right in the head should be up.

“We should all get a few winks,” Elizabeth
agreed.

George was already snoring by the time I
turned the covers in my bedchamber. As I lay beside Elizabeth I
thought about the conversation George and I had outside Saint
Maria. So much had happened over the course of a single night that
George’s confession seemed like a lifetime ago. Our tears wiped
clean by laughter, comic relief coming spontaneously, but somehow
finding the most appropriate moment to interject. Without it, life
and all its turbulence would be unbearable. All George and I could
do was laugh, not only at another’s misfortune, but also at our
own. I loved George; there was no denying it. I shut my eyes. The
scenes written that night flipped through my mind. Our story was
not finished, and as each image burned permanently into my
consciousness, I drifted to sleep.
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Dorsey was gone. Left behind was a note
pinned to the mantle. It said he woke after noon with a gnawing
pain in his stomach and a desperate need to change his attire.
George was still asleep and snoring. His arm was draped over his
face shielding it from the bright day’s sun. I sat on the balcony
sipping black tea while warming my tired bones. The night had
passed, and all that remained was my fond memories. Not much later,
I heard Elizabeth stirring in the bedchamber. The floorboards
creaked as she moved from one side of the room to the other. I
imagined she felt like I did; a heavy burden to carry. Soon she’d
join me on the balcony, teacup in hand, and her hair hanging loose.
We’d occupy the same space while remaining silent. We were taking
it all in, and it seemed both of us were trying to make sense of
what the day might bring. It was always what was to come that
concerned us, and I knew she hated the mystery as much as I
did.

“A quake wouldn’t rouse him,” Elizabeth
said, referring to George.

“He sleeps soundly, but I find his snoring
strangely comforting.” Hearing another person breathing meant I was
not alone.

She peeked over the railing to see if
Raphael was painting below, but he was also gone. I could tell she
was disappointed. To break the silence, she asked about George. She
wanted a story, but I did not have the energy to entertain. It was
a long, bizarre night and I was still sorting out the scene myself.
I didn’t know what to make of it no matter how many times I rolled
it around in my head. It was just a night and in the light of day,
I'd see all too soon that nothing had changed. This was life, not
some childish fairy tale.

I cleared my throat. “He is in Venice on
business. Something to do with trade I presume,” I finally
explained.

“You’re tired?” she asked.

“Exhausted.”

She seemed to understand I was talking about
the emotional toll love had on the mind and body.

George snorted as he flipped on his side
curling his knees toward his chest.

“I see the way he looks at you. He still
loves you,” Elizabeth said, glancing at George.

I knew this too, but it didn’t matter. I
drank my tea. As time passed, the afternoon sun moved overhead and
while he snored, the day faded. I thought about sending a note to
Fruzsina to let her know George was fine and that nothing terrible
had happened, but I’d have to explain his whereabouts, an awkward
chore I was not prepared to undertake. George would just have to do
his own explaining. It was his responsibility to deal with the
repercussions. Only he could calm a hostile wife racked with
worry.

There was a knock at the door. Elizabeth
glanced over her shoulder as the chambermaid received the visitor.
Lord Dorsey had returned. He was well fed and dressed
impeccably.

When he joined us on the balcony, he nodded
toward George, “I see he is still sleeping it off?”

“Like a babe.”

He ripped into a sack of fresh pastries he'd
purchased from a bakery down the street. “You must try these.
They’re delicious.”

Elizabeth and I sampled the Venetian
delights.

“It’s too late for anyone, even the
fashionable to still be asleep,” Dorsey complained. He went to the
sofa and gave George a hearty shake.

George rubbed his eyes. He blinked
repeatedly as he scouted the room. He was trying to recognize
whether the interior was familiar or not.

“You’re at Elizabeth’s apartment,” Dorsey
informed. He shoved a pastry under George’s nose. “Eat this old
man. It will cure your sour stomach.”

George took the pastry and asked for a cup
of tea. He stretched his back before standing up. He walked toward
the open doors. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” As he emerged
into the sun, he squinted. The direct sunlight was overwhelming and
he needed a moment to adjust. Without considering, he rested his
hand on my shoulder. I got goose bumps and a warm sensation
instantly flooded my belly. I did not move for fear he’d remove his
touch. At that moment, I secretly wanted everything to remain just
as it was; all of us together in Venice. It was not a villa, but we
were in Italy. It was what we had dreamt about and, selfishly I did
not wish for it to end. Truly, I was not yet prepared for it to end
again.

“Well my darlings, I must be off,” George
said, his words shattering my perfect picture. The spell was
broken.

Elizabeth eyed me with weary maternal
concern.

“You’re leaving?” I asked. The question
sounded desperate and girlish.

“I’ve got a few things to take care of, not
to mention a need for fresh clothes. Ones that don’t smell of fish
and salty water.” He looked rough, his hair messy and stubble
peppering his chin and cheeks.

“More like the staunch of brandy,” Dorsey
added, wrinkling his nose.

Even though it was rank, I rather liked the
smell of stale brandy on George. It reminded me of better
times.

George kissed my cheek. It was a type of
kiss a dear friend gives to another-passionless. It was tender, but
cool in touch, stiff with tension and deliberately placed to not
offend. I resented the kiss, wishing he hadn’t bothered in the
first place. “I’ll call later,” he said, squeezing my hand.

As his hand slipped from mine, I took hold
at the last second drawing him back to me. I placed a kiss
delicately on his cheek just missing the corner of his mouth. His
breath was on my face. He whispered my name unlike any way I’d ever
heard him say it before. He sounded far away, as if lost and
calling out for me to rescue him. I touched the side of his face
with my fingertips. It was abrasive.

“George, I am right here,” I assured
him.

He nodded, and then excused himself from our
company. As difficult as it was, I let him go. I had no other
choice than to return my attention to the couple conversing on the
balcony. I had to turn my back to the corridor and on George.

It wasn't until later that I noticed in his
rush to leave, George forgot his discarded trunks that were hanging
on the back of a chair by the hearth. The stiff dried fibers
loosening as I hide them in my bureau drawer.

Strangely, I’d forget about them for years.
They’d remain stuffed away buried beneath other keepsakes and
mementos. But, if experience had taught me anything, it was that
nothing stayed hidden forever, and the day would come when I'd
rediscover my little treasure. When it did, I’d remember that
peculiar night we spent together in Venice. Ah Venice, where alleys
were confessionals haunted by declarations of love and the watery
canals echoed with laughter. It was where the tide carried out all
the pain and despair that colored the scenery of the wondrous city.
My very own emotions had been collected and mingled among the
lapping waves that were drawn to the Adriatic Sea.

 


~~~

Dorsey received word he was officially
betrothed. We celebrated the good news by spending an evening in
the gaming hall at the Doge’s Palace. Tonight, he was not as lucky
and found himself quickly in a fix and owing Elizabeth an absurd
amount of lucre. Elizabeth was not the least bit distraught over
the loss; rather, she was pleased by Dorsey’s predicament. Her
growing appetite for him and for gambling was becoming insatiable.
She really could not seem to get enough of either. Thankfully, he
did not find her lewd behavior offensive. He enjoyed her crassness,
even applauded the manner in which she asserted power and of
course, generously shared monies. She was a fine companion, amusing
really, and good for a bachelor who was about to be married.

Therefore, I was not surprised when
Elizabeth requested that I make other sleeping arrangements for the
evening, stating there was a matter of debt to settle. As I
gathered my things, I ignored Dorsey leaning against the doorway,
his fingers working to unfasten his shirt. Elizabeth teased him,
accusing him of losing on purpose, which he adamantly denied, but
the smirk upon his face said otherwise. At that point, I was not
certain who was playing whom. He seemed well suited for her and I
wondered just how long the affair would last.

I packed a small bag and was dismissed so
Elizabeth could enjoy the privacy of the chamber. Seeing how there
were no other available rooms in Leon Bianco, I decided to ask
Nicholas to escort me to George’s. I knew Nicholas would have
little problem finding a warm bed to sleep in, nightly comfort was
bought cheaply on any side street in the city. I was no fool. I
knew ever since our trip to Issacher's that he was frequenting
certain establishments.

I paused before knocking on George’s door to
pray that Fruzsina was not keeping company inside. After mustering
up the nerve, I rapped on the door. I heard footsteps, then the
lock sliding. George stared at the small bag hanging by my side. I
could only imagine what he was thinking.

“Elizabeth requests privacy this evening. It
seems I have nowhere else to go.”

He invited me inside.

“I know this is most unorthodox, but I
didn’t know where else to turn. I promise I will make myself
sparse. I will leave first thing in the morning.” I was relieved
Fruzsina was nowhere in sight.

George sensed my concern. “She’s dining at
the Doge’s Palace this evening. King Rudolph has arrived for the
season. I don’t plan on seeing my wife. She has requested to stay
at the palace as an intimate guest. An intimate guest,” George
repeated. He poured a glass of brandy. “You may stay as long as you
like.”

I thanked him for the kindness.

He sat in the armchair and crossed his legs
while holding the brandy in one hand and drumming the fingers of
his other. He was distant tonight, preoccupied by thought. “It’s
pleasant to have company. I thought I’d be spending the night
alone,” he said, before taking another sip.

“I hear a man is never alone in Venice.” It
was cruel, but I couldn’t help remembering spying George leaving
that seedy building across the canal.

George perked up. “And what would I know
about that?” he asked.

“I saw you George. I saw you leaving a
building where I presume you had no business other than buying
pleasure.” I stunned myself by blurting my thoughts.

He fixated on my accusing face.

I had no right to cast judgment, no right at
all. His dealings were no concern of mine; however, I was
possessive, and jealous of the other woman. Good lord, I had no
right to feel this way, I knew this, but nevertheless I was
overcome with hatred for the woman, for all women that had shared
him.

George said nothing, not a single protest or
turn of phrase to justify his business.

I supposed there was some comfort that he
did not choose to deny it. My cheeks flushed an embarrassing pink.
“Are you angry with me, George?” It was a silly question, but I
felt compelled to ask.

“Angry? Why should I be angry?”

“It’s the tone you’re using which leads me
to believe so.” I removed my shoes and placed them neatly beside
the sofa.

His countenance was drawn and dark circles
aged his eyes. His dry lips enhance the fine lines around the
corner of his mouth and the neglect of his grooming habits left him
ragged and sad looking.

“Are you well?” I asked, noticing his
disheveled state.

“Hardly fairing.” He tried to laugh, but it
was cynical.

“Have you seen a doctor?” I was terribly
worried he was truly ill.

“What ails me a doctor cannot remedy. I have
a wife I do not love, and worse, a wife who fulfills only the
favors of the king. Never mind a bastard son,” George said, pausing
briefly before adding, “and a mistress, my beautiful Amara… no
longer is it my heart for which hers beats. Could things get any
worse?”

It was a cold reality, but not all was
true.

“I’d beg for you if I thought it would do
any good,” he said.

I became nauseated and wondered just how
much brandy George drank. My reaction surprised even me. “Have you
given any thought to how hard this is for me?” I snapped.

George started at the sharpness of my
voice.

“How is it possible to love two men, so
completely different from one another? Please explain how I can
feel so strongly for both of you? It does not matter whether I give
my body when my heart has already committed a betrayal in the most
sinister way imaginable. My heart can never be devoted to just one
man, George, because the other seeps in taking hold with such force
as to never let go. The torment, it is everlasting, you have no
idea what I go through!” My nausea worsened and I thought I was
going to be sick.

“Then why not give in and have us both? As
you say, your heart has already betrayed. What is the difference
now?”

I could not argue his point, even if it was
twisted and convenient. “I don’t want to love you anymore, George,”
I admitted. “It’s not right and it’s definitely not fair to
Draco.”

“Are there any words I can speak? If so, I
will speak them! Is there anything I can do, please confess it now,
and I will do it. Amara, I cannot survive without you, you must see
this is true. I will hate it, loathe it in the worse possible way,
but if it is the only way then I will agree to share your
affections with another. Please, I beg you, don’t turn away from
me. Stay with me tonight. Come to me when you can. It is you Amara
and only you that I long for. It is for you that I will endure
time, those painful never ending hours between touch, my eyes
settling on your soft skin, the curves of your body and the scent
of lavender in your hair. I’ve tried to fill the hole in my heart
only to be disgusted and finding myself living in a deeper anguish
than which I arrived. I’ve had much time to think on this and I’m
resigned, if this is the only way, then I will take it.” He fell to
his knees in front of me and wrapped his arms around my legs.

I could not free myself from him. I did not
have the will power to do so and I hated myself for being weak, but
I couldn't fight what was inside of me no matter how wrong I knew
my feelings were. “If I agree, Draco must never know. Not even
Elizabeth or your closest confidante can have knowledge of our
relationship. You must swear George to absolute secrecy. This must
be the condition,” I said. I could hardly believe the words I
spoke, to even consider such a thing was despicable and dirty. If I
went through with this, I would never feel clean again – but the
longer he clung to me, the more I realized I'd give in.

George raised his head. I sensed his hope.
“I swear Amara, I will take it to my grave.”

He carried me to his bedchamber where I
allow him to undress me. My fingers trembled as I unfasten his
shirt. I was excited with anticipation and longing for the man I
first loved, a love I’d mourned for so long. A candle burned on the
bedside table. The closed window muffled the voices of couples
strolling outside. Their conversations lingered slightly before
fading into the night. George was eager and took me with a passion
I never imagined him capable of possessing. It was elating and I
matched his release with equal enthusiasm. Joined together once
again, we shared a oneness where the crescendo was heightened by a
forbidden union. Cloaked in darkness, our sin was forgiven by love
and, despite the wrongness, somehow it felt spiritual at
culmination. So many thoughts raced through my mind. I wanted to
speak, but instead I let tears of sorrow and joy wet our skin. I
collapsed against George’s chest. His rapid heartbeat was a steady
rhythmic pounding caged beneath damp flesh. I gripped his arm
fearing I’d float from his bedchamber like a dream vanishing upon
waking. He touched my back and kissed the top of my head. I pressed
my body against him, holding tight. I wanted to crawl inside for
safety. I wanted to hide forever in a place where no one could
snatch and tear me apart. I did not want to be brave. He must have
sensed my insecurity because he tightened his hold. Sadly, we both
knew trying to hold onto the moment was like trying to prevent
grains of sand from sifting through fingers. The tighter the grasp,
the quicker it poured.

The hours George and I spent together felt
like seconds. I had barely laced my bodice when a knock came upon
his door. He waved for me to hide while he saw to the caller.
Luckily it was just Nicholas arriving to escort me to Leon Bianco.
I collected my things and thanked George for his hospitality. There
was a moment when I thought I saw a plea for me not to go. It was
fleeting, but unmistakable. I pushed the emotion deep in the pit of
my heart. Without another word, or a lasting look or lingering
gesture I abandoned him once again. The finality of the door
meeting the seal sent a shiver from my neck to the small of my
back. The last grain of sand slipped through my fingers. I gave one
last look at the door hoping to see George, but all I saw was the
hard wood with iron hinges and a number hanging from a rusty
nail.

I decided it was best if I entered through
the glass atrium rather than through the front door of Leon Bianco.
It was too early of an hour to manage a convincing excuse if
questioned regarding our arrival. Nicholas opened the gate and
allowed me to pass through first. The usual chirping birds
fluttered overhead flying from tree to flowering bush. I lifted my
hem and hurried through the maze of garden artistry. There, sitting
in the middle of the atrium, was Raphael Petrucci. I should not
have been surprised; he was sitting in the exact spot he’d been
sitting for the past few weeks. Propped up on a chair was a half
painted canvas.

“Damnation!” I cursed.

My rude outburst startled Raphael. He
dropped his palette before standing to greet me, bowing before I
had the chance to refuse the grand gesture. “Pardon milady, I
didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Nicholas discreetly took the bag from my
hand and concealed it behind his back as he deliberately moved to
the back door of Leon Bianco.

“It’s awfully early to be painting, isn’t
it?” I asked

“I’m capturing the sunrise.”

His accent was thick and I could barely
understand what he was saying. “May I?” I asked, peeking at the
painting.

Raphael allowed me to admire his work. It
was a partially painted reproduction of the Leon Bianco’s atrium at
sunrise. Everything was miraculously rendered, its likeness
astonishing including the dark haired beauty standing on the
balcony.

“It’s remarkable. Is it a commission?”

“No milady.”

“All this work for nothing?” I asked. I was
amazed at the detail.

“A true artist paints because he must.”

“And the lady in the picture. Why do you
include her?”

“She is the muse which inspires the must in
the artist.” He bit his brush between his teeth. “She is like a
ghost. She haunts my thoughts. My mind is restless, day and night.
You see, I must capture her. I’m compelled, almost driven to do
so.”

“But you don’t even know her,” I said.

“Ah, but I do. Look for yourself.” He tapped
the canvas with the tip of his brush.

I examined the woman standing on the
balcony. Her noble posture fragrant of wealth, her chin turned in a
defiant manner with her red lips set firmly in neither a smile or
frown. Then I spotted what I presume Raphael hoped I would
recognize. The woman in the painting was watching the artist. Even
more fascinating was the miniscule reflection of Raphael painted
within her black pupils.

“How?” I asked, stunned.

“By using the sunrises casting light.”

“I mean her eyes, how did you render the
reflection in her eyes?”

“The muse persuades the artist's hand. I
can’t explain, it is just so. See for yourself.”

I glanced at the balcony and discovered
Elizabeth was watching us.

“She appears every morning to pose for me.
She is wonderful.”

“It would please her to view your painting.
Shall I tell her to come down?”

“No, please. It is not finished.”

“You haven’t purchased a new easel?” I
remembered the collision in the alley and the shattered pieces of
his instrument splintered on the ground.

“A minor inconvenience. I’m saving my
money.” He dabbed a brush in the paint on his palette. By resuming
his work he implied our conversation was finished, so I politely
excused myself and returned to Elizabeth’s apartment.

Through the cracked bedchamber door I saw
the naked chest of the sleeping Lord Dorsey.

“You conversed with the painter?” Elizabeth
asked, upon my entry.

“He’s painting a picture of the atrium.
Perhaps you should offer to purchase it. It is the least you could
do. He’s in need of a new easel and you are kind of responsible for
breaking his.”

“He ran into me,” Elizabeth said.

“I assume Dorsey’s debt is
paid?”

“Yes, quite energetically," she said,
glaring slightly. “He is a good sport.”

“What’s he like?” I asked. I admired the
glimpse I received of the smoothness of his skin. I wanted to run
my hand over his chest to experience the softness for myself.

“Surprising. I figured Dorsey to be a
disappointment, but he was rather fun.”

“You didn’t do anything too shocking?” I
asked. I was concerned a gentleman such as Dorsey would find it
difficult to keep his indiscretion private. He didn’t seem like a
man who would spare a single detail of his encounters.

“Whatever do you mean?”

“You know damn well what I mean,” I snapped.
I was not in the mood for her condescending tone.

Our talking woke Dorsey and shortly he
appeared half-dressed in the doorway. “I do hope you’re not kissing
and telling,” he said, sleepily.

“I’m doing no such thing,” Elizabeth
said.

He kissed her openly on the mouth and with
little concern that I was in the room. I diverted my gaze, giving
the couple as much privacy as the space allowed.

“Amara, did you know our countess is
wickedly delicious? She rivals the most sought after courtesan. I
can hardly imagine possessing a wife with such, how shall I put it
delicately, unusual skills. She won’t reveal, but perhaps you will
humor my curiosity, where did she learn to perform such exquisite
techniques?”

My worst suspicion was realized and I was
appalled that he had the nerve to ask such things.

“Can I presume you are as talented?” he
asked, licking his lip.

Elizabeth patted him playfully on the chest.
“Don’t tease. Amara is a rarity, she is a loyal wife.”

“Tsk, most shameful. Speaking of wives, do
you think the two of you might be able to teach my virgin bride a
thing or two?”

His audacity was shocking.

“Poor child, after what I’ve done to you,
she’ll never be able to please you,” Elizabeth teased.

“There’s a book,” I blurted out, trying to
be helpful. I had no idea why I said it. I guess I was trying to
turn the conversation to a more aesthetic topic.

Elizabeth and Dorsey were surprised.

“Really, a book?” he asked, rather
sincerely.

I was afraid I’d done it now. I had to go
on. “I saw it in the king’s cabinet of curiosities. It’s called
the, 'Art of Love Making;' it’s from the Orient. I could not read
the inscriptions, but the illustrations were explanatory in nature.
Perhaps, it would be useful to a new bride?”

The mention of the book snagged Elizabeth’s
curiosity as well. “What did the pictures show?” she asked,
intrigued.

“Men and women in positions.”

“Naughty girls,” Dorsey chuckled.

I didn’t like the sound of his laugh. It was
suggestive and implied we were harlots masquerading as ladies. His
boyish response made me feel cheap and lowly, and I regretted
mentioning the stupid book. However, he said no more. He took
advantage of the morning meal and promised to call later.
Playfully, he teased Elizabeth about having another evening of
losing at the gaming table. Unquestionably, he was quite fond of
being indebted to Elizabeth and I could tell he was not ready to
cut his losses and move on to his new life. It was evident that he
was not through with her yet. Although, by the coolness in her
voice, I believed she was about finished with him. She'd had her
fun, but he didn't possess enough passion to hold her lasting
interest.

When she was certain he was gone, she
confirmed my assumption. “I’m afraid he is getting the wrong
impression,” she said.

“Intercourse can do that. I take it you’re
getting bored already?”

“He is so easily seduced, so willing.
Suddenly he is less attractive, annoying really. Isn’t that
terrible?”

“Inevitable. Always is,” I answered.

“You know what else is peculiar? The entire
time I was with Dorsey I kept thinking about someone else. It’s
ridiculous really, seeing how I don’t even know the man.”

I could relate. I too had thoughts of
another man while I was with someone else. I was grateful that
Elizabeth was too absorbed with her own revelation to question me
about my evening. I didn’t want to explain. I wouldn’t even know
where to begin.

“It’s that artist, Raphael Petrucci. The man
I saw you talking to this morning in the atrium," she said.

“He is an interesting fellow, but hardly
someone you can be seen accompanying around town,” I said.

“Why can’t I?”

“He is impoverished. You’ll draw
attention.”

“Dorsey is a poor gentleman.”

“Raphael has no title,” I added.

“But artists are exempt, are they not? For
example, King Rudolph surrounds himself with artists lacking riches
and titles.”

“He is a king. No one dares to question the
company he keeps.”

Elizabeth despised it when I discussed
privilege, especially when it played against her argument. No
longer amused, she changed the subject. It was what she did when
she was not getting her way. I let it go for now. I knew when she
was in a better mood she’d broach the topic again.

Later, the chambermaid delivered water for
baths. The warmness relaxed my sore limbs, tiring them into a comfy
heaviness. I had difficulty willing them into a clean gown and I
had even more trouble tolerating the chambermaid dressing my hair.
I did not wish to do anything, but Elizabeth demanded I accompany
her on an urgent errand. Again, I was at the mercy of her personal
desires and I had to obey. Normally I was an obliging companion,
but today I was reluctant. I was bothered and irritable, which made
me rather poor company.

To my surprise, Elizabeth’s urgency involved
scouring the shops of Venice for an easel. She insisted she’d been
hit by an immediate sense of guilt that compelled her to replace
the artist’s tool. I knew differently. It was not guilt that drove
Elizabeth to do anything. The easel was an excuse to meet with
Raphael. She couldn't get him out of her mind, even when she was
with someone else. How could I object? It was not my place, so I
went along like I always do.

After several inquiries we came across a
small dealer of paints and tools just on the outskirts of the
Arsenal, the shipyard housing hundreds of Venetian vessels. At one
time, it took Venetian craftsmen a day to build a great Venetian
ship. As the demand lessened, so did the immediacy to construct.
Now, salt merchants commissioned most of the ships being built in
the Arsenal. The sound of pounding nails into wood echoed from the
walls as well as shouts of fish mongers tossing the day’s catch
into crates being wheeled to market or loaded onto vessels heading
out to sea. Elizabeth bartered with the art dealer and acquired the
easel for a fair price. She also purchased some paints and a new
brush. I did think it was kind that she made the purchase, but
found her true motive unwise. However, I knew she believed the ploy
was clever, even though I thought it transparent. The easel was to
appear as an apology, but the paints and brush were to flaunt
extravagance and wealth. I hoped Raphael’s desperation for supplies
would trump any insult Elizabeth’s boldness might inflict.

Nicholas lagged behind, carrying the art
supplies and easel, while we walked along the canal. I took care to
side step the pigeon droppings covering the cobblestone, while the
fishmongers worked dockside cleaning, wrapping and bundling packs
in crates. Elizabeth rudely commented on the stench. She did not
care for the smell of fish guts littering the ground. However, she
ceased her complaining temporarily when she recognized one of the
men gutting fish. He tore the meat with a silver blade from gill to
tail. It was Raphael Petrucci. He politely acknowledged the
countess with a respectful nod and waited for her to pass before
resuming his craft. I was curious as to what Elizabeth would now
make of the monger moonlighting as an artist. Would the discovery
of his true occupation hinder the fantasy? I supposed he had to
earn a living some way seeing how he'd admitted his paintings were
not selling. After all, Venice was polluted with starving artists
all hoping for a rich noble to save them from hunger. They all
wanted to be sponsored; their passion commissioned and showered
with flattery.

Elizabeth was uncharacteristically quiet
during our return to Leon Bianco. Once inside our chambers Nicholas
retired to his room for an afternoon nap. I desperately wanted to
do the same. I was exhausted. The late night with George was taking
its toll, but I worried my rest would spark an interrogation. So,
for the rest of the day and early into the evening I remained in
the company of Elizabeth. She read verses while I wrote a letter to
Draco. I took special care to create an up tempo correspondence. I
hardly wanted to draw suspicion, but then I realized anything too
upbeat was certainly suspicious. I crumbled the letter and began
again. This time I decided to include a couple of complaints,
details of the Doge’s ball and a brief description of the Arsenal.
Draco would like hearing about the ships. I read it over several
times making certain I excluded everything including Lord Dorsey
and George. I was about to seal the envelope, when I hesitated. I
still hadn’t provided an explanation as to why we traveled to
Venice in the first place. Again, I crumbled the letter and begin
again. This time I carefully plotted my details giving the
invitation to the Doge’s Palace as an excuse for our visit and
season’s activities. I expressed how much I missed Draco and how I
hoped he'd visit soon. I fretted over his safety and often wondered
where his missions took him. Was he far away or only a day’s
journey from where I stayed? Did he look at the same night sky,
wish on the same stars I had or was he preoccupied with devising
plans or worse, finding comfort in the arms of a harem girl? It was
ridiculous to think Draco would do such a thing, then again, was
it? Hadn’t I just bedded his sworn enemy, the man who drove his
cousin to death by drowning? How was it possible to love such a man
after hearing what George had done? To think what this would do to
Draco was unfathomable. He’d never forgive! How could he? I tried
to justify my affair by convincing myself Draco misjudged George.
He did not know him like I did. Although I pitied his poor cousin,
she obviously was young and naive. Perhaps, she was not right in
the head. She did take her own life after all. Pathetic, the entire
exercise in redemption was pathetic! I was a horrible, horrible
woman who did not deserve the love of a single man, let alone
two!

When finished and satisfied, I folded the
letter and sealed the envelope. I placed it on the silver tray
along with the other outgoing posts. I was about to pick up my
sewing, which lay abandoned for weeks on a side chair, when
Elizabeth closed her book and rang the bell.

“I want to go out,” she said to the
maid.

“Shall I change?” I asked.

“Stay with Nicholas. I’ll be back in a
while.”

I was apprehensive. “Where are you going?” I
asked.

Elizabeth fastened her cloak before handing
the art supplies and easel to the guard standing at attention by
the door.

“You’re not really considering? You’d better
take Nicholas. He is the only one who can navigate the streets at
night. You’ll get lost on your own.”

She ignored my suggestion.

“I’m to stay here?” I repeated, in
disbelief.

“Unless you have some place you'd rather
be.” That is all she said before the door shut and she was
gone.

I lit a lantern and went out on the balcony.
The breeze coming off the canal cast a chill. I thought about
Elizabeth’s parting words. Was there a place I'd rather be at the
moment? Perhaps she sensed my dilemma, the strange paradox of my
heart. I heard Nicholas rummaging around inside. Then there was a
knock, and because it was unexpected, the intrusion made me
jumpy.
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