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			Professor Fani

			1921

			«Leave that bottle immediately and listen to me» a very authoritative voice said and then immediately added «we’re almost there!».

			After a quick hesitation the second man, with a less confident voice than the first one, defiantly raised up his gaze and asked: «Why do I always have to be the waiting guy?».

			A quick cast sideways glance immediately convinced him to stop asking. The two men kept rowing, but in full silence.

			They were both prison relics, people ready to do anything, two buddies who had spent part of their detention in the same cell and that’s why they were able to understand each other wonderfully.

			More precisely, all those years of forced cohabitation had led those two shady men to keep each own role within the limits imposed by the harsh law of nature: the strongest ruled and the weakest obeyed.

			The last one to speak, a tall and big man, was blind in one eye and was registered as Juan De Ribera. He had already escaped from prison three times. Once, after having sent up the river, he was even able to strangle the jailer, the head of the penitentiary , escape and finally shot Judge Wilkins in his private home in Baltimore.

			The other one, the duo’s leader, was a man known as don Miguel. His physical appearance was the exact opposite of his mate. He had blue-gray eyes and his gaze was so penetrating that even the very Devil himself, in the event of a face-to-face meeting, would have been embarrassed.

			In the month of April he had been the coordinator of the adventurous escape of a group of prisoners belonging to the death row; all the participants were able to escape from that maximum security prison that was usually given the nickname of “the Tomb” and considered a jewel penitentiary. Nobody knew the past of don Miguel and, to tell the truth, no one dared asking or contradict his orders.

			The canoe travelled down the Mississippi River for another hour in absolute silence: the only sounds that could be heard were, every now and then, those of the birds flying high in the sky. Then, all of sudden, the river became larger and an island appeared in the middle of the waterway: Barataria, the destination of our two outlaws.

			Don Miguel ordered his fellow to stop the canoe a little further ahead, on the river’s right bank, where there was a small clearing of sand and stones.

			Once again he looked at Juan and, as soon as he got his full attention, with a slow and very clear tone of voice, he said: «Now and for the very last time I’m going to tell you what you will have to do as soon as I leave. And be sure to fully follow the plan, otherwise …».

			He waved his hand in midair, and then he added: «First hide the canoe well, then cut some bush branches and use them to cover it. Climb the highest tree you can find and keep watching for my return. If you see anyone coming along the river, make our agreed signal, and if you do not see me back within two hours, take the boat and report the situation to you know who. Did you get it?»

			Juan didn’t answer right away, but he lowered his gaze to the silently flowing river. In a low voice, he started muttering to himself: «Oh yes… what a great fun it will be … I’ll be sitting here twiddling my thumbs all the time … son of a bitch!».

			Just a few second later and… a muffled cry suddenly started filling the air.

			«Ooooouuuuch» and then again «ooooouuuuch, let me gooo» It was Juan who had started screaming. His legs were losing strength and the grip on his neck was getting tighter and tighter, until it almost took all his breath away. «I will dooo whaaatever you waaaant, taaaake the kniiife aaaaway from meee» he begged his mate lifelessly.

			Only then did don Miguel slowly withdraw the switchblade from his cheek and loosen his grip with his other hand. Juan fell to the ground among the wet rocks, making quite a big noise. Not happy enough, Don Miguel kept talking: «What I’m going to do in that house is not you business, ok? I promised you seventy bucks, but if you don’t do what I’ve asked you, forget them. You got that, don’t you? »

			«Yes, of course I did sir!» was Juan’s reply.

			They stood still, staring at each other for a while. Then don Miguel, more or less convinced that the matter had been almost perfectly settled, took his machete, his pistols and set off into the middle of the forest. The final destination was located inside a Benedictine convent, protected by wall. The church with its annexes and a red house were the only two buildings present on the whole island of Barataria.

			To enter the enclosure you had to go through a large gate that was right in front of the pier, where a ferry would dock every day at the same time. The boat was so miserable that it looked more like a raft made by joining together a few beams than a safe means of transport.

			Jack, the boat’s owner, was a black man that carried the burden of his almost fifty springs all on his shoulders. However, his round face and his dark curly hair, still made him seem younger than he really was. His customers, few to tell the truth, when they got on the boat for the very first time, they still used to address him by saying: ehi young man, come on... speed that paddle!

			He never took those words personally, because he was as sweet as a lamb. He simply replied with a little smile that showed a long white streak and then immediately started detaching the tops.

			Jack could count on a long-lasting friendship with the friars living on the island, being grateful for the fact that they had taught him to read and write: they had done it for the mail, as they wanted to be sure it would arrive into the right hands...

			The red house, although owned by the friars, was now inhabited by Giorgio Fani, a professor of Italian origins. Two years earlier, when the building was still abandoned and in terrible conditions, the Prior suddenly received a large amount of money. Four months of feverish work and the building was completely renovated.

			

			A few days after the work was finished Jack, who had been in charge of the good’s transportation, went to the tavern he was used to stop by when wanting to get a drink. In that occasion he told the other clients who were there that, while coming back from his last trip, he had heard some animal noises coming from inside the crates. But since everyone knew how big his imagination were, above all because it had been fuelled by the stories read in the books found in the convent, no one believed him. And his report ended up in laughter and a few pats on his back.

			Don Miguel was carefully moving through the vegetation, trying not to make any noise. Every now and then he would also clear away the undergrowth with his machete. He didn’t know the area well, but he wasn’t afraid, except for the fact of being seen. It was six p.m. and in the distance he could hear the plaintive chants of the friars, gathered for the Night Prayer. The only way to reach the red house was by crossing the convent’s fence: the reason was that on one side it overlooked the garden bordering the convent while, on the other, there was a big cliff overlooking the sea. Climbing was almost impossible or, as a matter of fact, the chance of a fatal fall very high.

			After cutting down a few branches with his machete, don Miguel quickly reached the gate. He crossed the barrier without making any noise and then he started adventuring himself into the garden, agile and silent as a feline. He approached the church: the friars were still praying, as he expected. He walked to the part of the garden in front of the house: there was a large birch tree and he saw a branch reaching one of the house’s windows. He climbed it up deftly, trying to get as close as possible to the window’s frame, then he began peering inside.

			Occasionally he could see a female figure appearing and disappearing from the scene, moving back and forth across the room. She was an elderly woman, with a long, worn face, gesticulating lively and talking animatedly to someone.

			Don Miguel was just a few steps away, enough to catch every single word of the two people’s conversation. His past experience, which also included years spent in Italian prisons, allowed him to understand their language perfectly. And that’s exactly why he had been chosen for that mission.

			

			The male voice was calmer and deeper than the woman’s: he should have belonged to an adult man in his sixties. He was answering calmly but at the same time also ironically to every question the woman would ask him. The scene don Miguel was observing was delicate, but also full of tension, as if behind those words there was something bigger and darker.

			«Very well, very well, Miss. Anyway, I must point out that if you did not insist on wearing out your neurons with those board games you’re so nuts about, perhaps by now you would remember all your duties better!».

			The woman, who was constantly moving around without even looking at him, immediately replied: «Duties…? For your information, my lord, you should remember that a big devotion to Canasta is something well appreciated by people belonging to high society! Furthermore, I would like to remind you, because it seems you have completely forgotten it, that I only play it outside of my working hours! Can you really complain about my duties? Ugh…» the woman said and her words were followed by a spit on the floor … a real one, yes, it was not fake.

			«My young and graceful girl...» the man continued, «it seems to me that you’re the mistress of your free time, isn’t it? However, let’s talk about that Caribbean rum and Cuban cigars, which you have secretly brought with the help of the ferryman… I’ve got the impression that during the day, when you use them, you’re not so alert and well disposed to carry out your duties scrupulously…».

			A short pause followed, during which the two challenged each other with their gazes, staring straight into each other’s eyes. «..well yes, Giorgio, you’re right…» the old housekeeper replied. She was feeling hurt, and that’s why she switched to a decidedly more personal tone.

			The old lady (or, to be precise, we should write Miss, as she was not married), however, had no intention of making a mea culpa speech. She was simply pondering her answer, taking a run-up. In fact, she soon added: «If I hadn’t made a promise to your father, bless his soul, I would not be here! With your bad temper and without my presence, you’d be as alone as an abandoned dog!».

			

			The professor, who like the woman did not want to give up at all, began to speak before she could resume, and, this time, in a tone even more formal than before. «Miss Amelia, I would like to remind you that, when you accepted this job, you were not asked to take any sort of perpetual vows! Furthermore, the “soul” to whom you promptly appealed has now been gone for more than twenty years! Therefore, since I’m the owner and leader of this house, starting from today, I decide that you can consider yourself free! Of course, since I haven’t given you any proper notice, you absolutely must finish the work you’ve already started. You are very late, because everything must be ready by, oh yes … tomorrow morning. And by eight o’ clock, because we are leaving for Italy with the midday ship.»

			But Amelia, who was not moving and was staring at him while standing still, asked him: «Professor, why this sudden departure? I guess it’s connected to the content of the cablegram that you have received from your sister, isn’t it?».

			«Yes Amelia, exactly, you guessed it! We must immediately return to Italy, we will no longer be safe here if we stay. And not only: our departure must be secret, yes, no one has to know it».

			«And who should I speak to? With all the things I have to do I won't even be able to say goodbye to anyone!».

			«Yes, fortunately. But, anyway, be careful. I've been reported that there’s many people in the city that have started asking about me! And this behaviour is a confirmation of what I feel: I think there's a spy among the friars, someone who's been keeping an eye on us both. Have you ever you noticed anything strange?».

			«No, but … what should I have noticed?».

			«Well... some suspicious movement, some strange speech! Anyway, the message also said something else, but I’d rather not talk about this matter now … the fact is that I don’t want to put your life in danger!».

			«My life? Hahaha, is there really someone who cares about my life?».

			«Amelia, stop joking and believe me for once: we’re in danger and it’s better for both of us that no one knows about our departure. We will leave on tiptoe ... is it clear?».

			

			«Ok, and what about Prior Bernardo? Does he know about our departure?».

			«Of course, he was the first one to be informed. He’s the only one that I trust at the moment. Now it’s time to hurry up and get ready. And, of course, don’t forget to bring that object kept in your drawer!».

			«All right, I’ll do it» the old housekeeper replied, even if she was not very convinced.

			Don Miguel had perfectly understood the whole conversation between the man and the woman. He had obtained the requested information and, although his great curiosity concerning the drawer, he decided to immediately go back and report everything to his boss. Moreover, he thought, from now on he would have had a big advantage: he knew the face of that old woman. He came down from the tree and silently went back the way he had come. He found his friend asleep under a big tree: what a piece of shit, he thought. Then, moving slowly and without waking him up, he took the canoe and started paddling.

			An hour later, when Juan opened his eyes, he found a knife stuck in the tree trunk above his head, and a note saying: “Buddy, you know what people use to say in my area: only the early bird gets the worm so… goodbye”. Juan cursed a bit, then he decided to follow the path opened by his predecessor and stopped at the edge of the vegetation: from that point he could see both the convent and the red house. What the hell was so important in that place he thought…

			He was finally completely convinced to act but, all of a sudden, he felt his stomach growl: yes, Don Miguel not only had left him alone but, above all, with no food supplies. Shortly after crossing the little harbour and the convent, he found himself in the red house’s garden. The silence was total, but the darkness not entirely: he could see a light turned on in the attic. He climbed up the branches of a birch tree and reached the balcony then, without any problem, he entered inside the house. On the table, which was already set with the next day's breakfast, there was a note. He read it: "Dear Professor, Miss Donna has heard about our departure and that's why she has sent Jack here. She is kindly asking me to go see her for a last farewell. Don't worry and don't take it personally, everything is ready: I'll see you tomorrow!".

			Juan sat down calmly, he put the gun on the table and looked around, listening carefully to the sounds that might be coming from other places inside the house. Everything was quiet, so he began eating quickly everything that had been prepared for the professor’s breakfast. As soon as he finished, he took the gun back into his hand and moved slowly. He entered each single room, searching them with great attention, one by one, but without finding anything interesting.

			He still had to check the attic, so he went up another flight of stairs and he finally saw him: the professor was there, asleep in an armchair next to his machines, which had remained on. He must have been in the grip of a nightmare, that should have been the reason for his forehead dripping with sweat.

			As soon as the professor opened his eyes, he saw a big man pointing a gun at his temple. And the scoundrel immediately told him: «The treasure… get it out... and without saying a word, or I’ll turn your head into a colander!».

			Giorgio opened the safety box and Juan saw it content: a lot of money, divided into bundles of small bills. Thus he tied the professor to a chair and, after gagging him, he took the all loot and disappeared. He was very satisfied: approximately three hundred dollars. And at that time, in 1921, with those three hundred dollars you could even buy a house!

			Despite the setback, the professor and Amelia were able to board the ship bound for Italy in perfect time.

			«Professor, now that we’re alone, can you explain me once and for all what’s happening?» Amelia asked.

			«Well… I think that guy was just a poor man, someone starving, perhaps a runaway. And I’m saying this given the marks I could see on his arm!».

			«Don't treat me like I were a naive person. I'm worried, I’m very worried indeed! Ok, ok, ... confidences aren't included in my working contract, God forbid. But it's also true that the terms don’t include the fact that I always have to be in a constant state of war!» the governess said.

			The professor was flaunting a thick layer of silence and not even these words seemed to be able to scratch it.

			«Miss, how long have you been working in my family?» Giorgio asked Amelia.

			

			«Well, let me do the math: eighteen years for your father and twenty-four for you. So, despite everything, don’t you think I deserve a higher level of trust and know the reason behind our sudden and quick run away from the red house?».

			«All right, I’ll tell you everything! I guess you’d rather sit down and make yourself comfortable in this armchair, ‘cause it won’t be something short» the man replied.

			After walking around the woman for a while, meditating with his head down to collect his thoughts, the professor finally began speaking.

			«What do you remember about my wedding day?».

			«Well, first of all, your wife Molly... how beautiful she was on that very special day! She wasn't wearing one of those dresses that brides usually wear, or at least in our country. No, hers was ivory and it had something making it sparkle in the sun: it was fantastic! And she was so sweet and calm … I really miss her!».

			«Yes, and how could I blame you? I miss her so much too! That day I felt like every dream could come true. I was beyond happy. And as if that weren't enough, while I was on my honeymoon in Rome, I was told that I had been accepted as a new professor at the Scuola Normale Superiore of Pisa. I even had to return a day earlier than expected to start that new job».

			«Yes, yes, I remember it well too, sir! And I remember you being away from home almost the all week: you would leave on Monday and come back on Friday! Poor Mrs Molly: a newlywed wife already left so alone...».

			«Well, to tell the truth, she wasn't entirely alone; she had you and the other households ... But I should admit it, at that time, I had so many other things on my mind! I was studying a new and interesting substance, whose origin and composition were still unknown».

			My friend Aldo Sagacci and I were convinced it would have been the century’s discovery! It was a secret: only my butler Costantino and Sagacci's young assistant Timoteo were supposed to know about it. But we were feeling spied and that’s why we often had to resort to disguises, coded messages and misdirection: being creative every single time.

			

			When we finally understood the potential of our discovery, well, perhaps only then did the situation seem much more dangerous than expected.

			I no longer felt safe anywhere and I also started feeling worried for my wife Molly, but I couldn't decide exactly what to do. I simply kept living in that state of anguish, until my daughter Elena Elisabetta was born; only then did I decide to stop working on that thing. And I did more: I destroyed all my researches and devoted myself exclusively to teaching. I thought that this decision would have definitively put the matter to rest.

			But I didn’t. I forgot to think about my friend Sagacci: he didn't do the same, he didn't have the heart to do it. Someone went looking for him and beat him to a pulp, until he mentioned my name as well. That's how the greatest tragedy of my life occurred, something I never thought could have happened. Molly's death, contrary to what I always let everyone believe, was not an accident!».

			The professor gasped, then, he kept telling his story. «If I had recounted all the accident’s details, thus expounding my theories, no one would have believed me, and above all, I would have put my entire family in danger.

			I decided to first entrust baby Elena Elisabetta to my sister Epifania, hoping that she would grow up safe being far away from me, and then Sagacci and I started meeting and working regularly. We did secretly and for about four years. Of course, Amelia, you were in the dark concerning this part of life, because I made you believe I had resumed my job at the University of Pisa.

			And that madman who pointed the gun at my head yesterday… oh yes… I recognized him by a tattoo on his neck: a rose... He’s surely a member of an evil organization made up of people with a very ancient form of worship. Unfortunately for me, they are deeply convinced that they can increase their power using my discoveries!».

			He kept silent for a couple of seconds then, with a soft tone of voice, he added: «Amelia, now that I've told you everything, you should do something very important for me...». He put a hand inside his jacket pocket and said «This vial of GEL must be kept absolutely safe, always: you must get it to Dr. Sagacci at all costs, especially if something unpleasant were to happen to me!».

			

			The professor stared at the woman, waiting for a response that never came. He was on the verge of despair, when suddenly Amelia looked up and said «Okay!»

			

		

	
		
			

			2

			Paola’s Past

			1992

			«Mario! Mario... wake up, it's already seven o'clock!» Paola was shouting from the stairwell. «And before I forget… I left you a note on the table. Read it, ‘cause there are urgent things you have to do!»-

			No sound came from upstairs.

			«Mario, can you hear me? Read the note, it's important!»-

			Paola looked at the kitchen clock and thought: I’d rather go. When she opened the door, Pasquale, the family cat, jumped on her ankle, rolling onto his back. «No, I'm sorry, I don't have time to pet you now».

			She quickly walked down the driveway and headed toward the bus stop. As she was walking, she took stock in her head, organizing what had already been done and what still had to be done. That way of scheduling things always gave her a sense of benefit.

			She started thinking: One ... grocery shopping done; two ... the washing machine is running; three ... I've told my sister-in-law about Mario's birthday; four ... I have to be at the notary's office by 2:00 p.m.

			She took the bus that would bring her to work and she was perfectly on time: she had a good job at the local post office.

			In the meanwhile, her home doorbell was ringing, but nobody was answering.

			«Mario, are you there? It's me, Elena!».

			«Yes, I'm coming» Mario replied He went downstairs, opened the door and quickly greeted Elena. Then he started running in order to catch his bike.

			«Stop, I need to talk to you!».

			«Elena, please, I promised Giacomo I'd be there early to explain him the Pauli exclusion principle».

			«Mario, but don’t you realise he's just using you?».

			

			«Hey, and so? What's wrong if I want to help him?».

			Elena didn't answer, so Mario quickly walked away. That day he was taking the Quantum Physics exam, and the number of students attending it had already been reduced to only twenty-five students with the passing of time. Giacomo, surprisingly, was still among them. When they reached the intersection, Elena kissed Mario on the cheek and said «Good luck, my nerd!». The boy replied distractedly, too lost in his own thoughts.

			In the afternoon, when Paola arrived at the notary's office, one of the most prestigious in the city, she found herself immersed in a strange environment: it seemed to belong to another class of people, a world far beyond her means. The walls, covered in dark wood panelling, were reflecting the light of the crystal chandeliers, casting a warm, distant glow. Polished walnut furniture and antique works of art were filling every single corner; the smell of paper, wax, and seasoned wood was totally filling up the air, creating a dreamy atmosphere. As she was climbing the stairs, her heart started beating faster and faster; of course she was trying to remain calm, but unfortunately she couldn't free herself from this thought: why had she been called for a meeting in a place so far away from the world she usually belonged to?

			«Mrs. Fani, how nice to see you!» the notary said, standing up as soon as he saw her entering.

			«Excuse me, there must be a mistake, I didn't...» Paola was quite confused and she was struggling to find the correct words.

			«There’s no need to worry, there's no mistake! I’ve called you to open a very special letter, kept for almost forty years and exclusively for you. You'll see, after reading it, everything will make sense».

			More confused than ever, Paola started looking around, trying to grasp the meaning of that weird situation. In the meanwhile the notary, breaking his usual impassivity, offered her a shot of whiskey. It was a strangely unconventional gesture, as if they had known each other their whole lives...

			«I should tell you that sometimes, when we open a secret document, it's like discovering a message inside a bottle. But there's more: some documents need to be kept secret until the right time».

			

			Then the notary started telling Paola how his father, in 1941, had been called urgently one night to receive a letter from a mysterious woman. The letter now had to be opened. Paola stood up and walked over to the window, trying to imagine the scene.

			The notary continued: «When my father received that woman, there was a silent meeting, a tacit agreement between them. Then he handed me the paper, underlining that it must have been carefully kept. This is the paper we must read now».

			Paola looked at the paper in the notary's hands, knowing she was about to discover something that would change everything.

			On May 15, 1941 Elena Elisabetta Fani deliver to the undersigned, Amilcare Carraio, and to my son Francesco, a letter of extreme importance. This letter is intended solely and exclusively for her daughter Paola, and it must not be disclosed in any way to anyone else. If it were impossible to protect this document, then it must be destroyed before it falls into some wrong hands. This paper must be delivered to her daughter only if one of the following conditions occurs: if she is in danger of death; by my will, if I were still competent to understand; or, finally, upon my death. Until that time, Paola must remain unaware of everything, free to live her own life without knowing anything about her past.

			And then, skipping a few lines, the document continued:

			I, Amilcare Carraio, as a trusted person of the late Giorgio Fani, father of the present Elena Elisabetta, and also as his texecutor, undertake to respect this will and bind my son Francesco to the same, as he will continue to be my heir upon my death. Pacta sunt servanda.

			Signed: Amilcare and Francesco Carraio

			

			The notary took the letter: it was sealed with red wax and had the image of an elephant printed on it.

			«Dear madam...» he said and he was about to continue when he noticed that Paola was no longer listening to him. He approached her with a bit of concern and noticed that the woman was completely confused. Her thoughts, captivated by something far away, slowly brought her back to the present, and in a trembling voice she started murmuring: «Fani? But...?».

			The notary took her hands into his and, while looking at her with compassion, said:

			«Paola, I knew your grandfather Giorgio. He was my father’s best friend. Your mum, your dad, your family... they were all an important part of my life. And finally, here you are, Paola… the last ring of a long chain. Ever since you were a little girl, I've been following you from afar away, in total silence. You are not the daughter of "N.N.", of two unknown parents… no, absolutely not. You belong to one of most important families in our country: the Fani family».

			Paola, speechless, all of sudden, felt that sensation of void been filled with a thousand questions, but she remained silent. Life had treated her harshly, leaving her alone, and now she was faced with a truth she had never imagined.

			After a moment's hesitation, during which the notary tried in vain to speak, Paola stood up, gathered her things, and said goodbye. She went out into the hot July afternoon, determined to discover what was written inside that letter.

			As soon as she got back home, she first made sure all the doors and windows were closed. Then, with trembling hands, she opened the letter and began to read:

			May 15, 1941

			My beloved daughter, if and when you read this letter, first of all I want you to know that I loved you dearly. And even this final act of mine is dictated solely by my love for you. A mother who abandons her own daughter is worthless, you may think, and worthy of no consideration: but please, continue reading this message.

			

			You were born on March 13, 1941, on a clear starry night. Your father was a French soldier whom I cared for and hid in our "Castle": he claimed to love me madly, but then he totally disappeared and I don't even know how to find him. His name was Gerardo; with this letter I leave you a photograph of him, the only one I have.

			Paola lifted the paper with her left hand, while with the other she grabbed the photograph. She examined it carefully: a young man in his early twenties, with blond hair and a neatly styled quiff falling over his forehead. His face had a confident expression, but there was also something unsettling, as if that boy were hiding an inner turmoil. He was wearing the uniform of the French troops. There were no other significant details. Without further ado, Paola resumed reading.

			I'm the last living member of my family, and I don't know how long I'll still be alive. I don't want anything bad happen to you, which is why I've decided to entrust you to the Carmelite nuns. You'll grow up without knowing your origins; no one will know who you really are, and in this way you'll surely be protected from those who had killed my father and my mother.

			Your grandfather Giorgio was a professor and inventor, my mother was English, but she died when I was only four years old. I have vague memories of her, mostly those passed down to me by my father.

			What I've come to understand through this whole sad affair is that my father Giorgio had a secret and he took it with him into the grave. And that's precisely why they're now persecuting me, too. Unfortunately I don't know who these people are: first they came to the "Castle" and searched it from top to bottom, leaving everything in disarray, then they moved on to more explicit methods.

			First, I found my dog dead and slaughtered outside the house’s front door. Then I received threatening letters demanding the location of the treasure. Finally, they totally froze my money: now no one will give me any credit. As a final threat, I’ve recently received a letter stating that they would take you away from me if I don't give them all my father's instruments.

			That's why I've decided that I have no choice but to run away and stage my own death, and yours too. I don't know if I'll live, but you will surely; you will be safe because you will grow up far away from me and one day you will then know the truth. I ask you to be strong and to be very careful about the choices you will make after reading this last letter of mine.

			Your mother, E.E.F.

			P.S. I forgot to tell you that your grandfather Giorgio left me a handkerchief before passing away. Now I’m giving it to you. Goodbye.

			Paola took the handkerchief and carefully examined the embroidery: a red rose. It didn't evoke any kind of special emotion inside her, but lots of questions demanding to be replied. Until an hour earlier, she was sure she had neither had a mother nor a father. She had grown up being an "unlucky", as children raised in convents or orphanages were usually called. Her all childhood was spent inside a school full of rules and duties.

			All her questions, those natural ones for a child, had never been answered. There had been no grandparents, fathers, or mothers to reassure her. She didn’t have a godfather for her First Communion, no one accompanying her to her eighth-grade exams, and no one celebrating her eighteenth birthday. Not only … immediately after she turned 18, the nuns forced her to choose: either entering the convent and taking perpetual vows, or leaving it and looking for a job. She didn’t have to be told twice: just a week later, she was able to find both an apartment and a job, perhaps thanks to the excellent education she'd received.

			The following year, while on vacation, she met a boy called Dino and they got married. A year later they had a baby boy and named him Mario, but the happiness didn't last: the couple separated shortly thereafter. Since then, Paola decided she would have lived only for her son, the only one who had really filled every moment of her life with great joy and love.

			Paola folded the letter, hid it in the dresser drawer, and decided to get a shower, hoping it would have helped her it reflecting more clearly on what had happened. She laid down onto the bed, and quickly fell asleep.

			Two hours later, she heard a familiar voice: «Mom, what are you doing in bed at this hour? Are you sick?».

			«Mmmm... who’s there?» she replied, still half asleep.

			«It's me, Mario!».

			«Mario... I decided to just lay down for a moment to relax and ... well, I guess I’ve slept like a log! But, ehi, tell me about you, how was your exam?».

			«Good, even if, at the very end, the professor jokingly asked me if I wanted to replace him next year...».

			«Come here, give me a kiss, my lovely nerd!».

			«Smack!».

			«Smack... and congratulations, my son! But remember that...»

			«Today is just another day, but who you will become depends on what you do today! You keep telling me that!» Mario concluded.

			«Yeah, you're right... anything else new?».

			«Well, there's one thing... and it's about Elena».

			«Which Elena?» her mother asked with a bit alarmed tone of voice.

			«Mom, come on... don't be kidding, how many 'Elenas' do you know? Anyway, I'd like to ask her if she want to come to my birthday party!».

			«Oh, well… and do you have to ask your mother’s permission?».

			«Well, yes, why not?».

			«Hahaha, Mario you’re so funny… and if that’s the case, ok, then you’ve got my permission!»

			«Mom, you’re really looking weird today! Anyway, now that I’ve got your permission, I can go ask her out».

			«Okay, but be careful, dear».

			«Careful? What’s wrong with you today? Doubly weird, I would say. Anyway, bye, off I go. See you later».

			

			Paola remained still for a moment, trying to reflect on her state of mind. She was afraid. Her son meant everything to her. But on that moment she needed to know more about her own past. What should she have to do? Meeting the notary once again? No, that didn't seem to be a good idea: that old man hadn't told her the whole truth! She had to find out more details and, as it had always happened, she had to make do.

			She thus went to the municipal library and, after some research, she found a text about Giorgio Fani and with a photo of him: blue eyes, a long thin face, a prominent nose... She could see some similarities between herself and her grandfather, yes ... but what struck her most was that Mario was a perfect photocopy of Giorgio.

			She was so impressed by that, and a new thought thus started crossing her mind: «Gosh… it's not only a dream… it’s reality».

			Then she started reading her grandfather’s curriculum vitae...

			Born in Vicenza (Italy) on March 13, 1873

			Died in Bordeaux (France) on May 5, 1930

			Professor Emeritus at the University of Pisa from 1905 to 1929

			Subject Taught: Structure of the Matter

			Son of Ercole (already well-known in the Italian War of Independence), he soon gained recognition for his research in the field of luminescence. He participated in the 1901 Geneva meetings, along with the great fathers of physics active at that time, such as Conrad Röntgen and Nikola Tesla. He also had a long correspondence with the physicist Heinrich Hertz: some of these letters are exhibited at the Science Museum in the town of Pisa.

			Paola, very disappointed by the research, decided to close the book. She hadn't found much useful information, except for a few images of the Fani "Castle", the home family. It was a solid stone building located on a hill and whose origins were dating back to ancient times. Tired and confused, she put the book away and decided to go back home.

			

			Mario hadn't returned yet, and she decided she wouldn't tell what she'd discovered. She changed her dress and crawled under the bed’s covers, hoping sleep would restore her peace.

			Paola's mind was running fast, as if she was doing a race, and soon she found herself inside a dream: she was in the old convent where she had grown up. She was alone, huddled in a corner of the courtyard, near a large wooden door. Every now and then she could see little girls being taken by families, but no one was coming to adopt her. Then, always in the dream, all of a sudden, that door opened: there was a woman who looked like her. She entered the room and asked young Paola to follow her.

			She woke up, worried because of her dream, so she tried to forget it. She got up from her bed, washed her face with cold water and then repeated to herself: “There's time, Paola. The answers will come, don't worry”. And, following her instincts of prudence, she decided to keep everything secret.

			Meanwhile, her son Mario had reached Elena's house. He had rung the doorbell, and a shy maid had let him come inside.

			«Is Miss Elena at home?» he had asked.

			The maid had smiled and replied «Yes, I'll call her right away».

			Mario couldn't help but notice the elegance of the house, the household workers ... the difference between his family and his friend’s one. Elena had never made him feel that social gap, but Mario was always wondering how possible it was that she had fallen in love with him…

			While he was thinking that, an old maid asked him to follow her to a waiting room where, after being offered some tea, he was informed that Mr. Alvise, Elena's father, wanted to talk to him.

			Mr Trissino entered and, after making him a sign meaning that he could remain seated, he started talking: «It's my pleasure to meet you and I hope your mother is doing well. Elena often talks about her too. She's an impulsive girl, I know it, but she’s also very well-mannered. I simply want to ask you if you’re aware of what happened last Monday».

			Mario replied, half smiling «Yes, she told me». Elena, during a hermeneutics class, had interrupted the professor because she didn’t agree on the meaning of the word "vote". According to her, in fact, it should had never been an exclusive domain of men. The discussion had grown heated and ended with the professor asking Elena for a public apology, which she never wanted to express. The headmaster, in order not to lose the long time financial support that Mister Alvise had always granted the university, was forced to take her side.

			Mr. Alvise proudly commented «I see a real Trissino in her strong personality. She’s so different from her brother Enrico, who does nothing but have fun!».

			Mario wasn't sure where Alvise was going to end up with his chat but, luckily, Elena entered inside the room and stopped their conversation. She simply said «Come on, Mario, follow me to the garden!» and Mario, relieved, simply did it.

			The fresh air and the mint perfume coming from the girl’s body started making him feel relaxed.

			«So? You're not saying anything, are you? Did my father cut your tongue?» Elena started joking.

			Mario replied with a quite Sicilian: « Eh mo’?».

			Then, as the girl didn’t have any sort of reaction, he added «Elena, sometimes I don't know who should I be more afraid of … you or your father». They both laughed heartily.

			«By the way, does your mother still use to speak Sicilian?» Mario asked.

			«The dialect from Palermo, to be precise» Elena replied. «But my father doesn't want it, so it's a secret between us women. If only you could hear what we say to each other... Sometimes I think it's more a matter of honour than anything else. But when my father says the South has no future, he starts arguing with my mother, and then it turns out that they don't speak to each other for days».

			And anyway, first lesson, you didn't translate it correctly. Instead of Eh mo’, you should have said nun ti scantari» the girl said while laughing.

			«Ok, but let's leave the dialects aside! Better if you explain me the reason for your visit. Is there something wrong?».

			

			«No, no, everything's fine. I’m here just to invite you to my birthday party on Sunday evening. I hope you'll be there!».

			«Hmm ... maybe... it depends. First of all, can you tell me what kind of party will it be?» the girl asked, enjoying watching him spin like a skewer.

			«Hahaha ... no, it'll be a surprise. Just be to my house by eight, and I'll take care of the rest. Okay?».

			The girl took a moment to reflect.

			«Sound good, as you’re not leaving me any other choice. Ok, I'll gladly take that risk then» Elena replied.
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			The Perpetual Assembly

			1992

			A black mass was taking place deep inside the heart of a Swiss mountain. The entrance to the place was very well hidden from prying eyes: it was in fact located in a high opening, with natural caves and lots of tunnels and galleries. In some parts there were decorations that could be seen both on the ceilings and along the walls, this making people think they should have been inhabited a long time ago.

			The galleries were crisscrossed by numerous tunnels, winding and sometimes equipped with steps located at their highest points. They were used to quickly move from one point to another in that complex network. Each tunnel was marked with symbols and numbers and for anyone trying to venture without knowledge, yes, it looked like a real labyrinth.

			In one of the largest natural cavities, illuminated by artificial lights, a group of about ten people was silently sitting in circle. In the middle, carved into the floor, there was a rose. Those present, all hooded, were waiting for something or someone.

			Then, all of a sudden, that silence was broken: a voice, with no apparent source, began to resonate uniformly inside the cave, as if it were coming from every single corner. Its propagation, due to an echo effect achieved through hidden repeaters, was filling the place with a sense of mystery.

			«Welcome, my faithful friends. I’ve called you for an emergency session because I’ve got some great news to reveal. Times are finally ripe ... soon you will all have access to the absolute good: the highest knowledge!

			Each one of you has been entrusted with a task, which you have carried out with great dedication and expertise. You have worked with commitment, and never since the birth of our order we’ve been so united, ready to fulfil our common destiny».

			

			With the passing of time the voice grew more solemn, and after a brief pause, it began calling those present by name. Each single word seemed to resonate with increasing power.

			«Damide, there’s a big path in front of you. You will no longer have to focus only on alchemy, on those secrets you've been learning over the last years. From now on, turning coal into gold will be just a memory!

			Oppia, extraordinary opportunities are awaiting for you too. Your work on regenerating nanomachines within the human body will be just the beginning!

			Quirinus, you have probed the mysteries of the human mind like no other. The power to manipulate cognitive thought awaits you and, beyond that, the ability to permanently warp human character. With these new types of knowledge, we will be able to shape the world as we never did before!

			Aelia, you will no longer have to sacrifice yourself to support military or general ship actions. Now you will have the power to alter the land’s and, with this, the economic control of planet Earth will finally be ours!

			Taurus, you will remain the Dark Prince and quite soon you’ll have the power to act remotely, from any corner of the world!

			Merula, the perfect time has come to improve the movement of matter inside energy fields. You will be able to achieve what once seemed impossible.

			Cinnio, you will finally be able to create new races, as you have always desired it. Your quest will become reality!

			Decia, with the power of your new knowledge, your financial empire will no longer have borders. Your control will be absolute!

			Vatinius, thanks to your skills, you will be able to increase the number of people addicted to your drinks. Your influence will grow beyond imagination.

			Basel, you will lead a scientific mission to discover new civilizations living beyond our solar system. An enterprise that only you can lead with success.

			Regilla, you will keep transforming yourself, but from now on you will also have a reproduction ability. And, last but not the least, all your abilities will be passed onto those following your footsteps.

			In a short time, we will capture all those who claim to be our friends, but who in reality seek to control us, forcing us to live in the shadows, in suffering, and in death. Yes, you got that right, my dear friends… for us, even death will soon just be a memory!

			I’ve been sending you out into the world for years, in search of what we call Elì. We were very close to achieving it, but Professor Fani’s death and the disappearance of his writings temporary interrupted our progress. However, we did not give up, never. We have kept searching, ready to follow any new clue that might have revealed the location where the scientist had hidden his documents.

			Now I can finally tell you that our tenacity has been rewarded: the great news I want to share with you all is that what we still call the "Castle", Villa Fani, has finally been sold! I'll soon explain you why I think this is an exceptional event.

			Formally, the buyer is the “Materia e Luce Foundation”, the same one that had been showing interest in the property for years. Until yesterday, however, everything was on hold. Without Mister Fani's written will, no one could access the villa. If the sale has now gone through, it means that the lost will has suddenly been rediscovered.

			The idea that someone else can now get the advance before us is unacceptable. We must be the first ones in discovering what happened! I remind you that in 1930, after Fani's death, our enemies were able to search every single corner of the villa, inside and outside before us. And luckily they did not find any clue as to what the professor might have hidden before his death.

			For this reason, I’ve decided that Taurus and Regilla will lead a search party that will bring me fresh news on the matter as quickly as possible. I expect everyone else to cooperate fully with them. Take all necessary precautions and spare no expense: it's time to win! That’s enough for now, I guess. Do what you have to do and I'll call you back when the time comes.»

			All the members were thrilled and satisfied by the words they had just heard from Taurus. He was the eldest member inside their association and he was regarded with a high level of respect. After greeting all his mates, who had removed their hoods and paid him homage, he decided to call Regilla over and whispered her «We’d rather put some guards watching over the Fani Castle. Organize a permanent presence, while I’m trying to figure out who's behind this. But don’t do whatever pops into your mind, okay?».

			Days later, in one of her many homes scattered around Italy, Regilla was having an animated discussion with a man much older than her. She could have been his daughter, at least from the physical appearance. They were both speaking in hushed tones, occasionally turning to stare at a third person, who was sleeping on a cot in the centre of the room.

			«Are you sure no one saw you?» the woman asked.

			«Yes, don't worry. But have you already thought on how you’ll make him talk?».

			«Yes, yes, don't worry, he will talk! And when you’ll bring him back home, he won't remember a single detail».

			The man lying on the examination table suddenly woke up. A man dressed with a green lab coat entered the room, holding a small pair of pliers, similar to those dentists use when they extract teeth. The man on the examination table, frightened, woke up completely.

			«Good morning, Professor Vincenzi» the woman said with a cold smile. «I guess you're wondering where you are... Don't worry, because you'll soon get all the answers. We just need to ask you a few questions. If you cooperate, we'll let you go without touching a single hair on your head, otherwise... ». Then she made a gesture toward the man in the green lab coat and added «Of course we hope it won't be necessary. But if it does, we'll have to resort to something else».

			«Who are you? And what do you want from me? I... I... if anything happens to me, I swear you'll pay it dearly!»,

			«No, no, no, Pietro... this just won't do» Regilla said, casting a meaningful look at the doctor. Then she continued, in a calm but firm voice: «Perhaps we didn't explain ourselves well. We're the ones asking questions, not you. If you tell us everything you know, without making a fuss, and if you're honest, then you'll soon be able to see your loved ones again. You’d rather not make us lose our patience!».

			

			At that moment, the doctor, who had immediately understood Regilla's intention, approached them. And while other man was holding the professor’s mouth open, she inserted the forceps to grasp a premolar.

			«Mmm-mmm-mmm, he-e-e-l-p...» the unfortunate man tried to shout, but the words only half came out, as he couldn't move his tongue. They loosened their grip briefly to see if he was ready to cooperate, but he kept fighting with all his strength, struggling to free himself from the bonds that were holding him down.

			«Are you crazy? Who are you? What do you want from me? Let me go!».

			The woman laughed heartily, visibly amused by his torment. «Professor... we just want to know how your foundation has been able to become the owner of Villa Fani. We know you’re the foundation’s leader too so … pay close attention on how you’re answering; we don't have time to waste».

			Pietro thus started looking around and rolling his eyes three hundred and sixty degrees: he wanted to figure out who he was dealing with. If he told the truth, would he get out alive? Would those people keep their promise? After a few seconds of reflection, he decided it would be worth to tell everything he knew: after all, he had nothing to hide, and once he got home, he would inform the right people.

			So he lowered his gaze and said «I don't know much, and I’ve got no secrets to keep. So I'll tell you everything I know!».

			Ok, that was a good start..: «I received a subpoena from the prefect, Dr. Felice Stalimbergo. Last Friday, when I went to see him, he told me they had finally opened the will of the villa’s former owner. The document explicitly stated the owner’s desire to give the entire property to our foundation. That's it...». were the president’s words. He first looked at the people who were with him, then he looked around: no one seemed satisfied, especially the woman ... he had omitted the former owner's name!

			«But haven't you ever wondered why the will had become public only many years after the professor's death?» Regilla asked, obviously with a pressing tone of voice.

			«I’ve got no idea, especially since there are no living relatives., as everyone knows. And then, not even the professor's studies ... they’ve totally disappeared, swallowed up into thin air. This donation was a real surprise for us, believe me!» professor Pietro replied.

			«And then, what did the prefect tell you?» the woman asked again.

			«Do you mean Stalimbergo? Oh well, he told me they still had to do a land registry check concerning the property, a bureaucratic thing he said. Then, once that will be done, with a few signatures, the villa will effectively become the foundation's property, and we will finally move into the building. He didn't add anything else and simply greeted me goodbye».

			«The papers... did you sign them or not yet?» the woman added.

			«Not yet, apparently I should receive them in the next few days» the professor, visibly discouraged, replied.

			Regilla and Taurus left him and reached an adjacent room, where they began to argue quietly.

			«This man knows nothing and I think there's no point in continuing the interrogation» was Taurus’ comment.

			«What about cursing him? In this way he will remain our faithful servant forever» the woman replied.

			«No, I don’t agree with you. You know the price. He won’t be the same again, and of course that will surely arise suspicion. Besides, we've been warned to be cautious; we must proceed as originally agreed.»

			«All right, you take care of him...» the woman replied.

			They got back to check on their hostage.

			«Ok, professor Vincenzi, we're done. You've been cooperative, and so, as promised, we're releasing you now. And of course … you've never seen us and you will never tell anyone about this meeting».

			«Do you mean you're really letting me go?... Oooouch!».

			The professor, exhausted, collapsed to the ground and everything around him went dark. They loaded him into a car like a sack of potatoes, then they drove him to a park near his house, and finally left him lying on a bench.

			The next morning, when he opened his eyes, he could remember nothing. He was holding his hand on his right shoulder, where, in addition to the pain, there was a small bump around a small hole. He saw passersby waving at him and saying "Good morning, Professor" and others simply nodding. Professor... ok, he was a professor, he remembered that but… which subject was he teaching exactly?

			That same evening, right after dropping the professor off into the park, Taurus went to get the Prefect and picked him up from a gala dinner. It was very easy to add a bit of powder into his drink, wait for him to have some stomach cramps, and then kidnap him from the bathroom without anyone noticing. This time, however, he had to do everything on his own and there was no time for questioning. He decided to curse him immediately and he couldn't fail! But every cursed person had then to be eliminated, because that was the rule. Theoretically, the process could be reversed, but they hadn't yet discovered how. Who knows, maybe in the future...

			Taurus reached a parked car, not far from the abduction site. and started repeating a very well know “formula”: «Emendi aurrera esango dizudan guztia egingo duzu...».

			All of a sudden, a long, strange trunk appeared on the cursed man, slowly absorbing itself first along the neck, then into the stomach, and finally disappearing completely inside the man’s belly. The poor prefect, who until a moment before had seemed to be asleep, suddenly opened his eyes wide: they were completely red, a sign that the curse had taken effect.

			«Good» Taurus said to himself as he was preparing to issue his commands as if he were giving a lecture. Stalimbergo was keeping his gaze fixed ahead, while the man beside him started speaking softly, using a series of incomprehensible words. The interrogation lasted several minutes.

			«You understood everything correctly, didn’t you? Repeat...».

			«From now on, I will answer only to you, Grand Master. I will be part of the team designated to enter Villa Fani. But first, I must provide you with copies of all the documents I received regarding the building’s transfer. Furthermore, during the inspection, all letters found and bearing Fani's signature must be secretly removed and immediately placed in your possession. I will also make copies of each single door’s key and will secretly install all the audio monitors you will be giving me. I will not mention your presence to anyone, and I will not explain my behaviour, not even when questioned by a superior. We will meet here, just you and I, every evening, at this time and in this place: that’s when I’ll report you everything and receive new orders. Under no other circumstances and for no reason must I seek you out.».

			«Good. I think that's fine. Now you can go!» were Taurus’ words.

			Like a robot, the prefect got out of the car and went back to his gala dinner, apologizing to those present for his absence, which he attributed to a stomach ache that had luckily ended. Later that evening he finally got back home and something strange happened: all of a sudden, he was caught by a deep desire of making sex with his wife, Carla. And all night long, something he hadn't done in a long time.

			When Carla woke up the next morning, her husband was no longer with her. After entering the kitchen, she found a note on the table saying «I'm at work.»

			Well, she thought, we've finally gone back in time!. Years ago, in fact, since he had received his first assignment as Deputy Vice Prefect, and about twenty years had passed since then, her husband had radically changed his lifestyle. Family was no longer his priority, and his working hours were no longer regular.

			For a while, in the evenings, Carla had continued to wait for him with dinner ready, hoping to share together at least that moment of the day. But after repeated waits, she had come to terms with it. This, combined with the fact that they were having no children, made her deeply sad. She had remained by her husband's side like a shadow, always ready and available to his every single request, blindly obeying, as a person would do with an employment contract.

			Eventually, she had realized that this wasn't love. And even though at first it seemed like it, now she knew it for certain: no, it wasn't.

			And yet, despite everything, she had decided not to ask for divorce.

			Among her most hidden desires was that one day, sooner or later, he would admit his guilt and apologize for what he had been doing. That day, if it had ever came, she would have happily abandoned him, not out of revenge, but out of self-love.
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			Amelia’s Kidnapping

			1921

			After a year, I returned to the Fani home, and within those walls I had always known, I, Giorgio Fani, rediscovered my role as head of the family. My people were there, faithful and supportive, and for a moment, I finally felt safe. But there was no time for indulgence: I had to react, regain my strength, and plan every move, counting on the support of all those people who were loyal to me.

			The first to celebrate my return was Tosca, my Irish setter. She never stopped barking and circling around me, until she adamantly decided she would have crossed the door’s threshold exactly by my side.

			Costantino, my butler, was waiting for me near the villa’s front steps. I quickly greeted him and told him to notify the entire staff that I would have liked them all gathered in the living room in a ten minutes’ time. I quickly washed my face and then mentally rehearsed the words of the speech I intended to make. I wouldn't go into detail about what had happened, nor would I told them I was very scared. I considered them part of my family, of course, and I needed to explain the situation and give them instructions.

			I thus entered the living room, where I was greeted with a warm welcome. Everyone was there: Costantino, Nestore the stableman and house guardian, Martino the gardener, Anita the maid, and Giovanna the cook.

			«My dears, I'm truly happy to see you again, and I hope you're all well. It's been a long and difficult year for me and it has reached its climax unfortunately, with the very adverse events that had been taking place in last few days. I’m sorry, but I’ve got some bad news to report you: Amelia is missing and we think she's been kidnapped!».

			A murmur immediately spread among the all house staff. The cook, as soon as she heard the word "kidnapped", abruptly sat down. The stableman began to confabulate intensely with the gardener, and after a moment they both turned to me with faces demanding explanation. The maid, however, remained motionless, almost hypnotized.

			On that moment it came up to my mind that I'd felt the same sense of bewilderment when the ship’s captain had reported me the news. The poor man had had the ship searched from top to bottom, finding nothing relevant. I was then told they had found a couple of traces concerning Amelia that, unfortunately, were suggesting the worst.

			I breathed, then I started speaking again: «I imagine you're all asking 'why?' You all know Amelia: she would never hurt a fly! The police thinks it’s a just a mere question of money, but I personally don’t agree. I believe her kidnappers want something more, something that has to do with me, something they could use for their criminal activities. That's why I've decided not to give in to any blackmail and not even to immediately counterattack. Obviously, that's easier said than done. The situation is still very delicate: Amelia's life is at stake. The officers in charge of the investigation will soon be here and the coming days will be full of turmoil. That’s what I’ve decided: you’re all free to choose whether to stay or leave. No one will be fired. You can even take a break, if you wish. However, I’m now  asking you to keep everything secret because I guess there’s someone, maybe even in town, who is spying on us. Make up your mind. I’ll give you an hour to decide, then please let me know. Those deciding to leave will have their wages paid immediately; those wishing to stay will have my personal thanks».

			Everyone lowered their heads in reflection. After a couple of seconds of hesitation, only Nestore spoke up: «Excuse me sir for my impertinence. I would simply like to know this: if I decide to stay, will I still be able to attend the club during the evening for my usual game of tressette?».

			It took me a moment before answering. The question was pertinent, and after all, if we wanted to face those difficult times together, we needed to be united, like a true family.

			«I can't tell you now if it will be risky or not. It’s up to you to decide but, as I've already told you, there will be a constant flow of police coming to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

		

	
OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
- Matteo Stefani

FANI








