

[image: ]




[image: ]




Dedication

To Heidi, Charlie, and newcomer Isaac Mills, beginning their own adventures





Epigraph

There is no such thing as accident; it is fate misnamed.

 

—NAPOLEON BONAPARTE
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Chapter 1

It is remarkably convenient to be dead.

As I studied my opponents at a Venetian casino, I marveled at the advantages of my temporary demise. One’s debts and obligations disappear. Projects can remain unfinished. Enemies are permanently avoided. Failures are forgotten. Even people with nothing good to say while you are alive might spare a word of sympathy at your passing.

If you are Ethan Gage, the American sharpshooter, savant of electricity, treasure hunter, spy, diplomat, and mercenary, this is all to the good.

So I enjoyed my decision to stay missing after narrowly surviving the epic naval battle of Trafalgar. I traded the problems of Gage for temporary reinvention as Hieronymus Franklin, a distant cousin of the famed American philosopher Benjamin Franklin. I’d fled the battle’s aftermath in a captain’s boat cut loose from the sinking Bucentaure, been storm-pushed through Gibraltar, sold the gig for passage on a swift ship on its way to Venice, made an end run round Napoleon’s empire by sea, and arrived at the most beautiful, corrupt, decaying, polluted, and elegant city on earth.

I had died and gone to gambler’s heaven.

“I’m a confidant of President Jefferson and scholar of civilization who hopes to combine republican virtue with your venerable wisdom,” I said when introducing myself to every well-dressed notable I encountered after stepping ashore, since I needed invitations to dances and card games. “The whole world can benefit from Venetian industry.” Never mind that Venice hadn’t been industrious for two hundred years: if you wish to be believed, flatter.

The fact that I’d actually been a young protégé of the late Franklin helped me cheerfully lie about him, and myself. I was aided by the Venetian habit of wearing disguises at carnivals and casinos. Since medieval times, the anonymity of the mask has meant freedom for nobles hobbled by rank and protocol. They can gamble, flirt, test outrageous ideas, negotiate agreements, and debate. Liaisons can be arranged, dance partners traded, courtesans hired, bribes taken, and class lines crossed.

I purchased an eye mask of foppish silver filigree worn under a purple tricorne hat, with golden breeches and embroidered waistcoat better suited to the recently passed eighteenth century than to early November of 1805. My cape was midnight blue, its lining white silk, and its piping gold. In short, I looked ridiculous, but safely disguised as a fool.

My missing wife has fondly called me the Fool, the madman of the tarot deck, in search of experience and crazed wisdom. She’d have laughed and called me dressed for the part, and I miss her desperately. Now I had to win enough money to find her. My costume and a stake in our games had consumed the twenty gold guineas I’d been paid by English spymaster Sir Sidney Smith, plus the remainder of what I’d earned from selling the stolen captain’s gig and posing as a physician during my passage.

Hieronymus Franklin, professor of medicine. Yes, I’d pretended to be a doctor who “cured” the seasickness of a Hapsburg countess and her lady-in-waiting by mixing a tincture of sugar, rum, and poppy seeds I’d bought from a Moroccan spice peddler in Gibraltar. The opium eased my own aches after battle. I advised my patients to rest amidships for a minimum of two days and talked importantly of phlegm, bile, and the four humours. It didn’t hurt that I shamelessly flirted with a lady of too little chin and too much nose, remembering Franklin’s advice that the plain are more grateful for attention than the pretty. I clasped hands, stroked forehead, and made a bawdy joke or two while the drug did its work.

Like any medical expert, I took full credit when the pair awoke with their sea legs, and I suggested they someday visit my clinic in Boston, which doesn’t exist. God heals, and the doctor takes the fee, my mentor Benjamin Franklin observed.

Such enterprise padded my purse, but I needed more money to complete my quest. Almost a year before, I’d been separated from my wife and son at Napoleon’s coronation at Notre Dame, they fleeing east as I fled west. My enemy Catherine Marceau wrote shortly before Trafalgar that my wife was captive in Bohemia and in danger of being burned as a witch. Confined with Astiza was my four-year-old son, Horus, or Harry.

Almost as alarming was wicked Catherine’s proposal that we ally. The pretty spy had tried to woo me a couple of times in my family’s apartment in Paris. Couldn’t blame the woman, given my dash, but she was persistent as a pox. Rather than get tangled with that seductress and her plotters in France, I’d flanked Napoleon’s empire.

All I needed was enough money to hurry on to Vienna and Prague. In the meantime I’d avoid uncomfortable questions about my job as spy and peripatetic diplomat by letting Ethan Gage temporarily rest at the bottom of the Atlantic.

I said not a word about the naval battle, since I’d outsailed official news of it, deferring instead to card players hundreds of miles from any real information. Ignorance always fortifies certainty.

“This time Bonaparte is finished,” prophesied a red-masked opponent across the table from me. Lord Frederick Ramsey was a seedy English aristocrat who avoided London creditors by gambling away the last of his fortune in a foreign place. “There are half a million soldiers arrayed against him, he will recklessly advance too far, and Emperors Francis and Alexander will hand him his usurper head. And with that, my friends, the world will return to normal.”

“Normal” meant England triumphant and royalism secure. That country had succeeded in assembling a Third Coalition that enlisted Austria and Russia against France’s new emperor. Napoleon had been forced to abandon his plans to invade Britain and was marching east to meet this new threat.

I studied my cards, decorated with the Italian suits of wands, cups, swords, and coins, and reflected on my life. In the previous two years I’d spied for both Britain and France, lost my savings, let Catherine make a fool of me, and misplaced my family. I’ve achieved more notoriety than fame, and accumulated more experience than money. Now I pondered my purpose. Armies tramp, fleets thunder, and new aristocracies of strivers swirl to the waltz while Bonaparte broods in one corner, looking at his watch.

My savant friends take the long view. The earth is indescribably old, scientists inform me, and we are gnats in the gusts of time. These intellectuals live for knowledge, the only achievement they deem eternal.

My less learned companions, such as adventurers Pierre, Jubal, and Ned, think great men waste today to pursue tomorrow. They let the future go hang.

My women have a different strategy yet, living for love, children, and home. Their immortality is their descendants.

I share all these goals and another as well, my own cantankerous freedom. However life is judged, I want to be responsible for it and yet unfettered. So I married a priestess, sired an adventurous little boy, and when I steered the Gibraltar storm and asked myself what I desired most, it was for us to live independently and stop chasing the fool’s gold of fame.

However, it takes real gold to make anything happen in today’s violent world. I needed an oracle to give me answers, and Astiza was on a quest to find a mechanical one built in medieval times. This was the Brazen Head, constructed by Albertus Magnus and reputed to foretell the future. Some said Saint Thomas Aquinas had destroyed the automaton as evil. Others said the mystic Christian Rosenkreutz had spirited it away to a hiding place in Bohemia.

The future! Any king would rejoice at such advantage. Or would he go mad from foreseeing the inevitable tragedies that await us all?

I shifted uncomfortably in my casino chair, its legs carved like griffins and its back topped by the wings of the falcon god Horus. The hilt of a mysterious broken sword I’d been given by Talleyrand was uncomfortably tied to the small of my back, because he’d claimed it might prove a clue to finding the Brazen Head. When I rubbed my itch like a bear, the others thought I was fidgeting, and I was counting on their overconfidence. I needed a thousand Venetian sequins to find my family.

“Is something causing you discomfort, Franklin?” Ramsey boomed.

I smiled wanly. “Only a little indigestion.”

“Damned foreign fare. Travel exacts its indignities.”

“Not enough fruit at sea.”

“Do my best thinking on the privy!” He laughed.

The women redirected the conversation. “You give the Corsican so little military credit, Lord Ramsey?” asked the self-described Marchesa Antonia Rinaldi, the curving feathers of her mask adding to the high plumage of her hair. Venetians love to dress up.

Whether Antonia was really a marchesa we’d no idea, but it was charity to call her one, since time had roughened her beauty. She still had an imposing bosom and corseted waist, and in dim candlelight the years faded away. A half mask allowed her to display wide lips and liberally sample the casino’s prosecco and cognac. The thrice-widowed marchesa usually found a man to go home with, and thus paid more attention to Ramsey’s opinions than he might otherwise get.

“Napoleon is a lucky general, but he hasn’t faced the full might of the Austrian and Russian nobility,” the Brit said. “The French army draws its leadership from the mob and its manipulators. The aristocrats of the Continent ride into battle with five hundred years of breeding.” He that speaks much is much mistaken, Franklin taught.

The marchesa nodded, however, since agreement is always seductive to a man. I avoided comment, lest I resurrect Ethan Gage too early. Despite my good heart, I’ve accumulated a ball and chain of enemies.

Certainly the strategic situation was complex. The French marshal Masséna was marching toward Venice as we spoke, while Austria’s Archduke Charles maneuvered to block him. The British were organizing expeditionary forces at Naples in the south and Hanover in the north. The Russians were marching west to join the Austrians. The allegiance of the Bavarians was uncertain.

My battlefield was considerably smaller. I couldn’t afford the stakes at Palazzo Vendramin Calergi, with its Murano glass chandeliers, silk wallpaper, and fireplaces as ornate as altars. The venerable and fraying Casino dei Nobili fit the purse of down-at-heel aristocrats, of which Venice had a surplus since Napoleon ended their thousand-year republic in 1797. The carpets were stained, the dusty chandeliers were trimmed of a third of their candles, and the floors pitched from the mansion’s settlement into the lagoon. Age-spotted mirrors reflected dim light, felt cloths hid chipped tables, and powdered wigs topped clumsy servants. The players were greedy as bankers and rootless as gypsies. Our hands had the gambler’s twitch, and risk was our refuge. The drapes were heavy, the clocks stilled, and the stacks of Venetian sequins, British guineas, Spanish doubloons, fresh new napoleons, and German talers were thick with golden light.

Our bravado fit the city. Venice had passed from French rule back to Austrian, and was so thoroughly looted in the process that all it had left was atmosphere. This it retained in abundance. The houses and churches shimmered above the lagoon like jewelry on a lacquered table, their baroque decorations a frozen music. Rascals and strumpets from a dozen nations rode gondolas like plumed birds, dressed for display while scrounging for opportunity.

Napoleon had bullied the city into surrender eight years before, threatening to be “an Attila to the state of Venice.” The invading French troops had erected a Tree of Liberty in Piazza San Marco, ordered the Jews released from their ghetto, and hung revolutionary banners between old Roman columns. They also levied an indemnity of three million livres, three ships of the line, twenty paintings, five hundred manuscripts, and thousands of diamonds, rubies, sapphires, pearls, and amethysts, all pried from the gold and silver settings in the Treasury of St. Mark’s. Then, thinking better of it, they took the settings, too. Napoleon made war pay for itself.

Now war had erupted again, and I turned to my skills as a gambler in the particularly risky game of brelan, matching the city’s mood. The languor of Venice, its decay of mold and peeling paint, its wines and campo suppers, and its nightly concerts all emphasize the brevity and beauty of life and the need to take chances. Travelers come to risk love, the love pox, commerce, and wagers, because existence is precarious and time fleeting.

I must turn this to my favor.

Thus far, I’d had a minor triumph in biribi, a game of pure chance similar to roulette in France. The player bets on one of thirty-six figures placed like chessmen on a sumptuous cloth. The figures were painted to resemble the war’s generals. To curry favor, I resisted the temptation to bet on Napoleon, who I knew was the best of the lot, and wagered instead on Austria’s Archduke Charles. I electrified my audience (I am a Franklin man, have generated sparks at parties, and enjoy the fashionable metaphor) by luckily selecting the ball representing Charles from a leather bag. I thus won thirty-two times my wager.

I pocketed half my 320 sequins and left the rest on the table, in the remote chance that the next player might pluck Charles again, making me a fortune. Alas, pulled from the bag was General Mack, who commanded in Bavaria. So I lost that bet and turned with the rest of my winnings to brelan.

This is a game dependent on one’s ability to judge an opponent’s character. A “brelan” is a triplet in a game of thirty-two cards. What makes the match intriguing is that the player with the highest card can take all the cards in that suit, winning decisively if he captures many, or still losing if few cards of that suit have been dealt.

The dealer also turns a final card, called la retourne, claimed by the player holding a brelan or the highest card in the retourne’s suit.

The skill is reading opponents to know when to bluff and when to fold. The luck is the cards dealt.

Lord Ramsey and the countess were drunk enough to be impulsive. Across from me was the younger and watchful Countess Nahir de Lusignan, a beauty with Astiza’s dusky sculpture. She even claimed to have been born in Alexandria, where I’d captured my bride. Nahir’s golden mask was trimmed to reveal attractive cheekbones, her lips were gilded, and her black hair was a complicated macramé that fell down her back. We had met at a dance when I entered the city two days before, and playing her was a dance as well.

Our fifth player was Baron Wolfgang Richter, a professional gambler of intimidating reputation as cardsharp and swordsman. He didn’t drink at all, because his mouth was hidden behind a full face mask the color of bleached bone, painted with a devilish black grin. When Richter shuffled, the staccato of cards was quick as rasping an ivory comb. He’d be my cleverest rival, I judged, and like any fierce competitor, he sought to dent my own confidence. His Apollo’s head of curly, sand-colored hair suggested youth, but there was something aged and anxious in the tension of his shoulder muscles. He was a man of mysterious torment, the whispers went. His masked eyes moved as quickly as a bird’s, their color the dark of a gun barrel. Then they settled on me.

“Welcome, Monsieur Franklin. I hope you can afford to lose.”





Chapter 2

I understand you’re Bohemian, Wolfgang.”

“My friends call me Wolf, Monsieur Franklin. Prussian on my father’s side and Czech on my mother’s.” As was the custom of the higher classes in Europe, we were speaking French, the universal language of travel. “But people of our sort are really men of the world, are we not?”

“I’ve crossed the Atlantic several times.” Best to remain vague.

“The truly sophisticated person is stateless,” said the marchesa. “I’ve danced in St. Petersburg and worshipped in Madrid.”

“And which did you find more satisfying?” Lord Ramsey asked.

“Drinking champagne in Strasbourg and bedding a Polish lancer in Berlin.” She brayed, leaning forward to give him a good view.

“Did you have a role in your famous relative’s experiments?” Richter asked me. “Franklin was Prometheus, was he not? Lightning from heaven?”

Clever as the devil, I’d judge, though by the time I served Ben, he napped, farted, and recycled tiresome stories like any old man. “No. His genius didn’t extend to my bloodline.”

“Yet you’re a traveler on an intellectual mission?” The baron cocked his head slightly. The full mask must be stifling. “To bring Old World wisdom to the New? What do you wish to look at?”

“Ruins, I think. We’ve little history in the United States. I understand there are glorious castles in Bohemia. Dungeons and prisons, too.”

“In decay.” Richter gave a dismissive wave. “Prague itself is a beautiful city, however, and scholarly.” His dark eyes studied me as if I were a specimen. “Old books, dusty relics, medieval secrets. Narrow alleys and secret rooms.”

“Hadn’t thought of going there,” I said, lying. Could Richter be of help on my quest? Dangerous men have uses. I wished I could see his face.

“And you’re an electrician like your famed relative?” Nahir asked.

“A dabbler.” I liked the excuse to turn and look at her. “I experiment.”

“And what do you seek, scholar?” She gave me a promotion I decided to accept.

“Beauty.”

The marchesa snorted.

“I do research myself,” Richter said. “Civilization has forgotten half what it once knew. We can relearn secrets from the ancient past.”

“Boatloads of books go to your Ca’ Rezzonico,” Ramsey put in. “Old histories full of legend and speculation, I hear. It’s an imposing address, Baron. And a big one.”

“I’m merely renting. And I have the leisure to read.”

“You travel alone, Monsieur Franklin?” Nahir persisted. I’m wary when strangers are too inquisitive. And susceptible when they’re too pretty.

“Temporarily.”

“Intriguing to meet an American in Venice in time of war,” Richter went on. “But then I’ve heard stories of Americans caught up in European affairs. Spies, diplomats, and soldiers of fortune, scattered from Moscow to Paris. Some are dashing, others disloyal. They flit to conspiracies like moths to flames.“

“I can’t imagine they’re very effective.” By Thor’s hammer, had this gambler somehow heard of the rascal Ethan Gage? I’m at the dimmest edge of notoriety, but he could have heard my name at gambling tables, as I’d heard of his. “We Americans are rustics when it comes to European politics. And your allegiance, Baron?” Too many questions to me, so I’d volley to him.

“To live life to the fullest, by enriching myself on the follies of my companions.” His fingers spat cards like seeds.

“You wish the world to be normal, Lord Ramsey?” Nahir said, referring to his earlier comment. “Whatever for?”

“So that every man know his place, and all the bloody head chopping and church sacking and mob fighting of the past fifteen years finally stop. When radicals rise, it means chaos. Is that not so, Baron Richter?”

“It means opportunity, my lord, which is why I’m less certain than you that Bonaparte will lose. The Corsican has risen to become emperor of the French, so I see no reason why he cannot become emperor of us all, if we’re not careful.”

“Absurd. His marshals are tradesmen and smugglers. His foreign minister is a fallen bishop. His wife is a whore.”

“Ante,” Nahir reminded.

There was a steady clink of metal.

Ramsey addressed me. “I suppose, Franklin, that you believe in mob democracy, given your American heritage.”

“We prefer to call them citizens,” I replied. “If wars were won by hereditary rank, we wouldn’t have won independence from England. Nor would Napoleon have won the 1797 and 1800 campaigns here in Italy.”

“Touché,” said Nahir.

“Those were skirmishes,” Ramsey countered, “and my point is the courage and character that comes from birth and training. You see it on the stud farm, and you see it on the battlefield. The Austrians and Russians have entire brigades of counts and princes.”

“I have a female acquaintance that preaches much as you do,” I said, thinking of Catherine Marceau and her treacheries. “However, she prefers a winner and has joined Bonaparte.”

“If the Prussians join us, Bonaparte is finished.”

“You may pick up your hand,” Nahir said. Her masked eyes regarded me over the fan of her cards. Damnation, how she reminded me of Astiza! I hadn’t had wifely company for nearly a year, meaning my heart ached with loneliness and another organ stirred from temptation. I straightened instinctively, even while ordering my body to behave itself. “Prussia has not joined,” she added.

“They’re stalling to pick the winner,” Richter said. “They lust for Hanover, and can get it from either the French or British.”

“And you’re stalling, too, Wolf?” the marchesa asked impatiently, gesturing to the pot in the middle of the table.

“Ten more sequins.”

My hand was weak, so I folded. I matched the bets of the next hand and lost anyway, and folded again on a third. I was down to thirty-five sequins. Ruinous, as I’ve said.

But I’d learned that Ramsey trusted capricious luck, Nahir was cautious, the marchesa pursed her lips slightly when she received high cards, and Richter was competitive to a fault. The deal passed to him.

“It’s not your night, American.”

“The game can turn on a card.”

He dealt me three, of which the highest was a ten. I tried to catch him cheating. He tilted his mask as if to taunt, fingers hummingbird fast. His skill was the barrier between my wife and me, so I set up my bluff.

I bet with deliberate abandon, the others viewed me warily, and they laughed when I took a modest pot with my ten.

“Well played, Yankee Doodle!” Ramsey boomed.

Now I had some breathing room.

The baron’s voice was even. “Can we double the ante?” His mask fixed on me. “I like to play until I’m rich or bankrupt.”

“I prefer to stop when I’m rich.”

The laugh had an edge. Each hand was a battle in a greater game of war. I bluffed with a triplet.

Even though my hand was strong, I allowed a blink when I viewed it, so quick that I couldn’t be certain anyone saw it. A finger trembled until I willed it still. I shifted, almost imperceptibly. The others kept their heads down, masks shielding, but we were all studying one another. They were hounds with a scent, gauging American impetuosity, and when I bet big, they followed to crush me.

I was Alexander, I was Hannibal, I was Caesar. When the sequins were a shoal, I revealed my three of a kind, pounced on la retourne, raided for my suit of coins, and swept in my winnings like a pirate. Ramsey managed a dismayed laugh, the marchesa moaned, and the baron conceded a nod of respect. Nahir studied me with her great dark eyes through a visor of gold with silk headdress like a turban, lips parting just enough to give me a glimpse of teeth and tongue.

Still not enough. Besides, I didn’t want to just beat Richter, I wanted to crush him. Any conceit challenges my own.

So I lost the next hand, folded on two more, and lost yet again. It was the darkest time of night, my family as distant as stars. I was still laying my trap while trying to avoid the snares of the others. I deliberately gambled away half my winnings, Richter recovered his loss, and the other three won enough to keep them in the game. There were shouts of consternation and sharp laughter. Brelan is as capricious as life.

“We’re evenly matched,” Richter commented, more generously than he had to. “You’ve the skill of a Florentine banker, Mr. Franklin. I hope not the ruthlessness.”

“Never been to Florence.”

“London? Paris?”

I was tiring of his persistent curiosity. “Yes.”

“For business?”

“Opportunities.”

“Do you know the French emperor? I hear he’s a useful patron.”

“Certainly not,” I said, lying again. “A minister here or there. Tedious trade matters, mostly. Talleyrand and the like.”

“The grand chamberlain! The lame bishop is one of the most powerful men in Europe. If there is one thing the French foreign minister is not, it is tedious.”

“But ghastly,” said the marchesa.

“As is the Corsican,” Lord Ramsey put in.

Talleyrand’s odd stub of a sword dug into my back again, reminding me of the need to end this interrogation. I’d tentatively joined the foreign minister’s cause, and then fled with his cloak. I’ll send cutthroats in competition, he’d warned.

I upped the ante, raised again as the bets circled, and began to force a dizzying pile of sequins, ducats, guineas, and talers onto the felt.

“He’s bluffing again,” the countess scoffed.

“Unless he isn’t,” Lord Ramsey said, peering at my three unturned cards as if concentration would make them transparent.

I shifted a shoulder, as subtly as a woman in a ballroom gown. I wanted them to deduce I was nervous, but about the size of the pot, not my hand.

Nahir folded, giving me a flutter of her lashes. “I’m afraid my resources have become thin.”

“You are conservative, madame.”

“Prudent. And realistic.” Her pile was indeed small.

I am ever gallant. “I can advance a small loan.”

The marchesa snickered.

“I would be reckless to take it, Mr. Franklin.”

“I’m a lenient creditor, having been a debtor myself. Your beauty as collateral, perhaps. Should I need to collect, you will remove your mask.”

“Only my mask?”

“I am a gentleman.”

“Bloody fool, sounds to me,” Ramsey rumbled.

But Nahir accepted, they bet, and I matched.

Ramsey raised—“There’s a broadside!”—and then Richter followed, his mask and manner as imperturbable as the Sphinx. I prayed they couldn’t hear my heart hammering. I matched again, but this time with hesitation quick as a candle flicker. No one saw it. Or did they? My goal was to confuse them.

The marchesa tapped her cards contemplatively. The baron was still as a cat.

“Damn it all, this game has gotten too rich.” Ramsey folded.

“No. The American is a fraud,” the marchesa said. “He’s not who he says he is.” Yet there was a tremor of doubt. She bet again, and then the baron, and then Nahir with my money, and then I raised the stakes once more. My wife and son were in that pile of coins. I didn’t hide my sweat. You could see the sheen on my neck.

The marchesa cupped her hand around the last of her sequins. “I want to challenge you, Mr. Franklin. But I can’t afford it, unless you want to loan to me as well.”

“I’m afraid my resources are stretched to the breaking point.” My voice was so even that it could have leveled a beam.

Her mouth set. “By the young.”

I shrugged.

Nahir sat back, too. “I cannot take your generosity anymore, either, Monsieur Franklin. This is the richest hand I’ve ever played. I’ll pay my debt with my face, as you’ve demanded.”

“Only should I win. And only when you’re comfortable doing so.”

Richter stretched, glanced at the casino clocks that never ticked, and considered his cards. “It’s growing late, or at least I’m growing tired. You’re forcing everyone out. So I think I’ll end this game now.” He matched and then raised once more, his bearing poised as a duelist’s. “One way or another, we’ll see what you’re made of, Franklin.”

The marchesa leaned back from the table as if it were hot, fanning herself. Her cleavage was damp.

The battle was at a crisis, and it was time to commit my strategic reserve. “And you, Baron.” I shoved in every sequin, my fingers jumping ever so slightly, except one I pocketed for luck.

Wolf Richter studied me. I was stone, I was vacuum, I was the collapse of time. My breath was the only sound in the room.

“You give every sign of bluffing, which means you aren’t,” the baron tried. “Unless you are.”

“It’s your turn to bet.”

The air was cloying. His hand strayed to his depleted pile, my pulse thudded, the game was up . . .

And then it paused, trembling. “Damn you. I’ve still got money.”

Silence.

“You fold?” Nahir demanded.

“Perhaps.” It was bitter. His hand hovered. It did not tremble. “But I’m tired of this. I match.” He shoved the rest in. “Let’s see your artillery.”

I froze.

“Monsieur Franklin?” Nahir demanded.

My highest was a nine.

“Brelan,” Richter said. He laid down a triplet.

Had he cheated? I told myself he must have. Yet it was I who’d recklessly bluffed. My ploy had failed, and my mission was bankrupt. I felt dizzy. My rival hauled with both arms, the money to find my wife and child receding like a tide.

“A loan to keep playing?” I was ashamed of my plaintive tone.

His reply was cold. “I’m no banker, and have no need to see your beauty, monsieur. I suspect I already know the kind of man you truly are.”

The others regarded me with pity from behind their masks. I stood, swaying from defeat and confusion. “Meaning?”

“That you’re an American who might win in Philadelphia but can’t prevail in Venice.” He turned to dismiss me. “Lord Ramsey, will you deal?”

New cards arced across the table.

I bowed, awkwardly. “Ladies. Lords.”

They ignored me entirely.

I departed with my mask on, threading through a casino that smelled of cognac, sweat, and pipe smoke. I hailed a gondola. The canal stank.

The boatman demanded I show him payment before departure. “You fools gamble it all away.”

I gave him my last coin.

Why had Richter asked so many questions? How had he crushed me with such assurance? Did he know I was Ethan Gage? He’d mentioned my hometown of Philadelphia, which I had not. Yet once he had emptied my purse, he ignored me.

“Signore!”

A footman hurried from the casino to hand me a note written by a male hand, titled in English. “From a gentleman to a cousin.” Ramsey. He’d dabbed it with sealing wax. I sat by the craft’s charcoal brazier, pulled off my mask, broke the seal, and read as we rowed into the canal and passed under the casino’s red lamp.

“His brelan included a card I’d already discarded.”

So Richter had cheated. I was embarrassed not to have caught him at it. And annoyed that Ramsey hadn’t the courage to accuse him openly.

“Caution. He is deadly.”

Not to a man who is already dead, I thought.





Chapter 3

Theft is not theft when one steals something that has already been stolen. But Richter’s mansion, Ca’ Rezzonico, was guarded like a fortress.

The gondola took my last coin, so I experienced the humiliation of removing my meager belongings through a window of my inn to escape payment. Included were some medicinal supplies I’d accumulated in my brief imposture as a doctor, which I now intended to put to ruthless use. I napped in an alcove in the Campo San Polo until being kicked awake at dawn by a member of La Forsa, the local police, who shouted something in Italian that translated roughly, I believe, into “damned foppish sot.” I stood with as much dignity as I could muster. My silk cape and tricorne had kept me from freezing, but I needed something more practical than gaming clothes. So I sold my fancy attire at the Burano market, bought a plain dark traveling outfit, and had enough left over for breakfast and dinner. My curious sword hilt remained tied to my back.

I had planned to start journeying north to hunt for my family by now. Instead I was spending precious time salvaging fortune and pride.

The afternoon was spent making a small profit more shamelessly than I prefer, playing les trois perdants, which I’d learned in Paris. It’s a three-card confidence game, and I used a deck I’d peevishly pocketed in Casino dei Nobili. The goal is to shuffle the three cards on a table—I used a tray on my crossed legs, “borrowed” from a taverna—and convince the mark that he can spot the ruse and win. By sleight of hand, you trick the victim into following the wrong card from the beginning. The farce depends on the player’s greed.

I beat one man and gave him his money back, in order to persuade him to join me as a partner to help distract new players. I did the same with a second, and then took profit from the next dozen men and two women. When the growing crowd finally summoned the courage to accuse us of cheating, I shouted “La Forsa!” and everyone scattered from imaginary police.

I’m not proud of this devilry, but I needed to buy a few props to liberate my purse from the cardsharp Richter.

The mansion of Ca’ Rezzonico is at a hairpin turn of the Grand Canal, its three-story pillared facade having a view down both arms. The edifice is grand as a London bank and white as frosting, festooned with balustrades, rosettes, plump cherubs, plumed knights, palm fronds, watchful lions, and Venetian notables no one remembers. The mansion proclaimed ancestral fortune spent on hired taste. A troop of black-caped guards made it forbidding. There were at least two poltroons on the roof, two at the entry, and two more pairs on gondolas in the canal, but a full count was surprisingly difficult. Rather than strut in bright costumes like Swiss Guards, these sentries had the curious ability to blend in and out of the shadows as if temporarily invisible.

Richter was no ordinary tourist. And why hadn’t he shown his face? Did I know him? His voice had been unfamiliar.

Getting into Ca’ Rezzonico would be easier than getting out, so I contemplated escape while drinking a glass of wine in the winter sunlight of Campo San Angelo. I noticed coffins leaving the adjacent cathedral, recalled a policy imposed by Napoleon, and got a macabre idea. There was a convent to one side of the church and, I noted, a brothel to the other: convenience all around. I visited the bordello to access the roof, tipping a whore for the privilege. Stepping out on a sea of red tiles, I mapped my strategy and liberated a clothesline. Then I waited past midnight so that most of Ca’ Rezzonico’s inhabitants would be asleep.

Moon, stars, and lights coated the city with silver. Venice has none of the experimental lamps of London and Paris, but torches reflect off the canals and candles glow in the windows of decaying palaces. Gondola lanterns are fireflies, and violins sigh across the canals.

It’s much easier to be invited into a fortress than to breach it, so with my three-card winnings I had purchased an empty keg, a wine-spotted vintner’s sash, a low slouch hat to hide my features, a pewter flask, and passage on a gondola. I was rowed to Richter’s palace at the witching hour and sprang onto its stone quay as if expected. “A delivery for your master.”

The sentries had cloths pulled around their lower faces like Arab bandits and displayed the pompous hostility that lackeys rehearse everywhere.

“At this hour, tavern keeper?”

“And a tip for you.” Dogs will quiet for meat, and guards for a florin.

A ground-floor pòrtego led to the inner courtyard, the house rising high as a ship’s mast. My good friend Tom Jefferson dreams of an egalitarian society of yeoman farmers, but he takes architectural inspiration from European monuments to brutal economic inequality. The rich fantasize, their architects envision, and laborers mine, log, and mortar. Beyond the Grand Canal’s palaces are teeming tenements, flea-infested wineshops, beggars like herds of sheep, families twelve to a room, and cripples displaying stumps and leprosy in hopes of pity.

I asked a butler for the kitchen, slipped into a pantry, and watched out its door until the mansion’s central marble staircase momentarily emptied. Then I galloped up to the first floor under a hanging lantern big enough for a flagship’s stern. I strode boldly through an empty ballroom, its chandeliers gold and the ceiling as gaudy as a queen’s coach. Half-naked goddesses cavorted between whipped-cream clouds, boxed in turn by moldings made of noble coats of arms, all of it requiring a neck ache to be admired. Since my boots clacked on the waxed parquet, I slowed and pondered. If Richter could afford these surroundings, why was he playing cards in a shabby casino like Nobili? And where did his money come from?

All was quiet. I passed through red, blue, and green salons, overcast by a perfect storm of cherubs, angels, chariots, sunbeams, and flapping robes. The cacophony made me cringe, as if a rearing stallion or half-draped nymph might accidentally drop on my head. Priceless Chinese vases, ebony African statues, and inlaid Italian furniture dared me to break them. Persian carpets were soft as moss, and divans were embroidered with silk. None of it looked especially comfortable, but then that’s not the point.

I jumped when a sentry challenged me from behind. He was wearing a uniform the color of the room and blended with his background as skillfully as a deer.

“Who are you, shopkeeper? Where are you going?” He accosted me softly, his paste-white face blank, but there was menace in the way he’d materialized, with arms cocked like an ape’s. He also wore a rapier.

“Baron Richter, fool.” Always reply to a challenge with arrogance. At the mention of Wolf’s name, the guard’s eye flickered to the paneling of a sitting room beyond. I guessed there might be a hidden door there. I gave the man a contemptuous look up and down. “You’re dressed as wallpaper?”

“The baron has no need for a tradesman in the middle of the night.”

“But perhaps he has for a purveyor of pleasure. In this keg is the ambrosia of the gods, ordered by your employer at great expense, with extra offered if I climbed out of bed at this godless hour to deliver it. You interfere?”

“You don’t sound like a wine merchant.”

“Wine is puddle water compared with what I have on my shoulder.” I didn’t have to feign my impatience, but I pretended to great weariness. “Here, try a drink if you must. I have charity for the slow-witted.”

He scowled, but he had a soldier’s familiarity with abuse, and I was relief from the boredom of standing guard. He took my pewter flask warily, glancing about lest a supervisor see him drinking.

“A big swallow, to allow the flavors to come through.”

He nodded, threw his head back, drank, squinted, and grimaced. “What in Hades? It tastes like piss!”

“Swish it in your mouth, like wine.”

The idiot did so. Then his eyes bulged and he reeled, staggering backward. I’d expected a sentry, and needed something to put one on his back. The guard opened his mouth to bellow, and nothing came out, since his tongue had turned to stone. I helped things along with a rap to his temple from the butt of my broken broadsword, and then graciously helped him down.

My Moroccan spice peddler had sold me more than opium seeds. The hairs of the Mediterranean’s processionary caterpillar are more venomous than nettles and cause tissues to swell almost to the point of suffocation. I’d bought a snuff tin’s worth of the creatures, carried them ashore in Venice, and added their remains to some limoncello. The man gasped blindly, incapacitated but alive. I left him to it.

A minute’s investigation revealed that the paneling he’d eyed indeed had a concealed door, its latch behind some books on a case. This led to a secret spiral stone staircase that climbed to a floor with lower ceilings and tighter rooms. I wound down a passageway to an apartment that would overlook the canal, hearing romantic moaning and chuffing within. Normally I respect privacy, but not when I’ve been cheated. I picked the lock with a twist of a copper nail I’d brought, slipped inside, latched the heavy entry behind me, and quietly braced a heavy chair against it. Then I crept.

A sitting room first, and then a boudoir in blue, with Chinese basin and feminine combs. The bedchamber beyond was where the noise was coming from.

Two candles and the coals of a fireplace cast yellow light on a sumptuous bedroom with maple armoire and marble mantel. My eye was drawn to the four-poster canopied bed. Richter galloped against Countess Nahir’s well-sculpted derriere, the baron still dressed in evening shirt and silk breeches, unbuttoned only for the part in vigorous use. Must be in a terrible hurry, which is seldom a good idea. Even more oddly, he still wore his ivory-colored mask with its painted smirk, giving a mechanical look to the proceedings. Nonetheless, the lady’s translucent chemise was pulled up to her waist, and she matched the rhythm just as lustily, with encouraging noises. Lady Nahir clearly was not waiting for her husband’s return from his travels. A bedside candle silhouetted the glory of her form.

The tableau was arousing, but not as much as the small iron chest I spotted on an inlaid table. It was just the kind of treasure box to contain Richter’s cheatings from the game. I’d hoped the baron would simply be asleep, but the lovers seemed preoccupied enough for me to retrieve my share anyway.

So I advanced on all fours, kneeled at the table, eased out the old sword, and used the jagged edge of its broken blade to jimmy the latch. The lid opened to a pleasing pile of gold and silver coins. I began easing the plunder into my empty leather purse, heart hammering as its weight increased.

Alas, Richter and Nahir were people of the casino, their ears attuned to the clink of money. She swiveled her head to gasp warning, her lovely hair flying like a flag, and the baron quickly disengaged. “Like a fly to sweets,” Richter said calmly. He pulled a pistol from under a pillow and rapped a bell on the wall with the muzzle. It gonged with doom. “I’d almost given up waiting for you, Gage.” He hauled up his breeches with one hand and pointed the gun at me with the other.

I had frozen in surprise. This Bohemian noble knew who I really was? How?

Boots pounded on the parquet below.

Richter yanked off his mask to take better aim, and it was then that I truly started. No wonder he made love in disguise! Beneath the covering was one of the most hideous faces I’d ever seen.

Someone had melted it. His cheeks and lips were a mass of scars, as if ravaged by acid, a hole in one spot giving a glimpse of a tooth. The color was an angry red, and one eye squinted against the pull of scar tissue.

“I think you will share everything you know,” he said, face muscles straining to enunciate past the damage. The man was a monster, and had set a trap.

But so had I.





Chapter 4

Astiza

The language of angels is Enochian, and the language of gods is the stars. I cannot see the sky’s fire from my alchemical laboratory, its vaulted stone ceiling the weight of divine silence. I’ve heard nothing from Ethan in nearly a year. Our son, Horus, is pale and withdrawn, his hands pitifully wrapped in rags. We are prisoners, and Harry’s unhappiness is my greatest torture. I keep us alive by agreeing to do Satan’s work, mixing brews that promise gold and immortality for my captors. Penelope held off her suitors until her husband Odysseus’s return by asking them to wait until she completed her weaving, and then unspooled her progress each evening. I delay by skittering globules of silver mercury and glints of copper to conjure a miracle, and then concoct slag at midnight to convince them of another failure. They cannot kill me until I succeed. Yet each experimental mistake makes them surly. Our cell stinks of fumes, our eyes strain from inadequate candlelight, and our joints ache from damp.

Alchemists John Dee and Edward Kelley received revelation from the angels in the language of the patriarch Enoch, great-grandfather of Noah. Enoch learned it when he was lifted up to tour heaven. There are books in my prison written with the angelic script, such as Mystic Sevenfold Rulership, The 48 Angelic Keys, and the Book of Earthly Knowledge, Help and Victory. Their meaning, alas, remains a riddle to all but the angels. I’m ensnared in webs of mystery, my only hope that pursuit of the rose will lead me through its labyrinth of petals to truth at the bud. I’m devising an escape but need the help of my husband. Ethan, where are you?

Has my quest for understanding led me to earthly damnation? Or was it merely my impatience to flee Napoleon’s coronation at Notre Dame without waiting for my mate, thinking I could discover a bargaining chip that would protect us all? He doesn’t know that when searching the bedroom of Catherine Marceau in Paris, I found a cache of her romance novels, that I brought three of them in my bag to the coronation at Notre Dame, and that they made a fine weapon to sling against the head of the giant policeman Pasques in order to escape. It was the first useful service Catherine did for my family. The blow gave Horus and me time to run from the cathedral with the letters of recommendation that Talleyrand had given me. The French minister wanted us to search for the fabled Brazen Head.

Now I kneel on flagstones, palms on the rock, to feel the Goddess mother. But the womb of the earth is only half of what sustains us. I’m buried from the sky, and thus robbed of male power. All things are dual, and burial keeps me half a priestess.

My jailers know this. I beg for a tower. They fear me too much to allow one. If I don’t cooperate, I’ll be tied to a stake and burned. Or so they threaten. And then the dwarf eyes my son . . .

My name is Astiza of Alexandria, priestess of Isis and Athena, devotee of the white Madonna and the black, seeker of Astarte, Artemis, Cybele, Ishtar, Mary, Sophia, and Freya. My husband is Pan and Vulcan, Mercury and Mars, as dissatisfied as Siddhartha and as redeemable as Augustine. I despair for his soul and yet miss him desperately. I’m the white rose, he the red. All these deities are but a hundred shades of the One Truth. I believe I exist to seek, but which revelation? Ambition, vanity, and curiosity are the curses visited upon our family, and lost secrets are fuel to our fire. Wisdom, wisdom! How I wish I could truly achieve it.

A monster I nearly loved has imprisoned us in a mine of Bohemia: punishment for my desires. I’ve sought foreknowledge and dangerous companionship, and now I pay the price.

Because I’ve promised my captors alchemical magic to spare my son, I have magic books in abundance. In the margins of the Picatrix, the Lemegeton, the Key of Solomon, and the Dragon Rouge, I retain my sanity by writing this account of how I came to be here. In remembering my husband, perhaps I can conjure him like the necromancer I’m supposed to be. He strides to save us, knight in armor! This is my fantasy. The reality is that he may be oceans away, or have no idea where we are, or have been seduced. He’s a good man, but imperfect. Like me.

I’m convinced Ethan lives. I’d know in my heart if he died. But I no longer know if he seeks us. I shouldn’t doubt him, but he has an eye for other women. I think about this because I’ve strayed with my soul.

What really torments us is our own conscience.

Ethan and I were separated when my son and I fled the treachery of the Comtesse Catherine Marceau, who had shared our apartment in Paris. My husband had just promised us not to part, but then Talleyrand wanted consultation, and Catherine promised Ethan would quickly return, and the brute policeman Pasques towered like Goliath. Instead of trusting my instincts, I was foolish enough to agree. Time dragged on. Harry and I were pulled deeper into the shadows of the cathedral. More police materialized. As the crowd murmured like a heaving sea at the appearance of Napoleon and Joséphine, I realized we’d been betrayed and my husband was about to be arrested. I decided to flee east, which French authorities would least expect, and count on Ethan to make his own escape.

We’d learned that the scholar Albertus Magnus had built a mechanical man, or “android,” in the thirteenth century to foretell the future. In desperation I decided I’d find this machine by myself and use its power to protect my family. Or at least use its value to bargain! Hubris.

I remember the smoke of censers rising in the winter sunbeams in Notre Dame, and the thud of celebratory cannon, when I finally realized that while we thought Catherine was an English spy, she was actually a French one. She had fooled us from the beginning, helping to betray royalist conspiracies to Napoleon, and wanting my husband for herself. Ethan, and the Brazen Head.

So while Catherine moved forward to watch Ethan’s arrest, I silently took Harry’s hand and backed into the alcove chapel of St. Michael at Notre Dame, having learned in my studies that a secret spiral stair behind its altar led to a crypt below. There’s no exit from this room of tombs, but our disappearance caused momentary confusion. When men scattered to find us, we managed to creep up, battle past Pasques, slip out a rearward door, climb the wall of the archbishop’s garden, cross the pont, dash to the eastern end of the Île Saint-Louis, and drop unseen onto a barge laboring up the Seine. At midnight, using light snow as a cloak, we slipped ashore at Neuilly-sur-Marne and hid, shivering, in a convent graveyard.

For the next three days Harry and I walked east, watchful for patrols. We finally had the opportunity to join a traveling circus of acrobats and clowns, a migratory example of the ring shows that Philip Astley had organized across Europe. We could hide amid its peculiar circle of characters and animals. I told its leaders that I was a sorceress who could cast fortunes, and because I was pretty, starving, and Egyptian—since Napoleon’s expedition, the world is mad for all things Egyptian—they took me on. We played Christmas carnivals at Strasbourg and then, on the third day of January 1805, slipped across the Rhine.

What had become of Ethan, I’d no idea.

I feel the need in this crabbed journal to explain my affection for my husband. Ethan Gage is a man of action, a traveler, dreamer, and, in his own words, a climber, drawn to people of power or notoriety. He has the restlessness of men. I am reclusive, scholarly, and judicious, with a mother’s caution and a woman’s need for home. I also know, in ways he does not, how alike we are.

My husband resolves to find rest for us, but that’s not really what we seek. I, too, enjoy new places. The only difference is that I savor the journey as much as the destination, while he imagines an ending. There are no endings, only steps.

Both of us are curious. He was my liberator in Egypt, and the first and only man I truly loved. Ethan can be rash and shallow, but also greathearted and thrilling, even dangerous, a frightening hero when unleashed. His strong hands make me shiver, and his odd insights make me laugh. We’re the light and the dark of the moon, two sides of the same coin, Jupiter and Venus. I reform him; he inspires me.

Harry and I left the circus in February. My inquiries in Germany took me to castles, crypts, town hall records, and the scriptoriums of monasteries. I studied books such as Comenius’s Labyrinth of the World. As I journeyed east, I felt I was falling back in time and deeper into mystery. The turreted castles became craggier and ill repaired, blank windows looking over a wintry landscape with blind eyes. Broken towers reached like scrabbling fingers. The season was dim, night early, shadows long, snow spotting the fields, and the rush-and-tallow lights of rude cottages were faint as misted stars. Bohemia seemed older yet, a land of forest magic and cave revelations, its rude carts creaking ominously as they crept on miserable tracks. Ravens wintered on the branches. Wolves bayed in the woods. Harry clung to me like an infant. He misses his father. He needs a father.

The stem that I followed was the rose. A dried rose led me to our informant Palatine in Paris, rose windows dominate Notre Dame, the spy Rose befriended Ethan, and the sacred symbology of the rose guided the mystic Christian Rosenkreutz. At the Bohemian town of Český Krumlov, looped by a river and protected by a castle growing out of a cliff, the symbol of the ruling families is the five-petal rose. This is the
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