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Editor’s Preface

I HAVE been instructed by the owner of the Carlo Fantom memoirs to open a second selection to the public. The first selection, published under the title Captain Fantom, offered a broad view of the Croatian mercenary’s career. On this occasion my noble patroness, who reserves to herself overall control of the order of publication, has decided (wisely, I believe) that the general reader might be interested to learn what were the formative influences on this strange man’s personality. Therefore the present volume is concerned with Fantom’s activities as a young man when first he left the Croatian farm on which he had been born and raised.

The new reader might care to know, and the old to be reminded, that the only non-autobiographical reference to Fantom is made in the Brief Lives of John Aubrey.

I give it here in full.

CAPTAIN CARLO FANTOM, a Croatian, spake thirteen languages; was a Captain under the Earle of Essex. He was very quarrelsome and a great Ravisher. He left the Parliament Party, and went to the King Ch. the first at Oxford, where he was hangd for Ravishing.

Sd. he, I care not for your Cause: I come to fight for your halfe-crowne, and your handsome woemen: my father was a R. Catholic; and so was my grandfather. I have fought for the Christians against the Turkes; and for the Turkes against the Christians.

Sir Robert Pye was his Colonel, who shot at him for not returning a horse that he tooke away before the Regiment. This was donne in a field near Bedford, where the Army then was, as they were marching to the relief of Gainsborough. Many are yet living that sawe it. Capt. Hamden was by; The bullets went through his Buffcoat, and Capt. H sawe his shirt on fire. Capt. Carl. Fantom tooke the Bullets, and sayd he, Sir Rob. Here, take your bullets again. None of the Soldiers would dare to fight with him; they sayd, they would not fight the Devil.

Edmund Wyld, Esq, was very well acquainted with him, and gave him many a Treat, and at last he prevailed with him so far, towards the knowledge of this secret, that Fantom told him, that the Keepers in their Forests did know a certain herb, which they gave to Children, which made them to be shott-free (they call them Hard-men).

In a Booke of Trialls by Duell in foli (writ by Segar, I thinke) before the Combatants fight, they have an Oath administered to them by the Herald; where is inserted (among other things) that they have not about them either Charme or Herb.

Martin Luther in his Commentaries on the First (or second Commandment, I thinke the First) saies that a Hard-man was brought to the Duke of Saxonies Court: he was brought into the great Hall and was commanded to be shott with a Musquet; the bullet drop’t downe and he had only a blew Spott on his Skin, where he was struck. Martin Luther was then by, and sawe the Bullet drop-downe.

They say that a silver bullet will kill any Hardman, and can be beaten to death with cudgels. The Elector Palatine, Prince Robert’s (Rupert’s) Brother, did not believe at all, that any man could make himself hard.

Robert Earl of Essex, General for the Parliament had this Capt. Fantom in high esteeme: for he was an admirable Horse-officer, and taught the Cavalry of the army the way of fighting with Horse: the General saved him from hanging twice for Ravishing; once at Winchester, and at St Albans: and he was not content only to ravish himselfe, but he would make his soldiers doe it too, and he would stand by and look on.

He met (comeing late at night out of the Horse-shoe Tavern in Drury lane) with a Lieuetenant of Col. Rossiter, who had great jingling Spurres on. Qd. he, the noise of your Spurres doe offend me, you must come over the Kennel and give me satisfaction. They drew and parted at each other and the Lieuetenant was runne thorough and died within a hour or two; and ’it was not known, who killed him.

Finally let me say that while I take full responsibility for all matters of translation, the strictures of historians of the Venetian Republic should be aimed at the bones of Fantom, wherever they lie. It should always be remembered that at the time he is writing of, he was a simple impressionable country lad; and at the time he was writing, he was a hardened mercenary with, several decades of eventful life between him and his memories. But let me add also that my friend and colleague, the eminent literary scholar Mr Patrick Ruell (who was kind enough to read and comment on the work before it went to the presses), points out many interesting ways in which the observations of Venetian customs and characters by such seventeenth-century travellers as John Evelyn and Thomas Coryat are confirmed by Fantom’s account.

It only remains once more to thank the noble patroness whose subtle condescension has made my task a pleasure as well as a privilege.

Doncaster, 1978

CHARLES UNDERHILL
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I’M not sure how old I was when I left home. Fifteen perhaps, add a year, take a year. Croatian farmers don’t keep count. There, a son’s age is measured by how much he can lift without spilling, how far he can carry it without stopping, how long he can keep on lifting and carrying without collapsing. By these standards I was well on the way to being a man. But my outward semblance was still that of a fresh-faced innocent country lad and, when I left home, none who saw me could easily have forecast the life of bloodshed and fornication that lay ahead.

True, I had already bedded a girl, but it was only my sister. And I had already killed a man, but it was only my confessor. Scarcely achievements to boast about across a tavern table or around a campfire! Years later I confided my early sense of inadequacy to old Lauder, that most philosophical of mercenaries and most mercenary of philosophers.

He agreed with my assessment, saying, ‘Aye, they should teach each chiel at his mammie’s knee that in matters o’ sex and slaughter, sisters and priests don’t count.’

Then he added, sucking at a foul-smelling meerschaum whose Dutch owner’s head lay not twenty feet away, ‘But take guid heed, Fantom! God is not mocked. In matters o’ theology, they may count double!’

Well, let them count what they will. Who numbers the daffodils in an April mead, or the flies on the corpse that lies there?

Not that my sister and the priest haven’t been on my conscience, but I cannot believe that God will punish equally the sin we do from choice and that which necessity drives us to. And I have ever been driven by circumstances beyond my control.

In my sister’s case it was proximity. Ours was a remote farmhouse, a long and weary way from an almost equally remote village with no certain reward at the end of your journey. It was too small for a brothel and the local peasants kept as tight a rein on their growing daughters as my father did on his.

But he was a bad keep-master, concentrating all his watch on the enemy without and never fearing any enemy within. It was as if a farmer should store his parsnips in the duck pond to keep them out of the rain! Someone should have told the silly bugger.

Eventually someone did.

Perturbed in spirit, I’d sought relief in confession and did my penance most religiously. But the poxy priest, deciding in his arrogance that God was not capable of looking after his own sinners, dropped a large hint to my father.

Does a priest who breaks the seal of the confessional deserve to live?

I left that up to God and when I’d recovered from my beating, I went to confession again and slipped my blade through the curtain and let God make his choice. He chose the left lung.

Young and innocent though I was, I had wit enough to realize that priest-killing was not going to be tolerated by the authorities. Croatia at that time was under the signory of Archduke Ferdinand of Styria, as shit-breeches a Catholic as ever the Habsburgs produced; but south, from Bosnia on, was overlorded by the Turks and it is surely worth an extra millennium of torment to that prattling priest that I was driven by my youthful fear to seek refuge among the heathen.

And worse! For so extreme did my need rapidly become that, seeing how Christians were but slightly regarded in these lands, having fewer rights and receiving smaller pay than their Turkish rulers and colonists, I bowed to circumstance once more and became a Mussulman. At first I did no more than half the Bosnian populace who, putting salvation of their money before salvation of their souls, embraced the Muslim faith with every appearance of sincerity. Some of these converts pretended in private that they did it for their families’ sakes, claiming that thus they avoided the devshirme. This was a kind of tax system under which, instead of money, children were taken from among the Christians, converted to Islam, and trained to be janizaries or administrators. I could see little harm in this and I even thought of offering myself as a volunteer. It seemed a brave thing to stride around with the fierce expression and the long curved sword of a janizary! But God (or Allah) did not want me at that time. He was saving me up for later.

The thing was, I had discovered that I had a gift of tongues. I had always been able to pick up very quickly the scraps of foreign languages I heard from the few strangers to come near our village, and the priest (God grind his rotten soul) had marvelled at the way I had learned Latin simply by attendance at divine service. But now, moving around in the more cosmopolitan society of the Bosnian littoral, I discovered that with little effort I could make myself understood in almost any tongue after listening for an hour or so; and if I applied myself, I could have it like a native in a couple of days. I was dark-haired, swarthy-skinned, of only middling stature; nothing in my appearance distinguished me from the Turk except my clothes. So I asked myself, why pass for a mere convert (which is always a suspicious thing) when by a change of clothes you could pass for the thing itself?

Beppo I called myself and soon I was taken into the service of Mustafa Aziz, a spice trader who was only too pleased to employ a genuine Muslim rather than having to rely on a Christian or a convert. He was in Bosnia with his son, Hassan, a fine, strapping lad, rather older than I, who was learning the ins-and-outs of his father’s business. I relieved him of all the more menial tasks of fetching and carrying and soon we had become good friends, better really than I wished. Your Mussulman is a fine fellow, brave in war, steadfast in honour, yet often he has a strange habit of bestowing more love on a fellow man than a Christian soul can easily bear. As long as a man gets sons on his wives, they think it no shame if he keeps his affection for his men-friends. And Hassan sometimes regarded me with a look which boded more than mere amity.

I used to watch him at exercise of arms, for this was his great joy. I think he would have been a soldier had not obedience to the father’s will been such a strong tenet of their faith. But at hurling the jerreed from a racing pony he had no equal, and his oiled muscles rippled and shone as he went through the drill sequence of scimitar passes which ends with an attempt to sever a thick, twisted fold of felt at a single blow. He used to laugh at my own efforts, then bask in my admiration as he demonstrated once more how it was done. And my admiration was genuine, but it was bestowed on the feat of arms, not (as I misdoubt me he believed) on the rippling muscles.

Mustafa himself was a grand old villain with a noble, almost Roman, face, a greying beard, and a mien and gait of venerable dignity which made his sharp thrusts in business deals all the more effective. Yet it was not just a surface. He always treated me with great courtesy and generosity and, if Hassan’s appetites had been more straightforward and we had gone chasing girls together, I think I would have been happy to continue and prosper in Mustafa’s service for ever (or as much of ‘for ever’ as a young man understands!). But God moves in mysterious ways to keep His children from harm, and He does not hesitate to use one of their lesser failings to keep them from a greater. So it was that my youthful lust began to put me in mind of my Christian duties when the Pope’s own sermon might have failed.

God having put the idea in my mind, He now nudged Mustafa in the right direction, which was towards a Christian country, for to revert to my own persona in Bosnia would leave me no better off than before.

In the port of Zara, the old Turk encountered a Venetian merchant, Marcantonio Priuli, with whom he had some acquaintance. Priuli’s ship had sprung a leak and was being repaired, and the extra expense involved plus the fact that he had missed his convoy (necessary protection against the many pirates who scoured the Adriatic) must have contributed to his perpetually worried expression and his thatch of greying hair. Mustafa saw a chance to profit, bought a share in the Venetian’s cargo and announced that we would all go with the ship to Venice where he purposed to set up an agency with Hassan in charge.

Venice was almost the only city in Christendom where a Turk could hope to do this, I discovered later. But then I knew nothing of Venetian society and was surprised when I learnt from the crew that Papa Priuli, as they disrespectfully called him, was a member of one of their largest and noblest families. Later I realized that Venice is full of such large and noble families, so noble that they need vast wealth to reflect their status, and so large that there just isn’t enough of it to go round. Peripheral relations like Papa Priuli were forced to earn a living somehow; usually the choice was between the Church and the navy, dry or wet buggery as old Lauder once put it. Papa Priuli had decided instead to try to revive the trading fortunes of his cadet branch of the family which foreign competition, dishonest agents and the ravages of pirates had brought (and continued to hold) down.

At least these were the things Papa Priuli blamed. I think he was just unlucky. Some men are, as if God, tired of eternal retirement, were seeking another Job to make a come-back! I have known many such and take care to be far from them when the enemy attacks. Others are such favourites of fortune that nothing may touch them. These too I avoid. When the grape-shot fills the air I want all around me to receive their full portion.

Me, I am neither lucky or unlucky, this I have come to understand. I have received nothing I have not earned. Or, to put it another way I have deserved everything I ever got.

But the day we boarded Papa Priuli’s ship to sail for Venice I thought I was lucky. I said a little prayer of thanks and promised to remove this heathen turban and these robes as soon as I set foot safely on Christian soil. It seemed a fair offer, one God would hardly refuse. But in the way of a bargain He is sharper even than old Mustafa, and in all His contracts He Himself fills in the time and place.

This too have I learned.
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WE sailed out of Zara on a fine wintry morning with a boisterous sou’-easterly blowing right up the Adriatic as though puffed by St Mark himself to take Venetians home. Any other man would have seized on it gladly and headed for the open sea and the straightest route. Not Marcantonio Priuli. He immediately resolved to take advantage of the favourable conditions to call in at Pola in Istria and see if he could fill his empty storage space with a cargo of salt. This meant steering a course through the string of small islands.which runs parallel to the coast from Istria to Dalmatia, not difficult under the direction of an expert in fine conditions, but no easy task when (as it did now) the wind veers to the west and the owner starts pulling rank on the captain.

At first my fears were simply that we might run aground on one of the islands or, worse (for me), be forced to seek shelter in the nearest mainland port, which was Senj in my homeland of Croatia. That I should be recognized and arrested so far from my inland home was most unlikely, but I was young and fearful enough to imagine I was a very notorious outlaw! So when the wind shifted again, swinging completely round so that it was coming right off the land, I was delighted and thought the others would be also.

This would take us right out to sea, away from the twin menace of the law and these rocky islets.

But none of the sailors shared my relief and when I heard them utter the word bora, I began to realize why. This was the Croatian name for the fearful nor’-easterly wind which blows out of Russia each winter. I had experienced it in my inland home and that was bad enough, but nothing compared to its force when, funnelled through the Vratnik Pass, it comes screaming out of the Velebit Mountains and explodes across the sea.

If the sou’-easterly which had wafted us early that morning was St Mark’s breath, this bora was a blast straight from the devil’s arsehole!

For now it was on us.

It took us like a cork and drove us across the white surges at such a rate that we seemed to spend as much time in the air as on the water. Anything loose was washed overboard, including a couple of sailors, and Papa Priuli clinging to a mast hard by me had a face distorted with grief, though whether at the loss of his tackle or his crew I could not say. The helmsman held to his tiller most manfully and kept the ship beam on to the blast till a tangle of rigging descended on him and bowled him over. The tiller whipped round, the ship turned broadside on to the gale, the helmsman arose bloody but still lusting for life and flung himself back on to the flailing tiller. He must have got half a dozen cracked ribs for his efforts, but he got no more, for he now cried out in pain and despair, ‘Mary Mother of God preserve us! The bloody thing’s knackered!’

It’s interesting to speculate how much the force of his oaths diluted the force of his prayer. But I wasn’t in the mood for philosophy at the time.

‘Look! Look!’ I was screaming at Papa Priuli. ‘We are saved! We are saved!’

And I pointed to where, through the mist of foam, moved a long galley with a practised ease which made our own progress through the waters seem even more perilous than it was. Even as I watched, the galley drew closer and closer, the rowers on the nearer side shipping their oars and pushing bales of linen on short lines over the bulwarks so that they acted as fenders when the two vessels met. Immediately other men leapt from the galley to our deck, bearing ropes and irons with which they grappled the vessels together and then used the steerage on the galley to turn both into the teeth of the wind.

It was a masterly piece of seamanship and one which merited heartfelt thanks both to God and our rescuers. But the fact of my companions still showed nothing but despair. And beside me Priuli uttered a word even more fearful than bora. Uskoks!

These Uskoks were the most feared gang of sea-brigands in the Adriatic. Though some of them claimed to be servants of Christ in His war against the ungodly and even had priests fee’d to bless their expeditions (and share their booty!), yet they showed little religious discrimination in their pillaging. Indeed since the Serene Republic had made its peace with the Ottomans, these Uskoks were as ferocious towards Venetian merchants as they were to the Turks.

But the peril I had been saved from was still hot in my mind and that which I approached had not yet begun to burn, so all I felt as the galley drew us into the lea of a small island was a mighty relief. I watched with grateful admiration the manner in which the Uskok captain, a tall blond man with a huge tangle of reddish beard, managed his ship. His lieutenants called him Godislav and obeyed his sharp, precise orders instantly. I was well satisfied to have fallen into the hands of such a saviour.

Not until the ship was safely hove to in a sheltered cove did Captain Godislav pay the slightest attention to Papa Priuli and his crew who, to tell the truth, behaved as if hobgoblins had boarded their craft, not pirates. Not a weapon was drawn. None of them showed even the courage of despair, but scuttled into dark corners like wood-lice whom the peasant’s matlock has exposed to the bright sun. Only Mustafa Aziz stood unchanged and defiant before these newcomers, and I felt at the same time proud of him and ashamed that it was a heathen who was showing Christians how to behave. But here if anywhere, I believed in my childish innocence, was the example to follow. I drew myself up alongside Hassan and together we emulated his father’s pose.

This seemed the right move, for the blond Godislav, taking his ease now against the ship’s mast, smiled on us as if in approval then addressed himself to Mustafa.

‘Old man,’ he said courteously. ‘This is your lucky day. Will you take this chance to embrace the true faith, kiss our Saviour’s cross, and die like a Christian in the happy surety of God’s grace and the life to come?’

‘There is one God, Allah is his name and Mohammed is his Prophet,’ intoned Mustafa magnificently.

‘Is it so?’ said Godislav. ‘None the less, I shall baptize you. Repentance may come beyond human hearing, and I should hate you to be unprepared for it. Pastor Jaraj, will you take this child to the font?’

Grinning broadly, there stepped forward a huge fellow who had seemed to be Godislav’s chief lieutenant in the attack. As black as his captain was fair, he must have weighed another five stone, and he seized Mustafa like a sack of wool, hauled him to the edge of the deck and bound a length of rope round his legs.

I begun to feel distinctly uneasy. This was the oddest looking pastor I had ever seen.

Now Black Jaraj measured the rope carefully before tying the other end to a stanchion.

‘Tell me, old man,’ said Godislav. ‘By what name would you like to be received into the bosom of Holy Mother Church? How about John?’

‘Let me cut his balls off and call him Joan!’ suggested Jaraj. The crew roared with laughter. Mustafa screwed his head round and spat into the tangle of black beard which almost hid the lieutenant’s face.

‘Thou swill of defiled flesh,’ the old man sneered. ‘What can such a thing as thou art do to a man? I defy your worst. Look on and marvel, Christian curs. For now you shall see how the Faithful die!’

It was still magnificent, but it was beginning to dawn on me that imitation was a most arrogant form of applause. It would be more fitting for one so young to clap politely, at a distance. I tried to take a step back but Hassan seized my arm most powerfully just above the elbow and I knew he would break it if I moved.

For a moment Godislav’s response sounded more hopeful.

‘So, you are obdurate,’ he said. ‘Well, I know how to respect one who has the courage to die in his faith, however misled. Let him preserve the trappings of his revolting creed!’

‘Are we not to remove his turban for the baptism, captain?’ demanded Jaraj.

‘Nay, you heard me. Show him respect. His turban is a mark of his religion. I would not have it come off, not for the world,’ proclaimed Godislav. ‘I will flog the man who unseats that turban!’

To my surprise this most liberal of sentiments was greeted by mocking laughter from his crew. I soon saw why.

‘Then let us fix it!’ cried the sailor. ‘Master carpenter!’

Forward stepped a long, thin blackamoor, his teeth gleaming white in a fearful smile. In his right hand he held a huge mallet, in his left a long metal nail. I knew what he was going to do but I could not believe it. Towering over Mustafa, he placed the nail against the peak of his turban and with one mighty blow drove it through the folds of cloth and the calpac into the top of his head.

Mustafa shrieked. The blackamoor struck again. Again the shriek. Now I believed, and would have leapt over the side of the ship had not Hassan’s grip still held me like a vice. I guess the poor fellow was petrified with fear and hardly knew what he was doing. How I longed to be back on land and bothered by nothing more than his lecherous caress!

The mallet was up again, but Godislav raised his hand.

‘Be careful, carpenter! He must not die before he has been baptized. Slay the flesh, but do not destroy the soul. Into the font!’

Mustafa must have had two inches of steel in his brain, but still he lived, though no sound now came from between those twisted lips.

Jaraj picked him up like a baby, blasphemously intoned, ‘In nomine Patrii, Filii et Spiritui Sancti’, and tossed him over the side. The length of the rope had been judged so that the dying man’s head was just at water level and as the ship rolled in the still turbulent seas, he was now plunged beneath, now dangled above the surface.

‘Well, that’s the slimy bullfrog back in his element,’ said Godislav. ‘What shall we do with these tadpoles?’

I did not wait for suggestions but with one convulsive heave dragged myself free from Hassan, tore my turban from my head, hurled it over the side and dropped on my knees before the blond Uskok.

‘Sir,’ I cried. ‘God be praised for my deliverance and for his mercy in making you His instrument!’

‘Hear this, lads!’ shouted Godislav. ‘Was there ever before so rapid a conversion? Nay, I swear Damascus road itself never saw one so rapid!’

His infamous crew all hooted with laughter and I had to wait till it began to fade before saying indignantly, ‘No conversion, sir! I am no heathen, but a Christian born and baptized and as sincere a member of the True Church as any here assembled!’

If ever I spoke truth, that was it! I thought as I looked around this motley gang of cut-throats. They all had that air of wildness, of excitement, of gaiety almost, which I have come to recognize as the mark of fighting men who have passed beyond profit into pleasure. God preserve me from such!

God preserve me from noble Turks, too, for suddenly my loving friend Hassan stuck his heathen oar in.

‘Cowardly wretch!’ he cried. ‘Will you betray your God through base fear? Think of our father’s example and show these Christian swine how men die!’

‘You please yourself, Hassan,’ I screeched at him. ‘They’ve seen how men die. I’m going to show ’em how men live!’

Unfortunately, without thinking I had replied to Hassan in his own language which, as I’ve said, I now spoke so idiomatically as to be indistinguishable from a native. I could see that Godislav had spotted this too, for now he leaned forward and said quietly, ‘Well, boy, tell your story swiftly or I shall swiftly find a new turban for your miserable head.’

‘Sir!’ I cried. ‘Believe me, I am a Christian child, one of those taken by the tyrant Turk as part of the devshirme, to train as a janizary and force into their foul faith. But, praise God for his mercies, I was devout beyond my years and, while out of fear for my body I pretended to be converted, out of fear for my soul I secretly carried on all the inward observances of my faith and the dear Lord rewarded my piety by letting the heathen advance me to a position of trust which I was able to use to escape from that dreadful academy. I made my way to Zara where I found employment in the household of that miserable creature who now dangles over the side of this ship. This service I used in order to obtain passage to a Christian country. Once safe in Venice, I would have cast off these polluted garments, as now I do’ (here I removed my cattan to the accompaniment of much lewd mockery) ‘and sought absolution for the grievous sins I have committed by simple association during this dreadful time.’

I thought I’d put my case well and so did Hassan for suddenly he burst out in a tirade of abuse which smothered all other noise till the blackamoor clapped his huge hand over the youth’s mouth. Unfortunately by then Hassan had said enough to call my whole story in doubt. So furious was he at what must have seemed an unprincipled betrayal of his faith that he embellished the story of our acquaintance, now claiming that I was in fact a member of the family, a cousin with whom he had been acquainted for years! I was shocked beyond belief by these fabrications. It struck me then, as before and since, that these Turks do not hold anywhere near to the same standards of truth as we Christians.

‘So, boy,’ said Godislav. ‘Who am I to believe?’

It seemed to me to be no-contest, but before I could urge my case again, he held up his hand and, smiling broadly, said, ‘If you speak truth and were one of these devshirme children trained up as a janizary for their heathen army …’

‘By the Holy Cross, I swear it!’ I cried.

‘… if this be so,’ he continued, ‘then you will be expert in their arms, for they put these recruits at exercise from an early age, do they not?’

‘On arrival, almost!’ I agreed, eager to display my totally spurious familiarity with the system. ‘Oh monstrous! to train Christian souls in arms for use against their fellows!’

He seemed pleased by this pious sentiment and, nodding approval, went on, ‘Then the solution is clear. This man, though you be in his company and in his garments, is no relation of yours, nor even of your faith. And though he is somewhat larger and stronger than you, yet he lacks your training in the art of weaponry. So on no count should you be either unwilling or afraid to fight him. Am I right?’

What could I say? I looked into Hassan’s eyes which glared at me fiercely over the blackamoor’s fingers and then at the mallet which dangled loosely from the blackamoor’s other hand. Dumbly I nodded my agreement.

‘Release him!’ commanded Godislav. ‘Bring forth such weapons as this boy will be familiar with.’

Rapidly two huge and ornately wrought scimitars were produced. I shuddered to think of the fate of their previous owners. Then I saw Hassan’s face as he picked up and balanced his weapon and I had no time to spare worrying about others. I had seen his prowess with the scimitar and knew that he would have one of my limbs off within a minute of the fight starting.

‘Take your weapon,’ Godislav commanded.

‘Nay,’ I said. ‘I will not.’

‘What?

‘I swore an oath to God when I fled that place, that never again should these hands touch this unclean metal,’ I declared.

It was weak, but the best I could do. Godislav grinned.

‘Most pious,’ he said. ‘Then here, you shall fight the heathen with a Christian weapon.’

And so saying he drew his own sword and put it into my hands.

It was a typical sailor’s weapon, a kind of cutlass, short, broad-bladed, made for hacking rather than stabbing, and no match against a scimitar wielded by an expert.

But there was no time for further protest or trickery. The blackamoor shoved Hassan towards me and the battle was on!

The full scimitar is a two-handed weapon and requires great strength in the forearm and particularly in the wrist to wield it. The basic pass is a simple scything stroke moving obliquely down from shoulder-height across the chest and upper abdomen. Here, in the hands of a novice like me, the sheer weight of the weapon carries it still further, often dragging the user with it and leaving him completely open to counter-attack. Hassan, on the other hand, was strong and expert enough to be able to turn the downward swing at hip-height and use the impetus to carry the blade back to shoulder-height and then repeat the pass along the other diagonal. This figure-of-eight action performed at speed creates the impression of a continuous band of sharp and shining steel spinning between you and your antagonist.

My only hope, non-existent if I’d been lugging one of those huge swords around with me, was to keep out of his way till he got tired and then hope to get one clean thrust with the cutlass.

With just the two of us, fighting in an open field, I might have managed it, but here on a small deck, made even smaller by the press of spectators eager for blood, it was clearly impossible. I dodged to left and to right; I jumped, I scampered, I crawled; I ran backwards at great speed; but there was nowhere to hide. Every time I reached that tight circle of bellowing Uskoks they pushed me back towards Hassan with murderous glee.

Finally I was trapped. The scimitar whirred. I parried the stroke with my cutlass, but only at the expense of having that poor inadequate weapon dashed from my hand. The scimitar rose again and I closed my eyes. What the future might have held for me, I did not know. I had never aspired to ambitions beyond my next hot meal! Naturally during my time with Mustafa I had not touched pig and now absurdly the image which filled my perilous soul was of a shank of pork, succulent and aromatic from the spit.

I waited for the whirr of the descending blade.

‘Hold!’ cried a voice.

I opened my eyes. The blade still hung above me. But Hassan was regarding Godislav who had produced a large flintlock pistol.

‘The child must not die without making his peace,’ said the captain sternly. ‘Boy, to your prayers!’

I dropped on my knees and addressed myself to the Almighty, begging forgiveness for my sins. The list was not long, in all conscience, but I span it out as best I could, partly to postpone the descent of the scimitar, I confess, but also because it seemed foolish not to pare purgatory down as much as possible while I had the chance.

But all bad things come to an end and eventually I dribbled into silence.

‘Finished?’ said Godislav. ‘Then the Lord have mercy on your soul.’

If I had been in a fit state to say what I expected next, I suppose it would have been something like a blare of trumpets and a terrible blinding light. Instead my entrance to the next world was heralded by a huge explosion and a splatter of warm liquid across my bowed head.

Then my arm was seized and I was dragged upright.

I opened my eyes. At my feet lay Hassan with a hole in his chest. By my side was Godislav with a smoking pistol in his hand. I touched my face. My fingers came away bloody, but I knew it was not my own and I felt weak with gratitude.

‘Thank you, sir,’ I stammered to Godislav.

‘Thank your stars, or your wit, that you prayed to the right God in the right language,’ said the Uskok.

When he released my arm to go about his business, I slumped down to the deck once more beside the body of my former friend. I was shivering violently at the thought that, had it been a Turk instead of a Christian holding the pistol, I would still have prayed as I did.

I learned two things that day: that a man is lost only when he admits he is lost. And that blood is terrible only when it is your own.
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DURING the next few weeks I began to realize how fortunate we had been to fall into the hands of this particular Uskok band. The important thing was that Godislav was not, like most of his band, an exiled Bosnian, but of some other nationality, I knew not what. But I gathered from various hints that he had been a passenger in a ship taken by Turkish corsairs and had spent over a year chained to a galley oar before being rescued in his turn by a Uskok raid. So strong had his desire for vengeance been that he had joined the Uskok band and rapidly risen to its leadership by virtue of his courage, skill in arms, and the ferocity of his hatred.

Fortunately Godislav did not share the other great Uskok hate, that against Venice, though he observed the forms of it and had no compunction about attacking Venetian (or indeed anyone’s!) shipping. So instead of sending Papa Priuli to join poor old Mustafa, Godislav merely made him pull on an oar till we reached their land-base where he was locked up with another two or three Venetian prisoners. The crew, Black Jaraj in particular, grumbled at this clemency, but Godislav pacified them with promises of the large ransom he would demand for the return of his captives to their families.

There were many other foreign mercenaries amongst the Uskok force, but few had arisen to such a position of leadership as Godislav. I was as grateful as Papa Priuli for his protection. Not that anyone existed who would pay a ransom for my poor body, but Godislav seemed amused by my presence and seemed content to let me act as his personal cabin boy.

The main Uskok land-base was the area round the Croatian port of Senj. There were several thousand of them and on occasion they would fight as a single body under a single leader who at this particular time was a Serb, known familiarly as Majmun or Monkey. I saw him once in the city and recognized how apt was the name. But this little wizened-faced man with the melancholy expression had a reputation to make even Godislav bow out of his path.

For the most part, however, the Uskoks plundered and pirated in small individual bands, living apart and regarding each other with fraternal distrust.

Godislav’s band occupied a small settlement to the north of Senj. Built overlooking the ocean, in a cleft of the Velebit where spinneys of dull cypress seemed bright against the grey of the mountains, it combined the advantages of defensibility and access to the sea. A sheltered cove with a sandy beach permitted the shallow-draughted Uskok craft to be run ashore, while only a few metres out a sudden shelving of the seabed gave depth enough for ships like Papa Priuli’s to be anchored while their goods were discharged.

These pirates (for so they were, whatever they pretended of Holy Crusade) had their womenfolk and families with them in the settlement; aye, and their priest and chapel too. I was overjoyed at first to see young maids, thinking in my innocence that such desperadoes as these must have little concern for female chastity. But I quickly discovered that they were far more stringent than even my father and his like. I was foolish enough to make an open approach to Black Jaraj’s daughter, Dusanka, one Sunday after mass, and he, discovering us pressed close against the chapel wall, would have strangled me had not Godislav intervened. I learned a lot about the complexity of ethics in my time with the Uskoks! For that black-bearded face (what I could see of it), so bright-flushed with moral indignation, when next I saw it so red was stained with the blood of a Turk’s heart, dug out of the living body and chewed upon in turn by these most grisly villains!

This turned my stomach almost as much as a rough sea did. Often by the time we reached our prey, I was unfit by reason of my stomach for even the small part in the attack that Godislav permitted me to play. The men laughed, Jaraj in particular, but Godislav, though he smiled also, was kinder.

‘You are no sailor,’ he said. ‘Yet may we make a soldier of you.’

For he had discovered in me an aptitude for arms and for horsemanship too. He loved riding and always kept a stable of two or three horses, though there was little use for them either in his profession or in this rough and rugged country-side. Yet each day when he was on land he would saddle one of his mounts and ride where he could, taking me with him when he realized I could sit astride without falling off. However, when I tried to use the old mare like a Turkish pony and brought her back after a gallop with her flanks agleam with sweat and her mouth sore from my demands for sudden violent changes of direction, he spoke to me most sternly. I answered him familiarly and next thing I was lying on the straw beneath the horse with my head reeling, while Godislav stood above me with his fist tight-clenched.

‘Boy,’ he said, ‘do not overvalue yourself. I have fifty men better than you, and any one of them would cut my throat if he thought to profit thereby. But I have only three horses, and each of them would die for me if I demanded it. So know your place.’

And he stood over me while sulkily I rubbed down the mare, groomed her and salved her mouth. When I finished I fed her an apple and she nuzzled my neck.

‘See,’ said Godislav. ‘Any man you had treated so would be plotting vengeance, seemed he never so friendly. But she has forgiven you and would gallop till her heart broke if you asked it now. Some day you may have to ask it. Then will you know sorrow.’

I had no idea what he meant. A growing youth carries his brains between his legs, and his soul too! Only other violent activities of the body can divert his lust for a while, and fortunately these I had in plenty.

Besides riding, Godislav also instructed me in arms. From him I learned to wield dagger and cutlass, spear and club, pistol and musket. He it was who taught me that the most subtle and the plainest of weapons alike have their mysteries, and if two men fight with lumps of rock as big as a man’s fist, he who best understands his lump will be the winner.

Why he should have taken such pains with me I did not bother to wonder at that time. But looking back I see now what a lonely existence his must have been and I believe he kept me by him because I was useful, not just as a servant but in a strange way as a companion. As he rode out sometimes, if the air was balmy and his mood high, he would burst into song in a language I did not recognize. But as I have said, I have always had a quick ear and found it easy to imitate even without understanding. One of his favourite songs went,


It was a lover and his lass

With a hey and a ho and hey nonny nonny no

Who through the green cornfields did pass….



and having reached this point one morning, his voice tailed off as he looked with something of sadness in his face over the rugged mountain landscape about us. The merry tune was running through my mind, however, and without thinking I carried on the words.


In spring time, in spring time,

The only pretty ring time

When birds do sing hey ding, a ding ding

Sweet lovers love the spring.



He turned on me then with a look of amazement and anger and roared something at me in the same strange language.

I answered in Croatian that I did not understand, whereon he seized my arm most painfully and did not release his grip till he was convinced I told him the truth.

But thereafter, having discovered my gift of tongues, he set out to teach me his native language which I now found to be English. I learned quickly and was soon an able if not always very interested auditor of long reminiscences of his former life. His real name was Godfrey Hatfield and his family had flourished during the long reign of the English Queen during the last century. But when she died and the Scot, James, came to the throne, things changed and, from being a court favourite, young Godfrey had become first undesirable and then potentially criminal in the eyes of the new ruler. There had been suspicions of plot, a purge was ordered, but before he could be officially named, Godfrey had left the country and gone roaming across Europe in search of his fate, till finally he joined a ship at Marseilles and sailed for Constantinople. The corsairs had taken them off Crete and, as I have told, he pulled on a galley oar till the Uskoks rescued him after a fierce battle off the coast of Montenegro.

I listened enthralled to his talk of battles and booty, and because I could speak his language, I became first a precious link with England and all it meant to him, and next with his distant family, particularly a dearly loved younger brother. Significant, now I see, was the moment when, after instructing me in the art of slitting a man’s throat from behind so that he died and fell without a sound, he regarded me sombrely for a while, then said, ‘You are set to make a fair assassin, Carlo. Let us see whether you take to a gentleman’s weapons as easily.’

So saying he produced a pair of rapiers, buttoned the points, and began my education in the laws of the duello.

The distinction between a gentleman and the rest was a fine one, I soon perceived. Once when we closed with the rapiers I, knowing myself to be hard pressed, evened things up by kneeing him in the balls, a move he himself had taught me in his lessons on the cutlass.

‘God’s scrotum!’ he gasped. ‘That is not the way of it, Carlo. Not the gentleman’s way!’

Yet I noted that, whenever he could, in the forward thrusts with the rapier, he would bring his leading foot down hard on my toes. Plainly the art of being a gentleman lay in concealing your foul strokes!

So time passed; how much, I do not know. Months certainly, perhaps a year. Young and animal spirits measure by seasons not by days, and all I know is that the bora which had blown us into the Uskoks’ hands was howling again as I lay in wait one dark evening behind Lieutenant Jaraj’s wood-pile. Godislav had rescued me once from the lieutenant’s wrath and no man in his right senses would have risked it twice, but the flesh is no academician and to urge reason on a young man in love is like advising the heretic to piss on the bonfire that consumes him.

I say I was in love. What I mean is that of all the females in the settlement on whom my lustful eye had rested (that is to say, so desperate was I, all the females) Jaraj’s daughter Dusanka had given me the clearest indication that she was ready to admit my suit. She was no beauty, in fact she had a long stupid face like a mountain sheep’s, with a slight cast of the left eye, and perhaps this explains her own willingness to smile on such a poor catch as me. But she was built on a generous scale with breasts you could have loaded into a demicannon, or a culverin at the least. It was these I had been attempting to bear out of the arsenal of her blouse when Jaraj had first come upon me. And it was the memory of their ponderous softness which had brought me back despite the various dangers of the night.

Not least among these was the wind. The bora forced itself down the cleft in the mountains where our settlement lay; and its fiercest blasts could pick a man off his feet and dash him most bloodily against a wall or a rock. Equally dangerous were the smaller objects – sticks, stones, slates, animals even – which continually filled the air. I have known a slate whistling sideways on the breath of the bora take a man’s head clean off something which I personally have only managed a couple of times and that with all the speed of a horse at full gallop to fortify the blow.

But the bora was also my friend, for I had seen how these Bosnians treat their women. In my district of Croatia, a woman knew her place and might be beaten if she stepped out of it. But these uncouth Bosnian peasants regularly whipped their wives and daughters just to remind them, though no offence had been given. So Jaraj, though not likely to venture himself forth on such a night, would have no compunction at all about sending Dusanka out to fetch more logs for his fire.

I had been lurking in the lee of the log-pile for nearly two hours before the door opened. A great curse from within told me Jaraj was complaining of the draught; then the flame-yellowed rectangle faded as the door was pulled to and a dark shape moved away from the house. I knew it was Dusanka before I saw her face. Who else could push through the blasts of the bora as though they were the gentlest zephyrs of spring?

Srupid that girl may have looked, but when I called to her and she saw who it was, she summed up the situation in a trice. Her great arms enfolded me and her lips crushed mine with a force that set my head reeling, my arteries racing, and my gums bleeding. I began to fumble with her clothes, but even here her intellect went before me. She pushed me away and began to deal with the familiar fastenings herself, roughly urging me, when she saw that I was merely looking on with incredulous awe, to take care of my own undressing.

I tore my clothes off with the frenzy of a man on fire. What cared I for the chill of the night air or the blasts of the bora? I had heat within me to thaw the wastes of Thule and an anchor beneath me to hold though Boreas himself came ripping through my sails.

She was soft yet solid to my eager touch. Her breasts spilled to right and left like the moles of Constantinople harbour. Yet were they no defence against the armada of my passion or the spring tide of my seed. But before I drove over the bar into her safe haven, I pushed myself up from her body to savour the glory of her nakedness and show her the grandeur of my own.

It was a sight worth seeing, I hope for both for us. Yet I paid dearly for my pride.

The bora sent down such a blast that it almost overthrew the massive rock-weighted log-pile. Me, kneeling naked like a Turkish wrestler astride his foe, it picked up as though I was an effigy of straw set in a vineyard to startle the birds. Backwards I was driven, arms outstretched towards my dwindling love, with all the desperate agony of Orpheus too early turned to view his lost Eurydice. Had I hit the stone wall of the house, I had surely died. But fate had too many other games still to play with me and instead I was hurled against the wooden door with such force that the catch snapped open and I sailed across the room on to the lap of Jaraj who sprawled in a drunken doze before his fire.

Even an Uskok used to the sudden starts and alarums of war needs a second or two to wake from dreams of God knows what foulness to the reality of a naked youth lying across his belly.

I leapt to my feet. He stared at me in amazement and terror as though I might be a demon sent from hell to summon his black soul. I saw his eyes fix with speculative trepidation on my naked lance, still couched for the attack. Then his gaze moved to the open door where stood Dusanka like a German Valkyrie come to seek her slain hero.

If I’d remained still, she wouldn’t have had to look far. Jaraj, with the sickening naivety of an uneducated mind, ignored all other possible explanations of our twin nakedness and picked the worst.

Pausing only to pluck his sword from the hearth, he came at me with a fury matched only by my fear. I pushed Dusanka aside (itself no mean feat) and fled into the night. Jaraj pursued. It was a desperate race and how it might have turned out, I do not know. But the same fate that had blown me into the house was still at its pastimes. The bora raged to a new crescendo, the log-pile finally gave way as though lifted by a shallow-laid petard, and Jaraj was enveloped in a tumble of flying wood.

I hoped he might be killed, but his moment was not yet come and I had scarcely time to reach Godislav’s house and clothe my nakedness before there was a thunderous knocking without.

It was Jaraj, bleeding and bruised, but with his wrath unabated. He had brought with him a few of his cronies, and as the bora, worn out perhaps by that final explosion, began to die away, others of the crew emerged and came to join the group.

Godislav, who had watched my precipitous entrance stark naked without any comment, now listened in equal silence to Jaraj’s speech. Concealed within the house, I listened also, and I soon realized that there was much more than just Dusanka’s threatened virtue at issue here. Jaraj, claiming to be speaking for the whole crew complained that we were spending too much time on shore, that the division of spoil was inequitable, that Godislav’s protection of noble Venetian prisoners was evidence that his heart was not in the Uskok cause, and that this suspicion was compounded by his protection of one who, from his origins, was very probably a Turkish or at least Venetian spy and who was certainly a despoiler of devout and virtuous maidens.

It took me some time to recognize myself in this last description and when I did, I felt indignant. But as others joined in the chorus of protest, I ceased to feel indignant and began to feel disturbed. The root cause of all the trouble was that Godislav was a foreigner and during the past year, perhaps because he had me for company, he had become more rather than less of a foreigner. Recently there had been talk in Senj of a full-scale campaign against the Turks, with a united Uskok force under Majmun. Such talk was not uncommon and normally everyone rattled their swords and behaved as if the uprising were imminent, though privately acknowledging the impracticability of the scheme. Godislav had been openly contemptuous, however, and his band had felt themselves demeaned before their fellows. This Jaraj now seized upon and while I would still have backed Godislav’s brains and reputation to preserve him in power, I began to have a sinking feeling that the only way he could do it was by sacrificing me and the Venetian prisoners to the mob.

Now Jaraj fell silent. Quickly I began to load a pair of pistols. At least I would not die alone. Outside the men grumbled and muttered among themselves, then all noise died away as Godislav began to talk.

He began seriously.

‘You are brave men. Aye, the bravest I have known. Always I have the example of your courage before me. If I am quick to the attack when galleys clash, it is because I know I must be fleet of foot to keep up with those around me. If I expose myself to cold steel and hot bullet, it is because I know that I am shielded by the press of those around me. If I take blows and feel wounds in silence, it is because I know my screams would shame and disgust the fortitude of those around me. Yet I confess these standards are hard for me to maintain. Jaraj is right. Sometimes I must fall short. Should any there be who would follow the brave example of Jaraj and go to Senj to join the force doubtless already gathering there for the assault on the heathen Turk, then let him go, freely and with our applause, and in the certainty that his wife and family will be safe and well cared for.’

Here he paused. I could imagine Jaraj looking round with dismay to deny that he was going to join any attack on anyone. Several voices cried out that they would remain with Godislav through thick and thin. Others joined in and the chorus might have become a thunder of acclamation had not someone shouted, ‘What of the Venetians?’

Godislav was unworried.

‘The Venetians? You see these papers I have in my hands? These are letters written by those selfsame Venetians to their families. They say they are well – for the moment – but will only remain so and be released if these rich families pay a good ransom.’

‘This we have heard before,’ shouted Jaraj. ‘Why have we waited so long?’

‘We have waited till it was worth our while to risk a visit to Venice,’ answered Godislav. ‘There is no love for us there. Such a risk is scarcely worthwhile for the sake of a handful of ducats. But for ten thousand chiquines!’

‘Ten thousand!’ echoed the mob.

‘Aye, that is the total demanded in these letters!’ cried Godislav. ‘And this I promise, too, my friends. There shall be no talk here of unjust division. This money shall be divided equally between all members of my crew!’

The cheers were tremendous and there was some laughter also, produced I suspect by the realization that Jaraj, who had voiced the complaint, would be a large sufferer by this new democracy, for previously as lieutenant he had received a double share of all booty.

‘But who shall go to Venice and fetch this money?’ demanded someone.

‘It will need a brave man and someone expert in their language,’ said Godislav. ‘Someone also who is careless of his own life and not curious how he loses it, for their Council of Ten has, I believe, devised many subtle instruments for the entertainment of Uskoks.’

This was the first mention I ever heard of the Ten and even then, still in some trepidation for my own skin, I could detect the unease of the crew’s response.

Godislav let the hubbub of talk rumble on for a while.

‘Men,’ he then cried. ‘I have no more right than anyone else to undertake this task; nay, less than many if courage be the measure; but I would esteem it an honour undreamt of if those of you eagerly vying to be our chosen embassy would sacrifice their entitlement to my undesert. Say, will you let me go? When the vernal sun returns to warm your brave hearts, will you let me go?’

Too true they would, as their cry of acclaim testified!

But Jaraj was not yet done.

‘The beast!’ he cried. ‘The ravisher! Yet will I not for my honour’s sake let such a creature live to blight another dawn.’

He was growing quite poetic in his nastiness. I had begun to feel soothed by the mastery of Godislav’s oration to the men, but now it occurred to me that I might still be the sop he would casually toss to the waiting maws. This feeling was confirmed when Godislav laughed in response to Jaraj’s demand and turning called for me to come out of the house.

Slowly, clutching my two pistols under the loose-sleeved robe I had put on, I emerged. Jaraj stepped forward, triumphant, his sword in his hand. I was on the point of producing my pistols and blasting that ugly soul to perdition when Godislav laughed again.

‘Here he is, the beast, the ravisher! This is the creature against whose nightly excursions you must lock your doors and bar your windows! When they hear in Senj of Jaraj’s courage in tracking down and slaughtering this monster, how they will cry out in wonderment and admiration!’

His irony won an immediate response. Men began to laugh. Then one called out, ‘Aye, and when they see Dusanka, they will wonder why we did not protect the beast against the maiden!’

At this Jaraj turned angrily to seek the speaker in the crowd, and Godislav took the opportunity to step between me and the lieutenant.

Putting his arm around my shoulders he said, ‘Fear not for your virgins, men. I shall take this lusty youngster with me to Venice where they are not so careful of their womenfolk. This lad’s weapon may yet wreak more vengeance on those proud Italians than Jaraj’s sword could ever do!’

So saying he led me back into the house and, locking the door behind him, let out a long sigh of relief.

‘Oh Carlo, Carlo!’ he said to me in his own language. ‘I had not thought you would risk Jaraj’s wrath again! Have I taught you nothing?’

For answer I brought my loaded pistols out of the voluminous sleeves of my gown and laid them on the table.

‘So!’ he said regarding them quizzically. ‘You have learnt something after all. Perhaps I should not have intervened between you and Jaraj, and then you would have rid me of a very troublesome fellow!’

He laughed as he spoke and I laughed with him. What I did not tell him, for I was filled with great shame at my lack of faith, was that I had learned enough to have needed only one pistol to take care of the lieutenant.

Had Godislav moved to withdraw his protection from me, the other pistol had been intended for him.
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Do they shit in heaven?

Questions such as this were once disputed by learned men, but now they seem to have larger uncertainties to occupy their minds. Well, I am no theologian, just a plain soldier looking back on a foolish youth, but this I know. Venice, some men say, is like a vision of heaven when first seen across the water, and they certainly shit in Venice!

That culvert (I will not call it a canal) we moored our dinghy in after paddling across the lagoon in a rolling sea-mist made my father’s midden smell like a tray of Turkish sweetmeats by comparison.

We had sailed from Senj in a fishing smack of a type familiar enough to attract little attention from the Venetian patrols, and Papa Priuli was safe in the savage care of Jaraj on the lee shore of one of the many small islands in the lagoon. Godislav had wanted to bring all the hostages from Senj, but Jaraj had protested that one was enough; he could affirm the others were safe and they would act as an insurance in case our plans went awry.

So now we sat huddled in our fishermen’s smocks, sodden by the sea-mist which dripped from the fine tangle of Godislav’s beard like snow in a Swedish pine forest at the onset of spring. I had wanted to leave this drain and seek more comfortable shelter. Even a doorway would be drier, warmer and sweeter-smelling, I argued. But Godislav, who seemed to be well acquainted with the city, said that strangers at large by night ran the risk of either being taken up by the watch or beaten up by the bravi. These bravi were villains, sometimes of good family, who wondered abroad at night armed with the small sharp dagger the Italians call a stiletto, ready to attack and rob, or even murder, the unwary passer-by. For Godislav to express a reluctance to meet them was enough to convince me of their menace. So there we sat on the edge of that foul sluice till the first rays of the sun touched the green and gold of the gently bobbing garbage.

Soon we heard the sounds of stirring life in the city and Godislav stood up and stretched himself.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘It is time to earn our wages.’

He set off confidently like a man who knows his way. I followed in a series of little runs, for once out of our squalid hiding place, I began to realize that this Venice was indeed a place to behold, and often I paused to stare around me like the untutored country lad I still was, and almost lost sight of Godislav in my fits of admiration. We were passing now along what they call the Molo, a broad paved walk between the open sea on the one side and a tall splendid building agleam with white and pink marble on the other. This I later discovered to be the palace of their Doge or Duke, and also I discovered that it contained rooms which were by no means so light and airy as this façade fronting on the sea. But no thought of pain or danger touched my mind at this time, not even when we reached the entrance to a broad square, marked by two huge pillars of marble, one bearing the gilded figure of a warrior slaying a monster, the other a brazen cast of that most famous symbol of Venice, the winged lion. I say not even when we reached the entrance, for between these pillars stood another less beautiful erection, a plain wooden gibbet from which dangled by one leg, the mutilated body of a man.

This seemed to give Godislav pause, but in truth it bothered me as little as it seemed to bother the groups of young men; aye, and some not so young, who squatted and knelt between the pillars, throwing dice. This was an ancient privilege of that place, I later gathered, and one which the company of a corpse was not going to deprive its addicts of.

But it was what lay beyond that ravished my eyes. For this square opened into a yet larger one, the Place of St Mark, so called after their golden church which lies at the eastern end; and in truth to my simple eye it seemed that it might lie many a hundred leagues further to the east without looking out of place, for there was something too much of the Mussulman in those silver domes and gilded pinnacles. Yet its beauty caught at the breath, and that of the other buildings too – the soaring bell tower, the marvellous clock, the facing rows of fine dwellings, arcaded below and fenestrated beyond count above, with at the far western end of the square another church, much smaller, but formed of a pure white marble, more fitting ornament for the source of all our purity.

Such were the simple thoughts of a simple lad!

Godislav had caught up with me now and seemed recovered from his uneasiness. Observing my reaction to this place, he smiled fondly at me and rested his hand on my shoulder, saying, ‘You like it here, Carlo?’

‘Aye,’ said I. ‘It is a brave sight.’

‘Brave indeed,’ said Godislav. ‘But remember, such marvels were not built by simpletons. Those Venetians are as subtle as their works.’

So saying, he drew me with him across the square which, despite the earliness of the hour, was already beginning to be full of people. In the space of a dozen steps I heard almost as many tongues and saw an equal variety of dress, so that our own travel-stained robes were in no way out of the ordinary. But principally among all the shifting colours of the scene moved slow and stately figures dressed all in black who, when they encountered one of their acquaintance, bowed low, clapping the right hand to their breast, if they did not stop to talk, and kissing the other’s sleeve if they did. These Godislav told me were the clarissimi or gentlemen of Venice and all these people were here gathered to see and be seen and do business. At first the Venetians were indistinguishable one from another in their gowns and the black brimless caps of felt, but later I was able to know their degrees by varieties of material or design. Two men I did notice who passed us close by and these were gowned in black chamlet with sleeves that hung almost to the ground. Yet I would not have taken particular note of them had not Godislav’s grip on my shoulder tightened to the point of pain as they passed.

Curious, I turned to observe them more closely and one returned my gaze from dull unblinking eyes in a narrow, grey face, like Friday’s fish unsold in Saturday’s market.

‘Do you know those men?’ I inquired curiously of Godislav.

‘Nay, nor want to,’ he answered. ‘They are of the Ten. Come, let us hurry.’

Soon we had left that marvellous square and, as we hurried along narrower but not so crowded ways, Godislav rehearsed me once more in our plan.

He had with him the letters from each of our four prisoners instructing, or rather begging, their families to effect their release by payment of 2500 chiquines each. This sum of 10000 in all, though beyond the immediate hope of one such as I then was, yet lay within my computation. It was a goodly amount, true, but when shared out between the Uskok crew (and evenly, too, I recalled Godislav’s promise) it would not be so much. And as the magic of that great golden square was forgotten in a maze of ever-narrower ways which the slant beams of the morning sun could not reach to lighten or warm, I began to think myself a fool to be risking so much for so little. If Godislav feared these Ten, whatever they were, then so must I. To tell truth, I had almost resolved to run away and hide in Venice rather than return to Jaraj and his barbarous fellows. Only my love for Godislav stood between me and this resolution. He was the first man that I had ever regarded as an exemplar and model and I was loth to part from him. But equally I was loth to part from my life.

As if guessing my fears, Godislav halted and put his arm over my shoulder.

‘Carlo,’ he said looking me straight in the eye. ‘When this is done and we have the ransom, I shall give you your share here, and here you may stay, or more safely on the terrafirma if you wish.’

Tears sprang to my eyes at his loving understanding.

‘Will not you stay also, Godislav?’ I asked. ‘Abandon those beasts, start anew?’

Sadly he shook his head.

‘I am their leader,’ he said. ‘I cannot desert them with honour.’

Moved beyond words by this noble statement I hesitated no more, but after a close embrace I left him and went on alone to the stately mansion which was the palazzo of the Priuli family.

This ‘palace’ was a fine large house of three storeys built in a yellowish brick with the podium or open gallery, which fronted on the Grand Canal, all garnished with fair pillars and arches of Istrian marble. Though it was far removed from what in other regions might pass for a palace, yet it seemed huge to me, far too grand to be the home of so humble and unfortunate a merchant as old Papa Priuli. But I recalled that Godislav had told me that this was the home of the main branch of the family only. Papa was but a minor member of a minor branch, yet so powerful was the idea of the family fixed in the Venetian mind that a hurt to one was a hurt to all, and here if anywhere would the ransom be paid.

Our plan was simple. I was to play a ragamuffin hired at the seafront for a couple of gazets (their smallest coin) to deliver Papa’s letter with a covering note from Godislav demanding that a box containing 2500 chiquines was to be given to me and I was to be sent from the palazzo unaccompanied and unfollowed. Any attempt to interfere with this payment would result in the death of Papa Priuli and also of the other hostages in Senj, negotiations for whom would be opened after the present transaction was concluded. Godislav instructed me to slouch low, let my mouth sag open and generally give the impression that I was five years younger than I was and half-witted to boot. If questioned, I was to describe my employer as a burly, black-bearded, hook-nosed man (a good description of Jaraj!) and deny all knowledge of more.

It was, as I say, a simple plan, and simplicity is best I have usually found. Yet there is a difference between the classically elegant and the rustically naive, though they both may be termed simple. In its concept the plan may have been the former; in my performance it rapidly became the latter.

The thing was, I was thrown off balance from the outset. For the door of the palazzo Priuli opened even as I raised my fist to knock and I found myself confronted with an amazing sight. Before me stood, or rather over me towered, a woman, fully seven feet tall. But the height was not hers and nature’s alone. No, on her feet she wore, if such things can be worn, a pair of shoes or choppines as they call them, which had soles a half a yard thick! These were, as I guess, made of some light wood, but covered with leather all brightly painted in curious designs, and as things to view they were not without attraction, but as things to walk on …! By the side of this woman, or lady as I quickly reckoned her to be, stood a female attendant, holding one of her arms and lending her support as she took a perilous step forward. In my country I have seen entertainers and clowns such as perform on feast-days stride grotesquely about on stilts, but none but madmen would think such exercise fit for a woman even of the lowest degree!

Yet it was not simply her height which held me speechless. No, it was also the fact that just at my eye level her bubbs dangled naked! Or not so much dangled, for in truth they were fairly supported by the bodice of her gown which, being composed of some stiff brocade material, pushed up those fair orbs of flesh so that they swelled as proud (and smacked as heathenish) as the golden cupolas on the church of San Marco. Naked flesh I had seen before, and more than most men since, aye, both willing and unwilling, but nothing has startled my mind like this sudden apparition, no, not even the Bessarabian nipple-dancers I saw in Constantinople.

Around her neck she wore a little ruff of cambric and over her face a veil, but of such a fine black silk that it lay on her features but as a shadow, as though one should stand between her and the sun. Her hair was fair almost to whiteness, which was the fashion then of all these Venetian dames, and curled and frizzled in a kind of double pinnacle above her brow, which struck me at first as merely ridiculous, but later I came to think it a fashion most elegant. What things these women are! And what things these men also, for were it ordained that we could screw only women with eyes asquint, how soon would we find a clear level gaze odious!

Hers was both clear and level and I did not find it odious, but it did nothing to clear my confusion.

‘Speak, child,’ she said in a pleasant musical voice with that Venetian lisp I had noted (though much modified) in the speech of Papa Priuli and our other prisoners. ‘What want you here?’

I did not answer and the attendant laughed and said, ‘It is an idiot, lady!’

This filled me with indignation. To be confounded by a beautiful seven-foot woman with bare tits was one thing; to be insulted by a fully clothed middle-aged harridan of five foot six quite another. Angrily I plucked the missives from my rags and handed them to the lady who read through them negligently.

‘What, boy?’ she said when she’d finished. ‘Is this some mountebank’s joke? Maria, push this filthy wretch into the canal!’

The harridan advanced. So much for Venetian family loyalty! I thought and, indignant at such callousness I burst out, ‘Have you no care for your kinsman, lady?’

‘So the idiot child can speak!’ mocked the lady. ‘And more. He knows what lies in these missives too!’

Realizing my mistake, I panicked and decided it was time to depart but when I turned I found my way blocked by a major domo who must have opened the door as I arrived and been standing behind it since. I tried to wriggle past him but he seized me by the hair, whereupon I punched him in the belly and might have been able to make good my escape had not the woman, Maria, attacked me from behind, seizing my private parts with one hand and trying to scratch out my eyes with the other. The pain was excruciating and the damage might have been permanent if her mistress, eager perhaps to join the fray, had not taken a step forward and begun to sway perilously on her choppines. Maria withdrew to catch her, but by this time the major domo had recovered sufficiently to put a vicious arm-lock on me and Maria, having righted her mistress, looked ready to renew her onslaught when a voice cried, ‘What is all this broil? Zanetta, tell me, what is happening here? Do you not know I have Senate papers to read and my uncle expects me in the broglio presently?’

The speaker was a slight, worried-looking man with an expression of sternness which sat uneasily on a rather weak face. He was wearing the long black gown of a clarissimo and, from the conversation that followed, I gathered that he was the lady Zanetta’s husband, Benetto Priuli, a favourite nephew of Antonio Priuli, the reigning head of the family.

When he understood the situation, he immediately summoned reinforcements in the form of two menservants. Having read the letters, he ordered me to be searched and when a perfunctory examination of my clothes revealed a finely honed dagger with a jewelled haft, he looked wise and said, ‘Strip him naked and let us see what else he carries.’

A moment later I stood naked before them, at the same time furious and terrified.

‘Madam, I think this child is taller than when he arrived,’ observed Maria.

‘Nor does he seem so much an idiot,’ said the lady.

‘Nor,’ returned Maria, glancing like an expert gardener to where my ripe fruit hung heavy on the bough, ‘does he seem so much a child.’

‘Cover him!’ commanded Benetto, and my rags were thrust back at me. ‘Now tell me true, or it will be the worse for you, what more do you know of this matter?’

He sounded very threatening, but I thought I detected something of softness at the core of this man, so I forced a couple of tears and stammered out my story of being paid by a big, black-bearded man on the seafront to run this errand.

When I had finished, Benetto regarded me uncertainly. Eagerly I followed up my advantage and offered to take him to the very spot where I had been approached that morning and I think he was close to agreeing when his wife cried, ‘Husband, do not go out with this devil’s fry! It’s certain he has an accomplice who, seeing you together, will be warned and escape.’

‘I had thought the same, Zanetta,’ he answered reprovingly. ‘Let us send for the provveditore di notte. He will advise us on what is best to do.’

I didn’t like the sound of this. I guessed, rightly, that these provveditori must be in charge of security within the city and I had a natural reluctance to get mixed up with official organs of the law, particularly with the still misty horrors of the Ten swirling in the background.

The lady Zanetta once more came to my assistance.

‘Do you think those who watch the house will be any more reassured by the arrival of the signore di notte?’ she demanded, scornfully. ‘No, we must act swiftly and arouse no suspicions.’

‘So I was thinking myself,’ said Benetto approvingly. I guessed he’d learned by experience that the only way of not letting his wife make him look completely stupid was to claim precognition. ‘What we must first do is …’

He paused like a man of high intellect about to deliver a weighty judgement. His wife, supporting herself on his shoulder, plucked my dagger from his grasp and handed it to the major domo.

‘Geld him,’ she said.

‘Yes lady,’ he said with that lack of surprise which marks the good servant and well-disciplined soldier alike.

Next thing, he kicked my legs from under me, knelt on my stomach and flourished the knife like one who had served a long apprenticeship in the household kitchens. Benetto looked on with horror, the woman, Maria, with excited anticipation, and Zanetta with blank indifference.

The art of being tortured is not easy. Anyone can tell the truth. The thing is to convince your torturer you are telling the truth and also to tell it in such a way that he has a reason for leaving you alive. Such have been the philosophical conclusions of my mature years. In the palazzo Priuli, though, I had no aid from philosophy. All that occupied my mind was that next moment my hot balls might be steaming on the cool marble floor.

So I screamed in terror, begged for mercy, and babbled all I knew.

Yet not all. For some kernel of affection or gratitude in my soul made me say nothing of Godislav. Or perhaps it was simply that in my haste to confess, it seemed less complicated to give the impression that I had been sent alone from the hiding place in the lagoon to bear the letters.

But this altruism, however caused, was rewarded by producing that effect which I have since come to see as the main objective of a thoughtful confession. For, if I had come alone, then I must be able to return alone. So instead of being killed, or cut, or (at best) bound and incarcerated, I was taken with my hands tied behind my back and my own dagger pricking at my kidneys into a gondola on the Grand Canal in front of the house and commanded, on peril of death, to lead a hastily assembled band of armed men to the Uskok hiding place.

Zanetta Priuli, more wise than her menfolk, still believed I might have an accomplice without, who would quickly be warned by all this activity. But Benetto was by now rapt by the picture of himself as a man of action and paid her little heed as he ran around giving unnecessary orders. One thing she called out after us as we launched on our doubtful voyage did sow a seed, however – that the approach of a gondola full of armed men would alert these fearsome pirates – and when we reached the mouth of the Grand Canal, Benetto copied the Uskok strategy and redeployed his small force into a leaky fishing tub.

Now everything was ready, except for one small matter.

I had not the slightest idea which was the island I’d come from!

We had arrived in the lagoon with other returning fishermen at dusk and in a rising sea-mist. When Godislav and I came to the city in our cockleshell, I had merely pulled on the oars and left the steering to him. I had little aptitude for seamanship and might well have been confused even at the height of noon! But in these conditions I was left with as much idea where that island lay as I had of the location of the Hesperides.

Well, there were plenty of islands to choose from. I stared ahead, trying to look as if I knew what I was doing and praying that a chance for escape might occur while the kindly Benetto’s influence still prevailed, for many of his companions were eager to heal my ailing memory with the chirurgeon’s catholicon, that is, the letting of blood.

In the end even the gullible Benetto’s patience was wearing thin when there came a small diversion. Someone spotted a man’s head in the water some distance away. We made towards him and as we drew near it was plain to see he was wounded, for the water about him, which else has a most marvellous clarity, was all clouded with blood. His arms were moving, but he was making no progress. Twice he went under, and twice reappeared as our oarsmen strained their muscles.

We were almost at him when he went down for the third time, and this time he did not reappear. Beside me I heard the pious Benetto utter a prayer for the drowned man’s soul, and when I echoed his Amen! most fervently, he regarded me curiously. What he did not know, of course, was that my prayer had been one of thanksgiving for, as we drew near, I thought I recognized the wounded man in the water as that disgusting villain, Black Jaraj! What this meant, I did not know, but I did know I’d rather have him out of the way than in this boat beside me.

Some fool who claimed to have knowledge of the currents here about now informed Benetto that there might still be some slight hope for the man’s life if we concentrated our search in such and such an area, but before this plan could be carried out there came another interruption which pushed Black Jaraj’s fate to the back of everyone’s mind.

From an island two or three furlongs distant, one which I had just dismissed from my reckoning, there came an outcry of voices, a clashing of steel, and finally a couple of pistol-shots, all clearly audible through the still, warm air.

With all haste we now headed for this island and as we rounded its easternmost point, I saw at once this was the place. There moored close to the shore was the old fishing boat with a gondola alongside it. At Benetto’s command, our galliot approached most cautiously, not because there were signs of life, but rather too many of death. Over the curiously shaped prow of the gondola sprawled the gondolier with a shot wound in his throat, while over the gunwale of the fishing smack hung one of the Uskok crew with his head half-severed by a cutlass slash. A second lay on the deck with a sword wound in his fat gut wide enough to spill even the largest life.

That (if it were Jaraj I had seen in the water) accounted for all the crew save Stevan, a big blond Serb who was one of the few Uskoks whom I really liked. He had been kind to me and sometimes protected me from the more painful horseplay of his companions.

Where was he? – and where too was Papa Priuli? Could it be that he had broken out of the stinking hold in which he was locked, and had perpetrated all this slaughter?

It seemed most unlikely. But when we scrambled on to the deck (myself being hauled like a net of fish because of my bonds) the first thing I saw was that the hatch was open.

Something moved below. Benetto motioned his men around the open hold. A thin thatch of grey hair appeared, then a pair of watery eyes blinking in the unaccustomed sunlight.

‘Cousin?’ said Benetto uncertainly. ‘Is that you?’

‘What? What? Can it be so? Is it so? Cousin Benetto? Oh, the Lord be praised, the Lord be praised!’

And amidst much weeping and Lord-be-praising, Papa Priuli was helped up on to the deck. I used the cries of joy and universal embraces to cover my final efforts as I slipped my hands from their bonds with a view to emulating Jaraj and taking my chances in the water.

Then from the hold behind Papa Priuli emerged another figure, a tall clean-shaven, fair-haired man, in a fine suit of clothes, all silver and gold silk, with in his left hand a smoking pistol and in his right a steaming sword.

All sound ceased.

Till Papa Priuli, who was clinging to his cousin as though to the paps of Juno, cried, ‘This, this is he! My saviour!’

And the old fool fell on his knees and kissed the feet of the embarrassed-looking stranger.

Soon, delayed only by the appalling Italian of the newcomer, the story emerged. An English traveller, newly arrived in Venice, he had hired a gondola to take him on a tour of the lagoon. He was, it appeared, one of these newfangled kind of men, as interested in what beasts and growing things he might observe in his travels as in antiquities, and he had desired the gondolier to put him ashore on this uninhabited island so that he might study its flora and fauna. But when they approached, the men on the fishing boat had spoken to him most rudely, which insolence he might have ignored had not a faint cry for help reached him from within the ship.

Courageously, he had boarded her single-handed. The crew had resisted. There had been a struggle. He had been fortunate, or so he claimed most modestly, but alas! an errant ball had taken off his gondolier.

‘Oh, most bravely done, sir!’ cried Benetto. ‘We are greatly in your debt! Are all these villains killed?’

‘Aye, sir,’ said the Englishman. ‘I am sorry to say, as it grieves me much to take anyone’s life, no matter how deserving.’

‘Yet still we have one to pay something on earth of what these others are most certainly paying already in hell,’ said the Venetian regarding me vengefully.

‘This youth you mean, sir? He is one of them? Then he deserves the subtlest of your famed tortures,’ said the Englishman pompously. ‘But hold! This is not the boy, Carlo, is it?’

They all looked at me questioningly and I nodded. I kept my hands close together behind my back as though still bound, but I had postponed my plans of a watery flight as there seemed to be some hope of a better option emerging.

‘One of these villains, their leader as I guess, spoke of him before he died,’ explained the Englishman gesturing towards the small cabin. ‘There must have been still some itch of a Christian conscience in his stony soul, for he begged me to, what were his words? Have a care for the hoy, Carlo, whose only guilt lies in his over-fond simplicity. Is it true, child?’

‘True or not,’ said Benetto with a frown, ‘yet must he be taught by pain the peril of his sinful ways.’

‘Let him see the fate of his evil master,’ suggested the Englishman. ‘That may still be lesson enough.’

So saying, he seized my ear, dragged me to the cabin door and thrust me inside.

Face down on the floor lay the body of a man. I knelt beside him and turned him over and saw my mistake. He was not ‘face down’ for most of his face had been removed by a pistol blast at short range, so that only a mop of blond hair spread in all directions from that ruined centre, like a sunburst. As the smell of seared flesh stung my nostrils I jerked back crying, ‘Godislav! Godislav!’ and fell with my arms clasped round Benetto’s legs in a paroxysm of weeping.

‘Sire, sire, have mercy, have mercy,’ I sobbed piteously.

‘Nay, unhand me,’ he said trying to push me away, but I seized his hand and kissed it, saying, ‘One master I had who was evil and false. I pray you, let me have another who is virtuous and noble. Do not turn me away, in the name of the Master of us all who turned no one away.’

Through my tear-misted eyes, I could see that the fellow was, despite himself, flattered.

‘Well, we shall see, we shall see,’ he said, but he did nothing now to break the moving tableau of the repentant sinner on his knees kissing the holy hand that would lead him to salvation.

As I knelt there, I noticed on the floor close to my feet a basin half covered with a cloth. In it I could see some suddy water clogged with shanks of long blond hair. I shifted my position and contrived to push the basin beneath a wooden bench, while above me Benetto addressed the Englishman.

‘I pray you, sir, will you tell us your name and your degree, so that we may know to whom we owe such a debt?’

‘Willingly sir, though in matters of Christian action, there can be no talk of debts,’ replied the stranger. ‘My name is Godfrey Hatfield, sir, and as for degree, I claim no higher, nay, no lower either, than that of an English gentleman.’

I caught his eye as he spoke and flickered mine towards the basin.

‘But let us leave this stinking hulk,’ he continued,’ and take your friends to the comforts they deserve and must long for.’ So saying he left the cabin and jumped agilely from the deck of the smack to the galliot, where he gave commands to cast off with such authority that the rest of us had to make haste not to be left behind.

It was as well we did, for scarcely had we moved a ship’s length from the fishing boat when a loud explosion rent it atwain and the blast threw us all in heaps on the deck.

I raised my head a few moments later to see the fiercely burning boat sink hissingly in the water.

‘Praise God for our preservation!’ said the Englishman. ‘The villain Godislav must have fused a petard before his life left him. Truly the Lord’s hand is here!’

Amen! we all said.

But Benetto said, ‘I am sorry that those bodies, villains though they were, should not have a Christian burial.’

To which one of his less pious companions replied with the merriment of one who has had a close escape, ‘All is done most fittingly. They have flame to purge them and water to lave them, and all without expense or bother to the State!’

Aye, I thought as I watched the burning ship disappear. And nor would it now bother anyone to inquire who it was on that ship who had so recently shaved off a long blond beard. Nor to wonder how it was that a man with only half a head had managed to lay a petard as well as talk so movingly about the innocence of the young boy, Carlo!
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THE trick to survival is not personal strength but public protection. Godfrey (for I was punched in the belly whenever I addressed him privately as Godislav, and soon had mastered my lesson) had shown me the way, and he helped me to persevere in it too. I clung to Benetto like a leech, held up his gown to keep it from trailing the dusty ground, sprang ahead of him to clear a way, and burst into adoring tears every time his glance fell directly on me. Godfrey meanwhile, when we had landed in the city and were making our way across the crowded piazzetta, towards the Doge’s palace, drew everyone’s attention to Benetto’s miraculous influence over me.

No one’s averse to being involved in a miracle and by the time we left the crowded square and entered the cool shades of the palace, everyone was talking of strange lights, heavenly voices and visions of St Mark. Only when Benetto and his companions told their story to the hastily summoned Capi di Quarantia, the judicial magistrates, did the narrative assume a little factual sobriety, and not too much at that, for as Papa Priuli assured the Capi, the question of the miracle was merely one of degree for, certes, God’s hand had intervened in the business.

I echoed the general ‘Amen’ fervently, but despite my newfound piety, when the Capi di Quarantia had finished their examination, I was led off under guard. Godfrey caught my eye and gave me what I guess was meant to be a reassuring smile, while I burst into tears ostensibly at being parted from Benetto.

For once the tears were real enough. It was only their object that was feigned. The day had started with me masquerading as a child though I considered myself a man. Now at its end I was being treated like a man but feeling like a child.

It was myself I wept for.

Five or six hours later – I had no way of telling time – I had ceased weeping. But only through dearth of tears, not of terror.

First I was dumped in a cell of the pozzi, the prisons attached to the Ducal Palace. This was bad enough – the rough stone walls dripped with water so that I guessed I was beneath the level of their foul canals – but at least I was alone and temporarily unthreatened.

Then the door opened and an ancient turnkey beckoned me to follow him. He had no weapons and looked as if a good sneeze would crack him in two. Nor did I see anyone else as I trod obediently behind that slow limping figure. But I made no attempt to escape. Somehow that apparent contempt for security was more terrifying than a platoon of armed guards.

The turnkey spoke no word but eventually when we had reached an upper floor of the palace he motioned me to wait and left me alone. This time my longing for freedom drew me to the window brightly glazed with a most life-like design of the martyrdom of St Sebastian. But the pane of glass at his loins, for decency or through breakage I know not which, was unstained and I was able to peer through his belly into a little courtyard without.

There was no escape here. In the centre of the yard was a tall scaffold of wood with a pulley wheel at its foot. From the pulley over the topmast bar of the scaffold went a rope, its end fastened to the wrists of a poor naked wretch with his arms behind his back. By this fellow stood a priest and a Venetian nobleman, all in black, with one beside him who looked like a secretary with a portable escritoire hanging round his neck. At a signal two burly guards turned the wheel, and with remarkable speed the naked fellow was hoist to the bar with his arms forced most unnaturally high behind his back.

His mouth opened in a scream, but so thick was that glass that no noise could I hear. The man in black seemed to address him once more. Then he nodded to the wheel-man, who released the wheel so that the hanged man fell only to be fetched up short of the ground by a sudden application of a brake-lock so that his arms must surely have been pulled from their joints.

Three times I saw this ghastly dumb-show repeated till the poor wretch’s hands and face (I know not how) grew so full of blood that they seemed to burn with a redness besides which the painted gore of St Sebastian’s wounds was but starlight. Of a sudden the black-robed man turned and looked up at my window. I knew not if he could see me, but I drew back in fear of it all the same.

Him I could certainly recognize. He was the pale-faced, dull-eyed clarissimo whom Godfrey that same morning had pointed out to me as one of the Ten.

Soon afterwards the turnkey came back and I was taken into a room so dark that even after an hour or more, no shapes began to emerge from the darkness. This was when I started to weep and when I had wept myself dry, I strained and strained my eyes after sight till finally strange, shifting patterns of colour erupted in my mind, remaining there even when I closed my eyes.

It was now that the whispering began.

At first it was just my name, spoken over and over again till the syllables became mere sounds empty of meaning.

‘Yes! Yes! I am he! I am he!’ I screamed desperate for communication.

Silence.

‘Are you a Christian, Carlo Fantom?’

The voice was a dry rustle, like dead leaves blowing across an empty piazza at dawn.

‘Yes, I am, praise be to the Lord who is merciful to all sinners.’

‘That is well spoken,’ said another voice, friendly and approving. ‘I think this child is one of those who will reach most eagerly to embrace the flames that purge off his sins.’

‘Aye,’ said the dry voice. ‘And when his fingers melt like wax, perhaps he will hold them up as a candle-tree lit to the glory of the Lord.’

He didn’t sound very confident. And he was dead right. I felt a warmth strike down my leg as though the flames had already begun, but I had merely pissed myself.

‘No! no!’ I cried desperately. ‘I have not deserved this, Sinner I am, and shriven I must be, but I beg you, masters, speak not of the fire. I am no heretic, believe me!’

And I found more tears to weep.

‘Heretic, no! We believe you, child,’ said the friendly voice.

‘No heretic,’ said the dry voice. ‘But far worse. He is an apostate!’

There was a sharp intake of breath.

‘Apostate!’

‘No, not I, masters,’ I assured them, gabbling in my fear. ‘It’s a simple case of mistaken identity. I am Fantom, Carlo Fantom, a Croatian and a dutiful child of Holy Mother Church!’

‘Who donned the heathen’s clothes and performed the heathen’s foul rites!’ thundered a new voice, big with authority. ‘Aye, we have talked with the merchant Priuli, rescued through God’s grace, and we know the depths of your foulness. Give up hope, wretch! There is no hope for such as you.’

‘No hope?’ I sobbed.

‘Nay, if the child makes an honest confession,’ protested the friendly voice.

‘No hope!’ proclaimed Authority.

‘God’s mercy is infinite,’ urged another.

‘No hope,’ repeated Authority. But was there a weakening there, or was it only my terror that detected it?

‘First should we not test his sincerity?’ said the dry voice. ‘The greater the villainy, the greater God’s glory in the conversion.’

I could have kissed the thin bloodless lips those words issued from.

‘God’s glory needs no increment from such as this,’ sneered Authority. ‘But question it. I shall listen.’

What a softening up process was here! I was ready to tell them everything, aye, even so far back as my sister and the murdered priest had they asked. I was, and I hope I still am, a Catholic soul, and what these inquisitors had done was make me aware of the bubbling vat of damnation over which this soul hung by a thin thread.

Perhaps it would have been better if I had told them all. Perhaps with my conscience cleansed I might have made a new beginning or at least a holy ending. Perhaps….

But my questioners made a mistake. No. Let me rather say, I was mistaken in my questioners. For these as I discovered afterwards were no part of that Holy Inquisition with which Mother Church protects her purity, but the three State Inquisitors drawn from the Consiglio dei Dieci, the Ten, and their concern was not with the kingdom of God but the Republic of Venice and all that might threaten its security. As far as the Three were concerned a man might worship his own backside so long as he offered no harm to the State!

Gradually as the reassuring sequence of questions and answers began to soothe my fears, I became aware of the kind of interrogation I was undergoing. What did I know of the Ottoman forces, their disposition, their arms? And similarly about the Uskoks. How many? How was Senj defended? Did they have assistance from Austria? Were there many other Venetian prisoners? Had other Uskoks infiltrated the lagoon? Whose idea had it been? Did we have contacts in the city?

It began to dawn on me that what they feared was a plot, if not to raid the city, at least to pillage their argosies as they lay at their moorings by the Molo! So full of plots and counterplots are these Venetians themselves that they see them everywhere!

So once I had realized that the Three were interested in me politically, not spiritually, I gave them what they wanted, which was mainly the truth, except that I played up my role as the misled innocent and confirmed that it was Godislav whose body lay in the cabin of the fishing boat.

The questioning went on for how many hours I cannot say. When they took me from that room, it was night, for which I was very glad for after so long in complete darkness even the dull glimmer of the turnkey’s lanthorn stung my unaccustomed eyes. I was taken back to my cell with its walls so green and slimy that they shone in the dark. I cared not. So exhausted was I that I sank on to the pile of foul-smelling straw which, was my bedding and fell asleep before the first fleas had begun to bite, and there I would have slept the clock around had not the turnkey stirred me awake with his foot early the following morning.

I shrank away from it as though it were the hoof of Satan himself, so convinced was I that the Ten had decreed that I should be lightly grilled for breakfast! But when the grotesque ancient finally spoke to me (not out of kindness but simply his desire to be rid of me), I embraced his spindly legs and tried to kiss his stinking sandal. For the news he brought was that the Council had decreed in their wisdom and mercy that, pending further deliberations, I should be released into the custody of Benetto Priuli.
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MY position in the Priuli household was ambiguous. Clearly there was no way that such a creature as I could hope to gain admittance to the drawing room as of right; equally I was determined not to be assigned to the scullery as of nature.

I pursued energetically my policy of adoring Benetto. This was not difficult as, like so many weak men, he was basically very likable. It takes strength of character to provoke hatred, as I have found to my cost. I was also careful to put on display all those quirks of gentlemanly behaviour I had learned of Godfrey and, when questioned about my family in Croatia, I upgraded them to the fringe of the landed gentry, poor but well-connected and, of course, all dead. So, fairly soon I had established my status as much less than a relation but rather more than a servant.

Godfrey, my discreet inquiries revealed, had moved on instantaneously, refusing all offers of grateful hospitality. At first I felt somewhat hurt by what seemed an act of desertion, but closer reflection made me realize that there was little else he could do. I had preserved his secret, true; but only in the face of verbal trial. One pull on the strappado or one touch of the flame and nothing would have been kept back.

Now I had time to consider, I worked out what Godfrey must have done to effect this strange transformation from Uskok chief to English hero. Realizing from the length of time that I was held in the Priuli palace that I must have been interrogated as a suspect, he had hired a gondola to take him out to the fishing boat. There a quarrel had arisen with Jaraj and the others and Godfrey, swift to act, had attacked and slain them, except for Jaraj himself who had jumped into the water but with a mortal wound upon him. Godfrey had then shaved his beard, changed his clothes, killed the gondolier (who could otherwise report this strange transformation) and waited till he saw the expected rescue party before firing off his pistols and drawing our attention.

This was but a rough outline and I recognized it probably did not do full justice to the man’s coolness and courage. But something like this must have happened and I felt honoured that he had trusted in my wit and loyalty to grasp and support his plan. I prayed nightly that we might meet again for he was the first man I had truly loved.

Soon I began to realize what an important family I had become involved with. This principal branch of the Priulis was very rich and the head of the family, Benetto’s uncle Antonio, was widely tipped as the next Doge. The palatç¢p, though large, was comparatively crowded, for it is their custom (presumably to save the general expense of new establishments) for the sons of the house to bring their wives to live there rather than start afresh. Benetto, as the favoured nephew, was very high up the pecking order, particularly as his way of life was pleasingly frugal and, though not over-gifted with brains, he showed a willingness to work which contrasted with the spendthrift hedonism of some of the others.

My good relationship with him was spoilt only by one thing – Zanetta. She from the start regarded me with the deepest suspicion, showing by her looks and comments that she reckoned I was a mere hypocritical opportunist, playing upon her husband’s good nature for my own ends! I was deeply hurt by her innuendoes, for nothing I said or did gave her cause so to slander me. Were it not for his wife, Benetto’s confidence in me would have been absolute after a very few weeks, but I could see that, besides being worn down by a woman’s greatest weapon – that is, repetition – he also had wit enough to recognize his wife’s superior judgement.

So I feared and resented her and was most careful to avoid giving her evidence to support her allegations. How innocent I was of women’s ways! How simple to believe that she would be content to sit back and watch and hope I might be my own traitor!

Spring turned into summer and one Saturday shortly after noon Maria, the bloodthirsty attendant who had tried to tear me to pieces on my first visit to the palazzo, sought me out and commanded me to go to the market, there to purchase some musk melons for her mistress who had a sudden appetite for the fruit. I accepted the commission without resentment, for in Venice it is common for gentleman of great estate, senators and proctors themselves to visit the market and buy their own provisions. This frugality and domestic economy, held in other countries to be the virtues of Protestants and country wives, is here underpinned by the State itself, for laws exist, and are from time to time renewed, which limit the ornament and materials of a nobleman’s dress, and the very sweetmeats he may put on his hospitable table!

So I did not feel like a servant to go to the market, though in truth I had pride enough to resent being commanded by a servant to the task.

I took care to select the finest, ripest of red melons, careful even in this to avoid giving offence. As I moved away from the stall and made my way past the Rialto, that place where their gentlemen and merchants do meet twice a day to do business, I felt my arm seized and before I could resist I was pulled into a little shady walk, which because of the time of day, was quite deserted.

‘Hold still, Carlo, or you will spill your melons!’ whispered a familiar voice.

Turning, I regarded my assistant most joyfully.

It was Godfrey.

‘Godislav!’ I said, and doubled up as he punched me none too gently in the belly.

‘Godfrey,’ he admonished. ‘Quickly, tell me what has happened.’

Breathlessly I gasped out an account of my interrogation and subsequent life at the palazzo Priuli.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘’Tis as I had heard, but I would not risk showing my face again, till I was certain of your faith.’

‘What, Godis … Godfrey!’ I cried indignantly. ‘Did you think I would betray you?’

‘Nay, I never doubted you, Carlo,’ he said regarding me fondly. ‘But these Venetians I ever misdoubt, for they have subtle wiles, and not so subtle machines, for making a man betray even himself. Say nothing of our meeting, Carlo. Good-bye.’

‘What? Are you going so soon?’ I asked, very upset. ‘Shall I not see you again?’

He laughed.

‘Never fear it, Carlo. Soon we shall meet again, very soon. Now, go about your errand lest any be led to wonder at your delay.’

I returned to the palazzo with my heart and mind so full of this meeting that when Maria instructed me to go up to her mistress’s chamber with the melons, I obeyed instantly with none of my usual caution in dealings with Zanetta.

The room was cool and shady; she was not in the shadow, but sat outside the window on a little terrace overlooking the rear courtyard and garden of the house. Here the sun beat down mercilessly, but it was this heat that she was in search of, for, in common with most ladies of the city, she spent Saturday afternoon bleaching her hair. Their way of doing this is most strange and remarkable.

On her head she wore a large hat, or rather, part of a hat, for it had no crown but a very broad brim. This was pulled down onto her brow so that the most part of her hair lay in locks and straggles all along the brim and, being anointed with bleaching mixture, of which I shall have more to say hereafter, it was left to dry and whiten in the blaze of the sun. Then her maid would take a hot crisping pin of iron or other easily heated metal and curl it up into the two peaks or pinnacles which I have observed already these great ladies (and some not so great) do consider most becoming.

When I saw her so informally at her toilet before me, my wits began to collect again and I hesitated in the chamber. But hearing my entry, she now turned and sharply commanded me forward, so there was nothing else but to obey. In any case I was something reassured to see that at least her breasts were covered against the burning sun by a double thickness of lawn. I had not yet grown used to this wanton fashion and still found it hard to preserve my composure when faced by these cascades of flesh.

‘I have brought your melons, lady,’ I said.

‘What? Oh, you have brought red. I desired the green,’ she said with a frown of disappointment.

‘I’m sorry, lady. Shall I go and purchase the green?’

‘No matter,’ she said. ‘’Tis too hot now to be tramping to the market place. Only fools and vain women go out beneath this angry sun.’

She laughed as she spoke and I smiled too and turned to go.

‘Is Maria there?’ she called after me.

‘No, lady. Shall I summon her?’

‘Yes. No. Let her be. First fetch me the bleaching bowl, then send her to me when you descend.’

Obediently I went on to the terrace, picked up the bowl which lay there and took it to her.

She peered in at the half pint of liquid it contained and pursed her lips.

‘Stupid old woman,’ she said. ‘There is not enough left for a second application. Carlo, I need more.’

She didn’t look at me but my stomach begun to turn gently as suddenly I sensed danger. Let me tell you about this bleaching liquid. There are as many formulas for it as there are ladies in Venice, I guess, but whatever else is added the basic liquor is nearly always the same. Urine. Some say that a virgin’s urine is best, others prefer a young she-goat’s. But wherever it comes from, it’s still piss.

‘Yes lady,’ I stammered.

‘Well, come on, Carlo,’ she said in a light, friendly tone. ‘I know how you young men pass your time drinking half the forenoon.’

‘Lady, I do not think …’

‘At least try,’ she said peremptorily. ‘And hurry, else the sun will have set!’

I was pretty certain that even given the six or seven hours which that left me with, I would find it almost impossible in these circumstances to oblige her, yet to tell the truth I was beginning to feel a strange excitement at the thought of being so close as I tried. I turned to retire into the chamber. She did not look up, but her hand kept its grip on the bowl and I could not move it.

Trembling now, I pulled up my gown, took aim, and tried. I really did try. But it was no use. You cannot loose musket balls from a cannon.

Slowly now she turned, the brim of that hat with its jags of bright hair looking like a child’s picture of the sun. Then her head went back and her eyes met mine.

‘What Carlo? Quite dry?’ she said sympathetically, and her hand left the bowl and reached out to touch me and complete what my thought had begun.

But before her hand could grasp the petard which would hoist me to my doom, she made the mistake of saying, ‘Wilt adore me as much as you do Benetto, my little Fantom? How pleased he will be to learn it!’

I released my grip on the bowl, It fell to the floor and shattered like a German grenadoe. And I used the moment of shock it produced to turn from those promised delights no less entrancing for my knowledge that they were specious and, with difficulty drawing down my gown, I fled from the room.

I was almost weeping with rage and frustration. She had meant to discredit me, that was sure. Once having roused me to the point of no return, she would have cried rape! and there would have been an end to me.

Interestingly my rage did nothing to quell my lust. I had led the life of a friar (or what a friar’s life ought to be) since my arrival in Venice, avoiding all temptations and loosing no more of my Greek fire than will naturally shoot off to repel the lewd dreams which assault the chaste bed of youth. So now I was groaning in my agony as I sped from that room and down the broad corridor in search of relief.

‘Carlo?’ called a voice. ‘Is that you, Carlo?’

It was Benetto at his desk in a room only two doors removed from his wife’s – so how quickly would vengeance have descended on me!

‘What, boy, are you ill?’ he asked when I appeared doubled-up in the doorway.

‘Nay sir. I have eaten overmuch of musk melons, I think. That is all.’

‘You must be careful, Carlo,’ he admonished me with genuine concern. ‘A superfluity of that fruit may bring on the bloody flux. The Emperor Ferdinand, the third of that name, himself died of it. Aye, it was in the year …’

‘May I be of service, master?’ I asked to prevent him launching into the kind of anecdote he liked best, that which involved great names and was at the same time a parable of temperance.

‘Yes, Carlo. I have left my household ledger in the next chamber I think. Fetch it for me, will you?’

I bowed low, more than a courtesy in the circumstances, and went out onto the terrace or balcony which served both this and the next room. There was then a gap of some dozen or more feet to the next terrace on which I could see the figure of Zanetta stooping to pick up the pieces of the broken bowl. She was humming a gay little melody from some opera of Claudio Monteverdi, who was their Maestro di Capella at this time. Still nothing might have happened had she not broken into song. But the words were the mockery of Thetis at Perseus’ attempts to hold her down in their wrestling match and they struck me as a deliberate affront. It mattered not that she was unaware that I could hear her – surely I must still be in her mind.

And in more than her mind if I had my will, for what man of honour could tolerate such indignities as she had heaped on me and not retaliate?

What man of sanity could even dream of doing what I did next!

Breaking into a little run, I leapt on to the low balustrade at the end of this terrace and launched myself through the air!

Her back was to me and, as I have said, she was stooping. I hit her full in the haunches sending her sprawling with a force that must have knocked all the breath and most of the sense out of her. I then had just enough left of caution to pull the brim of her bleaching hat down over her brow till it ran across her eyes, put my hand over her mouth, hoisted up her skirts and, applying my lance like a tiro in a tourney, thrust God knows where!

So wrought up was I that one thrust was enough. The whole affair took scarce ten seconds. I stood up. She still lay on her belly gasping for breath. I turned and climbed to the balustrade. The gap to the next terrace seemed wider now, the drop much deeper. But my lustful wrath had been replaced by fear, which imps a man’s feathers just as well, and I was over the gap, back in Benetto’s room, had given him his ledger and was listening with every sign of appreciation to an anecdote he was telling concerning Henry III of France when the first scream rang out.

Naturally I stuck to Benetto like a fly to a pine tree. He was my alibi, though I feared much that Zanetta would not let considerations of time and space and rationality interfere with her conviction of my guilt.

Yet, in the event, she it was who confirmed my innocence. For being modestly unwilling to admit how far the attack had gone, she claimed that it was her noisy resistance which had frightened off the villain, and of course I had been standing by her husband’s side when the first screech was heard.

Well, we all took swords and searched the garden and scoured the ways about the house. By chance I came across a ragged fellow carrying a bundle which, when he saw me approach with naked weapon, he dropped and drew a stiletto. I foolishly thought my rapier gave me sufficient advantage to disarm and arrest him, but throwing the moth-eaten rag he wore as a cloak over my point, he drew me close and stabbed me in the side.

Praise God, I am one of those whom pain and fear has ever stimulated to rational behaviour, so I kneed him in the balls and, drawing back from his foul grasp, I delayed only long enough to let him raise his head to sue for mercy, which gave me room for the clean thrust through his throat.

The bundle had fallen open revealing various cups of silver which this silly fellow must have come from thieving; also a purse of silver duckatoons which I just had time to slip into my pocket before others of the household came running up and caught me as I swooned.

So within a few moments of running the risk of the long and painful tortures these clarissimi reserve for those who offend their womenfolk, I had become a hero! But the price I almost paid was the one commonly demanded of heroes, for though the wound I took from that fellow’s filthy weapon was not deep, yet it began to fester, and I lay in a raging fever for several days from which I was miraculously recovered, according to the Priulis’ chirurgeon, only by the frequent application both internally and externally of teriaca, the Venetian mithridatic whose beneficent properties are famed the world over. But I knew better where to give thanks for my life, for the first face I saw when I came out of my fever was Godfrey’s! He, I learned, had called at the Priuli palace the morning after my wounding, pretending to have just returned from a visit to Vienna; and, finding me surrounded by doctors with their blood-pans and leeches, he had dismissed them all and applied such nursing and remedies as had frequently restored his wounded Uskoks to health.

I was thus deeper than ever in his debt. And he had helped me in other ways too, more than I then knew. For instance, when I was well enough to converse with him, he drew from his pouch the purse of duckatoons I had recovered from the thief and dropped it on my pillow, saying, ‘This might have been hard to explain, Carlo!’

I begged him to keep it for me, or rather for himself, for in truth I knew not what he was doing for money now that his occupation had gone. Also I felt myself wealthy enough for the bestowal of charity since Antonio Priuli himself had visited me and left me a gift of gold, while the family whose silver cups had been stolen by the ragged fellow had given me a reward also.

But perhaps the strangest and most pleasing result of the whole business was that Zanetta seemed to have shed her suspicion of me and frequently visited me, to laugh and talk and shower me with cakes of marzipan which the Venetians love above all sweetmeats. At first I viewed this friendliness with some suspicion, and even more so the friendliness of Maria who often came to change my dressings. Then one day when I was almost wholly recovered the old attendant bustled into my room unawares as I lay in one of those carnal dreams of youth and, pulling back the sheets as was her wont, she looked down and laughed and said, ‘So your strength is restored.’

Then, too swift for my prevention, she bent over and I thought for one terrible moment was about to do with her teeth what once she had tried to do with her talons. Instead what followed was delicious beyond my innocent dreams, and thereafter I abandoned my suspicions, reckoning that there are some offers of a friendship a man must be churlish past a Welshman to refuse. And as though in reward for my altruistic courtesy, I noted thereafter how much younger this Maria seemed to my maturer eye.

My youth was passing and I did not know it. Nor ever could. For when a man knows that, then it has already passed.
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Now commenced perhaps the most joyous time of my life. Fully recovered, I was treated by the Priulis if not quite like one of their family (for these patricians of Venice will scarcely let our Saviour’s name be written in their Golden Book, when he comes again), yet often more like a visiting friend than a servant. Official interest in me seemed to have died down altogether and I was able to move freely about the city. Benetto and Zanetta interested themselves in my education, teaching me the forms of courtesy, but my greatest delight was in the renewed contact with Godfrey who was now a frequent guest at the palazzo and had laughingly offered his services in, as he put it, converting the heathen. Thus those lessons in the arms and the arts of warfare which had commenced in Senj were resumed and my natural talents bloomed, though whenever I grew vain to think I might outstrip my master, Godfrey, perceiving this, would disarm me in a twinkle, or put his ball through the hole made by mine.

What I missed most of all, however, and he too I believe, was the exercise of riding, for unless a man mounted one of the four great copper horses which step eternally from the front of St Mark’s Church, it were hard to find even a nag in Venice. Zanetta, when I made inquiries about this, laughed and, pointing to a row of moored gondolas bobbing and dipping their curious arched prows on the choppy water, said, ‘There are our horses. See how their necks bend! Are they not the fairest of steeds, little Carlo?’

It was her constant joke to pretend I was a child and on these occasions Maria would stick her fist into her mouth to choke down her giggles. I was proud enough to be hurt by it, but wise enough to contain my offence. Yet there was nothing of malice in this mockery and a few days later when Benetto announced we were going to his villa on the terrafirma, Zanetta added, ‘Where you, my little Carlo, will be able to satisfy your lust; for riding, I mean.’

The next day we journeyed by boat to Fusina on the mainland, where our bark was most ingeniously lifted by a crane over the sluice that keeps separate the salt waters of the lagoon and the fresh of the River Brenta. Thence we journeyed upstream for some miles in the direction of Padua and, about six miles outside that city, we turned to the bank and disembarked at Benetto’s villa.

Compared with the palazzo this was but a small house, yet I much preferred it, partly because there were fewer people therein, but mainly because of the many acres of land which lay about it, and the horses in the stables. Venice is a beautiful city containing nearly all that is necessary to a man’s pleasure, but there is a sense of confinement in staying there unless a man is in love with the sea. Well, I could never grow fond of the water, though I had many adventures thereon, and to return to the joys of riding, briefly tasted under Godfrey’s tutelage at Senj, was bliss beyond expectation.

Godfrey continued his lessons and complimented me on having quickly learned to spot the good points of a horse when I selected as my usual mount a fine grey gelding called Priam. But, to tell truth, I picked him for no better reason than that he made much of me, whinnying at my approach and nuzzling my neck with his great damp nostrils!

I would have ridden him all day, aye, and all night too, if I had been allowed. But I was still half a servant and, besides, Godfrey warned me, as he had done before, against over-taxing a horse which could not, and often would not, complain. When we rode out in the heat of sun, he always made me take what they called an umbrella – that is, a circle of leather on a frame held by a stout rod which the rider lashes to his thigh. When I complained that a broad-brimmed hat would do as well to keep off the sun, he scolded me and called me dolt and said it was not for my protection, but the horse’s, giving him shade and preventing me from overmuch galloping alike!

It was an idyllic time. Autumn lasted long that year and still believed it was summer. Godfrey and I would sometimes miss our meal and make do instead with a melon or a peach by some bright-running brook, the whiles talking lightly of nothings. Godfrey never referred to the past or the future, but spoke only of ‘now’ as if it were for ever, and I gladly followed him in this for to me it seemed as if it might be! Once rested and refreshed, we would indulge in some passage of arms, target-shooting, or knife-fighting, or (Godfrey’s favourite) sword-play. I had no weapon of my own, nor was there much point in having one most of the time. To prevent civil brawls, in most cities of the terrafirma the wearing of swords is forbidden, and visitors must hand their weapon to a porter at the city gates who will carry it to the place of lodging and deposit it with the host until the time for departure arrives. Godfrey, however, always loaned me a weapon when he rode abroad, partly for the purpose of our exercise but also for defence against bandit attack, for the Republic was not so serene outside her city walls.

Only once were we threatened. Three ruffians on horse-back appeared at out backs and galloped madly after us, waving swords and hallooing madly. Their intent was probably to drive us into an ambuscade further along the way, but Godfrey held his ground, drew his English dog-lock with the rifled barrel, and blew a hole in the leading pursuer’s chest at twenty-five yards. Then the attackers became the attacked. I had learned something of the art of sword-play on horseback from Godfrey, but we had practised it little for, as he told me, it was a dangerous pastime without trained horses. This indeed proved the case. Priam seemed well-suited to the fray, standing his ground and moving only as I urged him. But Godfrey’s mount, a nervy dun mare, became so excited that she reared at a crucial point; his adversary swung his sword, missing Godfrey but severing his reins, and next thing my friend was flat on his back, winded, with this ruffiano towering over him to deal the death-blow. I meanwhile had just dealt my fellow such a slash across the wrist that his hand, though it still held his sword, hung nerveless from his arm by no more than a couple of stretched sinews.

Disengaging now I galloped headlong at the other villain and, before he could strike at the defenceless Godfrey, I drove my point so deep into his body that I had to release my hold or be pulled to the ground.

Now I dismounted to tend Godfrey, but already he was rising with a smile on his lips.

‘We’ll make a cavalryman of you yet, Carlo,’ he said dusting himself down. ‘But you must learn to keep your weapon with you right through the charge!’

Then seeing I was a little hurt by his jocularity at my deed of derring-do, he plucked the sword from the dead fellow’s body and presented it to me saying, ‘I thank you, Carlo. Keep this sword as your own now, in token of the life I owe you. ’Tis a good weapon, and if ever you decide to cancel the debt on me, I would be happy to know I was going to be penetrated by no virgin blade!’

I took the sword with my eyes full of tears. It was a joyous moment. Perhaps I would have preferred a gentleman’s rapier to the solid weapon this was, which, with a slight curve in the blade, made it almost an Uskok cutlass, but it was a gift from the man I loved most in the world. And besides, it had the temper of a man’s life-blood in it which some of these willowy rapiers are never stiffened with.

We took the survivor of the trio, whose hand had now fallen off, back with us to the villa, where Godfrey made much of my part in the affray. For that evening at least I was quite a hero, with Benetto in particular smiling benevolently on me as if it were all due to his own influence! And Maria performed such miracles of her arts on me that night that I was obliged to keep to my bed next morning, claiming fatigue from the battle with the banditti!

Well, it was good for me to excel in some of those arts that gentlemen value, for in most other areas of manners and behaviour I was still very much the tiro, and though the Priulis’ laughter at my mistakes was kindly meant, it still hurt. But if you admit patronage through the front door you must store sensitivity in the cellar – that too I learned among all my other skills and it was a valuable lesson, for on the one occasion I forgot it, I was made to pay dearly for my pride.

We were invited to dine with the podesta of Padua, that is, the civic as opposed to the military of the two rettori, or rulers, sent by the Venetians to govern each of their subject cities. This was the first formal dinner I had attended, for at the palazzo Priuli when important guests were at the board I was relegated to the kitchens or at best allowed to wait upon Antonio as a sort of esquire. Now I was strangely excited to find myself included in the noble gathering who feasted at the podesta’s palace that evening. I think Benetto had had doubts about the propriety of my presence, but Godfrey had made a joke of it and Zanetta had scolded her husband for his conventionality, so there I was, seated it is true some distance from the head of the table, and from the Priuli party proper, but definitely a guest among other important guests.

Seated next to me was a dark-haired, swarthy-skinned man of about thirty-five, with one of those faces that looks full of melancholy till you see the bright amusement in the sharply watchful eyes.

He introduced himself to me with a self-parodying formality as Señor Francisco Gomez de Quevedo y Villegas. Spanish was not one of the languages I was perfect in, yet I had heard enough of it in the bustling cosmopolitan life of Venice to be able to greet him in his own tongue and introduce myself in return.

He expressed delight at hearing me use his language, saying that not many Venetians seemed to feel it necessary to learn, foreign tongues. To which I replied that my Spanish was very limited and in any case I was a Croatian.

‘A Croatian?’ he said, courteously reverting to Italian. ‘You are the first I have met of that race, Signore.’

‘They are few who find their way out of that land,’ interrupted the fellow who sat opposite us.

‘Oh, and why should that be?’ inquired Quevedo.

‘Why is a blow-fly content with the midden he is hatched on?’ returned the other carelessly. He was a richly dressed Venetian of about twenty with a fleshy, discontented face and malicious eyes.

I stiffened at the insult but Quevedo courteously inquired the other’s name and on learning this was Giacomo Basadonna, who was presently studying at the University (as did the sons of many rich Venetian families), the Spaniard began to inquire about common acquaintance and the small moment of tension was past.

Soon Basadonna began to talk with a gaily dressed young fellow on his other side, grumbling at the slowness of the Senate to recognize his own outstanding merit, and Quevedo returned his attention to me. He was a good conversationalist, light and witty and willing to listen as well as to speak. Soon I felt very much at ease, but it was this very sense of easiness which made me commit the small social blunder that caused me such pain.

The Venetians were famed alike for their extravagances and their restraint, perhaps most simply exemplified by the choppines of their ladies and the plain black gowns of their gentlemen. Any novelty, so long as it costs not overmuch, is seized upon avidly and it was at their tables that I first saw the use of that outlandish instrument with two prongs which is called a dining fork. I had used one on a couple of occasions, but now so deeply immersed in conversation was I that when a roast capon was placed before me, I used it as was the custom both in my father’s house and at the Uskok board, seizing the bird with one hand and dragging off a drumstick with the other.

‘See what kitchen manners are here, Señor Quevedo,’ said a sneering voice. It was Basadonna, of course, underlining his remark by delicately conveying a piece of meat to his lips with his fork.

I blushed and dropped the chicken, staining the cloth on which the salver rested. One or two people laughed. But even then my confusion, which inclined me to self-effacement, would have conquered my resentment, which inclined me to action, if the fleshy youth had not been emboldened by the audience reaction to lean across, put my fork in my hand and say sarcastically, ‘Surely in Croatia, where all are peasants, they taught you to use such an implement, if only for the shifting of dung?’

The laughter was louder and up the table heads turned to track the cause.

‘Aye, Signore,’ I stammered. ‘I am very expert at how to use a fork on dung. Behold!’

And so saying I drove the fork hard down against his left hand which lay on the table and pinned it to the wood through the thin skin stretching between the thumb and the forefinger.

He bellowed like a bull being translated into a bullock, making din enough to disturb the Seven Sleepers, and the podesta and his officers leapt to their feet in alarm while armed guards ran into the banqueting room, expecting at the least an assassination attempt. I rose quickly and thrust my chair back. My precious cutlass was with the other weapons in the vestibule of the palace, but I seized a carving knife, ready to defend myself from what seemed certain attack. Had Basadonna made the slightest move towards me, I was ready to slit his throat, with what consequences to me I shudder now to think. Fortunately, as he pulled his hand free, tearing the skin, the sight of his own blood spurting merrily forth turned him whey-faced and he fell into the reluctant arms of his gaily garbed neighbour.

‘God’s vein! Have a care, Giacomo!’ cried this young peacock. ‘Blood will not out!’

Quevedo meanwhile seized me by the arm and forced the knife from my nervous grip.

‘Best step aside for a while, youngster,’ he murmured. ‘Come, come.’

And by main force, he dragged me step by step from the table.

By the time Zanetta, Benetto and Godfrey came to me as I sat on a cold marble form in an antechamber, I had shed enough of my anger to feel afraid. Any hope I had that the assault might be accepted as a natural reaction to the slur on my honour soon disappeared. Honour it seemed was for gentlemen and though the term might be stretched to include such foreigners as could produce references, it certainly didn’t include me.

‘You have besmirched the name of Priuli under whose auspices you came to this house,’ proclaimed Benetto at his pompous best. ‘Worse than this, you have gravely offended the podesta, who represents the Doge here in Padua, by brawling at his table. You must abase yourself before him and crave forgiveness.’

This seemed a bit strong but I was ready to comply, recognizing that my behaviour as a guest had left something to be desired.

But the next spoonful of humble pie was all gristle and no gravy.

‘But worst of all,’ he said, his voice dropping low as though about to announce I’d been caught buggering the Doge, ‘You have made a murderous attack on a clarissimo of Venice in public. Through him, you have attacked the State itself. Only instant and complete self-abasement can hope to fetch you off with your life, and even that is no certain clemency.’

‘What!’ I cried. ‘Abase myself before that painted privy! Nay, and if he feels himself injured, he may seek his satisfaction with what weapons and at what place he cares to name!’

This speech rang very nobly in my ears but its only good result was to render Benetto speechless with moral indignation, while Zanetta threw up her hands in exasperation and scolded at me, ‘You stupid child! Can’t you get it into your thick Croatian skull, even if he wanted to, which I’m certain he doesn’t, Basadonna couldn’t fight you. Duels between equals are frowned upon. How then should he fight with a mere … a mere….’

The flow slowed down and came to a stop, whether out of an excess of sensitivity or a shortage of vocabulary, I do not know. I had tears in my eyes as I turned appealingly to Godfrey, hoping to hear some rebuttal of these vile, stiffnecked Venetians from his lips. But he merely placed his hands on my shoulders and said, ‘Oh, Carlo, Carlo, if you hope to grow tall you must learn first to bend.’

Well, there’s not much more to tell of this story. I bent, and for my reward I found it easier than I had expected. The Spaniard, Quevedo, I discovered later, had been eloquent in my defence; the podesta, who clearly could hardly stand the sight of Giacomo Basadonna, received my regrets most graciously, and when the young Venetian, his hand bound with as many dressings as would have turbanned a caliphate of Turks, returned contumelious abuse to my insincere apologies, the civic ruler spoke to him most sternly.

So in the end I came out of the scrape with honours fairly even. I had made a new enemy, but, in Señor Quevedo, I had found a new friend.

Though, God keep our souls and show us his meaning, I’d be hard put in the last analysis to say which of them, enemy or friend, did me the greatest harm!
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WHEN we returned from Padua to winter in Venice, I was full of discontent and had even thought of using the chance of being on the mainland to make my escape. ‘Escape’ may sound a strange term from one who enjoyed most of the privileges of freedom and many of those of birth in the Venetian State, and indeed I would not have used it myself. For though the business with Basadonna had reminded me forcibly of my status in the eyes of society, it had only indirectly connected with my status in the eyes of the law.

It was Godfrey who made the connection clear when I dropped some surly hints of my purpose.

‘You fucking half-wit!’ he exclaimed. ‘Have you forgotten what you are?’

‘No. Nor shall I, which is why I may not with honour remain in this situation,’ I said haughtily.

He looked at me in amazement and then burst out laughing, which so incensed me that I picked up a stoup of wine which stood on the table between us and dashed it in his face.

I was terrified the moment I did it, and with good cause.

Licking the red wine from his lips, Godfrey swung his boot beneath the table and lashed my stool from under me. I fell heavily on the floor and next moment he was kneeling over me, not astride my body which is always a dangerous position to take, but at my head, one hand gripping my hair as though to rip it from my scalp, and the other holding a knife at my throat.

‘Understand me, Carlo,’ he said in a low voice. ‘In the eyes of the world a man may pretend to be whatever he wishes. But he can never cease to be that which he was born. I am an English gentleman, of a family that has held land and title these five centuries while you and your peasant ancestors were grubbing up roots to feed yourselves withal. Even when you have learned enough, and lived enough and done enough to pass for a gentleman, there will still be need for me to stoop, as now I stoop, to slit your throat.’

I looked up at him in horror and amazement, horror because I believed he was going to do it, and amazement because, coming hard on the heels of this Basadonna business, his outburst had sown the seeds of a suspicion which later grew into a certainty, that behaviour based on rules other than those of profit and loss was a flaw in the crystal of a man’s soul.

Something of this must have stolen into his mind also for, on a sudden, he looked shamefaced and, instead of slitting my throat, he helped me to my feet and sat me at the table once more, saying, ‘Learn your lesson, Carlo. But learn this also, that even were you natural son to the King of France, you are still a prisoner of the State of Venice, whose boundaries are your prison walls. Aye, and further too, for so jealous are they of their authority that even the crossing of their boundaries is no guarantee of escape from the Ten.’

Well, I thought he was exaggerating, but when we returned to Venice he took me one evening to the Square of St Mark and drew me casually through the crowds of nobles encountering and intriguing in what they call their broglio to the south corner of the church close by the entrance to the Ducal Palace. Here was a huge stone of porphyry nearly six feet high which I had noticed before but paid no special heed to, so full of more startling marvels is that place. But I paid heed that night for there, with eyes wide open and lips drawn back in pain, as though they peered down at the broglio and sneered at its hypocrisies, were two bloody heads.

I was not yet so old in the craft of blood that such a sight did not move me.

‘In God’s name.’ I asked Godfrey, ‘who are these two and what was their crime?’

‘I know not,’ he answered, unconcerned. ‘If we meet with one of our acquaintance, perhaps he may tell us.’

Well, it was difficult not to meet with one of your acquaintance in the square at this time of night, for everyone who had any ambitions in politics or in business (that is to say, everyone) used the broglio to further their ends. A group of three clarissimi passed us by, wearing the black gowns and moving at the stately pace of their class. Godfrey hailed one by name and the group paused. These were senators I now perceived as I studied their garb more closely. The one Godfrey was acquainted with was a slender, almost emaciated, man with a blank of a face made human only by a nervous twitch of the upper lip. This was Giambattista Bragadino of whom it was said that he would have dropped his own balls into the voting urn if they had been necessary to win him election to the Senate.

After a brief exchange of courtesies, Godfrey pointed to the heads and inquired their meaning. The Venetians exchanged glances, then Bragadino said, ‘These two were brothers who held positions of authority in the Arsenal. This authority they misused to divert sums intended for the construction of galleys and armament to their own pockets, thus at the one blow cozening and weakening the State.’

‘For which they were taken up and executed?’ prompted Godfrey.

‘Nay. Not at once,’ said one of the others. ‘Somehow being forewarned of the Senate’s suspicions, they took what monies they could quickly put together and fled from the city.’

‘And were they caught as soon as they reached the terrafirma? inquired Godfrey.

‘No, for their fear gave them wings. They fled as far as Milan.’

‘And there were taken?’ said Godfrey, amazed. ‘I had not thought the Milanese would be so cooperative with the laws of Venice!’

This was an understatement! Milan was dominated by the Spanish between whom and the Venetians there existed at a diplomatic level a chronic mutual distrust.

‘Yes, there they were taken,’ said Bragadino. ‘But not by the law of Milan. Venice is a mighty huntress who reaches out where she wills and plucks back that which is her own. Or at least that part of it that she requires.’

He made a contemptuous gesture at the two grinning heads, then he and his companions bowed low and went on their complotting way.

I realized now why Godfrey had brought me here, but it was not until I had made private inquiries that I was convinced that he had not also engineered our meeting with a well-primed Bragadino. Even making allowances for the typical exaggeration of the Venetians in matters relating to their State, a frightening picture of its power emerged. Recognizing that fear of failure is the only thing that keeps many men from breaking the law, the Ten on behalf of the Senate would take extreme measures to see that any major trespasser against the State was brought to book. When an offender made his escape, bounty hunters were dispatched in pursuit. Officially once out of the State they had no standing, but if they returned with their quarry’s head, they were paid handsomely, as much as 20 000 ducats having been given on one occasion, so popular legend had it. And because there is no lesson learned without book, the heads of these reluctant revenants were displayed for three days and three nights on the porphyry stone outside their Church of St Mark.

Sense should have told me that I wasn’t worth 20000 gazets to the State, but young men put a high value on themselves and are not easily persuaded that others don’t share it.

So Godfrey’s care for my well-being had its effect. I put aside for the time being any thoughts of stealing quietly away from Venice and settled down to enjoy my life there, which had been made much pleasanter by two new developments. One was that Antonio Priuli was now Doge of Venice and the second was that I had fallen in love.

My excess of animal energy was still being consumed by Maria and while it is good that a young man’s affections should be able to overflow frequently without harm or danger, yet such perverse releases as she gave me might be judged more perilous to a young mind than natural frustration. Her own citadel she cared not to have breached, not out of fear of impregnation, for surely she was past her time for that, but (I believe) because her proper pleasure derived not from the stratagems of battle but from spilling sparks into the enemy’s budge-waggon. She left me ever exhausted while she was still entirely herself, and though I knew not how to resist those delights, yet I neither anticipated nor recalled them without a tremor of fear. Honest fornication has never seemed to me worth more than a single century of purgatorial flame, and I suspect God will agree, whatever these prickless prelates say. But each time my powder exploded at the touch of Maria’s twisted fuse, I felt my soul blown into fragments and scattered across the black night of hell.

Once I surprised her and took her unawares as a man should take a woman and though my lance was well nigh broken in the charge and though she raged in terrible anger at me, I took more true delight in that quick conquest than in all lingering pleasures of my previous defeats.

In the days prior to Antonio Priuli’s enthronement as Doge, all the servants were kept far too busy for Maria to have time to visit me. This was not the first time this honour had befallen the family and, as I have said, they were in the first rank of importance in the life of that city. In most States I have known there is a simple equation which says that high rank plus high office equals great wealth and great power. Only in Venice are things different. What other would you expect in a city where the nobles all dress like parsons and their ladies dress like whores?

First of all, being noble is taken so seriously that the whole bloody family has got to be looked after, and the families are huge. It’s got to such a stage that for a young man, getting married requires a family council which will weigh up the pros (the size of the girl’s dowry) against the cons (her likely fertility rate). The place is fuller of lusty bachelors than a free brothel! The other side of this coin is that it is almost prohibitively expensive to marry off your daughters. And because unmarried women clutter up the place even more than unmarried men (who can at least make a stab at earning a living), the convents of Venice are stuffed from porch to chancel with noble nuns. The only certain way to protect a family fortune is trade – either by succeeding at it or marrying into it! Economy is the great democratizer.

Antonio Priuli had made his considerable fortune out of timber, which shows how clever he was; and he had impoverished himself in the public service, which shows how thick he was. His besetting sin (again it was Quevedo who told me this; he seemed to know everything!) was honesty, and the price he paid was having to borrow almost 8000 ducats to meet the expenses of his coronation. God’s pursestrings, what a state this was! In return for being elected to an office with less power than a pissed-on bowstring, a man had to show himself grateful by lavishing gifts on the stinking mob! Three thousand ducats alone were hurled among the people as Antonio was carried shoulder high on a chair in the great procession that crawled through St Mark’s Square that day. And most of the rest went on lavish gifts of wine and bread and meats of all kinds, so that the same mob could celebrate their luck in having found another fool to be their gilded figurehead.

Well, I enjoyed it as much as anybody. The formal and ceremonial part I found long drawn out and tedious, but the festivities that followed were such as tickled the fancy of a simple country lad. There were lavish illuminations, gay music sounded everywhere, and the canals were aflame with the lanthorns of richly caparisoned gondolas. My friend Quevedo and I had dined well and wined better and, coming across one of the Priuli gondolas with its gondolier sleeping drunkenly at his station, I had tipped him overboard and commandeered the vessel.

Quevedo lay at his ease across the leather-upholstered bench beneath the vaulted arch and shouted instructions and abuse at me as I set the boat lurching unsteadily into the stream of the Grand Canal. He had promised to take me to a brothel that he knew where we would rent a couple of juicy girls and take them out on the lagoon, ‘where’, he claimed, ‘if the wind do but ruffle the water, a man and a maid need but lie conjoined and let the rocking of the boat do their work for them’.

These gondoliers let out strange cries as they go about their work, which are the dialect of their trade and have hidden meanings as ‘I’m going left’, ‘Straight ahead’, ‘Go about’, ‘You fucking idiot!’ and the like. I parodied these as I plied my oar, which made Quevedo roll about with laughter and brought curses from the professionals whose skill was called upon to avoid our erratic progress.

As one such gondola drove by us, I saw within a family group, with the canopy drawn back the better to enjoy the sights and the air. The man wore the crimson damask gown which is the uniform of a gentleman on these festal days; his wife was also dressed according to the fashion, wearing a long black veil which did little to hide her huge well-polished bubbs that dangled before her like casques on an armoury wall. But the third member of the party wore a white veil, which denotes a maid, and had her breasts covered with a blouse of lawn. This pleased me much, for I was in no way diverted from regarding her face that I saw quite clearly through the flimsy stuff of her veil, and it was the loveliest I had ever seen. Any doubt of this disappeared next moment as a sudden gust of wind caught up the veil from her face and then rudely tore it quite loose and sent it drifting across the water. I plucked the filmy coil from the air, drove my oar in with such vigour that I once more drew alongside the over-taking gondola and leapt dexterously from one vessel into the other.

‘Your veil, lady,’ I said bowing low.

‘What, sir!’ cried the man angrily. ‘Are you an Uskok that you board us in so unmannerly a fashion?’

This comment, so accidentally apt, made me start and I glanced quickly at the older couple just in time to observe the woman dig her consort in the ribs and flicker her eyes significantly towards my gondola.

‘What? Oh!’ he said, then went on in a changed tone of voice. ‘Nevertheless, sir, we thank you for your courtesy. My wife Teresa, sir, and my daughter, Felicia, and myself, sir, Lazzaro Molini, we all offer you our thanks.’

‘’Tis I who should be grateful, sir,’ I replied with tipsy eloquence, ‘to the waters for giving me the opportunity and the winds for giving me the excuse to make your acquaintance. But I need thank neither wind nor water for giving me a reason. The name and the fame of the family Molini are cause enough for all men of honour to pursue their friendship.’

‘You are too kind, Signore …?’ said the woman. ‘Perhaps you will honour us by calling at our house during the present festivities?’

I smiled conspiratorially at the girl, who looked modestly away, and as I turned to assure the lady of the shining bubbs that I would go along with them this very moment, the gondola rocked violently as another collided with it and I tumbled over the gunwale into the canal.

It was Quevedo’s fault. Paddling with his hands he had brought our own vessel right across the path of the Molini boat. Now howling with laughter, he dragged me aboard while the Molini’s gondolier disdainfully sent their boat skimming out of our reach.

‘Well, Carlo,’ said Quevedo, passing me the ingistera of wine he had been clutching to his bosom. ‘You have a fine way with important people! Who are these Molinis whose acquaintance you so desire?’

‘Never heard of them,’ I gasped through a long draught of wine. ‘Their importance to me is their daughter. Did you get a good look at her, Francisco?’

‘She looked fair enough,’ he said carelessly. ‘But I much misdoubt that even unimportant families are going to let a horny young Croat near their virgins.’

‘Why so?’ I demanded angrily. ‘They greeted me courteously and bade me to their house. You heard them yourself!’

Quevedo roared with laughter, then leaned over the side of the gondola and rapped the woodwork.

‘’Twas this they greeted courteously,’ he mocked. ‘The Priuli emblem. For aught they know you are a favourite grandson of the Doge!’

I scowled in reply and drank deep again while he leapt upright, seized the oar and began propelling us over the water with much more skill than I had shown, the whiles singing an amorous barcarole most tunefully. My sulks were only intensified by the recognition that he spoke true. The one great perk of being Doge was that yours became the most desirable family to marry into. I recall hearing later that when Antonio’s son Giralamo married one of the Dolfin girls, she brought with her a dowry of 200 000 ducats which must have given a bit of welcome weight to the light Priuli coffers. But I had other things on my mind by the time that marriage came to pass.

Meanwhile I was young, carefree and full of wine, and even if these alone were not enough to dissipate my spleen, the company of Francisco Quevedo must have done so. I knew little enough of him, except that he was some kind of scribbler, though whether of sermons or sonnets I could not say. What I did know was that he had a sharper eye for the follies of mankind, a sharper tongue to ridicule them, and a sharper nose to sniff out where a man might best enjoy them, than any other I knew.

Now I grew merry again in his company, becoming serious once more only when we reached our destination and I solemnly informed Quevedo that, in view of my recent encounter with my soul’s true love, Felicia Molini, I had resolved to keep my body pure till I could enjoy hers, under God’s ordinance.

‘Under God?’ he said. ‘That’s a heavy fellow to be taking to bed with you, Carlo! No, don’t be angry again. You are right and I admire you for it. Wait here.’

He leapt ashore and a few minutes later returned with a couple of laughing girls. Their easy availability had two causes, one being that in Venice whores were more plentiful than in any other city I know – more than 20000 I was told (the number being known because the State taxes them, and maintains a dozen galleys on the tax!). The second reason was that these two girls were Cretans, olive-skinned, dark-haired, with huge hot eyes. But be they ne’er so desirable, there was a prejudice against them among the Venetian men who believed they had teeth so poisonous that if a man were bitten deep by one of them, he was not like to recover!

It was not a risk I was about to run.

‘Take you the oar, good Carlo!’ commanded the Spaniard. ‘I would to God I had your strength of purpose, but my clay is compounded of baser earths. Pray for my soul as you direct us into the lagoon!’

So saying he pulled the canopy down so that he and the giggling girls disappeared from my sight. I drove the oar through the water and thought of that sweet face I had seen in the Molini’s gondola. She had spoken no word, but almost I could hear her soft voice commingling with the music and the laughter which seemed to be all about me on the water.

‘Signore,’ said the soft voice. ‘Signore!’

A hand grasped my foot. I looked down. Regarding me anxiously was one of the Cretans.

‘Your friend wishes you to at least enjoy the wine,’ she said, holding up the ingistera. How considerate a friend was this, I thought. In the midst of his own pleasures, he turns his thoughts to my comfort.

As I took the flask from the girl, our hands met and she smiled shyly. I put the vessel to my lips, then paused on a sudden wondering if she had drank from it and whether the poison from those teeth might communicate itself through the wine. But another look at that round, sun-kissed face with those rich, deep eyes reassured me. I drank deep. The gondola lurched as my grip on the oar was released and I sat down with a bump to avoid another plunge over the side.

‘Signore, are you ill?’ the Cretan asked me urgently, kneeling by my side.

I patted her hand reassuringly and replied, ‘No, I am well.’

She looked so genuinely relieved that I could not resist giving her a chaste kiss. She kissed me back. We kissed each other with all our might and my tongue sought those little white teeth which held no poison, sure, but sweetest balm. The gondola drifted at the wind’s will and the tide’s will, and I drifted with it, floating in a trance without drive or direction till my little navigator’s hand reached out and found my oar.

On a sudden, Quevedo poked his head through the canopy.

‘For God’s sake, Carlo,’ he cried. ‘Get under here! This may be Venice, yet still do one or two good Christian souls survive who care not for sights such as that even on their festive days!’

I may have thought, as my little Cretan pulled me under the canopy, how frail a thing was virtuous resolution, but I doubt it.

I have thought it oft since.
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THE next day I was something the worse for wear, but as soon as I was able, I dressed in my best clothes (culled from Benetto’s wardrobe when he was a stripling of my age – Venetian frugality permits nothing to be thrown away) and prepared to make a call on the family Molini. But before I could leave the palazzo I was summoned to Benetto’s presence.

With Antonio’s departure to the Ducal Palace, Benetto had clearly decided to upgrade his own position here, and he looked the very model of patrician gravity when I entered his room. My pretence of religious adoration for the man had been replaced by a genuine fondness and I think he had come to feel something for me of what a rich benevolent uncle might feel towards a poor dependent nephew. But my standing was still unfirm. Probably the most outrageous thing I could do was to use my ‘status’ in the Priuli household to go courting Felicia Molini, so my heart sank when I heard Benetto’s opening words.

‘Carlo,’ he said sternly. ‘I have heard ill reports of you last night.’

Could the Molinis have checked up on me already and made a complaint? Suspicious bastards! But his next words took me by surprise.

‘On festival days it is meet that a young man should shed his cares, but not his standards,’ he continued. ‘With my uncle’s coronation, our family is the first in Venice, and it is not fitting that anyone connected – no matter how lowly the connection – with the Priulis should consort openly with one who may yet prove an enemy of the State.’

‘You don’t mean Señor Quevedo?’ I asked in amazement.

‘Enough said,’ he answered grimly. ‘Never forget, Carlo, you are in my custody as well as my care. The State has claims on you still. Now dismiss.’

I was so taken aback that I almost forgot to kiss his hand and bless his beneficence before I left the room. For the moment the sharp scent of danger overpowered the sweet perfumes of love and, postponing my pursuit of Felicia, I went to consult Godfrey at his lodging. This was in a quiet calle running off the Merceria, which is their principal street of trade, but more like a caliph’s palace than a street, for here are drapers who pour their bales of silvered damask, and Tyrian chamlet, and cloth of gold from upper windows to pavilion the passer-by in splendour, and perfumeries that turn the air to Samian wine, and cages of nightingales everywhere, who sing the sweeter for they sing of loss. Yet that morning I paid no heed to sight or sound or smell, but made my way with all speed to Godfrey’s lodging.

As I approached the house, a man came out and I recognized him as Sir Henry Wotton, the English Ambassador in Venice. I had not met him formally so we passed without words, though I felt he observed me. I was not surprised to see a person of such eminence strolling unaccompanied through the streets, for such informality was commonplace in day-to-day affairs; besides there were no horses or carriages in the city and even litters were rarely used by reason of narrowness of the ways. But I was slightly surprised to see how close an acquaintance with Godfrey the ambassador must have.

He had left the house door ajar, so I entered unannounced, mounting the stairs rapidly and bursting into Godfrey’s apartments without ceremony.

He was studying some papers at his desk and as I entered he leapt to his feet in alarm, seizing his English dog-lock pistol which lay close to his hand.

‘Carlo!’ he said in relief. ‘In God’s name why so sudden?’

‘If you will stop pointing that thing at me,’ I answered, ‘I will tell you.’

I sat down and quickly described my interview with Benetto. When I told him of Quevedo and the Cretans, he roared with laughter, the sound of which did much to lighten my spirit.

‘You think there is nothing in all this?’ I asked eagerly.

‘Less than you think, perhaps more than you know,’ he answered enigmatically. ‘First, as to Benetto. Well, he is a nice chap, but insignificant. This morning he was flexing his muscles with you, probably because he is afraid to play the patriarch with any real member of the family. Still, he must be watched, for there’s nothing stronger than a weak man’s self-delusion.’

I wasn’t quite sure what he meant, but was happy to leave the interpretation of the situation in his hands. I picked up his dog-lock from the table and hefted it enviously in my hand. It was a lovely piece of machinery, beautifully balanced, with a rifled screw-barrel, and I had seen Godfrey put a ball through a Turk’s head with it at more than fifty paces.

‘You like my gun?’ said Godfrey with a smile. ‘Well, Carlo, when I’m dead you shall have it to go with the old cutlass I gave you.’

I put the weapon down, alarmed once more.

‘Why do you speak of death?’ I asked. ‘We are in no danger, surely?’

‘Believing that is the most dangerous thing of all,’ he said.

‘But you said that Benetto was not a man to be regarded.’

‘He is a Venetian gentleman, and nephew to the Doge,’ said Godfrey. ‘Powerful claims to regard, whoever makes them. This Quevedo, what do you know of him?’

‘That he is a kind friend and a witty companion,’ I answered promptly. ‘What more need one man know of another?’

‘Perhaps nothing,’ he agreed. ‘For God often chooses to protect fools. But let me tell you more of your friend so that you may better judge Benetto’s purpose. First, he is Spanish.’

‘And the King of England is English!’ I mocked.

‘Alas, no,’ said Godfrey. ‘I fear that he is Scottish. But that is another sorrow. You know that there is little love between this State and the Spaniards, who were like to have made an invasion from the sea at the time of the Pope’s interdict ten years ago.’

‘But what has this to do with me and Francisco Quevedo?’ I demanded. ‘I am no Venetian, and he represents no country. The Marqués Bedmar is the Spanish Ambassador, is he not? And the two states are now at peace, are they not? Why then should I not enjoy a drink with one who is nothing more dangerous than a merry scribbler!’

‘Do you know why your merry scribbler left Spain?’ asked Godfrey. ‘He killed a man in a duel, one of a nobler family than his own, so he thought it best to flee. Did he tell you that?’

‘No man of honour would boast of such a thing,’ I said indifferently, though in truth I was something surprised. Quevedo had not struck me as a man of violent action.

‘One thing more,’ continued Godfrey. ‘You have heard of the Duke of Osuna?’

I was able to nod honestly this time. Osuna, the Spanish Viceroy of Naples, was the popular bogeyman of the Venetian imagination. His diplomatic opposition to Venetian interests was well known and, in the minds of the ignorant, he was regarded as the prime mover of all disasters in the State, from the rise of the price of bread to the loss of an argosy.

‘Quevedo is in Osuna’s employ and has been since he arrived in Italy.’

Now I was quite taken aback. The young are never curious to know the source of other people’s incomes. You take money as it comes, and reck not whence it comes – or indeed whither it goes! How Quevedo lived, I knew not, any more than it concerned me what Godfrey was living off since he abandoned piracy.

‘You mean, the Duke Osuna is his patron?’

Godfrey laughed without much humour.

‘Men like Osuna do not pay merely for the flourishes of an over-written dedication,’ he said. ‘Those they may have for nothing, for the world is full of authors who need more than they earn and want more than they deserve. No, the good Duke sends only two kinds of servant to Venice – intelligencers and assassins.’

‘Then Benetto was telling the truth when he warned me off!’ I said, jumping to my feet. ‘But did he not realize I would immediately warn Francisco? The fool!’

‘Fool if it were his own idea,’ agreed Godfrey. ‘But suppose he acted on a hint from the Ten …?’

‘The Ten!’ I exclaimed in alarm. ‘What have the Ten to do with me any more? And surely if they are keeping an eye on Quevedo, they wouldn’t want to risk arousing his suspicions by bringing me into it?’

‘Oh Carlo! Carlo!’ mocked Godfrey. ‘I wager you’ll make an excellent soldier one day, for your talent must be for killing, since it’s certainly not for intriguing. Think you that your Spanish friend does not know that the Ten know what he is? Or that they do not know that he knows?’

My head spun with all this talk of ‘knowing’, and Godfrey laughed at my confusion, and said, ‘Come, walk with me, for ’tis almost time for my social round which, as you know, always starts at the palazzo Priuli. I am late this morning. My tailor delayed me with some matter of an unpaid bill.’

I thought how curiously like the English Ambassador his tailor had looked, and how little short of money Godfrey appeared, but I was discreet enough to keep my mouth shut. When I excused myself from going with him, however, he showed no answering discretion but pressed me to tell him what business I proposed that morning. To tell truth, I needed little persuasion for a young man is never reluctant to sing his mistress’s praises.

He whistled when I mentioned the name Molini, then smiled reflectively when I referred to Lazzaro and Teresa.

‘Does Benetto know of this?’ he asked.

‘Of course not? Why should he?’

‘Well, for a start, because it seems to me that you are going to use your connection with his family to try and gain entry to Molini’s household.’

‘And why not?’ I retorted. ‘If I am so closely allied to the Priulis that they may try to limit my choice of friends, surely I may legitimately use the connection to try to further my choice of females!’

He grinned broadly.

‘You will make a soldier, Carlo,’ he said. ‘For you use the kind of reasoning which only persuades when it is backed up by a pair of cannon! But if you must take the risk of courting the daughter of a clarissimo, then perhaps you have made the least dangerous choice open to you.’

‘How so?’ I asked. ‘You know the family.’

‘I have met them a few times,’ he said negligently. ‘It’s the younger girl who’s captured your soul, is it? Well, her sister is more striking, but Felicia is fair enough. Rather retiring, as I recall, but often it is the slowest walkers who dance the merriest jig! Nay, look not offended, Carlo! I mean no harm. Listen to what I can tell you of this family. Perhaps it may help your suit.’

The Molini clan was large and important (so Godfrey told me) but Lazzaro’s branch of the family was very much on the margin, bearing the same relationship to the centre of the tribe as Papa Priuli (now departed on another, doubtless disastrous voyage!) bore to the top Priulis. United in honour, separated in economy – that’s the way these families work!

As a young man Lazzaro Molini (Godfrey continued) had been so keen to avoid a life of genteel poverty that he broke all previous limits in going outside his class in search of a wealthy bride. He had returned from a trip to the terrafirma accompanied by Teresa whose father, he claimed, was a chirurgeon in Brescia, not one whose name was ever like to be inscribed in the Book of Gold, but a candidate perhaps for an Appendix of Silver. In the event it turned out the fellow was nothing more than a horse-coper who knew at best how to doctor a stallion and whose name, if he could have written it, would have looked presumptuous in a Book of Lead! I felt a naive delight that the Molinis were already connected with someone whose origins were even lower than mine!

Low her origins may have been, but Teresa’s dowry was huge (worth her bubbs in gold, Godfrey assured me), and Lazzaro had with the help of advice from his father-in-law (for these horse-copers are shrewd fellows at making money work) managed to live comfortably for nigh on twenty years, and produced two daughters, Margharita (the elder) and my own Felicia.

But when the old horse-coper died a couple of years before, his fortune quite rightly went to his sons and his financial expertise went God knows where, and Lazzaro was not living so comfortably as of yore.

‘’Tis said there is dowry enough for only one of the girls,’ concluded Godfrey. ‘So best move quickly, Carlo. Or better still, buy yourself a Cretan poultice and wear it round your inflamed limb till the fever is drawn out!’

He left me with this mockery, and I left him with a light heart, for his remark about the dowry had cheered rather than worried me. Girls with large dowries were in large demand. Those with none at all had no hope. Except, of course, from such true and uncommercial lovers as I!

Poor naive fool! I made my way to Molini’s house rejoicing that my lack of noble origins would not harm my suit and my lack of mercenary motives would actually strengthen it! Could I meet myself on the way now, I would split my own skull with a club to save that young heart the pain of learning what a world these old men had created for him.

The house was in an area of the city I did not know, fashionable enough but much removed from the great palazzi on the Grand Canal. This pleased me, for I was not like to be overawed.

My welcome was encouraging. I was taken into a salon where I sat and took refreshment and conversed with Signore Molini and his wife, who showed a lively and flattering interest in my concerns. Looking back, I now see that I must have been a great puzzle to them. Rapidly they had realized – perhaps they had made inquiries already – that I was no Priuli but that same Croatian Uskok who depended wholly for his existence on the mercy of the State and the charity of Benetto. Yet they had seen me the previous night as merry as any young clarissimo in a Priuli gondola, and they saw me this morning elegant and at ease in a gentleman’s clothing, conversing in a gentleman’s accent and behaving with a gentleman’s manners. My powers of imitation were not confined to the mere learning of language.

What speculations must have raced through their minds. Benetto and Zanetta had no children. Could it be (improbable but not impossible) that they had adopted this yobbo? Or could he perhaps have wealth of his own, some heap of bloodstained gold which he had miraculously contrived both to steal from the Uskoks and conceal from the Ten?

So they sat and talked and smiled, and all the while I thought it was my own deserts that were creating this rapport between us.

After a while the two daughters appeared. Margharita had a bold and rather flashy attractiveness which she must have inherited from her mother. But my attention was wholly (and holily) on the subtler charms of Felicia, whose slight figure was perched on the edge of a distant chair with her hands clasped modestly in her lap and her eyes cast down on the little silver cross that she held there. I had seen paintings enough of saints and madonnas since coming to Venice, for the grandees are more willing to fee an artist than pay their tailors, but nothing had moved me much except for some strapping females from the mythology painted naked by a fellow called Titian. But now at last I realized how the image of holiness may be an aid to devotion, and though there were in that room models for a pair of Dianas who could have horned a saint let alone a huntsman, my converted eyes beheld nothing but their icon of holiness.

We exchanged few words on that first occasion, but those she did utter, conventional and commonplace to the dull ear, were charged for me with modest but encouraging recognition of my love.

I could have remained there all day, but stayed not a second longer than the etiquette of such a visit permitted. Certes, whatever doubts there might be of the man, they would find nothing to complain of in the manners!

As I departed, I was urged to come again, not to any formal gathering but to such another informal meeting as this had been. This pleased me much, for at a dinner or a masquerade I would have had to share Felicia with many. More important to the Molinis, of course, was the fact that such casual and unwitnessed visits as this kept their options open till my true status could be assessed. But I did not see things in such a cynical light in those days, and my hopes grew daily as I became a regular, though still not a public, visitor to the house.

How did it come about that the truth of my position was not revealed sooner? (The truth being, of course, that I was a penniless, common layabout whose most optimistic prospect was to keep out of the pozzi!) The thing to understand about these great Venetian families is that they are proud, they are honourable, and they are malicious. And of these, only the last quality is unqualified! The Priulis’ pride would make them naturally secretive about family matters, particularly to queries from unimportant people. After the expenses of Doge Antonio’s coronation, the family coffers were light, but this was all the more reason not to destroy the impression that they could if they wished turn a penniless layabout into a well-heeled gent. Family honour would not be compromised by this impression (though it probably would by the act!).

But, most important of all I suspect, was the malicious pleasure felt by all the clarissimi, even those of the more important branches of the Molinis themselves, at seeing Lazzaro make a fool of himself. By marrying as he did he had let his class and his family down. Teresa had retained a hearty vulgarity which not the tallest choppines, blondest hair and biggest bubbs in Venice could disguise. They wouldn’t let the same mistake occur twice, but they had no objection to permitting Lazzaro to get in up to his neck before preventing it.

So I grew happier by the day and only Godfrey tried to warn me, but even he desisted when I became quarrelsome, recognizing as all men who survive the perils of youth must that some lessons have to be learned at first hand, even by such a skilled imitator as I was.

Felicia was a quiet shy girl, more fluent in her silences than her conversation, yet we did well enough. She loved music and would play on the theorbo, singing in her light clear voice of lovelorn maids and faithless wooers, and ever and again our eyes and our smiles would meet. Then I would sing songs of my own country, in which wooers and maids came to a happier end, though often one so bluntly put that I would moderate it in my translation which I think she sometimes guessed for she would blush and smile a little into her hand. Sometimes we would whisper together as she sat with her instrument, or rather I would whisper as I told her colourful stories of my past (I’d given my family another couple of promotions in rank!) and she would sit, open-mouthed (oh God! the soft moist pinkness of that open mouth!) encouraging me with eyes rounded in amazement. Sometimes she would gasp as I described myself in some particularly extreme peril and put her hand on mine as though to comfort me, which was always the signal for one of her parents to join us and break off the intimacy. They need not have worried. I could have no evil thoughts in the company of such beauty, yet all the Molinis treated me as though I’d come to woo Felicia with my weapon primed and resting on my shoulder!

Lazzaro I could not like, try as I might. He was a nasty piece of work, with a glutton’s gut, a boozer’s nose, and a breath like an open tomb. All his talk was of his famous family and their importance in the State, like a eunuch remembering his balls. I much preferred his wife, whose bright and breezy vulgarity was a pleasant change from the subtle, insinuating female Venetian manner. She enjoyed wealth and comfort and was as keen as her husband to marry her daughters off well, but as for turning herself into anything she was not, she neither saw the need, nor had the capacity.

But she knew the rules of the game and was damned sure I was going to play them. I might have been able to cut a few corners under the drink-dulled gaze of Lazzaro, but if I held Felicia’s hand overlong at parting, Teresa would belt my wrist with her fan and cheerfully announce, ‘Time’s up. On your way, young lechery.’

Margharita was the enigma. She was the product both of her breeding and her society. She had all the strength, sharpness and self-confidence of her mother plus all the subtler talents of the Venetian gentlewoman. Yet she seemed not to be courted – or at least I seemed to be the only regular visitor with any amatory standing.

Quevedo, who had dropped out of sight for a few weeks after our combined assault on the Cretan batteries, now reappeared. His absence had allowed me to appear to be complying with Benetto’s injunction and the first thing I did on his return was to tell him of this.

‘So, I am a danger to you and to the State,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘What think you of that?’

‘I think it is nonsense,’ I answered promptly.

‘Why so?’

‘Why, because you are my friend and would not imperil me any more than I would you.’

‘No more,’ he agreed, smiling. ‘And the State? Why may I not be a danger there?’

I laughed.

‘How might such a puissant State as this be harmed by one who is nothing more than a …’

‘A writer?’ he prompted.

Scribbler had been the word I had hesitated to use, but I nodded.

‘Right again, young Carlo,’ he laughed. ‘Would that the College and Senate had half your wisdom!’

Feeling myself mocked, I said slyly, ‘Though if you are so harmless, I wonder why the Duke Osuna pays you?’

He stopped laughing but his tone remained light.

‘And who has told you that, my friend?’ he asked.

I saw no reason to prevaricate.

‘Godfrey,’ I said.

‘Hatfield? The Englishman?’ He mused a moment, then laughed again. ‘Why then, it must be true, for these English are so honest that they will poison their wives rather than deceive them! Come, Carlo, if you are not to be seen with me, then tonight we will go to a meeting of the Mascherati where no one is seen with anyone!’

These Mascherati were members of one of those talking clubs they call Academies. Quevedo had outlined their history for me before my first visit, but I paid little attention until he said that the State was so neurotic that it kept a close eye on all the academies, whatever their particular interest, and didn’t hesitate to ban those suspected of being subversive.

‘What?’ I had said, alarmed. ‘Will the Ten have their spies there?’

‘In a civilized society, everyone is a spy!’ he had replied. ‘But never fear. We do not talk at the Mascherati of politics or religion, but of matters much more interesting!’

This hint, given with a sly grin, plus the very fact that the Accademia delli Mascherati was so called because its members wore masks, thus permitting nobles and commoners to mingle without ceremony and (most important!) women to attend without compromise, made me believe an upper-class orgy was awaiting me. So I had accompanied Quevedo to the house of the club’s patron, a fairly important nobleman called Gasparo Valier, all tremulous and freshly bathed. In the event I found myself seated on a very hard chair in a room full of masked men (and a very few women) listening to a discussion on whether the elephant, which is the largest, or the lion, which is the fiercest, was the true king of all beasts I After half an hour I grew so bored that I fell asleep and (so Quevedo assured) snored so loud that further conversation was not possible till I fell off my chair and woke up!

Much against my will, I had gone again some time later, and though no less bored (the topic for discussion being, why is the sky blue?) I contrived to keep awake by studying the upper halves of the women present, a fact (my awakeness, not my study) which brought a complimentary pleasantry from Valier as the meeting broke up.

I would not have returned now except that I had missed Quevedo’s company and this seemed as good a way as any to enjoy it without the usual attendant risks of drunkenness and venery. I had resolved to live a life of radiant purity till Felicia were legitimately mine. Sober, I could usually guarantee to avoid whores, but drink weakened my resolution, so wine I avoided also. I diverted my animal spirits by hard, exercise, swimming many miles daily in the lagoon, practising the skills of combat which Godfrey taught me and becoming one of the foremost players of their game of pallone, which they play in St Stephen’s Piazza before crowds of many hundreds. Thus night after night I went early to my bed, too tired for mischief, and only at risk from the malice of Maria who, finding her lewd ministrations rejected, would now grab at me openly when we were alone or even steal into my room when I lay sleeping and play upon my pipe with fingers and mouth in the hope of bringing me to sin before my good angel could awake me. Sometimes, alas, my angel slept more soundly than I, and my tardy reveille was a cascade of notes pouring out of my poor abused instrument. Her joy at my shame made me think she kept league with the devil, but I could not denounce her for she lay under the strong protection of Zanetta who, I half-suspected, was privy to her evil assaults.

All these things I told Quevedo as we made our way to Gasparo Valier’s house near the Fondamenta Nuove. Rather to my surprise he did not mock at me or even smile, except when I told him of Maria’s wickedness.

‘Carlo,’ he said seriously, ‘this girl, Felicia, what do you know of her?’

‘I know she is the perfectest of her sex,’ I rhapsodized. ‘The fairest of face, the holiest of spirit, the gentlest of speech, the truest of heart, and the most gifted in all those arts and skills which become a woman.’

‘So, you have tried her out then?’ he murmured.

I rounded on him angrily reaching for my stiletto (for the gentlemen of Venice but rarely wear swords, and in most of their cities on the terrafirma it is forbidden by law).

‘What, Carlo!’ he said in alarm. ‘You are too hasty! Clearly your mind runs on matters carnal, for I meant no slur on your lady’s chastity. No, all I meant was, is she wise in thought and speech? economical in household affairs? able to command servants? active in charity? Are you truly content that in all ways she will be an ornament to your household, a helpmeet to your career, and a delight to your bed?’

‘I am, I am!’ I answered with all the fervour of young love.

‘And it is for these great qualities that you love her?’

‘How could any man do less?’ I queried.

‘Some few seem to have managed it,’ he said. ‘But ask yourself this, Carlo. Where are the similar qualities in you that may provoke such a paragon to rerurn your love?’

I hate these intellectual fellows who can trip you up with words! It is true that I have listened to them and learned from them, observing that words are a weapon which may often succeed where ball and steel cannot prevail, for a man can cover his heart and head with tempered mail, but he carries his soul around with him like a baboon carries its arsehole. I was truly and deeply in love with Felicia (I think) but even then I had a soul of realism, pink and bare, which these words of Quevedo’s pricked most painfully. In a serious quarrel, I have learnt hard, never let a man speak if you can kill him first. But this was no killing quarrel and all I could do was answer scornfully that it was different for a man, and conceal the real doubts he had uncovered in my soul and preserve a sulky silence the rest of the way to Valier’s house.

As we got near, we put on our masks so that none observing us enter could mark who we were. There was a goodly number there that night and the meeting was about to begin, so quickly seizing a goblet of wine, I took my customary retired place and prepared to be bored.

The topic for discussion was the usual absurdity these intellectual mountebanks went in for, something about whether a man might inhabit the moon without falling off. After a reasonably interesting start in which there was some enlightening speculation as to where the moon disappeared to as it grew smaller, they started talking incomprehensibly about some fellow called Copernicus and another called Galileo Galilei. They both sounded like madmen, and heretics too, but such as these were ever revered in the State of Venice which at best preserved a grumbling union with the Holy Father in Rome.

So I ceased to pay much attention and examined my companions instead. Their masks were little use in concealment of identity to anyone with a quick ear and a sharp eye. A man’s clothes, the way he holds his hands or crosses his legs, the intonations of his voice, are just as revealing as the features of his face. As for the women, I quickly identified two or three by my usual means, then started with surprise as, in a shadowy coign, I observed Margharita Molini. I looked more closely to make sure. Yes, there was no doubt. She had inherited her mother’s finest features. I would recognize those burnished bubbs anywhere.

By her side was a man whom I did not recognize, save to the extent of being sure I had not seen him at these meetings before. Yet there was something familiar about his outline I felt. I waited for him to speak, but he was apparently as uninvolved in the discussion as I, though for different reasons. His fingers paddled Margharita’s palm and sometimes he leaned close to murmur in her ear and his hand then would brush against her breast and she would push him away, reacting (I guessed) more to the place than to the deed.

I continued my examination of those present, spotting one or two other familiar figures, and the thought occurred to me that if I could do this so easily, how much more accurate would the trained eye of an agent for the Ten be! This notion refocused my attention on the discussion, and I was mightily relieved to discover it had moved from the perilous area of the heretics to matters too nonsensical to be dangerous, such as who the moon belonged to! The two main claimants seemed to be the earth and the sun. Someone suggested that if there were indeed (as some fools seriously believe!) men in the moon, then perhaps it might be that the moon was theirs alone. To which Quevedo replied that nothing was man’s but in fee to God and if the moon-men’s government did not recognize this then they were not fit to hold the moon even as stewards, for their politics would surely take the orb out of its proper orbit and shatter the balance of things.

‘May those of the earth, or the sun, say, in those circumstances legitimately invade the moon and bring it back to its proper orbit?’ inquired someone.

Quevedo replied, ‘I would say that, on peril of their souls, they may not neglect such an invasion.’

‘What of those men in the moon who fear its new orbit but have sworn an oath to be true to those who choose its perihelion?’ inquired Margharita Molini’s companion.

I hardly understood the question and paid no heed to the answer for the voice of the questioner had sounded a chord in my memory, and suddenly and sickeningly I knew who he was.

This was that Giacomo Basadonna with whom I had quarrelled at the table of the podesta of Padua.

But it was not fear of a renewal of our quarrel that gripped my stomach. Under Godfrey’s tutelage, I felt confident to take on such a popinjay as this though he should wield a scimitar and I a stick of bread!

No, it was my awareness that if Basadonna’s touching up of Margharita was but the dark and secret side of a public courtship, then very rapidly would he not only remove the one dowry available to Molini’s daughters, but also so slander my name that I might find Felicia cut off from me forever!
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I HAVE often noticed in human affairs that just when things seem at their blackest, they get worse.

As I rose to take my leave when the tedious babble of the Mascherati had finally dried to a trickle, my mask, which was hooked carelessly over my ears, fell off. Quickly I replaced it, but Basadonna’s eyes must have been roaming as freely as his hands, for I saw him stiffen for a second, then speak to Margharita, who laughed and was long in her reply.

Perhaps I was being over-suspicious, but when I told Quevedo what had passed as we made our way to the ridotto to round off the evening with a game of cards, he too seemed concerned for me. Before he settled down at the tables, he made some inquiries and the news he brought me was not good.

This Basadonna had been a kind of suitor of Margharita before he went to Padua. The affair had blown hot and cold, each of them keeping a weather eye open for a more advantageous match, for Basadonna bore much the same relationship to the central and important line of his family as Lazzaro Molini did to his. This, and his continued absence in Padua, explained why the Molinis still kept open the option of which daughter would get the dowry, and why such an ambiguous figure as I was permitted to cross their threshold. Now at last Basadonna seemed to have gained the State employment he had always complained was so unjustly withheld from him (though what employment was not clear) and had returned to Venice on a permanent basis.

My mind clouded with worry, I settled to play – something I rarely did, partly through lack of money but mainly because no man is totally vicious and the gambling fever has never tainted my blood. That night I played for diversion, and I won. And the more I won the gloomier I grew for the old superstition stuck in my mind that a man may not prosper in gambling and love together.

Finally, my purse weighted with gold, I rose and went home to my sleepless bed.

Morning came at last. I had no appetite for any breakfast, but made ready as early as I decently might to go on my visit. Just as I was on the point of departure, Maria came to me with a summons from Benetto.

‘Better hurry,’ she observed, grinning maliciously. ‘He is not in his best temper with you this morning.’

‘Yes, yes, I will go,’ I said irritably. She did not move, but stood grinning in the doorway so that I had to push past her and her hand snaked out and grasped me familiarly.

‘Why ’tis wasting from neglect!’ she mocked.

‘Away, filth!’ I cried, pushing her from me, but she only laughed the mote and cried after me, ‘Has the Signorina Molini no healing poultice to apply?’ which filled me with such wrath that I ignored Benetto’s summons and rushed angrily from the palace into the dull morning air.

Whether without this anger I would have allowed myself to be provoked as I was at the Molinis’ I do not know. But when I reached the house and found entrance was refused me by the servant who opened the door, I shouldered him. aside and strode in unannounced.

The family must have risen late for they were still at their breakfast. Lazzaro stood up, his gut shaking with an indignation greater than the interruption of his meal could occasion.

For a moment he was speechless, partly through his emotion, partly through the presence in his mouth of a great gobbet of cold goose, and I had time to observe his family.

His wife, Teresa, regarded me without indignation, but with a cold unwelcome; Margharita smiled at me with clear enjoyment; and my life, my joy, Felicia, stared at the floor and looked so pale and ill that my heart broke to see it.

‘What? canal spawn!’ thundered Lazzaro finally, showering me with pellets of masticated fowl. ‘What? bestial peasant! Dare you appear before me, you lascivious Croat? Felicia, Margharita, to your rooms before this shameless beast defiles you!’

Margharita obviously found the idea as ludicrous as I did, and made no move, but Felicia rose in an instant and with one piteous glance towards me was gone.

‘Signora,’ I said, turning to Teresa, ‘why am I so abused? I love your daughter – have I thereby caused you harm?’

‘You have deceived us,’ she answered coldly. ‘You have no money, no family, no prospects. How may you be her match?’

‘Why, let her come to me without dowry or hope of inheritance,’ I replied. ‘Then are we not matched? As for family, Signora, have you found these Venetian gentlemen so refined that they made you ashamed of your own dear father?’

Such an appeal might have struck an answering chord in the down-to-earth mind of Teresa but, alas, it was sadly undiplomatic with Lazzaro in the room. Screaming with rage, he seized a fork from the table and attacked me. The door burst open and a pair of servants, doubtless listening with vast entertainment at the keyhole, rushed to his aid.

I leapt on the table, seized the carcase of the goose, and rammed it down on Lazzaro’s head so that it, lodged over his eyes with the drumsticks giving him the horns that I’m sure the earthy Teresa had already set there without his knowledge. Drawing my stiletto I now confronted the servants, who rightly concluded that Lazzaro’s niggardly wages might run to blows but stopped short of bloodshed, and went to help unhelm their master.

The respite was like to be short-lived and even in my fury I had no desire to inflict any wounds, for that would bring me into direct conflict with the law, while all that had happened so far would merely amuse the most of Lazzaro’s peers.

I jumped from the table and ran from the room, but I did . not leave the house. First I had to talk with Felicia, however briefly, so I sprinted up the main staircase calling her name. No answer came, but I threw open door after door, till finally I found her crouched low on a sofa, pale and trembling in terror.

‘My love!’ I said dropping on my knees before her. ‘Fear them not, I shall protect you.’

‘Please go,’ she murmured faintly.

Touched by this concern for my well-being, I would have embraced her, but the sound of many footsteps running up the marble stairs made me realize she was right.

‘I’ll come for you at midnight!’ I whispered. ‘Be ready for me here at midnight. I’ll have a priest waiting, we shall be married, then away to a new life.’

‘Go!’ she repeated. ‘Go now, I beg you.’

I kissed her hand. The footsteps were very near.

‘Till midnight,’ I said.

Then I went through the window, clambered over the balcony and slid down a pillar on to the narrow terrace which ran between the side of the house and the small rio which flowed alongside it. A second later Lazzaro appeared at the window above, his nose burning like a whore’s lamp.

I touched my cap politely, turned and went my ways.

Back at the palazzo I discovered I was in deep trouble.

Basadonna had gone to work with a craftsman’s delight. Besides the black picture he had certainly painted of me and my morals, he must have suggested to Lazzaro that the whole of Venice was laughing at him and that the Priulis in particular were privy to the plot against his honour. That morning an angry and offensive message had been delivered to Benetto demanding to know why he permitted a depraved criminal (me) of low birth (me again) to masquerade as his (Benetto’s) adopted son and under this guise to attempt to debauch his (Lazzaro’s) virtuous daughter. This, with much rhetoric about honour and threats of appeal to the Senate, had been the cause of Benetto’s peremptory summons, and my failure to answer this had magnified his wrath to a point where this usually mild and weak man became a creature to fear.

I was told in terms whose hysteria did not lessen their force that I was indeed a depraved criminal whose continued freedom depended on the mercy of those whose trust I had betrayed, name besmirched, and friendship belied. Nothing in my birth or my background entitled me to any but the most rigorous treatment under the law. The Quevedo business was brought up again, my presence in gambling houses, brothels and at meetings of the Mascherati referred to, and Benetto even suggested I was still in touch with the Uskoks, passing on information about shipping movements!

At the end of it all I thought, they must surely hang me! But Benetto suddenly seemed to run out of steam and abruptly he dismissed me from his presence, saying that I was not to leave the palace on any account and that he would pass his decision on my future the following day.

At the bottom of all his wrath, of course, was the simple distaste of a man of importance at finding his honour impugned, not without justice, by a man of no importance at all. But this did not lessen the perils of my own position. Lazzaro, especially after my visit that morning, would demand my hide. While Benetto, if he saw any advantage to the family name in letting him have it, in his present mood would hardly hesitate. The best I could hope for was the galleys – the worst I feared (more, I believe, than death) was some disabling torture such as the strappado.

So it was a motive stronger even than love that set me stealing from the palace soon after eleven o’clock that night.

There had been no opportunity to make any real preparations. I had with me a small bundle of clothes, the money I had won at the ridotto the previous night, and nothing more by way of provisions, except for a length of rope I had knit together from various curtain hangings about the palace. The promised priest would have to be found when we reached the terrafirma. I had not got the time to find one, nor would we have the time to visit one before we fled from Venice. But Felicia’s natural disappointment would soon be salved by my gentle behaviour, for I was resolved to refrain from all carnality till our love was sanctified by Mother Church.

I borrowed one of the Priuli gondolas and paddled it quietly away from the palace. Benetto, I hoped sentimentally, would regret his outburst against me when he heard of my romantic elopement and subsequent honourable marriage. I saw us meeting again, some ten years hence, when I had made my fortune and returned to Venice as a rich and honoured gentleman with a large and beautiful family.

Such were the foolish pictures which warmed my young heart against the cold dank mist of that winter’s night.

The Molini household was in darkness and silence. In truth, very little seemed to be astir that evening, especially once I had turned off the main canals into the network of little waterways which run between them. Mooring my gondola about fifty yards from the house, I approached on foot, praying that Felicia would be alert and ready. I had wrapped a piece of cloth around a stone and tied it to the end of my rope, and this I now lobbed up and over the balcony of the room in which our assignation was made. It made a noise as it landed, not enough (I hoped) to rouse the household, but sufficient (I prayed) to attract Felicia from within.

Great was my joy when within seconds my prayers were answered. The rope was taken and made secure about the marble balustrade. I could dimly see my love’s slim figure in the murk above. She had had the good sense to put on a dark cloak and hood and her gentle face gleamed palely in its shade like a wake-light in a chapel. I felt such a gush of love well up in my heart that I could scarcely begin the climb. But love’s strength soon replaced love’s weakness and I began the ascent, moving like a practised sailor in the rigging till I reached the balcony where her soft hands, made strong like mine by the promise of love, seized my wrists and helped me to safety.

‘My angel!’ I whispered, reaching for her slender figure.

‘My angel!’ echoed a mocking female voice and suddenly all around the shutters fell off dark lanterns and I saw that the room beyond was full of armed men and the cloaked figure in front of me was not Felicia but Margharita.

‘Now shall we see if it’s true that a Croat has boar-piss in his veins!’ said another familiar voice and I observed without surprise that Giacomo Basadonna stood close behind her.

He had a rapier in his hand. I had nothing more than a stiletto in my belt and there were a dozen men at his back.

The greater the odds, the greater the honour, so they say.

Good for ‘they’ whoever ‘they’ are! thought I, and turned to leave. But when I looked over the balcony I saw the opportunities for honour had just doubled.

Down below at the bottom of my rope stood another dozen men, all with weapons out, looking upwards expectantly.

So, hating to disappoint expectation, I turned again quickly, punched Margharita Molini in the stomach and as she doubled up and fell forward, I caught her across my shoulder and flung her over the balcony.

Basadonna, I was glad to see, had sufficient of chivalry to rush forward and peer after her before attempting to kill me. And this gave me time to take the only possible route left. With enemies below and enemies within I had to go up. So I hopped on the balustrade, reached to the terrace above and drew myself up onto the next storey.

As I write now, I see I give myself too much of that coolness of judgement and aptness of action which age, experience and the love of Our Saviour have brought me to. But I was then still a boy with all a boy’s violence of appetite and emotion and there was more of hot-blooded terror than cold-blooded thought in my actions.

I burst into the room leading off this upper balcony and found myself in the presence of Teresa Molini. She was dressed for bed and as she started back from me, her breath drawn sharp in fear, I saw beneath the dark surface of her filmy robe that ponderous bosom rise like leviathan coming up for air. Naked I had often seen it, but God has made us the strangest of his creation! How soon will the fisherman cast his net for the monster he guesses at, while the sight of its terrible bulk plain before him might make him flee?

Later I was to feel surprise that lust could struggle up between terror for my life and respect for my adored one’s mother, but it did, and I even checked for half a pace till the sound of climbing behind me and running before me drove me on.

There were men coming up the stairs, eyes alight with the pleasures of the chase, and swords naked in their hands – no willowy rapiers these such as gentlemen use, but broad-bladed, double-edged weapons fit for hewing and hacking at a man till he falls like a tree.

Fortunately Molini’s house did not have the broad high corridors of the palazzo Priuli and no more than two men could easily move abreast. Also I guess that Lazzaro or Basadonna must have offered a special bounty to him who gave me my death blow for they were so eager to get at me that they shoved and jostled with each other in their haste as they reached the stair-head and a small jam developed. I drew my stiletto, held its fine point between my finger and thumb and hurled it so that it struck right through the leading fellow’s foot and scratched sparks off the terracotta tiles. He shrieked and went down and in a trice the small jam had become a major blockage.

I was now completely weaponless and only the most rapid of flights was going to save me, for now others had followed me over the balcony and admiration of Teresa would scarcely prevent them all from continuing the pursuit.

I entered another room at random. It was empty. Where, I wondered briefly, was Felicia? And Lazzaro for that matter? But there was no time for speculation. The hounds were at the door already and baying for blood.

I leapt to the window. It was locked so I kicked it open. There was no balcony here, just a long drop to the dully gleaming thread of the narrow rio far below. I changed my mind and turned, saw the bouquet of filed steel being flourished in my face, changed my mind again, but did not have time to turn again, so jumped backwards.

I hit the surface of the water and that was painful, hit the bottom of the shallow rio and that was more painful still, floated half-conscious to the top and that was most painful of all. For the water seemed covered with gondolas all full of men beating me with oars and paddles and the hilts of their swords. I went down again, felt myself drowning, came up under a gondola, tried to scream and took in great mouthfuls of filthy water; the gondola moved, I was in the air at last. I gasped gratefully, the beating resumed and I tried to sink once more and this time really drown!

But now they had hold of my hair and doublet and I was dragged to the side and thrown retching and groaning on the cold stones.

‘What a hard thing it is to kill a Croat,’ said Basadonna’s voice, high above me. ‘Like a canal rat he turns and turns and will not die.’

Each phrase was punctuated by a vicious kick. I was too exhausted to try to evade them. All I wanted was the coup de grace. If I could have spoken I would have begged for it, but my mouth was not fit for words. I opened the one eye which was still functioning and looked pleadingly upwards. Basadonna loomed over me. Behind him, hooded and in the shadows was another figure. Margharita, I wondered, yet it seemed something too tall for the woman, and in any case she was surely resting after her fall.

Absurdly the thought amused me and I gasped out something which must have been recognizable as a laugh, for Basadonna now became furious and I felt his rapier point at my throat.

Thanks be to God, I thought and composed myself for death.

‘No,’ said a voice which had something familiar in it. ‘Enough.’

The steel remained. Basadonna was not so easily to be dissuaded. The voice spoke again, this time louder and with great authority.

‘No, I said. Not another blow. Enough!’

And the steel withdrew, and the figures withdrew, and the misty sky above me and the cold wet stones beneath me all withdrew and I fell into an emptiness which only the continuance of pain made me suspect might not be death.
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IT is remarkable how physical injury always seemed to put me in good with the Priulis. If I’d lost a limb, I think they’d have adopted me, and I’m not sure that death wouldn’t have got me their nomination for the Senate!

I was found unconscious in the Priuli gondola, drifting helplessly down the Grand Canal. Taken back to the palace, I was bathed, bandaged, poulticed, bled, dosed, and nursed, while Benetto, who only a few hours earlier had been regarding me as the foulest blot on his family’s honour, now used me as its fairest symbol. There’s nothing like overkill for alienating public sympathy, particularly in these aristocratic societies which pride themselves on self-control and restraint. If the Molinis had just had me thrown into the canal and then handed me over to the authorities, my attempt to abduct Felicia would have merely set the seal on Lazzaro’s indignation.

But the girl had been in no danger, for Lazzaro had taken her off to a nunnery that very night and, whatever I deserved, it was not the murderous ambush they had laid for me.

In fact my injuries, though painful, were (thanks be to God) all mendable. And my mind was taken off my bodily soreness by the agony of spirit I endured when I learned of Felicia’s fate.

‘A nunnery!’ I cried. ‘Dear God, then I have lost her forever!’

‘Say not so,’ Godfrey attempted to comfort me. ‘She is still within the city, and as fine ladies have been rescued from nunneries as ever went into them!’

‘Nay,’ I wept. ‘God is no corsair who keeps his captives chained to a galley oar as you were, dear friend. How may a true child of Holy Mother Church even think of such a theft?’

I meant it. There’s nothing like a brush with death for adding colour to a man’s religion!

Giacomo Basadonna now became officially affianced to Margharita who, so scurrilous rumour put it about, had suffered no more injury in her fall than that inflicted by the eager hands of the men-at-arms testing her bones for breakage and her flesh for bruising. This meant that the Molini dowry was now definitely accounted for and that Felicia’s stay in the convent was to be permanent.

I had something of a relapse after hearing that Felicia was now removed completely from my reach but, although in my mind I was much taken with the idea of romantically dying of a broken heart, a young body will repair itself whatever romance may say and though my heart was broken, my ribs began to heal, my cuts closed up, my bruises faded and I ceased to notice the gaps where my lost teeth had been. Benetto and Zanetta showed me great kindness and I began to feel how ungrateful and ungracious much of my recent behaviour had been, particularly when, in contradiction of all his previous proscriptions, Benetto permitted Quevedo to visit me. He cheered me up more than all the doctor’s herb-lore with his witty gossip of who was up, who down, who poxed, who bankrupt, who cuckolded in this most civilized of states.

Godfrey was a frequent visitor, too, usually coming in the mid-morning or late afternoon when Benetto, who popped in to see me every day, was like to be involved with some meeting of the Senate. I took this for simple kindness on Godfrey’s part, till one afternoon after I had lain in bed for nearly three weeks, observing with envy the sprightly athleticism of his gait as he left the room, I decided the time had come for me to take exercise more than kneeling to my pisspot.

So pushing back the sheets, I lifted my feet from the bed and set them on the floor.

God, what a weakener this long lying abed is, whatever keeps you there! I who had been so fit and vigorous felt like a new-born foal as it struggles upright for the very first time.

By clutching at pieces of furniture or sliding along the wall I made my way round the room, then collapsed on my bed exhausted. But a few minutes later I felt ready to try again and this time felt much stronger, as though the blood flowed more freely through my veins, and when I reached the door I went out into the corridor, childishly hoping to meet and impress some member of the household.

There was no one in sight, but somewhere close I could hear a sound, as though a piece of wood were being banged rhythmically against the marble floor. Curiosity as well as a desire for company took me towards the noise and when I realized it was coming from Zanetta’s room, I approached with a quietness born not altogether of fatigue.

The door was not quite fastened and I pushed it quietly open just far enough to be able to see within.

What I saw made me realize how right had been my instinct for stealth.

The source of the rapping noise was Zanetta’s choppines. The reason why they were banging against the floor was that she was wearing them and doing little jumps. And the reason why she was doing little jumps was that she was standing stark-naked, legs astride, arms clasped tight around Godfrey’s neck, while he thrust up and up like a spear-man at a treed bear. I saw his face over her shoulder and it was aflame with lust and effort, his eyes closed tight as he sought the killing blow. Then I was seized from behind and as I fell backwards his eyes opened, and for a split-second our gazes locked.

My assailant was Maria. This did not surprise me. She had all the qualities of a procuress and was well fitted to keep watch at her wanton mistress’s door.

I was too weak to resist as she pushed and prodded me back to my bed, scolding me constantly.

‘One minute, I turn my back for one minute, and there he is, young Master Lechery, peering and spying! What’s he want to see then, how a real man with real meat does it? Is that it then? God help us, look at it, such a weak, skinny, wizened, dangling little thing, and does it have ambition, then?’

So she rattled on and, even had I not been ill, I know not if I would have had the strength of will to resist her. My mind was full of horror at this treachery of Zanetta and Godfrey towards Benetto. In addition (I see now) there was the less noble feeling that if discovered, this affair would so shatter the tranquillity of this household that my new-found security might vanish with it. But principally (what a strange thing this youth is!) my concern was for Godfrey’s safety. Yes, it’s true. I was concerned for Benetto since he was my benefactor and I’d grown fond of him; and I was concerned for myself also; but, knowing how these clarissimi fear above all things to be capricornified, I was filled with terror of what might happen to my friend if his lechery were discovered.

So it was the indignation of love rather than outraged morality that made me scream abuse at him when he appeared in my room a few minutes later.

He listened, dark-browed, for a few moments then came close, seized my wrist and squeezed till the hand went numb, and my tongue with it, put his face close to mine and said, ‘Beware, Carlo. You are still far from recovered, and too early exertion is like to set you back further than you began.’

He was so close to me that I could feel the heat of his breath. Suddenly I burst into tears.

‘Oh Godfrey, Godfrey,’ I sobbed. ‘You are my friend above all others. More than my own, I fear for your life.’

‘What?’ he said. ‘Is this why you call me lecher and villain?’

‘I spoke in haste and for your well-being,’ I explained. ‘You might have the fairest of women if you wished. Zanetta is fair but the city holds fairer and this cuckolding of the Doge’s nephew is too dangerous a sport! You have tasted her once. Promise me for the love I bear you that you will let this once pay for all!’

Now his brow cleared entirely and he settled back in a chair and roared with laughter. Delighted to see him in such good spirits I joined in, though what I was laughing at, I scarcely knew.

When he told me, I stopped laughing.

‘Once?’ he said. ‘Once! Oh, Carlo, it is too late for once! On the first day I met this lady, we danced a captain’s hornpipe together, and since then scarce a day has passed when we have not encountered in a merry jig or a gay gaillarde. Faith, I know not which of us has taught the other most new steps!’

His image amused him so that he started to laugh again, but this time I did not join in.

‘What do you tell me?’ I demanded. ‘Is it for this then that you have been so active to befriend these Priulis? Just for the fretting of your flesh?’

He glared at me and for a moment I thought he was about to grow angry again. Then his expression softened and his voice was gentle as he said, ‘How may you believe that, Carlo, when your heart tells you how much your own presence here has drawn me to the house? And, in addition, think you that you would still be enjoying your ease in this house if I had not moved the lady Zanetta to look favourably upon you? She was set to have you back in the pozzi till I assailed her with hard and lengthy argument which she at last bowed down before and freely admitted.’

He grinned and winked as he spoke. Another thought occurred to me.

‘And Maria? She too changed her opposition.’

Now he looked a trifle shamefaced.

‘Aye. Well, she is a bold and eager dame and it seemed a merry jest. Besides, I did not think you would be averse to some gentle schooling.’

‘Gentle!’ I cried.

And now we both laughed together, loud and long.

He took my hand again before he left, but now his grasp was kind.

‘Get well quickly, Carlo,’ he said. ‘This Venice has enjoyed us long enough I think. ’Tis fast approaching the time to take our wages and depart.’

Nothing could have done more to salve the pain caused by my loss of Felicia than this assumption of Godfrey’s that our future lay together. And from that day on my health recovered by leaps and bounds so that within a week I had abandoned my sick-bed completely and within a fortnight I was beginning to feel myself once more to be immortal.

But it was not just the assurance of Godfrey’s love that inspired my desire for recovery – it was the much more child-like fear that I might miss a treat. Venice is a city which has many festivals, for they know well there how to match holiness and hedonism, and on their saints’ days most of the nobles are quick to cast off those frugal ways enjoined by the laws of the state and family economy.

But above all they have two great festivals in the year. One of these is on the day set aside to celebrate the Ascension of our Lord into heaven and on this day the Doge and all his nobles sail out into the lagoon where he casts a gold ring into the waters in token of the close and necessary union between the city and the sea.

This festival of the gold rings is the most important to the State, I believe, but the most exciting to the people is their Shrovetide carnival when, in anticipation of Lenten deprivation, the Venetians, high and low, feast all their senses most wantonly for a week or more. I was sufficiently recovered both from my physical ailments and my soul’s anguish to anticipate these delights eagerly. Do not think that so quickly I had forgotten my Felicia. No, her name was cut deep into my heart as though a Spanish duelling master had guided the steel, and I knew I would love her for ever. No other woman could ever take her place in my thoughts and still, when the memory of her innocent loveliness broke suddenly in upon me at moments of mirth, I would feel the tears of loss start at my eyes. I had lit candles to the Holy Mother in a dozen churches and made a solemn vow never to marry. But I had not vowed to be chaste, for a young man’s weapon burns like new-forged steel and even plunging it in cold water, though it takes off the heat, in the long run only improves the temper. My Felicia had been forced to a life of holy chastity. I would enjoy the flesh for both of us and thus we two, she in her abstinence, me in my excesses, would preserve the balance of nature threatened by our separation, and so in a way be eternally married.

Such is the lewd logic of a young man in Venice! I was helped to these specious conclusions by the company and conversation of Quevedo who, as I have said, could play with words as the mountebanks play with our senses!

These mountebanks are itinerant salesmen who from time to time, but most numerously at Shrove fair, set up their banks or stages in the squares of the city, then mount them to sell their wares. But in order to sell, they must first attract an audience and this they do in a variety of ways, some by juggling, some by singing, some by speechifying and playacting filled by filthy and most scurrilous jests which, I must confess, often came close to making me sick for laughing.

Quevedo loved them too and one evening of carnival I contracted to meet him in St Mark’s Square to see the fun. I had a dangerous adventure on my way there for as I passed along a narrow calle close to the Piazza, I heard a deal of noise and, shouting behind, and turning, saw that a huge and angry bull was galloping towards me! It is a wild custom of the young men at this carnival to hunt these creatures around the streets of the city and many are injured through it, yet the authorities offer no remedy. The calle was crowded and the only refuge was in the shallow doorways of the houses on either side, but there were not enough of these for the crowd and I leapt high onto a window-sill as the maddened creature galloped past. In its wake it left several people lying on the pavement, mainly women whose choppines made such evasion as mine difficult. I felt the tip of one of its horns catch at my hose and pressed so close to the window-pane that I was like to have caused myself greater damage by breaking the glass.

The pane was filthy and, even so close as I was, scarcely permitted my gaze to pass. Dimly I could see a room with three or four men sitting close round a table, and on the wall facing the window an icon of a saint with a single candle lit before it. I noticed this in particular for, dim though my view was, the figure in the portrait had a quality which compelled my gaze. Long, attenuated, with his eyes piously contemplating the sacred monogram, IHS, which floated in the air above his head, the saint seemed to glow on the canvas (perhaps because of the candle) and was the only thing clearly visible in that room. Until my own face was spotted, that was, for suddenly one of the men at the table rose, came to the window and slammed close the shutters most violently, but not before we had mutually recognized each other, and been mutually surprised.

It was Quevedo, and a few moments later as I hung uncertainly around the end of the calle he emerged and joined me with a smile.

‘What, are you so impatient for my company that you seek me out and climb up walls to summon me?’ he said.

I explained what had happened and pointed to the overturned ladies who were still receiving first aid after the passage of the bull.

He regarded them unsympathetically and said, ‘I doubt if it will be the last bull to put them on their backs tonight.’

Then, passing his arm through mine, he drew me swiftly away towards the Piazza.

Here the crowds were thicker than I had ever known and I was glad I had tied my purse, light though it was, to my belly, for pickpockets would be attracted here like lice to a lazar-house. The first mountebank we observed held his audience by permitting a pair of vipers to crawl about his naked arms and torso, stinging him where they would. And when this seemed to be sating the onlookers’ interest he passed one of them under the skirts of his female accomplice who wriggled and screamed most lasciviously, which occasioned great mirth.

His immunity to the poison was caused, he claimed, by taking a rare apothecary’s draught, brought out of China.

‘’Tis an unparalle’d febrifuge and an excellent specific against colds, coughs, rheums, runs, piles, pox, and the rising and falling diseases, while it guarantees protection from the bites of snakes, insects, mad dogs and Cretan whores. Two drops will protect a man for a month, one drop will protect a woman for a year, and a short, sharp sniff will protect an androgyne for eternity. It comprises seventy-four ingredients, seventy-one of which are rare, two of which are unique, and one of which is now unobtainable. It cost five hundred ducats a pint to make. I cannot sell it at less than twenty crowns a vial and live. Now who will be the first to strike a bargain with me for twenty crowns?’

Naturally there were no takers.

‘’Twill be down to a pair of gazets before he is done,’ laughed Quevedo. ‘Come, Carlo, let us wander afield.’

We made our way round the square, watching tumblers and jugglers, singers and musicians; pausing before a man who hacked great bloody holes in his arm with a knife, then healed the wound instantly with some ointment, and laughing at another who dissolved pearls in wine and sold the liquor as a love-potion after having tested it on an accomplice who made as if to take him in plain view of everyone. Finally we ended up before St Geminian’s Church at the west end of the Piazza where a little man whose face, beneath a shady bonnet of peacock feathers, looked something familiar, was busy selling bales of cloth, each different bale (he claimed) having special and extraordinary properties. One of shot silk showed off a woman’s figure, he said, and as he draped it round the form of a skinny girl who stood with him on the bank, her bubbs seemed to swell up enormously beneath it, which set the onlookers clapping and cheering. Another taffeta had the property of enormous strength which was demonstrated by his other assistant, a giant of a man wearing a headsman’s mask, who laid the cloth across a billet of wood which he then split asunder with an axe and lo! when monkey-face held the cloth aloft, it was uncut and unmarked.

Other demonstrations followed, but I found my attention riveted on the headsman, who tossed the bales around as though they were fire logs. For some reason he fascinated me, and from time to time his eyes glinted in my direction from the deep shadows of his leather mask and I felt that I held his attention also.

Soon afterwards darkness began to fall and the mounte-banks began to pack up. Unlike most deceits, theirs flourish best in daylight. But the crowds did not depart. If anything they grew denser, for at carnival time the pleasures of the day are merely preparation for the ecstasies of the night.

Soon gay lanthorns of all sizes and colours dimmed the stars, some borne by groups of merrymakers on foot, some hung from casements as though shadows were preferred within, and the most (which was the fairest sight I ever saw) strung along the gunwales and at the curved prows of gondolas, so that the canals were like streams of richly glowing jewels poured out into the great treasure-bowl of the lagoon. Music, mad and mirthful, filled the air. Later would be time enough for melancholy strains, but at the night’s beginning none thought of prospects other than pleasure or of any future beyond delight. The people, commons and nobles alike, spilled out into the streets without distinction of person. True, many of the clarissimi and their ladies wore masks, but as much from a delight in wantonness as out of a concern for reputation. Goats, rams, bulls, serpents, sparrows and cats – all the beasts of lasciviousness – figured most largely in their disguises, and dames who in their salons would be too aloof to notice the corpse of anyone whose name was not in the libro d’oro, now rubbed shoulders with the commonalty, or leaned out over balconies and pelted passers-by with flowers and eggs filled with perfumed water, or (when these were all used up) just ordinary eggs!

It was a wild and wanton time and none but a saint or a eunuch could have failed to be infected by the fever of merry-making which ravaged the city. Quevedo having excused himself from my company on the pretext of some business (which I took to mean an illicit assignation!), I engaged to meet him later and went roaming through the streets in search of my own excitements.

Chancing to meet with some young blades of my acquaintance from the pallone field, I went carousing with them. Later we joined in the dancing in one of the squares close by the Rialto, and later still joined in the fighting which broke out after our somewhat free and easy techniques of dancing had outraged even the festive dames we danced with. Fortunately there was a kind of unspoken rule at carnival time that fights should be conducted with fists or, at the utmost, staves, so that broken heads rather than ripped guts might be the worst end of it. So I staggered away from the fray with nothing worse than a bellyful of bruises when on another occasion my drunken incapability might have got me killed. I paused by a rio and vomited into a passing gondola whose occupants clearly did not subscribe to the unspoken rule, for they swore at me most vilely and fired a carbine over my head. Whether this was good or bad aiming, I did not wait to discover, but fled speedily from that place.

The shock of this plus my bout of spewing sobered me up a little. The calli were still full, though not so crowded as earlier, and it was difficult to move at more than the steady (or unsteady) pace of the merrymakers, but after a while I began to have a sense of being followed. Whenever I glanced back, I saw the same people, but this was hardly surprising as they could no more overtake me than I could hasten away from them. One in particular I remarked, however – a tall broad-shouldered man in a mask of the god, Zeus, but perhaps it was just his very tallness which caught my eyes.

These fears, I assured myself, were but the last vapours of wine rising from my scoured stomach and clinging mistily to my fuddled brain. Nevertheless no man lives long in Venice without learning to believe that the Ten have spies everywhere and are able at any time of night or day to reach out and pluck in their prey. Why the Ten should still be interested in me I could not guess. Perhaps some enemy had slipped a note of denunciation through one of the bocce di leone, those bronze lions’ heads set in the wall of the Ducal Palace and elsewhere round the city, whose mouths were posting boxes for anonymous letters to the Ten. Anything seemed possible to my fearful brain, so finding myself of a sudden on a fondamenta by the side of the Grand Canal, I jumped into one of the gondolas which crowded the waterway and, by passing from one to another, made my way over to the other side. Looking back, I saw I had left a trail of bobbing boats, grumbling gondoliers and protesting passengers which it would take a very brave man to follow.

Feeling pleased with myself, I went on my way, but soon security bred scepticism and after a while I started to laugh not at my cleverness but at my foolishness for thinking it was necessary! What would the Ten want with me? Why, those sinister figures were nothing but men, and old men at that! Doubtless they too were squeezing what senile pleasures they could out of this most splendid carnival!

And so confident of my own self-deluding had I become that when I came upon one of these same bronze lions’ heads set in a wall, realizing that my spewing had voided my belly but not my bladder, I stood close to the head, slipped my tube into the bronze mouth and began to piss.

What a denunciation was here! I thought. There’s a squirt for Giacomo Basadonna! And another for Lazzaro Molini! And a big one for the three Inquisitors of State!

I threw back my head and laughed aloud. Then screamed as I had a vision of the stern face of Zeus, all framed with golden curls. And screamed again and wished it were a mere vision of a mere god as a large human hand clapped firmly on my neck and the tall man I had suspected of following me said, ‘Got you, you little bastard!’

Then my screams were stopped as he thrust a stinking rag into my mouth, plucked another mask from his gown and set it hard over my face so that I could not speak and hardly breathe. A stiletto prick in my kidneys told me it was death to struggle, so I let myself be dragged through the streets looking, I daresay, like any drunken wassailer being helped along by a kindly companion. The mask was over my eyes too so that I could not see where we went, but I had no doubt that the Ten’s questioning room lay at the end of our route.

Finally a door opened. I was kicked inside, tripped so that I tumbled down a flight of rickety stairs and ended on my back with all the breath knocked out of me. The gag in my mouth became unbearable. Had I not spewed so recently, I had certainly choked now on my own vomit.

Regardless of the consequences I dragged the mask off my face and spat out the filthy rag, then lay for a moment content to suck in the foul dark air of that black hole. Was I back in the pozzi beneath the canal which runs behind the Doge’s palace? It seemed most likely, but the thought was bearable so long as I had life!

In the darkness before me, a light flared. I saw Zeus’ golden face gleam as the tall man set his tinder to a lanthorn. In the wavering rays of the lamp which swung to and fro on the rusty hook it depended from, I saw the place I was in. It was vile and bare, certes, and the walls dripped greenly, but it did not look like a prison, nor were the instruments of torture anywhere in view.

But prison or not, Zeus was now approaching. I gathered my wits and my strength, not yet knowing which was like to serve me best in these straits, and fearing that both alike would fail me.

‘Friend,’ I quavered as one good servant of the state to another, ‘pray tell the most noble senators, your masters, that I would speak with them on matters of the gravest import.’

As item, how to save my life!

But Zeus now towered over me. I contemplated kicking his legs from under him as I had seen the Turkish wrestlers do. But these legs looked like oak trees and my feet felt like cat’s paws.

‘Villain!’ I cried, trying authority when I saw that democracy would not avail. ‘I demand to speak with the Three!’

He reached up and plucked off the face of Zeus. I gasped in horror and longed for that golden sternness back when I saw what lay beneath.

The smooth black leather of an executioner’s head-piece.

It seemed like a good time to grovel.

‘Most puissant Signore,’ I cried. ‘I beg that I might be permitted a confessor before you proceed to your duties.’

Anything for a respite!

But the unmasking had not finished. For now he untied the thongs which held that leathern blankness and drew it slowly over his head.

Now I shrieked indeed and wished the black executioner back, or golden Zeus, or all the terrors of the Ten. Anything rather than be shut in that damp and dripping place with a long drowned man returned from the sea to kill me!

‘They promised me pleasures enough at Venice carnival. But I had not looked for one like this,’ said Black Jaraj.
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THE Church’s teaching is that the spirits of the dead are insubstantial things. Only demons and other instruments of darkness may put on sinful flesh when they visit this world. So a man may easily see the form of his departed wife or mistress, but if he finds he may take her in his arms and be bold with her, then is it no spirit but a demon in masquerade, hoping to capture his seed and his soul in a blasphemous coupling.

Well, I was not about to screw Jaraj, but the feel of his boot crashing into my only recently healed ribs convinced me that here was no spirit but a malicious demon at the least. And even this small hope (for a demon may be discharged if you find the right conjuration) disappeared as his humanity became apparent in his words as well as his deeds.

‘Though I was dead, eh, shit-fly?’ he grunted as he pursued my squirming body with kicks and blows. ‘Thought I was bone-meal now? You and that blond-haired bastard. Lechery and treachery, eh? Lechery and treachery!’

He liked this phrase for he repeated it several times as he tried to kick my balls in. If I had had the time I would have .been amazed at the deep dints my innocent courtship of Dusanka had made in this villain’s cast-iron sensibility. But my only concern was to avoid (or rather to absorb, for evasion was not possible), as much of his assault as possible till the moment for counter-attack arrived. One thing I did gather from his inchoate babblings was that he’d no idea where Godfrey (or Godislav as he still called him) was, and that he was delaying my death till I had told him what I knew. So waiting till my scrabblings had brought me close to the foot of the stairs, I suddenly cried out, ‘Wait! Wait! Godislav is … Godislav …’

Then, arching my spine, I let out a terrible shriek and fell on my back, limbs rigid, eyes wide and staring, in a posture I’d picked up from some scenes of martyrdom daubed on the walls of the Priulis’ private chapel.

Jaraj regarded me doubtfully.

‘What of Godislav?’ he demanded. ‘Speak, shit-head!’

He gave me another kick, but there was something tentative about it. I think it was the staring eyes that convinced him. One blink and I would have had it, but I bent all my will to keeping my face as stiff as a hot bull’s pizzle and finally he knelt beside me to attempt resuscitation.

If you have no weapon and only one chance at an opponent (and I did not fool myself there would be more than one) you have a straight choice – crutch or eyes. Nothing else is worth thinking of unless you have mastered those eastern blows which paralyse a man by a flat-handed chop to the spine or neck. Well, I was still young in the arts of combat then and ignorant of such refinements. So I had to choose – two finger nails thrust deep into his eyes or one knee brought up hard between his legs. Or at least, I should have chosen.

As the young often are when faced with choice, I was greedy and tried for both. The result was that I only got one eye and though my knee must have caused him great pain it was not the completely incapacitating blow I had intended.

Still, it gave me the chance to run and, my own pain forgotten, I scrambled up those stairs eager to put as much space as possible between me and the howling, groaning, blaspheming giant behind me. That was another mistake a more mature man would not have made. Both my present difficulties and much future woe might have been removed if I had used this hard-won respite to kill him.

Instead I ran and found the door at the stair-head bolted. By the time I had opened it, Jaraj was grasping at my ankles. I wriggled free and fell through the doorway. I was in a narrow corridor with several doors off it. The one at the end looked as if it might lead out on to the street, but it also looked as if it were well bolted and barred. There would be no time to get through there, I thought, and at the same time realized there might be no time to get through anywhere. For my hesitation had let Jaraj reach the stair-head. He was staggering along all bent double, like a cringing courtier suing for favour, and blood blanked out his left eye. But there was hatred enough in the right, and a stiletto in his hand, to tell me that my death was now a larger consideration than any information I might have.

I fled up the corridor. He kicked at my heels and I crashed down against a side door, which, as he flung himself on top of me, opened a fraction. I looked up and thought, with a great gush of religious feeling, ‘I am saved!’

For peering out through the narrow space was a priest.

‘In God’s name, what is all this coil?’ demanded my saviour.

‘This brat I found in the house, Father,’ lied Jaraj. ‘He attacked me as I apprehended him.’

‘What?’ said the priest, alarmed. ‘A spy?’

‘A common thief, more likely,’ said Jaraj. ‘But I thought it best to be safe and dispatch him.’

‘What, are you a fool?’ demanded this most blessed and holy man indignantly. I would have kissed his foot if Jaraj’s grip had not prevented any movement.

Then I heard his next words.

‘Not here. Do it at a distance from the house and drop his body in the canal. And, for God’s sake, do it quietly!’

So saying, the bastard closed the door. I was lost, I thought. But even as I thought it, my mind registered what I had glimpsed as the door shut. A wall with on it an icon of a long thbrsaint.

And just before Jaraj’s filthy paw closed on my fear-parched mouth, I found spittle and strength enough to throw back my head and cry, ‘Ouevedo!’

The next half hour had me on trial for my life. There were no formal proceedings, just a long muttered discussion between Quevedo, who (praise be to God!) had come rushing out when I called his name, the priest, the wizened mountebank and two or three other heavily muffled fellows who were present in the house. I sat quiet in a corner of the room with Jaraj guarding me. What was going on, I did not understand, but I knew that on the whole the feel of the meeting was with the savage Bosnian who had told the story of our previous connection in terms which made me sound the arch villain of all times! Godfrey and I, according to this blackguard’s lies, had planned the whole disaster from the outset, stealing vast sums from the common treasure chest before we left Senj, and intending to murder our companions and keep all the ransom money for ourselves also! Godfrey’s cutlass had not, alas, thrust deep enough and Jaraj had been hauled from the water in the net of some fishermen from one of the islands. Simple folk foolish enough not to have connected Jaraj with the story of the Uskok raiders even if they’d heard it, these interfering dolts had nursed him back to health and eventually he had made his way back to Senj.

The little mountebank, Jaraj’s master, was prominent in the discussion and I was not comforted when I realized who he was. I had glimpsed him once before, in Senj. This was that same Majmun, or monkey-face, acknowledged as overall leader of all the Uskok bands!

What these pirates were doing here I did not know, nor did I wish to know for it struck me forcibly that such knowledge meant death either from the Ten for concealing it or from those present for revealing it. Not that ignorance was like to be a defence in either case!

The mood was against me, I could tell, and my best hope was Quevedo who was now speaking urgently and persuasively on my behalf (I hoped!). I strained my ears to catch what he was saying, hoping to pick up some cue for survival, but I could make out too little to be of much help. When he fell silent the priest, whom they called Father Ignatius, rose and came to face me. He was, I suspected, of that Spanish order of Jesuits who had been put out of Venice at the time of the Pope’s interdict, but were now to be seen again in the city. He had the large broad nose which I ever associate with lickerishness, and the size of this promontory made the inlets of his deep-set eyes seem all the more sinisterly shadowed.

But when he spoke his voice was mild and kind enough.

‘Tell me, my son. What think you that we do here?’

This was a facer. I had to appear ignorant, yet only a half-wit would not have been made suspicious of some dark plot by the kind of treatment I had received!

‘Some affairs of business or trade, best kept secret till they have matured,’ I suggested, adding for the sake of verisimilitude, ‘but though your own holy presence and that of my dear friend, Señor Quevedo, whom I know to be most honest, persuades me your purposes are legitimate, yet I fear you must have been deluded to admit such a black villain as this to your counsels!’

Jaraj growled and made as if to attack me, but Father Ignatius waved him back.

‘You were one of these Uskoks yourself once,’ the priest continued. ‘Are not they honest men also?’

Another facer with Majmun lurking in the background.

‘The most part of them are, I believe,’ I answered. ‘Good Christians, active in the war against the heathen. But even in the strictest of monasteries may be found some few lecherous monks.’

He smiled at this and changed his tack.

‘You lodge at the palace of the Priulis, do you not? What think you of this family?’

Now here was the crunch. Anywhere else in this city and my way would have been clear. I would have praised up the family as my dear friends and protectors and the perfect exemplars of all the civic and religious virtues. But something else was required here. And I had to get the tone right.

‘They are kind and generous people,’ I declared. ‘I have much to be grateful for at their hands. But …’

‘But …?’ prompted Father Ignatius.

‘I must speak honestly,’ I said. ‘I find they give themselves overmuch airs, and so do all these Venetian nobles. They are a proud and stiff-backed folk, claiming virtue through names rather than deeds, and not paying the Holy Father in Rome the deference due to his great office. In plain terms, this Benetto Priuli is but a weak, hag-ridden fellow and his wife little better than a common whore, yet because some old fool of their kin has been elected Doge, they act as if they are lords of the universe! Why, sometimes I think these gentlemen of Venice are nothing but a pack of Protestants, for do they not permit known Protestants, aye, and Jews too, to move at will in their dominions, to the scandal of all true Catholics!’

Here I paused and looked confused, as though I had let myself be carried away.

‘Forgive me, father,’ I said sheepishly casting my eyes down. ‘I pray I have not caused offence by speaking so freely of these matters.’

‘No offence, my son,’ he said cheerfully. ‘You would not then be averse to lending the strength of your prayers to bringing such sadly erring lambs back to their safe fold?’

‘My prayers and my crook too in such holy shepherding,’ I replied.

I looked up and our eyes met. Or rather I looked deep into those dismal caverns from which he regarded me as a lurking beast observes its prey.

‘Quevedo,’ he said finally. ‘You will stand surety for this pious youth’s continuance on this good but strait path?’

‘I will,’ said Quevedo.

‘So be it,’ said Ignatius. ‘Take him apart and give him what instruction you think necessary. Gentlemen, let us have some wine. It is, after all, carnival time.’
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QUEVEDO, you will understand, knew only so much of my story as I had told Benetto Priuli and the rest, with advantages of course, for while I wished to impress Benetto with my innocence, I wanted to amuse the Spaniard with my cleverness. But I had sense and loyalty enough to remain constant on one point – Godislav had died on the fishing boat.

Quevedo now questioned me more closely than ever before about my arrival in Venice, but with Jaraj in the offing it was more important than ever before to drop no hint of Godislav’s new identity.

Finally we left the others and went out into the night where I breathed deeply like one who has just been released from a long incarceration. Yet scarce two hours had passed since Zeus had cast his thunderbolt, and the city, though no longer so openly gay, still throbbed with the rhythms of carnival.

We walked to the Molo where we took a gondola. Quevedo gave instructions to the gondolier, commanding him to take us to one of the islands on the lagoon, for what purpose I knew not, only I was very happy to see the Molo receding, for behind it ran the Ducal Palace and the lair of the Ten.

Once out on the lagoon, Quevedo tossed our pilot a coin and commanded him to sing. This surprised me for barcaroles are most commonly the prelude to a duet for male pipe and girlish theorbo beneath the canopy.

‘No, Carlo,’ laughed my companion. ‘I am not going to claim a captain’s rights. But I do want to talk and with that noise going on, neither he nor any passing on the water can overhear us.’

This precaution both assured and frightened me. His next words did more.

‘Carlo, you are no fool. You must have guessed that what we are planning is treason and revolt.’

Of course I had, but I didn’t want to hear anyone saying it. I regarded him with a puzzled smile. He ignored it and continued.

‘At least, that is how the Senate, or most of them, will regard it, though the true title of what we intend is liberation.’

Well, I have served in many armies of ‘liberation’ since that time, but then I was not yet expert in the euphemism of death, destruction, rape and ravin.

‘Liberation from what?’ I asked.

‘Why, from those things you yourself described so eloquently to Father Ignatius. From creeping protestantism, from civil corruption, from heresy, debauchery, and the encouragement of anti-Christ in the form of the heathen Turk, the usurious Jew.’

‘And in their place you would set …?’

‘The rule of Holy Mother Church and the Pope in Rome,’ he said promptly.

‘Do you not mean,’ I said slyly, ‘the rule of the Habsburgs and the Inquisition in Madrid?’

‘That’s what I said!’ he replied laughing.

‘But, Quevedo, how can you?’ I asked heatedly. ‘Sure there are evils in this State and much that offends men of conscience. But a man may live here without overmuch fear and with a great deal of pleasure if he takes but a little care of his tongue and company. While under the Inquisition …!’

What things these words are! Always in Quevedo’s company I talked thus, and half-believed what I said.

But he was harder to riddle even than I, for while ultimately for me words and ideas are but shifting shadows through which hard deeds rise like rocks through a sea-mist, to Quevedo ideas had reality as solid as stone and in him the man and the spirit clashed like boulders rolled together by a mighty tide.

He said as much now.

‘Carlo, as a man, I hate repression and enjoy tolerance. But as a Christian I have to recognize that the evils of tolerance are often far worse than the hardships of repression. We are in this life but as children and require a father’s sternness to hold us in the right way.’

Well, perhaps he was right. I remembered my own father dragging me kicking, naked and erect, from my sister’s bed. Perhaps I should have submitted to his punishment and stayed on the farm.

No! I answered myself. What lad of spirit would hump hay and shovel shit when he could do what I had done, see the world and live in its most civilized society?

And end up plotting treason against it in a gondola!

I wanted none of this! I thought in alarm. Better an old farmer than a young corpse dangling by one leg between the pillars in the piazzetta!

But Quevedo was not to be quieted. He gave no details but outlined a plot larger in scope than anything I had imagined, involving the land forces of Austria and the Spanish dependencies in Italy in league with the Uskok fleet.

‘I tell you this, Carlo, for this is what you may guess, or at least what the Ten may guess from what you tell them after they have tortured you.’

‘Tortured me?’ I cried. ‘Why should they use torture if I go freely to them and reveal what I know?’

Not the most diplomatic of things to say to a conspirator, but it seemed a time for frankness.

‘Because,’ replied Quevedo, ‘they may think you have not told all that you know, for fear of serf-incrimination. Or, even accepting your innocence, they may wonder if perhaps you know more than you believe you know, and pain is a fine aidemémoire. Or, even failing that, do you not guess that we have sympathizers on the Senate, aye, and within the Ten themselves, men who will be eager to see you racked and broken beyond speech?’

I thought about this for a while as the gondola skimmed across the placid lagoon. Our gondolier still sang, urged on by Quevedo whenever his voice began to fade away. In the end I said, ‘Well, since you put it like that, I will help you. There’s my hand on it.’

‘Keep your hand, Carlo,’ said Quevedo. ‘You’re thinking, I’ll say what he wants me to say. But at the first chance I’m off out of this lot! So, what happens? You have neither the money nor the knowledge to get further than Fusina, if that far! There you’ll be picked up, tortured a bit, tell what you know as I said before, and end up at the bottom of the lagoon. You’re not even important enough for a public execution! So forget it, Carlo. I want you to stay alive because you’re my friend. But I want you to help me too. You’re in the Priuli household – you can help us a lot if you keep your ears and eyes open.’

‘I’ve said I will,’ I protested.

‘But you have to mean it,’ he said sadly. ‘This girl you love, Felicia Molini. Have you forgotten her by now?’

‘No!’ I answered angrily. ‘Nor ever shall. But what has she to do with this or anything. She is quite beyond my reach now.’

‘She need not be,’ said Quevedo.

‘What?’

‘When the Doge is overthrown and the new government comes to power, rewards will be given to those most loyal to it.’

My heart beat fast with sudden excitement.

‘But this new religious strictness will hardly permit a nun to be given in marriage,’ I objected.

‘Fiddlesticks,’ said Quevedo. ‘The girl is but a novitiate and will be for some time yet. No vows need be broken for none will have been given. And in any case ….’

‘Yes?’

‘Nothing. See, we are almost arrived. Come, Carlo. The night is young. Enough of these weighty matters. Let’s enjoy ourselves!’

We had arrived at the island and the gondola slipped between a whole flock of others already moored by the quay. Whatever it was that the place had to offer, it was certainly popular, and with many of the best families too. But I had no thought for pleasures in store. My mind was too occupied wrestling with the problems Quevedo had just dumped there.

To have Felicia – this was the revival of a passionate hope I had thought deader than Lazarus. But I still misdoubted much whether this new and strict regime would commence by removing a maid from a religious house to satisfy the desires of a Croatian farmer’s son!

In addition, I had no stomach for spying and treachery. The State was not my State, but it had treated me more gently than I knew I deserved. And, as for the Priulis, despite the harsh words I had used of them to Father Ignatius, I owed them much more than the betrayal of an informant.

My experiences at the hand of Jaraj had squeezed all the wine out of my veins, but now my brain reeled anew with all these problems of love and loyalty.

I had paid no heed to where Quevedo was taking me and when he finally paused, I bumped into him.

‘Sorry,’ I said, looking around. We were in the portico of some large building, I knew not what, but from within came sounds of music and merrymaking which made me guess it was some courtesan’s palace, or house of assignation. This was confirmed by what I saw when we entered.

In a long, noble room lit only by a handful of coloured lanthorns, there was dancing going on, but such dancing as owed more to Dionysus than Terpsichore.

Men and maids reeled drunkenly about and wantoned with each other’s flesh as though the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge had been eaten but shame not yet discovered. Many of the men wore masks, so that bestiality seemed heaped upon mere lechery, but of the women, hardly any, though I noted that most of them seemed to wear the same kind of dress, or rather half-wear it, for scarce a one of them but was naked to the waist, aye, and often below. This simple white shift puzzled me much, used as I was to the splendid extravagances of most Venetian dames on festal days. But now, as my eyes grew used to the flickering many-coloured lights, I began to observe the walls and ceiling of that room and a dreadful suspicion began to grow in me. John the Baptist stared unblinkingly at the scene, and all the Apostles. Perched high on the lofty walls, saint after saint appeared to be giving a blessing to the debauchery beneath. While from the ceiling the entire Holy Family gazed down impassively at the humbler creation and never a thunderbolt was hurled.

I seized Quevedo’s arm.

‘What is this place?’ I cried.

‘Why, Carlo, do you not know?’ he asked with a look of pretended surprise. ‘This is one of those holy nunneries to which the noble fathers of Venice send their daughters they cannot finance in marriage. Is it not a fine thing that on occasions like these, they need not miss the joys of that state their families could not afford them?’

I had heard tales of such goings-on but had not given them much credit. Everyone makes jokes about nuns and monks as if by mockery to counter the reproach of their holiness. But this was no joke. And it was certainly no holiness!

I stared wildly about the room, suddenly imagining I saw the curve of Felicia’s cheek, the wave of her fine gold hair, everywhere I looked. Quevedo put his hand on my arm and I turned ready to kill him for this monstrous trick he had played on me. But he did not flinch from my mad expression.

‘Nay, Carlo,’ he said rapidly. ‘This is not the convent to which your Felicia has been sent. Her novitiate will be carried out in a safer and better ordered house than this. But who knows that it may not be such a place as this that she will finally come to? And what think you now of that tolerant, benevolent kind of devil’s rule which permits such places as this to be?’

I looked around again. Most of the men were young, but not all. And of those unmasked, I recognized many as belonging to the most dignified and patrician families of the city.

‘Quevedo,’ I said, my soul reeling with shock and disgust, ‘I am with you. Will you take my hand now?’

He peered into my face, then nodded.

‘Willingly,’ he said, and we clasped hands fervently.

Now I turned to go, but he still held my hand.

‘Whither away?’ he inquired.

‘Why, anywhere, so long as I am out of sight of this vileness,’ I cried. ‘What? you cannot wish to continue here in face of these blasphemies?’

Suddenly he grinned and became again my old Quevedo, the witty, railing, cynical friend.

‘The night is young and conspirators must not draw attention to themselves by unfitting behaviour.’

‘What more unfitting than this?’ I demanded pompously.

‘Unfitting in Madrid or the Vatican perhaps,’ he laughed. ‘But we are not yet in Rome. So let us drink the wine of the country before it turns sour!’

So saying he left me, joining the throng till he found a young girl to his taste and embraced her in a parody of dancing.

I looked on with loathing, horrified at the Spaniard’s lightness, then turned again to leave. But at the door I hesitated.

The first rule of the strict Catholic state is acceptance of hierarchic authority which means that the lowliest can obey his immediate superior in the safe knowledge that the chain of command and example stretches back to the highest.

In the provisional regime of Venice which I was now committed to support, Quevedo was my immediate superior. Surely by following his example I would be doing no more than ultimately His Holiness the Pope himself would want me to do?

Strange are the ways of religion and difficult to understand for a simple soul!

I seized a passing dame who was wearing little more than a wimple and invited her to light my penitential candle.

What was good enough for the Pope was good enough for me.
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AFTER Shrovetide comes Lent. After the excesses of carnival came a period of frugal living which made the normal economies of Venetian life seem orgiastic. In the Priuli household we gave up meat and we gave up leavened bread and we gave up wine.

And I personally just about gave up hope.

I felt I was in a trap with no way out except if a choice of deaths be called a way out. Quevedo bothered me little for information, so my loyalty to the Priulis was scarcely tested, but oddly this was small comfort as I began to feel that it was only my silence he wanted, not my service, and all this talk of rewarding me with Felicia was a mere placebo, aye, and perhaps in both significances of the word.

What I needed was someone to talk things over with and the only person I really trusted, Godfrey, had disappeared from Venice during the carnival, none knew where or when to expect his return. I had sought him in the first place to warn him of Jaraj’s survival and presence in the city, for his lot would be perilous indeed if the big Bosnian encountered him. The assassin’s knife or the note of denunciation through the lion’s mouth – either would kill him, but the former much more quickly. So I left a note at his lodging requiring him to contact me most urgently immediately he returned, and I called there daily lest indolence or oversight should run him into danger.

On one occasion as I made inquiry of his landlord and received the usual negative reply, I became aware that another had entered the house behind me, a man of about fifty with an easy manner and a bright intelligent eye. This was that same Henry Wotton, the English Ambassador, whom I had glimpsed once before. He listened to my queries and the landlord’s replies without speaking, then followed me into the street and, with a flourish of his plumed hat which stopped just short of parody, he saluted me and said, ‘Forgive my boldness, sir, but are you not that same Signore Fantom whose unmerited misfortune the noble Priuli family have laboured to mend?’

I faced him squarely and looked blank. I had learned enough not readily to admit my identity to anyone till I knew why they asked.

Seeing I was not going to reply, he repeated his question first (to my surprise) in my own language, then (to my flattery) in Latin, the lingua franca of educated men.

‘Sir,’ I replied in Greek, ‘it is not your words I do not understand, but your intention.’

‘Why, sir,’ he said in German. ‘My intention is but to make the acquaintance of an interesting fellow and a friend of my old friend, Godfrey Hatfield. But if you are not he, then I beg your pardon, sir, and farewell in any language you care to use.’

‘Wait, sir,’ I said in Spanish. ‘I am he, this same unfortunate Croatian that you know so much of but who knows not you.’

‘Hush!’ he said in alarm and English. ‘Use not that language for the people care not just now to hear Spanish whispered at street corners. Though, by coincidence, I am making my way presently to the Marqués Bedmar’s house. Will it please you to walk with me?’

‘Why not?’ I said, and fell into step beside him.

‘Is your business with Master Hatfield something of urgency?’ he inquired conversationally.

‘No. He has shown me many kindnesses and I merely wished to inquire after his well-being,’ I replied.

‘I also,’ he volunteered, smiling. ‘A friendly call as I passed. I had not realized you were so great a scholar, Master Fantom.’

He was referring to my grasp of so many languages in this change of subject. We were still speaking in English and, showing off as a young man needs to, I switched to French for my reply.

‘No scholar, sir. I have a gift of tongues the Lord was gracious to lay by my cradle, but the porter who followed with the gift of book-learning must have been delayed at some tavern on the way.’

The conceit amused him and we continued on our way in light and social intercourse, though ever I felt he was learning from me much more than I did from him. Well, this is the proper skill of these diplomats. It was this same Wotton who (Godfrey had told me) drew trouble upon himself by writing in a book that ‘an ambassador is an honest man sent to lie abroad for his country’. Each man to his trade! I care not how many ambassadors you show me who can outwit me with words, so long as I do not encounter one whose throat I may not slit while he still reaches for his sword.

When we reached the Marqués Bedmar’s house, we paused at the garden door.

‘Will you not step inside, Master Fantom?’ inquired Wotton. ‘My business will occupy but a moment and there are many treasures worthy of note in the house. The Marqués is most hospitable and you will be made very welcome, I promise you.’

I didn’t doubt it, but I was in deep enough with these Spaniards already without letting myself be seen hobnobbing with their ambassador.

So I began to make my excuses when behind me I heard a familiar laugh and, turning, I saw at the end of the street the figure of Zanetta being aided along on her lofty choppines by Maria. These two I had no objection to encounter, but accompanying them was Benetto and I had no desire to let him see me chatting with one foreign ambassador outside the house of another. So before they could take note of me (I hoped!) I opened the garden door and stepped through.

Thus it is that in order to conceal the smaller sin we are often driven to the larger!

Sir Henry must have been surprised at the suddenness of my change of mind but the courtesy of his rank and his race forbade him to show it.

At the house as promised I was greeted most courteously and while Sir Henry went to an upper chamber to meet with Bedmar, I was given wine by Señor Miro, his secretary, and invited to make free of the lower floor.

I don’t know much about art, but I know what I can sell. Part of my training in the palazzo Priuli had been in ‘appreciation’ of those foolish ornaments and antiquities with which the clarissimi love to surround themselves. So I tested a pair of golden doves and found them gilt, pinged a crystal vase and found it flawed, ran my fingers over a medieval altar-screen and found it faked. The only things I could lay my hands on which seemed to be genuine were a beautifully balanced rapier and its left-hand dagger, though even here one could not be certain that the signature on the blade, A. PEREZ EN TOLEDO, was genuine. Under Godfrey’s tutelage I had learned that the town of Solinger was the greatest producer of blades, but these Rhinelanders, recognizing the higher reputation (and therefore price) of Spanish swords, particularly those of Toledo and Valencia, did not scruple to forge Spanish signatures on their own metal.

Still, it looked a fine blade and its presence in Bedmar’s house was surely enough to authenticate it. The hilt was certainly Spanish, with that multiplication of guards which was turning the old ‘swept’ hilt into a kind of basket. In that country the art of the duello was more advanced than anywhere else in Europe, and the need for protection to the hand most clearly recognized.

I made a few passes with the sword and wished it were mine, instead of the old heavy cutlass that Godfrey had given me. A large painting hung on the wall before me. I sprang forward, sword arm straight so that my body weight would provide the penetrative power, and brought my point to a halt but an eighth of an inch from the painted breast. Right to the heart! I complimented myself. And raised my eyes to find the face that looked reproachfully down at me was that of Father Ignatius! I’d have recognized that big nose anywhere. And as if to confirm my recognition, I saw that close by on the same wall with a jewelled crucifix between hung a smaller portrait of that same attenuated saint I had seen in the room of my ‘trial’ on that night of the carnival.

‘A complete man, I see! One who loves art and the military sciences alike!’

I turned and saw that Sir Henry, Señor Miro and another man had come into the room. It was the last who spoke. Dressed with the lacy fussiness of a Spanish grandee, this I guessed was the Marqués Bedmar himself. Wotton confirmed this and presented me.

‘You like my paintings?’ inquired Bedmar. ‘They are good enough, though not like to fetch a great price here in Venice, eh, Sir Henry?’

‘I think not,’ said Wotton; then, in explanation to me he added, ‘This portrait is of St Ignatius Loyola who founded that Holy Order we now call the Jesuits.’

I looked at the saint and nodded my understanding.

‘So,’ I said gesturing to the other portrait. ‘Ignatius hangs by Ignatius. Which of them is to be forgiven?’

It was a foolish blasphemous joke on the two thieves who died with Our Saviour and I regretted it as soon as I made it. But Wotton merely looked puzzled while Bedmar did not speak but stood quiet with a little smile on his thin lips.

‘You are too subtle for me,’ said Sir Henry. ‘You must explain your riddle at our leisure.’

‘Is not this priest Father Ignatius?’ I asked, gesturing to the portrait.

‘I know not who you mean,’ said Sir Henry. ‘But strange clothes surely for a priest! No, this is the Duke Osuna, Viceroy of Naples, am I not right, your excellency?’

‘As always, Sir Henry,’ said Bedmar.

I looked again at the portrait. The face was certainly Father Ignatius’s but the robes, now I observed them closely, were those of a great nobleman, not a simple priest.

Oh God! I thought. If Osuna himself had risked coming to Venice incognito, how much more serious must this whole business be than even my worst fears had guessed?

‘You admire good weapons, sir?’ inquired Bedmar. ‘And do you know how to use them?’

‘In a just cause, sir, I shall not be found wanting,’ I replied.

‘Then if we find a just cause for you, perhaps you will return and claim them,’ said Bedmar. ‘They will be waiting for you, never doubt me.’

With that double-edged remark, the visit came to an end.

I felt weak at the knees and offered no resistance when Wotton insisted that I share his midday repast with him and fetched me with him to his house in St Hieronimo’s Street. This calle is a place where a good Catholic should take a tight grip on his soul for at one end of it is the Ghetto, that area where the numerous Jews of the city most use to live, while the street itself, besides the house of heretical England’s ambassador, contains the dwelling of Fra Paolo Sarpi, the socalled theologian who had been most active in the Venetian State’s disputes with His Holiness the Pope (and for his pains had been roundly beaten and almost killed by some indignant fellows whose religious zeal had overflowed!).

God help me, what am I doing? I suddenly thought as I accepted the wine Sir Henry’s servant offered me. From the Spanish Embassy, which the Venetians regard as the centre of all that threatens their State, I have come here where I am surrounded by Protestants and Jews! My life hangs by a thread surely. But how to escape from this city without breaking that thread? And must I, like Orpheus, lose my love again after believing for a brief moment that she might be released from her bondage?

Again I prayed for Godfrey’s swift return so that he might help and advise me.

But let him return this day and I will move in the ways of virtue evermore, I bargained with God.

The door of the salon opened. I sat open-mouthed, dribbling wine down my chin.

God had accepted the deal.

Smiling down at me was Godfrey.

When you make a contract with God, you had best keep the terms of it. But all contracts, even (or perhaps especially) those of prayer, have their small print and God should read His copy as closely as man.

The small print in this case extended the main clause of the deal and made it clear that in return for my continued virtue Godfrey should be able to offer such advice and aid as would steer me through perils and bring all my concerns to a joyful conclusion.

Well, for some weeks I stuck to my side of the bargain and it looked as if the Deity was sticking to His. Godfrey listened closely to my account of events at the carnival and after. When I finished he took my hand and clasped it firmly.

‘You are a good friend to me, Carlo,’ he said (referring I suppose to my refusal to tell Jaraj who or where he was). ‘I shall labour to be as good a friend to you.’

And labour he did.

I left him at Sir Henry’s, whom he was visiting on some matter of an English passport as I understood. Both men had had occasion for safety’s sake to leave their own country but while Godfrey (as I have said) came into disfavour when the Scottish King ascended the throne, the Wotton star began to shine once more. His provident exile had begun some years earlier when the Earl of Essex, whose secretary he was, rose in revolt against the Queen and had his head chopped off. These matters I paid little heed to then, but later in my career the son of this same Essex was to lead me into a great deal of trouble. Such are the knots and tangles which God weaves into our shoddy lives!

Godfrey, I believed, was now seeking a way of making his peace with King James so that he might have a safe return, I wished him luck, happy in the certain knowledge that where he went, there would I be taken also. And my new bride with me, for when Godfrey came to see me later that same day, he had worked out a plan whose excellence seemed to show how highly my virtue was valued in heaven!

‘Carlo,’ he said. ‘Your dilemma has bigger horns than Benetto! What is your main aim in this matter?’

‘To come off with my life and Felicia,’ I answered promptly.

‘I’m pleased you choose such an order,’ he said with a smile. ‘And it is the order of difficulty too. Getting Felicia is simple. ’Tis saving your life must give us pause.’

That should have worried me, but I was more taken up with his notion that getting Felicia was going to be easy.

‘She will not be the first noble nun who has been abducted from her convent,’ he said smiling at my naivety.

‘Nay, I will not use force,’ I said in alarm.

‘Be still! I have no purpose to encumber our flight with an unwilling dame. No, first you must press your suit and get her agreement.’

‘But how shall I do that if I cannot see her?’

‘The city is full of go-betweens,’ he said impatiently. ‘I shall bear her your messages myself if needs be. Foreign travellers, and English in particular, are always crowding into such places to examine the antiquities. No, the important part of our plan concerns the manner in which you comport yourself.’

He had read the situation much as I had. I was on a hiding to nothing, like to be condemned or at best disregarded by whichever party triumphed.

‘So we must make our plans and be away before the outbreak of any insurrection,’ he said. ‘For your own safety, you must appear to work for these Spaniards. But also it may be that you can discover the date and details of their plan so that we may know how soon to take our leave.’

He regarded me speculatively for a while, before adding, ‘Indeed such knowledge could be especially useful, for the broil of cvil commotion might well distract the Ten from pursuing us with their avengers.’

‘God’s boils!’ I cried, in alarm. ‘Surely they will not want our heads for merely leaving their city? Even with a nun!’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘But what say you if we took more than a nun?’

‘You mean, two nuns?’ I asked in surprise.

‘Stupid!’ he said angrily. ‘No, Carlo, have you thought how we shall live when we flee? My little store of money is almost gone and you are wholly dependent on the charity of the Priulis.’

‘Not wholly!’ I answered, piqued.

‘Aye, not counting what you have won by gambling, though that, as I guess, is all spent. Or by thieving, perhaps.’

‘I am no thief!’ I said, my pique turning to anger.

He looked at me and shook his head sadly.

‘No thief? Well, then you are not the man for this enterprise. I have mistook you for another young fellow who came to me disguised as a Turk and gladly transformed into a pirate. Well, go your ways, take your ease! I shall obtain for you your lady and the money to keep you and her in comfort also. You shall not soil your hands.’

Of course I insisted he tell me his meaning and when he did, of course I insisted on being his accomplice. But not just out of friendship or shame or simple need, but out of a sense of justice! For this Venice had involved me, will I, nill I, in its plots and its politics and had given me deep wounds to the mind and to the soul, and I truly felt that the State owed me some kind of gratuity to sweeten my departure.

The gratuity Godfrey had chosen would be sweet indeed.

He was proposing to rob the Treasury of St Mark’s.
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WHAT a thing is this youth! Later in my life I learned to tread the middle path which winds between fields of asphodel and banks of briar. But then it was all black or white, thorns or heady perfume.

In real terms Godfrey’s plan did nothing but double my danger, for now I was not only committed to betraying the Spaniards but robbing the State! Yet suddenly I found myself waking in the morning with such a surge of joy in my breast that I felt I could have soared like the joyous lark and greeted the dawn in song. For was I not to be reunited with my love? And not through the chancy charity of the Spaniards, but the certain courage and guile of Godfrey!

As promised, he had made contact with Felicia, visiting the convent where she lay on the pretext of studying a certain famous altar-piece and, having used a generous donation and his own great charm to strike up an acquaintance with the Mother Superior, he was soon a welcome and regular visitor. He even contrived to have Felicia appointed his regular guide to the extensive catacombs of the convent where its founder and patron, the Patriarch of Aquileia, had stored many relicts of the old Italy before the great victories of Attila. These gullible and greedy nuns could not do too much for the rich, generous English lord who was such a close friend of the Doge’s own family!

So he carried notes and spoken messages from me, and brought back the same, couched in terms whose language bore witness to her modesty but was yet translucent to the pure light of her love. My only fear was that such virtue might be difficult to bend to an elopement, but Godfrey’s persuasiveness was equal to the task and on the day he returned bearing her agreement, I was so intoxicated with joy that I needed no wine to celebrate. Everything seemed easy now!

Everything, that is, except finding out more details of the Spanish plot. Godfrey began to press me to glean more information, but whenever I brought up the topic with Quevedo he would merely turn me off with a laugh and a general reassurance that all was well. To press too hard would have aroused suspicion and, besides, in all this business the thing that troubled me most was the thought that I was betraying Quevedo. True, he was a spy and a conspirator and I had no doubt that if the conspiracy required that I should be sacrificed, his loyalty to his cause would come before his affection for me. Similarly I would put those things I valued most highly – Felicia, Godfrey, and my own health – above my friendship with the Spaniard. But I felt deep pangs of conscience as I searched his room and read his private papers, pangs more painful because I found nothing of interest save for a handful of scurrilous ballads and some sheets of a kind of story in which the writer pretended to have descended into hell.

I now started to follow Quevedo in the hope of discovering his place of assignation with others of the conspiracy and overhearing their conversations, but this proved difficult and dangerous for he knew me too well. I did observe, however, that he met frequently with Bedmar’s secretary and it struck me that this Miro was likely to be a much more profitable focus of observation than Quevedo. First, he must be Bedmar’s chief intelligencer, for the Marqués himself would hardly wander round the city arranging his plots. And secondly, though he knew me, he had not that same close acquaintance which made my tracking of Quevedo so difficult. So I transferred my attentions to Miro and after a week had begun to doubt if a conspiracy really did exist. Miro did nothing that could not be said to fall within the circle of his duties. The only activity which at all aroused my suspicion was that at the same time every forenoon he would enter the church of Santa Maria Dei Frari, the church of the Franciscan friars, and there kneel in prayer for some minutes. At first I suspected that this must be a place of assignation, but I never saw him talk to a soul inside the church and I began to believe in the end that this regularity was merely the deliberately formed habit by which the truly devout man ensures he maintains his devotions. Virtue, as I was discovering myself, is a matter of routine almost as much as will. To go to the same church at the same time and kneel in the same place on the same stool might have been as necessary to the health of Miro’s soul as much exercise and cold compresses were to mine!

But two things still caused me to be doubtful.

The first might have been a coincidence, but several times as he approached the church with myself in close attendance, I observed another figure I recognized coming out. It was that same Senator, Giambattista Bragadino, who was an acquaintance of Godfrey’s and had explained the meaning of the heads on the porphyry slab. The memory made me shiver, and I looked for excuses to draw back from my suspicions. Perhaps, I told myself, he is merely another who feels the need of regular devotion. But on my next visit for the sake of variety, I got to the church first to await Miro’s arrival, and there was Bragadino kneeling on the same cushion that the Spanish secretary always chose.

Coincidence? I wondered. The next day I arrived early once more and my suspicions were confirmed, for not only was Bragadino on the same stool, but when he rose and left, one of the frari, a hook-nosed fellow with a pallor which suggested his withdrawal from the world was well advanced, happened to occupy the same spot before Miro’s arrival which manifestly caused the Spaniard some consternation. He hung around, pretending to examine some of the ornaments of the church, waiting till the friar had left before taking up his usual place.

This time I waited till his head was bowed deep in prayer then tip-toed much closer than ever I had done before. His thoughts might have been in heaven for all I know, but his fingers were at the cushion of the stool he knelt on, plucking from its velvet folds a slip of paper which he palmed into his missal and carried away with him.

So, the plot was clear! Bragadino was passing on information of some kind which Miro would bear straight back to Bedmar. I studied the knowledge closely, wondering how I might use it, but there seemed no way. At best it merely confirmed what already Quevedo had alleged, that there were in the Senate, perhaps even in the College or the Ten themselves, close sympathizers with the Spanish plot. Godfrey and I were not about to trust anyone, but this at least confirmed the wisdom of our closeness.

Satisfied that nothing more was to be gained from following Miro, I desisted from that time. Indeed I would have had to in any case as the following day Benetto departed for Padua on some affair of business or of state and invited me to attend upon him. I say ‘invited’, but though familiarity had bred me a great deal of freedom in the Priuli household, yet was I still dependent on their charity and an invitation from Benetto was pretty like a command from anyone else.

In Padua he was closeted for long hours with the two rettori, the podesta or civil ruler at whose table I had first encountered Giacomo Basadonna, and the capitano or military ruler. The following day we set off for Verona, Benetto in a carriage, I on horseback, for we had paused at the villa on the Brenta to pick up some mounts including my own favourite, Priam.

Perhaps my joy at riding along a strange road, free from all constraints, except the umbrella strapped to my thigh, and almost forgetful even of Felicia, should have told me something of my nature. But when, after his business in Verona was concluded, instead of taking me further with him towards Brescia, Benetto sent me back to that most beautiful of prisons on the lagoon, it took all my dreams of Felicia to give me will and strength for the journey.

At the same time I was flattered, for the reason for my early return was to bear important missives from Benetto to his uncle, the Doge. True, I had an escort of armed men from the Paduan guard – for the countryside was full of fellows who would slit a lonely traveller’s throat for a purseful of gazets. But I was the one entrusted with the dispatches and these soldiers, even their officer, all deferred to me and called me ‘sir’.

Following Benetto’s instructions, we returned slowly and on two occasions were overtaken by other of his messengers on lathered and panting horses with further missives from Bergamo and Brescia to add to my load.

Back at the villa I said farewell both to Priam and my escort, for once on the river I was reckoned to be as safe as in the city itself. Water was the Venetian element. Was not the State remarried each year to the ocean?

It was a mild evening of spring when I set foot on the Molo, with the setting sun throwing the piazzetta into deep shade. But it was not so deep that I could not see a third column between the two great pillars. As on my first arrival in Venice, someone had recently paid the price of offending the State.

I had enough acquaintance now to be interested to see if I knew the poor hunk of meat that dangled there. And when I looked closely I saw that I did. And wished that I didn’t.

For it was Giambattista Bragadino.

Now I wished more fervently than ever that I had set Priam’s nose to the north and galloped away while I had the chance. But that chance was gone, and perhaps even the chance of ever again having the chance, for there were foot-steps behind me and a voice murmured, ‘No trouble now’, as I felt myself seized and pushed unceremoniously towards the even deeper shades at the edge of the piazzetta. I had no thought but that I was arrested, so what use to resist? Then suddenly terror gave me strength and I began to struggle wildly. There were three or four of them but I managed to break free and give one a shrewd blow in the groin before I was seized again from behind and felt the cold steel at my throat.

‘In God’s name, Carlo, will you betray us all?’ hissed Quevedo’s voice.

Now I struggled no more but let myself be bundled through a nearby door into one of the houses directly opposite the Ducal Palace. Only the clarissimi could afford to live here and the Spaniards must have had a great hold over the poor devil who owned the house to get his cooperation with the lair of the Ten just over the way, and the evidence of their power swaying in the sea breeze even closer!

The dispatches were taken from me and opened swiftly but with care. Miro was there and he read through them with a rapidity I marvelled at even in my present state of shock. As he finished each, he passed it to Quevedo who resealed them with hot wax and a signet ring which looked in every respect the twin of Benetto’s. Meanwhile two other fellows I knew not watched over me with stilettos ready, while the third whom I had struck crouched in a corner nursing his crutch and shooting glances of pure hatred.

‘Carlo,’ said Quevedo in a soft voice in order not to disturb the secretary’s concentration. ‘You must now take these with all haste into the palace. Your delay is but short and will not be noticed for there is a great banquet being held tonight at which the Senate honour an emissary of the Holy Father, and you will be kept waiting long.’

‘What?’ I cried. ‘You expect me to deliver these missives you have stolen from me in the most public place of the city and tampered withal? Nay, you may die for your own fool-hardiness, but not I!’

‘Carlo,’ said Quevedo urgently. ‘The other way is for your body to be found in a rio with your money gone but the dispatches intact. This is almost as safe a way for us.’

‘Much safer,’ gasped my friend with the bruised balls. I smiled at him and contemplated putting my foot through his belly, but his companions still did not waver their blades.

‘Put like that ….’ I said.

‘Good man,’ said Quevedo. ‘Miro, are you done?’

‘Aye,’ said Miro, passing over the last sheet. I looked at him curiously. Clearly he must have had one of those minds which is able at a single reading to take the print of all it sees. My own memory for languages is great, but it came nowhere near this miraculously speedy learning of what was written.

‘What news?’ inquired Quevedo as he impressed the hot wax with his signet.

I thought he was speaking to me but Miro replied.

‘Mainly good,’ he said. ‘The rettori are all of a mind, that they maintain their rule but perilously and only by making growing concessions to the common people to make Venice seem a more bearable master than the local nobles. But the balance is delicate. In Bergamo for instance the capitano has rejected the Ten’s instructions to arrest Count Colleoni because they have not power enough to assault his castle. This disaffection is widespread and should give us great hope.’

‘Good,’ said Quevedo. ‘Carlo, here are your dispatches, good as new. Go quickly now. I shall see you tomorrow.’

From the doorway, I could see the grisly centrepiece of the two pillars in the fast darkening square.

‘Who is it that hangs there?’ I cunningly asked Quevedo, who had accompanied me to the door.

‘A fool,’ he replied. ‘One who reported to us all that passed in the Senate, but had no more wit than to let himself be caught by an ignorant friar! ’Tis his passing that increases your importance, Carlo.’

‘How so?’

‘Why, now we need all the help we can get to discover the Senate’s plans. Such information as we have gleaned tonight would in the past have come from Bragadino. Now we must rely on other sources. So thank him as you pass!’

‘Thank him?’

‘Aye,’ he laughed. ‘The more important you are, the greater shall be your reward. Go now! You tarry too long.’

As I crossed the piazzetta I glanced up at the body and thought of what Quevedo had said. There had been nothing in his intonation to suggest that he knew of my own observation of the meetings between Miro and Bragadino. But I shuddered to think that that sharp-eyed monk may have noted my presence and mentioned it in his report to the authorities. These damn Franciscans should stick to their own business such as talking to birds and the like. I would I had the disciplining of them!

So it was with a great deal of trepidation that I entered the Ducal Palace.

In the event all passed as Quevedo had forecast. I was kept waiting for nearly three hours, but when I was finally dealt with, it was not by some minor officer of the Senate, but the Doge himself, old Antonio, who greeted me most kindly, inquired after his nephew’s health and offered me refreshment while he glanced through the dispatches.

Finally he put them aside with a sigh which confirmed Miro’s reading.

‘Well, Carlo,’ he said, ‘I hear good reports of you since you put this business of the Molini girl out of your mind.’

So, the old sod kept tabs on me, I thought. I didn’t care much to be considered important enough for that.

‘My nephew speaks fairly of you,’ continued the old man.

‘I have much to thank the great beneficence of God and the family Priuli for,’ I said.

He looked pleased at my almost blasphemous flattery.

‘We are a proud people, Carlo, jealous of our heritage,’ he said. ‘But you will find that we are willing to reward the stranger who serves our State with the same open hand as we use to pour bounty on our sons. Go now and rest. You have travelled far and waited long.’

As I left the chamber, he spoke again, making me halt in the doorway.

‘Soon comes the Feast of the Ascension when Venice pays special thanks to the fates for our greatness and to those who have helped in no matter how small a way to preserve it. Perhaps if you continue well we may find a place for you in those holy celebrations. Good night.’

I left feeling relieved and flattered. Ascension Day was when this marriage with the sea took place, a pagan notion, but one which not unexpectedly delighted these pagan Venetians.

Perhaps after all the way lay open for me to make good in the city and win the hand of Felicia by open and legitimate means.

I went to bed happy and dreamt of my love till my lust exploded with no help from my hand. So does benevolent nature relieve the virtuous man from the temptations of the flesh. But the temptations of the mind may expect no such spontaneous and natural relief.
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QUEVEDO hadn’t been joking when he said that Bragadino’s death increased my importance. I doubt not that the Spaniards could find any number of the clarissimi venal enough to pass on State secrets for cash, but the Venetian reputation for cunning was so great that the conspirators were ever in doubt as to what information was genuine, and what had merely been planted. I was the nearest thing they had to direct access to the Doge’s own family and I found myself being urged to acts of eavesdropping and burglary perilous in the extreme. Godfrey was just as eager to discover what stage the plot against the Most Serene Republic had reached and urged me in his turn to acts of eavesdropping and espionage against the Spaniards which were like to have proved even more perilous than spying on Benetto!

‘God’s windows!’ exclaimed Godfrey at my objections. ‘Have you become so soft with this easy living that you fear to take a little risk for your mistress’s sake?’

I answered that I didn’t really see what all this had to do with Felicia and if, as her messages indicated, she was ready to flee with me at a moment’s notice, why not go now before things got more complicated?

‘As you will, as you will. Go, go, go,’ he answered in great irritation. ‘I will bear a letter to the convent this day. Make your arrangements. You will need a boat to bear you to the terrafirma, a carriage and horses ready to bear you as swift as may be out of Venetian territory, lodgings planned along the way, and double fees for all who abet you, one for their service and one for their silence. Let me know when all is prepared and I will tell your lady.’

I was stumped, of course. Besides being penniless, I had not even got the freedom of movement to visit the mainland and begin to make these necessary arrangements.

Seeing my bafflement, Godfrey became conciliatory.

‘Come, Carlo,’ he said, putting his arm round my shoulder. ‘Forgive me for slurring your courage. I know it is a lover’s impatience, not fear, which makes you eager to be out of this place.’

Well, if he knew that, he knew more than I did, but he went on to offer to ease one-half of my dilemma by himself acting as the source of the kind of information the Spaniards wished me to pick up from Benetto. When I asked him how he planned to get this he laughed and made the sign of the fig, saying, ‘Men talk in their beds and women too, when their mouths have nothing better to do.’

He was as good as his word and soon I was bearing back information of sufficiently good quality to delight Quevedo. But I was still too insignificant – and too much of a security risk – to be entrusted with details of the plot. It was close, so much I could sense from the way Quevedo and Miro talked in my presence, but whenever they touched upon matters of great secrecy, they spoke in a strange tongue which I did not comprehend. Quevedo, knowing my skill with languages, had tested me out before I was aware what he was at, and listen as hard as I might, I could not come to grips with this tongue. It was no simple dialect of Spanish, that I knew, no patois. It was a language in its own right, but not such as I had ever heard before, and I could in no way seize the core of it.

Then one day, as I wandered along the Molo on some errand for Benetto, I paused to observe a Venetian war-galley which was being brought to its moorings. One of the oars fell out of the rhythm slightly and I heard the crack of a cane across some poor fellow’s shoulders and a few words of filthy Italian abuse. The answer this drew sounded even filthier and more abusive but I could not comprehend it, save that it was that same mysterious language of Quevedo’s and Miro’s! The cane cracked again, the voice subsided, and moments later the galley was made fast to the quay.

Boldly I leapt aboard, knowing that a brazen face (which God had given me) and a gentleman’s clothes (which Benetto had given me) would probably carry me past all but the captain. Him I encountered on the upper deck, a sulky-faced, gorgeously dressed young fellow, clearly one of those who had reluctantly chosen this form of paid service in preference to the other main alternative open to younger sons of impoverished families, the Church.

‘What do you seek, sir?’ he demanded.

‘Why, sir, forgive me. I thought this was my friend, Ferigo Corner’s command, but I see I am mistaken.’

My mention of the name of one of the city’s most famous and powerful families impressed him. I chose it partly for this reason, and partly because I had heard in the broglio only that morning that Ferigo Corner’s galley had sailed for Crete at dawn, and he was not likely to be around to deny my acquaintance.

It was not long before I was being shown over the galley and I soon realized this fop was one of those who would rather use his ship’s allowance to put jewelled rings on his fingers than meat in his oarsmen’s bellies. These poor sods – nearly all condemned criminals, for few men are so wretched as to take on such work for pay – had little chance of protest. Whatever their crimes, they deserved better than this, I thought. And where was the wisdom of the State in permitting their famous fleet of galleys to be powered by such verminous, starved and beaten wretches as these?

I spotted my man by the fresh weals across his back and casually made inquiry of the overseer of his crime and provenance.

He was, I learned, a native of a region of Spain called the Basque provinces. These Basques it was who defeated Charlemagne’s rearguard at Roncesvalles and slew Roland, a story I knew well. (Not, let me add, for the heroic moral it contains-but for the tactical lesson. Even then, before my career had properly begun, I was more interested in the craft of warfare than its heroics!)

But I had not known that the Basques spoke their own language, Eskuara, somewhat barbaric but not unmusical, and totally unlike either French or Spanish, the geographically closest tongues.

I spoke briefly with the fellow, who had made the mistake of signing on as a mercenary with the Venetian army, then trying to abscond with his bounty. Big or small, Venice is loth to lose those who have offended her.

To my delight I discovered that this fellow’s sentence was now up. His return of the overseer’s abuse had sprung from a sense of imminent freedom and the blows he had received for his impertinence were a kind of affectionate farewell.

The State could afford to be generous in the strict observance of its own sentencing laws, for it was clear as this ragged wretch limped wearily off along the Molo that he would almost certainly be taken up for some other crime before the day was out.

I overtook him before his fate could, and invited him to eat with me at a low tavern such as the poorest fishermen do use, though even here they looked askance at my companion particularly when, after bolting more food in a minute than he’d probably had in a month, he staggered outside and was violently sick into the canal. But, nothing daunted, he came back in and set to once more.

His name was Sabino Baroja and while our acquaintance lasted I learned everything there was to know about him from his early history to his present state. He was one of the blackest-dyed villains I had ever met but so consistent in his villainy that it was almost a kind of moral code. He claimed to be a devout Catholic and supported his claim by asserting that he would have nothing to do with flesh on Fridays whether it was eating it, killing it, or fucking it. This extreme piety (he asserted) had brought him to his present plight for he had first of all lost his mistress’s favour (niece to the Queen of Spain, he proclaimed) by refusing to service her on a Friday and then, having joined the army and been like to command a regiment, he had sheathed his sword in a desperate broil one Thursday midnight and refused to take it out again till the twenty-four hours had passed.

I believed only one word in ten, but I listened most patiently off and on for the next week, all the time learning his own language, which he always fell into after the third flask of wine. It was an expensive business and he clearly imagined I was reserving his services for some deed of unspeakable foulness.

‘A killing is it, master?’ he would ask leering at me knowingly. ‘A rival in love? Some old sod who’s got you in his will but won’t oblige by snuffing it? Never you fret. Big or little, young or old, man, woman or priest, Sabino Baroja is your only man.’

In the end it was easier to let him believe that this was my purpose, particularly as I felt his pretensions to expertise were probably ninety per cent braggadocio. Then, about ten days after our first encounter, as I went to meet him I passed a gang of men pulling a dripping bundle out of a rio – a not uncommon sight particularly in the harbour area where the bravi roamed freely at night. I saw the face of the drowned man as I passed; and he had been too recently killed for the fish to have chewed or water to have washed it beyond recognition. It looked like the bright young captain of Sabino’s old galley and when I reached the tavern where we usually met, the villainous Basque was full of drink and self-delight and in answer to my questions mockingly waggled two fingers at me, on both of which were heavy bejewelled rings. Furiously I dragged him outside into a shady calle where I tore the rings from his fingers and would have cast them into the nearest canal had not his face warned me that I might follow them. Instead, finding a loose stone in the paved way, I prised it up and beat the rings with it till the jewels fell loose and any distinguishing marks in the soft gold were unrecognizable.

When he grew sober, he thanked me for my care and I believe he was truly impressed by the good sense of my action. For my part, I was resolved to be quit of him, for I had no desire to be around when his stupid behaviour got him arrested again. In any case, I had now sufficiently mastered the elements of his language for my purposes. But merely to sever our connection without explanation could be dangerous too. Such fellows as this will strain their intellects to blackmail and extortion if simple physical employment fails.

‘Sabino,’ I said, ‘we understand each other well, you and I?’

‘We do, master,’ he said, slipping his hand under his rags and grasping his stiletto. ‘Name the man and name the day. Tell me how you wish it done – slow or fast? throat or gut? with time for prayer or plunged headlong into hell?’

‘Soon enough, soon enough,’ I said. ‘I am not yet ready. The man I want you to take care of is currently on the terrafirma and I know not when he purposes to return. So wait for me here each Wednesday night from eight till ten. When all is in readiness, I shall let you know.’

He looked at me doubtfully, as well he might. No money had changed hands, my small store being sadly depleted through his mighty consumption of liquor. But now I took out the purse containing all that remained to me in the world and casually tossed it into his hands.

‘These few ducats are for your pains. You will earn a similar amount for each Wednesday that you wait for me here and I do not come. Fair?’

‘Fair enough, master. And for the killing?’

I grasped his filthy wrist and stared deep into his eyes, trying to look like a man eaten with a great hate.

‘When the killing is done, you shall name your own price,’ I whispered hoarsely.

It was a generous offer, the kind that can only be made when you have no belief that it will ever be taken up.

I now found occasion to be around Quevedo as much as possible, particularly when he was entertaining Señor Miro. Quevedo himself, I believe, was happy to trust me as completely as a confirmed cynic could, but whenever he began to talk of anything that related no matter how peripherally to the hard details of the plot, Miro would slip into Eskuara and tell him angrily to shut up.

I played dumb, of course, and picked up some interesting snippets, notably that the outside parties to the plot were finding it as hard to agree as ‘allies’ always do. But still there was nothing factual and central till one day, as I lounged about Quevedo’s lodgings, Miro appeared full of excitement. There were no preliminaries in Spanish, but straight Eskuara from the start.

‘The ambassador has received messages from the Duke,’ he said. ‘All is in readiness. Terms have been agreed with both the Austrians and the Uskoks. Our dates can be held to.’

‘About time!’ observed Quevedo grimly. ‘I had begun to fear that all was for nought.’

And there things might have rested had he not added flippantly, ‘Spain might have ruled the world if they cut out all her diplomats’ tongues!’

Miro reacted with the anger of an overwrought man, and a first-class row erupted. This told me a few interesting things about the seamier side of both men’s careers but it was when they had come to their senses and started being conciliatory that the really interesting stuff came out. For in order to placate each other, they went through all the arrangements for the uprising, each making complimentary sounds about those areas the other was responsible for. I must have let my interest become too apparent for Quevedo suddenly coughed, as from too much talking, and said casually, ‘Carlo, fetch me a stoup of wine.’

I rose to my feet and as I did so realized he had continued to use the Basque tongue as he spoke to me.

To sit down would have merely increased their suspicion so I wandered slowly over to the window where behind a curtain was kept a piss-pot. At first I could hardly pass water for fear, but finally I managed, opened the window, emptied the pot into the canal, and returned to my seat.

‘What’s up?’ asked Miro. ‘You think he understands?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Quevedo. ‘Anyway, he’s too thick to grasp what’s going on, even in his own language. Anyone who can remain faithful to the memory of a foul-smelling, spotty girl who’s whoring it up in a nunnery must be stupid!’

It took more self-control than I believed I had to keep me from flinging myself at his throat. Only by concentrating on the truth of Felicia’s beauty and my hopes for our future did I keep my face a bored blank and Quevedo, apparently satisfied, returned to his conversation with the Spanish secretary.

After Miro had gone, I hung around for a while the further to allay suspicion, but inside I was mad with impatience to get to Godfrey. When finally I made my excuses Quevedo followed me to the door and grasped my wrist. So angry was I still at the words with which he had tested me that I tried to pull loose, but he held me hard. His voice when he spoke, however, was gentle.

‘Carlo,’ he said, ‘we are friends, are we not?’

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘Are you angry with me?’ he asked.

‘Nay! Why should I be?’

‘Why indeed? Remember, Carlo,’ he said, ‘a man’s actions and a man’s words are not always the man. For actions may be foolish and words false.’

‘Men may be both also,’ I said.

‘Some men may not be other,’ he said sadly.

And let me go.
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‘WHAT a scheme! What a scheme!’ exclaimed Godfrey. ‘It is magnificent. I almost wish I were to be present to observe it.’

It’s true. The scheme was magnificent, as these paintings which hang about the walls of Venetian palaces and churches are magnificent. The colours are brighter and the men stronger and the women more desirable than in real life. But a child may poke his puny fist through the rib-cage of a canvas Titan. In other words, such magnificence is for contemplation, not for action, and I felt something of the same about the Spaniards’ scheme for the overthrow of Venice.

I had not the experience then that I have now in the arts of warfare, but I had sense enough to see that plans which depend wholly on certain circumstances and a certain time are limited by the very things which give them their strength. It has ever been my habit in my career as a soldier to inquire after plans are laid, ‘And if the enemy should know each clause of these plans, what then?’

But this scheme was nothing of my devising and the only plans I was truly concerned with were those of Godfrey for our departure from the city.

First to the Spaniards. As I have mentioned before, and as every man of education must know, the greatest ceremony of these most ceremonious Venetians takes place at the Feast of the Ascension. On this day the Doge and all the highest nobles of the State, dignitaries of the Church and foreign ambassadors process from the palace to board the Bucintoro, the huge State galley which can carry upward of one thousand people and is ornamented with gold enough to drown all of them should each take his share and jump over the side. Three hundred free oarsmen propel the barge (for such splendour may not be besmirched by such ragged wretches as Baroja) and, as the rich silks with which she is bedecked flutter like fins and shimmer like scales, she looks like some fabulous leviathan risen from the depths, fit vessel indeed to bear a young Prince of the Ocean to his marriage bed!

A romantic notion, but like most romance, best not examined close-up, for this young prince was old Antonio Priuli and, if the Spaniards had their way, he was like to spend his wedding night not rolling around in a nuptial bed, but rolled by the tides on the bed of the sea.

For the plan was this. As the Bucintoro and its accompanying flotilla sailed out beyond the lido to the open Adriatic, sympathizers and infiltrators, many of them Uskoks, would be seizing key positions in the city.

‘What?’ asked Godfrey at this point. ‘How may enough of these pirates enter the city without detection?’

‘It is the time of the great Ascension Fair,’ I said impatiently. ‘Visitors, merchants, sideshows of all kinds – the city will be packed. They have already used the mountebank shows as a cover during Carnival, remember? Fifty or a hundred men, it will be easy. With some inside help, they can occupy the Arsenal, take over the city ordnance, even enter the armoury in the Doge’s palace!’

Out beyond the lido meanwhile, the Doge would be standing high on the poop of the Bucintoro holding a ring of gold and addressing the ocean, ‘We espouse thee, o sea, in token of our perpetual sovereignty over thee.’

And as he spoke and cast the ring into the water, a fusillade of shots would ring out and the poor old bastard in full view of everyone of any importance in the city would fall dying in the embraces of his new bride.

‘Who will fire these shots?’ asked Godfrey.

‘There will be in the flotilla at least two boats, perhaps more, full of sympathizers and concealed weapons. Other arms there will be none, or only few, for who goes armed on such a day?’

‘And who else is to die?’

‘They did not speak of that, but many I should think.’

‘Aye, many,’ agreed Godfrey. ‘If they have sense. Never miss the chance of killing an enemy in hot blood, Carlo, for in cold blood you may not have the stomach for it. But carry on.’

The confusion would be vast. The flotilla would head back into the lagoon in great disarray. If all had gone well in the city, they would be greeted by a volley of cannon – just enough, so the plan was, to discourage the boats from landing. Then in through the open arms of the lido would drive an Uskok fleet which had been lurking a couple of miles out to sea.

‘God’s teeth! Will they set those savages loose on them?’ demanded Godfrey.

I looked at him strangely. Almost I could forget that he had ever been Godislav, the pirate chief and an acknowledged master in savagery! I wondered if he himself had truly forgotten it.

‘They are there merely to back up the change of government and under the Duke Osuna’s command,’ I said.

‘Who will be sitting on his viceregal arse in Naples!’ said Godfrey. ‘Even if Majmun is politician enough to rest quiet and obey orders (which I doubt), do you think that such as Jaraj can pass up the chance of such plunder as Venice offers?’

He was right. I couldn’t. And I waited to see how far his concern might be translated into practical terms. But suddenly the frown left his face and he laughed admiringly and that is when he said, ‘What a scheme! I almost wish I were to be present to observe it. But you and I will be well on our way, Carlo. And with Jaraj and friends loose in the city, ’tis better so. This is good, this is most apt, this suits so well with my own plans that I might almost have plotted it myself!’

‘But what of Benetto and Zanetta?’ I protested.

‘What of them?’ he echoed.

‘If the plot succeeds, they are like to die, being of the Doge’s family.’

‘If it fails, your friend Quevedo is like to die too, aye, and more slowly than by an Uskok sword. What of that?’

I considered the dilemma a while, then replied, ‘That would grieve me much. But he is active in this business by choice. He has chosen his risk.’

Godfrey seized me by the shoulders and pulled me to him for a moment in what was almost a maternal embrace.

‘Oh Carlo, Carlo,’ he said tenderly. ‘Be not deceived. In the world of affairs, all men are active and are so by choice. Think you that Benetto would risk his position or Quevedo his plot to keep you safe? No, and rightly so. ’Tis all a man can do in this world to look after himself! Or, if he is clever as you and I are, to protect one other close and dear friend. Otherwise rely on no one, Carlo, and let none other rely on you.’

He laughed merrily to lighten his remarks but, I saw, meant to be taken seriously. I was not wholly convinced, but I was so delighted at Godfrey’s declaration that I was his one close and dear friend that I abandoned arguments and was content to put myself completely in his care.

We were now near the end of April and the Feast of the Ascension was scarcely three weeks away. I was finding it almost as difficult to get details of Godfrey’s plans as I had to discover Quevedo’s and when I challenged him about this, he admitted under pressure that he was deliberately keeping me in the dark as long as possible in case I should be taken and questioned.

‘But you’re right, Carlo,’ he said seriously. ‘You take equal risks and must have equal knowledge. Here’s what I propose. You must tell me what you think, my friend.’

I listened. I considered. I approved. It was dangerous but simple. Few things profitable are not dangerous, so that didn’t bother me. But not many are simple, and that was a great attraction. Though so great was my trust in Godfrey’s judgement that had he suggested I disguise myself as the Pope, I think I would have done it.

Instead, all I had to do was to conceal myself in the basilica of St Mark when the doors were locked on the eve of Ascension Day.

This sounds easy enough, but they were more concerned for the security of their churches than a Christian nation ought to need to be. Only a few years before, so the story went, a Jew had concealed himself in the church at night and attempted to prise up a huge agate stone set in the floor of the quire and said to be worth more than 10000 ducats. He couldn’t shift it and was next morning apprehended and later hanged in the piazzetta. The hand of God, or at least St Mark, was here, announced the tellers of the tale with grim righteousness.

Well, perhaps God and St Mark would not be so hard on a Christian, and Godfrey and I had no intention of doing a demolition job on the floor. No, it was the Treasury itself we were after. Godfrey had charmed his way into a private viewing of it.

‘There are diamonds enough to light a dungeon,’ he enthused in vivid if unfortunate metaphor. ‘Huge carbuncles, emeralds, jacinths, pearls and chrysolites. Aye, and no less than three unicorns’ horns, not to mention other priceless treasures.’

Unicorns’ horns and priceless treasures I was not so keen on as they’re not in much demand on the open market. But the jewels whetted my appetite and I pictured myself showering my share into Felicia’s lap.

Or perhaps not. Her delicate conscience might not so easily adapt as mine was doing to the thought of such sacrilegious theft. Well, I know how to hold my tongue.

‘When all is quiet, you will let me in, through this door here,’ resumed Godfrey.

He had produced a diagram of the church and pointed now to a small door close by the sacristy.

‘How shall we open it?’ I inquired.

‘I have taken a print of the key,’ he said smugly, ‘and had a copy made.’

‘In that case, why do I need to conceal myself inside?’ I said.

He rolled his eyes in exasperation.

‘A key will turn in the lock,’ he said. ‘But I have no magic to remove bolts and bars from the outside.’

I felt very foolish and listened in silence as he told me the rest of the scheme. Bearing in soft leather bags as much of the treasure as we could manage without discomfort, we would leave the church and make our way by gondola to Felicia’s convent. She would be waiting in the Prioress’s garden, and here again Godfrey with great skill and foresight had provided himself with a key which would unlock the door in the garden wall. The thought crossed my mind that perhaps the Prioress took her duties literally and sometimes met him at night to wrestle with sin!

‘Next week I shall visit the terrafirma,’ he concluded, ‘and there make all necessary arrangements for a swift coach to bear us as quickly as maybe out of the reach of theseVenetians and their revenges.’

And this of course was the beauty of his planned timing. In normal circumstances we could not have hoped for much more than half a day’s start at the most – especially with the abduction of Felicia to point the finger most accusingly at me – and half a day was far from enough to get out of Venetian territory. Indeed, as I have said, not until a man has put a whole country and preferably a sea or two between himself and Venice can he feel truly secure from her unremitting agents. But on Ascension Day, the Serene City was going to have other things on her mind than two thieves and an abducted nun! Whichever way the coup went, it could be days before a real investigation of the theft got under way, and the rioting and looting which always follow any civic unrest would further obscure our traces.

‘And if,’ added Godfrey with grim delight, ‘our old friends, the Uskoks, get into the city, it won’t be just a few jewels from the Treasury that’ll be missing. They’ll be lucky if the cupolas are left on the basilica!’

Odd, but that threat turned in my conscience more sharply even than the possibility of death for those who were my benefactors. I have been to Rome (not in the happiest of circumstances admittedly) and seen the city they call the Eternal, and admired her beauty like that of a madonna painted on a chapel wall. But Venice is no artist’s daub, but flesh and blood, painted ’tis sure, but painted like a courtesan and filled with all the exotic delights of a courtesan’s palazzo. And when a soldier lies abed in a hard campaign, and tosses and turns as he waits for the trumpet which may call him to his death, sadly but surely ’tis the lively whore who is more like to rise in his imagination than the placid virgin.

True, Venice was often a prison cell with walls of water to me, but like a woman who holds you when you would go, she could still give great pleasure. But only in the arms of my Felicia would I find those lasting joys which depend not on place or circumstance. And it was this prospect that finally removed all doubt from my mind.

Benetto and Quevedo, Venice and her beauties, all must fend for themselves. I was not their keeper, but into Godfrey’s safe-keeping I put myself and waited impatiently for the day when Felicia would come into mine.
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MOST of what happened in the next couple of weeks had all the tedium of events whose function is merely to fill the yawning gap between a man and his heart’s desire. But one or two things in especial I recall.

Zanetta sent for me one day. I approached her cautiously for, though we had since been on the best of terms, I had never forgotten her attempt to compromise me nor my subsequent insane attack upon her.

On this occasion, however, she bade me be seated some distance from her and offered me refreshment and talked of casual matters for a while. Finally we got to the point.

‘Carlo,’ she said. ‘What will you do with your life?’

‘Try to live it holily and humbly in whatever estate it shall please God to call me to,’ I answered promptly.

‘And what estate would it please you to be called to?’ she laughed.

‘I care not, so long as it becomes a Christian and a gentleman,’ I said. I felt I was doing rather well.

She regarded me quizzically.

‘You have come far, Carlo, since you first came to this house in filthy rags on a filthier errand.’

The tart reminder of my status stung me and I replied boldly, ‘We have all come far and done much since that day, Signora. Much to be proud of. Much to be ashamed of.’

For a moment an expression of great sadness touched her face, then she laughed and was a super-subtle Venetian dame again.

‘You have coiled yourself around all out hearts, Carlo,’ she mocked. ‘And those of our friends too. Why, I do believe the Englishman, Signore Hatfield, talks of you sometimes as though you were his own child. Natural, of course.’

‘Natural or legitimate, ’twould be an honour beyond my conceit,’ I snapped.

‘So. So. It’s a pity he plans to leave the city, is it not? You may see him no more. Well, well, that is the way of friendship.’

She still spoke casually, but now I was aware of her game and understood her attempts at provocation.

‘I know nothing of this,’ I said calmly. ‘If he so purposes, he has not told me. But then, I have not seen him for some time.’

‘No? Perhaps he has gone already,’ she said carelessly. ‘If you should encounter him again, Carlo, bid him take care that he does not depart without taking leave of his many friends.’

That concluded the significant part of our conversation. I sought out Godfrey later that day and told him what she had said.

‘Take no heed,’ he said. ‘These women! I have neglected her for a week while I have been on the terrafirma preparing our escape route. It’s strange with these wild Venetians, Carlo. Once gentled to an English bridle, they may be ridden with no other!’

His joke did not ring true and I felt so uneasy that when, as promised, he called at the palazzo the following day, I crept along the balcony next to Zanetta’s room and, though on this occasion I had not the courage to leap across, I found I was able to overhear scraps of their conversation through the open window, particularly the early part which Zanetta conducted in the high indignant screech that demonstrates the common ancestry of the Venetian nobles and the sellers of vegetables in their market. Benetto was out at the Senate, of course, but there were others in the palace and at first Godfrey’s main contribution to the conversation were his pleas for a diminuendo.

I added my own silent prayers, for what Zanetta was yelling came too near the bone. This is just a sample.

‘You filthy English boar! Do you think I do not know what muck those tusks have been rooting in? Am I squeezed dry then? Do you have all that is necessary for your treacherous plots? What’s afoot? Are we all to be murdered in our beds? And will you mount us all before you murder us? Benetto! my Benetto! what have I done to you? Oh foulness! Is this why you flee from the city because there is no one left here for you to betray? And what will you take with you, what jewel to hang around your neck for a while?’

‘None but you, my sweet. None but you!’ urged Godfrey, and I heard no more, for not only did he now close all the windows, but I suspect this interjection led to a more profitable line of debate than that offered by Zanetta’s endless rhetorical questioning.

Nonetheless I sat in my room and awaited the outcome anxiously. Zanetta’s outburst had confirmed what every worldly man knows – that however these great Venetian ladies abandon themselves in passion, their sharp minds they do not abandon. And while a skilful lover may caress her husband’s secret out of his mistress, he cannot stroke her memory smooth also.

Zanetta, stimulated by Godfrey’s real or imagined neglect, had examined the evidence and produced a hypothesis which, though still vague, came too near the truth for comfort.

What was to do? I looked at the problem from all sides as I waited. The cold-blooded answer was for Godfrey to keep her happy till the time for our departure arrived. Would he have the stomach for that? I wondered.

Much would depend on his own true feelings for Zanetta. A solution existed, but only if she was more than a one-finger muff to him.

Moments later, Godfrey appeared looking exhausted and melancholy.

‘I fear she loves me,’ he said glumly, flinging himself onto a couch.

‘And do you love her? Or is she right?’ I demanded. ‘Have you found some other in Venice who holds your heart?’

‘What? We now play eavesdropper on our friends do we?’ he answered angrily, then subsiding, said, ‘You know I have met no other in this city who pleases me more, Carlo. What of it?’

‘Then take her with us!’ I urged. ‘She’ll be a comfort and chaperone to Felicia, and it will be no kindness to leave her here to wait for the Uskoks. Will she come, think you?’

‘Aye,’ he said slowly. ‘I think she might. But no! It would be an extra encumbrance. I may not risk failing to get you and your lady out of the city.’

This selfless sacrifice of his own interests to mine made the tears start to my eyes. I spoke to him long and urgently and in the end I think I persuaded him.

‘But,’ he admonished, ‘you must not talk of this with her, Carlo. Promise me. I will tell her as much as she needs to know, no more. Trust anything but a woman’s discretion!’

So our threesome became a foursome. I felt sorry for Benetto, but it’s the old dilemma. Which is better for a man, to be a knowing or an ignorant cuckold?

Now the whole city was in a tumult of preparation for the imminent festival. Already the three great red flags had been brought forth and the golden winged lions thereon flew boldly at the top of the lofty poles which stand before St Mark’s. In the Piazza and other squares all over the city, the mountebanks’ platforms were being erected and I shuddered as I imagined I recognized my erstwhile cut-throat companions everywhere. The day before Ascension Day, I definitely did see Jaraj, and he saw me too. But he made no effort to attack or even approach me. No doubt he reckoned there’d be time enough to settle old scores when his fellows were rampaging through the streets on the morrow. Well, he was going to learn the hard way that a man who sleeps on his chances may wake to find himself being buggered by disappointment!

Godfrey had advised me to act normally, but there was a general feeling of excited anticipation of the great festival which would account for any signs of nervousness I might display. Benetto I had not seen that day, for he had left early. The Senate was in almost constant session, like small boys running about before a party! I was not sorry to have missed him, for he above all made me feel there was something mean and unbecoming in my actions.

But it was too late for any change now. I left the palazzo Priuli in mid-afternoon, knowing that if all went well, I would not return there again. Zanetta encountered me at the door. She looked so depressed and unlike her lively self that even though it meant breaking Godfrey’s injunction I could not resist taking her hand and murmuring reassuringly, ‘Take heart! ’Twill soon be night and all will be well when next we meet.’

‘Do you think so, Carlo?’ she said, looking at me strangely. ‘And where will that be?’

‘You must ask Godfrey,’ I answered, for I knew not at what point he was picking up. Zanetta. ‘By the convent orchard, as I guess. But wherever, ’twill be but a step from freedom!’

And, kissing her hand, I departed and set about killing the time which lay between me and my tryst in the basilica.

Matters had fallen out well for there was to be a High Mass held at midnight, which would make it easy for me to enter the church and considerably cut down the time of my waiting therein till the hour of 3 a.m. which we had decided would be the stillest for our purpose.

In the early evening I was wandering aimlessly about the streets, tossed in my mind between bloody fears and amorous anticipations, when I ran into Quevedo and some companions.

He made out the encounter was accidental, but I was not totally convinced, and when he told me he and his friends were on their way to a meeting of the Mascherati and urged me to join them, I was for once too slow-witted to think of an excuse. In any case I wished to behave normally, and the last person on earth I wanted to suspect that I knew aught of what was planned for the morrow was Quevedo.

So with him I went, thinking that being put to sleep by these long-winded bores was one way of hastening on midnight.

Quevedo was in high spirits, at his most cynically witty.

‘You are surely safe for heaven!’ gasped one of his companions who had just almost choked with laughter. ‘On judgement day you will make God laugh too much to condemn you.’

‘Think you so?’ said Quevedo. ‘I rather believe the hard thing that day will be to stop God laughing.’

As we approached the house of Gasparo Valier we all donned masks, Quevedo providing me with one in the likeness of a serpent.

‘To match your subtlety, Carlo,’ he said as he gave it to me.

He himself wore a zany’s mask, with a long nose and huge white tear-drops chalked beneath the eyes.

The salon was crowded that night. It was more like a carnival party than the usual pretentious intellectual gathering. As usual I penetrated many masks, and when I took my customary withdrawn seat, I found I was close to Giacomo Basadonna and Margharita Molini. He did not seem to have recognized me, however. Nor for that matter was he using the shadowy alcove for his usual lecherous caresses, and Margharita wore a sulky pout beneath her golden lioness mask as though offended at his lack of arousal. I must confess I felt some stirrings myself as I regarded those tawny tits, but I reproached myself angrily and reminded myself that my long period of virtuous abstinence would soon be rewarded in the most holy of embraces, that of a man for the wife he loves and respects.

The topic for discussion was as half-witted as ever – whether the notes of the gamut were in the right order – but the debate was more than usually lively. I couldn’t understand half they were talking about, but I felt myself infected with that restless excitement that I have felt often since in groups of men on the night before battle. Quevedo was speaking about the relationship of notes one to another, illustrating his points now by rapping wine glasses with a stiletto, now by singing. By changing round the notes of a popular barcarole, and the words with them, he turned its lilting tune and romantic sentiments into discordant bawdry! The salon echoed with laughter, but Basadonna I noticed was not laughing. Ever and again he consulted his timepiece and shifted restlessly in his chair. Once our eyes met through our masks and I thought I saw a flicker of recognition. But he did nothing, nor did he speak to his companion who was laughing so much at Quevedo’s fooling that her breasts shook like the billowing silks of the Bucintoro when the wind steals beneath them from off the lagoon.

‘Now here’s a glass,’ Quevedo was saying holding up a tall, heavy goblet of that pure crystal for which Venice is so justly famed. ‘Here’s a glass, a prince among glasses, such a glass, as should sound a note to rival the music of the spheres. But when I strike it ….’

And strike it he did with his stiletto. Naturally as he was clasping it tight, the crystal could not reverberate and the only sound was a dull little tinkle.

‘What? So little from so regal a glass?’ cried Quevedo. ‘Strike again.’

He did so, harder. The result was no better, only a little louder.

‘What, glass! are you an impostor?’ roared Quevedo. ‘Then one more blow, your last chance, sir!’

And this time he struck the goblet so hard that it shattered into a thousand scintillas.

As if at a signal the main doors of the salon burst open and a dozen or more armed men rushed in. I thought for a horrid moment that the Spanish plot had been brought forward and that the attack on the city had begun. Then I saw Quevedo’s face and I knew I was wrong. Beside me Basadonna was on his feet and pulling back the arras behind him. There was a door there and I thought he was trying to escape. But when he opened it I saw a tall, thin man in the dark robes of a Senator, flanked by two guards. Basadonna ripped off his mask and motioned him to enter. As he stepped into the light, I saw it was he of the dead eyes, one of the Three who had interrogated me on my first day in the city.

He strode by me so close that his robes brushed me as I shrank back in my chair. The leader of the armed men now threw back his cloak to reveal the uniform of a captain of the Ducal Guard and struck his sword against a marble pillar so that sparks flashed, crying, ‘Silence, in the name of the Doge!’

Gradually the hubbub stilled. When all was so quiet that my own blood roared through my head like the bora, the thin man spoke.

‘In the name of the Doge and the Senate, I declare all present to be arrested on suspicion of treason against the State.’

There was another brief outburst of noise, quickly dying down except for a woman’s half-stifled sobs and someone gently farting out of fear. It might have been me, for that voice, dry rustling like dead leaves across a deserted piazza, filled me with terror.

I recalled now that I had heard it once more since my interrogation. As I lay half-killed by Basadonna’s ruffiani, this had been the voice which had stayed the killing blow. And if the Three’s enmity was fearful, their incomprehensible friendship was ten times so!

Some things were instantly clear, though. Basadonna had indeed got his wish and become employed by the State, but in the capacity best suited to his slimy talents, as a spy, reporting on the doings of his ‘friends’ in the Mascherati. God knows why! Unless things were going on in Valier’s house that I knew not of, for nothing treasonable (and little reasonable!) had I ever heard at their meetings.

But this was not going to save me. The Ten were becoming famous for striking first and apologizing later – to your heirs. I had to get out. Felicia was almost in my grasp – I was not going to lose her a second time.

Behind me there was a movement. Basadonna was pushing Margharita through the door, hushing her with his finger over her lips. Her expression told me that this slimy spy had not trusted even his own fiancée with the truth of his low employment. I suppose it showed some spark of decency that he was attempting to get her out, but I was not in the mood to make his excuses. All I saw was a slight chance of escape, and suddenly it improved. Gasparo Valier, whose house we were in, was a true gentleman. Knowing there was no way of denying his own involvement in the meeting, he had removed his mask and stepped smoothly forward as though to discuss matters with old dry-tongue.

‘Sir,’ he said as he advanced, ‘let us try to throw some light on this matter.’

And suddenly he hurled himself at a huge, many-branched candelabra, throwing it to the ground so that all the flames were extinguished. Immediately all over the room others did the same and within seconds the brilliantly lit salon was in darkness.

I was out of the door behind the arras like a bolt from a German crossbow. Ahead of me Basadonna was hurrying a protesting Margharita along. Attracted by the renewed and increased uproar behind him he turned and saw my approach. Flinging Margharita aside he reached into his gown. By rights he should have had nothing more harmful there than a stiletto, for swords were rarely worn save by the military. But what came out was a pistol, ready spanned. I dropped to the marble floor as he fired. The ball glanced off a marble Pietà and rattled away down the corridor as I skidded forward and carried Basadonna’s legs from under him. As he fell he dropped his pistol. I caught it in mid-air and, regretting only that it had no ball left to blow his brains out, I attempted to excavate an exit for them with the butt.

Unfortunately it was a job I had no time to finish. Margharita shrieked for help. Behind us two soldiers had appeared through the salon door. Ahead, coming up the main staircase, I could hear the rattle of more armoured feet.

Abandoning my noble task, I jumped up and opened the nearest door. As I went in, Margharita flung herself after me. I looked at her in amazement, but instantly saw that what I had taken for a cry for help had been a shriek of terror. She was, after all, her mother’s child, and the working class know that once on the rampage, finders-keepers is the soldiers’ motto. Without Basadonna to protect her, she was just another captured subversive, and with the biggest bubbs in Venice to boot.

Well, it was a case of follow-your-leader. If she could keep up with me, I wasn’t going to stop her. Pausing only to shove an escritoire against the door, I ran across the room out on to the balcony. There was no escape below; the calle was filled with soldiers. Margharita worked out the same, for after glancing down she turned to me with huge panic in her eyes. I might have smiled at the irony if I had had time. Once before I had experienced this situation, in her father’s house and (in part, at least) at her instigation.

But there was no time. What can’t go down must go up. Fortunately the pilasters were none of your smooth and slippery Greek design, but good ornate Gothic, and the ornamentation provided excellent hand- and footholds. I swarmed up to the next floor, considered re-entering the house, decided against it, and continued up to the roof.

To my surprise, Margharita was right behind me. I had thought her far too well-built for this kind of exercise, but fear is a mighty trainer, and those generous limbs must have been heavy with muscle rather than fat.

The roof had a shallow parapet and a broad flat perimeter around the large tiled centre area, which was much more steeply sloping than is usual in Venice. Two-thirds of the way up this, a single huge chimney-piece protruded, through which all the flues of the house must have been channelled.

‘Come,’ I said to Margharita, for having accompanied me this far, she could not be left here to betray me. And together we began to scramble up to the stack.

The tiles were loose and great care had to be taken, partly for our own present safety and partly to avoid leaving a trail obvious to pursuers.

And pursuers there were, for no sooner had we got behind the stack than we heard the noise of armed men down by the parapet and the sharp giving of commands.

‘Two of you, up to that chimney. Take a look behind it!’ snapped some over-enthusiastic NCO. ‘Come on! Move yourselves!’

There was a pause, then the sound of men cautiously crawling up the bright red tiles. Silently I drew my stiletto and prepared to give a good account of myself.

Then came a startled cry and the sound of breaking and sliding as when rocks on a hillside start to move in avalanche. A mixture of crashing and cursing culminated in one huge bang.

‘The tiles have given way,’ I murmured in Margharita’s ear. She looked up at me in sudden hope and opened her mouth to speak. But I shook my head and pressed her hard against the chimney stack.

Below there was one of those military debates going on in which an NCO who knows his order is not going to be obeyed seeks a way of saving face. His men had no intention of risking the tiles again, so in the end he compromised by commanding two of them to remain on guard on the roof till it was certain the house was cleared.

Margharita sucked in a great breathful of air in relief. Beneath my chest I felt that magnificent torso move, and further down I felt myself move also.

It was some time before either of us realized what was going on, Margharita because she could scarcely believe it possible up here on a roof with a pair of hostile soldiers only a few yards away, myself because my mind refused to admit that my body, so long preserved so pure for my lovely Felicia, could be on the point of ravishing her sister.

But there came a moment when both of us had to face the truth.

‘Nay. Nay!’ said Margharita trying to thrust me away.

‘Giorgio, did you hear something?’ asked one of the soldiers, just below us.

‘What? No. God’s bum, what a way to spend Ascension Eve! Let’s take a walk round to the other side. It’s bloody draughty up here.’

We heard their footsteps receding.

‘Call out if you wish,’ I murmured in Margharita’s ear. ‘Perhaps Giacomo has recovered consciousness.’

For I cared nothing for consequences now, either for my body or my soul. My bow was bent to the point where only the snapping of the string could prevent the firing of the arrow.

Margharita did not reply but her silence was answer enough. I lifted her against the hot chimney and fired.

After that we did not move for an hour till the NCO returned and called to his men, ‘All clear! Form up outside. On the double now!’

‘On the double,’ mimicked one of the departing soldiers. ‘It’s always on the fucking double except when it comes to pay or leave or food ….’

Their voices, rehearsing lines that must have been spoken in ten thousand armies these ten thousand years, faded out of our hearing.

I waited another half hour before moving. The house was empty and ransacked. We stood in the great salon and looked at the overturned furniture. There were bloodstains on the floor.

‘You should have killed the bastard,’ said Margharita suddenly.

‘Who?’

‘Basadonna. He has done this.’

I shrugged.

‘If not him, someone else.’

‘Not like him. He has shamed me.’

This talk of her shame made me feel more guilty than ever about my ungentlemanly behaviour on the roof.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘About what?’

I motioned upwards with my head. To my surprise she laughed.

‘Never apologize, Carlo. Either the woman doesn’t mind, in which case it’s not necessary, or she does mind, in which case, it doesn’t help.’

I considered this.

‘And in your case …?’ I asked.

‘In my case, nothing happened,’ she said. ‘I’m Margharita Molini, virgin, with a fair dowry and worth any man’s courtship. I helped scotch your chance of that dowry, not that it was ever much of a chance, so that makes us even I suppose. In any case, you have a certain talent, young Carlo, too much to squander on such a worthless object as my sister.’

This scornful reference to Felicia stung me and also brought me back to my present plight, which was still desperate. Presumably Basadonna would have provided a list of all members of the Mascherati to the Ten and even if any others had escaped in the confusion, the military would be out seeking for them, me included.

I escorted Margharita from the house, and we took our leave by a quiet rio.

‘Will you marry Basadonna now?’ I asked curiously. ‘He did try to save you.’

‘Not if I can help it,’ she answered proudly. ‘But I may be forced to. Would you had hit him harder! But what of you, Carlo? My name may not be on the list, yours certainly is. What will you do?’

I almost told her what was planned, but had discretion enough still to hold my tongue. Succeed or fail, she would hear soon enough.

Taking my silence for uncertainty, she reached into her robe and produced a heavy purse.

‘Here. Take this. It will not get you far, but far enough perhaps. I doubt you are more than a small fish, however big your fin!’

And with a laugh she went out of my life. For a treacherous moment as I stood there I wondered if after all perhaps I had gone after the wrong sister. Certainly this Margharita would not have let herself be sent against her will to a nunnery.

On the other hand Felicia would scarcely have let herself be ravished against a chimney without a scream!

It’s perhaps a question of which horse, which course, I thought with a cynicism which would have done credit to Quevedo, and went on my way.

The city was full of alarums and excitement. I soon gathered that things were as bad as could be. It was too much to hope that the raid on the Mascherati had been mere coincidence, one of the Ten’s periodic purges of gatherings they regarded as subversive, resulting in a few heavy fines and slapped wrists. No, the talk in the street was all of an attempted coup by certain dissident nobles backed by the Spaniards. There had been hundreds of arrests including (I was not displeased to hear) certain mountebanks and their troupes. Already, I was assured, bodies still warm were dangling between the pillars in the piazzetta, and from time to time the most dreadful shrieks were heard spiralling up from the depths of the Ducal Palace.

I passed the Spanish Ambassador’s house as a crowd of rioters, emboldened by the lack of resistance within and the lack of civic force without, smashed down the doors and poured inside. It was soon clear that Bedmar and his staff had left for some place of greater safety, and on impulse I joined the mob. My own old cutlass I had put into Godfrey’s care to put with whatever baggage we might take, for I could not wear it through the streets without attracting attention. Before the present riots, I mean. Now everyone seemed armed and I felt naked without a sword. Bedmar had said one would be waiting if I needed it. Well, I needed it now! Brutally, I shouldered my way through the looters, till I reached the room which contained the only booty I desired. A smelly ruffiano had just seized the superb rapier as I entered and was waving it around like a waggoner’s whip. There was not time to discuss the affair rationally so I picked up the matching left-hand dagger and proffered it to him to complete the set.

‘Thanks, friend,’ he cried, dropping his sword arm and reaching for the dagger.

I gave it to him beneath the ribs, killing him instantly so that his smile of thanks was still on his lips. Sending him to his Maker in a state of grace was beyond me, but at least I’d dispatched him in a state of gratitude.

Feeling better now I was armed, I continued on my way. I was hoping desperately to encounter Godfrey, for it was clear now that the whole of the Spanish plot had collapsed and with it, I feared, our plans for escaping from the city. But he was not to be found in his lodging nor at any other of his usual haunts. I even went to the Priuli palace to discover if he had contacted Zanetta, but as I approached I saw that the entrances were heavily guarded with soldiers. Obviously the Doge and other great nobles would make sure that their own families and property were protected in the uproar. I dared not try to get inside in case my name was already known to the guard as wanted by the Ten.

Finally, after a couple of narrow escapes from patrols and looting mobs, I found myself at the sea-front, near a familiar tavern. I went in and slumped down in a shadowy corner. The place was almost empty, for its clientele were just such types as would delight in the present opportunity for riot and robbery. I ordered a grappa and then another and another. The drink just served to increase my despondency. The future seemed completely black and when a dark figure suddenly came between me and what little light there was in that place, I looked up ready to go without a fight.

‘Well, young sir,’ said Sabino Baroja, sitting down before me. ‘So it’s tonight. And may I say you couldn’t have picked a better night for it!’

For a mad moment I thought he must be privy to all my plans, but then it dawned on me that this was a Wednesday night, the time of our designated appointment, and he thought I was there to name the victim.

And why not? I thought. Why not?

‘Giacomo Basadonna,’ I said vehemently. ‘Do you know him?’

‘Not I, but I shall find him soon enough. Too soon for him, I daresay!’

And he laughed so that his rotting teeth were bared to their foul stumps. Unasked, the landlord brought a whole bottle of grappa to my table and our glasses were filled.

Quickly I described Basadonna. The Basque didn’t appear to take much note but, when I questioned him, repeated my description perfectly, adding, ‘In any case, I always ask first, just to make certain. Now, as to the fee ….’

‘We will talk of that later,’ I began. His expression made me realize that he was used to other business conventions and I was about to try persuasion (not with much hope of success) when my finger lit upon Margharita’s purse in my pocket.

Taking it out, I tossed it negligently into his lap.

‘There’s for your pains,’ I said.

He hefted the purse in his left hand.

‘ ’Tis fair,’ he said to my surprise, which rapidly disappeared when he added, ‘Ten per cent deposit secures your tradesman, the rest to collect when the job is done.’

Well, thought I, if you can find me, you can collect!

‘What’s o’clock?’ I asked, filling my glass again.

‘After ten,’ he said. ‘And all’s well!’

He grinned and shook a large leather bag he carried slung over his shoulder, such a satchel as wildfowlers do use to hold their prey. But this was packed not with the soft down of slaughtered birds but the hard metal of (I guessed) looted ornaments. Sabino had not been idle that night. There was danger here. Things sounded much quieter now and soon the forces of the law would be out in search of looters. I had to find Godfrey and there was only one place I could hope to make a rendezvous.

I rose to my feet.

‘Whither away, sir?’ asked Sabino.

‘I think I shall go to church,’ I replied lightly as the grappa took a hold. ‘To celebrate our deliverance.’ And I added for the sake of appearances, ‘When shall we meet again to settle up?’

‘Never mind that, sir,’ came the reply. ‘I shall find you, rest assured. Say a prayer for me now!’

I left the smelly villain ordering another bottle of grappa. And as I made my way towards the basilica, I regretted having handed over Margharita’s purse for it seemed most probable that Baroja would merely get drunk on it and probably be back in the galleys on the morrow.

In any case, what would the killing of Basadonna profit me? Money in my pocket might give me some faint chance of escape, but now I was practically penniless.

But the grappa, which had started by casting me down suddenly bore me aloft on its strong fumes, so that I felt I was able to soar with the golden angel who stands ever alert on top of the campanile.

Boldly I joined the crowds flocking into St Mark’s. The city was now back under control and the fear of arrest by the authorities or assault by the mob had given way to the joy of deliverance. The High Mass turned into a service of thanks-giving and the Bishop gave an extempore address in which the forces of evil were specifically identified with the Spanish.

My own joy was as devout and sincere as any of my neighbours’. In that richly smelling, high-vaulted, gold gleaming holy place, it seemed easy to believe that St Mark himself had intervened to preserve La Serenissima and I truly rejoiced at her salvation.

And this religious exultation remained with me even as after the service I lay concealed beneath an altar in one of the side chapels and listened to the doors crashing shut and the wards dropping home one by one.

Finally the friendly grappa put me to sleep and I dreamt I had indeed joined the angel on the campanile and together we looked out across the sea towards my distant homeland.

But when I awoke I felt cold and sick and wretched. The church was like a huge tomb and the mosaic figures and icons seemed to follow my every movement with unfriendly eyes, as though waiting for the moment to descend and rip my body and soul in tatters. I tried to pray but was too frightened to kneel and close my eyes.

And, as the grappa abandoned me entirely and my brain grew clear again, the thought occurred that should have been obvious to a half-witted Greek before I entered the church.

If, as was most likely, Godfrey had abandoned our plan, or if he had been and gone while I slept, then I was trapped in the basilica until the doors were opened and I was discovered in the morning.
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I DO not think I have ever felt such joy, not even with a woman, as I experienced when, after what seemed hours spent crouching against the small side door by the sacristy, I heard the sound of a key being cautiously turned outside.

I pushed back the many bolts, lifted up a bar solid as the Vatican’s bit of the True Cross, and flung wide the door with a cry of welcome.

For a moment it seemed as if no one was there. Then Godfrey stepped out of the shadows, pistol in hand, pushed me back into the church and swiftly followed, pulling the door shut behind him.

‘God’s fife and drums, Carlo!’ he hissed angrily. ‘So much noise, I thought there was half the Maggio Consiglio in here at the least!’

But soon, observing how truly delighted I was to see him and guessing at something of my fears, he put aside his anger and embraced me.

‘I’m glad to find you here, in truth, Carlo,’ he said. ‘Brave lad! I knew I could rely on you to stick to our plans despite this little contretemps.’

Flattered, I inquired as to what more he knew of the ‘little contretemps’ and how it might affect our plans.

‘The bad news is that no one will shoot the Doge or take over the city and there’ll be no randy Uskoks running through the streets to divert attention from our departure,’ he said, as he produced certain instruments from the bags he carried and set about breaking through the Treasury door.

‘And the good news?’ I prompted.

‘Why, the good news is that we shall save money on lodging,’ he answered with a laugh. ‘For, once on the terrafirma, we shall not pause for food, rest or shelter till I have put the Alps between us and Venice!’

This was little comfort, but the way he spoke it and his very presence, so assured and purposeful, was more comforting than any other man’s promises of freedom.

‘Your friend Quevedo, by the way, I hear he has slipped through the net,’ he told me as he eased the door off its hinges.

‘I am glad of it,’ I said sincerely. ‘And what of Bedmar and his secretary?’

‘Why, they are diplomats not conspirators!’ he said mockingly. ‘An ambassador does not fly, though he may be expelled. But I doubt if even that will happen. No, the Marqués will no doubt take his place of honour in the Bucintoro tomorrow – I mean today! – and rejoice in the marriage though he privately longs for the divorce!’

So. Bedmar untouchable, Osuna distant. I had not realized so clearly before how the great ones of the world may be movers without themselves being moved.

Godfrey meantime had started breaking open chests and I began to fill our bags indiscriminately till he stopped me.

‘Easy, Carlo,’ he said. ‘We cannot take everything and there is much dross here. These religious collectors are gullible. Tell them St Francis crapped a lump of granite and they’ll value it as highly as the purest diamond! Take precious stones only, to start with. Bulk for bulk they’re more precious than gold and a damn sight lighter to carry!’

I did not care for his lightness of language. It seemed to me that even a sacrilegious theft should be carried out as devoutly as possible. But worse was to come.

I picked up an ornate casket, some eighteen inches square and about ten deep. It was richly set with magnificent jewels and I held it up to Godfrey for his approval.

‘Yes, fine. That’s worth a gazet or two,’ he said. ‘What’s inside it?’

I could not find any way of opening, but Godfrey took it from me and ran his fingers lightly along the bottom. There was a click.

‘There we are!’ he said. ‘They like their little games, these wops!’

Carefully I lifted up the lid and gasped in horror.

The casket was filled with small bones, mainly fingers and toes.

‘Let’s see,’ said Godfrey. ‘Hello! we’ve got ourselves a saint here, I reckon. Perhaps one or two unless you know of one with five thumbs!’

‘Not Mark!’ I said tremulously, taking a step back.

‘Oh no. He went up in smoke a couple of centuries ago, though they claimed he rose up from the ashes and doubtless they’ve got something they say is him buried in the crypt. This could be anyone. Isidor, Donatus, a bit of Nicolas. They “borrowed” them all! Still, whoever it is, we don’t want him.’

And, so saying, he tipped the bones onto the floor and handed me the casket.

‘Fill it up with those pearls,’ he commanded. ‘Mustn’t waste space.’

I looked with horror at the tiny bones which strewed the floor which, when he saw, Godfrey mocked, saying, ‘Are you afraid they’ll join and pursue you, Carlo? You silly Croat! Look.’

And he stamped upon them, grinding most to a dust which he then kicked all over the room.

‘Good-bye, saints!’ he said. ‘Now we’d best get moving. Felicia will be catching her death of cold in that orchard.’

Mention of Felicia made me swallow my scruples and I hastily concluded my part of the packing. But I was mightily relieved to get out of the church without divine retribution striking me down, and as we moved as swiftly through the darkened streets as our plunder would permit us, I thought unhappily that God must be either powerless or a fool if He let me get away with what I’d done that night. First I’d broken my solemn pact with Him by screwing my loved one’s sister; then I’d helped to break into His Treasury and steal His holy treasure; and finally I’d stood by and watched His holy saints’ bones scattered on the floor and ground into dust.

But instead of retribution, He seemed bent on smoothing my path. We met no one at all in our passage through the streets and we reached the quiet rio where Godfrey had his gondola moored without even the threat of incident.

Godfrey was as expert at the gondolier’s oar as he was at all other things physical, and he drove us swiftly and quietly through the quiet waters, except when there was a movement on the side and a small patrol of soldiers appeared bearing lanterns. Then our motion along the canal became more erratic and Godfrey crooned a gentle drunken song, replying to the soldiers’ challenge with a formal bow which almost tumbled him into the water. Someone laughed, a command was given, the lanterns moved on and the danger was past.

Soon aferwards we entered a narrow canal with no path along the bank and I came out from beneath the canopy.

‘Godfrey,’ I hissed.

‘Yes, my sweet, my love,’ he replied archly.

‘Who are we collecting first?’ I asked. ‘Felicia or Zanetta?’

There was a pause then he answered with a laugh, ‘Felicia, I think. For I do believe, Carlo, that your need is greater than mine.’

I did not care much for this lightness and in fact my feelings generally were very confused as I came nearer to this rendezvous which had been the focus of my life these past weeks. I longed to see my love, but doubted if I still had the right so to call her. Should I perhaps confess what had passed between me and Margharita? No, young though I was, I had sense enough to realize that in love as in law, confession is the last child of necessity.

Now we had turned once again into a stagnant dead end on both sides of which ran a high grey wall. Straight ahead was a door with a flight of steps running down into the water and moored by these was another gondola. As we drew along-side, Godfrey leapt lightly onto the steps and tied our craft to the same ring as the other.

‘Is this the convent?’ I whispered.

‘Aye. Behind these walls lies the Prioress’s orchard,’ he said. ‘Rest here but a moment and I will pluck its juiciest apple for you.’

‘What of this other gondola?’ I inquired anxiously.

‘Doubtless ’tis one left here for the Prioress’s own use,’ he answered negligently. ‘Never fear, young Carlo. All will be well.’

So saying he went up the steps, fitted a key to the well-oiled lock and next moment had passed from sight.

I sat in the gondola in a fever of anxiety and expectation. And so I would have remained had not the sound of another vessel on the water disturbed me. It was passing along the canal which we had just turned off and the chances were that whoever it was would have no reason to turn up this back-water. But suddenly a little wind blew up and the orchard door which Godfrey had left ajar swung wide in the draught.

I leapt out of the gondola in a trice and caught the door before it could bang against the wall, then I froze on the steps till the dark silhouette of the passing gondola had slid by the mouth of the rio.

Sighing with relief I stood up. Through the doorway I could see trees still bright with the blossom of early summer, which shifted and rustled in the breeze like brocaded gowns on a ballroom floor.

I could wait no longer. This was a place more fitting for my reunion than these slippery steps without. Silently, eagerly I moved into the orchard.

The blossom seemed to catch and reflect what light drifted down from the stars and I could see quite well. Also I could hear voices softly murmuring and towards these I made my way. Against the far wall ran trellis-work arched from time to time to form little arbours, entwined with roses and climbing lilies, and it was in one of these that I at last located them, or at least I guessed it was them, though the outline was single. Godfrey’s tall shape I recognized and by it, clinging so close it might have been part of it, another shape.

My first thought was the only possible thought for a young man looking on a man he regarded as at least half a god.

Zanetta! I thought. She has arrived here also. That explains the other gondola. God’s lust! is it so long since they met that they must couple on greeting, and in this place too! Aye, and doubtless in the presence of my sweet, my pure Felicia.

Where is she? I asked myself, part angry, part anxious. There was a movement in the trees behind me and to my left, and my night-sharp eyes picked out a figure through the blossomy branches which trailed the ground. Certain that this was my love, I moved quietly in that direction. As I drew near, I could see that it was indeed a woman, cloaked and hooded and staring with the fascination of (I assumed) disgust at the hot pair in the arbour.

‘Felicia!’ I murmured.

Slowly she turned, and my heart, fast beating with pure passion, seemed to rocket up my gullet and explode like a grenado in my head. I speak in pictures, but these have meaning for, certes, since that time neither my heart nor my head have been the same. For this was not Felicia, my love, my leman, pure as the nun should be that they had tried to make her.

This was Zanetta.

I knew what was happening straightaway, but I tried to ignore it.

‘You are most punctual, Zanetta,’ I murmured inanely.

‘Not so,’ she whispered. ‘For I should not be here at all. But I am one of those fools who must see for herself.’

‘See what?’ Such foolish words!

‘See that she is cozened by the gay plumes of a midden cock. Well, I have seen it. I will not give him the pleasure of knowing I have seen it!’

She turned to go, then hesitated.

‘Carlo,’ she said, still keeping her voice low so not to disturb the close-clutched pair in the arbour. ‘Did you know of this?’

‘Nothing,’ I said brokenly. ‘I know nothing. Stay, Zanetta, we are all going away together. The plans are laid. Did not Godfrey….’

My voice gave out on me.

‘I knew nothing but what I guessed and what you let slip today,’ she said urgently. ‘It was easy to guess which orchard, and there have been rumours. … Carlo, come with me now! Here it is most dangerous for you, I know it!’

But I could not admit danger, for that meant admitting everything, and still in my mind there struggled a last forlorn hope that all might be explained, like some half-witted hero in a rout running towards the enemies’ guns!

I pulled free of Zanetta’s restraining hand and, slow as a man haled to the gallows, I advanced towards the arbour. I made no effort now at silence and they heard me when I was still a dozen feet away.

‘Carlo?’ said Godfrey. ‘Is that you, friend? Have you grown impatient for your love? Why then, advance and claim your bride!’

I saw his hot hands come from beneath her gown and her slender white arms from around his neck, yet my mind still tried not to believe it. And when she looked at me and smiled as I drew close to them, I saw not the whore’s smile it was but the pure welcoming joy of my virginal Felicia. And Godfrey’s arm which curved around me I still felt as the safe and loving embrace of a brother.

When his fist chopped down into my neck, I believed someone else must be attacking me! He followed it up with a blow to the belly which knocked what strength remained out of my body, though it was hardly necessary as final recognition of the truth had completely destroyed my will.

‘Ever the impatient lover Carlo!’ said Godfrey reprovingly. ‘And now we must bear your weight back with us. Come, my lady, will you not assist your eager groom?’

And at last my arm was about Felicia in the embrace I’d dreamt of for so long, as they dragged my unresisting body between them towards the orchard door.

What happened next I saw only as in a drugged vision, where forms move slow and horrors are performed and the dreamer is helpless or perhaps even cares not.

Zanetta – lovely, sophisticated, heartless, betrayed and brave Zanetta – sprang from among the trees, though to me it was as if she floated. Mouthing abuse which sounded like the drawn-out cries of a hunting wolf in a neighbouring valley, she tried to pull me from their clutches. Godfrey released me and I heard the long silvery sigh of steel coming from its scabbard. Then Zanetta was falling backwards into the darkness and the long sigh was coming from her mouth. I closed my eyes.

When I opened them again, I was in a gondola and Godfrey was thrusting handfuls of jewels and coins into my doublet. Conscience money? I wondered vaguely. I didn’t want it. Felicia, it seemed, agreed with me. For the first time I heard her gentle voice.

‘Must it be so much?’ she demanded.

‘There’s plenty more,’ Godfrey assured her. ‘Remember, it serves two purposes; it makes his guilt clear, and also weighs him down deep. He has a tiresome habit of surfacing, this one. There, that will do. Now your wimple. Wrap it tight round his hand and catch it under his nails so it will hold. There, that will win him some tears, I never doubt, perhaps even a Christian burial! I would not have them think you altogether evil, Carlo. You may have died ’neath the weight of your sacrilegious booty, but at least your last effort was to try and save this innocent virgin’s life!’

Now I felt myself beginning to float away again, to death this time I hoped. And so did Godfrey for, whistling a sad little barcarole, he began stabbling holes in the bottom of the gondola. Satisfied at last, he rose up, and I managed to push myself upright also for one last look at my treacherous love who was paddling the other gondola alongside. But Godfrey mistook my intention and saying, ‘What? Still at it, my phoenix!’ he struck me once more so that I collapsed face down in the water which was already bubbling up through the riven boards.

The gondola shook as Godfrey left it.

‘Good-bye, my friend,’ his voice said sadly. ‘Here our ways must part. Good-bye. Good-bye.’

And so unmanned was I by this, my first experience of such betrayal, that I swear that under the water my mouth opened to give him a bubbly ‘farewell’ in return!
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IT takes a Venetian gaoler to reckon that the best way of reviving a half-drowned man is by throwing a tubful of water over him.

I was reluctant to come back to life and my wisdom was confirmed when I opened my eyes.

‘Come on, come on,’ growled the wizened turnkey who loomed over me. ‘Their eminences wants to speak with you, urgent.’

I knew even while I was still exhaling as much water as breath that I was back in the pozzi and that ‘their eminences’ were no less than my old friends, the Three. I knew also that my previous contact with them had been mere polite socialization compared with what was like to follow now. But this time I had a weapon they knew not of. Indifference.

The gaoler pulled me to my feet. He was a man of such antiquity that a child might have pushed him over, but I was so weak in body and in will that I made no show of resistance.

He led me like a pet lamb to the same darkened chamber as on my first visit – at least I assume it was the same though on neither occasion could I see a thing. After some minutes or, for all I cared, hours, the whispering started.

I heard them tell me that I had been found with my hair snagged on a pier below the Rialto, ‘like the rebellious Absalom’, with part of a nun’s robe clutched in my hand and my doublet stuffed with precious stones. I heard them tell me that I was guilty of every crime, civil and ecclesiastic, known to man and that, using the Multiplication of Sins, what I had got up to in the basilica that night amounted to something of a record. I heard them ask at the climax of a crescendo of indignation what fate such a miserable wretch as I deserved.

Then, and for the only time, I spoke.

‘Pain,’ I said. ‘Death. Damnation.’

The whispering ceased and shortly afterwards I was taken from the room – to be given my wish, I guessed.

Instead I was taken to a small but well-furnished apartment with a fire crackling merrily in the grate. A suit of new clothes hung on the wall and a pleasant young fellow removed the sodden garments from my nerveless limbs, towelled my aching body and assisted me into the new clothes. Then he served me with a well-cooked repast for which I had but little appetite. But so amiably insistent was he that I picked at the tender meat as best I could and, more willingly in my search for oblivion, drank half a bottle of the fine red wine that accompanied it.

Oblivion did not come, but something else began to stir. Anger. The young servitor was prattling away aimlessly all the time and as his words at last began to penetrate I realized he was talking about his plans for the future, his fiancée, her strident mother, his hopes of advancement, his anticipation of the pleasures of the Ascension Fair ….

At last I could stand no more.

‘Enough!’ I shouted and, seizing his shoulders, I ran him out of the room. But as I turned to re-enter, I in my turn was gripped by the shoulder, not violently but very firmly, and a huge sergeant of the Ducal Guard marched me swiftly along a corridor, down a flight of stairs to an open door. Here he stood back courteously and motioned me to enter, which when I did, he closed the door behind me as gently as though I had been shown into a lady’s boudoir.

But this was no boudoir. There were no tapestries here; no damasked hangings; no thick-piled carpets, perfumed candles and cosseted flesh. No, it was all cold stone and bare brick, ill-lit by a pair of guttering flambeaux. But poor though that light was, I could have wished it worse, for it sufficed to show me the furniture of that room – the rack, the maiden, the boot, all the dreadful instruments which Church and State alike use to hunt out the treachery in a man’s soul.

But flesh there was here too. From the furthermost corner came a groan and tremulously I approached what looked like a tall-sided coffin lying amidst a pile of rocks. So dark was it in that corner of the room that I could see nothing when first I peered into that sinister apparatus, but something could see me for the groan was repeated, then a voice broken beyond recognition said, ‘Carlo?’

I ran to the wall, plucked down one of the smoky flambeaux and, returning to the box, flourished it aloft as though challenging the powers of darkness. The flame sent its uncertain light dancing down a huge mound of stones till it touched on a bearded face at their foot, a face almost contorted out of recognition by pain. But I recognized it.

‘Jaraj?’ I said. ‘Oh, Jaraj!’

I never thought the sight of that tremendous villain in extremis could cause me anything but joy.

Yet now I saw him weighed down beneath a weight of boulders, half of which would have killed a lesser man, I felt an uprush of tears as though he had been my brother.

‘What have they done to you?’ I sobbed foolishly.

Incredibly he managed a sort of grin.

‘They tired of their work before I did,’ he whispered slowly each word coming out as a separate act of will. ‘Tell me now, it harms not, what of Godislav?’

Brokenly I sobbed out an account of Godfrey and his doings until the final treachery.

‘Ever he was thus,’ came that low agonized voice.

‘He led you well!’ I was constrained to protest, absurdly in the light of my own experience.

‘He took all our wealth, sold our secrets to the Turk.’

‘No!’

‘Aye! When I returned to Senj, all gone. Our stronghold raided. He never meant to return from Venice. All should have died – you too. Aye, Carlo, you too. ’Tis a dead man who speaks. Believe him.’

Now followed a silence so profound I thought he was indeed dead. My mind ran back over our arrival in Venice. Could it be true? I saw now that I had run all risks of contact with the Venetians. Was I too meant to have sunk with the exploded ship? And afterwards was it only my dog-like fidelity which had saved me from his rapid knife?

‘Carlo.’

It was Jaraj again.

‘Yes?’ I said.

‘For my sake, for the sake of your memory of Dusanka, kill him.’

What fond memories did he imagine I had of his gross daughter. I’d never even managed to screw the girl! But this was no time to argue over terms.

‘Not for your sake, Jaraj,’ I cried. ‘Nor even Dusanka’s memory. But my own.’

‘Then for Dusanka’s sake ….’ he whispered.

‘Yes?’

‘Release me. I never thought to curse my strength. Give me more weight.’

So I was able now to do what in the past I had longed to do; kill Jaraj. And as I laboured to lift the heavy rocks and add them to the pile which was crushing him, I wept without cease.

I never wept at a man’s dying again.

Scarcely had Jaraj breathed his last when the door opened and minutes later I was before the Three again. No darkened room this time, but face to face with the light of mid-morning streaming through the windows.

They were no fools these men. They knew how little profit there was in interrogating a man eager for death and indifferent to pain. But give him food, warmth, a change of clothing, a bottle of wine, let him hear of the ordinary pleasures of life, and top it all with the lust for vengeance, and you have a different game of pallone.

I told them all I knew, at least all that seemed relevant. I had no idea of what they really wanted from me, but I was very willing to give it to them. Only when I reached the point of Zanetta’s intervention did I falter. In my own pain, I had almost forgotten hers.

Stumblingly, for I did not doubt the answer, I inquired what had become of her.

‘Dead,’ they told me. Expectation did not numb the shock. Well, Godfrey was not going to leave such a witness against him when he must have thought all his tracks else were covered. But how I wondered would he have accounted for her death?

I soon found out.

At a sign from one of the Three, the sergeant advanced with a broad-bladed slightly curved sword in his hand. I recognized it at once. It was my old cutlass, Godfrey’s gift to me. But it did not shine as I was wont to make it with much sharpening and polishing. It was dull and rust-coloured almost to the hilt. But not with rust.

‘This is your sword?’ asked the Inquisitor.

I nodded.

‘It was found plunged deep in the Lady Zanetta’s body,’ he said. ‘Sit down!’

For I had risen in horror and fear at this latest trick of Godfrey’s.

‘Finish your tale,’ he commanded as I subsided.

There was not much left to tell, which was well, for I could hardly find the words to tell it.

When I finished, the dead-eyed Inquisitor spoke in the thin rustly tones that reminded me of Jaraj’s dying whispers.

‘Carlo Fantom,’ he said, ‘though we are inclined to believe you did not strike the blow that slew the Lady Zanetta, yet it was because of you that it was struck.’

I sat with bowed head. I could not deny it.

‘And you are, by your own admission,’ he continued, ‘a sacrilegious thief and a plotter against the State ….’

Now I was stung to denial.

‘No plotter!’ I protested. ‘I knew of plots, but I never made them. And also it seems everyone else in the city was privy to the plots I knew of!’

‘A fine point,’ he said dryly. ‘You attended meetings of the subversive group called the Accademia delli Mascherati …’

‘Nothing subversive was ever spoken in my presence!’ I denied hotly. ‘Indeed I heard nothing but such stupidities as which is the king of beasts? who owns the moon? are the notes of the gamut rightly ordered? Nothing but sense was subverted here!’

They exchanged glances and smiled.

‘Stupidities indeed, Carlo,’ said scratchy-voice in an almost kindly tone. ‘But remember, the devil may speak in parables too. However much your own foolish ignorance may have led you into errors unawares, there are still sins enough that you knew full well you were committing. Withdraw now.’

Outside I waited uneasily in an antechamber. I could not understand my position. It seemed to me either I was what I knew I was, a youthful foreign criminal of no standing and therefore of little importance, or what I might appear to others, a black-dyed villain and conspirator who should be dangling with the other fresh fruit between the marble columns.

Yet I was not in chains, nor, though the sergeant of the Guard stood by me, was I even under close constraint. Indeed, other people moved freely through the room in which I waited, doubtless on their way in turn to talk to the Three.

Sir Henry Wotton, the English Ambassador, dressed in full official regalia in preparation for the day’s ceremonial, passed me by without a glance. But on his way back he stopped and sat beside me.

‘I am sorry to see you in this coil, Master Fantom,’ he said. ‘What a load of trouble this masquerader has caused us both!’

‘Masquerader?’ I said.

‘Aye. ’Tis firmly established, and by your evidence too, that this man was no English subject, but one Godislav, an infamous Uskok chief.’

So that was the line they were taking!

‘I only took him into my employ the better to serve the interests of Venice,’ Wotton continued, like an actor rehearsing his new script.

‘And were you pleased with his service?’ I could not help mocking.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘In part. He it was who passed on all the details of this notorious plot. So steeped in treachery was he that he scrupled not to betray all sides for money.’

It made sense. Godfrey was at least consistent.

Wotton rose as if to go, but seemed a little hesitant.

‘Did he speak much of me to you?’ he inquired diffidently.

‘Nothing but praise,’ I assured him. This didn’t make him happy, I could tell.

‘He did not perchance leave any papers in your care?’ he pursued. ‘I only ask because, as the English Ambassador, I must have a care for the estates of His Majesty, King James’s subjects, if they die overseas.’

‘He is not yet dead,’ I observed drily. ‘Nor is he, according to your own belief, an English subject. So on both accounts your title to his papers is thin. But rest quiet, Sir Henry. I certainly have none, though for the Ten I cannot speak.’

He left then, looking more worried than ever. The sergeant and I exchanged glances and I was surprised to find I could still raise a faint smile, for it was clear to me that Godfrey must have undertaken various jobs for Sir Henry that he would rather never came to light!

I was summoned back into the presence of the Three shortly afterwards. They looked very stern in their high-backed chairs. Behind them was a dark-robed figure so pale and haggard that he might have been an icon of some painfully martyred saint. I felt a shock as I recognized Benetto. I believe he scarcely knew me, or anyone. His eyes were sunk almost out of sight in great dark hollows and they saw nothing except whatever ghosts haunted him.

‘Carlo Fantom,’ said the Chief Inquisitor. ‘The Republic of Venice has shown you naught but kindness and mercy and you have returned naught but contempt and betrayal.’

This was a hell of a start. God’s noose! I thought. They’re going to pass sentence!

‘You came here as a pirate, and the State gave you your freedom. When your life was endangered, the State intervened to save you.’

This could only be a reference to my near-drowning at the hands of Basadonna and his thugs. I still didn’t understand why the dry-voiced Inquisitor had intervened. The next statement made all clear.

‘When you were entrusted with dispatches for the Senate, you handed them over to our enemies.’

What? If they knew about that now, then they knew about it in advance. Which meant … no wonder I had been preserved! I was an excellent channel for pouring misleading information into the midst of the plotters.

I felt a rush of indignation, but only a fool stays indignant at something which has saved his life. I’d been used. Pray God they still had a use for me!

‘By the laws of our State, which you must know are the most just and equable in Christendom …’

I nodded enthusiastic agreement.

‘… you deserve to die on half a dozen counts.’

I stopped nodding.

‘Nevertheless, you have not been without friends who have spoken of your youthful impetuosity, your childish gullibility, and other mitigating factors.’

I shot a grateful glance at Benetto. He was still not seeing me.

‘So it is in our mind on this most glorious of our festal days to be lenient.’

I thought of the bodies dangling in the piazzetta, or Jaraj crushed at last beyond all his mighty strength, of all those taken up in the great purge last night and now lying in the pozzi, dying or wishing for death.

Such leniency as saving a young Croatian’s life once a year was going to spread pretty thin among the Venetian Senate! I hope they weren’t banking on it for getting into heaven.

But I kept the thought to myself.

‘Therefore it is our intent to release you …’

What?

‘… into the State’s service …’

Oh Christ. The galleys!

‘… which service shall take the form of the pursuit and apprehension of that most notorious thief, blasphemer, sacrilegist and murderer, Godislav the Uskok, sometimes known as Godfrey Hatfield, and the return to the State of his person – or such parts of it as will suffice for identification and display – and with it the jewels and holy relicts stolen by this infamous creature from our Treasury of San Marco!’

So there it was. I was to get my life in return for Godfrey’s. Why me? Because I knew him and knew something of his plans. Because I had shown some skill in the arts of deception and bloodshed. Because I was a Croatian and no matter if I were detected in some illegality outside the boundaries of the State, it could not reflect against the State.

All these reasons. But above all, far, far above all, because my motivation was so strong that though it took me across half the world and through half a lifetime, I would track him down and one of us would die.

They know a bargain when they see one, these Venetians.

Everything necessary was waiting for me. I have never started a new job so quickly in my life. Money, arms (including my Spanish rapier), a passport, and a boat to take me to the terrafirma.

The last person I spoke to in the palace was Benetto, roused at last from his terrible trance.

‘Kill him as slowly as you may,’ was all he said. ‘Thus may Zanetta know joy and peace.’

He was a weak man, foolish in many ways, but of a gentle temper and kind and generous disposition. These qualities I loved in him even though at the same time I ruthlessly preyed upon them. Thus may a child adore and abuse his parents. I had not embraced my own father before I fled from my Croatian home, but Benetto I embraced.

‘Zanetta shall lie in peace and joy,’ I promised.

Why shouldn’t she? She’d had the practice.

My boat left the Molo in the wake of the great flotilla. Far ahead I could see the Bucintoro shining and shimmering in the May sunshine. Behind me lay Venice, La Serenissima, gleaming on the ocean like a vision of Paradise.

But there was shit floating on her watery streets and this same sunshine that warmed my face could only rot the cold flesh of those who waved us a grotesque farewell from the gallows in the piazzetta.

My navigator leaned on his tiller and, like a tiny feather which drifts from the wing of a soaring bird, we broke away from the great festival fleet and set course for the terrafirma.
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Terrafirma
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As I rode out of Padua the following day the sun was scarcely gilding the domes and towers of St Anthony’s Church. At the city gate I recovered my sword from the boy who had trotted alongside me, bearing it like a cross in a holy day procession. This custom they have in most of their larger cities, that travellers on arrival must take off their weapons and pay for them to be carried to their inn where they are stored till the time comes to depart. Then you have to pay once more for portage to the gate. Thus skilfully do they both keep the peace and make a profit.

I was riding Priam, the grey gelding I had grown so fond of during our autumn visit to the villa on the Brenta. Benetto had given me licence to take whatever I needed so I might have taken a remount also, but I felt it safer not to. Venice ruled in the towns, but the banditti ruled in the countryside and most wayfarers moved in well-armed groups if they possibly could. A man rich enough to have two horses and stupid enough to travel alone was an unrefusable gift.

I had two reasons to hope that I might overtake Godfrey. One was that he believed me dead and his own tracks covered. The second was that he had Felicia with him.

But it was still not going to be easy. Felicia might slow him down a little, but he would still move as swiftly as conditions permitted. And though he might reckon that pursuit was unlikely, he was too wise to believe it impossible.

They had travelled by boat as far as Padua, that much I was certain of. But it had taken half the night and a great deal of money (also plentifully supplied by Benetto) to discover that, after a brief pause for refreshment, they had continued west towards Vicenza. This direction puzzled me as, once on the terrafirma, I had expected Godfrey to head due north, or per- haps north-west, to reach the Venetian boundaries by the shortest route. So when I made inquiry in Vicenza and quickly discovered that the English merchant and his wife had taken the road to Trento, across the Tyrol border to the north, I swung in that direction without delay. This westward move had obviously been a diversion. Now he was making the break.

Priam was tired. It had been twenty hard miles from Padua. But, believing that my quarry might soon be in my reach, I urged him on far beyond his strength. The sun was beating down mercilessly, though not far to the north great black storm clouds had rolled about all day and the distant rumble of thunder had never ceased. I rode with an umbrella strapped to my thigh. I recalled that it had been Godfrey who had curtly instructed me that the shade was meant for the horse as much as the rider, adding that in any case some form of encumbrance was very desirable to prevent me from over-taxing my mounts.

So, I had learnt the lesson of the shade. But my poor horse was certainly being over-taxed and might have been more, had my journey not been interrupted at an inn close by Schio. The place was full of travellers, so many that only half of them could get inside. The reason was that the great storms to the north had caused a river to spill over its banks and the road ahead was flooded. When the storm passed, the waters would quickly subside, I was assured.

Immediately the thought occurred to me that perhaps Godfrey and Felicia were delayed here also. This possibility seemed increased when I made inquiry how long the floods had been causing this delay and was told since early morning.

I found the landlord, who looked as concerned and harassed as these men always do when they are making even larger profits than usual. No, he assured me, there was no English merchant and his wife in the inn.

I trusted neither his certainty nor Godfrey’s consistency and inquired who had first arrived after the floods had started. Being directed to the best room in the house, I here found a clutch of gross Switzers, all chewing shanks of ham and guzzling ale and complaining it was nothing like as good as at home.

No, they assured, no English merchant and his wife had been on the road from Vicenza which they themselves had left only that morning.

‘An early start we made, hoping to get home the sooner,’ moaned their leader. ‘But these greedy Italians are so eager for our gold marks that they delay us here even with their filthy weather!’

I thanked them and was taking my leave when one of them grunted, ‘Stay, lad. There was a fellow and a woman came through the gate just behind us. I always spot a good-looking woman! In a little open carriage, they were. But they turned off very soon on the Verona road.’

‘Oh shit!’ I said and left them with no more ceremony.

I had been a hasty fool so readily to accept the tale Godfrey had told in Vicenza. Was it likely that he would blab his real intentions to all who cared to hear? I had let my own certainty about his destination deceive me. In peace or war, Godfrey had once said, try to let your opponent’s cleverness work against him.

I was all hot to retrace my steps instantly, paying no heed to the wearing-on of the day; if necessary I was ready to let my self-anger carry me right through the night. But when I returned to Priam and observed his weariness (which did not prevent him from welcoming me as though I had been gone a twelvemonth), my anger faded and both my heart and my head told me it would be wrong to proceed.

Still there was enough of wrath left in me, when an ostler answered my call for stabling and provender negligently, to make me strike the oaf such a buffet that he span five yards before he fell down. When he recovered I got excellent service and, news arriving soon after that the floods had subsided and the road was now open, the inn emptied sufficiently for me to get food and drink for myself and a comfortable bed.

I now abandoned speed and concentrated on certainty. Each day that passed would make Godfrey feel more secure. All I had to do was contain my impatience and make sure that no matter now far ahead of me he got, I stayed on the right trail.

I had to return to Vicenza, for the direct line from Schio would have taken me through tough, hilly country where the roads were no more than tracks and God knew what ruffians lurked in their caves. In any case I wanted to be certain I trod in Godfrey’s footsteps every inch of the way. For all I knew he had broken south off the main road before he reached Verona.

In fact he hadn’t and I was quickly able to get news of him at the east gate of the city. But now I was grown most suspicious of my prey when its spoor was clearest and this time I resisted easily the lure of another feint north along Lake Garda, only to come close to taking the secondary bait of a definite identification on the road south to Mantua. Only the fact that he still persisted as an English merchant made me hesitate. I would have expected at least one change of persona by now – but to what? Perhaps it was necessity that made him retain his nationality. He had some gift for languages but like many of his race I have met since, he made little effort to acquire a foreign tongue unless he were forced to it, and then he spoke it negligently, as though its taste displeased his palate. He could not pass for an Italian nor, I would have guessed, a German or a Spaniard either, though he had a smattering of both languages.

No, there was only one language which he spoke anything near as perfect as his own – and there would not be many travellers from that country to notice any strangeness of accent.

So I started making inquiries about a Croatian – my uncle Godislav, whom I was following with important messages but who had been uncertain where his road would take him from Verona. Instantly I got results but these too I checked and double-checked before I set Priam’s head westward once more and followed the road to Brescia. Here there was the same legerdemain but I was becoming familiar with Godfrey’s tricks by now and lost much less time before I found the warmer trail that took me to Bergamo.

Now I was almost at the edge of Venice’s territory. A few miles more and I would be in the Duchy of Milan. If Godfrey’s aim were to take refuge in a land inimical to the Venetians, he need look no further. The Spanish ruled in Milan and the failure of the recent plot in Venice would not have drawn the two countries any closer together.

On the other hand the occupying forces of the Duchy had a reputation for being even more suspicious than the Venetian Senate. They saw spies and smelt plots everywhere. No stranger, however elevated in rank, could feel totally secure in that place and, in addition, while Venice tolerated almost any religion, Milan accepted none but the True Faith. I knew that all Protestants deserve the eternity of hell that lies before them, but even I shuddered at the stories I heard in Bergamo of innocent travellers being taken up by the Spanish and disappearing down the gullet of the Inquisition.

The English, being the most notoriously perverted of all the protestant races of Europe, were especially susceptible. No, it was most unlikely that Godfrey would take that risk. His destination was much more likely to be Switzerland – Zurich most probably, for that city had the deserved reputation of being the headquarters of the devil’s party and the centre of militant anti-Catholicism in Europe.

This conclusion seemed perfectly rational, yet when I looked for traces of him on the road which swung away north by Lecco and then alongside Como up to the Grisons, I could find none. Puzzled, I lost time by hesitating whether to go forward or renew my inquiries in Bergamo. Priam was delighted to take his ease, but there was no ease for me, not in my mind at least. For I could not sleep for worrying that I might have been once more deceived and Godfrey and Felicia could at this very moment be wantoning their way south to Cremona.

Then a friendly Franciscan who overheard my inquiries and mistook their purpose, took me aside and spoke to me most seriously, advising me against taking the easy lakeside route to the Grisons. At first I regarded him with suspicion, thinking he must have some unpleasant motive for sticking his nose into my affair. But soon I realized he was just one of those good, kindly religious men who are disgusted by barbarisms even when enacted in the name of his own Church.

‘Near the border the Spaniards have a castle, Forte Fuentez, close by Colico,’ he told me. ‘Any traveller moving along that road is treated with suspicion for he has either just come from or is heading for the protestant territories.’

‘How shall I go then, Father?’ I asked him.

‘Up the valley of the Brembana is best,’ he told me. ‘’Tis a rough, hard road, but you may be sure it will not take you by Rome or Madrid!’

I thanked him sincerely, asked for his blessing and gave him gold. Naturally, had Godfrey taken the Como road, I would have followed him dauntlessly, clad in the assured armour of my proud faith. But as he’d taken the coward’s road, there must I go also.

The coward’s road I called it. Cowards they may be who take it, but fit cowards they are before they finish! For fifteen miles or so, the road climbs gently enough, then of a sudden you are out of the foothills and labouring up a mountainside. Huge boulders litter the way and underfoot is nothing but rock, rock, solid rock.

Soon I dismounted from Priam and walked alongside him, leaning on the saddle for support when my legs grew too weary. Sometimes our roles were reversed and, where the ascent became very rugged, I had to pull on the reins to keep his head forward while his hoofs slipped and sparked on the stones, and his eyes rolled white with fear and effort.

I was not used to such exercise, and young though I was, the suppleness of young legs for dancing and playing pallone is not the same as the durability of old legs made tough by half a dozen hard campaigns. But all the time I had the knowledge to comfort me that if this was agony to me, what must it be like to Felicia? Every step I took must be bringing me closer to them. No carriage could come up here, certes, and few horses could be ridden. In any case, knowing how Godfrey cared for his horses, I could not see him permitting Felicia to ride along these hardest stretches. I was surprised to detect a pang of sympathy for my lost love!

So I pressed on hard and Priam, as if recognizing that I was willing to share these hardships equally between us, made no complaint. Two days after leaving Bergamo we emerged at the top of the Passo di San Marco. Mountains stretched on all sides about us. They are huge terrible things, so full of power, yet neither good nor evil. I thanked God he had chained them to the earth and let only man loose to roam freely and kill or be killed.

At the head of the pass was an inn, the Ca di San Marco. Who, or what, had the courage and strength to build in such a place I do not know, but he had a certain wit. For above the door in black letters on a golden ground was an inscription celebrating the reopening and improving of the road in 1594. God’s cobbles! What must it have been like before?

But while I smiled at this, my eyes were taking in the significance of another part of the design. Above the inscription was a winged lion all of gold. The symbol of Venice.

And in this place, the symbol of the boundary of Venice’s power. The Serene Republic ended here.

In the inn I took refreshment and talked with the landlord. He was a garrulous fellow and information was easy to come by. He shrugged at my description of Godfrey, but his eyes lit up at the mention of Felicia. Her he remembered well. The poor lady! So exhausted. But so beautiful too! It hadn’t seemed right that such a soft tender creature should be reduced to such weariness. Not by walking at any rate!

And so he went on, alternating between pity for her plight and lechery for her person. I was amused to observe some stirrings of anger in my breast when this coarse fellow spoke so familiarly of Felicia’s charms. God’s pimp! can a man defend the honour of a whore?

Finally I got him to shut up about soft flesh and elegant figures and tell me when they had passed.

‘Let me see,’ he said. ‘I was just smoking some ham, then the wool merchants came up from Morbegno, and it was one of them who said, “Here comes a beauty. But so tired!” and I said …’

‘Yes, yes,’ I said impatiently before all that could start again. ‘But when?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said grumpily. ‘Five, six hours ago.’

Five or six hours! I had made up more than a day on them. Felicia must indeed have been weary.

My old impatience was back with renewed ardour, but I forced myself to wait till Priam had been taken care of and given some opportunity to rest. I was beginning to learn that a horseman is a centaur, the man’s head being no more powerful than the beast’s legs.

The descent into the Valtellina was easier, but needed as much care as the road up had needed effort. I was in a hurry to get into the valley, but I wanted to arrive in the same condition as I had set out! I remember when we had gone but a few hundred yards I looked back at the Ca di San Marco, already perched high above me, and it occurred to me that this was the first time I’d been out of Venetian territory since Godfrey and I rowed through the mists of the lagoon, how long ago? A lifetime? Several lifetimes! I had arrived as a boy. Grown into a young man. And now I was I knew not what. But I knew that I was changed.

I looked back once more at the golden lion which glared defiantly from both sides of the inn so that, coming or going, a man must think of Venice. Our acquaintance had not been long but she had been like a parent to me; sometimes harsh of manner, stern of reproach, restrictive of behaviour, but often loving, smiling, cherishing. For the second time in my life I felt I was leaving home.

Once in the Valtellina Godfrey must have felt safe, for now his trail was broad and easy to follow, which is more than can be said for the roads in that valley. They are too narrow for a carriage or even a cart to travel. Horse or foot is your only device and like to be painful either way for the ways are rarely paved but scattered with sharp rough stones which will rip a boot or split a hoof with equal ease.

It was at an inn in Morbegno that I so easily picked up traces of Godfrey and Felicia. I arrived there in the evening and discovered that the fugitive pair had paused for refreshment that afternoon and then pressed on westward.

‘Terrible tired the lady was. I doubt they’ll have gone far on the road,’ mine host assured me. He was a fat jolly fellow and as he concentrated only on Felicia’s fatigue and said nothing of her figure, I warmed to him. Various cronies of his were drinking in the tavern and soon they were drawn also into the conversation. I had heard much of the renowned wines of the Valtellina and now I tasted them, each in turn, and was soon able to understand why the people of that valley were so jovial and welcoming. When I entered the inn, I’d had half a mind to press the pursuit hard once more, but I was way weary and that combined with the good wine and better fellowship soon changed my mind and I went to bed happier than I’d been for many a night.

My resolution had been to make a dawn start, but when I woke the sun was high.

To have lost more time should have angered me, but I found it did not, or not so much as I might have wished. I am not one of these self-regarding fellows who thinks no expedition so fine as that into his own mind to examine the motives there, but he who lives by his wits and his sword does well to keep them both keen. So as I broke my fast, I considered my state closely and discovered that now the moment of confrontation was imminent and practically certain, I had not the enthusiasm for it that I’d started with.

Mistake me not. Vengeance I still wanted. How could I call myself a man of honour without it? And if, even then, some cynic in my breast mocked the idea of Carlo Fantom, the Croatian farmer’s son, as a man of honour, it was that same cynic who recognized that only a fool bilked his debts to Venice. Where I had come, others could come also.

And yet now – perhaps it had been the good wine and fellowship of the night before – now the act of vengeance, though still important, was not the sole motive for existence. When I caught up with Godfrey and Felicia I would kill them – or try to. At least, I would kill Godfrey. Felicia deserved no less, but I was no longer certain I could so easily do that deed. And even with Godfrey, though my resolution had not weakened, yet my keen anticipation had lost its edge. It now seemed a necessary chore, not the pleasure in prospect which it had hitherto been.

Such were the thoughts still turning like high hawks in my head as I clasped the landlord’s hand and gave and received a most cordial farewell. And such were the thoughts that stayed with me as I let Priam amble gently along, picking his own path over the stony narrow way.

The sun was hot even under my umbrella, the wine-drowsiness still with me despite my long sleep. Twice I almost fell out of the saddle as I dozed. As the sun approached its apogee I looked for somewhere to rest and quench our thirst. Ahead not far off the road lay a farmhouse. There was no one in sight, but at this time of day wise men enjoyed their siesta. I turned Priam up the track that led to the house. He was almost as sleepy as I was and when a miserable mangy farm cur started up from behind a wall, its sharp yapping threw us equally into confusion.

I swore, Priam reared. Somewhere there was a dull crack like a rotten beam breaking. Priam screamed and came down violently. His forelegs would not hold him and over he went on his head. I who was horseman enough to survive the sudden rearing, could no nothing about this, but soared through the air, the umbrella strapped to my thigh acting as a kind of brake so that my fall to earth was not too violent. But it drove the breath from me and brought tears to my eyes, tears which anticipated the grief which should have caused them. For when my eyesight cleared I beheld Priam lying a few yards away with his dear life ebbing from a great hole in his chest.

I struggled to rise, but the umbrella impeded me. As I tried to wrench it free, it struck me that I was shaded still, though the hoop of leather rested on the side of me away from the sun.

I turned and looked up.

Godfrey stood there, sword in one hand and a smoking pistol in the other.

He smiled with what looked like genuine pleasure.

‘Welcome, my little phoenix,’ he said. ‘Carlo, you never cease to amaze me!’
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THUS begins the last chapter of my friendship with Godfrey Hatfield, English gent., Uskok pirate, seducer of virgins, betrayer of friends.

Truly I may say that most of what little I know in life I learned from Godfrey.

He disarmed me as I lay on the ground, all unmanned. He whistled with pleasure as he examined my Spanish blade, saying, ‘Truly a gentleman’s weapon. So the phoenix would rise in society too!’

‘I had another sword once,’ I answered. ‘But it was used so dishonourably that there is no armourer’s acid may burn away the stain.’

He regarded me sombrely.

‘It was not my words that brought her to that place,’ he said accusingly. ‘So swiftly it happened that she was dead before I saw she was not just some interfering watchman.’

‘Perhaps so. But had it been your own mother, she would still have had to die!’ I said.

‘We all have to die, Carlo,’ he said. ‘And as I recall you are not averse to killing God’s own priests, which are a kind of woman. On your feet now!’

He drove me before him to the house, preventing me when I tried to unstrap the cumbersome umbrella from my thigh, saying, ‘Keep your anchor, Carlo, so you will not drift on a rocky lee-shore.’

The first person I encountered within the house was a redfaced, wine-nosed man whom I recalled as one of my most convivial companions of the night before. He did not look so jolly now.

‘You said nought of killing in the house!’ he protested.

‘You said you would follow him along the road and finish it there.’	-

‘I could not know he would turn towards this hovel,’ said Godfrey carelessly. ‘Go about your business. Better still, take your pay and go and spend it in the town. All will be done, and gone, by the time you return.’

He tossed the red-faced man a purse and he thrust it into his pocket and hastily departed.

‘Strange,’ said Godfrey. ‘A farmer, and can’t abide the sight of blood. Forward!’

He thrust me into a broad stone-flagged chamber simply furnished with a stout wooden table and chairs to match. There was a deep fireplace, not cleaned out since the winter, and here he forced me to sit amidst the cold ashes so that, what with the umbrella, I was almost wedged in.

‘There, Carlo. Now we can talk at our ease and not always be worrying if the other is comfortable!’

He laid my sword and his own on the table, sat down and began reloading his pistol, the English dog-lock I had once so envied. He looked perfectly careless and relaxed but I was not deceived.

‘You paid those fellows to hold me with drink last night, then send me on this road in the morning,’ I accused.

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘You should know me by now, Carlo. In enemy waters I will twist and dodge. But once on the open sea, I never hesitate to turn and fight. I am not one who cares to have some hound of Venice sniffing his trail half across Europe. Though such a puppy as you I never thought to see again! Tell me how you did it.’

There seemed no harm, and in any case when the talking stopped, I cared not to think what was like to start.

He made a good audience, applauding merrily when I described Jaraj’s death. Even on the edge of eternity a man may be flattered, and nothing is more pleasant than to be thought an entertainer. So I pressed on with my tale, never thinking what I was saying till I had finished and Godfrey, a smile still on his lips, said. ‘And so, Carlo, they sent you alone.’

It was too late to claim anything else. I stared at him dumbly, forcing myself not to plead.

‘I had better keep faith with that peasant and not kill you here,’ he mused. ‘I had meant to follow you along the road, blow your brains out from behind and leave you in a ditch as though the banditti had taken you. But you would come up to the house. Still it has given us a chance for this little talk!’

Then he added more sombrely, ‘Carlo. I am sorry for what happened out there.’

I did not take his meaning for a moment.

‘I did not mean to kill Priam. It grieves me much,’ he continued.

I looked at him in amazement. Of course he hadn’t meant to kill Priam, he’d meant to kill me!

But at the same time I was touched by his regret! This was the first horse I had felt anything of that love for which can only exist between a man and his mount. For a moment, the murderer and his victim were united in a common grief.

‘Well, that’s the way of the world,’ he said finally. ‘In the midst of life, eh? Stand up now and let’s get this over. No, stay. Would you care to speak with Felicia before you go?’

If he’d asked me if I’d care to speak with Beelzebub I’d have said yes.

He went to the door and shouted, ‘My love!’

There was no reply.

‘She’s very tired and has been resting,’ he explained. ‘Another reason to make my stand here. Felicia, my sweet! We have company!’

There were footsteps on the stairs and a moment later she appeared.

I had come to picture her in my mind as a kind of cross between one of the top-class Venetian courtesans and the Whore of Babylon. But this was no gilded, perfumed creature bedecked in lace and scarlet silk that stood before me. Clad in a simple dust-stained black travelling gown, her cheeks pale and her eyes dark-shadowed by strain and fatigue, she looked if anything more frail, more defenceless, more pure than the girl I had first encountered in her father’s gondola so many months ago.

Her expression showed no reaction to my presence. I suspected she had been watching, not sleeping, and knew all that had passed.

‘Will you not greet each other!’ asked Godfrey who seemed to be enjoying the situation.

‘Whore!’ I snarled. ‘I know no better greeting.’

‘Nay, you mistake her, Carlo,’ protested Godfrey. ‘Though she was like to have been one had she remained in that holy house. These places, Carlo! You’ve no idea! I went in all honesty of purpose, Carlo, on your behalf, to woo her if she were ripe to be woo’d, but for you. But you had deceived me, Carlo!’

‘What? I deceived you!’

‘Oh yes. I thought to find a maid desperate with love for you. Instead what did I find but one who scarcely knew you?’

‘Scarce knew me?’ I echoed him again. ‘I was never away from her father’s house!’

‘Aye, but were you ever alone? Once only I believe. Did you ever exchange tokens or vows? Never! She bore your presence because her father wished it. And when his desire for your company flagged, so did hers.’

‘Lies!’ I cried, staring wildly for reassurance at this woman I despised.

‘Lies? Who was it, do you think, that told her father of your plan to abduct her the night you were near on beaten to death by Basadonna’s bullies?’

Felicia still did not speak, but there was no denial on her face.

I clutched at straws.

‘The notes she sent me from the convent, they were written in her hand!’ I objected.

‘Aye, Carlo,’ said Godfrey sadly. ‘But at my dictation. You see, I really needed your assistance. Soon I saw this gentle maid had no affection or thought of affection for you. But in that place she was learning many things and though I have never been a barbarian to seduce innocence, my soul is putty in the hands of a fair woman who knows how the world wags. We became enamoured. My visits were delightful, but spoilt always by the sight of your misery if I returned without a message. So we began our course of composition. Carlo, there has been no deceit but that which you practised on yourself!’

This monstrous declaration, made in a more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger tone of voice, left me speechless.

‘But you two shall not part enemies!’ cried Godfrey. ‘Come, my love, will you not say some friendly and comforting words of farewell to Carlo?’

And for the first time Felicia spoke.

‘Kill him quickly and let us be gone from this place,’ she said. ‘This valley oppresses me.’

Even Godfrey was somewhat taken aback.

As Felicia turned to leave he said apologetically to me, ‘She hasn’t been well, it’s been a trying time.’

Hoping to profit from this conciliatory mood, I asked if I might have something to moisten my mouth before we went.

‘Of course,’ he said. And putting his pistol down alongside the swords, he picked up a jug of wine and a clay goblet and began to fill it.

It was little enough but it might be all the opportunity I got.

I launched myself out of the fireplace in an explosion of ashes and soot. That damned umbrella caught in the grate and though the wrench at least pulled it loose from its fastening to my leg, it also sent me sprawling at Godfrey’s feet. As I looked up at him, he laughed and dribbled the wine slowly over my face while his other hand hovered above his loaded pistol.

Filled with fury at my humiliation, I might have made my last assault upon him at that moment, but the door opened again and Felicia staggered backwards into the room.

‘Godfrey!’ she shrieked.

Godfrey span round, his hand closing on the pistol butt.

‘Leave it, Master Hatfield!’ commanded a new voice.

And into the room stepped Giacomo Basadonna, a pistol in either hand.

I never thought I’d be grateful to see that sulky brutal face, and I was right.

As I began to push myself to my feet, one of the pistols came to bear on me and he said, ‘Stay where you belong, peasant. On the floor among the ashes.’

‘What, Signore? Have you not come to assist this emissary of the Senate?’ inquired Godfrey pleasantly.

‘In Venice, sir, we send dogs to sniff out tracks,’ sneered Basadonna. ‘But we do not trust them not to maul and spoil the game.’

‘In England we train them better,’ observed Godfrey. ‘So, while Carlo has been trailing me, you have been trailing Carlo. To what end?’

‘To the end that what belongs to the State shall be returned to the State.’

‘Which is?’

‘Her jewels and holy relicts. This holy nun, my own bride’s sister, whom you have so viciously abducted.’

I wondered what he would say if he knew what I had done to his bride.

‘And Master Fantom? And myself? What of us?’

Basadonna smiled.

‘You shall return for execution. Or, if you prefer, your head alone I shall take back, for that is the property of the State, and all who shall see it displayed shall realize how jealous the State is of her belongings.’

‘Oh? And will the State so readily offend her ancient ally, England?’

‘Sir Henry Wotton is content to accept the Senate’s assurance that you are no Englishman but an Uskok pirate in masquerade, a mere Croat like this spawn here.’

‘And his fate is to be ….’

Basadonna shrugged, enjoying himself hugely.

‘Dogs who have served their purpose are best shot and left for the crows. ’Tis kinder so.’

Godfrey’s eyes flickered towards me, their message plain. We were allies again till this fellow should be dealt with. But who would be first to move? He it was who was like to be pistoled by Basadonna or, if he avoided that fate, be pistoled by his ‘ally’ as soon as the Venetian was dealt with.

Me, I was on the ground, the bulk of the table offering me some protection from a pistol-ball. I had no intention of moving. Let Godfrey make the spring, then I could be up in a trice and grabbing for the nearest weapon. Meanwhile I curled myself up as small as possible.

‘Are you alone, Signore Basadonna?’ inquired Godfrey politely.

‘For the present as you may easily see,’ said Giacomo. ‘But I have a couple of friends who will be here anon. We talked with the landlord of the inn in Morbegno and he was as ready to accept our gold as he had been to take yours. He told us of your plan. I left my men a couple of miles down the road while I came ahead to see how the land lay. Meeting the fellow who owns this place on the way, him also I persuaded to tell me what had passed, and now he is on his way to fetch my companions. So let us wait patiently.’

‘By all means,’ said Godfrey. ‘I was just pouring Carlo a cup of wine. Will you not join us? And Lady Felicia too, to show you bear no malice for the ungentlemanly treatment I have offered you.’

I was almost relaxed on the floor. This was like being in one of the theatres of Venice watching some performance on the stage. Godfrey was offering Felicia a cue to play the injured innocent till she had a chance to divert her brother-in-law-to-be’s attention.

But Basadonna was no fool, despite his years at the University. He would be ready enough on his return to support the myth of injured innocence, if necessary with his sword, but here he had the truth of Felicia’s situation very sharply before his eyes.

‘Be seated, sweet sister,’ he sneered at her, motioning with one of his pistols. ‘Offer a prayer for your miraculous rescue from the jaws of hell!’

Felicia obeyed and when she was seated at the table, it was as if all the stress and trial of the past days finally came to a head for she burst into tears and fell across the board, sobbing passionately.

It was hard not to be moved by the sight. Godfrey looked indignant, I began to rise, and even Giacomo took half a step forward as though to offer some comfort.

And then he took half a dozen rapid steps backwards as Felicia’s hands, outstretched in her paroxysm of grief, seized the pistol on the table and swept it round to bear on him. Had the hands been Godfrey’s, that had been an end to it. But whatever whorish tricks they had taught her in the convent, markmanship was not among them.

She pulled at the trigger, the charge exploded and the ball flew wide past Giacomo’s body and whistled harmlessly through the open door. Basadonna’s face as he recovered from his shock told us we were finished. A bullet apiece for Godfrey and me, then he’d probably slit Felicia’s throat and claim that one of us had done it before he arrived.

It was time to start moving. My best hope was to make myself such a difficult target that the pistol shot did not completely incapacitate me, then try what might be done with the sword.

But even this slim hope seemed completely vain when another figure appeared in the doorway. Basadonna’s men had been swift, I thought bitterly. Now we were theirs to kill or hold, though at least with witnesses our murder might be a little delayed. I could not see the new arrival clearly for he was directly behind his master. Yet he moved with a strangely slow, almost stealthy motion, and spoke not a word, so that Basadonna knew he was there only because of the way his prisoners were looking. Fearing a trick, he glanced hurriedly over his shoulder. The figure lunged forward, there was a sound like the tearing of cloth, his fingers contracted on both his triggers so that there was a single explosion and the balls ricocheted off the stone floor, one ruffling Godfrey’s hair in its passing, but he paid it no more heed than a summer fly.

And now Giacomo turned fully to face the newcomer and we were able to see the long hilt of the stiletto which pointed downwards from low on his left side. It had been, I noted, a good assassin’s blow – that rapid upward sweep which cuts under the back-ribs and clips heart and lung both in its passage.

And as Basadonna slumped to the floor, I saw its author and knew that this expertise was no lucky accident.

The black and rotting teeth of Sabino Baroja showed through his tangled beard as he smiled at me in grisly greeting.

‘See how a Basque keeps a bargain, master,’ he said.

‘You might have done it earlier,’ I protested, near to tears in my relief.

‘The wise man never completes the work till the master is able to pay him for it,’ he answered.

So Baroja had patiently followed Basadonna, biding his time till I should have caught up with Godfrey and the jewels! I could have kissed that revolting mouth!

Even Godfrey had been momentarily transfixed by the sudden change of fortunes. Now recognizing that for him the danger was far from past he stepped towards the table for his sword, but I, filled with the confidence of two-to-one, was there before him, my own Spanish blade in my grip, and as his hand touched the table I swung hard at it. He started back smartly, but not smart enough, and next moment we were both staring at the top two joints of his little finger which stayed on the table.

‘God’s veins!’ he swore, and Felicia shrieked and jumped up, tearing a piece of lawn from her sleeves to catch the pulsing blood. This was her first show of concern for any but herself and I was distressed to find I could still feel jealous. But she got little thanks from Godfrey, who winced as she touched the wound and pushed her impatiently away to bind it himself.

‘So blood to you at last, young Carlo,’ he said thinly. ‘I taught you many tricks, but none so subtle as this – to strike a defenceless man!’

‘You shall have defence enough when you face the Senate!’ I cried, stung quite irrationally by his reproof.

‘I doubt if your new friend purposes my return, or his, or yours either,’ he replied. ‘Come, take the jewels and call it quits. What say you, sir? You look like a reasonable man.’

It was not a term I had thought to apply to Sabino, but in the limited sense of Godfrey’s use of it, I saw it might be just. If I was going to get involved with the Basque in a long debate about our futures, I didn’t want Godfrey around to offer suggestions. I brought my point up to his throat.

‘Stay, Carlo!’ he said urgently. ‘I was ever your friend. Remember I spared your life when first we met. I have cared for you, protected you, educated you. Must all this go for nothing?’

‘It earns you a quick death,’ I replied. But I was moved despite myself. These wise men with their clever words! How often have I had cause to regret listening to them.

‘Nay, Carlo, but listen. I never purposed your death, believe me. It was the discovery of the Spaniards’ plot which made it necessary, otherwise there would have been no fear of pursuit. When we arrived at the convent orchard, I had no thought but to abandon you, a bump on the head, nothing more. This witch had dazzled me with her spells. I was besotted. And so confused and overwrought was I that I had no will to resist when she whispered her monstrous proposals in my ear.’

‘Her proposals!’

‘Aye! Have you not understood?’

He had a magnificent expression of injured bewilderment on his face.

‘All talk of killing you started with this whore. All proposeals, all plans, emanated from this diseased mind. As God is my judge, Carlo, I have been but a simple instrument, bound fast by witchery. Here, take the jewels, take the whore, and let me retire to a simple hermitage in mine own country. For our friendship’s sake, Carlo. Take her, I say!’

Grasping Felicia by the arm he flung her towards me. Naturally I caught her and as my point wavered from Godfrey’s throat, he hurled himself forward once more and this time had his sword in his bloodstained hand before I could prevent it.

Now it was my turn to thrust Felicia away. I felt almost sorry for her. It’s one thing to be regarded as a possession so desirable that men will gladly fight and fall for your sake, another to be punched around like a pallone ball when the real issue of survival arise!

‘Sabino!’ I said, never taking my eyes off Godfrey. ‘Will you take a hand in this game?’

I had seen Godfrey in action too many times to underestimate him, even with a finger missing from his sword hand. Face him alone I would if I had to, but no stupid notions of honour were going to make me refuse any assistance the villainous Basque cared to offer.

But Baroja didn’t seem to be making any move behind me.

I spoke to him again in his own tongue, partly to prevent Godfrey understanding, but also (God forgive my weakness!) out of consideration for Felicia! Something of gentleman’s behaviour had taken root in me after all.

‘Help me kill him,’ I said, ‘and we’ll split the jewels, fifty-fifty, and I’ll chuck in the girl on top of your share.’

Well, it can’t be every day that a squalid fellow such as Baroja gets the chance of a fortune plus the freehold of a woman who is not only a scion of one of Venice’s noblest families, but a nun to boot!

Yet there was still no movement and Godfrey suddenly laughed.

‘I think your friend has other things on his mind, Carlo. Or more properly his stomach!’

Fearing a trick, I moved back several steps before I glanced round.

Sabino stood in the same place as he had been after slaying Basadonna. His hands were clasped together almost piously at his belly. And through his dirty oar-gnarled fingers, seeped a brighter cleaner colour than any that showed itself elsewhere on his person. Not his squalid garments, not his sallow face, not his decaying mouth, and not even his fast dulling eyes could boast a hue to match one drop of that vivid red. And there was more than one drop. Far more. His life was spilling out in pint after pint of rich bright blood.

Felicia’s shot from Godfrey’s pistol had not been completely vain. Basadonna it had missed completely, but Sabino, stealthily advancing from the neighbour room, it must have caught full in the gut. I have seen since many men with their death wounds on them complete what business they were about before they fell, as if the will of man is stronger than either his body or his soul. Baroja had carried out his purpose. But there was no more to be looked for from him.

Even as I watched, he fell forward, hands still clasped at his belly so that he went down straight like a sawn tree, and his head crashed so hard on the paved floor that half a dozen of those rotten teeth were at last shaken from their sockets and rattled like dice across the flags.

And I feared he’d thrown the number of my death for, without more pause, Godfrey was at me!

I was driven back across the room like a puny child. Nothing could have resisted the fury and the skill of that advance. Even my brave new sword was more of a hindrance than a help for I was not yet used to its balance and I found the complicated finger-guard awkward to my unaccustomed grip.

Godfrey noticed this and mocked me, saying, ‘I told you, Carlo, you should have kept that old sword you had of me! But see, if I remove one or two of your fingers, mayhap that will help your passes.’

He chopped viciously at my hand for half a minute, which I preferred to having him chop at my head. The Spanish guard was effective and though he scored the back of my wrist, this limitation of attack gave me a chance to recover my wits and apply myself seriously to the business of defence. Aggression I could not consider. In our practice bouts, whenever I went on the attack, Godfrey seemed able to disarm me at will. But I had become something expert, if only from much usage, at warding off his onslaughts.

So now we circled round the room, me always retreating, Godfrey ever advancing. I hoped that if we continued long enough either Basadonna’s men would grow impatient and advance to the farmhouse, or Godfrey’s wounded hand would drain enough blood from his veins to weaken him.

But the latter showed no signs of happening and the former was quite unpredictable, and in the end I began to feel fatigue creeping through my own travel-weary frame. Felicia meanwhile crouched in a corner, seeming totally indifferent to the outcome of the fight. Who could blame her? It must have been a difficult choice of champions to make – the man she had betrayed against the man who was clearly willing without a second thought to betray her.

Now suddenly there came a respite. The fury of Godfrey’s attack waned. Was he after all feeling the effects of his wound, his journey, his present exertions? For a few moments our circumambulations stopped. We stood face to face thrusting and parrying. Then once more we started circling the room, but now I advanced and he retreated. I felt new waves of strength and confidence running through me. My sword felt perfectly familiar in my hand, almost an extension of it. I thought I could see desperation on Godfrey’s face at the realization that in the end the pupil must always overtake the master.

He thrust, I parried. His sword did not come back with its customary swiftness to the guard position. I saw an opening, thrust forward in perfect balance with feet perfectly placed – and felt my weapon twisted easily from my hand and sent skittering across the stone flags to the furthermost corner.

‘You’re much improved, young Carlo,’ complimented Godfrey, of a sudden not out of breath at all. ‘Though your attacking passes still tend to come in a sequence rather stereotyped. But, give me a few more years, I’d make you the best swordsman in Europe, no doubt of it.’

‘Take them, take them!’ I urged eagerly.

‘I almost wish I could,’ he said sadly. ‘But there is too much now between us to make a return to trust ever possible. Oh Carlo, Carlo, if only you had stayed faithful to me.’

With which extraordinary hypocrisy he thrust his point at my heart. I managed to half turn so the blade slid off my left shoulder. Laughing, he swung his edge at me in a blow that would have taken off my head if I had not ducked almost to the floor, rolled beneath the table and came up at the other side grasping the only weapon I had encountered en route, my umbrella.

Kicking the table aside, Godfrey advanced on me. I retreated to the wall and held out the umbrella before my body like a shield.

‘Carlo,’ he said in the kindly tones of a father to a silly son, ‘that is for defence against the burning sun while what threatens you now is eternal night. Soon you shall cast your own shade for ever!’

And with a few brutal strokes he destroyed the thin circle of stretched leather and then came close so that his point was at my throat and his belly against the end of the harmless cloth-bound holding-staff of the umbrella.

‘Carlo, good-bye,’ he said. ‘My friend.’

‘Good-bye,’ I replied. ‘My friend.’

And thrust with all my might. The fine-filed tip of the old cutlass sliced through the cloth that bound it, sliced through the rich material of Godfrey’s doublet, sliced through the layers of muscle and membrane, grated against the knobs of his backbone and emerged into air again in a spurt of bright blood which stained the floor once more where Sabino’s had already dried to darkness.

He stepped back three paces, looking at me in disbelief.

‘You told me yourself, Godfrey; give up a woman if you must, but a weapon never,’ I said. ‘So when I surrendered my fine toledo blade at a city gate, I kept your old cutlass with me as the handle of my umbrella. For I knew for certain when you entered a town, no laws of God or of man would have rendered you weaponless.’

He slumped to his knees now and looked up at me with a cross between a smile and an agonized grimace.

‘I have been a good teacher,’ he said in a low, strained voice. ‘Oh Christ! The pain. … Carlo, in God’s name, pull the blade out, I beg you, so that I may lay me down and die like a gentleman.’

Touched by his plea, I moved forward to pluck the cutlass from his belly. But as soon as I was within range he swung his sword at my throat with all the force he could muster.

Fortunately it was not much. I evaded the blow easily and the impetus of it carried him over on his side.

‘I had thought to see England again,’ he said clearly.

And died.

At times like this it is fitting that a man should behave in the manner best suited to the circumstances. I pondered a moment on what to do next, then went in search of the booty from St Mark’s Treasury.

I found it all neatly packed in saddle-bags in an upper bedchamber. It all seemed to be there – give or take whatever Godfrey had used for expenses. I regarded the precious spoils, the jewels, the ornaments, the gilded relict casket, and wondered if it was worth any man’s life. Perhaps. It certainly wasn’t worth poor Priam’s.

The door opened behind me and I started nervously. It was no ghost nor any enemy that entered, but Felicia. Though in a way she was both enemy and ghost. It struck me that no word had I heard from her lips since she urged Godfrey to be quick about killing me.

And it also struck me that Godfrey had been right – I had scarcely known the girl when I asked her to elope with me. It was my own youthful imaginings which had created our great romance. I was not so foolish or forgiving as to want to shoulder all blame for what had passed, but I was man enough now to carry my share of it.

‘Did he speak true?’ I asked. ‘Was it you who told your father I should come to the house that night?’

She nodded.

‘So. And did he speak true also when he said it was your plan to kill me and thus divert any pursuers?’

‘No!’ she protested. ‘He alone thought of it. There was no late change. He it was who sold information about the Spanish plot to the Englishman, Wotton, who sold it in turn to the Senate. So he knew in advance there would have to be another kind of diversion.’

I nodded. I had guessed it before.

Picking up the saddle-bags, I made for the door.

There I paused for one last backward look.

A man should never look back. Felicia had seated herself on the bed, or rather collapsed there. She was slack as a Shrove Fair marionette when the Lenten bells sound. And like a marionette she wept as though water poured through holes beneath her eyes, with no sobbing, no convulsion of breast or shoulders.

’Tis taught in my country that a herb grows there which will make a man’s skin hard so that he may not be shot. I half believe it, but no herb exists that can harden a young man’s heart against his lover’s sorrow. Only long sowing and bitter reaping in the world’s stony soil can bring him acquainted with that most secret herb-lore.

So I went to her and took her in my arms and joined my tears to hers and was almost ready to ask her forgiveness for my unkindness, forgetting that in the last hour I had heard that childish voice urging my death!

There I sat, ready to be seduced by virtue, and so would have remained in a kind of holy ecstasy for God knows how long, had not Felicia, mistaking my nature, drawn me down beside her on the bed and began kissing and fondling me.

I had had no experience and scarcely any thought of love since I had taken Margharita against the chimney of Gasparo Valier’s house. It was as if Godfrey had taken my manhood as well as my girl. And now as I realized what was happening I felt at the same time horror that this holy moment should be so defiled and shame that my flesh could offer so little response. But Felicia, as if challenged by my coldness, now applied herself to the work with those chafing wiles I had not known since Maria last brought them to my bed, and so I was in a moment haled up and cast down for ever.

When finally I rose, Felicia lay there still and looked at me through half closed but wholly triumphant eyes.

‘How liked you that?’ she murmured caressingly.

I could not speak. I was betrayed twice over, and this was worse than what I had felt in that misty convent orchard. My eyes were full of tears as I took a handful of gold pieces from one of my saddle-bags and scattered them around her disbelieving face on the pillow.

Now she sat upright and began to scream foul abuse and my tears spouted in earnest. Well, this was a sign of softness in me, but Godfrey’s dog-lock, new loaded and spanned, was in my fist, and though the abuse never ceased, she made no attempt to follow as I left the room and went down the stairs.

Thus we parted in pleasure and we parted in pain and we parted from more than either of our young hearts could begin to guess.

One grief dulls another. Outside in the sunlight I knelt by poor Priam’s body for a while and suddenly what had happened in the house seemed already less cause for sorrow. I was ready to depart.

In the stables I found two horses, Godfrey’s and Felicia’s I assumed. I chose the better of these to ride, a fine deep-chested dim stallion, and the other I loaded with the saddlebags.

Sometimes in life a man must make his own decisions but often they are made for him and that is generally the less painful. I had not yet finally decided which way I would turn when I reached the road. One way would take me back to the Passo di San Marco, the other to Switzerland. And both ways held their dangers. How far would Venice pursue me to regain her treasure? Far enough to make my nights uneasy for a long, long time, I thought. Yet if I took it back myself, what reward could I hope for? Perhaps just such as Basadonna had already tried to bestow on me!

I had almost resolved to leave it to God and my horses, following the direction they should turn when we reached the road. But as I rode out of the stables I saw God had picked another method of solving my problem.

At the junction of the farm track and the road two horsemen stood as if uncertain whether to enter or not. I set the dun walking slowly towards them and as I drew near, I recognized one of them as the big sergeant of the Ducal Guard who had escorted me to my final interviews with the Three. His companion had that look of shifty knowingness which is the mark of a corporal in almost any army in the world. They were not in uniform, of course, but I could see from their demeanour that they were very much on duty for both rested a hand on the pistol butts in their saddle-holsters.

‘Good day to you, Signore Fantom,’ said the sergeant courteously. ‘Sergeant Pitagliano, at your service. We have met before.’

‘I recall it well, Sergeant,’ I said. ‘And I am most glad to meet you again. I guess our errand must be the same and I will be pleased to hand over my responsibilities in this matter to an officer of the Republic.’

So saying, I urged the laden horse towards him.

He did not take his eyes off me but said, ‘Corporal!’

The other man dismounted and unbuckled the saddle-bags, letting out a long covetous whistle at what he discovered there.

‘And it is all here, Signore Fantom?’ inquired Sergeant Pitagliano politely.

‘Alas, I cannot say how much that most notorious villain, Godislav the Uskok, may have disposed of before I recovered it from him, but all I found is there.’

His eyes moved slowly over my own person and impediments. My garments had little space in them for much to be concealed. And for luggage I had but a pair of leather sacks slung over my saddle. When his gaze came to a halt on these, I started, as if at a sudden memory, and said, ‘Forgive me; this too is the property of the Republic.’

Unhooking one of the sacks, I handed it to him.

‘’Tis fortunate you remembered,’ he began sarcastically, then stopped as he pulled loose the leather thong that bound the sack.

‘In God’s name!’ he cried, dropping it.

Curious, the corporal approached and grasping the sack by its bottom, he spilled its contents on to the dusty track, then leapt back like a startled rabbit as Godfrey’s bloody head rolled at his feet. That golden hair glinted in the golden sunlight and those bright blue eyes directed their honest, sincere gaze at the heavens whose colour they stole. Alongside the head lay the jewelled box that had contained the saint’s bones.

‘Is this Godislav the Uskok?’ demanded the sergeant, recovering his poise.

I nodded.

‘And the casket is one which the custodians of St Mark’s Treasure use for the storage of such holy relicts as most become the State,’ I added. ‘I felt these things went well together.’

He half grinned in reply.

‘Truly this is the property of the State. Pick it up, Corporal,’ he commanded. ‘Now, what of Signore Basadonna?’

Briefly I told him what had happened, altering nothing but the truth here and there. I could not, for instance, see much point in revealing my prior connection with Baroja, so I suggested he was one of the local banditti whose intervention had been quite fortuitous. The sergeant seemed very willing to accept my version of events and indeed he showed surprisingly little sorrow at the passing of Giacomo, but then these Venetians are trained to contain their emotions.

‘And Signorina Molini, what of her?’ he asked finally.

‘Still in the house,’ I replied. ‘She seemed uncertain whether she wished to return to Venice or not. I thought it best to leave her for a while to her devotions so that the Lord’s will might be manifest to her. A word of advice, Sergeant. Her terrible experiences have naturally upset her, both mentally and, I fear, morally. She may say strange things, and suggest even stranger. A wise man will make allowances and do his duty.’

‘That’s what I’m paid for,’ he said. ‘Well, I will speak to her. Then I hope we shall all travel back together. Shall we go up to the house now, Signore Fantom?’

‘Not I,’ I said.

‘What?’ His voice was as menacing as mine had been casual.

‘No. I have done my duty to the Republic, Sergeant,’ I answered. ‘All contracts between us are fulfilled. To you I resign both my charge and also any rewards that may accrue for the return of these goods to the Senate.’

He pondered for a while. The corporal and I regarded him, the corporal with the hope of greed in his eyes and myself with as much indifference as I could muster. But my hand too was now at my pistol butt.

Then the sergeant finished whatever private arithmetic was going on in his head and smiled.

‘In the Republic’s name, I thank you, Signore Fantom,’ he said formally. ‘You will always be welcome on our shores.’

‘I’m sure,’ I said, suppressing my sigh of relief.

‘Just one thing more. The other sack ….’

I opened it to show a flask of wine and a loaf of bread.

‘Provisions for my journey,’ I said.

He reached in and took out the wine, holding it to the sun so that light danced in sparks of red through the rich unclouded liquor.

‘It looks a good vintage,’ he said, returning it to me. ‘Where will you go? What will you do?’

I shrugged.

‘God always has destinations and duties for his true servants,’ I said. ‘Give my regards to St Mark!’

And I spurred my horse to the north, not letting him ease to a walk until I was well out of sight of the house and the sergeant and the two bags of treasure and my dead friend’s bloody head.

I should perhaps have felt tired and depressed after all that had taken place that day. I had killed my friend, debauched my love, surrendered a treasure and lost a horse. But for all that I felt a lightening of spirit almost religious in its intensity.

A man must weigh profit and loss all the time. I had lost much, but what had I profited? Well, to start with I had a fine steed between my legs. At my side was my Spanish sword and in my saddle-holster was the English dog-lock pistol I had always coveted. And of course, though wealth has never meant much to me, I was also the fortunate owner of a loaf of bread stuffed with as many diamonds and rubies as it would hold. The Treasury of St Mark would never miss them and man cannot live by bread alone!

Besides I had not been niggardly in rerurn. The jewel-encrusted relict box was not going back empty. Into it I had put a bit of poor Priam’s bullet-shattered breast bone, several of Sebastian’s teeth and Godfrey’s little finger. With a bit of luck they would be venerated in the great basilica from now till the end of time, or at least till the end of Venice.

Venice! Perhaps I would go back there one day. Perhaps. Meanwhile the world lay before me.

I knew not now how old I was then any more than I had known when I left home. But I was beginning to realize that Croatian farmers are not the only ones who judge a man by how much he can lift, how far he can carry, how long he can endure. This is how the world shares out its rewards.

Well, I felt able to lift whatever was necessary and carry it as far as I saw the need. As for endurance, I was still young enough to know that I could live for ever.

And I was still foolish enough to think this a comfort.

I stood in my stirrups and cried to the crowding hills, ‘What man on earth shall o’erthrow Carlo Fantom?’

And the hills answered back, Carlo Fantom!

But I paid them no heed and rode merrily on my way.
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