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Alessandro’s Story
August 10, 1852 A warehouse on the outskirts of Prague 4:47 a.m.
“And now, Don Alessandro,” the voice taunted through the twisting clouds, “the end
approaches.”
Marquis Alessandro Eduardo D’Amici gasped for breath in the thickening smoke. His
stinging eyes could no longer see his adversary, but he heard the harsh laughter, nonetheless.
D’Amici struggled against the leather and steel restraints holding him fast to the cold, hard table.
“I hope you are prepared to meet your Maker,” his unseen tormentor called through the
swirling fog, a Bavarian accent clipping his consonants. “The acid vapors will put a permanent
end to your damned meddling. You and your foolish Guardian friends will pay the price for your
misguided interference. The Relic is mine! With it, I am invincible. And not even your clever
devices can save you now.”
“If you expect me to beg for my life, Count, you’re going to be disappointed,” D’Amici spat
into the grey mist, before the coughing overtook him once more, shaking his close-cropped dark
curls.
“I don’t expect you to beg,” the smooth, German-accented voice replied. “I expect you to
die. And since I don’t plan on dying with you, this must be aufedersein, my dear Marquis.”
D’Amici heard the slam and bolting of the door, as his sworn enemy left, consigning him to
inevitable doom. D’Amici squirmed, forcing his lungs to work as slowly as possible, taking in
the smallest amount of the searing, toxic fumes that he could manage, his heart pounding.
He strained to gain more movement in his right hand, flicking the hidden button built into
his signet ring. Nothing. He tried flicking the ring once more – no response.
Shit! The catch must be stuck, he thought, as his mind dashed for possible alternatives for his
technical failure. If only he could reach into his pocket, he was sure he could use his vibralance
secreted in the seam to loosen the restraints holding him fast to the metal slab. But to no avail,
the metal and leather cuffs held him fast, scratching and tearing his wrists.
D’Amici’s head began swimming, his lungs on fire as the noxious billows smothered over
him. His futile struggles against his bonds lessened, as the poison began its work upon his body.
Oh my God, D’Amici thought with growing despair, as he felt the strength drain from him.
This can’t be it! I can’t allow the Count get away with the Relic!
Fear knotted his gut as he wondered if his good friend and partner, Calyx, had succeeded in
securing the ancient artifact, while D’Amici had distracted their shared adversary, who’s thirst
for power knew no human limits. The Relic was key to maintaining the vital balance of power
between the Light and Dark Brotherhoods, caught in their ancient battle. Recapturing the Relic
was more important to D’Amici than his own life, for if the Relic were to remain in the wrong
hands, all of Europe, perhaps even the whole civilized world, would quake before the sword of
the Illuminati, the Dark Brotherhood of Bavaria, completely open to their wicked strike.
The thought of failure was almost more than D’Amici could bear. He made another effort to
stretch and twist his hand, but could not quite reach. He hacked as his lungs rejected the noxious
fumes. Using the spasms of his body, he wrestled with the tight cuffs, his mind racing over just
how much was at stake.
With possession of the Relic, the Count and his Illuminati thugs could not only seize the
reins of power in Europe, they also might gain unrestrained access to Villa D’Amici. The fivehundred-year-old castle in the Lombardi foothills of the Alps was the ancestral home to the

accumulated knowledge of the Grail Guardians, the ancient order of knights whose duty it was to
protect that hoary knowledge, and the mysteries of the Bloodlines, as well. The Count’s victory
would also grant his enemies access to D’Amici’s own beloved wife, Beatrix, and their young
family. Beatrix’s beautiful ivory face, surrounded by masses of thick, dark hair floated before his
hot, streaming eyes, empowering him anew.
Once more, he reached his hand, the sharp metal and leather of his restraints tearing at his
flesh. Ignoring the pain as the sharp metal bit into his tender skin, he twisted harder, his own
blood acting a lubricant. The room was filled with the dark smoke, as the burning in his eyes and
lungs seared through him. The leather on his right hand gave slightly.
With a savage cry, D’Amici finally yanked his torn and bleeding hand free. Yet his mind
was shutting down. Even as he dug in his pocket for the device secreted there, he knew he was
losing consciousness. I’ve failed… failed my mission… failed the Guardians… failed Beatrix…
The thought of his vulnerable wife and small children racked him, as his vision narrowed to
a small tunnel. His heart cried a desperate prayer for their safety as he collapsed back onto the
table.
As the blackness consumed him, suddenly there was light.
And air!
Someone strapped a close-fitting mask over his nose and mouth. D’Amici struggled to open
his tearing eyes and beheld his partner, Calyx, encased in thick, protective gear and a ventilator
mask, using a vibralance to cut off the rest of his bonds. The tall, lanky man shook his head as he
helped D’Amici to rise.
“Sandro, Sandro… What have you gotten yourself into this time?” Calyx’s voice was
hollow from inside the breathing apparatus.
D’Amici gulped in the fresh air supply. He beheld his friend with warm brown eyes, still
unable to speak around his desperate lungs.
“Come on! We’ve got to get out of here before those Illuminati thugs outside the door wake
up,” Calyx urged as he half-dragged the small, wiry man from the table and towards the exit of
the torture chamber.
D’Amici reached up a hand to halt his friend and rescuer.
“The Relic?” he managed to gasp out, searching Calyx’s face for a glimmer of success.
“Safe, my friend. You did it,” Calyx said with a smile behind his ventilator mask. “Now
let’s get you out of here so you can go gloat!”
September 14, 1852

Villa D’Amici Northern Italy

2:10 p.m.

“The magnetic catch failed to release on the vibralance’s case. It wasn’t the ring signaler at
all, like I first thought,” D’Amici told Calyx, a month later.
The two were gathered in Don Alessandro’s secret workshop, deep beneath the north tower
of his ancestral stronghold, Villa D’Amici, for the long-awaited post-mortem on their last
mission. The vast subterranean room was the remnant lava chamber of a long dormant volcano,
with a naturally domed ceiling and filled with overflowing workbenches and bookcases.
D’Amici’s small, wiry build was in shirtsleeves and waistcoat, with Calyx’s long, lean
frame in a dove grey frock coat. The two were in the cavernous chamber filled with all manner
of ingenious mechanical and military inventions. D’Amici waved the offending device in
Calyx’s face.
“That’s why I wasn’t able to free myself sooner. Of course, I would have gotten it in just a
few more moments, had you not interrupted me.” Humor as well as a machismo swagger danced

in D’Amici’s voice. “Your dramatic rescue was quite unnecessary… but I’m glad you came back
for me, nonetheless, my old friend! I owe you one… again.”
Honest gratitude swam in D’Amici’s eyes, as he wrenched his mind from thoughts of how
close he had truly been to death, but for the intervention of this loyal and resourceful man beside
him, as he had been for so many other dangerous missions in the past. He was glad to have a man
like the somber, yet quietly powerful Giuseppe Calyx at his back. He knew he could always
depend on Calyx.
A rough cough rumbled up from deep within D’Amici. Even after weeks of recovery,
D’Amici’s ravaged lungs were not healing as quickly as anticipated. He was loath to admit that
he no longer bounced back from such misadventures as he did ten years ago. An emotion
D’Amici couldn’t quite identify raised a lump in his chest every time he recalled his narrow
escape.
D’Amici slapped his friend on the back, dismissing the depth of emotion mirrored in his
friend’s eyes above their hawkish, high-bridged nose. “Come, look at this. What do you think if
we use a weaker magnet?”
The taller man looked down at his friend with a grin.
“I told you a magnetic catch wouldn’t work,” Calyx chided, with a slightly discernible
Naples accent. “A spring catch would be much more reliable, would work under more conditions
and the mechanism would take up less room. But do you listen to my suggestions? No. One
word from me and you do whatever you please. Perhaps now you will listen, no?”
“Very well,” D’Amici allowed. “This time, I will admit that in this one instance, you knew
best. But that is an aberration, my friend, an aberration!”
“Fine, then free yourself from the Count’s trap next time, and I’ll stay home and sleep in for
a change,” Calyx quipped back with good humor.
Their laughter again set off the cough that had plagued D’Amici since Prague. For several
long moments, the bantam Don Alessandro choked as Calyx looked on sympathetically.
“You know, Peppe,” D’Amici lowered his tone and spoke seriously once he regained his
composure. ‘What has haunted me the most these last weeks while I have been recovering is the
thought that I had failed Beatrix and the children. Instead of thinking about fulfilling the mission,
I was in turmoil over my wife and family!”
D’Amici turned and paced a few steps away from Calyx, stopping to absently finger a halfassembled mechanism on a nearby workbench.
“If I am to fulfill my ancient duty as Defender of the Faith, I can’t be distracted by personal
affections and ties. As dearly as I love Beatrix and our two girls, I cannot allow them to get in the
way of the vows I made before God and my progenitors. I am thinking of sending Beatrix and
the girls away. I can’t think straight with them always on my mind. The preservation of our
heritage for future generations is more important than my personal happiness. It is my sacred
duty to always be ready to sacrifice myself for the greater cause. As first knight and defender of
the Holy Grail, my loyalty must be first to the Grail Guardians.”
“Sandro, no!” Calyx cried as grabbed his friend’s shoulder and turned him. “Yes, Defender
of the Faith is an awesome burden, but what is the point of preserving the Grail if there is no one
to pass it on to? These wars are wearing heavily on our numbers, Sandro. We must have families
and children to keep the heritage and Lineages alive.”
“If that is truly what you felt, Peppe, then why have you yet to marry? You’re well into your
forties, and yet no wife, no heir,” D’Amici challenged, wagging his finger before his tall friend’s
hawkish nose.
“Don’t be lecturing me about not having a proper heir, Sandro,” Calyx shot back, only half
joking.

“I’m not some prize stallion put out to stud –“ D’Amici cut off his words abruptly, suddenly
alert. “Did you hear that?” he whispered, barely audible.
Leaving Calyx by the workbench, D’Amici grabbed a phlotronic pistol prototype from the
table, and began searching the room. Calyx glanced around, noting the location of nearby tools
that could be pressed into service as weapons should the need arise. He wondered who could
have possibly penetrated so deeply into the keep’s impressive defenses.
A slight rustle alerted Calyx and he signaled the location to D’Amici, who silently padded
over, lethal pistol extended at arm’s length.
“Show yourself,” D’Amici demanded. “We know you’re in there.”
D’Amici approached a large, canvas-covered mass, grabbed a corner of the fabric and threw
it back, leveling his weapon with pinpoint accuracy at point blank range upon a small girl with
pink ribbons in her long, dark curls, cowering on the floorboards of a mechanized vehicle.
“Sophia!” D’Amici bellowed at his young daughter. “What are you doing in here? Do you
have any idea how close you came to getting your head blasted off?”
“Easy, easy, Sandro,” Calyx soothed as he rushed to D’Amici’s side, steadying the smaller
man with a restraining hand. “She’s only six years old, she doesn’t know.”
Hot rage surged through D’Amici.
“You see, Giuseppe? The damned little buggers get into everything! I always have to worry
about them… I can’t get anything done!” He reached into the mechanical carriage and roughly
yanked the girl out by the arm.
“Owww, Papa!” Sophia whined, resisting her father’s efforts to extricate her.
Immediately, D’Amici loosened his grip on the girl’s arm, but did not release her. He half
guided, half dragged her through the expansive, tool and contraption-filled chamber towards the
door, followed by Calyx.
“How did you get in here, Sophia?” D’Amici demanded as he propelled her out the door and
into the long ascending corridor towards the main keep, without waiting for her to answer. “I’ve
told you that you are not allowed in the north tower. That is not a place for little girls. You might
get hurt. It’s very dangerous for you to be there.”
“But I wasn’t in the north tower, I was under it,” the girl protested, with huge dark wounded
eyes.
“You know that it was naughty to be there, upstairs or down,” her father insisted sternly.
Stony-faced, Sophia gave token resistance, but allowed herself to be led out a looming stone
lintel, and up the moist stone stairs, her little chin quaking with the effort to hold back tears.
Muttering invective at the girl’s precociousness, D’Amici guided her into a large lodge room,
filled with comfortable leather couches and armchairs. He stopped and knelt down to grasp her
by both shoulders, as Calyx hastened to catch up.
“Sophia, you have to promise me you will never, ever go down there ever again. The whole
north wing is out of bounds for you and your sister. Do you understand me? This is very
important,” D’Amici scolded. He studied her big dark eyes, so like his own, for several moments
before clutching her to his chest. He slowly released her and rubbed her shoulders as Calyx
approached. “Do you promise?”
The little girl looked from her father to his tall friend.
“Yes, Papa,” she lisped with a pout. “I promise.”
“How the devil did you get into the workshop?” D’Amici asked, sitting back on his
haunches. He looked up at Calyx, towering over the two of them. “How did she sneak in without
us noticing?”
“I’m more concerned whether or not she overheard us…” Calyx suggested.
A look of horror came over D’Amici’s face, as he recalled their conversation prior to the
girl’s discovery.

“Sophie…” D’Amici began helplessly. “You know I only want to protect you and your
sister and mother. You must trust me to know what is best for you.”
“Yes, Papa,” Sophia acquiesced, but the smoldering fire in her eyes hinted that this was not
the end of the matter.
“Where’s your governess?” D’Amici queried and he rose to standing.
“Don Alessandro,” interrupted the venerable old butler to the House of D’Amici, calling
from the entrance to the main part of the massive old keep. “Please pardon my intrusion, but
your visitor from the New World has arrived.”
“Ah, thank you, Mario,” D’Amici replied. “Show him in here.” He bent down again to
resume his questioning. “Sophia, why aren’t you with your governess? We’re paying her good
money to keep you out my hair. The north wing is permanently off limits for little girls. Don’t let
me ever catch you in there again!”
Slow tears began to roll down Sophia’s ivory cheeks.
“Oh, no!” D’Amici moaned in dread, going back down on his knee again. “Now, don’t cry,
honey! You know Papa sometimes sounds harsher than he means to… Please don’t cry…”
Her father’s attentions only fanned the flames of the child’s distress, and she began sobbing
in earnest. D’Amici took her in his awkward arms and began soothing her, as Calyx looked on,
amused.
Sophia refused to be mollified by her father’s efforts. Even the promise of a trip to Milan,
some fifty miles away, to buy a new doll failed to stop the flow of her tears.
“Don’t just stand there, Calyx,” D’Amici barked. “Give me some help here!”
Calyx crossed his arms over his chest and rocked back on his heels.
“It looks to me like you have everything under control. You don’t require any dramatic
rescues,” he replied as he smiled down at the two.
D’Amici shot his friend a murderous look over the girl’s head, as the butler returned,
ushering a tall, slender man in the dark blue uniform frock coat of a United States Army officer.
“Ah, Lieutenant… I’ve been expecting you. Welcome to Villa D’Amici,” said D’Amici, as
he straightened once more, dismissing the American’s bow with a wave of his hand. “We don’t
stand on ceremony around here unless required. This is my friend and cohort, Giuseppe Calyx…”
The two men shook hands.
“And who is this enchanting little lady?” asked the newcomer, in badly pronounced Italian,
as he removed his wide-brimmed Hardee hat and knelt down to Sophia’s level, taking her hand
in his and kissing it chivalrously.
D’Amici suppressed a smile, as Sophia’s tears ceased in fascination with the mysterious
newcomer.
“This is my eldest daughter, Sophia,” he informed the charming stranger.
“What’s your name?” the bold little girl enquired.
“I am Lieutenant John Michael Jones,” he replied, a smile curling his well-trimmed dark
mustache. “I’ve got some licorice drops here,” he said as he dug in his pocket. “Would you like
some?” He glanced up at the girl’s father, hovering protectively over the two. “That is all right if
I give her some candy, isn’t it, sir?”
D’Amici considered the young man for a moment, as his daughter alternated her hopeful
gaze between her father and the handsome Jones.
“Just a few pieces – it’s getting close to supper time,” he relented at last. “Oh, Mario,” he
called to the retreating butler, as the officer apportioned out the candy from a small, creased
brown paper bag. “Here, take Sophia back to her governess, will you? And inform the Marquessa
that we will have two more for dinner.”

He handed off the reluctant girl to the butler and turned to his guests as soon as she thrust
the hard candy in her mouth. The little girl turned her head to stare at the American officer as she
allowed Mario to lead her away.
“I don’t know about you two,” D’Amici sighed as he watched his daughter’s retreat, “but I
would greatly enjoy a brandy now. Shall we? Please, sit down.”
He led the way across the expansive hall to an arrangement of low leather couches and
tables. Going to a side table with snifters and a cut cruet of brandy, he poured three drinks as the
other two seated themselves on opposing couches. D’Amici handed them glasses and returned
for his own, calling over his shoulder, “So what does our glorious patriarch have in store for me
now?”
Lieutenant Jones drew a leather message bag from his shoulder and pulled out first a sealed
envelope, and two small paper packets. These he handed to D’Amici without comment.
D’Amici crossed the fine Persian rug to take the items. The small packets rattled in
D’Amici’s hand. He paused to shake them, satisfied at their full report. “Are these…?” he
inquired with a conspiratorial smile.
“Oh, yes,” replied Jones, returning the grin. “Those are the seeds for the best strains of the
prophetic vine to be found in Brazil. The patriarch thinks they should grow quite well in the
Glass Arbor.”
Calyx and D’Amici exchanged knowing looks.
“Outstanding,” D’Amici murmured, as he turned his attention to tearing open the
accompanying letter. A small cough shook him as his eyes scanned the elegant handwriting, his
heart sinking.
“Do you know what’s in this?” he demanded of the young American officer.
Jones nodded, whispering softly, “I’m sorry, m’lord.”
“What? What’s wrong?” asked the tall Neapolitan.
D’Amici threw himself resignedly into the couch beside his friend.
“You should be happy, Peppe. It seems the patriarch agrees with you. In his infinite wisdom,
he is taking me off active duty, and revoking my title of Defender. It seems my genius would
better serve the Grail by seeing to my vital duty to produce and train a proper male heir to carry
on the lineage.”
Calyx nodded once in acknowledgment.
D’Amici slapped the leather couch with the letter, and shook his head in disbelief.
“This was not unexpected, Sandro. After all,” Calyx told his friend, trying to soften the blow,
“you are fifty-two years old, and have no male heir. It is a testament to your effectiveness as
Defender that they let you keep the office for so long.”
D’Amici avoided his friend’s eyes, his own stinging with disappointment.
“If only Sophia were a boy…” he began. “She’s so quick and clever… But, no… one can’t
go against tradition, even if the Illuminati are overrunning Europe.”
“It certainly solves your family distraction dilemma,” Calyx offered with a smile. D’Amici
glared in response.
“Sir, if I may be so bold,” Jones interjected. D’Amici nodded for him to proceed. “It seems
to me that you now have the best of all possible worlds. You get to stay here with your delightful
family, in this splendid castle. You can continue inventing your fine devices, still fighting the
good fight against the forces of darkness, but from behind the scenes, instead of risking your
neck on the frontlines. And you can explore prophecy and vision with the patriarch’s blessings. I
wish I were in your shoes, if you don’t mind my saying. I’ve seen enough violence and killing to
last me several lifetimes.”
“Thank you, Jones, I appreciate what you are trying to do,” the unimpressed D’Amici
replied. “But the truth is that my only value to the order now is as a stud, put out to pasture.”

“Oh, let’s not start that again, Sandro,” Calyx retorted, swatting at D’Amici’s arm. “Just
think of all the time we’ll now have to work out all the problems with phlotronics. That would be
a far greater contribution to mankind than you racing about the globe, recovering ancient
artifacts and dodging Illuminati assassins. If you can fully develop your phlotronics research,
you could provide humanity with an unlimited energy supply. And with the phlogiston bomb,
you can effectively end war in the world for all time, as no one would want to risk having its
savage power loosed upon the earth… And then there is the extra time with the lovely Marquessa
Beatrix to think about,” he added with a raised eyebrow and a knowing grin.
D’Amici considered his friends words.
“Perhaps you are right, yet again, Peppe,” D’Amici allowed. He turned towards Jones with a
weary smile. “As much as I hate to admit it, perhaps it is better to stand aside, to let younger men
have a chance to save the world for a change.”

Christopher Jordan’s Story
April 19, 1859

Munich, Bavaria 3:11 p.m.

Though past the early blossom of her beauty, the Countess Katheryn von Rothshildt was still
a very attractive woman. About the same age his mother would have been, if she were still alive,
Haldane reckoned. Tall and full figured, light eyed, with dark hair streaked dramatically at the
left temple, her presence dominated the well-appointed salon. Easily the most influential woman
on the Continent, all Europe’s gentry knew her of sharp wit and keen political insight, as well as
her refusal to suffer fools gladly.
“What’s your name again?” she demanded, as she eyed the sullen young man before her.
“Lieutenant Christopher Haldane, Your Excellence,” he replied, without meeting her gaze.
Haldane did not want to be in the Countess’ parlor. He did not want to be in Munich.
Although accustomed to this kind of high-ranking diplomatic delivery mission, he still thought it
in rather poor taste for his commander, Sir Percy Arden, to send him away so shortly after his
bereavement leave was up. He still couldn’t understand why the commanding officer he admired
and respected seemed so insensitive to his grief.
“Christopher? No… I don’t think so,” the Countess assessed, as she scrutinized Haldane
through the reading lorgnettes she held before her pale eyes. “That won’t do at all.”
“E-excuse me?” Haldane asked, befuddled.
“Have you another name? A better one?”
“A better… name?”
“Yes, is there anything else they call you?” she required, with slight annoyance creeping
into her voice.
Haldane recalled how Sir Percy had stressed the importance of this letter, and the need to
keep the receiver of it appeased. He had been explicitly warned not to endanger the mission by
getting into the Countess’ bad graces. He shrugged.
“My family calls me by my middle name to avoid confusing me with my uncle, who is also
named Christopher. They call me Jordan, or sometimes Danny, but I don’t like that as well as
Jordan,” he offered tentatively.
The Countess broke into a broad grin.
“Oh yes, that’s much better. Jordan. Yes, that will do nicely. Quite nicely, indeed.” The
Countess resumed reading the several-paged letter.
Dismissing the Countess’ eccentricity, he resumed his preoccupation, ignoring the fine room,
hung with priceless Rembrandts and Botticellis, the large, sunlit windows and damask-coved
furniture. It was well known that the Countess von Rothshildt had a wide following of rulers,
field marshals and admirals who prized her advice and intelligences above all others. He had to
admit that, when it came to diplomacy, Sir Percy chose his moves with unparalleled
effectiveness. He wondered anew what designs his superiors were now drawing with the
inclusion of the influential Countess in their plans.
What is it this time? Haldane wondered. Austria’s recent invasion of Sardinia? Negotiating
the final treaties for annexing India? Surely nothing that anyone else could not have delivered.
After all, it has been but a scant forty-six days since I lost my sweet little Rachel.
Finally, after several long minutes, the Countess laid down her carved ivory-handled reading
lorgnettes on the massive gilded baroque desk, sat back and turned her full attention to Haldane.
He stood at ease, tall and slender, his dusty document pouch still slung over the fine red wool

and gold braid of his uniform coatee. Clean-shaven, his dark hair was shorn short for ease while
traveling.
She stared up and down, her eyes taking him in, like a crouched cat assessing an
unsuspecting mouse. Haldane fought against a fidget, uncomfortable under the intensity of her
scrutiny. The letter still in hand, she rose and came around the desk to slowly circle Haldane,
inspecting him from all angles.
“So, your father is a member of the British House of Lords?” she asked.
Haldane nodded his head.
“Uh – yes, Your Excellence. He’s the Baron of Malwick, Lord Charles Haldane. I’m his
younger son,” Haldane replied, his fine high brow puckered in confusion.
“Does he know of your whereabouts?”
“No, ma’am. It is strictly against protocol to inform family members of any details of
classified missions, Your Excellence,” he quoted from the British Royal Army Officer’s
Handbook as she continued her inspection route behind his back.
She nodded with a smile.
“Do you know what is in this letter?” she questioned, coming to a stop before him. The
statuesque Countess looked deeply into his smoked emerald eyes in his pale, handsome young
face.
First, he tried to avoid, then met her gaze, swallowing his growing apprehension.
“No, Your Excellence. I seldom know the contents of the documents I deliver,” he replied
honestly.
“Hmmph,” she replied, and resumed her inventory. “Your commanding officer, Sir Percy
Arden, has great faith in you. He believes you have much potential, if you get the right kind of
training and opportunities. What do you think? Do you agree?”
Haldane barely mastered his gasp of surprise.
“I-I don’t know…” he stammered.
She stopped before him once more.
“What do you want from life, Jordan? Are you ambitious? Or are you content to take
whatever happens to come your way?”
Haldane looked away from the demanding woman. The mission was certainly taking a
strange turn. He had never received such personal questions while on a routine diplomatic errand
before. Even more disturbing, was that she asked the very same questions he had been asking
himself in the recent weeks following the grisly death of his young bride while delivering their
stillborn daughter. But he recalled Sir Percy’s admonition.
“Be assured, Jordan,” she relented, her heavy silver-grey watered silk gown rustling with her
movements. “You can be honest with me. This will go much better if you are. You can trust me
to keep your secrets. Most of the ruling heads of Europe find me trustworthy enough… So what
do you want? Do you intend to be the master of your own fate?”
“I suppose so…” he began reluctantly. “I have always wanted to do something that would
help people, that would make a difference, make my mark on the world, and all that lot. That’s
why I joined the Royal Army.” He tossed his dark head with a small chuckle. “Well, that and I
didn’t want to become a priest, which is what second sons usually do in my family.”
“Ah-h,” sighed the Countess. “Yes, I can see that. I can also see that you have suffered a
great blow from life. Perhaps several. It has left its mark upon your heart.” Haldane whipped his
head up, eyes wide, wondering what else this insightful lady might know about him. “So, I ask
you again, are you willing to take your destiny into your own hands, or do you leave your fate to
chance?”
Haldane stared boldly into the woman’s pale blue eyes.

“I believe there is always free will,” he replied with conviction. “We can always choose how
we respond to events, even if we cannot control which events happen to undergo the formality of
actually occurring.”
“A fair response,” she evaluated. “Very philosophical. But that does not answer my question.
Would you be willing to do whatever it took to be master of your destiny?”
Haldane pondered for a few moments before responding.
“To be honest, I have been wondering about just that very question myself. I do know that I
have not been content with the results of what life has brought me so far. When I trusted it to
bring me happiness, all it brought was sorrow,” he confessed. “I have done everything I was
taught that I am supposed to do to be happy, to be a good officer, a good son, a good husband.
But none of it kept my wife from dying in childbed when we had been wed less than a year!
None of it has made me more than a glorified errand boy, with prospects for years more of the
same, even with Sir Percy’s help. None of it has made me happy. It always seems to benefit
someone else, not me. But I don’t know what else to do. It all seems rather futile.”
Countess von Rothshildt gave a lopsided smile.
“How old are you, Jordan?”
“Twenty, Your Excellence,” he replied, tugging at the high black collar of his crimson
uniform coatee.
“So young to be so cynical… Your commander has requested that I take you on for the next
three months as an attaché, to help prepare you to enter the world of international diplomacy and
intelligence,” she told him. “This is a very precious opportunity, Jordan. Based on what I see
before me, I am inclined to agree with Sir Percy – you do have potential. You have all the right
ingredients to make a great success: intelligence, good breeding and good looks. With the
contacts and training I could provide, you could rise to the highest levels in world politics. Is that
what you want? For if it isn’t, then don’t waste my time.”
Haldane’s mind swam with the implications. If the powerful Countess von Rothshildt were
to take him under her wing, to instruct and mold him, introduce him to world leaders and
recommend him for positions, there could be no limits to his military career. He could rise out of
the drudgery of his current low status. Although he had made good progress in the last two years,
it still promised to be many years before he was likely to see captain, at the traditional rate of
promotion. But he could prove himself irreplaceable, and sidestep the long, slow ladder of rank,
if he were to have access to Countess von Rothschildt’s intelligences and training. He was
dazzled by the limitless horizons suddenly opening before him.
“What would I have to do?” Haldane asked, his dark green eyes narrowing, as suspicion
raised its ugly head.
“Abide by my direction without question, give me your absolute trust and always be
completely honest with me for the next three months. After that, you shall be free to do as you
think best, no strings attached,” she explained without varnish.
Haldane stared ahead as he considered her terms.
I don’t care for the unquestioning obedience bit, but it’s only for three months, he thought. It
can’t be worse than basic training, and I endured that tolerably well. With her influence, I could
perhaps make general or better. Maybe that would finally convince Pa that enlisting with the RA
wasn’t a mistake. Besides, Sir Percy requested this especially for me. He wouldn’t have sent me
here if he didn’t think it best.
He turned back to the dark-haired Countess.
“Very well. I agree.”
“I don’t promise it will be easy, but I do promise you will get the results you desire most.”
Suddenly, the Countess wrapped her arms about his neck. “Now, kiss me,” she ordered.
Startled, Haldane pulled back.

“You agreed to abide by my direction. Are you intending to make a poor start?” Annoyance
edged her voice once more.
Unwilling to ruin this new opportunity, Haldane awkwardly took the statuesque Countess in
his arms and kissed her gingerly on the cheek.
“You’ll have to do better than that,” she chided mildly. “When was the last time you made
love to a woman?”
Unbidden, Haldane’s face turned a deep beet red. He released her and stepped back a few
steps to regain his composure.
“Dear Lord, boy! Has it been that long?”
Haldane replied without looking her in the eye.
“My wife was quite ill with her confinement. She wasn’t –“
The Countess cut him off impatiently.
“Yes, yes… Sir Percy informed me of your tragic loss. But that is now behind you. You may
grieve on your own time. But not on mine…” She moved closer to him, placed her hand on his
chest. “How many women have you had sex with, Jordan?” she breathed in his ear. “I’ll wager
it’s less than five. Three? Only the one?”
Again, the deep flush crept up Haldane’s neck and over his face.
“I don’t see what any of this has to do with teaching me international politics,” Haldane
objected, as he retreated once again from the Countess’ advance.
The Countess shook her head in disappointment, slapped the letter down on the desk and
placed her hands on her shapely hips.
“You don’t see it, do you, Jordan?” she retorted. “How well you succeed in any endeavor, in
politics or business or even the Church, is only a reflection of who you are. It is all of one piece.
If you would inhabit a certain realm of endeavor, such as politics, you must discern what manner
of man is most likely to succeed in that realm. Then you must fashion yourself into that sort of
man. If you intend to someday rub elbows with the likes of General Baden, or perhaps even Lord
Prime Minister Derby, you must be someone they would welcome into their ranks.” Satisfied
with the visible consternation she was evoking, Countess von Rothshildt added with relish, “Are
you now that man?”
Haldane shook his head with self-conscious vigor.
“From what Sir Percy says of you and what you have shown me, I think you could be,
should you undertake to put yourself to the task. The more important question is: Are you willing
to do whatever it takes to achieve your lofty goals?” she leveled at him. “You would have to
devote yourself to the study of strategy, both military and political. History and philosophy as
well. And it is always good to be abreast the latest sciences. Learn as many languages fluently, as
you can – I understand you have a gift for tongues. We shall soon put it to the test. You would
need to learn how to defend yourself in armed and unarmed combat, and learn the techniques of
the assassin to make yourself invulnerable. You must learn to find advantage in adversity, to
gather information from unlikely sources, to see through the guile of others. And you must also
be an accomplished lover, as seduction will often further your aims better than a frontal attack. I
can help you with all of these, if you will allow me.”
The color drained from Haldane’s face as her words sunk in.
Make yourself invulnerable… find advantage in adversity… see through the guile… These
sounded infinitely appealing to Haldane. But the effort this woman demanded was daunting
indeed. Further, it desecrated Rachel’s memory. He wasn’t even officially out of mourning yet
for another four months.
What was Sir Percy thinking, sending me headlong into this kind of liaison? At least he
could have given me some advanced warning... But if he had, I likely would have refused. Once
more, he marveled at his commander’s keen foresight.

“And what do you get out of this arrangement?” he demanded of her. “Don’t ask me to
believe you would selflessly help me rise to the pinnacle of power and expect nothing in return.”
“Quite right, Jordan. I also gain. Not only do I get to enjoy introducing you to the games of
love and war for the next few months…” She closed the gap between them, laid her hand on his
chest once more, peering into his eyes. “I also gain a valuable personal ally in the future. And my
personal ally is also the ally of all my other personal allies. Surely, you know that my
intelligence gathering is second to none. My allies tell me what they think I should like to know.
I never ask them to divulge anything they do not wish to volunteer, nor do I demand they follow
my advice. And it should be the same with you. But know that the more you share with me, the
more I shall share what I learn from the others with you. How is it, do you think, that I am able
to learn more quickly than even Queen Victoria about the major movements of nations and men?”
she smirked. “The more allies I have, the more I am able to understand the flow of events
throughout Europe. So, do you wish to join Sir Percy as one of my allies?”
Haldane’s eyes riveted to the Countess at the mention of his commanding officer. Sir Percy
had been his mentor and role model for the past two years, as Haldane toiled as first an ensign,
then second lieutenant, then, finally attaining first lieutenant only four months prior, under the
man’s competent tutelage. As Haldane considered what he admired most about his commander,
he realized they were precisely those traits that Countess von Rothshildt had described.
But what about Rachel?
Could he betray his wife’s memory for the promise of power?
Haldane understood that if he refused now, a scorned Countess von Rothshildt would never
extend the rare offer again. And if his commander truly were one of her allies, as he was now
inclined to agree, his military career would never recover from such a snub.
Realizing he was vastly outmaneuvered, he took the Countess in his arms and gave her what
he hoped was a sufficiently passionate kiss.
Surely, Rachel would not want to see my future destroyed because of her...

Sophia’s Story
August 23, 1861 Villa D’Amici, Northern Italy
“He is good and so, so handsome!
He is good and so, so handsome!
So handsome, so handsome is my love!
Two young women gossiping, as women do.
One was saying, is your husband good to you?
He is good and so, so handsome!
He is good and so, so handsome!
So handsome, so handsome is my love!”
The three young D’Amici sisters burst into giggles as they finished the final harmonies of
the old French renaissance madrigal. The two elder sisters were seated at the keyboard of an
elegant white spinnet, with the youngest standing behind in the comfortable family parlor of the
stately old castle. Sunlight streamed in the large windows overlooking the walled courtyard,
casting dappled shadows on the deep maroons and dark wood of the furniture.
“Oh Sophie!” cried the twelve-year-old middle sister, Cassandra, her shaking her dark curls
from her ivory cheeks. “Your voice is so lovely! I just love listening to you sing. You should be
a great diva!”
Fifteen-year-old Sophia grinned at her sister’s compliment.
“And you, Cassie, should be a prima ballerina, so we all might have the pleasure of
watching your fine dancing!” Sophia returned, in their accustomed game. Cassandra took the cue,
rose from the bench and spun a series of tours chaînés across the parquet floor, until a large
ottoman halted her progression. Regaining her composure with a carefree laugh, Cassandra
cartwheeled back to the others.
“Don’t let Mama catch you doing cartwheels,” Sophia cautioned, looking around for any
possible servants in eavesdropping range. “You know what she says about being a proper lady.
Once you start wearing a corset and hoops next year, you won’t be able to do them anymore.”
“What about me?” the youngest of the trio cried out into the morning sunlight streaming
through the large windows, breaking into their game. “What about me?”
“Well, what about you, Gemma?” repeated Cassandra, her once neat curls and ribbons all
askew and arms akimbo. “What do you love more than anything?”
“Mama!” came Gemma’s enthusiastic response.
Sophia and Cassandra shared a knowing look and rolled their eyes at gauche nine-year-old
sensibilities.
The mention of their mother brought a familiar tension to the two older girls, as they
recalled their concern for Marquessa Beatrix’s declining health and the resultant changes to their
accustomed home life. A subtle tension the elder girls pretended to ignore, and the youngest
D’Amici sister was oblivious to.
“No, Gemma,” Sophia explained. “If you could be anything you wanted to be, without
limitation, what would it be?”
“I dunno,” the little girl shrugged. “I want to be a grand lady, like Mama.”
“Then we’d better find you a good husband!” exclaimed Cassandra. “Quick! Let’s get this
girl to Milano! You’ve got to do the season if you’re going to meet Prince Charming.”
Sophia smiled, knowing that next year, after her sixteenth birthday, she would be taken the
fifty-six miles to Milan in a fine carriage, taken shopping for ball gowns and slippers, and

generally treated like a princess. All to introduce her to the assembled nobility of Lombardy to
seek her own future husband. Although she was excited about the prospects of the shopping and
balls, she was less sure about finding the right husband. But she knew she could rely on her
mother’s sure, calm guidance.
“So what kind of husband do you want, Gemma?” Sophia queried.
The girl looked about, wide-eyed.
“Someone like Papa, of course!” she finally declared.
“Of course!” both Sophia and Cassandra said in unison, before dissolving in giggles.
“What about you, Cassie?” Gemma asked, as Sophia began picking out the melody of a
remembered folk song on the spinnet.
“Someone who loves me and loves the ballet even more, I should think!” Cassandra
announced, as she twirled about the room once more, before stopping beside her sisters.
“What about you, Sophia? What kind of husband do you want?” the youngest daughter
questioned the eldest.
“Yes, Sophie! You’ll be marrying first, so you can show us how to pick out a proper
husband,” Cassandra urged.
“Well… I have been giving this some thought,” Sophia replied solemnly. “I have decided
that I shall only marry the right man. He must be handsome, of course.” Her sisters nodded their
agreement. “Six foot two, dark of hair and eyes, but fair complected, with a well-trimmed
mustache. Bold, brilliant, resourceful and accomplished. And of course, wicked rich and
powerful.”
Exactly like her Alcibiades.
A figment born of childhood memories, enlarged and embellished and dwelt upon for so
long that he seemed to take on a life of his own in her imagination, Alcibiades was Sophia’s
constant companion, though no one knew of his existence but she. The perfect man, in her
teenaged estimation. She found her own creation much more fascinating than any of the bland,
pimple-faced sons of the local noble houses she had met so far.
But perhaps next year in Milan she would find the dashing hero of her dreams who would
whisk her away on his rearing charger, to a life filled with romantic adventure, world travel and,
above all, the music she loved so dearly. She hoped her mother would soon be fully recovered
from her surgeries, so she could help Sophia pick out the right ball gowns and to coquette
properly, in order to attract her hero to her side.
“Donna Sophia,” her mother’s maid, Susu, broke into her thoughts, calling from the parlor
doorway. “Your mother requests you join her in the arbor.”
“At once,” Sophia responded automatically, and rose to check her visage in the large mirror
to adjust her long, curly hair and blouse before following Susu to her mother’s sanctum
sanctorum.
Across the whole south end of the graceful old gothic castle known since its construction
five centuries before as the Villa D’Amici, Marquessa Beatrix D’Amici’s famous Glass Arbor
was spread. Two hundred feet deep and four stories high, crisscrossed with bricked paths
between the raised beds, of differing soils and growing environments. The Glass Arbor was
heated and cooled through an ingenious system of ductworks drawing down into the natural hot
springs beneath the castles.
Donna Beatrix’s beloved husband, Don Alessandro, had built the glass-enclosed garden to
her exact specifications as a gift after the birth of Cassandra. In the intervening dozen years, Don
Alessandro had sought out rare plants and flowers from around the world to fill it, sometimes
even traveling for weeks, enduring great hardship to secure the right specimens.

Sophia located her mother sitting on the side of a huge raised planting bed, containing a rich,
dark loam, and crammed with a riot of colorful tropical plants all the way from South America.
Sophia loved the refreshing smell of growing things surrounding her, as she made her way to her
mother’s side.
“Ah, there you are my dear,” Donna Beatrix spoke gently as her eldest stood before her.
“Susu, will you take Eduardo to the nursery, please? I would like to speak with Sophia without
being interrupted by a four year old. I believe he is climbing the cypress trees over on the far side
of the koi pond.” Donna Beatrix watched the servant leave before urging her daughter to sit
beside her. “Do you know what is in this letter from your father, my dear?”
Sophia shook her long, dark locks, as she carefully arranged her hoops and skirts to sit next
to her mother.
“He says he has engaged a house in Milan, and wants you to come join him there as soon as
possible. We have decided to have you come out this year, instead of waiting for next year,” she
informed the young with a smile.
Excitement lit up Sophia’s dark eyes.
“Oh Mama! How wonderful! How soon can we leave?”
“As soon as you are packed,” Donna Beatrix replied, please with her daughter’s response.
“You may take whichever of the maids you choose, except Susu, but I also want you to take
Mario with you to take care of all the travel details.”
“Mario?” Sophia moaned. “Oh Mother! He’s no fun. He’s so old and serious. Can’t we take
Carlo instead?”
“No, Sophia. Although he is clever, Carlo is only two years older than you. It would not be
seemly. You will take Mario,” she insisted.
Sophia accepted the final verdict with a grimace, but did not protest.
“Are you going to bring Susu?” Sophia asked, her head filling with evaluations of the
remaining maids to choose from, since her mother had already reserved the one Sophia liked best.
“No, dear,” Donna Beatrix said quietly. “I am keeping her here with me.”
“With you here? But aren’t you coming with me?” Sophia asked, her forehead creased.
“No, Sophia,” her mother told her. “I am afraid I am not well enough to travel.”
“Well, then why not wait until next year, like we planned,” Sophia suggested. “I don’t know
if I am ready yet to catch a good husband.” She glanced down at her still angular torso. “I am
such a slow developer, it might be good to give me some more time.”
“You are old enough, my dear,” Donna Beatrix assured her. “You started your cycles and
are a woman now, even if you still have some growing up to do. You will start to fill out, soon
enough. But I wish to see you well wed before I die.”
“Before you die?” Sophia repeated. “Surely that won’t be for years and years… Won’t it?”
Concern clouded her sable eyes, as she recalled the many doctors and healers who had been
streaming to the remote castle the last several months. Suddenly, she was ashamed of having
made fun of her youngest sister’s devotion to their mother, but minutes before. “Mama? Did the
doctor have any news?”
“I’m sorry, my dear.” Beatrix reached out and stroked her daughter’s cheek, then enfolded
her in her arms. “I fear I won’t be here next year to see you come out. The doctor says the tumors
are back. I can’t fight them forever, Sophia.”
“No!” Sophia cried, breaking free and standing. “No, Mama! Can’t Papa find another
doctor? Maybe another operation?”
Donna Beatrix shook her head wearily.
“I haven’t the strength for more surgeries, Sophia. I am ready to lay down this old, worn out
garment for a radiant one in heaven.”

Sophia glanced about the arbor, wanting to deny her mother’s claims, to give her mother of
her own vitality and youthful health, but no sound came forth, no words for the emotions boiling
through her soul. Donna Beatrix stretched out her hand to her despairing daughter, who took it
before collapsing to the floor at her mother’s feet. Clasping her mother’s knees, sobs shook the
girl’s slender shoulders.
“Come, Sophia, don’t make this harder.”
Sophia looked up at her mother, and saw the evident pain creasing her face.
“Now be a brave girl for me,” the ailing Marquessa encouraged.
Sophia nodded slowly, picked herself off the washed brick walkway and retook her seat
beside her mother. She wiped the tears from her eyes with a handkerchief from her sleeve.
“Very good,” Donna Beatrix praised. “I don’t want you to tell your sisters and brother about
my condition and getting them all upset. I will tell them myself… when the time comes. But they
wouldn’t understand now, and it would only complicate things. Do you promise to keep this to
yourself?”
Again, Sophia nodded slowly. She tucked her grief away, grateful for an excuse not to deal
with the overwhelming emotions stirred by the knowledge of her mother’s condition.
“I want you to go start packing now,” Lady Beatrix instructed. “You leave first thing in the
morning.”
“Oh Mama,” Sophia mourned. “I don’t want to go without you! It won’t be any fun… I
won’t know which dresses to pick out, how to behave at the balls! I can’t do it without you!”
“Yes, you can,” her mother insisted gently. “Sophia, of all my children, you are the cleverest,
the most thoughtful. I know you have the ability to figure out whatever you need to be a success.
And your father will be there with you. He is very wise and has much to teach you. He can be of
help to you. I wish I could spare you what is to come…” Donna Beatrix’s beautiful features grew
wistful. “You know, after I am gone, you are going to have to be mother to your sisters and baby
brother…” Sophia opened her mouth to protest, but Donna Beatrix stayed her with an upraised
hand. “You are more like your father than you are like me, but I suppose that is why I love you
so dearly. And we all know your father could be dropped in the midst of farthest Africa and he
would emerge from the jungle dragging a tiger by the tail. And so it is with you, my dear. You
have depths and resources you have not yet begun to tap, much less fathom. I have every faith
that you will be the belle of the season.”
Sophia laid her head upon her mother’s shoulder and inhaled the fresh lavender sachet scent
of her. Her mother’s wasting body was thin and frail in her arms, and no longer could she deny
the truth of her mother’s condition. She couldn’t imagine what her life would be like without her
mother to advise and encourage her through the maze of noble society.
“Sophia, you have within you more than you could ever guess!” Donna Beatrix’s voice was
soft, yet clearly audible in her ear. “Perhaps someday, you shall learn what greatness you carry
within you. But for now, you must believe me when I tell you that you are a survivor. You can
handle any adversity or circumstance, if you make up your mind to be victor. Never forget how
much I love you.”
“I love you, too, Mama,” Sophia whispered in reply.
“Now, you had best be up and packing, girl,” her mother ordered briskly. The young girl
complied, gathering herself up and standing before her mother, her face a mask of sadness. “You
haven’t long to get ready. Head up, shoulders back! You are a D’Amici, from a long heritage of
warriors and bold heroes, willing to sacrifice all to preserve our ancient legacy. Fortune will
never defeat you as long as you remember that, my daughter.”
Sophia nodded, arranging her pretty features in a more agreeable configuration, before
swooping down to hug and kiss her mother one last time before leaving to do Donna Beatrix’s
bidding.

As she watched her young daughter leave, Donna Beatrix wiped away the tear that had had
the good sense to remain hidden until after the girl’s departure.
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On the night of the new moon, three dark-robed figures emerged from the hidden chamber
into pitch-black. The shuffling of boot leather echoed through the close dark chill. At the spark
of a single flickering candle, the heavy black robes dropped to reveal finely tailored anonymous
frock coats, such as could be found on any respectable European gentleman.
The trio moved through cold, uneasy shadows in the small arc of candlelight. The sweetmusty pungency of old books permeated the black void, stirring the imagination with the hint of
unread histories and tales of the wisdom of yore.
They passed through cavernous chambers in crystalline silence, broken only by an
occasional cough. Finally, the three men ascended the ancient stone staircase into the waiting
light.
Emerging into the upper room, warmth from a blazing fire reached into the aching cold of
the men’s aging joints. Surrounded by the luxury of a spacious, wood paneled library, two of the
men made themselves comfortable in the welcoming red leather armchairs facing the large,
carved mahogany desk.
The heavy scent of frankincense still clinging, a smallish, white-maned and bearded man
with the bearing of an indulgent grandfather, closed and secured the glass bookcase concealing
the secret staircase. Don Alessandro, the eighteenth Marquis D’Amici, removed the two keys
from the bookcase doors and placed them into a small silver box, which he slipped into the
pocket of his brown frockcoat, gathering his resolve.
“So, it is decided,” he said, turning to his guests. “Sergio Aldo must be stopped, at any cost.
We cannot allow him any further influence in the politics of Central Europe. Even now, the Dark
Brotherhood threatens to engulf us in violence and chaos. They have usurped the throne of Italy
and are rewriting the constitution to favor themselves and their bootlickers. The future freedom
of millions, not only in Italy, but in Prussia and Europe… perhaps the world, hangs on restoring
the balance of power.”
“Yes, it is decided,” replied a stern, tall man, steel touching his dark temples and with wirerimmed spectacles poised on his roman nose. An accent of Naples slightly blurred his consonants.
“The Matriarch has requested I tell you that, after much debate and meditation on the matter, she
has approved your plan, Don Alessandro.” He bowed his spare, angular body to the white-haired
man. “But she cautions you to use extreme care. Aldo has allied himself with members of the
Bavarian Illuminati. If he can persuade the German and Italian branches of the Dark Brotherhood
to put aside their historical differences and to work together - ” The tall Neapolitan fought an
unbidden shudder. “God help the rest of Europe... We must stop Aldo before it is too late, before
he is able to unite these satanic influences into a tyrannical regime, ruthless beyond our wildest
imaginings, and unleash it on an unsuspecting world.”
Don Alessandro bowed his white head in mute acknowledgement of his comrade’s concerns.
“But what concerns her most about your plan, Alessandro, is the library,” the tall,
bespectacled man continued. “We can’t risk losing the Archives, as well as the workshop and
your inventions. It is your ancient trust to hold and protect the library and the wisdom it contains

for future generations. Under no circumstances can we allow the sleeping ones to discover how
much of the ancient knowledge we still possess. The crisis of faith and politics that would result
if the Sacred Genealogies or the Archives fell into the wrong hands would be unlike any
previously faced in Christendom. And if the Illuminati were to discover your phlogiston
weaponry, all of Europe would fall beneath their maelstrom. Perhaps we should find some other
bait to catch Aldo.”
“Yes, the risk is great, my old friend,” Don Alessandro answered the lanky bespeckled
Neapolitan with a touch of swagger, as he crossed to his desk and seated himself. “But I think
you give Aldo too much credit. I have dealt with the man, you have not. He is cunning - but he is
not that clever. You and I, we dealt with much worse than he, back in the old days. Never fear,
we can handle Aldo. Most of his success is due to blind luck and intimidation, not guile.” The
aging Don dismissed his companion’s fears with a wave of his hand. “Even if by some mishap he
does gain access to the library, he is too lumpen to figure out where Sangraal truly lies. As you
well know, that secret is well hidden from the eyes of the profane. You are thinking like a lawyer
again, trying to limit our liability. Don’t let your new title of consigliere to the Matriarch go to
your head, Peppe,” he admonished his tall comrade with a conspiratorial grin. “We D’Amici’s
have been guardians of this knowledge for over seventy generations. We have learned a thing or
two about dealing with megalomaniacs bent on twisting our heritage to their own advantage.
Besides, one must use a lure that is sufficient to capture the intended prey. I do not think we
could coax both the Illuminati and the Carbonari to come out of the shadows for any lesser bait
than the possibility of harnessing the powers of the Holy Grail for their own twisted purposes.”
The third member of the trio rose unbidden, went to a side table containing a large cut-glass
cruet of Napoleon brandy and began making three stiff drinks.
“We should ensnare as many as we can in our net,” Calyx agreed, as he accepted a proffered
brandy from the third, silent member of the trio. “We don’t have the resources for a frontal attack.
So we are forced to use subterfuge to contain the dark ones before it is too late. We may not get a
second chance. But you must be sure, Sandro. Remember, it is not only the Guardians’ fortunes
that are at stake, but the very future of the world for perhaps the next thousand years. Mater
Magda was very clear on that… But what about you, Delacroix? You haven’t said a word,”
Calyx asked, removing his glasses, wiping them with a monogrammed linen handkerchief before
returning them to their perch on his hawk-like nose. “What do you think of Alessandro’s plan?”
The pensive Frenchman called Delacroix cleared his throat, as he handed a fine crystal
snifter to the Don, before taking a swig from his own glass.
“Well, I can see no way around it,” Delacroix sighed at last, re-taking his seat.
Of the three men, Anton Delacroix was the youngest, being in his late fifties, yet easily the
most imposing, even compared to the tall Calyx. Powerful, yet compactly built, Delacroix was in
the last flush of robust middle age, with an easy grace that once broke many a young lady’s heart.
His handsome, weathered features twisted into a scowl above his salt-and-pepper beard, as quick
dark eyes which saw more than most moved between his two companions.
“Obviously, Aldo must be stopped before he can lay his foundation,” Delacroix said, his
deep resonant voice carried a note of concern. “But, I don’t understand why such a delicate job is
left to us. We are all well past our prime. Why doesn’t the Matriarch get some younger men to
hunt down the likes of Aldo?”
“Because there are no young men left to call on,” Calyx said. “You know that we lost the
flower of our warriors in the wars. Without sons and grandsons, all that is left is old men and
babes.”
“Yes, yes, I know all that. But what of this Haldane fellow?” Delacroix argued. “Aldo plans
to include him already. Perhaps Haldane could be convinced to help from inside Aldo’s camp as
a double agent. Even if his mother did go renegade, he’s still in the Lineage, and the lad shows

promise. I’ve been keeping my eye on him, you know, despite what the Registrar says about the
official purity of his bloodline. I’ve heard tell that he might even carry some of the Delivier gifts.”
“I’ve heard that too,” Don Alessandro agreed. “He’s certainly got the kind of tactical
expertise we sorely need, if we could get him to join our cause. We could approach him and see
where he stands.”
“I suggested as much to the Matriarch, but she said absolutely not,” Calyx said with regret.
“He is too unpredictable… just like his mother. Four decades later and we are still reeling from
the blow she dealt us. The Matriarch says Haldane has proven himself unsuitable for our
purposes. His blood is too adulterated. If the British Royal Army is unable to control him, what
makes you think we could do better? No, we cannot involve Haldane in this deeper than Aldo
intends. In fact, the Mater wants me to actively discourage Haldane’s involvement in this matter.
If Aldo suspected for an instant that Haldane knew of his own sacred legacy, Aldo would kill
him without a second thought. For his own safety, Haldane must never know of our existence or
his own heritage. It is best that wiser, more experienced heads handle this.”
The other two nodded in grudging agreement.
“Pity to waste all that potential,” Delacroix murmured, running his hand over his thinning
scalp. “But I suppose you’re right, Calyx.”
Calyx stood, his narrow features set in grim determination.
“I must be getting back to Milano – I’m expected at court in the morning. I trust you will
notify me when the time comes?”
“Of course, Giuseppe,” the Don muttered. “I never cease to wonder how you balance the
judge’s bench with your commitment to the Guardians.”
“Oh, one more thing” Calyx paused, peering through his glasses at a large painting of a
beautiful ebony and cream young woman dominating the mantle. “A last word of caution to you,
Sandro – keep your daughters well away from Haldane, should he ever have occasion to visit.
Remember the prophecy.”

13 September, 1872

Geneva, Switzerland 5:37 a.m.

Lieutenant Colonel Christopher Jordan Haldane, of Her Majesty’s Royal Army Diplomatic
Corps, jerked to consciousness. In the pre-dawn gray, he did not recognize the elegant bedroom
in which he found himself. With accustomed volition, his hand slid under his pillow to touch the
small revolver he had placed there the night before. Its cool, smooth surface reassured him that
he must be there of his own choosing.
In the scant light, Haldane could almost make out the dark shadows and gold braid of his
dress uniform sprawled across the thick Persian rug. Next to his hastily discarded clothes, he saw
the pale folds of an abandoned ball gown.
Ah, yes. Now it all comes back... The formal reception he had attended last night at the
British Embassy, and the statuesque young wife of a Swiss banker he escorted home. What’s her
name again? I know it begins with a G... Gretchen? No that doesn’t quite seem right. Greta,
maybe... no, I remember now – Gretel. He recalled teasing her by asking if she had a brother
named Hansel lurking about somewhere. That was it, Haldane was sure. Gretel... something.
That established, he rolled over to see if his memory served. The thin pearl gray light
revealed the expected soft white shoulder and masses of golden hair. A slow smile curled his
dark mustache as he remembered the pleasures of the night before.
Beautiful girl, he thought, but sadly, she has not been at all initiated in the ways of love.
Why, she’s absolutely inept.

He had dutifully accepted it as his responsibility to be her tutor, and remedy the situation as
best he could. Memories of the night before aroused his desire. Haldane reached out to her
smooth shoulder, glowing silver in the early morning light.
Gretel’s pale lashes opened as she rolled onto her back. Smiling, she looked up at her lover.
In the shadowed bedchamber, his eyes looked dark, but she remembered their smoldering green
intensity, fringed in thick dark lashes any woman would kill to own, matched with fine-sculpted
brows above the high cheeks, long straight nose and square jaw that bespoke aristocratic
breeding.
She had been attracted at once to the tall, dashing British officer and the forbidden adventure
he offered. His fluid grace seemed exotic compared to the fat middle-aged men she was
accustomed to socializing with. Her station in life as the obligatory young and beautiful domestic
accessory bound her to the powerful man she had married, and to the dull company of his
investment banker friends and associates. She had almost decided not to go alone to the tedious
reception the night before, when her husband was unexpectedly called away to Zurich. She was
glad she changed her mind.
“Bon jour, cherie,” Haldane murmured, as he bent down to kiss her.
Gretel responded to his early morning kisses with passion. Haldane’s hands slid over her
smooth skin. A small sigh escaped her lips as he expertly teased and probed her body. Giving in
to the growing excitement his attentions were eliciting, he brought her to the very edge of ecstasy.
Then, as she thought she could stand no more, he moved his long, lean body in. Within moments
both were caught up in an exploding whirlwind.
At the peak of her fervor, Haldane studied her face convulsing in pleasure in the scant light
of dawn, felt her held breath and the arch of her back in sweet spasms. This gratified him more
than the pleasant sensations of sex ever could. He craved to see the abandon on his lover’s face
and know he was the cause and creator of her passion. The rush of her surrender far exceeded
what any momentary seizure of carnal pleasure could provide him. In both love and war,
Haldane demanded and usually achieved total victory. Only after Gretel’s spasms subsided did
Haldane allow himself sweet release.
They held one another in the languid afterglow of their lovemaking. Outside, in the cold,
steely dawn, a clock tower rang out the hour.
Bloody Hell! Six already!
Haldane began to disentangle himself from Gretel’s embrace. She resisted, pulling him on
top of her once more. He allowed himself to be drawn down by Gretel, even as he whispered “I
must go, love.”
But to linger a few moments wouldn’t cause any harm.
After several more minutes of enjoying her warm kisses, Haldane again moved to extricate
himself. “This time, I really must be going...I have a train to catch.”
Gretel released him with regret, feeling the sudden coldness of the room rushing in to fill the
void created by his absence. She shivered under the satin comforter while Haldane quickly
dressed.
“Jordan...Will I see you again?” Hope shined in her eyes.
“Oh, I do hope so, love,” he replied, checking his panther lean, uniformed reflection, in the
gilded mirror before sitting on the edge of her bed to pull on his boots.
He took her in his arms once more, deftly sliding his left hand under the pillow to retrieve
his derringer. He concealed the tiny gun in the palm of his hand. Distracted, Gretel did not notice
his actions, just as she had not noticed when he had slipped the pistol under the pillow the night
before. Realizing that he did not know when this enchanting young woman’s husband was
expected home, Haldane decided it was best he leave at once.
Just one more kiss...

This time, Gretel broke their embrace.
“When?” she demanded. “When will I see you again, Jordan Haldane?”
He thought a moment.
“Well...if I go back from Milan the same way I came, I’ll have a layover here in Geneva. I
could come along and look you up then,” he told her.
“And when will that be?”
“I-I really can’t say, for I don’t know how long it will take to conclude my business in Italy.
It could be days or even weeks before I am to return, but I promise to find you again, love.”
Gretel recognized the outer boundaries of his commitment with reluctance. Still, she was
glad to have spent the night with this handsome British officer who had found her charms
irresistible, even if she did suffer the occasional twinge of guilt.
“My dear, sweet Gretel,” Haldane whispered into her fine, flower-scented hair. One final
kiss, then he was up and headed for the bedroom door.
“Don’t you even want breakfast?” she asked, her voice rising.
“Haven’t time, love. I’ll see myself out, you keep warm,” he said as he slipped through the
door.
Gretel snuggled back into the warmth of her bed and smiled as she remembered his touch.
Her mouth and chin were chafed from his mustache and overnight growth of beard, but she
didn’t mind having this tactile souvenir of their shared night of stolen passion for a while.
In the hallway, Haldane concealed the pistol into the breast pocket of his uniform tunic with
practiced ease. He then followed his nose to the kitchen, choosing to make his exit from the more
discreet servants’ entrance than the ostentatious front door of the fine mansion.
Passing through the kitchen, he nodded amiably to three women busy preparing the
household’s morning meal.
“G’morning, ladies,” he said with the most charming grin he could muster at that early hour
of the day.
He slipped through the back door, as the three women stared gape-mouthed after him. They
looked at one another askance, then as one, turned their astonished gaze in the direction of the
lady of the house’s boudoir.
A sharp northern wind whipped through the fine wool of his midnight blue dress uniform, as
Haldane left the grand mansion. He regretted that he had not taken the time last night to fetch his
greatcoat from his room before leaving the embassy compound with Gretel.
Ah, fall in the Alps, he thought ruefully. He hurried down the tree-lined avenue, his long legs
eating up the distance between himself and the front gate of the estate.
This is always the least pleasurable part of this sort of liaison, he thought with a shiver, and
this chill only makes it worse.
Now that he had granted his desires full sway, his tardy conscience eventually caught up
with him. He had no intention of returning to Geneva any time soon. He planned to travel to
Milan by train, conduct his business there, then another train to Naples, where he could use his
influence to catch a ride back home to London with one of the many British military ships that
were always coming and going.
But, I never really lied to her, he reassured himself. I will look her up the next time I’m here
and have some free time. Oh, Bugger! What’s her last name? I’ll have to ask someone at the
embassy before I go.
Walking in the thin, early light, he felt the familiar pangs of disappointment and guilt
engulfed him. Gretel was a charming creature, but it had been all too easy to seduce her. He saw

at once that she was brimming over with unsatisfied passion. He enjoyed releasing her pent-up
sexuality, but now he wondered why he had bothered, when he could have saved himself a cold
morning hike back to the embassy.
A well-worn emptiness filled him, as he realized the experience failed to move him. In fact,
he was even somewhat bored with it, in a strange, impersonal way. And now he could add
another sin to the long list that had accumulated since his last confession, several years ago (not
that he actually bothered to keep count anymore).
His mind turned to its habitual ruminations, as he dissected his life for the millionth time in
search of a glimmer of understanding what motivated his behavior and feelings. After
tremendous focus and utilization of every means at his disposal (both honorable and not), he had
managed to get everything he had always wanted from life; every component that was supposed
to make his life complete was in place, both professional and personal. But somehow, he still felt
a longing in his soul like an itch he could never quite reach.
Haldane never really intended to be unfaithful to his third wife and mother of two of his
three children – Soon to be four, he thought with a wan smile – it just kept happening. He didn’t
regret the acts of betrayal as much as he regretted the culpability of his acts afterwards.
He suffered the guilt of a life that never seemed enough to content him, no matter how hard
he tried. Not his meteoric rise through the Royal Army Diplomatic Corps as a young noble
officer, not the near hero-worship accorded him amongst the elites of the British Empire as one
of England’s leading diplomatic negotiators and intelligence officers, and especially not his
home life. Although he knew he really had no valid grounds for complaint, he felt stifled by his
social-climbing wife of seven years, Elizabeth, and the stuffy, aristocratic society that
encompassed both his professional and personal life. All turned to ashes on his tongue.
At thirty-two, his driving ambition assured that he was the second youngest to ever hold the
high rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the Corps. Yet even this achievement did not fulfill.
Always second...
My whole life’s a sham. He turned bleak eyes to the gray horizon. I think I’ve been dead for
a few years now and never known it. Or maybe it’s just the weather, he mused with a humorless
smile as he rounded a corner. Will I ever be satisfied?
The gabled British embassy loomed ahead and hastened his pace. As he approached, he
nodded acknowledgment to the saluting guards at the gatehouse. The embassy guards were
accustomed to all manner of personnel arriving at all hours of the day and night in all manner of
conveyance. Haldane’s early morning return raised no eyebrows.
Two hours later found the elegant young colonel bathed, shaved, packed and boarding the
southbound train to Milan. He had an appointment to keep with a certain Signor Sergio Aldo, a
wealthy Sicilian lawyer of questionable morals and dubious practices, with whom he had some
dealings in the past.
Haldane regarded Aldo as something akin to a tick that had attached itself to the soft
underbelly of Europe’s ancient nobility and was steadily sucking the lifeblood out of them. But
Aldo had an uncanny business sense and was often called upon by panicked aristocrats in
financial difficulties.
Haldane had agreed to meet Aldo in Milan to discuss how he could aid in Aldo’s current
project. He sincerely hoped nothing too vile would be expected of him. Not that he was
squeamish, rather he knew that blatant abuse of power decreased its effectiveness. He desired to
retain the reputation of wunderkind he had worked so hard to build in the Royal Army, yet he
was obliged to help Aldo, against his inclinations.

Unfamiliar with either of the two great Italian households involved in Aldo’s latest scheme,
the D’Amici’s and the Calendris, he sympathized with their plight, nonetheless.
Nothing in the European aristocracy’s long history could have prepared them for the harsh
impact of the industrial revolution. Many of the old families had to sell off vast portions of their
holdings when the peasants, who had always worked the lands, left their sharecrop fields for
higher paying work in the new factories that mushroomed across the Continent. Former farmers
poured into the burgeoning urban centers, lured by a steady income unaffected by storm and
season. Once living in the cities, the farmers-turned-laborers created the demand for more
manufactured goods. This, in turn, swelled the purses of nouveau riche factory owners,
merchants, bankers, barristers and similar forms of low life.
Without the income from crops or rent, many of the old noble houses tottered on the edge of
bankruptcy. Haldane’s own family had not been immune to the consequences of the move from
an agrarian to an industrial economy. He hated the thought of helping Aldo inflict that same fate
on another house. Yet, if the truth of Haldane’s own financial success were known, he and his
family would be ruined in the ensuing scandal.
Six years before, Aldo helped Haldane avert a looming family financial crisis, utilizing
somewhat shady means. Haldane was obligated to Aldo, not only for the help, but also to insure
Aldo would not expose him and his family to possible public disgrace if the actual source of his
funds were to be revealed. I am helpless to resist the damn Sicilian’s machinations, Haldane
lamented.
By the time his train pulled into Milan, a decidedly bad mood settled about Haldane. This
was not the first time the Sicilian had called on him to assist in contractual negotiations between
houses of Europe’s landed gentry, as they tried to evade legal entail and sell off their holdings to
maintain the expensive lifestyles they had grown to expect.
Aldo uses me the same way he uses the nobles of Europe, Haldane thought with fermenting
rancor. Oh yes, he helps us maintain the way of life we are accustomed to, while he slices a
healthy percentage off the top of all future earnings, the bloody leach.
Haldane’s own family, the Haldanes of Malwick, as old and proud a family as any in Europe,
had been careening towards that same fate under the close-fisted rule of the Baron Malwick, Sir
Charles Haldane IV, Haldane’s father. After his father’s death eight years before, Haldane’s
older brother and heir to the Barony, Richard, was bound by the laws of entail not to sell off any
more of the family holdings, despite the ever increasing debts owed to discrete London bankers.
The same kind of banker as the husband of my dear Gretel, Haldane thought with vengeful
satisfaction.
These bankers and lawyers, such as Aldo, were more than willing to loan exorbitant sums to
desperate peers. Eventually, they would force the families to sell off their remaining assets or
pressure them into harmful exploitation of their lands when their debts became insupportable.
Haldane had narrowly spared his family that same humiliation only through Aldo. Haldane
invested money he borrowed from the Sicilian lawyer-entrepreneur in Europe’s booming
railroads and new telegraph systems, based on Aldo’s inside information of new technological
advances in those fields. Haldane had soon acquired enough to not only pay off both his family’s
accumulated debts and Aldo, but also enough to secure their comfortable future for generations
to come, if well managed.
And of course, Aldo had always “reimbursed” Haldane generously for his negotiating help,
but now he began to wonder if the price he’d paid for his family’s security wasn’t too high. He
resolved to end his obligation to Aldo once and for all.
I’ll make it clear to him that this is the absolute last time, no matter how much he offers,
Haldane affirmed. I have more than repaid my obligation to him. I wish to God I hadn’t agreed

to this, but I can’t break my word now. I’ll just have to ride this one out and see if maybe there
isn’t some way I might mitigate the damage.
As Haldane stepped off the train in Milan, he realized that he had neglected to ask anyone at
the Geneva embassy what Gretel’s last name was.

Chapter Two
13 September, 1872 Villa D’Amici, Northern Italy 4:15 p.m.
La Villa D’Amici glistened golden and apricot in the late summer afternoon. Nestled for five
centuries atop a long-dormant volcano in the foothills of the Italian Alps, it seemed an organic
part of the mountainous terrain. Generations of vegetation covered the outer fortifications, silent
witnesses to the long history of the D’Amici family and Northern Italy. Tall towers, constructed
during the Renaissance, aspired to the heavens. Flying buttresses joined the two tallest towers,
providing a high, covered walkway between them. From their vantage point, the terraced
vineyards where the D’Amici’s had produced some of the finest wines of the area were visible.
The main house served as the ancestral home, fortress and place of business for the D’Amici’s
since the early fourteenth century.
The Don of the family, Marquis Alessandro Eduardo D’Amici, added the great glassenclosed arbor to the back of the villa at his late wife’s request. The Glass Arbor of the Villa
D’Amici gained a regional reputation a few short years after its completion in 1854. Visitors
once came by the score to see this tropical paradise that flourished in the midst of the rugged
mountains.
It was here that the eldest child of that great family now sought solitude.
Marquessa Sophia Dominica Maria D’Amici walked down the cobblestone path that
bisected her beloved arbor, a rumpled and earth-stained apron hastily tied over her fine lace and
flounces.
She had retired from the game of croquette which her younger sister, Gemma, and new
brother-in-law, Roberto, had been playing on the inner courtyard, before the newlyweds of six
weeks switched their attention to another, more interesting game.
Light filtered through the green leaves and bounced off the colorful flowers planted in raised
beds. The earthen bricks of the path were mopped daily, lest soil stain her palest pink satin
slippers and gown with dirt from the growing beds. The artificial heat and humidity was
maintained by volcanic steam, through an elaborate system of ingenious ductworks, which also
served to heat the villa in winter, an ancient wonder of Romanesque plumbing in itself. The
lifeblood of the Alps coursed through the veins of the villa, drawing on a natural hot springs for
heat and power. Inside this bell jar grew rare and delicate things, unable to survive unaided in the
mountain extremes found outside its enclosure.
The arbor had been a place of sanctuary for Sophia since childhood. Often, she went there to
read, gather flowers or to simply to drink in their natural beauty. Other times, like today, she
sought solace from the unwanted thoughts that plagued her.
Sophia puttered about the garden, tending the plants as she absently moved amidst them.
Petite, with long dark curls and large doe eyes, while not a classical beauty, Sophia’s oval face
was more than pretty. Raised in the style of a grand lady, at the age of twenty-six, Sophia was a
dreamer. She was never required to do anything for herself, therefore affording her ample time to
let her fertile imagination full play, reading the classics and dreaming of conquest.
In her teen years, her great love of music inspired her to study the opera, but never to
perform, as it would be too scandalous for a Marquessa to take to the stage. While other young
women her age were discovering the challenges of marriage and motherhood, Sophia explored
the likes of Plato, Alexander and Caesar, making her a confirmed spinster. She much preferred
the company of ancient heroes to the vapid aristocrats who tried to woo her. Yet, she delighted in
the task of nurturing her mother’s garden, in keeping her dearly departed mother’s image alive

for her aging father. At least, that was what she always told herself and all others who might
inquire.
Passing a tall date palm, she ruminated how her sister and her new groom’s amorous
attentions recalled images from a disturbing dream earlier that morning.
Once, when Sophia was a child, her mother had received a mysterious visitor from overseas
who brought botanical specimens from America. He was dark and handsome in his uniform, a
champion in Union blue for her girlish adoration. He gave the young Sophia candy, held her
hand and told her of his daring adventures in the American Wild West, fighting the cunning
Rebels and fierce Red Indians. He promised that one day, he would return when she was grown
to womanhood, and would take her away to see the wonders of the world.
As an adolescent, the image of this mysterious soldier had sunk into her psyche. In her mind,
she had fashioned a perfect dream lover based on the child’s memory of an irresistibly charming
man, and then added on the qualities of the men of history that she found most fascinating.
Sophia fashioned herself into the kind of woman she fancied her dream lover would desire.
She had long since given up her teenage fantasies of romantic rescues by her dashing hero
embodied in a flesh and blood man. Yet, this imaginary model was still the measure by which
she judged all suitors, and no flesh and blood man could ever match up.
This morning, her dream lover, whom she had long ago dubbed Alcibiades – after the
infamous rogue warrior of the Peloponnesian War and close friend of Socrates, had once again
invaded her dreams.
Sophia pondered the strange imagery of her waking dream and the disquieting feelings it
evoked. She had dreamt that she was watching her dream lover as he scaled a mountain on a
dangerous mission, intent on blowing it up. She had watched him plant explosives in a cave on
the craggy peak, aroused as always by the sensuality her dream lover exuded.
Then as her Alcibiades climbed down the mountain to a safe distance to detonate the
mountain, she saw it as if from a great distance away. As Alcibiades prepared to hit the plunger
to detonate the explosives, Sophia now discerned a gigantic face carved upon side of the
mountain. To her horror, she recognized the face as her own, just as it exploded and she jerked
awake.
Any dream appearance of Alcibiades was always sufficient to excite Sophia. He had done no
less this time. But now, she felt both aroused and disturbed. Gemma and Roberto’s display of
affection had stirred her animal longings, yet, she now found no solace in her usual protective
fantasies.
Confused, Sophia meandered up one side of the arbor and then down the other. Brilliant
colors and rich textures invited her touch and filled her senses, yet she did not acknowledge them.
She felt somehow betrayed by her Alcibiades.
What was he trying to do? Was a creation of her own imagination and unfulfilled desires
threatening to destroy her? But he is just a dream.... He has no real power over me, she thought,
all the while knowing by the pleasant tightenings in her groin that this dream did indeed exercise
a strong effect upon her, even though none knew of his existence but her. But, if he is my enemy,
why am I so attracted, she wondered.
All day, Sophia had been trying to dismiss the lingering dread fascination with her dream
images, but to no avail. The mood of the dream pervaded her inner landscape and forbade
distraction.
“Oh, this is so stupid!” she abruptly cried aloud. She spun on her heel and marched back to
the entrance to the house.
As she entered the villa and strode down the twisting corridors, she could hear the voices of
her father and some business associate talking in the library. Her father’s voice seemed agitated
and he coughed between sentences. The acrid smell of cigars wafted from the library.

Concern filled Sophia. Cigars meant business, and business meant trouble for her ailing
father. She forgot her complaint of the moment and moved closer to the dark wood doors of the
masculine domain to listen.
“I realize it is more than a considerable risk, Don Alessandro,” came the nasal voice of her
father’s guest. “That is why I want to involve this fellow, Haldane.”
“You said you could handle all the business transactions,” countered her father’s voice, in
obvious distress.
“The business transactions, yes,” continued the unseen voice, “but the negotiations with
Calendri are another matter. Haldane is a nobleman, like yourself. Though I have some social
standing, being one of Garibaldi’s Thousand, I am not recognized in certain circles... I am sure
that Don Stephano will respond to him much more agreeably than he has to me.”
“But, Signor... The British government –”
The stranger cut his words short.
“He is attached to the British army, it is true, but we would be hiring him simply to serve as
a mediator for the contracts. The British government will have nothing to do with our dealings. If
we are to complete the plans, we must have Don Stephano’s cooperation.”
The stranger’s voice died away to an intent and oddly rhythmic whisper Sophia could not
make out. She crept closer to the partially open door.
“Very well, Signor Aldo,” her father’s tense voice relented. “Do what you must to finalize
the negotiations. You have served the D’Amici family well in the short time you have been in
our employ. Thank you again for the cigars, but really, this is all I should enjoy, as much as I
adore a good smoke.”
“Nonsense, my good Don Alessandro,” spoke the visiting intruder. “Those are the finest
cigars from Cuba. Fresh off the boat this morning. You keep them and enjoy them with my
compliments. After all, there will soon be occasion for great celebrating.”
“That is my constant hope, Signor Aldo.” The voice of Don Alessandro seemed tired, and by
the distant tone, Sophia knew he must be worried as well.
“Until then,” spoke the guest, “I will be in contact with Colonel Haldane to establish the
proper place and time for the negotiations.” Then, a different tone came to the guest’s voice.
“Don Alessandro... I could not help but notice the most striking woman I have ever had the
pleasure to behold as I arrived for our meeting this afternoon.” His speech was smooth and
polished, like gilded honey. “She was on the lawn, playing croquette with a young couple. I
believe she was wearing a pink gown. I see this lovely painting hanging over your fireplace.
Could this be the same lady I saw outside?”
“If you mean to ask who she is, I shall tell you.” Don Alessandro’s voice held a hint of
amusement. Sophia stifled a gasp of surprise. “That is my Sophia, my oldest and dearest child.
And yes, the portrait over the fire is hers. The other lady was her sister, Gemma, and her new
husband.”
She strained to hear the visitor’s reply over her pounding heart.
“I have never seen such a lovely lady.”
“Lovely,” Don Alessandro told him, “and kind, and intelligent... yet strong and sometimes
quite willful and stubborn.”
“Pardon, Don Alessandro,” said Aldo. “I wonder, could I be so bold as to ask, is the Donna
Sophia yet married?”
Sophia held her breath as she awaited her father’s response. She had noticed the heavy set,
balding man as he had entered the villa, but she had paid him no mind. Her father often had
mysterious visitors come to call. Now, she wondered if her father would encourage this
unwanted suitor.

“She is not,” Don Alessandro sighed at last, “much against my wishes. After her mother’s
death ten years ago, little Sophie.... well, she has taken her mother’s place and cared for her
younger two sisters and brother. She has worried herself with providing a home for her brother,
sisters and me, instead of marrying and having her own family.”
“Then, Don Alessandro,” Aldo’s voice oozed through the doors, “Might I ask your
permission to seek the pleasure of Donna Sophia’s company... after the negotiations are settled,
of course.”
Sophia’s thrashing heartbeat nearly drowned out her father’s soft response.
“You, Signor, are not the first to seek the company of my daughter. She is her own mistress.
If you have the intention to try to court her, then I suggest you take that question directly to her
for consideration.”
Dread filled Sophia as she realized that, some time soon, this bourgeoisie Signor Aldo
would seek her out, and she would be forced to show him the door, as she had countless others.
“I thank you for your advice,” came the simpering reply.
“Now, you thank me, perhaps later, you will curse me, no?... I will ring for your carriage to
be brought to the front court.” Don Alessandro’s voice became louder as he neared the door, and
Sophia’s position.
She had heard enough. Fear of imminent discovery sent her dashing down the twisting
corridor and into the main kitchen. Here, she hid under the pretense of seeking a cool glass of
water from a cook.
After a sufficient amount of time passed for the visitor to be far gone, Sophia sought out her
father in his library. She found him sitting at his large, carved oak desk, tinkering at a small
clockwork devise with a screwdriver, when a harsh cough forced him to stop and put down his
project.
His slight stature was stooped with age and ill health, his hair had whitened years before
with the death of his wife, Marquessa Beatrix. The lines of his face framed his goatee with
dignity.
“Papa?” Sophia called from the thick, carved door to the library.
“Yes, my daughter,” he answered. “Come in, child, come in.”
“Papa, who was that man who just left?”
Don Alessandro looked up at his daughter’s query. “No one of any importance, Sophie.”
“Papa, do you owe this man money?” she asked, with sharp candor.
Gales of laughter spilled out of Don Alessandro until he began to cough again. Sophia
hurried to his desk to pour a glass of water for him, and extinguished the smoldering cigar in the
ashtray. As he drained the glass, Sophia scolded.
“Papa, you are not supposed to smoke cigars. My fingers are numb just from touching the
vile thing. Imagine what that must be doing to your lungs.”
“There is no reason to think that a fine cigar could cause any harm,” objected Don
Alessandro through gasping breaths.
“But look,” insisted Sophia as she placed her hand on his cheek. “My fingers are cold to the
touch. Please, Papa. Those horrible things will be the death of you! You promised me before that
you would only smoke your pipe, and that only in the evening when I am with you.”
“You just want to make sure I do not inhale the smoke,” said Don Alessandro with a raised
eyebrow.
Sophia met his eye with defiance.
“Yes, you are right,” Sophia finally allowed, with a hint of a smile.
“The man who came visiting is a lawyer. He is negotiating a transaction that hopefully will
prove vital to our future. He offered me a cigar and -”

“And naturally, you accepted and smoked the evil thing, in breach of your promise to me.”
At last, her eyes softened. “Papa,” she began. “I heard you discussing me with your visitor.”
Don Alessandro squirmed and rose from his chair. Sophia prevented escape by placing her
hand on his arm.
“I only want to know,” she continued, “are you so very disappointed that I am not married
that you would even consider allowing that commoner to court me?”
Don Alessandro rolled his eyes. “Any man who marries you will have to watch his
conversations and look behind every curtain and around every door to make sure he is in private
with his fellows.”
“Don’t try to be humorous with me, Father,” Sophia cautioned. “I have asked, are you so
very sad that I have never married?”
“No,” came the sullen response, then, “Yes... Sophia, you have tried to take your mother’s
place in this house for too many years. Now, your little sister is married and your brother away at
school. It is time to start looking for a man who will be able to take care of you and the family
estate until your brother reaches maturity. I would like to be able to bounce a grandchild or two
upon my knee before I die. Gemma married Roberto for love, which is her right. However, I
have always hoped that with your sensibility, you would marry a man of influence and power,
but instead you seem intent on everything other than a proper future. I have indulged you long
enough. Carlo told me that when he took you to Milan to shop last week that you demanded he
take you to La Scala,” he accused with a touch of humor. “He said you were inside the opera
house for over an hour. Is it true?”
Sophia averted her eyes.
“Is it?” her father insisted gently.
“Yes,” Sophia finally admitted with reluctance.
“And what were you doing there? I happen to know that last week was auditions for the
upcoming season,” Don Alessandro suggested. “I know that you are restless – that is what
marriage and babies are for – to keep you busy and focused on what’s important: family! I urge
you to consider it, daughter. You need a strong and prosperous man to take care of you.”
“Like that... that lawyer?” Sophia was astonished at her father’s implication. “Papa, who
would make sure you don’t smoke when you are not supposed to, if I run away and get married?”
Don Alessandro rose and looked his daughter in the eye.
“Forget about Aldo. He’s not important. The point is that you are the eldest of the D’Amici
children. That is an awesome responsibility. Eduardo is only twelve and an unruly child on his
best behavior. I still have hopes that he will grow out of it... But until then, the family needs
someone with a level head, a stout heart and a strong arm to preserve and protect the D’Amici
legacy for future generations. I am old and tired. Our world has changed, Sophia. It is changing
even now, and you must change with it or perish under its relentless progress.”
“If change means marriage to a lawyer, then I’ll have no part in change,” she snapped.
Don Alessandro realized he could not make his daughter grasp the import of his words, and
concluded by kissing her forehead.
“Donna Sophia,” he smiled and left Sophia alone in her defiance.

