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Island of Glass

 

Seventeen-year-old Chiara Dragoni is a master glassmaker of Venice, a position that is both a privilege — and a trap. For the glassmakers of Murano are forbidden to ever leave the islands of the Venetian lagoon. 

 

When Chiara's uncle is caught on the mainland and thrown into the dungeon of the Doge's Palace, she must use all her talents, including magic, to help free him. But the gift she creates for the prince of Venice has unintended consequences, and now Chiara must decide whether to give up everything  — and everyone  — she knows and loves to save her dream.
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Venice and surrounding islands


 

Chapter 1

In which glass and an arrest are made. 

 

Chiara wiped her hands on her apron and lifted the goblet up to the light, inspecting her work critically. The fluted glass flared out like a lily beginning to bloom, and as hard as she tried, she could find no discoloring or bubbles. She breathed a sigh of relief: a nearly perfect piece. It would command a high price among the nobles of Venice and beyond. 

The work of the Murano glassmakers was in great demand throughout the world. Their craftsmanship was the basis of their riches — and their curse. Out of fear that they might reveal trade secrets, the laws of La Serenissima decreed that members of the glassmaking families of Murano were never to leave the islands of their lagoon. Murano glass was more precious than gold, after all. Anyone who knew the recipe of the alchemists could make gold, but only the artisans of Murano could make glass so fine, one could nearly touch one's fingers together on either side; cristallo without an imperfection or blemish, clear as the sky, with a sparkle to rival that of diamonds. 

The door to the glass-blowing shop opened, and Chiara turned. "Hello, Pasquale," she said with a smile when she noticed who it was. 

He nodded, smiling back. "Buongiorno." 

Her second cousin took an apron from one of the hooks next to the door and tied it around his waist. Nearly everyone on Murano in the glassmaking industry seemed to be related. Offhand, she couldn't think of anyone who wasn't at least her third cousin once removed. It was a very incestuous little island. 

Pasquale joined her at the table where she'd been working. He picked up the elaborately shaped goblet, turning it in his artisan's hands. "An excellent piece, Chiara. You have the touch." 

"No more than you." 

He shook his head, his infectious smile lurking at the corners of his mouth. "Not true. I am a craftsman. You — you are an artist." 

Chiara felt herself blushing. She knew all in the Fenice Glassworks respected her talents, but she still glowed at his praise. She wondered if she would ever take her abilities for granted, as so many of their older relatives seemed to do. It had taken years of arguments and rebellion and secret practice until she'd persuaded her family to allow her to train officially as a maestra glassmaker. Even now, with the reputation of her work growing and her pieces sought after throughout the Empire of Venice, she often still felt like the little girl who'd had to fight so hard to achieve her dream.

And her second cousin Pasquale had been integral to her success. When she was nine and he ten, after he had begun his apprenticeship, she started pestering him constantly to teach her the magic of making glass. Rather than brushing her off, as most of her male relatives would have, he seemed to regard teaching her as a game, a form of secret rebellion. Pasquale began sneaking her into the workshops after the others quit for the day. He showed her the various tools and how to use them, the rod, the tongs, the clippers, the blowing pipe. He taught her what to add to the glass batch to create different colors. He demonstrated techniques such as caneworking, mold blowing, and murrine. 

She wouldn't be where she was now without him. Certainly, at times they fought more like brother and sister than distant cousins, but he was the one who had taken her hand after her mother died and the one who stood by her after her father remarried — and Chiara had ended up with two step-sisters. Minerva had since become her friend, but Chiara still found it difficult to even be in the same room with Anastasia. 

Those conflicts were far away, though, when she sat on her workbench with a wad of molten glass on her blowpipe, her favorite relative on another workbench nearby. 

 

* * *

 

They spent the rest of the morning working companionably side by side, Chiara on more goblets to match the first, and Pasquale on a large serving bowl decorated with rosettes. Other relatives drifted in and out of the glassmaking shop, some coming to work on their own projects, others to inspect and tally the items created by the Fenice craftsmen or discuss orders that had come in and who would be most appropriate to take them. 

Chiara had just completed the fourth goblet when her stomach gave a very audible growl, loud enough to be heard even over the furnace. 

Pasquale, who had been inspecting the placement of the final rosette for his bowl, glanced over at her, laughing. "I think that is a sign we should take a break for our midday meal!" 

Chiara nodded. 

They rose, removing their aprons and hanging them back up on the hooks near the door. As they left the building, a cool spring breeze from the lagoon played with the strands of hair falling from the chignon at the back of her neck, and Chiara heaved a sigh of relief. As much as she loved her craft, the furnaces where they melted the glass could make the work hard to bear at times. At least it was not yet summer — that was when work in the glassmaking shops was worst.

They ambled along the fondamenta, the walkway next to the canal, away from the glass factories and their furnaces, toward the center of the island where most of the taverns were located. Chiara gazed at the reflection of the buildings in the water, happy at the sights and sounds of her home, the presence of Pasquale at her side. It was a beautiful spring day, the sun was shining, and she was living a life she had created for herself that many would envy. The houses of Murano were not as elegant as those of Venice, but what they lacked in height, moldings, trim, and other ornamentation, they made up for in color and vibrancy. Murano was more simple and down-to-earth than the larger island of La Serenissima, but to Chiara, that made it all the more charming. She loved the walk from the glassworks to the many nearby trattoria, loved the smell of garlic and seafood and fresh bread. 

They crossed a bridge over one of the canals. Pasquale stopped to read the day's menu scrawled on a board next to tables and chairs spilling out onto the square. "What do you say, Chiara, will it be Toni and his spaghetti vongole today, or would you rather continue on to a focaccia stand?"

She was enjoying the walk in the spring sunshine too much to stop already. "Let us see what the other vendors are offering before we decide." 

They came around a corner on the quay — only to be confronted by a commotion ahead, near one of the main wharves on Murano.

Chiara laid a hand on Pasquale's arm and pointed down the canal. "Look, something seems to be wrong." 

He too had already noticed and was squinting against the sun in the direction she indicated.

"Those are members of our families," he said, taking her hand. "Come on!" 

As they ran down the fondamenta, Chiara realized he was right. A number of their uncles and aunts and cousins were pacing along the quay and gesticulating wildly. Even from this distance, she could hear raised voices. 

Chiara's unease grew the closer they got. Now she could see that her relatives seemed to be pleading with, or cursing — or both — soldiers wearing the uniform of the Princes of Foscari. The most powerful family in the Council of Ten, the governing body of nobles who ruled the Empire of Venice. The soldiers, however, ignored the combined hysteria of Dragoni and Garzoni, and were boarding a boat that stood at the wharf.

"What is it? What's wrong?" Chiara called out as soon as they were within hearing distance. 

Her aunt Ilaria hurried over to them and pulled her into a tearful embrace. "Your uncle Gianfranco!" 

Chiara felt sweat break out on the palms of her hands, and she took a deep breath. "Is he dead?" 

"No, no, no!" Uncle Massimo cried. "Worse! He has been arrested!"


 

Chapter 2

Containing a family gathering.

 

Once the soldiers who brought the bad news were on their way back to Venice, the clan members who had congregated on the wharf made their way to Palazzo Dragoni, collecting more relatives on the way, all the while still arguing and railing at fate. During the short walk, Chiara learned that Uncle Gian had been arrested for meeting with merchants in Padua on the mainland. His crime had been nothing more than taking the place of a sick tradesman — something members of her family had been doing secretively for years, when necessary. Yes, they were all aware of the dictates of the Council of Ten, which restricted the movements of the glassmaking families of Murano beyond reason. But business was business, and business had to go on. 

Only this time, one of their own had been caught.

Palazzo Dragoni, the ancestral seat of the Dragoni and Garzoni families, was one of the largest villas on the island of Murano. It was mostly of brick, with a row of impressive glass windows with stucco frames all the way across the facade of the entrance on the canal. Balconies of stone and marble graced the central windows where the loggia was located. 

An arcade of marble arches lined one side of the courtyard behind the villa. In its shade and scattered throughout the gardens were decorative stone benches. There in the privacy of the courtyard behind the palazzo, the gathering began to take on the character of an impromptu family council meeting. 

"How could this have happened?" her father said. "Did someone forget to bribe the port masters?" 

"I assure you, all the usual steps were taken, Niccolo," Uncle Massimo said. "Now is not the time to lay blame. We need to get Uncle Gian out of prison as soon as possible. Who knows what the damage will be to our company and our family names if we do not!" 

"It always comes down to our reputation," Chiara heard her step-sister Minerva murmur nearby.

Pasquale shrugged. "Our reputation is important to our trade." 

"But not as important as the craftsmanship of those like you and Chiara and the rest of the artists who create the glass we sell." 

Chiara squeezed Minerva's hand, and the other girl gave her a friendly smile. It was odd how disparate her relationships with her two step-sisters were. A year younger than Chiara, the sixteen-year-old Minerva had become a friend and confidante over the years, even though their interests and priorities were completely different. On the other hand, she had never grown warm with the older Anastasia. Anastasia shared Minerva's concern with wealth and marrying well, but she had no sense of humor about it — and no ability to acknowledge other choices. She certainly wasn't alone in that opinion; even Chiara's own father disapproved of her decision to become a glassmaker. But, strangely enough, Minerva respected the unusual path Chiara had elected to take — admired her work, even. 

"That is good of you to say, Minerva. But our craftsmanship is hardly going to help us free Uncle Gian." 

Minerva leaned her head in the direction of the Garzoni and Dragoni patriarchs. "Neither will all this arguing and hand-waving." 

Chiara tried not to laugh, more successfully than Pasquale. Aunt Ilaria sent them a quelling look. 

That was another thing that Chiara liked about her younger step-sister: the dry, level-headed way she had. It often made her seem much older than her sixteen years. 

Pasquale took their elbows. "Come ladies. I believe it is quieter in the opposite corner of the courtyard."

Spring flowers lined the stone walls that shut out the bustle of the streets beyond, and laurel trees cast shade, their bay leaves giving off a pleasantly aromatic scent. In the middle, water running and gurgling in a stone fountain provided a soothing background to the arguments behind them.

Chiara, Minerva and Pasquale sat down on a marble bench near the fountain, where they could follow the attempts to lay blame from a safe distance. After much heated discussion and no tangible results, their relatives began drifting off, claiming they would write every member of the Council of Ten, they would use their influence with the Foscari family, they would do any number of brilliant things which would immediately lead to Uncle Gian's release. 

Chiara's stomach growled, and she realized the news had postponed her midday meal. But somehow, she still couldn't deal with the thought of food, with Uncle Gian locked up in a Venetian dungeon. She rose and began to pace. 

"Come, Chiara, do sit down again," Minerva said. "Just watching you is making me tired." Minerva feigned a fashionable indolence that often made Chiara tired, and they teased each other about their opposing habits. But today she wasn't in the mood.

"I knew Uncle Gian shouldn't go to Padua." Chiara stopped pacing and turned to face her second cousin and her step-sister. The mulberry tree behind them was just beginning to bud, and tulips in a riot of colors, red, yellow, purple and more, bloomed in flower beds next to the stone pathways, much too cheerful for her mood. 

Pasquale shook his head. "You did not. You're just one of the cautious ones, and this time you were right." 

"Exactly!" 

"And there have been many times when you were not. Yes, we all know we have to be careful, but this is not the first time a member of our family violated the laws of Venice. We've been meeting with merchants in Padua and Verona and Vicenza for years without incident."

Chiara had to admit he was right. Every time one of their relatives undertook a clandestine journey and left the islands of Venice, she was worried. She knew the laws. Of course, her relatives knew them as well, but it often seemed they regarded such regulations as no more than a minor irritation, requiring an extra portion of cleverness to complete the job at hand and close the next lucrative deal for the Fenice Glassworks. 

"Uncle Gian was probably arrested because of the rumors from France," Minerva said thoughtfully. 

Pasquale and Chiara looked at each other, realizing she might well have hit on the reason why the ruling families of Venice had cracked down. News had reached their island that the quality of glass coming from the glassworks in Lorraine were showing a dramatic improvement in quality. And then there was the recent disappearance of a member of the Bortolussi glassmaking family. 

"We should have been more careful after we heard," Pasquale admitted. 
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