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      “Venice is hauntingly beautiful, isn’t it?” Veronica Maggio, my best friend and boss and an imminent bride-to-be, gazed at the serene canal water.

      I shifted uneasily on the elevated walkway. I wanted to agree with her, but there were a couple of problems. One, we weren’t in Venice, we were underneath it in the permanently flooded crypt of the Chiesa di San Zaccaria. And two, the tranquil canal water she was gazing at reflected vaulted alcoves with eerie white tombs. “It’s definitely haunting, but I struggle with the beautiful graveyard concept.”

      She rolled her eyes, making me think of people rolling in their graves. “I think it’s gorgeous, Franki, especially the way the tombs are framed by the partially submerged columns.”

      I tried to see the beauty, but those columns raised questions, such as were they holding up the Gothic-Renaissance church over our heads? If so, how much longer could the tenth-century pillars withstand the eroding effects of the salt water? And what about the brick walls?

      My concerns weren’t unfounded. The crumbling plaster on the low ceiling might have escaped her notice because she was barely five feet five. But I had five inches on her, so the disrepair was in my face. And with potentially rising water, I felt boxed in.

      In a subterranean cemetery.

      I tugged at my turtleneck and tried to distract myself from the claustrophobic conditions. “Who do you think the statue on the tomb is? A Roman god?”

      Veronica tucked blonde hair behind her ear and pulled a guidebook from her floral Gucci bag. “I doubt it. From what I’ve read, Venice didn’t come into being until ancient Rome was on the verge of collapse.”

      “Then who were their influences? Mermen?”

      She turned to a bookmarked page. “This says the Venetian Republic began in  697 AD and drew inspiration from Byzantine Constantinople and Islamic Cairo. You can see their influence in the architecture of the Basilica of San Marco and on the Grand Canal.”

      I’m dying to, I thought, but I’m stuck in this burial basement.

      She proceeded along the narrow walkway, moving deeper into the crypt. But I stayed put. The old brick was covered in an inch of water and surrounded by looming pools, which evoked walking a wet plank.

      I checked my Goldon’s Boots, the reusable plastic shoe covers made in Venice for acqua alta, the high water caused by storm tides. I’d wanted to take them home to New Orleans for the bimonthly floods that besiege the French Quarter where Veronica’s PI agency, Private Chicks, was located, but this pair had a date with the garbage. Because the odds were as high as the floodwater that they were steeped in bone broth.

      Now that I thought about it, that dank, earthy odor probably wasn’t just from the wet, decaying building. I pulled a lock of my brown hair over my nose.

      Ripples marred the surface of the pool.

      And I got queasy. Was something swimming in it, like a rat? Or was more water pouring in?

      I speed-trod to catch up with Veronica to find out whether she needed me to stick around for an as-yet-unknown maid-of-honor duty. If not, I intended to get the hell out of the creepy catacombs. “What’s the plan after this?”

      “As soon as Dirk is done paying Father Festin, we’re going to dinner.”

      I imagined the three of us at a table for two in a charming trattoria and, given our surroundings, plates of cold osso buco. “I’m exhausted from the trip, so I think I’ll get room service at the hotel. Besides, I wouldn’t want to ruin your romantic dinner.”

      “You wouldn’t. We’ve already been here for a couple of days, so we’d enjoy the company. We’re going to the Cantina do Spade, near the old Red Light district, where Casanova once took his lady friends.”

      My lips flattened like tomb lids.

      Veronica’s cornflower blue eyes grew guarded. “Any update from Bradley?”

      I pulled my phone from my coat pocket, hoping to find a text from my fiancé. No reception. “The last I heard, the snowstorm was really bearing down.”

      “At least he’s safe with his family.”

      I was happy about that, but not about the timing. Given the December weather, I’d worried that the long layover he’d scheduled in Boston would result in a delayed connecting flight, and sure enough, it had. “I just wish he’d waited to surprise his mother on the way back from the wedding. Venice is for lovers, and I’m here alone.”

      “You are not. You’ve got Dirk and me.”

      “And I love you both, but not like Casanova loved his lady friends.”

      She exhale-smiled. “The ceremony is in six days. You’ll have plenty of time together before your family arrives.”

      Thanks to the rippling water, my reflection fluttered like a ghost, ironic considering that Veronica’s wedding would haunt me if Bradley didn’t make it. My mom and my eighty-one-year-old Sicilian nonna thought he’d been slow to propose, and if he were a no-show for Veronica’s wedding, two things would happen. They would interpret it as a sure sign of cold feet for marriage in general, and my nonna would go into manic-matchmaker mode.

      Splashing footsteps drowned out my anxiety.

      Veronica’s soon-to-be groom, Dirk Bogart, strode up the walkway. Although he was named after English matinee idol Dirk Bogarde, his reddish-blond hair, blue eyes, and strong jaw were reminiscent of a young Robert Redford. “We’re all set, and Father Festin is going to give us a quick tour of the crypt as soon as he finishes up with a communion wine delivery. You’ll like him, Franki. He’s quite a character. Italian, but grew up in England.”

      Unless his tour came with a complimentary glass of that wine, and I was confident it didn’t, I wanted no part of it. “I’ll meet him at the wedding. Right now, I think I’ll head out.”

      He glanced at Veronica. “Are you sure? I made a dinner reservation for three.”

      Dirk was a gentleman, but I was tired, and I had no desire to be the third wheel in a city that used only boats for transportation. “I appreciate the invite, but the nap I took on the plane has worn off.”

      Veronica’s brow furrowed. “I hope you’ll come with us to the Palazzo Ducale at nine tomorrow morning. We’re taking the Secret Itineraries tour of its prisons and the torture chamber.”

      Most couples took a gondola ride, but to each their own.

      “Oh, and we have to be at the hotel restaurant at three o’clock. The chef is going to let us sample the dish she created for the reception.”

      Food was more like it. “I will definitely make that. See y’all tomorrow.”

      I maneuvered carefully around Dirk on the narrow walkway, because I had no desire to take a dip in the tomb soup, but a priest in a black robe, presumably Father Festin, blocked my exit. His head was lowered, and when he raised it, I got a shock. Deathly pale, he had pronounced under-eye circles and a head so bald it might as well have been a bare skull. And Dirk was right when he’d called him a character, because Father Festin looked like Uncle Fester from The Addams Family.

      The frightening father clasped bony hands. “I trust you’re enjoying the crypt.”

      I didn’t know what surprised me more—the questionable use of enjoying or his “Monster Mash” voice.

      Veronica peered around Dirk. “We are, Father. It’s like a reflection pool.”

      “When the water isn’t up to the ceiling, yes.”

      Way to literally put a damper on the tour, pal—uh, priest. I checked the ripples to make sure they hadn’t become waves.

      Dirk slid his arm around Veronica’s waist. “Who’s buried down here, Father?”

      “Eight doges, all of whom died the most savage deaths.”

      Father Fester was chock-full of downer details.

      His gaze wandered to a tomb. “Three were assassinated here at San Zaccaria.”

      I started, which was precarious considering where I was standing. “That’s a lot of murders…for a church.”

      “They were violent times.” He practically sang the statement. “And it was a small number given that one hundred twenty doges ruled La Serenissima, the Most Serene Republic of Venice, until Napoleon forced the last doge to abdicate in 1797.”

      Dirk rubbed his chin. “That would’ve been during the French Revolutionary Wars, before he sold Louisiana to the United States.”

      “Yes, money he used to fund the Napoleonic Wars. He was a warmonger and a thief who left devastation in his wake.”

      Just like my Cairn terrier of the same name.

      He frowned at the water as though that was also Napoleon’s doing. “Before the dissolution of the Republic, the Chiesa di San Zaccaria was a monastic church with great influence, as the abbess was always a relative of the doge. Napoleon took away its power, plundered its art, and banned burials in this crypt and upstairs in the church.”

      My head tipped forward. “People are buried there too?”

      “Of course. The church was founded in the ninth century when the Byzantine Emperor Leo V the Armenian gave Doge Giustiniano Participazio the gift of the body of Saint Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist.”

      “Oh, man.” I threw up my hands and looked at Veronica. “That’s what I was going to get you for your wedding.”

      Her eyes widened, and Father Festin looked as though he wanted to shove me in the bone-water moat.

      Catholic guilt pricked at my skin, and I scratched my neck. The joke might have been in poor taste, but so was giving corpses as presents.

      Dirk wiped a grin from his face. “Did Napoleon ban burials throughout the city?”

      “Yes, because of the flooding he said it was unhygienic to bury the deceased anywhere on the main island, so he commissioned a cemetery on the island of San Michele, which is still in use today.”

      A sound policy.

      “He tried to remove our relics, but the Church resisted. In return, he closed our adjoining monastery and gave it to the Carabinieri.” He shuddered. “A crime.”

      I disagreed. Between the murders of the doges and the unsafe burials, the Chiesa di San Zaccaria needed police protection—from itself.

      Veronica flipped through the guidebook. “I thought I read that the monastery burned down.”

      “It caught fire in 1105, but it was saved. Unfortunately, one hundred nuns who hid in the cellar died from smoke inhalation.” His hummed words hung in the air like a shroud.

      I would’ve sworn the ceiling lowered, and I struggled to breathe. The church and its priest were more suited for a funeral than a wedding—or a TV show about a family that was creepy, kooky, mysterious, spooky, and all together ooky. Either way, that was my cue to leave. I’d come to Venice to celebrate the joining of two lives, not ruminate on murder and dying.

      “Do you mind if I slide around you, Father? I’ve got a date with death.” My jaw dropped at my disturbing slip of the tongue. “I mean, my bed.”

      He held up his hands to let me pass, and I sucked in my gut to squeeze past his. As I climbed the worn marble steps, my nerves were as rattled as the bones in the tombs. I didn’t know why the “date with death” remark had popped from my mouth, but I certainly hoped it wasn’t a premonition.

      I emerged inside the vestibule, which had closed a half-hour before at 6:00 p.m., and took a life-affirming breath.

      But I was met by more death.

      Two gold-and-glass caskets were on the wall before me—one identified as Saint Athanasius was held aloft by giant angel sculptures, the other, Saint Zechariah, rested at their feet. Because of dark woodwork, black columns, and somber Renaissance paintings, I hadn’t noticed them when I’d arrived an hour earlier. But now that darkness had descended, the caskets and the white-robed corpses that rested inside gleamed in the glow of sconces and candles, as though sending me a grave message.

      “It’s official,” I said aloud in the sacred space. “This church is killing my excitement about my best friend’s wedding.”

      But that was irrational. The exhaustion and stress about Bradley were getting to me. I needed sleep and the safe arrival of my fiancé, and all would be well.

      I passed the pews and hoisted open the old wooden door. Clouds obscured the moon, which didn’t promise anything positive for the walk back to the hotel. I stepped into the brick piazza known as the Campo di San Zaccaria and pulled out my phone in case I needed the flashlight—or the polizia.

      “Chill, Franki,” I whisper-muttered. “Like Father Fester said—I mean, Father Festin—the Carabinieri are next door in the convent.”

      A shuffling sound pricked up my ears, and I scanned the crypt-like darkness. An elderly man in an elegant tabarro, a Venetian cloak that dated to the medieval period, walked toward a public drinking fountain with a grocery bag.

      Relieved, I smiled. “Buonasera.”

      Ignoring my “good evening,” he stooped to take a drink. Then he rose and thrust his cane at the building. “Non entrare. Non entrare!”

      I’d heard Italian at home and had studied it with Veronica at the University of Texas, so I knew he was telling me not to enter the church, probably because it was after hours.

      He bared yellowed teeth. “Quella è la Chiesa degli Omicidi, capito?”

      I understood, all right. The Church of Murders. I looked at the massive, five-story structure with its tall Gothic windows, colonnades, and curved gable. Was that nickname a thing of its past—or part of its present? I turned to ask, but he was gone.

      Spooked, I pulled up the hood of my coat and headed for the Hotel San Marco. My romantic notions of Venice had vanished, like the old man. In their place were thoughts as dark as the starless night.
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        * * *

      

      “You seriously picked now not to work?” I glared at my phone, but it wasn’t to blame for the fact that I couldn’t find my way back to the hotel. The culprit was the sketchy reception among the narrow, building-lined streets. I had no GPS, no way to call anyone, and no one to ask for directions. And to top it all off, I had brain fog from sleep deprivation, so I couldn’t get my bearings.

      As time wore on, my stomach sank further and further, much like Venice itself. The city had six main districts called sestrieri, which came from sesto, or six, and I feared that I’d strayed far from San Marco, and my hotel. It didn’t help that fog as dense as the one in my head had rolled in, or that my footsteps echoed in the empty city, making me worry that I was being followed.

      Voices came from an alleyway a few yards ahead.

      My body tensed, and I hugged my hobo bag as I peered around the corner.

      It wasn’t an alley, but a bookstore set back from the street. The name, Libreria Acqua Alta, struck me as ironic both because books and flood water didn’t go together and because I felt like I’d found a life raft in a lagoon.

      The inside of the store was as damp as the streets and equally devoid of people. Books were elevated off the concrete floor, some stacked in shelves, and others piled in a variety of unlikely containers, a bathtub, a canoe, a chest of drawers. Nevertheless, many were warped and wet. A hodgepodge of light fixtures, plants, and a stray cat gave the space the look and smell of a garden center at a home repair store.

      I entered an adjoining room that had a gondola overflowing with books. A straw-and-ribbon gondolier’s hat hung from the curved metal bow, and a male and female mannequin in Carnival dress stood in an amorous pose behind a red heart-shaped seat. Below them were copies of Giacomo Casanova’s The Story of My Life, which added to my depression. His life was synonymous with erotic adventures, whereas the story of mine was being apart from my fiancé. What I wanted was to be with my Casanova, aka Bradley Hartmann, and to kiss him in a gondola like the one before me under the Bridge of Sighs.

      A wistful sigh escaped my lungs, and I wandered into the next room in search of the travel section. Forest green double doors opened onto a canal that threatened to spill into the store. An old-school life preserver hung from one of the handles, and on the door frame beside it were the words Fire Exit and a comical image of a person diving for the water. An olive green armchair completed the scene. Unlike the flooded crypt, it was the perfect place to sit and reflect, and a reading spot too tempting to resist.

      I reached into a wine barrel and grabbed a random book—Death in Venice by Thomas Mann with a cover from the 1971 movie starring Dirk Bogarde.

      The nape of my neck tingled. Is it a sign that something’s going to happen to Veronica’s Dirk? Is that why I’ve been on edge in this floating city?

      I sank into the armchair.

      “Don’t sit there!” A thirty-something woman dived for me like the diving figure on the door frame. She slammed into the chair, tipping it on two legs, and seized my arm, sending Death in Venice sailing to its demise in the dark water.

      Panicked, I latched onto the door handle, preventing my own canal catastrophe.

      She pulled me from the seat with a strength surprising for a five-foot woman with the curves of a snowman. “That chair’s as wet as a sink sponge.”

      I would’ve appreciated the warning before I sat down—and before the tackling—because my derrière was drenched and my bicep had taken a beating.

      “You all right?”

      She was shouting as though I was hard of hearing, and it was turning my brain fog to hazy headache. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “Well, you look pretty rough.”

      I eyed the life preserver. The canal catastrophe I’d prevented might have been the better option. “I flew in from New Orleans today, so I’m worn out.”

      “The Big Easy, eh? Know it well. I’m from Screamer, Alabama.”

      That explained her high volume.

      “Last name’s Helper.” She shook my bruised arm up and down. “First name’s Shona, like Mona. Just drop the ‘m’ and add a ‘sh.’”

      I’d like to add a sh. A couple of them, actually. “I’m Franki Amato.” I put my hands on my hips and looked around the room. “Any idea where the maps are?”

      “Beside the register on your way out, but I have a better suggestion.” She tied her stringy brown hair into a top knot and pulled a book from a shelf. “Venice Legends and Ghost Stories: A Guide to Places of Mystery in Venice is a fun way to get to know the city. I read it twice before I came. We’ve got it at the library where I work.”

      A loud-talker librarian? The next thing you know, she’ll dog-ear a page. “It doesn’t mention the Chiesa di San Zaccaria, does it?”

      “Sure does. The Church of Murders. It had quite the history back in the day.”

      Let’s hope it stays in the past.

      She flipped through the book and held it up. “This one’s my favorite, the bell ringer of San Marco. It’s a true story about a seven-foot-tall man who sold his skeleton to the Museum of Natural History in the eighteen hundreds before he died. You should go see it.”

      “I was at a crypt earlier, so bones are out.”

      “Okay, but you might regret it. The bell ringer certainly did. Legend has it that every night just before midnight, he slips from the museum in a black cape, rings the bell at Saint Mark’s bell tower twelve times, and wanders the streets, ringing a handheld bell and begging for money to buy back his skeleton.”

      I didn’t believe that nonsense, but a part of me was glad that it was only seven forty. “Thanks, but I’m a PI, so when I’m on vacation I like to get away from mystery and take it easy. Speaking of which, I’m falling asleep on my feet, so I’d best be off.”

      “I hope you have a restful stay!”

      I did too, and that started with getting away from her.

      On my way to the register, I got sidetracked by a tiny, walled courtyard. Wet, disintegrating encyclopedias were stacked like stairs against the back wall with the ungrammatical sign, “Follow the Books Steps Climb.”

      Curious, I climbed to the top and looked over the wall. The canal lay below. In the daytime, the water was a turquoise color, but without the sun it was deep purple-blue. I looked left and drew in a breath.

      A woman with wavy blonde hair in a flowing white dress and lace gloves stood on a bridge, staring at the water. Her face, hidden behind a white facial mask, reminded me of Jason’s hockey look from Friday the 13th, but it was clear she was distraught. She wrung her hands and looked behind her. Then she glanced in my direction and went rigid.

      “Ahem.”

      I spun around.

      A middle-aged man in suspenders tapped his wristwatch. “We close now.”

      I took one last look at the bridge. The woman had vanished as abruptly as the old man at the church.

      How do Venetians do that? Are they all ghosts?

      With a shudder, I went to the register and picked out a street guide, but I couldn’t get the ghostly woman or the Death in Venice book out of my head. It was irrational, but something, a sixth sense, had me spooked.

      My phone rang, and amore mio appeared on the display. Bradley! I handed the man twenty euros to cover the map—and the drowned book—and rushed from the shop. “Hey, babe,” I answered as I headed for the open air of a canal to keep my phone reception. “Did you find a flight?”

      “Everything’s canceled until tomorrow. The snowstorm’s a full-on blizzard.”

      I wanted to shout à la Shona, Our days are numbered before my family arrives and goes into meddling overdrive! Hire a private plane! Charter a boat! Take Santa’s sleigh! But that wasn’t safe—or entirely realistic—and the dejection in his voice silenced my objections. “It’s only one more day.”

      “I know, but I miss you.”

      My stomach gave a flutter kick. “I miss you too.”

      “How’s La Serenissima?”

      “You mean, La Scarenissima.” I cast a glance behind me. “Venice doesn’t have street lights, and it’s practically a ghost town at night.”

      “How is that possible? It’s one of the most visited cities in the world.”

      “The manager at our hotel said that wealthy foreigners who don’t live here year round own most of the property, and it’s so expensive the people who service the tourists live outside the city. So when the shops close, Venice empties out.”

      “Where are you now?”

      I wish I knew, I thought, as I scanned foreboding buildings. “On my way to the hotel.”

      “After dark? Are you sure it’s safe?”

      I glanced over my shoulder, quite sure it wasn’t. “Don’t worry about me, Bradley Hartmann. You should be worried about yourself.”

      “Why’s that? The flight?”

      “No, I’ve got big plans for you when you arrive.”

      “I like the sound of that.” His serious tone had turned as smooth as Venetian silk. “I’ll call before the plane takes off. I love you.”

      “I love you back. Buon viaggio, amore mio.” I hung up, and the warm, fuzzy glow of the call faded back to the black night.

      And then to fuzzy glow?

      Thinking I was hallucinating, I blinked hard. But no, yellow-orange lights floated down the canal. How?

      In the fog, it was hard to tell.

      Entranced, I walked toward the water.

      The woman I’d seen on the bridge emerged from a side street, her white gown swirling at her feet. She raised a lace-gloved arm as though pointing at the light.

      Was the floating glow the thing she’d been looking for on the bridge? I picked up my pace, and my heels smacked on the street.

      Her masked face jerked in my direction, and she ran the way she’d come.

      What’s going on?

      The source of the canal lights came into focus, and it was more haunting than the woman in white.

      Floating down the water with a lit candle on each of its four corners was a coffin—the kind vampires sleep in.
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      “A coffin?” Veronica repeated into the phone. “The tapered type that vampires use?”

      I crossed the Piazza San Marco, wondering how her questions were going down at our hotel’s breakfast buffet. “Precisely that kind. It was black and fairly small.”

      “Oh.” Her tone softened as though the size made the sighting less relevant. “So it was for a child.”

      I stopped at the Caffè Florian’s outdoor seating area, searching for a table farthest from the grand piano outside the entrance. “Child vampires can do just as much damage as adults, Veronica.”

      “Here we go again with your irrational fear of Claudia from Interview with a Vampire.”

      “In my defense, that vampirette was more bloodthirsty than Lestat.”

      At a table on the last row, an attractive young man and an older woman in a black chiffon headscarf and white sunglasses looked up from their newspapers.

      I flashed a smile to reassure them that I wasn’t a nutjob—and that my canines were non-vampire—and sat a few seats away with my back to them.

      Veronica sighed. “And like Lestat, she’s a fictional character from the Anne Rice books.”

      “Yes, but as we know from that fraternity murder I investigated, there are real people who live as vampires.” I glanced behind me at the couple, who frowned at their glasses of blood-orange juice.

      “Well, maybe the coffin was for a festival or funeral.”

      “With no one in attendance except the woman in white?”

      Dirk murmured something unintelligible, and the clink of a spoon striking a porcelain cup assailed my ear.

      “Franki, can we talk about this later? The chef is on her way to our table, and I want to make sure she’s still planning to serve us a dish from the reception menu today at three.”

      “Fine. I’ll think better after I down some espresso, anyway.”

      “We’ll meet you at the Palazzo Ducale ticket booth in half an hour.” Veronica hung up before I could object.

      I put my phone in my bag and pondered the funeral angle. If the coffin and the ghostly woman were connected, then she could have been having a memorial for a lost child, but it didn’t seem likely given her attire. Her mask and white gown were reminiscent of a New Orleans voodoo ritual. Had I witnessed Venetian black magic?

      A chill snaked down my spine. I turned on a table-side heat lamp and reached for the menu.

      Pigeons descended in front of my table, and we eyed one another uneasily. They were wondering whether I’d give them something to eat, and I was wondering whether they’d eat me. The pigeons of Saint Mark’s Square were notoriously aggressive, so much so that not only had they survived multiple removal attempts by the city, their population had grown to almost double that of the Venetians.

      I was tempted to move inside to one of the café’s historic tea rooms, but I wanted to have that experience with Bradley. I opened the menu and held it up so that I couldn’t see the beady bird eyes. My gaze went straight to cioccolata in tazza. “Chocolate in cup?” I translated aloud. “Why, yes. I believe I will.”

      Beneath the tantalizing drink was a picture of something even more enticing—hot chocolate with a mint cream topping and chocolate shavings named after none other than Giacomo Casanova. I sighed and closed the menu. The guy was all over Venice, but my Casanova wasn’t.

      A waiter with the bone structure of a model and a nametag that read ‘Ambrosio’ approached in the café’s signature uniform, a white dinner jacket with black pants and a black bowtie. “May I take your order, miss?”

      He must’ve heard me speaking English. “A croissant, an espresso doppio, and a Casanova.”

      The corner of his mouth twisted upward.

      My face grew warm, and it wasn’t because of the heat lamp. I’d meant to order the drink, not the man. “I meant, a Cioccolata Casanova.”

      He nodded and left the table, no doubt thinking that I was a hard-up American hitting on him.

      I shot an embarrassed glance at the couple, relieved to see that they were deep in conversation, and turned to admire the beauty of the piazza dedicated to Saint Mark, or San Marco, as he was known locally. The domes of the basilica with its gold mosaics, the red-brick bell tower, and the pointed arches of the Palazzo Ducale, visible from the piazzetta that branched off the main piazza, transported me back to the Renaissance. Everywhere I looked, I saw the symbol of Venice, the winged lion with the gospel of Saint Mark under his paw. And for the holidays, there was an enormous Christmas tree made from strands of white lights.

      My plan was to people-watch, but I had to pigeon-watch instead. They strutted around with puffed chests and tensed wings, and every few seconds one would rush me and retreat. I stood up to drag the heat lamp in front of me to threaten them with a roasting. While stooped over, I saw the hem of an ankle-length black tabarro and men’s boots with a tiny skull on each heel. As I returned to my seat the wearer pulled out a chair at the couple’s table.

      The skulls and the cloak reminded me of the bell-ringer legend. I stared at the columned belfry of Saint Mark’s tower and imagined a seven-foot skeleton ringing the bell. I snorted. Now that I’d had some sleep, my fears from the day before seemed almost comical.

      “Dopo mezzanotte,” one of the men behind me quasi-shouted.

      I turned my head an inch, curious to know what he thought should happen “after midnight.”

      A hushed but heated exchange followed in a dialect of Italian, probably because the couple-turned-trio realized I was eavesdropping. Nevertheless, I recognized the odd word, vero for true, and palla d’oro for golden ball. I wasn’t sure what the latter referred to, but it wasn’t a Christmas ornament because that was addobbo.

      The waiter returned with my order—and a cheeky twinkle in his black eyes.

      Avoiding his gaze, I shot the espresso. When he was gone, I took a sip of the Cioccolata Casanova. My hand went to my lips. If the real Casanova was even half as seductive as the sumptuous drink, I would’ve succumbed to his every whim.

      The man behind me slammed a hand on the table. “No, la pavan!”

      “Zitto,” the woman silenced him.

      The “pavan” got my attention. It was my mother’s maiden name, and her family was from the area. My last name, Amato, meant loved, but it had never occurred to me that hers might be an Italian word, as well.

      Something hit the back of my chair, and I lurched forward, sloshing the precious mint chocolate onto the piazza. I clenched my jaw.

      The pigeons.

      I turned to pluck the dirty birds but discovered that the culprit was Shona Helper, who stood behind me in a green knit cap and white puffer coat jumpsuit that enhanced her snowman figure.

      “Franki Amato,” she trumpeted. “Fancy running into you.”

      I wanted to tell her that the expression was never intended to be literal, but I focused on the positive—her loud talking had scared away the pigeons.

      Shona dumped a tote bag from a romance writer convention on the table and took a seat, her charcoal eyes bright with excitement. “I’ve been dying to come to the Caffè Florian. It opened in 1720, which makes it the oldest continually operating café in Europe, unless you believe the French, who say the Café Procope has been open since 1686. And Florian’s list of patrons reads like a who’s who from the history books. Goethe, Lord Byron, Charles Dickens, Charlie Chaplain, Winston Churchill…”

      I looked for the waiter. Time to replace my Casanova with a cocktail. And why not? It was 1.30 a.m. in New Orleans. “So what’re you doing in Venice?” A worrisome thought struck me. “You didn’t come alone, did you?”

      “Nah, I’m with my rowing club.”

      That explained how she’d lifted me from the wet armchair at the bookstore. “There’s rowing in Alabama?”

      “We have water too, you know. Although I learned to row up north in my hometown.”

      It occurred to me that Shona didn’t have a Southern accent. “Where’s that?”

      “Belchertown, Massachusetts.” She pounded a burp from her chest.

      I sensed a pattern with her cities of residence, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      “Yep, my team is going to race on the Grand Canal on Christmas Eve Day.”

      “Wow. That sounds amazing. What’s your team called?”

      “The Screamer Scullers.”

      The name had a ring to it, and thanks to Shona’s shouting, it rang my ears.

      “What about you? Are you really here on vacation?” She grinned, revealing deep dimples. “Or are you investigating a case undercover? You can tell me.” She leaned forward. “We librarians know how to keep mum.”

      Given the information she’d been rattling off, I wasn’t so sure. “I’m here for my best friend’s wedding at—” I decided to keep the Church of Murders location to myself for fear she’d make a scene or show up at the ceremony, “—a chapel.”

      “Ooh, you know what that reminds me of? A story from that book I showed you last night. It’s about a woman named Tosca.”

      “The one from the opera?”

      “No, that was about a fictitious singer Puccini dreamed up. This Tosca was a real woman from Treviso, a town thirty-two kilometers from here, which is twenty miles to you and me.”

      True to her librarian title, Shona was a solid resource.

      “Tosca was gorgeous, probably blonde,” she said with a flip of her mousy brown strands. “And because her family was poor, she agreed to marry a rich nobleman who was way too old for her. But she fell in love with a handsome young hunter, and they escaped to Venice. The enraged nobleman,” she pushed up from the table and puffed her chest like one of the pigeons, “came and found them and shouted, ‘If I can’t have you, nobody will.’ Then he killed the hunter, and whack!” She karate-chopped her left hand. “He cut off Tosca’s ring finger.”

      I covered my ruby-and-diamond-engagement-ringed ring finger. The violence had caught me by surprise, but Shona’s reenactment of the shouting hadn’t.

      She returned to her seat. “Tosca took her own life, and to this day, her ghost wanders the Castello district dressed as a bride.”

      Instead of Veronica’s Vera Wang dress, my mind went to the masked woman’s flowing white gown. “Just out of curiosity, where is the Castello district?”

      “You were in it last night, at the bookstore. Tosca is often seen there on a bridge, looking for her ring finger.”

      Saint Mark’s Campanile rang out the ten o’clock hour, and it was no peal of wedding bells. It was a foreboding funeral toll.
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        * * *

      

      Shona stopped on the dimly lit stairwell inside the Palazzo Ducale and turned to look at me. “It was awesome of your friend, Veronica, to let me use your fiancé’s ticket.”

      “Mm,” was all I managed, glad that she was getting to take the Secret Itineraries tour, but stressed because she was preventing me from keeping up with the rest of the group. Our retired American soldier tour guide, Alma, took no nonsense, and even though we were in a medieval prison, she didn’t take any prisoners either.

      Shona turned, put her right foot on the next step, and her left. Then she spun to look at me again. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but you have to book this tour months in advance.”

      I gripped the railing and squeezed. Shona’s loud and steady information stream had drowned out our guide in the Pozzi, the basement prison cells nicknamed the Wells where prisoners were left to drown during acqua alta floods. And now, on our way to the Torture Room, her chatter combined with her stop-and-go stair-climbing, had the effect of a slow water drip on my forehead.

      “The tour is so popular because of the Council of Ten,” she droned. “They were the Venetian chamber of justice. Have you heard about them?”

      “I have,” I said, hoping to head off yet another info dump, “from Alma, our tour guide?”

      “Right, but she should’ve gone into more detail about their terror tactics.”

      I wondered whether one of those tactics included trapping people in a narrow stairwell and tormenting them with chitchat.

      “The Council was so feared because they had hundreds of informants who left incriminating notes in drop boxes all over the city that were called boche de leon because they looked like lion mouths. And whoever they condemned was tricked into going to a street called Calle della Morte where they’d be killed.”

      How? I wouldn’t be caught dead on a murderous street named Death Alley. But I didn’t dare ask Shona that question.

      She exited the stairwell, and I zoomed past her and entered a doorway marked Stanza della Tortura. A museum guard with a severe burn scar on his neck watched from a corner as I surveyed what was no garden-variety torture chamber. Instead of the dank stone-dungeon look with wrought-iron fixtures I’d expected, the walls had rich, dark paneling, and an antique desk, cabinet, and chairs in exquisite hand-carved wood furnished the room.

      “Holy mole sauce,” Shona bellowed. “The Venetians certainly didn’t want to be surrounded by squalor while they watched people suffer.”

      “Apparently not.” I walked to three wooden steps placed in the middle of the room in direct view of the desk. A rope dangled above them from a vaulted ceiling. “I’m surprised there isn’t a noose.”

      “Didn’t you hear the tour guide?”

      “No,” I replied pointedly.

      “You should listen. They know tons of information.”

      I laid a side-eye on her. “Like someone else I met in Venice.”

      “Who?”

      Shona just didn’t get it. “No one you know.”

      “Oh. Anyway,” she approached the steps, “the rope was used to hang prisoners by their hands, which had been tied behind their backs. If they took too long to confess, their shoulders snapped like matchsticks.”

      Not that much worse than what I’m going through now.

      Alma stormed the room in her combat boots and blew a whistle, and Shona and I stood at attention.

      “It’s against regulations for museum visitors to separate from their guides.” She put the whistle in a pocket of her beige utility dress. “We’ll proceed single file to the Piombi.”

      Shona touched my arm. “That’s Italian for the ‘Leads.’ They’re attic prison cells with lead roofs that are like freezers in winter and ovens in summer.”

      The battle-scarred lines on Alma’s face hardened. “That’s what I’m here to explain.”

      Shona’s dimpled cheeks flushed the color of Alma’s raised March! flag.

      We followed her into a rustic hallway with old wood beams and paneling. As with the Wells in the basement, the Leads had low doors with metal reinforcements and windows with rusted bars.

      Veronica emerged from a cell in a white wool pantsuit. “Franki, Casanova escaped from here. Can you imagine?”

      No, because I couldn’t seem to shake the guy, or Shona for that matter. “What year was that?”

      Alma tapped the window bars with her flag. “It was 1756 on Halloween night. He and a fellow prisoner, a priest no less, made a hole in the lead ceiling, climbed into the attic, and crossed the palace roof. Then they re-entered through a palace office window and convinced someone that they were visitors who’d been locked in the prison.” She shook her head. “Whoever that numbskull was, committed a scandalous breach of security that allowed Casanova to flee in a waiting gondola and escape to Paris.”

      It figured he’d taken a gondola. “Why was he imprisoned?”

      “Public outrages against the holy religion.”

      Shona held a hand to the side of her mouth. “A.k.a., adultery for affairs with married women. He once called marriage the tomb of love.”

      Alma clicked her heels, and Shona and I went rigid. “He was also charged with being a cardsharp, a con man, a Freemason, an astrologer, a cabbalist, and a blasphemer.”

      She sure showed Shona.

      “If you ask me, Casanova got off too easy. They used to announce executions of nefarious characters like him from the two red columns of the loggia, and then they’d hang ’em from there during a ceremony presided over by the doge and leave them for days as a warning. I tell you, that’s the way to fight crime.” Alma raised the flag. “Onward, to the last stop.”

      After that pronouncement, we marched downstairs to the middle of the palace like dutiful prisoners.

      “Here we are.” Alma gestured to what looked like a short, narrow hallway with a glow of light from a lone window. “The famous Ponte dei Sospiri, or Bridge of Sighs, so-called because the prisoners would sigh as they took one last glimpse at Venice before going to the clink. The bridge was designed by the architect Antonio Contino and built in 1614. It connects the old prison and interrogation rooms to the new prison.”

      Dirk took Veronica’s hand and led her to the window.

      Shona shouldered my side. “Aren’t they adorable?”

      “They are.” So why do I feel a sense of foreboding about their wedding?

      She stomped her clogs. “Whoa. Look how worn down the floor is.”

      Maybe that’s the reason.

      Alma shot her a hawkish look. “Millions of tourists’ plodding feet have thinned the old stone.”

      My stomach nosedived at the revelation. Seeing the bridge from the water below was looking like the better option.

      Veronica waved me over. “Come look, Franki. There’s a gondola on the canal below, and the island of San Giorgio Maggiore is in the distance.”

      I sighed as though I were a prisoner going to my cell and stepped onto the bridge. The floor, uneven under my feet, caused my stomach to list like a boat in choppy water. But under Alma’s commander gaze, I forged ahead and completed my mission. The window was covered with bars and decorative grilles, so I had to squint to see through an opening. I looked at the water several stories below and imagined Bradley and me in a gondola.

      With a candle-adorned coffin floating behind it.

      I closed my eyes to erase the image, but the woman in white appeared. Who was she? And was she supposed to be Tosca’s ghost?

      Shona bumped into me, and my stomach threatened to capsize. She peered through the glass. “Legend has it that if a man and woman kiss in a gondola under the bridge, their love will last forever.”

      I gave a lovelorn sigh. “Yeah, I’d planned to do that with my fiancé, but I’m not sure when, or if, he’ll get here.”

      She took my hand.

      I rolled my eyes but let her have the moment. It steadied my vertigo, and she was using my fiancé’s ticket.

      Veronica came up behind us and gazed out of the window. “Just think how awful it must’ve been to see this stunning view before being locked in a cell. Worse than the torture chamber.”

      I rubbed my unbroken shoulder, unconvinced. “I wonder whether anyone besides Casanova ever escaped from here.”

      Dirk strolled up, still holding his wallet after tipping Alma. “I don’t know of any prisoners, but an international jewel thief network known as the Pink Panthers made off with earrings and a brooch from an exhibit on loan from Qatar’s royal family.”

      Veronica slipped her arm through his. “Dirk’s a gemologist, so he follows these things.”

      “Good to know.” Shona nodded, filing away that information in her brain database. “And when did this happen?”

      Dirk slipped his wallet into his back pocket. “Around 2018, I believe.”

      I hadn’t heard about the crime. “That recently? Jewel heists sound so 1960s.”

      “They’re very current, unfortunately. In fact, I read in the paper this morning that there was a jewel heist here in Venice last night, and the worst possible kind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His brow wrinkled. “A grave was broken into at the San Michele cemetery, and authorities believe they stole a necklace.”

      My head swam as though it had filled with canal water, and the flaming coffin floated front and center.
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      “See you in the restaurant in an hour.” Veronica wiggled her fingers in a wave and slipped inside the Hotel San Marco’s bridal suite on the second floor.

      My stomach growled like the winged lion of Venice as I headed down the opulent white-and-gold silk-covered hallway. The croissant I’d eaten at the Caffè Florian had long ago gone to its grave in the pit of my stomach.

      The grave.

      It could’ve been the hunger, but a nagging in my gut told me to check the local paper for news about the jewel theft at the San Michele cemetery. As I approached my room at the end of the hall, a twentyish redhead in a crisp maid’s uniform rounded the corner and picked up the copy of Il Gazzettino I’d left untouched outside my door.

      I raised my hand. “I’d like to keep that, please.”

      She dropped the newspaper, her eyes wide as though I’d caught her stealing, and scurried away.

      Bewildered, I picked up the paper. The hotel must prohibit staff from fraternizing with guests.

      I inserted my key card into the door and entered the lavish room, paid for courtesy of Veronica’s parents, who were sparing no expense for their only daughter’s wedding. Four-foot bronze cherubs stood on either side of aqua-and-gold damask curtains that framed glass doors leading to a balcony overlooking the Grand Canal, and from the red-and-gold bathroom on the corner of the building, the domes of Basilica San Marco were visible. A Murano glass floral chandelier hung over a sumptuous king-sized bed adorned with an aqua silk comforter and accent pillows in the same shade of gold as the antique sofa.

      The only sour note was a painting over the bed of a frowning bearded man in a spotted fur cloak and the horn-like bonnet of a doge. But given that my ex-stripper landlady had furnished my New Orleans apartment like an old French brothel, a dour doge was a detail I could live with.

      Glad to be free of Shouting Shona and the torture tour, I pulled off my wool coat,  flopped backward on the bed, and stared at the plastered ceiling. Unlike Veronica and Dirk, who were staying in separate rooms until the wedding, I’d hoped to share mine with Bradley—until my family arrived, and he moved to his room. Even though my parents had a suite with Nonna, the mere idea of him in my room would go over as well as me wearing one of Glenda’s stripper costumes to my wedding.

      I sat straight up. “That was a random and terrifying thought.”

      My gaze landed on the front page of Il Gazzettino. The San Michele cemetery grave robbery was the lead story. The lid had been pried from the tomb of the Duchess Genevieve Magritte Von Leipold of Austria, who’d been buried in 1782 at the age of fifty-seven. She wasn’t a child, but I still thought it was weird that I’d seen a coffin of any size the same night someone had desecrated her grave.

      Authorities expressed concern that additional graves would be targeted, such as that of Catherine Bagration neé Skavronskaya, a Russian princess who had inherited a jewelry collection that included the “Potemkin Diamond,” which she sold to Napoleon, and Jean Michel Schlumberger, a French designer for Tiffany & Co. who once counted Elizabeth Taylor, Audrey Hepburn, and Jaqueline Kennedy among his clients.

      “Nice of the paper to flag their graves for the thieves.” I turned the page to the second part of the article and discovered an interesting detail. According to local lore, Duchess Von Leipold had been buried in a gold sphere necklace covered in precious gems. It reminded me of the gold ball that one of the men at the Caffè Florian table had mentioned.

      I picked up my phone and googled palla d’oro, but the only reference I found was to a pizzeria in Brazil.

      The theme from Jaws erupted from the device, and I dropped it on the water-colored silk. My mother was calling from Houston. She and my nonna were upset that Bradley and I had decided to wait until after Veronica and Dirk got married to plan our wedding. The ringtone was appropriate given that the second they arrived in the “City of Water,” they’d stalk us like sharks on the hunt, trying to force us to set a date.

      With a Bridge of Sighs-sized exhale, I tapped Answer. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Francesca? It’s your mother, dear.”

      I held the phone from my ear. Her voice was shrill, even on an overseas call. “As I said, ‘Hi, Mom.’ What’s up?”

      “I was calling to remind you that our flight arrives at noon on Wednesday.” She paused. “But is everything okay between you and Bradley? You sound down.”

      She smelled blood. I had to keep my pitch steady. “I’m waiting to sample Veronica’s reception meal, so I’m just hungry.”

      “Are you and Bradley getting any alone time, dear? Venice is a City of Love.”

      The obvious course of action was to lie, but if my family arrived in La Serenissima before my fiancé did, all inferno would break loose. The only thing to do was shift the focus. “Yes, it is. Casanova and all.”

      “Well? What have the two of you done so far?”

      I covered my chest with a pillow. She was circling her prey. “Nothing, really⁠—”

      “Why the hell-a not?” My nonna, who habitually lurked on the other line in my parents’ house, attacked first.

      “Francesca Lucia Amato,” my mom bit out. “What are you not telling us?”

      I pulled my legs to my chest as though I was in an aqua silk ocean on a raft surrounded by sharks. “Actually, there was a problem with his flight, so⁠—”

      “He’s not coming to the wedding?” Her shrill had escalated to screech.

      “I’ll-a bet his-a mamma make-a him stay in-a Boston for Christ-a-mas!”

      My wounded body drifted down the aqua bedspread. The feeding frenzy was underway.

      “That Lilian Hartmann is a society snob,” my mother hissed. “After we made it clear that the traditional Hartmann wedding in Boston was out of the question, she probably convinced Bradley to call off the engagement!”

      “Madonna mia!” Nonna wailed. “Franki è condannata allo zitellaggio perenne!”

      A Shona-style bellow built in my lungs. Nonna had been calling me a zitella for half my thirty-two years, and it struck an artery every time. “Bradley did not call off the engagement, so I am not condemned to perennial spinsterhood. He’s just caught in a Boston snowstorm.”

      “Well.” My mother huffed. “There’s no need to shout, Francesca.”

      “She take-a after the Pavans, Brenda.”

      “I beg your pardon, Carmela. She takes after the Amatos, her father in particular.”

      “My sonny, he is a santo!”

      “I’ve been married to your beloved sonny for thirty-five years, and I can tell you that the man is most definitely not a saint. Did you know that he⁠—”

      “Mom,” I interrupted before she said something that permanently scarred me, “today I overheard someone say ‘la pavan.’ Does your maiden name mean something?”

      “Yes, dear.” She shifted from peeved to pleased as if she had a split personality, which would’ve explained a lot. “The pavan was an aristocratic processional dance from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, so I’ve always suspected that I have nobility in my bloodline.”

      Nonna gave a dry cackle. “And I’m-a the pope’s-a sister! Pavan is-a from padovano, Franki.”

      “So, a person from the town of Padova, here in the Veneto region.”

      “Sì. It also mean some-a-one who put-a birds in-a ragù, instead of pork and-a veal like a normal Italian.”

      “That’s nonsense, Carmela, and you know it.”

      I thought of my feathered frenemies from the piazza, and my lips wrinkled. “Yuck, Mom. Y’all don’t use pigeons, do you?”

      “She’s talking about chicken and duck, Francesca. And at least we put the birds in the sauce and not their food, as the Sicilians do.”

      “Bird-a food-a?” Nonna shouted. “What are you talkin’ about?”

      The sharks were turning on one another.

      “You people put peas in your ragù. Talk about weird.”

      “Birds eat-a worms, not-a peas, and you people eat-a the worm soup.”

      “Wait.” My abs tensed, steeling my stomach against nauseating news. “What’s she talking about, Mom?”

      “It’s not actual worms, Francesca. The soup is called biscia, the Venetian word for worm, because of the pasta’s shape.”

      My abs relaxed.

      “But birds also eat fish, and Sicilians eat tuna hearts and sperm sacs.”

      I hunched over like I’d been gored in the gut and hung up. As Veronica’s maid of honor, I had to protect my appetite for the reception food, and given my shark analogy, the shift to consuming fish parts was unsettling—and gross.

      The display showed a missed text from Bradley.

      All flights from Boston still canceled. Going back to bed. I’ll be in touch when I know something more. Love, B

      “Ugh.” I hung my head off the side of the bed. “Casanova was wrong. Marriage isn’t the tomb of love. Venice is.”

      I sat up. Since I’d arrived in the city, I’d seen a steady stream of tombs, caskets, and even a coffin. What’s going on with that?

      I grabbed my phone and typed “Venice coffin legend” into my browser. The second link was to a blog about local ghost stories.

      My chest tightened as I began to read.

      On a foggy night on November 29, 1904, a water bus known as a vaporetto collided with a gondola outside the San Michele cemetery, resulting in the drowning of several passengers. All the victims were recovered, except for a little girl named Giuseppina Gabriel Carmelo. In the years since her death, locals claim that on foggy nights a small coffin appears with a lit candle on each of its four corners. It’s believed to be Giuseppina, lighting the way for boats to prevent another tragedy.

      The phone dropped onto the bed. I didn’t buy the legend for a second, but one thing was certain. Something dark was going on in Venice.

      And I was caught up in it.
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        * * *

      

      “One moment, madame.” Caterina, the twenty-something hotel reception clerk who studied an English textbook when she wasn’t assisting clients, smiled at me and returned her gaze to a group of Germans checking out.

      I leaned against the marble counter and scanned the lobby, a stunning room with chandeliers hanging from frescoed ceilings, candelabra sconces, and modern sofas in white leather with rows of pillows. If the gold-framed Rubelli silk wall coverings had been replaced with mirrors, the lobby would have looked like the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles down to the parquet floor. But I wasn’t interested in the décor. I was on the lookout for Shona, who seemed to keep showing up.

      My attention turned to a display of brochures advertising things to do in Venice, and one caught my eye. The Foodunnit Culinary Mystery Tours.

      What were the odds?

      I flipped through the advert. Sure enough, it was the food tourism company owned by Midge and Madge Maven, the British spinster sisters I’d met in Sardinia over the summer who dressed and behaved like they were trying to be Miss Marple for Halloween. They offered a tour of Venice’s bàcari, local bars that sold wine and tapas called cicchetti, in a traditional boat called a batela. In addition to food and drink, participants received a rowing lesson and solved a food-themed mystery. Because the batela was a standing rowboat, with one person at the bow and the other on the stern, it would be a fun thing to do with Bradley. “I just hope Shona and the Screamer Scullers don’t know about this.”
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