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Christopher Jones (Jonesey) is a semi-retired artist, illustrator, cartoonist and graphic designer “working from home”. 

“Sorrow for the Lost” is the third book in the trilogy following “The Breath of the Zephyr” and “White Phantom City” and is set once again in Venice and England in the 18th and 20th centuries respectively. Delve once again into a world of murder and deceit, familiar faces, real people and true historical events.

Remember to keep in mind the Venetian scenes painted by Giovanni Antonio Canal, (Canaletto)*, Guardi, Longhi, Bellotto and their contemporaries. The National Gallery’s website is an excellent resource. In particular:

* Campo S. Vidal and Santa Maria della Carità (“The Stonemason’s Yard”) about 1725

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/canaletto-the-stonemason-s-yard

* The National Gallery’s Canaletto and contemporaries page

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/search-the-collection?q=Canaletto&tpf=&tpt=&acf=&act=
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First Published in The Evening Mirror

New York City

January 29th 1845

​Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December

And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor.

Eagerly I wished the morrow – vainly I had sought to borrow

From my books surcease of sorrow – sorrow for the lost Lenore –

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore –

Nameless here for evermore.

Edgar Allan Poe

January 19th 1809 to October 7th 1849
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Venice:

IL SETTECENTO: THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

Saturday, 7th June, Seventeen Forty-nine

Palazzo D’Este on the Canàl Grande, Dorsoduro
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‘Shut up, you f–ing treacherous little bitch!’ the cloaked intruder hissed, slapping the naked girl’s face and sending her reeling backwards onto the bed. The hysterical young woman lay sobbing into the pillow when her attacker grabbed a hank of long blonde hair, dragging her to her feet and throwing her into a nearby chair. ‘Stop that screaming or I will kill you right now! Stop it!’

The young singer and musician from the school of music for orphaned girls known as the Ospedàle degli Incurabili gasped for air and tried to compose herself. Overwhelmed with pain and fear, she struggled to avert her eyes from the unclothed body on the floor, its head a mess of matted hair, blood and brains. Turning her violently in the direction of the corpse, the hooded assailant held her tightly by the neck, pushing her close to what remained of Siór Daniello Marco D'Este, now late Director of the Ospedàle.

‘Look at him!’ the intruder spat close to her face as a pool of blood spread around the dead man’s head. ‘I told him a long time ago that if he crossed me – I would kill him. And now...’

‘Please do not hurt me – please. I didn’t want to...’ the girl sniffled, attempting to cover herself with her arms, her stomach heaving from the smell of blood and gunpowder from the fireworks outside on the Canàl. An explosion followed by the flash and crackle of another rocket from the half-curtained window lit up the bedroom. As the colours slowly faded, the dreadful scene was left bathed in the pale blue moonlight, its reflection on the canal throwing dancing forms on the ceiling and walls.

‘Shut up and listen!’ the intruder barked. ‘You thought you had it all, did you not? You and the others... You thought you were all safe and I had been destroyed. Well – now I am going to tell you a very interesting story and then...’

The young singer sat hugging her knees and shivering while the cowled figure related a tale so far-fetched that her mind reeled in panic at her predicament. After ten minutes the visitor finished their narrative and paused for a second before addressing her again.

‘Get on the floor.’

‘Wha...?’

‘Kneel down on the floor with your back to me. Now!

Following the instruction, the singer closed her eyes and began to shake uncontrollably.

‘This is only the beginning,’ the tormentor whispered close to her ear, a breath of sweet warm air brushing her face. Softly kissing her cheek, the hooded character spoke for the last time as she began to whimper. ‘Goodbye, mia cara. I did love you – really, I did.’

The pounding in her chest was overwhelmed by a leaden thrill in the pit of her stomach and the sensation of warm liquid streaming down her legs onto the parquet floor.

Another explosion. A flash of bright light. And then – nothing.

†
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Excerpt from the Gazéta

Monday, 9th June Seventeen Forty-nine

Horrific Slayings in Dorsoduro

Director of the Ospedàle degli Incurabili found dead with young woman

Killing likened to Zanchetta murders of 1741

The naked corpse of Siór Daniello Marco D’Este was discovered yesterday morning in the sałòto of his palazzo on the Canàl Grande. Reports of a second body are, as yet unconfirmed but a source close to this reporter has stated that they believe it to be that of a female. Both are thought to have been murdered.

In charge of the investigation is Missier Grande, Leonardo Grimaldi, who has been elected to the Council of Forty and will be handing over the case to his successor, Siór Moncchio at the end of the month.

Readers will remember Siór Grimald’s involvement with the murders of eight years ago in which his then Visio, Gennaro Zanchetta was revealed to have been the perpetrator. Zanchetta was reported killed in the collapse of the campanile of S. Maria della Carità and so never came to trial.

Siór Grimaldi would not speculate as to the motive behind this weekend’s crime, nor would he disclose the details but our source has stated that the victim’s head was completely...

†
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Earlier that day, a tall young man had entered the Procuratie Vecchi, the old administration building on the north side of the Piazza San Marco. Climbing the stairs to the first floor he approached the offices of the Missier Grande, Leonardo Grimaldi.

‘Who goes there?’ demanded the guard outside the large carved oak door. Standing legs apart, the liveried sentinel blocked the entrance with his brandistocco: a three-bladed cross between a fork and a spear.

‘It is I – Nicòlo Volpe. Visio to the Missier Grande.’ replied the once head of the Irregulari and now assistant to the Head of the Shirri and Fanti: the official police force of the Serenissima. Known as “the wolf”, partially due to his name but also because of his shrewdness, he had been taken on by Leonardo Grimaldi as soon as he reached his twenty-first birthday.

‘Then pass, Siór Visio,’ commanded the sentry, standing to attention.

Nico, as he was still called by those close to him, knocked and entered the musty room where particles of dust hung in the shafts of early morning sunlight as it illuminated the nebulous silk-curtained windows. His Chief sat silhouetted at a large oak desk, staring wistfully at a small portrait of a woman.

‘Signóra Scolpire?’ Nico asked, rhetorically.

With a cough, Grimaldi placed Tiepolo’s sketch of Eleanor White back on the table and began casually thumbing through several official documents.

‘El me scuxa, Siór,’ the Visio continued, ‘but there has been a most terrible occurrence in Dorsoduro. Siór D’Este, director of the Ospedàle has been found murdered in his palazzo this morning and...’

‘What?’ exclaimed Grimaldi, dropping the papers on his desk. ‘D’Este? Are you sure it is murder, Nico? Have you seen the body?’

‘Yes, Siór. It appears to have been a brutal attack. There is no doubt that he was deliberately killed. I have closed off the scene and a pair of Shirri are guarding the entrances. Dottore Polani is examining the bodies as we speak.’

‘Bodies? There is more than one?’

‘Yes, Siór. There is also the body of a young woman lying beside Siór D’Este. It is not clear who she is, as the head wounds are...’

‘Head wounds?’ Grimaldi gripped the edge of his desk, his thoughts filled with images from eight years previously. ‘Were they...?

‘Both persons were unrecognisable, Siór. We only identified Siór D’este from his signet ring. They were both found naked.’

‘And the girl?’

‘It has not been verified at this point but we have discovered that Siór D’Este and Signorina Bernacchi, Prima Dòna at the Ospedàle, have been conducting an illicit affare del còre for some years and this is why she was promoted beyond her capabilities. You are aware of course, that she disappeared two weeks ago and her friend, Valentina Zanetti has not been seen since Friday evening – so could be either of them. In any case, I have arranged to interview the other girls this afternoon.’

‘You have done well, Nico,’ Grimaldi complemented his new aide. Moving to a coat stand, he took down a long cape and sweeping it around his shoulders, pinned it with his trademark Celtic brooch. ‘Come,’ he directed, donning his official beretta, ‘we will go by foot to the palazzo of Siór D’Este and then – on to the Ospedàle.’

Caressing the silver Celtic cloak pin that Eleanor White had admired on their first meeting, Grimaldi shivered at the memory of its having been stolen by his then Deputy, Gennaro in order to frame him for murder. Relieved that his life had been spared, he felt an ache in his chest as his thoughts returned to the woman that he had loved and lost.

Ellie... Will I never see you again...?

After viewing the bodies, Grimaldi left Nico at the Ospedàle degli Incurabili taking statements from the young ladies who had sung and played alongside Abrielle Bernacchi and Valentina Zanetti. After a brief interview with the Doge and the Council of Ten, he had then gone straight to Palazzo Smith in Cannaregio where the British Consul had been forewarned of his arrival by Angelo, the current head of the Irregulari.

†
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Palazzo Smith

Cannaregio, Venice

Joseph Smith, now British Consul to The Serene Republic of Venice,  stood perusing his copy of that morning’s Gazéta as Giovanni Antonio Canal, better known as the artist Canaletto, was sipping wine while his factotum Fasiaçci puffed on a clay pipe. Since the days when their friend Arthur had lived in the city, he was always referred to by his friends as “Tony”.

At that moment there came a knock at the door of the living room or sałòto, as it was called, whereupon a footman announced the arrival of the Missier Grande.

‘Well! This is a nice business, is it not, Leo?’ Consul Joseph Smith huffed, throwing his copy of his newspaper onto a nearby chair. ‘How on Earth did the Gazéta get this news so quickly?’

‘You know what they are like, Siór,’ replied Grimaldi with a shrug. ‘They have informants everywhere – and what they do not know, they make up. 

‘And this,’ added Smith, picking up the paper again and pointing to the article’s final paragraph. ‘“It will also be remembered”,’ he quoted, ‘“that on that same day, another member of the Ospedàle, Signorina Eleanora Bianchi was murdered and the noted Intagliatore Arturo Scolpire disappeared mysteriously, along with his niece Signóra White and her young son”. They were also told not to speculate upon the disappearance of Arthur, Ellie and James. And Signorina Bianchi... Thank God Vincenzo and his family are in England. I would hate him to have to read this!’

‘They were told in no uncertain terms eight years ago – never to make mention the Zanchetta killings. The “Ten” have sent an envoy to their offices to remonstrate with the editor in chief and if it happens again, Siór Consul...’ He concluded by drawing a hand across his throat.

‘What is happening, Leo? Can it be that that monster has returned?’

‘Well – I have seen the victims’ wounds and they are very similar to those of Vendelino and the other patricians killed at that time. But we know from Arturo’s explanation in his final letters that it would be impossible, do we not? (Smith nodded in agreement). He recovered the weapon at Santa Maria della Carità before the campanile collapsed and took it with him when they...’ Grimaldi’s chest tightened on remembering Ellie’s farewell as she, Arthur and James had sailed off into the night. ‘No, Siór,’ he concluded. ‘The person responsible for these new slayings is probably just a jealous rival. The body of the young woman must be either La Bernacchi or Signorina Zanetti.’

‘But which one? And what has become of the other?’

‘Also lying dead somewhere.’

‘A rival... One of the other girls of the Ospedàle perhaps?’

‘It is unlikely that any of the young ladies could inflict such wounds – especially on a man of D’Este’s size. And the only enemy that all the young ladies had at the school is dead.’

‘Yes, well –all the likely suspects are dead now – so where does that leave us?’

‘There seems to be no motive whatsoever for either of these new murders,’ Grimaldi concluded, ‘We are looking into several possibilities – D’Este’s family – a lover – a fiancée but... In any case – after three weeks’ time, it will be my responsibility no longer.’

The current Doge, Pietro Grimani, was a cultured and well-educated aristocrat who wrote poetry. He had served as a diplomat in England where, amongst other notables he had become friends with Sir Isaac Newton. On a trip to Cambridge, he had met a student by the name of Leonardo Grimaldi and had been so impressed that he had sought him out on his return to the Serenissima. Thus, he had followed Grimaldi’s rise to the position of Missier Grande and on being elected Doge had, after the death of one of the three leaders of the Supreme Court of Justice, made sure that Grimaldi was elected his successor.

‘Ah, yes – you will be taking up your new office on the Cuarantia Criminale. How is your briefing going with the incumbent Missier Grande?’

‘Siór Moncchio? He is far too ambitious and arrogant. I do not trust him – he reminds me of my...’ Grimaldi hesitated for a moment in contemplation. ‘Nico dislikes him so much that he has begged me to take him with me as my assistant on the Council of Forty. The Doge has promised him a position – but has insisted that he must remain as Visio to Moncchio until he has finished his education.’

Canaletto had been silent throughout the discussion. Placing his empty glass on a small table, he took the paper from Fasiaçci and pondered over its description of the victims’ wounds. ‘It is at times like these,’ he reflected, ‘that I wish that Arturo were still with us. He would know what to do – but sadly, no-one has heard from him in all of these years.

‘If only there were some way of getting a message to him,’ Smith responded. ‘When do you and Fazzi return to England, Tony?’

‘We set sail in eight days’ time, Siór – on the seventeenth. I have a commission from the Earl of Northumberland in London which I have promised to complete by the end of the year.’

‘What about Arthur’s home in Inglesford?’

‘When we delivered my painting and the likeness of the late Madamoxèła Bianchi as he requested eight years ago, Arturo was not there. The old man who greeted us had not heard of him but acceded to our wishes, nonetheless.’

‘What is the matter, Fasiaçci?’ Smith asked the small man who was staring blankly, his eyes glazed. ‘Fazzi!’

‘We are all in great danger,’ he replied, as if in a trance. ‘We must get word to them...’

‘What are you talking about?’ Tony asked. ‘Who is in danger?’

‘Signóra Ellie... Maìstro Scolpire... All of us,’ Fasiaçci mumbled in his half-conscious state. The voice that emanated from the little man’s mouth seemed to come from far away as his unconscious words echoed around the chamber. ‘A morning will come when the star, Phósphoros will appear above a great tower – and the tower will fall. At that same moment, two children will be born here in the Serenissima and all our destinies will be immutably decreed...’ Smith was about to speak when Fasiaçci opened his eyes wide and concluded his prophecy. ‘The cosmic twins will not meet until the star appears again in the evening as Hesperos above another tower many miles away. And on that day – a prophecy must be fulfilled – and a terrible price paid...’

Shaking himself from his reverie, he turned towards his bewildered colleagues. ‘I am sorry, Signóri,’ he apologised. ‘What did you say?’

‘We said nothing, Fazzi,’ Grimaldi responded, a perplexed expression on his face. ‘But you said that a great tower would fall beneath the morning star and that the birth of two children would determine our futures.’

‘And the star would appear again – but this time, in the evening,’ Tony rejoined, ‘above another tower. What on Earth did you mean?’

‘I am sorry Signori – I do not recall... I have these moments of distraction from time to time. The words appear to mean nothing – but then, later...’ Fasiaçci shook his head in order to clear his thoughts and then spoke with purpose. ‘We must send a message to Maìstro Scolpire as soon as possible. He will know what it means.’

‘But how?’ Smith asked, his palms outstretched in frustration.

‘I have an idea that there may possibly be a way of contacting him,’ Fazzi replied. ‘I think that I have done it once before – although inadvertently. When we return to England, I will travel to the Maìstro’s village and add a message to my note of provenance.’

‘But Fazzi, ‘Tony retorted. ‘He was not there when we delivered the painting and the mask. And no-one there knew of him – or Signóra Ellie.’

‘Nonetheless – that is where I must go. I know not why, Signori – but I feel that these new slayings are the beginning of something that will determine events in centuries to come...’

‘But the one who sought to kill Signóra Ellie eight years ago was destroyed in the bell-chamber of La Carità, was he not?’

‘That is correct Siór – but still...’

‘I wonder where they are at this moment’, Grimaldi sighed. ‘Oh, Eleanor...’

The Consul, the painter, his assistant and the Chief of Police glanced at one another, their collective unease pervading the room as his words faded away.

†
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Palazzo Smith, One week later

Monday, Sixteenth June, Seventeen Hundred and Forty-Nine

‘So, Maìstro Canàl,’ remarked Joseph Smith, pouring three glasses of wine. ‘You are both set for tomorrow’s journey to England.’

‘Yes, Siór,’ the painter answered, taking a glass for himself and one for Fasiaçci. ‘We have chartered a coach on the Teraférma, which will take us to Genoa. Our trunks are already aboard the ship, which sets sail the following day for England where our new lodgings await us in London.’

‘Have you had any more thoughts about contacting Arthur?’ Smith asked, turning to the painter’s assistant.

‘Yes, Siór Consul,’ Fazzi replied. ‘As I said last week, I think that I can convey a message to him – but I am afraid...’

‘Afraid? Of what?’

‘There are such evil forces at work abroad that, if they come to know of it – then it may place Maìstro Scolpire and his family in grave peril. I will therefore make all my communications arcane, so that only he will be able to decipher them.’

‘Well, I hope that you are correct, Fazzi – for I fear that last week’s slayings were only the beginning of something even more terrible.’

‘Fazzi has indicated his intentions to me, Siór Consul,’ Canaletto added. ‘And I am fully confident that our mission will be fruitful.’

‘Well,’ Smith remarked to his two colleagues as he refreshed their glasses. ‘At least there is one piece of good news in the Gazéta this morning! The first time Catherine has been mentioned in that rag without her having caused a fracas at the theatre or assaulted a hairdresser!

‘“On a happier note,’ he read aloud, “‘The celebrated singer Catherine Smith, née Tofts has made a full recovery from her recent bout of illness and now has a new purpose in her life. On Wednesday last, she was resting in the garden of Palazzo Smith in terrible humour when she heard the bell of the gate at the rear of the house ring. The maidservant, Pasqualina, who was with her at the time answered the call to find a small girl waiting in the campo. She did not seem to be able to speak and so they took her in and alerted the authorities. It will be remembered that pamphlets were distributed last week and the Shirri have been conducting investigations as to her identity but as yet, no-one has come forward. Unless the girl is claimed, she will remain with Siór and Signóra Smith indefinitely. She is being cared for by the maidservant, who herself has an adopted daughter of a similar age and who was left at the Church of Santi Apostóli as a new-born under similar mysterious circumstances.”’

‘Yes – we saw the children playing together in the courtyard whilst saying our farewells to Signóra Catherine,’ Tony remarked. ‘Have they discovered her identity yet?’

‘Not as yet – no. She has begun to talk, albeit very slowly but cannot say very much at the present. She appears to speak a little Venetian and she says her name is Sophia. She and Pasqualina’s daughter, Maddeléna, have become like sisters and are inseparable. Catherine dotes on her, of course – but if the natural parents come forward, I shudder to think where her mood will take her. Fortunately, she is much taken up with educating and entertaining the two children while Pasqualina works, and she has finally ceased mourning for our poor lost son. She has also, I am pleased to say, given up collecting cats!’

After another hour, Tony and Fazzi said their goodbyes, having arranged to meet Smith on the quayside the following morning when they would take the burchiello to the mainland. From there, they would begin their arduous journey to Genoa by coach and then by sea across the Mediterranean, around the Strait of Gibraltar and then, North on to England.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​PART ONE: THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
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“THE HOODED VISITANT”
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1: THE COSMIC TWINS
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La Strada Nova (The “New Street) Cannaregio, Venice

Monday, 14th July, Nineteen Hundred and Two.

A howl of anguish echoed along the Rio di Noale and into the warm, early morning air of the Strada Nova. Shopkeepers and stallholders spilled out onto the broad street to investigate the unholy wailing that seemed to rise from the depths of perdition itself. Barcàri shipped their oars and passengers on the Ca´ d’Oro vaparetto leaned over the bulwarks, listening in dread to the wretched shrieks from the small hotel on the Canàl Grande. Drifting across the wide waterway from Cannaregio, the agonized cries echoed through the narrow alleys and rivulets, dying away into the dark corners of San Polo and Santa Croce on the opposite bank.

‘NO,’ the woman screamed as she rocked back and forth on the bloodstained bed. Her husband and her friend Ornella tried in vain to comfort her, while a maid and the housekeeper stood by helplessly. ‘It cannot be true! It cannot be...’

Master glassblower Domenico Bianchi and his pregnant wife Concetta, who lived on the island of Murano, had been visiting their friend Ornella in Sestiére Cannaregio. The three of them were making their way towards San Marco to meet her husband Remigio in the Piazza, where he worked as head carpenter responsible for works on the Campanile San Marco.

As they reached the Ponte Pasqualigo, Concetta was suddenly racked with an excruciating pain and doubled up in agony upon the flagstones of the Strada Nova. Passers-by and traders alike rushed to their aid and after a brief discussion, it was decided that she be taken the short distance along the Rio de Noale to a nearby hotel. There, a doctor and a priest would be summoned to officiate at the premature birth.

†
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‘I am very sorry Signóra Bianchi,’ the Doctor apologised, ‘but I have to tell you that your baby, a girl – was stillborn. There is nothing more that I can do.’

‘She is in The Lord’s hands now.’ The priest from nearby San Felice added. ‘I will pray for her soul.’

Sophia Eleanora Bianchi was delivered at exactly nine forty in the morning. The priest donned his stole and prepared to perform the liturgy when a tall, hooded figure wearing a dark mantle stepped forward from a shadowy corner by the door to the room.

‘Give me the child Dotòr,’ bade the stranger in a soft, androgynous voice. ‘And bring two pails of water – one warm and one freezing cold – and towels.’

Hesitating for a moment, the doctor handed the lifeless form to the Visitant who moved back into the corner as the parents and relatives of the dead infant wept and shook. Two servants were dispatched to the kitchens, returning several minutes later with the water and towels, whereupon the apparition took the child from its swaddling cloth and knelt before the two galvanized tubs. Plunging the pallid blue baby into the iced water and then rubbing the body vigorously with a towel, the stranger then submerged her in the steaming warm water, repeating the process several times.

As the parents continued to lament, the doctor bent forward in an attempt to see the Visitant’s face beneath its lowered cowl, but to no avail.

‘It is of no use,’ he whispered, placing his hand on the stranger’s shoulder. ‘She is gone.’

Drawing back suddenly, he felt an electrifying shiver pass through his body, whereupon the infant convulsed, coughed and then gave out a hearty cry. At that same moment, the city fell silent as a distant rumble was accompanied by far off shouts and the clamour of bells. The doctor looked down at his pocket watch. It was precisely nine fifty-two, ante meridiem.

Wrapping the now mewling child back in the cloth, the Visitant raised their large, cloaked form effortlessly from where they had knelt and still keeping their face hidden, walked towards the bed. Handing the baby to its bewildered mother – her husband, the doctor and the other onlookers gathered around. The stranger then returned to the dark corner where they had stood and watched in silence while the midwife mopped the woman’s brow, and the husband stroked her face.

When the excitement had abated, the group turned to thank their unknown Samaritan but when they looked into the gloom of the recess, the figure was there no more. It would not be the last time that the Hooded Visitant would appear to Sophia and her family in times of anguish.

†
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Presently, the priest, the doctor and the maid left after which, the housekeeper brought hot broth for the exhausted couple. Ornella had gone to Piazza San Marco to fetch her husband Remigio, returning an hour later with a breathless, dust-covered man. Calling out from the waterside door, they were shown up to the first floor and, removing his cap, Remigio entered the bedchamber where he was greeted by its tearful, yet smiling inhabitants.

‘I am sorry Domenico,’ he wheezed. ‘When Ornella finally found me, I could not...’

‘But you have missed a most remarkable phenomenon, Remigio,’ cut in the proud father, presenting the infant to his old friend, the master carpenter. ‘And from your ragged and winded appearance, I can see that you have obviously had a busy morning yourself but...’

‘No, no my friend,’ interjected the man. ‘My felicitations on the arrival of your beautiful daughter but...’ he paused to catch his breath. ‘I was in the Piazza discussing the shoring up of the tower with the master mason, Siór Vendrasco – and Siór Rupolo, the architect – when a most terrible occurrence took place. We have been warning the civil engineers for years that the Canpanìłe could fall any day – especially after they removed the iron anchors in order to install an elevator. Then, last night, a concert in the square was interrupted when pieces of masonry began to fall. Can you believe it? When they finally arrived, they wanted to go in and inspect it. Idiots!’

Domenico Bianchi handed his companion a celebratory glass of Prosecco, a bottle of which had been donated by the hotel manager. He listened to the unfolding story while his wife, Concetta rocked in relief, cradling the newborn child in her arms with her friend sitting on the bed smiling in admiration.

‘Anyway,’ the carpenter continued. ‘Thank the Bón Dio that the shops were ordered closed and Piazza cleared, for only minutes later, we were admiring the morning star above the tower when more pieces of masonry began to fall. We all ran for our lives when there came a deafening roar and the bells tolled as if they were being rung by a madman. When I looked behind me, I saw the crack in the west wall rupture. A huge fissure ran down the building like some terrible serpent before the entire thing fell in a tower of cloud. The Logetta was destroyed – and part of the Biblioteca was damaged. Such a noise as I never want to hear again – like the voice of Lucifer himself, calling out for our souls from the very bowels of Hell!’

‘Great heavens!’ exclaimed Domenico. ‘I thought that it must have been distant thunder but... Was anyone injured?’

‘Yes, my friend– there was,’ came Remigio’s reply, a look of sadness crossing his ashen face. ‘Siór Melampyge – he was killed. Yes – If it had not been for him raising the alarm, we too would have been buried in the rubble!’

‘Mare dé Dio! It must be an omen. A birth and a death – at precisely the same moment.’

The three inhabitants of the dusty room swapped tales of the morning’s extraordinary events as the sun grew higher over the Canàl Grande, reflecting hundreds of shimmering sprites on the ceiling.

Unknown to everyone in the chamber, there had, as Fasiaçci had predicted nearly two centuries earlier, been another birth in the district of Castello, near the old Arsenàl. From the moment that the Campanile had died, Sophia and her counterpart would be inexorably bound together, their destinies having been “rehearsed... a billion years before the oceans rolled”.

“The cosmic twins will not meet until the star appears again in the evening as Hesperos, above another tower many miles away. And on that day – a prophecy must be fulfilled – and a terrible price paid...”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2: THE ANGEL OF DEATH
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Wednesday, March 6th, Nineteen Hundred and Twelve

Cannaregio, Venice

At almost ten years old, Sophia Eleanora Bianchi, tall with raven black hair, looked older and was already displaying the confidence of a teenager. Sitting by the feet of her mother on the altana: the roof terrace of their modest home, she adjusted her doll’s dress and placed it alongside several others. Her father, Domenico, held out a goblet of wine for his visiting companion and uttered a toast.

‘Well, Remigio. Here’s to another thousand years of the Canpanìłe San Marco. Almost ten years since the collapse and now rebuilt – precise in every detail. “Com’era. Dove era”. As it was – where it was. Extraordinary! You must be very pleased.’

‘Yes, it has been a labour of love for all of us,’ replied the master carpenter. ‘The architects, Siórs Beltrami and Moretti have performed a miracle. We are all very proud of our work. This one will last forever since we have reinforced it with steel and concrete. Even the Logetta is as beautiful as Sansovino’s original design and the bells have been re-cast from the fragments of the previous Marangona. But no elevator yet – so, still more trudging up and down those stairs for the old caretaker.’

‘They never did find Siór Melampyge, did they?’ Domenico pondered as he poured more Chianti.’

‘No,’ came the reply. ‘But they did find six of the caretaker’s shirts – perfectly ironed. His wife was really pleased. Hah!’

‘Siór Melampyge was probably swept up with all of that rubble. It is not surprising, really. They would have made a much greater search if he had not been a...’

‘Do not be mean, Papa,’ Sophia remonstrated. ‘I think that it is very sad that the caretaker’s cat was killed – even if I never knew him.’ Settling onto her father’s lap, she asked: ‘What was he like? – Siór Melampyge.’

‘Ah – the Grimalkin,’ mused Remigio, admiring the deep, azure evening sky above them. ‘What an animal – huge, he was and grey as smoke – blue almost. I still expect to see him sitting there, waiting for us outside the new Logetta and demanding his breakfast with his white-tipped tail swishing. I swear that he understood everything that we said. Do you know – that if it had not been for him, I too would be buried in that pile of bricks and marble – as would the caretaker and several others.’

‘Will he get another cat when he goes back to work, uncle Remigio?’

‘Perhaps. The Campanile is being inaugurated next month – on the twenty-fifth of April so, maybe then...’

Sophia bit her lip as she remembered that they would have left the city by then and missed the celebrations.

‘I am sorry,’ added Remigio on noticing her disappointment. Turning to his friend, he continued. ‘So, Domenico – you have made the final arrangements for your new life in America?’

‘Yes – all is prepared. The rent is paid up to the thirty-first and all but the essentials for our new life has been sold to Siór Gambrelli’s furniture warehouse. It is very kind of you and Ornella to let us stay with you until our departure day.’

‘It is our pleasure. We are sad that you are going but at least we will all have a week together. You leave Venice for the “New World” on the eighth – yes?’

‘That is correct. First to the mainland – then overland by train and afterwards, by boat to those United States of America. Siór Corleone has given me excellent references and I begin work at the Tiffany Factory on the fifth of May. I hope, as you know that within five years, I will be able to set up my own business.’

At that moment, Concetta’s voice could be heard echoing up from the floor below.

‘Sophia! Come down right away for your supper and then wash, and bed. If you say your prayers, I will read the cards.’

And each time, the same cards were revealed. The tower and the star...

That night Sophie slept uneasily, the evening star gradually fading from view as the dawn broke. She was excited at the prospect of their life in a new country but still, strange images floated in and out of her dream filled slumber.

White star... White tower... White Soldier...

†
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Concetta Bianchi awoke with a start knowing that something was amiss. Easing out of bed so as not to wake her husband, she took a candle and a box of matches from the chiffonier and slipped out of the bedroom. She lit the candle and padded along the landing to the room where Sophia slept. As she approached the door, she could hear scuffling and whimpering. Grasping the handle, she gently eased the door open and held up the candle whereupon the room was bathed in a flickering glow.

Domenico was woken abruptly as his wife’s scream echoed around the house. Throwing back the sheet and leaping from the bed, he rushed out onto the landing in time to see his wife drop the candle and fall to the floor. At the same moment, Remigio and Ornella appeared at their chamber door and rushed to where Concetta lay.

‘What is it?’ asked Domenico, easing her up and smoothing back her hair. ‘What in God’s name has happened?’

A sudden panic came over him as Ornella entered Sophie’s bedroom to check on the child. Approaching the bed, she was horrified to see Sophie drained of colour and drenched with perspiration. She lay in amongst the soaked and tangled sheets, murmuring and tossing her head from side to side.

‘La Stéła Biànca... La Cołonbàra Biànca... Il Soldàdo Biànco...’

‘She has a fever!’ Ornella called from the bedside as her husband joined her. ‘She is burning up! We must summon the doctor right away!’

As Concetta regained consciousness, her eyes widened. ‘L'Àndhoło della Schiça!’ she wailed. ‘The Angel of Death – I saw it! Sophia!’

At that moment, Sophia’s eyes sprang open, and she let out an ear-piercing scream. And then – she was a child no more.

†
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Thursday, 3rd May Nineteen Fifty-Six

Wisteria Cottage, Inglesford

Sophia’s Dream

‘Sophie!’ she heard a man’s voice call out as a sudden light stung her eyes. Aware of the perspiration that soaked her night dress and sheets, she sat bolt upright in the gloom and stared blankly into the darkness.

After having turned on the bedside lamp, Arthur White took a decanter from the table and pouring some water into a glass, handed it to Sophie. After draining it, she squinted and tried to remember where she was. The old brass alarm clock read three-fifteen in the glow of a shaft of moonlight, which streaked through a gap in the curtains.

‘You had another nightmare!’

‘Mio Dio – yes... Sophie replied as Arthur reached for his pipe and tobacco pouch. ‘But this time – it was so real.’ 

‘Good grief, Sophie,’ Arthur exclaimed, lighting the pipe and blowing a smoke ball. ‘Where the Devil’ve you been to?’

‘I was in the Serenissima, Arturo.’

‘The same dream again?’

‘Yes – in part. But it is strange how they have been happening during the day also. “Away with the fairies”, as Charlie would say. And it always seems to come before a crisis. You remember my telling you what occurred when I was a child do you not, Arturo – when my Mama read the cards for me?’

‘Yes – I certainly do.’

‘Well, I did not want to mention it – but I started to read them again last week – for the first time in many years.’

‘What on Earth for?’

‘Because of the dreams. I just have a terrible feeling – I cannot explain...’

‘And?’

‘The same cards appear every time. The five of cups... The hooded figure. It was reversed, so it is a warning – but of something terrible that may change things for the better.’

‘Oh, well. That’s not so bad, is it?’

‘No – but then, there was the tower and the star.’

‘Ah – I see what you mean.’

‘Yes,’ Sophie replied, holding back tears. ‘And look what happened back then... But on my last reading, I turned the ace of swords facing downwards and that is bad.’

‘You know I take your tarot with a pinch of salt. But still...’ Arthur paused for a moment in thought.

‘You think that there may be danger ahead, Arturo?’

‘Oh, let’s not get fanciful, Sophie. Try to forget about it and think about your birthday trip to the Serenissima in July.’ 

‘You are right, of course, as usual.’ Sophie conceded. Kissing her husband and jumping off the bed, she slid her feet into her slippers. ‘We will all be together again. You, me, Ellie and Jeffrey – and of course il mio bambino Giacomo – Jimmy. I will go and see Angela at the travel agent first thing in the morning and book it again. I do not think I can get back to sleep now, Arturo – so I go downstairs and make ciocołàda incałorìo. Yes?’

‘Aah, hot chocolate,’ Arthur nodded. ‘The panacea for all bad dreams.’

Listening to Sophie’s soft footfall receding down the stairs, Arthur leant back on the pillows and contemplated the sudden return of his wife’s premonitions. Despite the night being warm, he felt an inexplicable shiver as a passage from “Eleanora”, by Edgar Allan Poe echoed in his head. 

They who dream by day are cognizant of many things

Which escape those who dream only by night.
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​3: THEY WHO DREAM BY DAY
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Arthur White was dead. Gone were the deafening blasts from the German mortar shells and the screams of soldiers as they fell in the mud. Gone was the sickening smell of burnt flesh and cordite. Gone too was the searing pain where a shard of shrapnel had ripped into his left leg. Now, all was silent dark and serene. He was dead – or so he thought.

It was the twenty-second of October, Nineteen-Seventeen. The Ypres Salient in Belgium where the First Battle of Passchendaele was laying waste to the surrounding countryside and the conflicting forces alike. Arthur’s last conscious memory had been of crawling towards a shell hole in no man’s land close to the German line. Two injured ANZACS (Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) lay up to their chests in stagnant, muddy water, where one was seemingly unconscious. The second man was just dazed and shaking his head he looked up to see Arthur’s blackened face.

Holding out his hand, Arthur whispered: ‘Are you strong enough to help me get your friend out?’

‘Yes, I think so, Sir,’ came the man’s reply as Arthur grasped his hand and wrenched him onto the bank of the crater.

Taking the second man by the straps of his backpack, they both heaved. Wondering why he was lighter than expected, Arthur was about to speak when his companion let out a shriek. Reeling back in horror, his stomach heaved at the sight of only the remaining top half of their fellow serviceman,

‘Come on!’ Arthur whispered as the corpse was sucked back into the mire. ‘Let’s get out of here!’

They had not gone more than a few metres when a volley of canon fire signalled another attack. With their ears ringing from the deafening roar of the guns, they crawled in terror towards the Allied Line. Stray shells fell dangerously close and showered them with mud, and God knows what else when Arthur decided they should make a run for it.

The young private had fallen badly behind and he was about to go back and help him when, in an instant an explosion knocked him off his feet. Dazed from the impact, he struggled to his knees and turned to see that his comrade was lying in the mud, seemingly dead. Crawling over to where he lay, Arthur saw that his lower body and legs were badly mutilated and was about to close his eyes when the man gasped and fixed him with a pleading stare.

‘Kill me...’ he groaned. ‘Quickly – I’m done for...’

‘No! No – I can’t!’ 

Please. Please. ‘Do it!’ the man pleaded. Please! Please Lieutenant – or you’ll have this on your conscience for the rest of your life. Do it!’

‘I can’t,’ Arthur croaked, his throat tightening. 

‘I know you’ve shot dying mules and horses... Please...!’

Arthur took his father’s Webley from its holster and placed it to the man’s temple, his hand shaking. Closing his eyes tightly, he felt his finger tighten on the trigger when the shockwave from another shell’s blast knocked him sideways and into a nearby shell hole. 

How long he had been unconscious, he did not know. The relentless thunder of cannon and mortar once more shook the earth and the searing pain in his leg told him that he was still alive. He became aware of muffled screams that seemed to come from the bowels of Hell. Rain... Mud... The stench of smoke, excrement and rotting flesh, both human and animal. A vague form dressed in a cape and a hood, its face hidden, guiding him, practically carrying him towards the barbed wire. Arthur reached out and pulled back the cowl – and then...

Heart pounding with a sense of fear that he had not experienced for many years, he screamed out.

†
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At that moment, he heard a voice and felt a hand grasp his arm.

‘Arturo! Arturo – what is it? What is wrong?’

‘Sophie!’ he exclaimed as his wife raised herself up and cradled his head. Sitting bolt upright in his own bed, he held on to her tightly, aware of the perspiration that had soaked his pyjamas. ‘What happened?’

‘You had a masaròło mia caro,’ Sophia White replied, stroking his brow. ‘A nightmare – that is all.’

‘My God – yes...’ he replied, reaching for his pipe and tobacco pouch.

‘And Él Aparisión? The same as my dream?’

‘The figure in the hooded cloak? Yes – partly. I was back in the trenches in nineteen-seventeen. It was so real... But why now – after all these years?’

‘I cannot go back to sleep again now. I go downstairs.’

‘Hot chocolate?’ Arthur suggested lighting his pipe and blowing a smoke ball with a strained smile. 

‘Yes – “the panetella for all ailments”, as you said. (Arthur coughed and managed a derisory laugh) What?’

‘Nothing, darling. Just went down the wrong way.’

‘Hmm – anyway I have been to See Angela at the travel agent today. She is making the arrangements for our trip to the Serenissima again for my birthday this year. We always have a wonderful time, do we not?’

‘We certainly do. How old are you now?’

‘Do not be vulgar!’ she retorted, punching her husband on the shoulder. Swinging herself off the bed Sophie shuffled into her slippers and made off for the landing.

Arthur eased himself up onto the pillow and contemplated the coincidence of their dreams. The last time that he had had his wartime nightmare was the night before he and Silas Flitch had decided to take a shortcut across old man Wilson’s field in nineteen forty-five. It had filled him with a strange sense of dread – a feeling of impending danger. It had proved to be all but too premonitory then, but what did it mean now in nineteen fifty-six? Thinking once more of the dying ANZAC in the trenches, a terrible thought pounded in his head.

Could I have done it? could I have pulled the trigger? Could I...?

Attempting to clear his thoughts, he tried to concentrate on their imminent holiday.

‘Stop thinking so much, y’daft old bugger!’ he murmured. ‘Away with the fairies is right!’

‘It is an omen, Arturo – mark me,’ he heard Sophie call from halfway down the stairs. ‘And the cards... They have never been wrong.’

†
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Venice: Saturday, 14th July, Nineteen Fifty-six.

Caffé Florian, Piazza San Marco

Sophia Eleanora White of Inglesford, looked on in horror as a gaping fissure ruptured the wall of the Campanile San Marco. With an ear-splitting crack, it zigzagged down the fluted brickwork of the tower, the pillars of the bell chamber writhing and buckling like barley twists. The rumbling and grinding of stonework intensified and then, after a second’s eerie pause, the structure exploded in a starburst of bricks and marble.

Sophia froze and felt her fingers tighten on the hand of the man beside her. The deafening roar of falling masonry and the clamour of bells filled her senses. Everything seemed out of time with the activity in the Piazza as the column descended before her into a huge cloud of dust. Surging upwards, it obliterated the Basilica and blotted out the sun, which had been reflected in its million mosaic tiles.

Far away screams were muffled by the noise as the golden statue of the Archangel Gabriel on the steeple sank into a billowing mass of grey florets. Watching the rolling wave of debris hurtling towards her, Sophia held her breath. Closing her eyes tightly, she waited for the swirling mantle of white horses to consume her in their choking, cloudy mantle.

‘Sophie!’ a man’s voice called out from far away. ‘Sophie! What the Devil’s the matter with you?’

Brought out of her waking dream, Sophie was sitting at a table in the sun-drenched Piazza with her husband Arthur and their niece, Ellie Appleyard. They were on their annual holiday to Venice for her birthday celebration and Jeff had taken James to the beach on the Lido. She was wearing her trademark green floral summer dress and matching court shoes.

‘Sophie!’ Arthur repeated. ‘You were doing it again!’

‘Pardon, Arturo?’ replied the tall woman, gazing up at the new Campanile’s steeple, which glowed once again in the late afternoon sun. ‘Oh – I am sorry. My thoughts were elsewhere. I was just thinking... You know – I was born at the very moment that the old Campanile collapsed in nineteen hundred and... (Arthur gave a sidelong grin) Oh, never mind when. But then – just now... Sorry, Arturo. Sorry, Ellie. I am just feeling a little tired.’

‘Good grief, Sophie – I knew the heat would get to you.’

‘No! No – it is not the heat, Arturo. It is just that, well... You know I get these flashes of things gone by.’

‘The hooded figure... You’ve had that dream again?’

‘No – not exactly. This time it was...’

‘It’s a story that Sophie’s parents told her when she was a girl here in Venice,’ Arthur explained, noticing a look of puzzlement on Ellie’s face. ‘About an apparition that used to appear at times of crisis. A tall figure in a long cloak her mother said – its face covered by a hood.’

‘You told me about a hooded figure too, didn’t you Uncle?’ Ellie remarked, remembering her uncle’s own story about his rescue in the Great War. ‘And when you were a boy. (Arthur nodded) Have you seen it yourself, Auntie?’ she asked, turning to Sophie, whose expression became one of sadness.

‘I did not actually see it until I was living in London – and then, only very briefly. But Mama and Papa used to tell me of its appearance at my birth. It is almost as if I can remember the exact moment myself. I will tell you...’

Ellie listened intently as her aunt began her vivid narrative concerning the events of her childhood up until their planned emigration to the United States.

‘What happened, Auntie,’ Ellie asked. ‘Why didn’t you go to America. And what about when you were growing up here in Venice? You never talk about the rest of your life before you met Uncle.’

‘We could not emigrate at that time because I became too ill with the fever. We should have gone later in the year – when I was well again but...’ Sophie’s words tailed off as she dabbed her eyes with the handkerchief that she had taken from her sleeve. ‘I will tell you one day carissima,’ she concluded, ‘but those memories are still too painful...’

‘Your aunt had a very tragic time for a while,’ Arthur whispered.

While Arthur distracted Sophie with plans for the evening, Ellie’s thoughts returned to the small hotel where Joseph Sterling had murdered a young woman with Arthur’s Bowie knife over two centuries before. He had killed his own ancestor and in doing so, had destroyed his entire lineage and ultimately, himself.

The words that Fasiaçci had carved into the frame of her uncle’s painting had indeed been prophetic. The “Curved Steel of the Heavens” had been their salvation but she was nonetheless thankful that Arthur had disposed of it on their return to Pulminster.

That knife! I knew all those years ago that it would bring misfortune. Thank God Uncle destroyed it. And the revolver... a weapon of the future. If Joseph Sterling had actually sold it to the greedy patricians... Well – they’re both gone now.

Sitting in the warm afternoon sun, Arthur glanced now and again at his wife, whose looks had not diminished with the years. Ellie too, regarded her aunt’s familiar, wicked beauty and felt a lump in her throat as they both recalled the woman who sacrificed herself for their family in a different world, and a different century. Sophie’s mirror image. Lenore.

But even the happy atmosphere of the Piazza could not shake off Ellie’s irrational sense of foreboding.

Ordering another drink, they resumed their conversation, but unseen to them on the other side of the square, a pair of eyes never left the trio. While hundreds of tourists criss-crossed the pigeon scattered square and cameras clicked, one lone figure stood, hidden behind a pillar in the shadows of the Procuratie’s arches. Watching. Waiting. Plotting.

They had already committed one murder but it would not be the last, if indeed “the Devil did desire to have a hand in the affairs of men”.
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​4: ...AN ILL SHEATHED KNIFE...
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Pulminster Market Town, Nineteen Fifty-Seven

‘But why?’ the woman cried, her face streaked with tears. ‘I don’t understand! I thought you loved me! I thought...’

‘I do love you, Angela,’ came the reply. ‘But we couldn’t go on like this, could we? Someone was bound to find out. If there could have been any other way...’

‘You’re seeing someone else! It’s Becky – isn’t it? I’ve known it for weeks now but I never...’

The woman caught her breath in horror as the individual removed a large-bladed knife from inside their overcoat.

‘I’m sorry, my darling. I’ll never forget you...’

‘Please – don’t...’

A passionate kiss. A flash of steel. A hard blow to her chest. Eyes that she had gazed into with love now looking wildly into hers for the last time and then...

Darkness there and nothing more...

†
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EXCERPT FROM THE EASTERN DAILY PRESS:

Thursday 11th April Nineteen Fifty-Seven

POLICE TO DRAG RIVER IN SEARCH FOR MISSING WOMAN

... the woman has been named as Angela Starke, of Buckingham Road, Pulminster. Miss Starke, 36, was reported missing by her assistant, Mrs. Rebecca Zammit when she failed to arrive for work at Thomas Cook’s Travel Agency, where she is the manageress...

...according to Mrs. Zammit, she had stayed late on Tuesday evening in order to catch up on the summer bookings...

...she was last seen waiting for the number 14 bus at around eight pm at the Thorne Road stop near to where she works. A bystander who was waiting at the same stop remembers her talking to another person whom she seemed to know. The witness stated that Miss Starke kissed the individual and heard them talking amicably enough, although not what was said as they were standing some yards from the stop. They then linked arms and walked away in the direction of the market square. The witness, who does not want to be named, could not see the other person’s face, but thought it to be a man of average height and build, wearing a long overcoat and hat.

The police have asked that persons having any information should...

†
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The George and Dragon beer garden, Inglesford

Friday 12th April Nineteen Fifty-Seven

On this unseasonably warm spring evening, a light breeze gently shook the leaves, casting dancing sprites of sunlight onto the newly mown grass. In the shade of an old elm, a grey form watched the humans drinking and chattering, his white-tipped tail flicking and swaying like a conductor’s baton.

Arthur and Ellie sat beside each other in wicker chairs, he smoking his pipe and she, sipping at a ginger beer. Ellie’s husband, Jeffrey Appleyard had returned to university after the war was now employed at his old college. Having authored several best-selling books on art and antiques, he had appeared several times on television and was fast becoming a celebrity more akin to a film star. Now frequently on lecture tours, he was often away for long periods and was currently in America. They were all looking forward to his return the following week, but Ellie could not shake off a pang of jealousy when she saw the way that interviewers, especially women, fawned over him.

Their son, James lay on the grass by the stream at the end of the garden playing tiddlywinks with his friends. At a nearby table, Sophie and Silas Flitch sat chatting with the vicar, Edward Stephens and his wife Sarah. Silas still sported his trademark tweeds, his ruddy face framed by the bristling “pork-chop” side whiskers.

‘Penny for your thoughts?’ asked Arthur, regarding his niece’s serious expression. ‘You feeling all right?’

‘Pardon? Oh – sorry, Uncle,’ Ellie eventually replied. ‘I was away with the fairies again. No – I’m fine. It’s just this business with Angela – and now the police have dragged the river, and – well...’

‘Yes – I must admit, it is worrying,’ Arthur replied, filling his pipe. ‘We were planning on going to see her next week to pay for your aunt’s birthday trip – but now...’ Arthur suddenly felt a little selfish and changed the subject. ‘There’s something else bothering you though, isn’t there?’ he commented. ‘Not just Angela...’

‘You can always tell, can’t you. Oh, I’m just being silly but – well I have had a very bad feeling lately.’

‘What about?’ Arthur asked, lighting his pipe as the laughter of the children mingled with the babble of the stream and the birdsong.

‘Well – you know – what happened to us, Uncle... I mean –Lenore and Joe – and everything. (Arthur nodded again in recollection) I know that it all happened in a different time and place... But I started having dreams again – about a month ago.’

‘What – like the ones you had when you were a child?’

‘A bit – but these dreams are different – just as vivid and weird. There’s a strange looking star – and a huge tower made of glass...’ she hesitated on seeing a look of consternation on Arthur’s face. ‘You look like it means something, Uncle,’ 

‘It does,’ he answered, glancing quickly over to Sophie. ‘Remember me telling you the story about how I was given the knife all those years ago?’

‘The strange old man in New York?’

‘Yes – Mel was his name. Well, one Sunday evening – it was only a few months before prohibition – we were sitting outside a bar, having a beer. In the distance, we could see the Woolworth Building glowing white in the moonlight. Its tower was nearly eight hundred feet high – the tallest in the world at the time. Coincidentally, it was completed in July nineteen twelve.’

‘The same month as the new Campanile in Saint Mark’s...’

‘That’s right. Well, that night was the last I ever saw of him – but that’s another story. Anyway, after we said goodnight, he stopped and turned at the street corner. He was looking over at the Woolworth Tower and the evening star had just appeared in the sky above it. There was a strange look on his face. I asked him what was wrong – then he turned to me and said something very odd, in a language I didn’t recognise at the time. He said – “Vardàrse la stella sopra una torre di crystal”. I found out what it meant later – when I’d moved to Venice. It translates as – “beware the star above a crystal tower”.’

‘A star – and a tower of glass!’ Ellie exclaimed. ‘Just like my dream. Was it some sort of omen?’

‘It certainly was. But not for me personally – not yet, anyway...’ (Ellie noted a thoughtful look on his face) ‘Well –I’ll leave that for your aunt to tell you.’

‘Auntie? How do you mean?’

‘She had a similar vision when she was a small girl. She’s had it again – recently. And now – there are the cards...’

‘Cards, Uncle?’

‘I’ll let her explain... But remember what she said about painful memories. Here she comes now. Let me...’

‘What is the matter, mia carissima?’ asked Sophie, having joined them. ‘You both look so serious.’

‘Ellie’s been having a dream – about a star and a tower made of glass.’ Arthur replied. Ellie noticed her aunt’s expression change somewhere between shock and apprehension. ‘Maybe you should tell her. After all – it has been over forty years...’ Draining his glass, he turned to his niece. ‘I’ve heard the story so I’ll go and join Silas for another pint – or several. I’ll send over a jug of cider for you both to share,’

Waving to his colleague, Arthur made for the door to the bar. Halfway across the lawn, he heard the half-expected quip from his wife.

‘Do not drink too much of your “Brewer’s Droop”!’ she called out to the amusement of the other customers, having regained her composure.

‘Drooper’s Brew!’ came Arthur’s riposte, accompanied by surrounding laughter.

Ellie smiled at her aunt’s deliberate faux pas and then, sitting back down at their table she waited in silence for Sophie to begin her narrative. After a few moments, Irene O’Malley placed a jug and two glasses on the table in front of them.

‘There y’go darlin’s. Get your laughing gear round that.’

‘You want to know about the tower of glass – and the strange star?’ Sophie eventually began when the landlady had left them. Ellie nodded, pouring a glass of cider each as her aunt sighed. ‘Very well.’ 

Reaching into her large leather handbag, Sophie took out a small box and, removing a pack of cards, placed them on the table in front of Ellie.

‘Mama used to read the tarot, which she told me had originated in Milano. She had been taught by her mother and she instructed me in the art that had been passed down to the women of the house. One day, she predicted that a young girl from the island would disappear in mysterious circumstances. Surely enough, three days later one of the girls from my school did vanish and Mama was full of remorse that she could not have done anything.’

‘And she was never found...?’ (Sophie shook her head)

‘Give them a good shuffle,’ she directed, pushing the pack towards her niece. Ellie did as she was asked and then placed them back on the table. ‘Now – turn over the top card.’ 
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5: THAT ONE MIGHT READ THE BOOK OF FATE
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‘The hooded figure!’ Ellie exclaimed.

‘Yes – the Five of Cups. You see that it is reversed, which can mean that something very bad may happen. (Ellie looked at the card in disbelief) But do not worry – as the eventual outcome can often be a happy one. Now, turn the next.’
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‘In its upright position, the tower card means that disaster is about to strike and the demons of madness and despair are released from their ancient hiding places. When the card is reversed, it means that the danger has passed. Turn the next card.’

Ellie’s reaction was just as her aunt expected.
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‘The star card when upright connects our souls with the divine – but when it is reversed as it is, it can mean that you have lost your soul's purpose in this lifetime. It does not matter how much you shuffle the cards. These three have appeared every time I have turned them of late – but it is the first time in over forty years.’

‘Since you were a child...’ Ellie remarked

‘Yes – when I was ten years old – around the time when the other girl vanished. The new Canpanìłe San Marco had been completed and the inauguration was to be the biggest event that Venice had seen in many a year. There was to be a great pageant in the square and parties that would continue for many days. I was very upset because we were not going to be in the Serenissima for this occasion and that is when I first had my vision of the tower and the star. Every time Mama read the tarot, these cards would appear. The tower would always be upright – and the star, reversed.’
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