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PROLOGUE

A private view

The determined beating of rain on the windowless attic roof confirmed that outside there was no let-up in the autumn storm. Within, all was dryness. The dryness of antiquity. The dryness of massive hand-hewn oak and of dust seldom disturbed in four centuries. There was a click, and an almost solid shaft of light probed the gloom.

‘I’ve come better prepared this time.’ The young man stepped through the doorway. The beam from his powerful torch ranged over the miscellany of discarded objects. Utilitarian, fanciful, some grotesque – they had all been at one time or another important in the daily life of the Cranvilles, only to be dismissed as useless by some later generation, then consigned to this cavernous mausoleum.

‘Oh dear, the thought of having to sort this lot out is too depressing for words.’ The woman peered past her visitor, light from a naked bulb on the landing behind making a halo of her fair hair.

‘Well, don’t worry yourself about the pictures. I should be able to separate the wheat from the chaff for you on this visit.’ He directed the beam towards the end wall, where ornate gilded frames gave back a dull gold gleam.

‘Will you be OK? Can I do anything?’

‘No thank you, Miss Cranville. Just leave it to me. I’ll sort out any items that seem interesting, and bring them downstairs so that we can have a closer look. If there’s anything comparable to the one we found last time …’

‘You’re sure about that one?’

‘Well, as I explained in the letter, I’ve got more research to do on it, but the quality is indisputable. So, who knows what other treasures may be lurking here?’ He advanced into the attic.

There were a dozen or more paintings stacked unscientifically, one atop the other, in three piles against the wall. He felt a tingle of excitement as he carefully lifted each one aside, and played his torch over the surface. What would it be? Some eighteenth-century family portrait executed by a provincial hack? An indifferent copy of an old master? Or the genuine article – a long-lost original from the atelier of one of the great Dutchmen or Italians?

Half an hour later he was engrossed in the study of a small picture. It was a Flemish ‘Annunciation’ – that much was obvious. But an original or a copy? The highlights, flesh tones and the silver-grey of Gabriel’s wings, penetrated the discoloured varnish. (Strange about the varnish, he thought. The other one had had just the same coating.) When he turned it over, the oak panel on which it was painted gave every appearance of venerable age. Yes, this one certainly merited close scrutiny.

He lifted the unframed picture to place it carefully on top of the four others he had already selected. As he straightened, he heard – or thought he heard above the drumming of the rain – a soft footfall.

‘Miss Cranville?’

He half turned. Something flashed in the light of the torch. Then his head exploded with sudden pain. He sagged to his knees. The painted panel clattered to the floor. His body fell across it. Again and again the silver candlestick struck the back of his skull. It did not stop until the point of impact was a mess of flesh, bone, hair and blood.


PART I

GODS AND MEN


‘Those who possess such gifts as Raphael are not mere mortals but rather mortal gods’

Giorgio Vasari:

Lives of the most eminent

Painters, Sculptors and Architects





CHAPTER 1



Big Ben chimed 2.45, as Tim Lacy strolled along the Embankment. This was the time he liked London best – at night when he had it to himself. Especially after an evening that had abundantly satisfied all the senses. He had just spent such an evening. The English Opera’s performance of Idomeneo had been both profound and scintillating. Dinner had been well up to Cyrano’s usual superlative standard. The companion upon whom he had lavished these delights had, in her turn, been equally generous. Now, having torn himself from the lady’s enthusiastic embrace, he was enjoying the nocturnal charms of his city.

There was a dank October chill in the air, but Tim wore no topcoat over his thickset frame. Hands deep in pockets, he sauntered across Parliament Square, past the silent black bulk of the Abbey, and turned into Great Smith Street. A couple more blocks and he would be in his warm, comfortable apartment. A glass of the very special Armagnac he kept exclusively for his own consumption would, he assured himself, appropriately round off an excellent day. He crossed the street to enter the familiar Victorian portal, let himself in, and climbed the steps to the first floor.

There was a woman sitting with her back to his front door.

That was the first shock.

The second came when she looked up. Recognition douched his sense of well-being like a bucketful of ice-cold nitric acid.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’

Venetia Cranville uncoiled stiffly and stood up. She brushed the long hair from her face and stared back unapologetically, almost defiantly.

‘Tim, I don’t like this any more than you do, but I need your help.’

‘“I need. I need.” I seem to have heard those words rather often.’ He tossed his key-ring from hand to hand.

‘Tim, please. Just let me come in and explain.’

He did not move. For several seconds he looked deep into her Judas-blue eyes. Beautiful, as always. He read anxiety and fear in them. Little girl lost, reaching out for acceptance, reassurance, comfort. He had to make an effort to remind himself of the lies those eyes had told during the sixteen months and three days he had been under their spell. He reached past her and jammed the key into the lock.

‘Keep it short.’ He let her precede him into the flat. ‘It’s late and I have to be in Paris by lunchtime.’

‘Business is good, then?’ She sat on the edge of a deep settee and stretched her long legs before her.

Tim subsided heavily into an armchair opposite. ‘Since this is painful for both of us, let’s get it over quickly.’

Venetia nodded. But the words would not come. She had rehearsed them over and over again, ever since she had, reluctantly, decided to throw herself on Tim’s mercy. Now that she was face to face with the familiar, rugged, uncomplicated, no-nonsense scowl of her exlover, baring her soul was suddenly hard and painful. When she did find something to say it was not what she had intended.

‘I’m sorry. It wasn’t such a good idea after all.’

‘Whatever it was, spill it. Then we can both get some sleep.’

It came out in a rush. ‘Tim, I need somewhere to hide – no, rest … stay … get myself together. Oh, I don’t know! I’ve got the police on my back. Oh God, it’s awful. They think I’ve murdered someone.’

‘Well you have – our child. Or had you forgotten?’

Now the blue eyes lasered anger. ‘Not again, Tim. Not now. This is deadly serious.’

‘And aborting my baby isn’t?’

Venetia sprang to her feet. ‘I should’ve known you wouldn’t listen!’

‘You certainly should!’ Tim made no effort to rise. ‘After what we’ve been through, you pitch up here in the dead of night. Unannounced. Looking for a shoulder to lean on. Did you really expect me to say “OK, Venetia, move back in. Let’s go on as if nothing has happened”?’

He gazed at her, trying to catalogue objectively what he saw. She was beautiful; there was no denying that. Beautiful in a distracted, fay sort of way. Her shoulder-length hair straggled in gold wisps, and constantly needed to be pushed back by a fluttering hand. The blue, full-length coat and loosely-knotted scarf seemed to have been donned hurriedly. ‘A sweet disorder in the dress kindles in clothes a wantonness.’ Not for the first time, Venetia brought Herrick’s lines to mind. She was a wayward, wilful spirit, and he could not be dispassionate about her. Deep wounds took longer than ten months to heal.

He watched her standing indecisive in the middle of the room, knuckling away her tears. Genuine or for effect? It didn’t really matter. He sighed and shook his head. ‘Sit down and tell me a tale of police and murder.’

She resumed her seat. The story came out jerkily at first, then gathered pace until the words gushed forth incoherently.

‘Three months ago Uncle Ralph died. He was quite gaga towards the end, poor dear. In a nursing home. He hated it.’

Tim reflected that Uncle Ralph had probably never been what anyone would call ‘sane’. He remembered that spectral figure with the gaunt face and shambling gait, who insisted on being known as ‘Rafe de Cranville’, showing him round his magnificent Wiltshire home. Tim loved the cream stone and jumbled roofs of the part-Plantaganet, part-Tudor mansion. He loved the way it still dominated its downland hollow, as it had done for well over four centuries. He was sorry to hear that the old house had now lost its dedicated caretaker.

‘So you became the proud owner of Farrans Court?’

Venetia pouted. ‘Yes. He kept his promise – or, rather, his threat. He left the ghastly place to me – the “last of the Cranvilles”.’

Tim, whose ancestors had never even risen to the rank of sheep-stealers, found it hard to understand the annoyance, even bitterness, with which Venetia regarded her heritage. She had, presumably, absorbed it from her father during their brief relationship. Hugh Cranville, eldest of two surviving brothers (a third was killed at Tobruk), taking to extreme the maxim that ‘simple faith’ is more than ‘Norman blood’, had refused to have anything to do with the family estate, which he regarded as a millstone. He had simply given Farrans to Ralph, and gone to Italy to paint. His egalitarian principles had not prevented him marrying into a wealthy Milanese family and living off his wife’s income. By her he sired two daughters, Venetia and Firenze (heaven preserve offspring from the romantic whims of their parents), thereby cocking a final snook at the proud family name. Tiring of la dolce vita, he had one day taken off into the wide blue yonder, and never been heard of again.

Thereafter, the girls had divided their time between schools in England, where their uncle Ralph kept an eye on them, and holidays with their mother in the sunnier clime of Umbria. Apart from his nieces, Ralph’s life had been devoted to Farrans. Saving it, preserving it, passing on his inheritance intact had become an obsession. Everything, literally everything, had gone into restoring the house and keeping it in good repair. The farmland had been sold off, to be followed by all the best furniture, silver and pictures. Farrans had sucked up every last penny the old man could lay his hands on. But he had succeeded in his purpose. The house was in splendid shape as he neared his end. Ralph had the satisfaction of knowing that he could deliver to the next generation the torch of an ancient family, burning brightly.

It mattered not that the hand into which that torch was to be thrust was extremely reluctant to receive it. Venetia had told her uncle often that she did not want the burdensome responsibility of Farrans. He never listened. She would, he assured her, feel differently when she actually came to live in the house and bring up her family there (the family that Ralph himself had never had the inclination to engender).

‘Of course, it took simply aeons to sort out his affairs. God! I wouldn’t have believed lawyers and accountants and people could be so slow. We had to get everything valued – down to the last doormat. That’s how I found the pictures.’

‘Pictures?’

‘Yes. In the attic. I suppose I should’ve remembered them. We used to play up there as kids – murder in the dark. Oh!’ She stopped suddenly, again tugging strands of blond hair away from her cheek. ‘Only now it’s real murder, isn’t it?’

‘Is it?’

‘You’re not being very helpful.’

‘It’s your story.’

‘Sorry. I’m not telling it very well, am I?’

‘Not very.’ Tim looked at his watch. ‘I presume you are going to get to the point of it this side of dawn?’

Venetia scowled, part anger, part concentration. ‘There were a lot of old paintings stacked up there, covered in dust and cobwebs and bird droppings. Obviously they’d hung in the house once, till people had got tired of them and had them stacked away. I got a local dealer in from Marlborough to have a look at them. It was too dark for him to see much. There’s no light up there, and the canvases were all grimy. The first time, he took one of the smaller pictures away. He said he’d come back with a torch and sort out the rest later. I had to go to Italy for a couple of weeks, but when I got back and phoned him to make another appointment, he sounded very excited. He said he’d done some preliminary cleaning on the painting he’d taken away, and it was quite valuable. Perhaps some of the others might be good, too. He took a photograph of it, and did a report for me.’

From a large tapestry bag she took an A4 buff envelope, and laid it on the low table between them.

‘We fixed another visit for Tuesday afternoon, just a couple of days ago. Oh, God, it gives me the creeps to think about it.’ She looked at him appealingly. ‘Tim, I wouldn’t mind a drink. Would that be asking too much?’

Silently he poured an Irish whiskey the way she liked – no ice and a dash of water.

She gulped it down, took a deep breath, and went on with her story.

‘I took him up to the attic and left him there, while I got on with various tidying-up jobs. It got dark early. It was a rotten day. He didn’t come down and I didn’t want to disturb him. It was almost six before I went up to the attic to fetch him.’ She paused, took another deep breath. ‘At first I could only see his torch lying on the floor. I called out, and there was no answer. I went to pick up the torch and almost fell over him.’

‘Him?’

‘Yes, the dealer. I shone the torch down, and there he was. I thought he must have been taken ill. Until I saw his head. It was caved in. He was lying across a painting and there was blood all over it – glistening. And splashes over the other pictures. Oh, Tim, I was terrified. I knew there must be someone else in the house: a madman, a murderer, lurking in the shadows, hiding in some empty room. I rushed out, got in the car and drove into Marlborough. Then I realised I’d have to go to the police. But when I went to the station, they said they already knew. They’d had a telephone tip-off, and would I come with them back to Farrans.’

‘But why …?’

‘There was no trace of anyone else having been in the house, and the murder weapon had only one set of fingerprints on it. Mine.’

‘What was the weapon?’

‘A heavy Victorian candlestick – all florid and knobbly. I’d been cleaning it, along with the few other bits of silver Uncle hadn’t sold off.’

Tim sat back, eyes closed, scarcely able to believe what he was hearing. Trust Venetia to get herself into a mess like this – and then run away from it. He said: ‘It certainly doesn’t look good, but it’ll look a hell of a lot worse if you do a bunk. Fingerprints don’t prove anything, and then there’s the mysterious telephone call. Your best bet is to go and face it out, with a good lawyer if necessary. From what you’ve told me, I’d say the police will be hard put to it to make out any sort of case.’

Venetia looked more miserable than ever.

‘There are supposed to be three points to be proved in the conviction of a murderer, aren’t there – means, opportunity and motive?’

‘Exactly. And you certainly don’t have a motive.’

‘Yes, I do. Or they’ll think I do if they see that.’ She pointed to the envelope. ‘Grosmith – that’s the dealer – thought the first picture he found in the attic might be worth a great deal of money. Normally that would go into the estate, and be calculated for death duty. But if no one else knew about it, I could spirit it away and sell it off privately. So, on paper, I had a very good reason for silencing poor Mr Grosmith.’

‘So the police haven’t seen this letter?’

She shook her head. ‘No! And they mustn’t!’

Tim knew what he had to advise, and he also knew Venetia would not listen. Her only way of extricating herself was to be absolutely open with the police: to tell them everything. But because she was scared – and, more importantly, because she had never learned to be honest with herself – she would find that very difficult. He said, ‘OK, Venetia, you’ve had a terrible shock, and I’m sorry. You can unwind here – for tonight. But tomorrow you’ll have to face up to reality.’

‘Thank you, Tim. I knew you’d help out. I won’t be a nuisance. I’ll sleep on the sofa.’

‘You certainly will! You vacated my bed ten months ago, remember?’

Twenty minutes later Tim Lacy lay in that same bed – a Carolean four-poster with headboard inlaid in bog oak and boxwood – and knew he was unlikely to sleep. He had given Venetia blankets and pillows, and thought she would be reasonably comfortable. She looked exhausted. Probably she would slip easily into unconsciousness. But he was now wide awake, dormant emotions raked savagely into painful life. Old quarrels re-running themselves in his head.

To take his mind off past agonies, he opened Venetia’s buff envelope. He tipped out its contents on to the counterpane. A single sheet of typed notepaper and a 6 × 4 photograph.

The letter, on heavy cream bond with a pretentious embossed heading – ‘Grosmith Gallery, Antiques and Works of Art, Downs House, Marlborough’ – was written in a florid hand.


Dear Miss Cranville,

Further to our telephone conversation, here is my report on your painting, together with a photograph taken after preliminary cleaning.

We have removed a layer of discoloured varnish and this has brought to light a fine Renaissance work in very good condition. The colours are vivid, the composition excellent and the brushwork is of a particularly high quality.

I am not yet in a position to advise you as to approximate value, but I can assure you that this is an important work of art. It is North Italian, early to mid-sixteenth century. Unrecorded items of this period and quality very seldom come on to the market, and when they do they are much sought after. This makes it particularly important to find out all we can about your painting. May I ask you to leave it in my hands a little longer so that I can research it thoroughly?

I look forward very much to examining the rest of the pictures at Farrans Court. Who knows what other gems we might find?

Yours sincerely

    Arthur Grosmith




Tim laid the letter aside and picked up the black-and-white print. He held it to the lamp to get a better view.

The next moment he sat up straight. ‘Good Lord!’ He stared at it. Blinked. Tilted it in case the light was playing tricks. It wasn’t.

He jumped out of bed, grabbed up his dressing-gown and strode to the door, shouting, ‘Venetia! Why didn’t you tell me what this picture is? It changes everything.’

She sat up on the sofa, hugging a large pink blanket around her.

He tossed the photograph on to the seat beside her. ‘How long has The Triarchs been at Farrans?’

Venetia gazed at the picture vacantly. She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It could have been up in the attic for ages. Why do you call it The Triarchs? It looks like a run-of-the-mill religious picture. Pretty, though.’

‘Pretty!’ He went to the black lacquered chest on its elaborate, gilded stand. He opened the door and removed a bottle and a glass. He would have that Armagnac after all. He needed it. ‘Pretty! I’m sure Raphael would be over the moon with that accolade!’

‘Raphael?’ Venetia’s eyes opened wide. She looked more closely at the photograph. She could see now that its subject was the Adoration of the Magi, though not handled in any conventional form with cattle and straw all over the place. In the centre of the composition the Madonna, in a very relaxed seated pose, cradled the Christ child in her arms. The stable, if stable it was, was a stone structure in the middle distance, set in a sparsely-wooded landscape, with a river and far hills merging into a hazy sky. The painting was perfectly balanced by the figures of the three kings who made up the foreground.

‘Well, yes, I suppose it could be a Raphael, or more probably “School of”, but Mr Grosmith—’

‘Huh!’ Tim waved the letter contemptuously. ‘Mr Grosmith of “Grosmith Gallery Antiques and Works of Art” is … was nothing but a general-purpose provincial dealer. He wouldn’t know a Turner from a Tintoretto, a Picasso from a pizza. He’d certainly never handled anything like this.’ Tim pointed to the picture. He sat down beside Venetia and swirled the brandy round in its balloon glass.

Venetia frowned at him. She knew him far too well to question his judgment about old masters. ‘So what you’re saying is that this … Triarchs, or whatever it’s called, is a well-known, authenticated Raphael?’

‘Yes and no.’ He sipped the Armagnac and let the rivulet of smooth fire run down his throat. ‘It’s well known to those who specialise in such things. In the art world The Triarchs is a legend.’

‘You haven’t told me why it’s called The Triarchs.’

‘It’s because of the three kings. The word means three rulers: three men who had divided up a territory between them. In this case Europe – or, I suppose, more accurately, north Italy.’

Venetia shook her head and brushed the hair away from her face. ‘You’ve lost me.’

He picked up the photograph and moved closer to her, totally mastered now by his enthusiasm. ‘These three figures,’ he pointed to the men grouped in a semicircle round the Virgin, ‘they really are rulers. The bareheaded one here, on the right, is Pope Julius II – Raphael’s patron, and the patron of Michelangelo.’

Venetia pouted. ‘I know that. I’m not a complete dunce. He commissioned the painting of the Sistine Chapel and had a stormy relationship with Michelangelo, and they called him the “warrior pope” because he spent more time on his horse than at his prayers. Who are the other two?’

‘The massive, athletic ox of a man on one knee – that’s Maximilian I, Holy Roman Emperor. And this other kneeling figure is Louis XII of France. A more bellicose bunch it would be hard to imagine. They all spent most of their lives fighting for land and power. Round about 1506–10 – I’m not sure, because I’m not very good on dates – they came together in the League of Cambrai. It seems that Venice was getting too big for its boots. Not content with being a great commercial power, controlling the trade of the eastern Med, it ruled a sizable chunk of the mainland between the Alps and the Po. The state was fabulously wealthy because of the galleys laden with spices, gold, ivory and precious stones from the Levant, so the doges could afford to pay condottieri whose mercenary armies gobbled up still more territory.’

‘And that didn’t suit Pope Julius and Co?’ Venetia was fascinated despite herself. It had been partly Tim’s ability to catch her up in his own enthusiasms that had frightened her off their relationship.

‘Exactly! Give the lady a prize! Hence the League of Cambrai – formed to put the Venetians in their place. If I remember rightly, Spain came in as well.’

‘So what happened?’

‘Oh, what usually happened in Renaissance politics: a few battles, a few conquests, and then, when the contracting parties had got all they thought they could get out of the military conflict, the alliance fell apart and the allies went back to fighting each other.’

‘So it was all a waste of time?’

‘These affairs usually were. A few towns captured. A few thousand acres of peasant holdings transferred from one ruler to another. It signified little. Unless,’ he added bitterly, ‘you take account of dead soldiers and grieving widows and orphaned children. But men like Julius, Maximilian and Louis didn’t bother themselves with such trifles. Statesmen and generals never do.’

Venetia recognised the hobbyhorse breaking out of its stable. Tim’s years in the SAS had left him heartily disillusioned about the politics of war. She quickly pointed to the photograph. ‘And where does this come into the story?’

‘Raphael can’t have been in Rome long.’ Tim went over to the floor-to-ceiling shelves where his books stood in ordered rows. He selected the appropriate volume of Bryan’s Painters and Engravers and turned the pages. ‘Yes, here we are: 1508. Julius collected men of talent, and he recognised something very special in this precocious twenty-five year old. Raphael was painting with a fluency and inventiveness rare in men twice his age. So Julius grabbed him to do a huge series of murals for the papal apartments. Then, on an impulse, he deflected him from that project to paint The Triarchs.’

‘To mark the League of Whatsit?’

‘The League of Cambrai.’ The slightest frown of impatience flitted across his face. ‘I guess it was a diplomatic gesture, probably designed as a gift for the Emperor. Maximilian fancied himself as a great patron and a man of taste. He surrounded himself with artists and scholars – Altdorfer, Cranach, Dürer:

‘But the picture wasn’t finished before Julius and Maximilian fell out?’

‘Ah, now that’s the first of many various mysteries about The Triarchs.’ Tim, without meaning to, poured another brandy. Venetia diffidently picked up her empty glass from the coffee table and Tim refilled it. How quickly the externals of an old routine slipped back into place, even when the soul had gone out of it.

‘Mystery?’ She gulped the spirit in a very masculine way.

‘I can’t remember all the details.’ Tim crossed the room again. ‘There was an article about it in Apollo a few years ago.’ He rummaged through the bound copies of the magazine in the bottom row of the bookshelf, talking as he searched. ‘There were a couple of letters in the Vatican Archive referring to it, but the painting itself disappeared. It’s been an enigma ever since. It’s come to light three or four times in the intervening centuries … Ah, got it!’ He returned and laid the open volume on her lap. She saw a full-page version of her painting, this time in colour, illustrating an article by an American expert. She raised her eyebrows at the very unscholarly title of the feature.

‘The Bloody Triarchs?’

Tim laughed. ‘Sounds a bit over the top, doesn’t it. But it seems to be a fact that this picture has often been associated with violence. It started life commemorating a rather cynical military alliance and, according to the legend, death and destruction have accompanied it ever since. It’s acquired the reputation of being unlucky, cursed. Nonsense, of course, but it may explain why it’s been hidden from view most of its existence. Hardly anyone’s ever seen it.’

‘Then, how do we know what it looks like? And how come there’s a photograph of it in this magazine?’

‘In the seventeenth century a copy was made of it. Some scholars think it was done by Rubens, but I doubt it. It’s in the Kunsthistoriches Museum in Vienna. I’ve seen it there myself. But, as far as I know, the original hasn’t been heard of since before the last war. I think it was in Austria then.’

He sat beside her on the sofa once more, and some moments passed in silence. Venetia stared at the Apollo article with its gory title.

‘The Bloody Triarchs! Well, it certainly seems to be living up to its reputation. Oh, Tim, what are we going to do?’

He frowned. ‘Well, the first thing is to think the whole thing through. Unless poor Arthur had a secret life which could have provoked a crime passionnel, it’s reasonable to assume that his murder is connected with The Triarchs. Now, he didn’t realise what he’d found. But someone else obviously did, and knew that he had a goldmine within his grasp.’

‘But who?’

Tim shrugged. ‘One of Grosmith’s cronies, perhaps. The dealers’ world has more than its fair share of unscrupulous people.’

‘Unscrupulous enough to kill?’

‘For something as valuable as this? My God, yes!’

He jumped up and began to pace the room excitedly. ‘The more I think about it, the more obvious it all seems – I could almost write the script. Grosmith shows the picture to one of his friends, or sends him a copy of the photo and talks on the phone: he says he is going to do some research. “I’ve found this sixteenth-century Italian Adoration of the Magi,” he says. “Hidden away for yonks in the attic of an old country house.” His chum recognises it instantly. His heart misses a beat – just as mine did, when I saw the photo. Immediately he sees this is his chance, not only to make a fortune but also to have his name written into the history books as the man who finally located a long-lost Raphael. The only problem is how to get his hands on it. “This is very interesting,” he says. “Who does the painting belong to?” “Oh,” Grosmith replies warily, “some lady whose property I’m valuing.” “Does she know what the painting is or where it came from?” “No, it’s been stored away for years with a pile of other pictures. I didn’t realise what it was, myself, till I’d cleaned off the varnish.” “And you haven’t told anyone else about it?” “No, only you.” “Good, well look, keep it under your hat and let me have a really good look at it.”

‘Does young Arthur begin to smell a rat at this point, I wonder. “I can’t let it out of my sight without the owner’s permission,” he says. “But I’m seeing her again on Tuesday, and I’ll ask her then.” So our unscrupulous friend has until Tuesday to plan how to get Grosmith out of the way – permanently. Then all he has to do is pinch the picture, lie low for a few months, then produce it with a fanfare of publicity – along with a phoney story of how he discovered it. And there’s no one around to contradict him.’

He looked down at Venetia. ‘How does that sound?’

She stared back moodily. ‘Plausible. But the Farrans picture could be just another copy.’

‘Could be. Unlikely though. Not that it really matters. Sometime or another, that painting is going to turn up on the international market. When it does, it will point straight to the murderer.’

‘But, even if you’re right, that could take months.’

‘That’s right … unless.’ He stopped pacing. He ran a finger along the bridge of his nose – a gesture Venetia knew well and found rather irritating. His brown eyes were half closed in concentration. ‘Unless, unless, unless. There’s just a chance. The murder happened on Tuesday. It’s now Thursday – or, rather, very early Friday. Grosmith’s gallery will have been swarming with police since the murder.

‘Come on!’ With a sudden darting movement, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. ‘Get your clothes on! We’re going to Marlborough.’

‘At this hour in the morning? Tim, don’t be silly!’

He glared at her, and she saw in his eyes the familiar pig-headed truculence she had always found impossible to handle.

‘You came here of your own accord. I didn’t invite you. I could have slammed the door on you. Perhaps I should have, but I didn’t. You asked me to do something. Well, I’m doing it. Don’t you dare tell me I’m being silly.’

An hour and a half later, after a journey of frigid silence interspersed with monosyllables, Tim steered his Porsche 356B Roadster off the M4. Venetia felt as though she was wrestling in mud with a bevy of slippery emotions which she could barely recognise, let alone grasp. Fear, she realised to her surprise, was now the least aggressive of them. Her more turbulent feelings all centred around Tim Lacy.

Damn the man for his self-confidence and assertiveness! For Tim everything was always very clear cut. Issues were black or white, right or wrong. No room for doubt. No compromise. If Tim proposed something you either fell in with it, hook, line and sinker, or you stood aside and watched him make a success of it without you. He was a bundle of enthusiasms. He had thrown himself wholeheartedly into a military career, earned quick promotion, then just as determinedly turned his back on the SAS and, using certain Middle East contacts he had already made, started a business which flourished just as rapidly. ‘Failure’ was a word which hads no meaning for him. She knew exactly what he must have been like as a little boy – the local gang leader, the kid who owned the football and made the rules. He had simply never grown up; never reached the debilitating adult conviction that life is, in fact, complicated and bewildering. His certainty was infuriating. It made her feel inadequate, stupid – the weak and feeble woman who could not exist without a male prop.

But, then, it was because of Tim’s strength and clear-headedness that she had gone to him. It had not been easy to push aside all the pain of the past, to swallow her pride and say ‘Please, help me.’ No, to be fair, it was not just because he was good in a crisis. Tim was also generous. Venetia knew that, despite all the bitterness of their parting, he would help her. He could not resist the knight-in-shining-armour role.

That was how they had first met: she a struggling artist anxious to sell her work, not convinced it was any good, whether she could ever find customers; he a self-made entrepreneur with his own security firm and many contacts in the world of dealers and wealthy collectors. He had offered to make some introductions, and the result had been her first exhibition. In those early days their relationship had been an adventure, each exploring the other. It did not seem to matter that they came from different worlds. In fact those worlds had seemed complementary. Only as the months passed and their relationship became more intense had Venetia realised that her life was being directed, channelled, taken over. Tim was trying to turn her into ‘the business wife’, someone to show off at parties, to impress prospective clients, give glittering dinner parties. Suddenly, when she got pregnant, she had seen Tim’s vision of her future: the smart home in Surrey or Berkshire, the children at the right schools, the lonely days and nights waiting for him to return from foreign business trips. The baby was a trap. It would close for ever the door of her own life, and lead inevitably to the one Tim had chosen for her. At twenty-seven she had not been ready for that, and she probably never would be.

‘You’re very quiet.’ Tim glanced across briefly, then returned his attention to the empty, winding blackness of the road ahead.

Venetia shook her mind back to the present. ‘I was wondering whether you might tell me exactly what we’re doing roaring through Wiltshire at dead of night.’

Tim slowed for a double bend, then put his foot down as the A4 straightened out for the run into Marlborough. ‘Oh, didn’t I say? We’re here for a wee spot of burglary.’

‘Tim, you can’t mean you’re intending …’

‘To break into the Grosmith Gallery? That’s exactly what I mean. Don’t look so shocked. I’m not going to steal anything. I’m just going to look for your property and try to get it back for you. That’s all.’

‘But, Tim, it’s nearly dawn, and there’s bound to be a burglar alarm.’

‘You’re forgetting that security systems are my speciality. I fit ’em, and I can sure as hell break ’em. I’ll be very surprised if the late lamented Arthur got round to installing anything very sophisticated at Downs House. Speaking of which, how do I get there, and what kind of a place is it?’

Venetia gave directions and explained: ‘It’s a big, Georgian town house. The shop part is on the first two floors. Above that I suppose there’s a flat or storerooms or something.’

‘That’s where The Triarchs will be, then, if we’re not too late.’

‘Why’s it so important to get it back?’

‘Because, if I’m right, it’s the key to the mess you’ve got yourself into …’

‘I’ve got myself into!’

‘Sorry, sorry. I should have chosen my words more carefully. This mess which you find yourself in through no fault of your own. You’ve no idea how or when your uncle got hold of that picture?’

‘I’ve been thinking about that since you told me the story of The Bloody Triarchs. You said it was last seen in Austria around 1939. I know Uncle Ralph was in Austria with the army at the end of the war. I seem to recall him once saying something about being involved with the allied commission for the restoration of works of art looted by the Nazis. But I could be wrong; he never spoke much about his wartime experiences. Unlike some soldiers, I think he found the whole thing pretty hateful. That’s partly why he was so delighted to take over Farrans. It represented everything that was old and secure and peaceful and traditional and … permanent.’

‘I can understand that.’

‘Poor Uncle Ralph; he could never see why I didn’t share his feelings for the place. For me Farrans is just a big, draughty, damp old house that must be a nightmare to maintain. Perhaps that’s because I spent most of my childhood in Italy.’

Tim broke in on her reverie. ‘So he could have obtained the picture in Austria?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘But he never hung it up in the house?’

‘I never saw it. And I’m sure I would have noticed if it had been there.’

‘Odd, isn’t it? He has the painting, and he must have some idea of what it is, yet he never displays it and he doesn’t sell it either. If he’d ever sent it to auction, it would have solved all his problems about restoring Farrans.’

They were silent for a while, then Venetia voiced the suspicion that had been growing steadily in her mind. ‘Tim, why are you really pulling this crazy burglary stunt? Is it to help me, or just to recover some famous work of art and get your name in the papers?’

‘Well, here we are.’ Tim turned the car into a side street close to the market square. He pulled into the kerb and parked. ‘I’ll do the rest on foot.’ He opened the door. ‘I shouldn’t be more than half an hour. I’ll leave the key in the ignition. If for any reason I’m not back by …’ He checked his watch. ‘By six, get back to London and wait in the flat.’

‘Like hell I will!’ Venetia flung the passenger door open and leaped out. ‘I want to know exactly what you’re up to, Tim Lacy. After all, as you pointed out, it is my property.’

He glared at her across the car’s soft top. ‘Suit yourself,’ he grunted. ‘But don’t get in my way! Don’t make a noise! And don’t offer any comments or advice! Now close your door – quietly – and lock it!’ He set off along the street without waiting for her to catch up.

Apart from the nearby clinking of bottles indicating the local milkman on his round, Marlborough was enjoying its last hour or so of nocturnal calm. The two visitors passed no one as they made their way, by back roads, to the Grosmith Gallery. The tall house, like all its neighbours, brooded, quiet and lampless, over the narrow pavement. A gate in the high wall at one side was, surprisingly, unlocked. They passed through into a small enclosed garden or yard.

‘Wait there!’ Tim ordered and disappeared round the back of the house.

Venetia hugged her coat around her. The air was heavy with a pre-dawn dampness that seemed to penetrate to her very bones. She shivered, and knew that it was not just the cold that made her long for the cosy interior of Tim’s car.

He seemed to take an age. She shifted from one foot to the other, hands deep in her coat pockets, and thought: what the hell’s he up to?

Then he reappeared around the corner of the building, carrying a torch with one hand over the glass to cut its light to a minimum. ‘This way,’ he whispered.

He led her into the house through the back door, across a small kitchen, and thence to a wide hallway. She remembered the layout of the building, the tables and chests tastefully arranged with small pieces of porcelain and glass. In the darkness she could only make out rough shapes. She clung to Tim’s arm, terrified of stumbling into some delicate piece of furniture and sending its contents crashing to the stone floor.

‘Tim, how on earth did you get—?’

‘I said no questions! Come on, quickly!’

She hesitated and he added, ‘The only alarm system is a set of infra-red sensors. I found the control box and switched them off. It’s pathetic; almost an insult to the intelligence of any self-respecting thief.’

He led the way up the wide staircase, lighting the way with his half-masked torch. On the top landing they were confronted by two doors. One of them had a Yale lock.

‘That must be it. Here, hold the torch.’ Tim produced an implement from his pocket and inserted it in the key slot.

Moments later there was a click and the door swung inwards. Tim took the torch and went first, into what seemed to be a large junk-room. It had two windows and Venetia noticed with alarm that the first light of the new day was creeping over the roofs opposite. Tim crossed the room and pulled heavy curtains across the glass.

‘Find the switch,’ he ordered, coming back towards her. ‘We can risk some light now.’

As she felt along the wall beside her, Venetia sensed a familiar mingling of smells: paint, varnish, spirit. When she had clicked the tiny plastic lever and filled the room with light from a single, unshaded bulb, she was not surprised to turn around and see an artist’s studio. Or, at least, a chamber that was part studio. In fact the room was neatly divided into two by a four-fold leather screen set at an oblique angle across the middle. The right-hand side seemed to be the office. There was a Victorian rolltop desk and, in front of it, a very twentieth-century typist’s chair. Beside the desk was a heavy safe. To her left was a large table cluttered with the paraphernalia of a painter or restorer: brushes, paint-streaked rags, cotton swabs, pots and jars of various solvents, and tubes of paint.

Tim glared at the untidy jumble. ‘Seems the late Arthur fancied himself as a restorer. I only hope to God he knew what he was doing. Renovating a Raphael isn’t a job for an enthusiastic amateur. Now, where do you suppose …?’ He glanced at the safe and muttered, ‘Too small!’ He looked around the room’s perimeter. Frames and canvases in profusion were propped against the faded Victorian wallpaper. He began a hurried examination of the pictures, some of which were turned to show their stretchers.

‘It’s obviously not here, Tim.’ Venetia advanced nervously into the room, ears straining for the sound of anyone else in the house, frantically wishing herself a thousand miles away. She stepped round the edge of the screen. There she saw an easel occupied by a fairly large canvas. It was turned away from her, facing the window. A cloth was draped loosely over it, and a chair with a broken back stood in front of it. This was, obviously, where Arthur Grosmith did – had done – his work. She reached out a hand towards the grubby piece of old curtain covering the painting.

In the second before the material fell to the ground, she knew. Even so, the revelation was a shock.

Tim! her mouth formed the word but no sound came. She cleared her throat and called again as her trembling knees gave way and she sank on to the chair.

Instantly Tim was at her side, a hand on her shoulder. ‘My God! Oh, my God,’ was all he could find to say.


CHAPTER 2



‘Hey! Saint!’ The swarthy Florentine with the knotted black beard hammered on the red-painted door. Although it was almost noon, and sunlight had only just begun to seep into this narrow street in Rome’s Borgo district, foetid heat already surged up from the cobbles like the clouds of flies disturbed from gorging themselves on the refuse and stagnant puddles.

‘Come on, holy man! It’s late to be still at your prayers!’ This time Valerio Balbi applied a foot as well as his fists to the unyielding oak.

The street was busy with people: wives returning from the river with baskets of wet laundry; priests scurrying from cheap lodgings towards the piazza which separated the Borgo from the Vatican palace and its attendant sprawl of buildings; liveried servants dawdling about their masters’ business and finding time to try their luck with the local girls. There was even a steady toing-and-froing of stonemasons, labourers, carpenters and other artisans working on the new St Peter’s. After half a century in which other popes had tinkered with Constantine’s decaying basilica, Julius II had finally ordered the ancient building to be swept away. Now all that could be seen was an immense crater, from which clouds of white dust drifted across the Borgo. The work brought hundreds of foreigners to the city, who daily filled the air with the clamour of hammering, sawing and shouted orders, and who nightly got drunk in the local taverns. Amidst this bustle, no one paid any attention to the dishevelled sculptor with the wine-stained shirt and patched, russet hose, trying to rouse his late-sleeping friend, young Santi from Urbino.

With a surname like Santi, it was inevitable that the young artist’s friends nicknamed him ‘the Saint’. Later ages would call him ‘the divine Raphael’, but for now he had to be content with mere canonisation. And content he was. What artist would not be? At the age of twenty-five he had found himself summoned to Rome to work for the mightiest prince in Italy – the pope himself. Grasping this amazing opportunity, Raphael worked hard to win the approval of his patron. Not that it was difficult: Julius, who prided himself on his ability to recognise talent, was generous with his praise, his encouragement – and his money. But he did expect value for that money. So, for eleven months, Raphael had spent all the hours of daylight on the frescoes in Julius’s private apartments, and often laboured deep into the night on additional commissions given him by the pope. Work consumed him entirely, and he was oblivious to all else. It was his friends who showed that concern for his welfare that Raphael himself had no time to indulge.

‘Val, what are you trying to do; raise the dead?’

Balbi turned to look at – and admire – the young woman who had come up unnoticed behind him. Margherita Luti was nineteen and beautiful in a dark, intense, almost tragic way. Her jet hair was tightly coiled at the back of her neck. Her large brown, wide-set eyes seldom shared the smiles and laughter of her lips. She had a fashionably plump figure, accentuated by the wide, yellow sleeves tied to her full-length green over-dress.

‘Worse than that, Grit. I’m trying to raise that indolent lover of yours! His apprentice told me, up at the palace, that the blessed Raffaello hasn’t been seen today. I’ve come to tell him he’s wasting good drinking time.’ Balbi brandished the bottle of wine, and almost felled a passing cardinal. The dignitary muttered an oath and hurried on, catching up his skirts to avoid the ankle-deep filth.

Margherita untied the large key from the cord round her waist. ‘You won’t budge him till he’s finished this wretched painting his holiness is in such a hurry for. It was supposed to be done last week before Julius went north to join his army, but Raffaello couldn’t get it right. You know what a perfectionist he is. Now he’s working at it every night, and won’t let anything distract him. He told me to go home until it’s finished. I’m sure he’s not getting any sleep.’

‘Our beloved Julius isn’t content with talent. He has to have blood.’

‘Oh, it’s not just the pope who’s making such cruel demands. Raffaello is punishing himself. He’s obsessed with this particular painting.’ She unlocked the door and stepped first into a wide, simply furnished, chamber. A bed in the far corner had not been slept in. A loaf and some fruit on the plain table lay untouched. Balbi entered behind her.

It was then that they both smelled smoke.

They looked across to the narrow staircase against the facing wall. A blue-grey cloud hovered round the top step.

With a roar, Balbi flung the wine bottle from him and ran up the narrow steps. He threw his weight against the door at the top: the door to Raffaello’s studio. He fell into the room and immediately had to retreat, coughing. Pausing only to take a deep breath, he went back. Through a dense haze of smoke he made out the figure of his friend slumped over a table, head resting on his arms. On the floor beside him a pile of paint-soaked rags was smouldering. It was easy to see what had happened. The artist, overcome with exhaustion, had fallen asleep, knocking his candle off the table. Balbi rushed across to the motionless figure, threw him over his shoulder and staggered back to the staircase, lungs bursting.

In the room below he laid Raffaello on the bed. ‘Water! Wine!’ he ordered. ‘Anything! Try to revive him. I’m going back up there to stop—’

There was a sudden roar. They looked up and saw flickering light glowing behind the veil of smoke.

Balbi took the stairs three at a time. In the studio the pile of cloths was ablaze. He tried to gather them up. They burned his hands. He dropped them. Dragged them towards the door. Flung them through and followed, kicking and stamping on them as he did so. He turned. The table was already on fire.

‘Quick!’ He almost fell into the room below. ‘Get out! I can’t stop it! The whole house will go up any minute!’

Margherita did not seem to hear. She was bent over the figure on the bed, forcing a cup to his lips. ‘He’s all right,’ she murmured. ‘Thank God, he’s all right.’

The young man sat up, coughing and choking. ‘What’s the matter? What …?’

The sculptor put an arm round his shoulders and hauled him to his feet. ‘You’ve set your bloody studio on fire, that’s all. Now, come on, let’s get out.’

Raffaello pulled away. ‘What? Fire?’ He stared up at the staircase. Flames were already snaking around the doorframe. ‘The painting!’ He staggered forward and collapsed at the foot of the stairs.

‘Never mind the bloody painting!’ Balbi bellowed. ‘Get out!’

‘No! No! I must save the painting.’ Raffaello began to crawl up the steps.

Margherita ran to him, trying to pull him to his feet. ‘Raff come away, come away – please.’

Valerio helped her haul the painter upright. He was a dead weight, about to pass out again. ‘Get him into the street. Drag him by the hair if you have to.’

She stared up at him. ‘But, Val, what are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to get his bloody picture!’

‘Val, be careful!’

But he was already at the top of the stairs, stepping over the blazing threshold. One side of the room was now all fire. The heat almost felled him. But Raffaello’s picture, on its easel, was in the opposite corner. Valerio grabbed the window fastening and pulled the casement open. The street below was now crowded with people. A woman screamed as Balbi briefly stared out, then stepped back into the inferno. He wrenched the painting from its stand, went back to the window and pushed it through. He called to the onlookers and felt someone take the weight. The flames were now coiling around the casement, drawn by the draught. As he grabbed the sill to pull himself through, he felt intolerable, searing pain. He let go. Looked for a new grip. There was none. The casement was now a hissing O of fire. He knew he would have to leap through and hope someone below would break his fall. Balbi took a step back to get a good jump. He braced himself. Bent his knees. At that second the floor timbers gave way. With a scream the sculptor fell back as sparks and flames billowed up to meet him.

‘Master Raffaello, it is magnificent. His Holiness will be extremely pleased.’

The painter turned his back on ‘The Adoration of the Magi’, which was propped against the edge of a fountain. ‘It’s hideous and I wish to God I’d never agreed to do it.’

They were gathered in the Vatican gardens two days later – Margherita, Raffaello Santi and the tall, thin-faced Cardinal Bibbiena. The painter – slight, beardless, usually graceful in movement and speech (which added some point to his nickname of ‘the Saint’) – was showing the signs of his ordeal. His cheeks were hollowed and grey, his red-rimmed eyes glistening. Talking was an effort, and was interrupted by bouts of coughing which shook his whole body. Margherita led him to a stone bench, where he slumped, head in hands.

The cardinal was sympathetic, but distracted. While his gentle mellifluous voice was directed at Raffaello, he could scarcely keep his eyes from the painting whose colours, glowing in the morning sunlight, seemed to have a luminosity of their own.

‘Master Raffaello, you are naturally upset. This has been a terrible tragedy and you grieve for your friend. That is good, but—’

‘Best friend I ever had … and I killed …’ The sentence ran into a barrier of coughing.

‘My son, to speak, even to think like that is sinful. In legal terms Signor Balbi’s death was an accident. In human terms it was an act of great heroism. In theological terms it was an act of God. And God, we may be sure, will reward him for his noble self-sacrifice. To have preserved this …’ The thought drifted incomplete among the over-arching branches of an ancient cedar as Bibbiena surrendered himself to the beauty of the Virgin and her royal visitors.

For several seconds the only sounds were the obbligato of a blackbird concealed in the foliage above and the pattering of water which gushed from the mouth of a stone griffin. Then Raphael took a deep breath and made a great effort to string several words together.

‘Eminence, when you take the picture to His Holiness, you must entreat him to release me from his service.’

The cardinal turned sharply. ‘I shall do no such thing. Anyway, he would never agree.’ The soothing tone returned. ‘Master Raffaello, he values you too highly.’

‘But don’t you see, Eminence.’ The artist looked up with distraught, pleading eyes. ‘I can never paint again.’ He held a kerchief over his mouth to stifle another cough. ‘My talent is cursed. This is the best thing I’ve ever done, and it’s cost …’

Bibbiena scowled. ‘And who are you to decide such things? Did you create the talent? No. It is a gift from God. And it isn’t his gift to Maestro Raffaello Santi. It is his gift to the world. You are merely his instrument. His Holiness has been very kind to you, because he has been given grace to recognise the gift.’

‘But, Eminence …’

The cardinal made an impatient gesture. ‘My son, can you deny that His Holiness has been generous?’

‘No, but …’

‘Do you know how many aspiring young painters, sculptors, poets and architects clamour daily for his patronage?’

Raphael shook his head.

‘And why do you suppose he chose you? Gave you the grand commission to design his own chambers? Allotted those vast areas of wall? Allowed you a free hand? Is it for his own glory? In years to come, centuries to come, Pope Julius will be just a name in history books, but people will still arrive here from all over Europe for a glimpse of the great frescoes in the Stanze, and the name they revere will be Maestro Raffaello. All this was revealed to His Holiness in a dream, a vision. He confided in me that he had received this revelation.’

Bibbiena reached forward to grasp the young man by the shoulder. ‘So you see it is not for you – or even His Holiness – to frustrate God’s purpose. You and the holy father share a divine commission. That must override all mere human ideas and feelings. My son, God’s will is never easy to obey. Sometimes it is painful. But all of us – popes, cardinals and even brokenhearted young artists – must obey it, or put our immortal souls in great danger.’ Raphael shook his head. He was puzzled, unconvinced. He strove to put his doubt into words.

Bibbiena forestalled him. ‘Now, you must excuse me. There is much to do in organising the supply train for His Holiness’s army – and, of course, in seeing that your magnificent painting has a safe place on one of the waggons. Kneel and I will give you my blessing.’

Raffaello and Margherita dropped automatically to their knees. The cardinal made the sign of the cross over the couple, and mouthed the Latin formula. ‘Now, off with you. Young lady, see that this fellow gets some rest. I will tell His Holiness that I have discharged you from your duties for one week.’

The visitors bowed respectfully and walked towards the gate in the high wall which kept all but the privileged out of the pope’s private garden.

‘Oh, one more thing!’ Bibbiena called after them. ‘I have arranged for a special mass to be said in the Sistine Chapel for Valerio Balbi.’

He shook his head as the two young people disappeared through the gateway. What highly-strung creatures artists were! How impressionable. What would happen if princes of the Church were ruled by their passions – or swayed from their resolve by hastily concocted stories about dreams and visions? The great advantage with young Raphael was that he did not yet realise just how great his talent was. Pope Julius did. Clever, wily old Julius. And he was determined to extract as much as he could from the painter while he still remained in this state of ignorance. Before he started becoming troublesome, over-confident, and making impossible demands – like Michelangelo.

It had been a smart move to get this young genius to paint the picture as a present to flatter the vainglorious Maximilian, although the thought of this masterpiece belonging to that barbarian seemed anathema. And, truly, it was a masterpiece. To think that it had almost gone up in flames! Its preservation was nothing short of a miracle.

Cardinal Bernardo Bibbiena sat down, facing the fountain in the comforting warmth of the June sunshine, and marvelled at the most beautiful painting he had ever seen.

For several seconds Tim and Venetia were silent before the sumptuous serenity of The Triarchs. No black-and-white photograph or magazine illustration or even an accomplished copy had adequately prepared them for the reality. Even in the dim light of Grosmith’s studio-cum-office the Renaissance masterpiece glowed with an inner warmth. The hazy blue of the landscape had a luminous quality. The trees and hills were those of Raphael’s native Urbino, yet at the same time they were not. They were a corner of Elysium, and they made for the foreground figures a setting that was timeless. The groupings of figures was at once restful and full of movement. The kneeling Julius stared straight out of the canvas, drawing the viewer into the scene and directing one’s attention to the peasant woman more interested in her baby than in the attentions of her wealthy visitors. The line of the pope’s cloaked shoulder was continued across to the left of the picture in the outstretched arm of Maximilian, who leaned forward and offered a golden casket to the Christ child. The other kneeling figure, Louis the French king, balanced the composition and set up another diagonal, which carried the eye across the picture from bottom left to top right. The painting was making several statements, yet, at whatever point the viewer began his visual journey, his gaze always rested at last in the shared tenderness of mother and child, the meeting of hearts as the baby reflected the Virgin’s adoring gaze – the Virgin who was Margherita Luti.

Tim marvelled at the intricate, yet simple composition, the balanced areas of colour, the flesh tones and the painter’s perfect mastery of the human figure. Never had a painting given him such a completely satisfying experience. The long years studying for his Open University degree, the visits to major European galleries, the handling of important pictures in museums and private collections – nothing compared to the thrill of this clandestine meeting with the divine Raphael in the dingy, ramshackle back premises of a provincial antique shop.

He wanted this supreme moment to last for ever, but suddenly Venetia was tugging his sleeve and whispering urgently. ‘Tim! I heard a noise!’

They both strained their ears.

‘Yes! There it is again! Someone’s coming upstairs. Tim! It’s the police!’

Tim crossed the room and switched out the light. Then he was back beside her. ‘Get ready to move quickly.’

‘But we must give ourselves up!’ Venetia was trembling with fear and guilt. ‘We’d be crazy to resist.’

The sounds were distinct now: two sets of footsteps climbing the second, uncarpeted flight of stairs.

‘Shut up and do as I say!’

Tim felt for the easel clamps and loosened them. He slid the picture free. ‘Guard this with your life!’ He thrust it into her hands.

There were muttered voices outside the door and the sounds of someone fumbling with the lock. A click. The faint creak of a hinge. A probing torchlight beam splayed over the walls and ceiling.

‘Do you know where it is?’ A woman’s voice – not taking much care to be quiet.

‘Not the foggiest. I don’t even know for sure it’s up here.’ The man’s tone was softer, less assertive.
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