


[image: image]





Also By Michelle Lovric


The Undrowned Child


The Mourning Emporium


Talina in the Tower




[image: image]




[image: image]


Sunday July 20th, 1783, the Feast of the Redentore


The girl who climbed the ramp knew that there were only two possibilities at the top of the tower.


Life, or sudden death.


Amneris climbed slowly. As well as the taper fixed to the wreath on her head, a few candles flickered in dark niches. Their light had just revealed the church’s great secret to her. Everyone thought the Frari possessed just one slender bell-tower. In fact, there were two: one inside the other. The ramp wound its way in between the gigantic arches of the inner tower and the small hooded windows of the outer one.


‘But what,’ thought Amneris darkly, ‘is the use of a secret if you’re going to die before you can share it with anyone?’


A relentless dripping of some nameless liquid made the steep path slippery. Cold bricks grazed her right hand as her fingers scrabbled for a safe hold. In her left hand, she clutched her blue glass seahorse. The long cloak slithered behind her. The mechanical lamb creaked in front of her, its flagpole waving aloft, its tail flopping against its back legs.


The voices of the choir – full of heart, full of fear – echoed from the nave of the church below. ‘The Lamb! The Lamb!’ the congregation pleaded.


It was known as ‘The Lambing’, this grisly ceremony in which Amneris now played the main role. Amneris was not sure if the words of the prayers referred to the strange little automaton in front of her – or herself. After all, the mechanical lamb always came back down the stairs with its self-satisfied smirk unchanged. The people called it ‘the Lamb who leads the Lamb’. This time, the lamb being led up the ramp was Amneris: Amneris D’Ago, a twelve-year-old seamstress from the cloth-dyers’ quarter in Cannaregio.


The air grew distinctly colder and thinner the higher she climbed. Drips smeared her face like thick, chill tears.


The first few windows gave her glimpses of the glowing church interior. But soon she was looking down on the roof and the spires of the Frari. Eventually, the whole city of Venice stretched out below in a glimmer of heat.


Amneris held the glass seahorse so tightly that its fluted nose dug into her palm. She was trying with all her might to believe in its power as a good-luck charm.


The ramp wound on, seemingly without end. Ahead of her, there was nothing but blackness.


‘Oh no!’ Amneris held her fingers open. A trickle of blood – shiny and black as ink in the candle-light – fell from a cut in the centre of her palm. And there lay the seahorse, the one thing that should have secured her safety, cracked in two by the terrified grip of her hand. The seahorse had snapped right across its blue glass heart.


‘It’s a sign,’ thought Amneris, despairingly.


Then she stumbled over a pigeon so dead that its mummified corpse rattled as it tumbled down the way that she had come.


Now there was more darkness below her than above. Before she was ready, the ramp ended in a steep flight of stairs. The lamb chittered imperiously, mounting the steps in stiff hops. A minute more and Amneris was bathed in the silvery sunlight pounding through the open belfry, with a dizzying view of the city below. The bronze bells, twice as tall as her, hung motionless on their chains. Her eyes fell on the hole in the floor between them, just big enough for a human body to drop through. But the lamb clicked its feet impatiently, leading her to a new set of wooden stairs. After the brightness of the belfry, darkness swallowed her again. All too soon she was entering a chamber faintly illuminated by red-paned lanterns and lined with billowing velvet curtains the colour of black plums.


Amneris stared around wildly, her heartbeat contracted to a tiny throb of fear.


What was behind those curtains? Was it a footstep that made the floorboard creak? Was that breathing she could hear? Or was it the rasp of hot wind in the belfry?


Grey ringlets of fog curled out from behind the curtains, swirled briefly around the little room and disappeared.


The mechanical lamb turned around, bowed, and skittered past her to commence its juddering descent of the stairs. Alone, Amneris faced the Box, which had been placed on a fluted pedestal carved from stone. The candle on her head cast a shimmering light over it.


It was not what she expected.


The Fate in the Box was so small that it could have fitted in her hand. Somehow that felt worse: so much evil concentrated in such a little thing. And instead of showing itself deadly and serious, the Box was gaudily decorated with harlequin shapes and circus colours.


Amneris hesitated. She glanced back towards the stairs. The singing far below in the church had risen to a crescendo of anguish. But the Box emitted an impatient little creak, minutely raising its lid so that a ray of light darted into her eyes. There was nothing for it. She stepped forward into a circle of light that seemed designed to hold her in the correct position. She glanced down. Yes, there was the faint outline of the trapdoor beneath her feet.


She stretched out a trembling hand. The handle of the Box was cold and muscular like a little serpent. She began to turn it. The well-known tune tinkled out in tinny little sobs. She closed her eyes


A penny for a spool of thread,


A penny for a needle.


That’s the way the money goes,


Pop! Goes the . . .


The words were appropriate for a girl who earned her living by sewing, thought Amneris, her eyes still firmly shut. She’d know when the Fate in the Box opened. Any moment now, the music would suddenly stop, and the lid would snap open like a musket firing. That much she had been told by the woman down below who’d been so rough – with both words and hands – when hustling Amneris into the robes she wore now.


The woman had told her some of the rest, too.


When the Box opened, it could be the wax head of a beautiful Madonna that rose on a gilded coil, with gently smiling lips and eyes modestly cast down. That would mean that the Fate in the Box decided in Amneris’s favour, and she was saved.


But there was another possibility. It could be an ivory skull that popped up on a screw of rusted wire, with ropes of matted hair and endless blackness stirring in its eye pits.


If so, it would be the last thing she’d see. If the Fate in the Box decided against Amneris, no trace of her would ever come down those stairs. And no one who loved Amneris would ever know what had happened to her.


She wound the handle round and round. Each second was a heart-heaving tussle between hope and despair. Did the winding always go on this long? It had not seemed so on previous occasions, when she had been just one of the hundreds of children safe in the church, waiting and praying, as all her friends and her family did now. Her mother would be weeping. Her father would be silent with fear. Her granny would be coughing, as she always did. The mechanical primate would be standing at the pulpit, his glass eyes glittering.


Amneris kept cranking the handle. The torture ate her composure, destroyed her dignity. She began to weep, and to plead.


‘I beg you, I beg you,’ she sobbed. ‘Spare me.’


She could have sworn she heard a man’s laugh. She spun around, scanning the curtains for bulges or movement. There was nothing but the curls and fronds of grey vapour.


The lid of the Box opened infinitesimally and then shut again.


‘It’s teasing me!’ Amneris cried in agony.


The decision of the Fate in the Box was always known instantly. A child saved by the Madonna always ran down the ramp on light feet – but not so light that the congregation could not hear that happy foot music. Everyone roared with joy; many threw themselves to their knees in grateful prayer. When the child burst through the tower door at the left of the nave, there was a general rejoicing, cuddling, kissing, and the child was raised on the shoulders of the crowd and paraded around the square in front of the Frari.


The other result was also audible.


Back inside the church, everyone could hear the crack of the flaps dropping on the trapdoor. And as they held their breaths, they could also hear the child’s last scream.


The lid of the Box in front of Amneris opened just a little more.




Avanti la morte no se sa la sorte.


Until you die, you can’t know your destiny.


Venetian proverb
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Three months before Amneris went up the tower – Monday April 21st, 1783


Temistocle was already having a beastly Monday.


His older sister had sneaked the piece of bread he’d toasted to perfection. Then his mother had reproached him for taking an extra slice and emptying the jam pot. Stella’s cheeks were swollen with stolen toast and her lips were rough with crumbs as she grinned at him. She knew Tockle would never betray her.


Mamma’s reproach hurt more because it was so mild. ‘Two slices, Temistocle? And the rest of the sweet-fig jam? My dearest boy, you know how many buckets of water I have to sell to keep us all fed.’ Her voice rose. ‘To be truthful, I don’t yet know what we’ll eat tomorrow. And there’ll be no more jam until Christmas. If I could, I’d feed you cutlets and cake every day—’


She smothered a sigh and ruffled Tockle’s straight, white-blond hair. Then she kissed the top of his head.


‘I wish she’d just shout at me,’ thought Tockle, miserably. He was so unhappy that he could not bring himself even to apologize. And, given that it was Stella who had committed the crime, any apology would be a lie. His mother hated lies.


Mamma bent over and placed her hands on her hips, so that she looked like a two-handled teapot. Tockle could positively feel the ache in the small of his mother’s back as she hoisted the curved yoke on her shoulders. The bigolò’s two copper buckets swung heavily on their hooks – and they were still empty. They would weigh four times as much when they were full. Stella furtively gulped down the stolen toast while coiling Mamma’s rope. Tockle jumped up on a chair to place the elegant top hat on his mother’s head, the way he always did. The spotless cylinder with its smart brim was a sad contrast to the shabby striped dress and the frayed shawl beneath. His mother was a beautiful woman, but her face had grown gaunt, and her eyes lacked their former lustre. Too often, they were casting about anxiously, as if she was frightened of something.


Tockle’s mother was a bigolante, a water-seller. She was no great height herself, so her profession’s traditional top hat made her visible in the crowded streets of Venice. When people called to her, she would make her way towards them, careful not to hit anyone with the swinging buckets. Boys and girls would simply tip one up to their mouths. If they had no shoes, Mamma never charged them. Housewives would decant a jug of the cool water. Mamma also had regular customers. She visited their dark kitchens daily, to fill their tall earthenware pots. Occasionally she stopped to gossip, but never for long. Each bucket of water, she’d once told Tockle, was two mouthfuls of golden polenta grain or a cup of milk for the baby: every pleasant chat wasted a meal’s worth of time. When her buckets were empty, she used her rope to lower them back into the depths of the well. Then she set off again, not returning home until the streets had emptied of potential customers. At the end of each day she poured the last of her water into the scooped-out bowls in the marble base of the well at the centre of the square of San Zan Degola. This was for the cats and dogs: it was an old tradition that the bigolanti gave their local animals a fresh drink every evening.


His mother briefly passed her hand over her tired face. It had been a hard life since Papà went away, and this morning Tockle had made it just that bit harder.


She kissed the baby, asleep in her crib, careful to keep the buckets away from the tiny doll-like face.


Tockle watched Mamma walk slowly into the square, where she rested a hand on the stone wall for a moment, struggling to align her yoke in the least painful way with small jiggling motions of her shoulders. Tockle wished he could carry it for her. But she insisted that he go to school.


Baffi poked a furtive, wild head around the door Tockle’s mother had left open. There was a new tatter to his left ear and some whiskers were missing too. The cat had been out all night again, as was his habit. Baffi’s staring eyes were ringed with black; his ears stood high, tufty as a lynx’s. He was mostly white with splotches of tabby that looked as if they had been flung onto his fur with a careless paintbrush. Back in the days when Baffi was a button-nosed little kitten, Tockle used to carry him round in a straw bag on his back. But now Baffi was a famous fighting cat who could roam the streets of Santa Croce without any embarrassing assistance from a human, thank you very much.


Baffi plumed his tail in a question mark, seeing his master’s unhappy expression. Then he reached behind himself for something in the fig vine and strolled in.


‘No!’ shouted Tockle. ‘Not in here!’


But it was too late. Baffi was already at his feet, where he dropped the limp rat he’d brought in. Unfortunately it was only playing dead, and took the opportunity to run up the chimney that Tockle had neglected to clean. Baffi’s battle-cry, the screaming of the rat, and the shower of loose bricks and ash from the chimney now woke his little sister in a most disagreeable and frightening manner. She made her eighteen-month-old feelings felt, at high volume. Meanwhile, in his pursuit of the rat, Baffi upended every one of the chipped jars that held Stella’s precious fragments of coloured glass.


This enraged Stella, who had counted on a peaceful morning inserting the glass into the three kaleidoscope tubes that now lay smashed on the floor.


‘He’s your cat, the monster!’ she shouted at Tockle. ‘So you can clean up that mess. Every flake of ash! Every piece of glass! Every whisker! Every drop of blood!’


She thrust the three broken cylinders into his face. ‘A week’s work – ruined. Everything you touch, Tockle, is a disaster.’


So it was a blackened, scratched and bitten Temistocle, his ears ringing with the baby’s cries and Stella’s bitter words, who set off for school late, with the guilty slice of bread and jam wrapped in a handkerchief. He’d not had time to finish that last difficult sum in his homework. But at least he’d left the hearth spotless for his mother’s return, and the chimney brushed and ratless. The little one was still sobbing on Stella’s shoulder. And Stella was in angry tears too.


She said vindictively, ‘And by the way, I believe there’s another leak in your sandolo. It was listing when I walked past the canal last night. How will you get to Murano this evening if it’s lying at the bottom of the canal? After what your cat did, I need more glass urgently.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me last night?’


Stella knew full well that there wasn’t time to bail out the boat before school. Tockle would have to spend all day worrying about it.


With a quiet howl of despair, he flung himself out of the house.


Stella called out after him, ‘If Papà ever does come back, how disappointed he’ll be in you. And that vile cat of yours – why, Papà would sell him for his meat!’


Apart from Baffi’s rats, there had been nothing resembling a piece of meat in the Molin household for two years – not since Rizardo Molin had disappeared, before he could even lay eyes on his youngest child.
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‘Thief!’ cried Amneris. ‘Stop that at once!’


With his body and head hidden, the boy was visible only from the waist down. The rest of him was buried among the branches of the apricot tree that overhung the wall of her garden. The thief was standing on a cloth-dyers’ barrel. His knees were grimy, his shoes gaped and knee-stockings straggled at half-mast. At the sound of her voice, his legs stiffened for a moment, but he did not stop.


Amneris tried again. ‘You are not even a gentleman, to be doing that! Clearly, you’re not a gentleman. You have a thief’s legs. Anyone can see that! What dirty knees you have! And there’s coal dust in the folds of your stockings!’


Perhaps her insults would not bother such a hardened criminal? Amneris racked her brains for something worse, something that would stop him immediately. She decided to appeal to his conscience – if he had one.


‘We need those green apricots!’ she told the legs. ‘My granny bottles them for us to eat all winter. If we let every sticky-fingered boy in Venice steal them, there’d be none left for us. Do you want to leave us without a bit of something nice when the snow comes, and the Bora wind?’


Then she thought back to the worrying thing that had happened earlier that morning. ‘We might even be forced to start selling those apricots soon!’


She picked up a stick and poked the back of his knees with it for emphasis. One of the legs twitched, and the boy said, ‘Ouch!’


But he did not stop, and he did not climb down.


‘Have you no shame?’ cried Amneris. The events of the morning pressed on her temper. She had been sad and confused. It was simpler – quite refreshing, really – to be in the right, and to be angry. With someone else.


So it was anger that pushed Amneris one step closer to the boy at exactly the some moment that he finally pulled his head out of the branches and peered down at her. Their faces were suddenly just a hand’s breadth apart.


In one of his hands was a baby bird. In the other, a piece of bread lightly smeared with jam and also pecked with holes.


‘This,’ said the boy, using the little bird to point at the bread, ‘was my lunch. And my breakfast, come to think of it. And probably tomorrow’s breakfast too.’


The baby bird took another healthy peck at the bread. Jam glistened on its tiny beak.


The boy continued, ‘I was already late for school. So I was running to take that shortcut through the Corte Berlendis. But out of the corner of my eye, I saw this little thing fall out of its nest as I was passing. I was afraid it was dead. But then I saw that it was trying to get up. So I lifted it and climbed this barrel to return it to its nest. The mother bird has disappeared, so I decided to give the baby something to eat before I put it back.’


Amneris blushed. ‘I forgot about the nest. The blackbirds build one every year. I try to keep my cat, Grillo, indoors until the babies are ready to fly.’


She suddenly remembered one of her mother’s favourite sayings: Manners Make Ladies, not Ermine Tippets. She had not been very mannerly with this boy, who was turning out quite different from what she had suspected.


‘So, if I may just continue,’ said the boy in a strained voice, ‘without dog’s abuse from you, I’d like to finish saving this bird’s life and go to school. I wouldn’t touch one of your apricots if you offered me a basket of them. Even though I myself haven’t tasted an apricot since . . . since I was very young.’


Amneris watched him place the baby bird back in the nest. She stood aside as he jumped off the barrel and made an ineffectual attempt to shake the coal dust out of his stockings.


‘No apricots, no peaches and no cherries for two years,’ he said pointedly. ‘Nothing but bread and sweet-fig jam and polenta. And not enough of that either.’


His voice trembled, and he passed an elbow over his face, raising his white-blond hair in a comical crest. Then he blanched, looking around sharply.


‘Don’t worry, there are no ears in this wall!’ Amneris reassured him. ‘Just a garden behind it. No Anagrammaticular. I swear.’


‘How do you know?’ he whispered. ‘They hide the mechanisms so well. It would be just my luck . . .’


Amneris thought, ‘He’s actually going to cry. What have I done?’


‘Don’t worry,’ he said gruffly, ‘I’m not a blubber. It’s just that the sun’s hardly up and it’s already been such a beastly day. And I’m heading straight for a beating at school because I didn’t finish my arithmetic homework, because my cat Baffi killed a rat all over our kitchen, and—’


Amneris stood on tiptoe to pluck a green apricot from the tree. She pushed it into his pocket. ‘Please help yourself from now on, whenever you are passing. Thank you for saving the bird. I’d like to return the favour. So let’s have a look at that sum, shall we?’ she said.


Things might be looking bad – but she could spare an apricot for this thin boy with his straight pale hair and look of desperation.


He looked into her large brown eyes, also taking in the pale heart-shaped face and the rich chestnut hair that clustered in waves around her shoulders. Amneris smiled when she saw the doubting twitch of his lips.


‘I’m a seamstress by trade, and I know I don’t look like a girl who would be fond of arithmetic,’ she said. ‘But I assure you I am ferociously good at it.’


And that was how Amneris D’Ago met Temistocle Molin, otherwise known as ‘Tockle’.
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Outsiders had romantic notions about the Most Serene Republic of Venice. The peculiar old city of liquid streets and marble palaces made people dream and write bad poetry. They made a great deal of Venice’s lovely quietness, with no noisy carriages jostling, no horses to clop over the cobbles. ‘More of a magical theatre than a town!’ they exclaimed. ‘Or a great marble galleon upon the sea!’ Those in love with Venice sighed at the memory of jade-green waves lapping gently at the arched bridges, like kittens kneading the soft belly of their mother.


But that was a different kind of Venice from the one in which Amneris and Tockle had been born. The lagoon still snuggled around the city, holding it close to its green, throbbing breast, but Amneris and Tockle were growing up in the age of automata, in a city run no longer by an elected Doge but by Fogfinger, a foreigner who had won the hearts and minds of the Venetian senators by virtue of his dazzling ability to produce mechanical devices to perform almost every single task for which the Venetians had once used their own minds, muscles and fingers.


One of the first things Fogfinger had heard when he arrived in Venice, more than twenty years before, was a proverb:


I Veneziani nasse strachi e vive per riposar – The Venetians are born tired and live to sleep.


And that was what had given him his big idea. Whoever gave the Venetians all the sleep they wanted, and indulged their natural laziness – why, that person could be in charge of them even when they were awake. And so it had come to pass that the Venetian senators gladly appointed Fogfinger as their leader and settled back to enjoy the benefits of his rule.


All the world was mad for automata in those days. But no town had adopted mechanical devices with more pleasure – or childlike excitement and simple greed – than Venice. People from other cities clucked and shook their heads when they spoke of the automata of Venice and the luxurious indolence of the rich Venetians who had grown so dependent upon them. And it was true that Venetians loved to find little machines to do their work for them.


Even the gondoliers took happily to Fogfinger’s clockwork engines that made their boats glide through the water without the slightest effort on their part. Working wheels were hidden beneath the waves, so all they had to do was stand at the stern and look handsome, which suited them nicely. The rich and noble Venetians had contraptions to walk them up the stairs, to pour their coffee, to clean their shoes, to slide them into their gondolas. Or pairs of jointed tin footmen carried them around town in painted sedan-chairs. There were machines that turned the pages of books at the sign of a languid nod, and there was even a special kind of automaton with a sponge and a towel for use in the water closet. Fogfinger’s devices were as human-seeming as possible, with faces and hands and bellows to simulate lungs and hydraulic systems inside circulating a blood-red liquid, so that if they got broken, they seemed to bleed and tears spilled from their opening-and-closing eyes.


There were more automata than actors in Venice’s seventeen famous theatres. Mechanical cupids flew about the stages during love scenes. Planets with mobile faces revolved around stars who sang. Merchants used automata to make the attention-getting sounds and movements to attract custom to their shops: angels blowing trumpets at music shops; mechanical bears banging drums at toy shops; mooing cows at butchers’; a scribe automaton busily jabbing a quill pen at a scroll above the paper merchant’s. The poultry butcher had a human-sized hen who cackled as it laid tin eggs all day long. Perfumers had glass bottles with stoppers that lifted up on the hour, releasing puffs of delicious scent; the snuff merchants had wooden noses, each tall as a child, which sneezed explosively.


Every night an army of Fogfinger’s ‘helpers’ were sent out to rewind all the mechanical devices that had kept Venice moving throughout the day. No one ever saw the so-called Winder Uppers, but there was plenty of evidence of what they had done and where they had been: the ticking and striking and buzzing of all the automata that had wound to a standstill the night before. The morning light revealed the hundreds of bloodied white gloves dropped near the mechanical wheels, their finger-tips worn away. Very narrow were the fingers of those gloves, and very small were the palms. Those Winder Uppers lived a life apart: confined to barracks on old plague islands by day, they came out in their boats after midnight and had disappeared by dawn. Some of the poor people were sorry for the Winder Uppers, who eked out their lives in the dark, whose fingers were literally worn to the bone. When they could, the poor would leave a glass of milk outside their doors, or a small piece of bread, with a note saying ‘for the Winder Upper. You will not have to hurt your hands in this house – we have no automata. But please take this food, with our good wishes.’


Almost every poor family knew that one of those shadowy figures was one of their own. For when starvation threatened a whole household, one brave uncle or unmarried older sister would quietly pack a small bag and go to the Winder Upper recruiting office at Santa Chiara. Then a family would receive a dole of polenta and rice, but they’d never see their relative again.


The Winding Up did not come free, of course.


None of the rich minded paying the ‘Winding Up Tax’ that Fogfinger had imposed on every citizen. For the rich, the pleasure given by the automata far outweighed the coins they paid to Fogfinger’s tax collectors. Neither were the rich much bothered by the Lambing ceremony in which, during each of the last ten years, two children had disappeared up the tower of the Frari church. All Venice knew that the sacrifice was made in order to placate the Primaeval Crocodile, a monster from the deep that had, it seemed, arrived in the lagoon around the same time as Fogfinger and had immediately launched a series of bloody attacks. Eventually Fogfinger had negotiated a tribute of two small citizens a year. The children’s walk up the tower was supposed to be a game of chance – the Fate in the Box would decide if the Primaeval Crocodile would be fed, or if the child would be spared. But the Fate in the Box seemed to favour the monster. Few ‘Lambs’ ever came back down those stairs.


The parish priests had objected to the ceremony. ‘A betrayal of the Church and everything it stands for!’ So they had raged from their pulpits. And shortly after they disappeared from their pulpits and their parishes.


Fogfinger put it this way in his newspaper Il Nuovo Postiglione: ‘Poor Venetians, your priests have deserted you and gone to live in idleness in a grand monastery in the lagoon.’ The wooden saints in the church were removed, loaded into boats and sent off with the priests. And the stone ones, too difficult to lift, had their faces covered with sinister linen masks so their sad eyes and dignified faces were seen no more.


The priests had also denounced the human-shaped automata – ‘Soulless devices in human form are against all that’s holy!’


In response, Fogfinger made mechanical monkey priests. At the pulpits now, each Sunday, the Venetians were obliged to listen to the tinny voices of the jointed apes, dressed in sumptuous robes and offering prayers that glorified Fogfinger and cast ever more doubt on the goodness of the old priests and the old religion. The nuns who supported the priests were locked inside their convents and their sugar rations were abolished so they could no longer make the little cakes for which they were famous.


The people missed their parish priests, who knew every one of their names, had baptized all their children and performed the last rites for their dying loved ones. The wind-up primates did none of these things, and it would have been bizarre if they had. No one liked their long muzzles or their glittering glass eyes or the way they windmilled their paws inside their red silk sleeves when delivering their sermons. They were not priests and they were not even real monkeys.


‘In distress, you need a human hand in yours,’ said Amneris’s granny.


A widow and an ardently religious woman, Margherita D’Ago had stopped going to their church when the first mechanical primate was installed there. Her faith had been a refreshment to her spirits, especially since the shipwreck of her beloved twin brother Annibale, the sea captain, many years before. Now Granny said her prayers at home alone. She had never quite given up hope on Annibale. He was always mentioned, tenderly, in her prayers. And she spoke of him in the present tense. ‘No body has been found,’ she insisted. ‘He was a miraculous boy, and he’s a strong man. He’ll be back one day. Don’t look at me like that. I don’t need your pity.’


Amneris knew that if a woman of such strong faith as her grandmother could withdraw from Fogfinger’s new kind of worship, then the churches of Venice must be places where God was not.


Margherita D’Ago had to pretend that arthritis kept her at home, for Fogfinger ordered all able-bodied Venetians to attend on Sundays. The Sabbath sermon was the means by which he issued his decrees – a hundred times, simultaneously, via the artificial voice-boxes of the primates. And then of course, for the Lambing, even the old and sick were wheeled or carried into the Frari, whether they wanted it or not. It was the only time that the rich of each parish mingled with the poor. Amneris always looked out for the fabled daughter of Alvise Malipiero there. The girl, whose very name was a secret, was invariably swaddled in black veils, for her father, one of Fogfinger’s intimates, never allowed anyone to see her face.


Rich families like the Malipiero clan found no fault with the Lambing ceremony, as their children were somehow never chosen for it. On his or her eleventh birthday, every child in Venice was weighed on a vast pair of scales that Fogfinger had installed where the public lottery used to be held – under a striped canopy at the foot of the San Marco bell-tower. The results of the weighing were always exactly as Fogfinger had secretly guaranteed his noble supporters: children who were rich – and therefore had some meat on their bones – were pronounced ‘too heavy’ and quietly excluded from the lots for the draw. And in this way it happened that only poor, thin children were eligible for the terrible game that Fogfinger played with their lives. If the poor guessed that it was anything but bad luck that condemned their children, they resolved not to share their fears with their sons and daughters.


So the poor Venetians minded terribly about the Lambing. But they kept quiet for the sake of their children. They had also learned to be terrified of Fogfinger’s elite Fog Squad, a troop of murderers and thieves recruited from Venice’s prisons, and given the freedom and power to bully to their dark hearts’ content in exchange for absolute loyalty to Fogfinger.


Far too often, the poor were also too weak from starvation for vigorous protest. And this was because Fogfinger’s clever mechanical devices had stolen the jobs of many maids, house-boys and gardeners. Only a few professions had survived: there were as yet no mechanical devices for carrying water around the streets, for selling fruit or silk, or for blowing glass. Those who could find such jobs worked themselves to the bone, desperately trying to keep their children well-fed enough to escape Lambing.
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There was another reason why the Venetians were too afraid to complain about the Lambing.


The walls had ears: literally tiny carved ears. Inside the whorl of each ear a tube led back behind the wall to an enormous tortoiseshell horn that magnified the sound of all conversations. An ‘Anagrammaticular’ was attached to every tortoiseshell horn. This was a kind of writing machine that took down the words siphoned in through the spying ear-holes. It mixed and jumbled the words together until they produced a statement that could definitely be read as treason. Then miniature padlocks locked those words in place. If you said something unwise in the street – or something the Anagrammaticular could reconfigure that way – later that day, brutish men in the ostentatious grey uniform of the Fog Squad would arrive at your house and you’d be bundled into a sedan-chair with black blinds. People learned to chatter in high, bright artificial voices in the street, using words like ‘wonderful’ and ‘what a blessing Fogfinger has brought!’ and ‘I’m so happy!’


Even more feared than the Anagrammaticular were Fogfinger’s ‘Poxers’. These were hidden in walls outside the schoolyards and were designed to preserve decorous, quiet behaviour at all times. High-spirited boys who ran out of the schoolyard whooping and hollering were likely to activate a Poxer. A pale papier mâché head with swollen glands jumped up in front of them as they opened their mouths to yell. It sneezed in their faces and gave them a horrible heavy head cold, a fever, spots and a cough. Their condition soon worsened. Such boys never yelled again outside the schoolyard.


One of Tockle’s best friends, Ugo Paolin, had fallen victim to a Poxer. Whenever he had time, Tockle went to visit Ugo in his bedroom, where he sat in a wheelchair, wrapped in a blanket, gazing down at the water: his little house was on the Fondamenta Morosini where three canals converged – the Rio dei Bareteri, the Rio dei Scoacamini and the Rio dei Ferali. Ugo’s lungs were failing and his voice was weak. Still, he always urged Tockle, ‘It is not right, none of this! Venice is turning into a crime. Someone must do something.’


Unspoken was the terrible truth: that someone could not be Ugo, for he did not have long to live. Ugo had been the cleverest boy in the school, and the painful thing was that his mind was still working apace inside his withered body.


‘Tockle, Tockle,’ he whispered. ‘You should join the—’


‘No!’ cried Tockle. ‘Do not say that name. You never know who is listening.’


‘I have nothing to lose,’ said Ugo, simply.


Tockle squeezed his friend’s hand and shook his head.


‘But I do have something to lose, Ugo. And I’ve already lost more than I can bear.’
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Fogfinger did not go entirely unopposed. There were I Piccoli Pochi, The Tiny Few, who bravely protested against the Lambing. The Pochi declared that the Primaeval Crocodile was unfairly blamed – and that those few Venetians who disappeared had simply drowned: such deaths were natural in a city surrounded by water. So there was no need for children to be offered as tribute, the Pochi insisted. They had also dared to point out the unfairness of the system that inevitably seemed to choose the poorest children for the ceremony at the Frari. At first, the Pochi had marched with banners to the Doge’s Palace. The marchers did not return. A lawyer from the Piccoli Pochi had then tried to mount a court case. The courtroom doors closed, and no one who attended was ever seen again. The remnants of the Pochi went into hiding, in fear for their lives.


While Fogfinger had appropriated the Lamb as his symbol, the Piccoli Pochi had chosen the seahorse, a wild, delicate and fascinating creature found in certain parts of the lagoon. Members of the Piccoli Pochi carried small blue glass seahorses as the secret symbols of their beliefs, and for good luck. If you trusted someone, you’d show them your seahorse, and they would show you theirs. Then you’d know that you might discuss your feelings in safety – provided you were in a boat out in the lagoon or in one of the few places in Venice where Fogfinger had not yet installed one of his spying devices.


The Piccoli Pochi had never been many and were getting fewer all the time as they were ruthlessly hunted down. Those who were caught were wrapped in straw and bundled into boats weighed down under boxes of fruit and taken to the fortress of Cattaro, where the very air was said to be fatal and all prisoners were dead within the year. Some were sent to languish in Bohemian prisons or Serbian strongholds or were strangled in towers far from Venice. Fogfinger chose not to execute them in public, fearing that the public would sympathize with them. Instead, he delayed their trials, claiming that all the evidence had been eaten by rats, and that it was too dangerous to keep ‘the traitors’ in the city in the meanwhile.


An evil fate befell the man who had nailed a letter to the door of the Doge’s Palace. He’d written, ‘Lambing! It’s not Lambing. Why give it a sweet, fluffy name? To hide the fact that it’s Human Sacrifice, nothing less. Human Sacrifice is a Barbarous Act!’ The man was found severely beaten.


When a stonemason’s child was Lambed, the stone-cutters of San Marcuola had staged a protest, confident of safety in their numbers and their importance to the city. But that very night flames ignited in an oil warehouse and raged through their quarter, leaving sixty families homeless. Fogfinger’s newspaper, Il Postiglione, accused the Piccoli Pochi of starting the fire. But everyone knew that the Piccoli Pochi would not harm anyone who stood up against the Lambing.


A year ago, Tockle had paused, fascinated and horrified, on the edge of a ragged crowd listening to a man who stood on a fish-crate talking with a quiet passion. ‘It is all wrong!’ he urged. ‘Why do you believe these lies about the Crocodile? Has no one noticed that there was no Crocodile before Fogfinger arrived here?’


A crunch of boots interrupted his words. Twelve Fogs rushed through the crowd, sending bystanders flying. The man cried to his audience, ‘See what is happening to me. I am Marco Gallo – tell my wife. Tell your friends too. Aggh!’


A Fog had struck him across the face with a club.


Through the blood and broken teeth, the man shouted to the crowd, ‘You do not lift a finger to help me. No more than you try to save your poor children. You’re like sheep in a field, who watch your young being carried off for slaughter while you tranquilly chew the grass! You are actors in this crime Fogfinger stages – not just the audience.’


It was rare for someone to make such a stand. More often, people took themselves far away, even though it broke any Venetian’s heart to leave his beloved masterpiece of a city. If you fled, your home and belongings were forfeited and your personal papers – carefully doctored by expert forgers – were used to fatten the files of accusations against you.


Defending a friend in exile was what had got Tockle’s own father denounced for belonging to the Piccoli Pochi. And the next day he did not come home from the Arsenale shipyard, where he worked whenever the kaleidoscope trade failed to provide enough to feed his family.


It had been two years now, and he had not come home at all.
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Amneris’s family made their living embroidering silk for parasols, quilts, dresses and shawls. The D’Ago needlework was particularly prized for its brilliantly coloured designs – so intricate that they seemed almost beyond human imagination. And the secret of those designs lay in a battered ebony tube full of jewel-coloured stars: a kaleidoscope that once belonged to Amneris’s great-uncle, the sea captain, Annibale D’Ago. The captain and his other worldly possessions had gone down with his ship. But the kaleidoscope had somehow survived the shipwreck in the South Adriatic, and had bobbed all the way back to Venice, as if it had a desire and a sense of direction all of its own. The kaleidoscope was found floating in a little wooden box, among the fish-heads and artichoke peelings in the Beccarie Canal by the Rialto Market.


A two-line inscription on the box helped it arrive safely at the house Amneris shared with her family. The first line was reasonably clear:


This creature is the property of the
D’Ago family in the Calle Berlendis.


But the next line had provoked three generations of headaches due to severe brain-racking:


If desperation strikes, turn the eye of the world
on its head, tap three times, and empty.


No amount of brain-racking had revealed the meaning of these words. And, in any case, in what way could a wooden kaleidoscope be called a creature?


But a use was quickly found for the device. It provided the family with a seemingly endless source of beautiful patterns for their needlework. Everyone in the D’Ago household sewed. (In fact, the name D’Ago means ‘of the needle’.) Mamma was the lace-maker. Granny – who had married her cousin, Ivo D’Ago, a famous tailor – did the cutting with a sure hand. Amneris, with her excellent eyesight, undertook the fine embroidery. To the youngest daughter – or the only daughter, in the case of Amneris – was also reserved the privilege of turning the kaleidoscope seven times – it had to be seven times, no more, no less – before tipping it up to the light. This was done every Monday morning, at dawn. Then Amneris carefully placed the kaleidoscope on its wicker stand and copied the beautiful patterns she saw inside onto a sheet of paper, dabbing slender squirrel-fur brushes into her precious block of watercolours.


‘The dear creature’ was what the D’Ago family called the kaleidoscope, because its inspiration paid the rent of their small house in the fabric-dyers’ quarter, and for their food and their clothes, not to mention the expensive paints and the occasional bowl of milk for Grillo the cat. Fortunately no automaton had yet been invented that could embroider delicate stitches on silk, but needlework was not (and never has been) a richly paid profession, and there were four mouths to feed on the proceeds of what Mamma, Granny and Amneris sewed. Poor Papà had lost his sight before Amneris was born.


Unlike her new friend Temistocle Molin, Amneris never went hungry, unless she forgot to eat because she was so absorbed in painting the kaleidoscope’s designs. Still, she could not be spared to go to school. Instead, Mamma and Granny delivered constant lessons as they worked beside her, while the steam from the bronchitis kettle kept the air moist for Granny’s lungs. As three generations of fingers plunged their needles and bobbins in and out of shimmering fabrics, Amneris took in stories of Venetian merchant fleets, famous battles, poems and geography. And her work with the dear creature taught her all the mathematics she would ever need to know.


For once she had finished recording the pattern, Amneris’s next task was to calculate the amount of thread in each colour required to embroider the design. Silk thread was costly: they could not afford a finger’s length more than was needed for each piece. After a long line of calculations had snaked around the edges of the pattern, Amneris would double-check her arithmetic, underline her totals, and set off to the silk merchant for the week’s supplies.


Above the entrance to Melchior Dubbini’s shop in the Mercerie was a grand but rather frightening signboard. The silk merchant’s name was painted in extravagant flourishes beneath a busy automaton of a gigantic plaster hand brandishing a pair of black scissors as big as Amneris herself. The scissors sliced continuously into a bolt of green velvet. The sound of iron biting into fabric whispered above Amneris’s head as she let herself in.


She would speak up clearly: ‘Three skeins of Ransomer’s Red, eight of Gull-beak Yellow and ten of Uncut Emerald Green.’ She would place her drawing on the counter top. ‘But we’ll have to check against the drawing for this pink – could be Nun’s Blush or Dawn Sky?’
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