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ANGELICO VESPUCCI – THE SKIN HUNTER (IMAGE BY THE AUTHOR)





BOOK ONE



 


Thirty feet under the first supporting column of Grosvenor Bridge a savage tangle of birds were fighting, shaken on the shifting surface of the Thames, their beaks dipping and jabbing at each other to get closer to the package which had just been dropped there. Over the previous few minutes they had tried to rip open the plastic covering, but when they finally gained access to the insides they flew off, disappointed. Slowly but determinedly the tide finished off the birds’ work and tugged aside the wrapping to expose the corner of a painting.


Incongruous under a sulky London sky, the painted face looked up as though surprised to find itself shuffled between the bridge supports; the merchant’s vestments lapped by water as the painting headed towards a small launch vehicle. Then, buffeted by another early November wind, it spun on the current and was shunted away. Ten minutes later the portrait washed up on the slimy bank of the Thames where it was spotted by a tourist walking along the Embankment.


It was the first time the portrait of Angelico Vespucci had been seen in public for over four hundred years. As the painting was lifted out of the river, the varnished surface shimmered in the light, the eerie gaze of the sitter unblinking and oddly defiant. No one knew the history of the portrait, or of the man it portrayed.


No one knew that its discovery would result in brutal murder and the identification of a killer who had been active centuries earlier.





Prologue



Venice, 1555


I am afraid of water. Even though I was born with a caul on my head, which the old say is a protection from drowning. No one knows this, for people know little of me. That is my talent – to be invisible. Walking among people as unseen as the monsters under the Lagoon, the grasping weedy fingers lurking under bridges and the echo of drowned men, bleached and bloodless under the sea.


Winter has come quickly to Venice. Too soon, too cold, mists curling about the alleyways and the narrow bridges, figures looming up like ghouls as they go about their day. The atmosphere of the city has changed too. Long, fathomless nights and murky, unwholesome days lure in the city dwellers with the call of the bells from St Mark’s. A darkness more profound than anyone can remember comes down on the city after dusk. Lamps struggle to make an impact, and they say more than fifty dogs have drowned, losing their bearings in the blackness.


Not only dogs are dying. Not long ago I saw a woman dragged up from the Lido, laid out for the passers-by to gawp at. She had been in the water a long while, caught up under one of the bridges, and was unrecognisable: her eyes blind opals, her tongue slimy, thick as a sea slug. Her throat was cut, the skin stripped from her torso and limbs.


At first it was thought that the tides had mutilated her, but later it was discovered that she had been flayed. Rumours began to circulate: the killer had been disturbed before he could finish his work, before he could strip the flesh from her face. People talked of a lunatic, come to the city from abroad. Others suggested it had to be someone with wealth and means, a man with room and time to mutilate a corpse. Still others blamed the whores. But everyone asked themselves the same question: where was the victim’s skin? Where was the flayed hide?


Venice is waiting, dreading but expecting another victim. The courtesans talk of nothing else and stay away from the piazzas at night, while respectable women visit their priests and burn candles in the dying light.
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London, the present day


Struggling to hold the package under her arm, Seraphina Morgan scrambled up the muddy bank of the Thames and on to the Embankment beyond. There she sat down, propping up the parcel she had just rescued beside her. She could see at once that the painting was old and that the frame was gilded and valuable, which made her wonder why the picture had found itself dumped, so ignominiously, in the Thames. Pulling back the brown wrapping, Seraphina realised that the picture had only been in the water for a little time. There was no damage – none that she could see anyway.


The afternoon was backing off, the sky glowering as Seraphina remembered the dealer, Gaspare Reni. In the past, Reni had been a showy, theatrical character, an Italian travelling extensively and buying copious amounts of Renaissance art for his private collectors. Once based in Venice, he had settled in London and prospered. But age had slowed him down, and as he entered his seventies the younger, more ruthless dealers had usurped him. Gaspare Reni might still have his famous gallery in Kensington – previously a convent – but the money he had once found so easy to accumulate had all but disappeared and his rich lifestyle had become cramped and narrow.


Still staring at the painting, Seraphina made her decision. Tomorrow she would return to Venice and her American husband, Tom Morgan, but before she left London she would repay a favour. Many years earlier Gaspare Reni had bought some paintings from her parents, his intervention preventing the forced sale of their Venetian home. He had paid over the odds for the works, but later, when the dealer’s own luck had stalled, he had refused any help in recompense. And the generosity he had extended so willingly to his friends had remained unpaid.


Until now. Now Seraphina Morgan – previously di Fattori – was hailing a taxi and setting off for Kensington. It was to be an act of kindness.


But instead it would unleash a bloodbath.
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Huddled in front of the fire, Gaspare Reni held out his hands towards the heat, the room behind him deeply shadowed. A newspaper lay by his feet, and a plate with a half-eaten piece of toast on it. His head, once large and impressive, had shrunk with age, his bull neck as creased as a lace glove. Around the outer corners of his eyes wrinkles spread in semicircles, running towards the hairline like the tributaries of some slow, dun-coloured river.


Beside him sat a man in his thirties.


Nino Bergstrom, Gaspare’s surrogate son. A man who had at one time been dangerously ill and, having no family or friends in London, had recovered in the dealer’s home and been pressed to stay. A bond had grown between them, the usual roles reversed as the old man cared for his younger companion.


Long widowed, Gaspare had been more than willing to offer a temporary haven to a stricken acquaintance. Trading at the gallery had been slow, due to the recession and Gaspare’s age, so his time was often empty, unfilled. Quiet days and perpetual nights had become irksome to the dealer, and it was with no small relief that he welcomed a companion.


‘I was thinking about the time I first came here,’ he said, turning to Nino. ‘I bought the convent off the church – the paperwork! – and then opened it as a gallery. Took me over a year to get it all sorted out, and another six months to get a good enough collection to piss off every other dealer in London. I made a killing in those days – one of the real big hitters. But now … I’ve got old, haven’t I?’


Nino glanced at the dealer. Sepia-toned, a Daguerreotype of a man.


‘All gristle now,’ Gaspare went on, pinching his arm. ‘Gristle and bone.’


Nino shrugged. ‘Maybe. But I’m the one with the white hair.’


It was true. Due to his illness, Nino’s once black hair had lost its colour, and at the age of thirty-eight it was white as a snow goose. The effect was all the more striking against the peppercorn blackness of his eyes and provided a lasting reminder of that terrible time. Now fully restored, he had only to look in the mirror to recall the summer which had changed him. After collapsing on a film set in London, he had found himself under the care of Dr Steven Morrison, the world’s foremost authority on neurological diseases. Morrison had lived up to his reputation, but Nino had faced a lengthy and expensive clamber back to health, which had all but obliterated his savings.


The long dry season of illness had turned a careless adventurer into a thoughtful onlooker. No more California for Nino Bergstrom; no more endless travelling. He was changed, shunted out of his old life and unsure of where to go next. It didn’t help that he had no family and his closest friends were in California, USA. In London, where he had had the malign fortune to fall ill, Nino Bergstrom had no one.


Except for the old dealer, Gaspare Reni. Hearing of Nino’s illness, the Italian had visited him in hospital and offered his home for as long as he needed to convalesce. The gesture had Nino dumbfounded. He had known Gaspare professionally for years, and had grown to like him, but his unconditional support had come as a blessing and a surprise. Too weak to protest, and certainly too frail to take care of himself, Nino had slid behind the protective and shielding walls of the imposing convent gallery. Fed by Gaspare and left to sleep, his recovery limped through the first week, but by the end of the second, Nino Bergstrom had climbed back to life. By the time the month was up, he was restored. Nothing about his build or face gave his illness away; only his hair did that, remaining defiantly white.


‘Why don’t you put the lights on?’


The old man shrugged. ‘Expensive.’


‘And the heating?’


‘You know why,’ he said, exasperated. ‘I’ve told you over and over again. It’s expensive.’


‘And I’ve told you – over and over again – to let me pay rent while I’m here.’


‘Pah!’ Gaspare retorted, waving his hand impatiently. ‘I don’t want money! I like your company. And I like it dark. It’s dramatic.’


‘So’s falling down a flight of stairs,’ Nino replied, getting to his feet and flicking on the light switch.


The room was propelled into sudden view. Looming walls supported their skins of Turkish carpets, and a gaggle of oil paintings towered over the dour Spanish furniture and French commodes. Silverware, stacked piece upon blackened piece, leaned tipsily against blackamoor torchères and vulgar gilded screens. Tooled leather-backed books wheezed under the weight of ormolu clocks and obese cherubs, a suit of Japanese armour attempting a samurai pose by the door.


Looking up, Nino gazed at the painted ceiling, grown more yellow by the day, its caramel-coloured angels hovering above the mouldering room below.


‘Christ, Gaspare, why you don’t sort this mess out? Let me help you.’


‘You’re convalescing.’


‘I’m fit again,’ Nino replied. ‘And anyway, I’ve got to start thinking about going back to work.’


‘Too soon!’


Stiffly, the old man turned in his chair. He had liked having Nino around and was more than a little reluctant to let him leave. The refashioned convent, which had been admired and considered impressive in his younger days, was now too big for a single ageing man. The maintenance was a constant bleed to his wallet and gradually room after room had been cordoned off, space reduced as his years increased.


‘You don’t have to hurry to leave,’ Gaspare went on. ‘You used to like it here. You hired it more than once—’


‘But it wasn’t like this then, was it?’


He had hired the location for a Los Angeles film company and everyone had enthused about the place and used it several times. But that had been ten years earlier, before the damp had bloomed on some of the paintings, the dust turned sticky on the silver. Now the glamour was tarnished, ravaged by age and lack of funds.


‘Why don’t you sell up?’


Rising to his feet, Gaspare flicked off the light again, pitching them both back into candlelight.


‘Sell it? Who’d buy?’


‘Kensington’s a prime location. This place could be worth a fortune.’


‘Maybe I want to die here. Or maybe I should leave it to you? You’re the closest I have to a family.’


He was being deliberately provoking: Nino’s affection was not reliant on any inheritance.


‘So why don’t you sell some of your stuff?’


‘My stuff,’ Gaspare replied crisply, ‘is important to me. I know every piece, and what it’s worth.’


‘Then let me pay the electricity bill—’


‘You’re broke, Nino. You know that, and I know that. Anyway, what’s with all the electricity? I don’t need to have the place lit up like a supermarket! I don’t need to see it to know it’s beautiful.’


Thoughtful, Nino studied the dealer. What he said was true: virtually all of Nino Bergstrom’s money had gone. Not that he had ever saved that much in the first place. His life in Los Angeles, on the periphery of the movie business, had been well paid and Nino had spent extravagantly, expecting the largesse to continue. Hired to find film locations round the world, he had travelled from Australia to Sri Lanka, London to Tripoli, Hong Kong to Africa. His ease with people, and his skill at spotting unique locations, kept him in constant work. And the money rolled in. So did the parties – and the opportunities.


A brief, unhappy marriage had dented Nino’s confidence, but an attractive man working in the film industry was never likely to be lonely for long. The clichés of glamour – sex, top-range cars and clothes bought from Rodeo Drive – became commonplace. It was difficult to appreciate plenty when it was readily available. And in the maelstrom of success prescience was for fools. Just as tomorrow was for the old.


And then Nino collapsed.


He had been scouting in London, on the Isle of Dogs, and a pain had gone off in his head like a car backfiring. Like a pistol shot. Like a window shattered by the impact of an extreme and violent blow. In the nanosecond the sound reverberated in his head Nino had stared ahead, looking for the source of the noise, then felt the muscles of his neck tighten with an involuntary spasm, his forehead engulfed by lacerating heat, his brain punctured and peeled by a dozen nails driven into his skull. His hands flew upwards, trying to protect his head, to hold together the breaking, bleeding mass.


He remembered falling … but nothing else, until he woke up in hospital and Gaspare Reni was sitting by his bed …


The memory was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell ringing in the gallery below.


Surprised, Gaspare glanced over at his companion, his expression questioning. They had few visitors in the day, none at night.


‘Who the hell’s that?’ he said, moving over to the intercom, his voice brusque as he spoke. ‘Who’s there?’


In the street outside, Seraphina paused, momentarily taken aback. ‘Mr Reni? It’s Seraphina Morgan.’ Knowing that her married name would mean nothing to him, she added, ‘I used to be Seraphina di Fattori—’


‘Di Fattori?’


‘You knew my parents in Venice.’


Smiling, Gaspare buzzed her in, moving out into the hallway to greet her. Under the sullen gaze of a low-wattage light she seemed surprisingly young, holding a package tightly in her arms. Unused to the dim candlelight, Seraphina allowed herself to be guided into the sitting room and led over to a round table, Gaspare reluctantly turning on the chandelier suspended above them.


As it blazed into life, Seraphina blinked, laying her package down and turning to the dealer.


‘So you remember me?’


He nodded, studying her. ‘I do. You were always pretty.’


‘You were always charming,’ she countered, her Italian accent pronounced. ‘My mother used to say you could flatter a saint into an indiscretion.’


‘How is she?’


‘Older, but well enough … My father had a stroke. He’s making progress, but it’s slow.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Gaspare said, his tone genuine. ‘Give them my regards and tell them I think of them often. And how are you?’


‘Married. To an American. I came to London to do some research on gene therapy—’


‘A scientist in the family?’


‘Not all of us are cultured,’ she said in a mocking tone.


Gaspare gestured for Nino to approach. The introduction was light-hearted. ‘This is my closest friend, my borrowed son, Nino Bergstrom.’ He grimaced. ‘Italian mother, Swedish father, hence the name. What can you do? Nino’s a location finder—’


‘A what?’


‘I find locations for movies. Or rather I used to.’ Uncomfortable, Nino moved the conversation away from himself and gestured to the package on the table. ‘What’s that?’


‘A painting—’


‘A painting?’ Gaspare echoed, curious.


Smiling, Seraphina looked at each of the men in turn. ‘Can I take off my coat? It’s a bit wet,’ she explained, draping it over the back of a chair and glancing at Gaspare. ‘You see, I’ve been splashing about in the river.’


Amused, Gaspare teased her.


‘I haven’t seen you for years, and that was in Venice. And now you just arrive out of the blue with a picture. A wet picture.’


Intrigued, he unwrapped the package and then caught his breath. What he was looking at was notorious – and priceless.





3



Ginza, Tokyo


For years afterwards Jobo Kido would remember the moment when the call came through. Having just lost out at an auction in New York, he had returned home to a disagreeable wife and a problem with the alarm system at his gallery. An unexpected heatwave had added to his discomfort and, exasperated, he had retired to his office and locked the door. When the phone rang he had been tempted to ignore it, but then snatched it up before his secretary could answer.


The man’s voice that came over the line was elegant, verging on cultured. For a moment Jobo had thought he was English, then realised that the caller was, in fact, an American with a Boston accent.


‘Mr Kido, I have something of interest to tell you.’


The same old line, Jobo thought; always the same few words intended to elicit curiosity and hopefully a sale. Disgruntled, he turned up the air conditioning in the office, his voice impatient.


‘What are you trying to sell me?’


‘I have nothing to sell,’ the man replied coolly. ‘I’m merely passing on information which I think will be of value to you. Are you still interested in adding to your private pieces?’


Hesitating, Jobo thought about his personal collection. The collection which was not shown in the gallery or at his private abode, but housed in an undisclosed location, several miles away. The pieces in this ‘unique’ collection had been acquired over the years from many – and disparate – sources, and while their existence was not a secret it was not generally known outside the art world.


It had begun when he was a child, taken by his school on a trip to London. But the Tower of London, Buckingham Palace and even Madame Tussauds had not cast their usual spell and instead Jobo had been fascinated by the exhibits in the Hunterian Museum. His curiosity had been caught by the images collected there. Mementos of cruelty had become mixed in his mind with Japanese legends of the samurai and Ronin. Jobo wasn’t interested in torture so much as the depictions of the criminals themselves. Some obsession with their physiognomy captivated him and led to a lifetime fascination with the essence of evil. His question was always the same: could evil be read in a face? It was the same question Shakespeare had asked. The same question phrenologists and reconstructors had pursued for years.


The same unanswered, elusive question.


‘Mr Kido, are you still there?’


‘Who am I talking to?’


‘My name’s irrelevant. My information is all that matters,’ the man replied. ‘Have you heard of Angelico Vespucci?’


The name fired its malignant arrow down the phone line. ‘Yes, I’ve heard of him. He was known as The Skin Hunter.’


‘And Titian painted his portrait.’


‘He did,’ Jobo replied cautiously, ‘but the painting went missing soon after it was completed—’


‘What if I were to tell you that it’s just surfaced …’


Jobo could feel his skin prickle with excitement.


‘… and that the infamous portrait of a killer is now in London?’ The man paused to let the information work its magic. ‘There will be dealers who won’t handle it. The piece has a dark reputation, after all, but it would be a wonderful addition to your personal collection.’


Jobo tried to swallow. ‘Do you have it?’


‘No, but I know where it is.’


‘Is it coming up in a sale?’


‘Who knows?’


‘London?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Is it a private seller?’ Jobo pressed the man hurriedly. ‘Are you working as a broker?’


‘All I can tell you is that the portrait of Angelico Vespucci has re-emerged. And if you want it, I would suggest you start putting out some feelers now, before another collector beats you to it.’


Before Jobo Kido could answer, the line went dead.


Light-headed, he put down the phone and slumped into the chair behind his desk. Outside he could see the unnatural blue of the Japanese sky, the hustle of buildings yammering upwards to the risen sun. The painting was in London, the caller had said. London, Jobo thought to himself. Was it worth a trip to England? Perhaps not until he knew more. But how could he find out more? The caller had left no contact details; perhaps he wouldn’t ring again. Perhaps another dealer would get the prize … No, Jobo thought, calming himself, the man knew he had a ready buyer in Jobo Kido. Knew he would pay handsomely for the portrait.


An unsettling thought followed. What if the caller had contacted another dealer? Or several other dealers? Perhaps he was trying to drum up interest and, by extension, value? Everyone in the art world knew that competition dictated the price paid. Perhaps the planting of interest in several ears, and several countries, would ensure a more lucrative sale. To his surprise Jobo found himself sweating, even though the air conditioning was turned on full. He felt a morbid sense of anxiety, a panicky fear that he might lose. That something he would prize more than any other man might elude him.


Only five minutes earlier Angelico Vespucci had been little more than a footnote in Jobo Kido’s mind. An intangible mirage, a half-remembered story he had heard many years earlier. But now this remarkable, feared work, this image of evil, had re-emerged. Melodramatically, mysteriously. Like a vampire it had come back to life and, like a vampire, it had the capacity to haunt him.


Thoughtful, Jobo unlocked his safe and picked up a creased leather pouch. He gazed at it for a moment and then shook out a key. It was the only one in his possession. There was a copy, but that was in his bank, to prevent his wife, son or business colleagues gaining access. Holding the key against his cheek, Jobo thought of his private collection.


Outside, Tokyo might be unreal, greasy with heat, leaves falling from autumnal trees even as the temperature hit ninety degrees. At home, his wife might sulk, and at the gallery the burglar alarm might trip again at dawn – but what did it matter to him? All he could focus on was the thought of the Vespucci portrait.


Found again.


In London.


For now.


Soon in Japan. Soon his.


Smiling to himself, Jobo imagined where he would place the painting in his collection. He had no fear of its reputation. Superstition was only for the gullible. What interested him was not the crimes, but the sitter. He longed to see what The Skin Hunter had really looked like. Yearned to own Titian’s magnificent portrait of the man who had murdered and mutilated four women. Ached to study the features of Angelico Vespucci and test them against other, later killers. To see if there was some likeness in evil, some repetition of feature or expression.


Jobo Kido had no fear of Angelico Vespucci. That would come later.
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Kensington, London


‘I found it in the Thames,’ Seraphina said, glancing back at the painting. ‘Well, not quite found. Actually, it was washed up by the Embankment – and I took it.’ She shrugged, looking at Gaspare. ‘I suppose it was a terrible thing to do, almost like stealing – but I thought I should bring it to you. After all, you’re a dealer. You, of all people, would know what to do with it.’ She winked mischievously. ‘Besides, it might be valuable and make you a fortune.’


In the burning overhead light the portrait, released from its covering, glowed malignantly, the man’s face arresting, his eyes as brilliant and merciless as a water snake’s.


‘It is a Titian,’ Gaspare said quietly. ‘I know this painting. Or rather, I know of it.’


‘It is valuable?’ Seraphina asked.


‘Invaluable.’


As Gaspare turned to examine the wrapping, Nino stared at the portrait. His left hand moved towards the brass plate underneath and he wiped away the grime, revealing the name Angelico Vespucci.


‘It says the sitter was Angelico—’


‘Vespucci,’ Gaspare finished.


Seraphina’s eyebrows rose. ‘You know who he was?’


‘Yes. I’m afraid I do,’ Gaspare replied, turning back to her. ‘Did you see someone drop the painting in the river?’


‘No. As I said, it washed up on the bank.’


‘There’s no writing on the wrappings,’ Gaspare continued irritably, tossing the brown paper aside. ‘No name, no address – nothing. So it wasn’t sent from anywhere. Or delivered. Which means that it must have been dumped deliberately. And anonymously.’ He studied the picture for several minutes, then turned to Nino. ‘It’s by Titian all right. Even without his signature, you can tell. The brushstroke, the flesh tones, the glazes, and that red colouring in Vespucci’s cloak. Magnificent.’ He touched the back of the canvas. ‘And this painting wasn’t in the Thames for long. There’s no real, lasting damage, nothing that won’t dry out gradually over a few hours … Someone expected it to be found.’


‘Expected it?’ Seraphina echoed. ‘How?’


‘They relied on the tide.’ Nino turned to her. ‘Someone who knows the city and the river would know the ebb and flow of the Thames – that it would soon be washed up.’


‘But how could they know I’d pick it up?’


‘Oh, they didn’t know that,’ Nino continued. ‘But they knew there would be plenty of people about. Tourists, office workers. And if one of those didn’t pick it up, there are scavengers along the Thames on the lookout for booty every time the tide goes out. Whoever threw this in the river knew it wouldn’t be there for long. The question is, why…’ He glanced over at Gaspare, but the dealer said nothing. ‘Why wouldn’t they just take it to Bond Street? Or an auction house? It’s not complicated – you can just walk in off the street and get a valuation or a sale.’ He kept staring at Gaspare. ‘You said it was valuable.’


‘Invaluable,’ the old man corrected him.


‘So a lot of dealers would want it?’


‘Some would. Some would do anything to be rid of it.’


Surprised, Nino stared at the dealer. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘During his life, the sitter – Angelico Vespucci – was known as The Skin Hunter.’


Seraphina took in a breath. ‘What?’


‘It was never proved, but it was believed that he killed his wife. And then three other women in Venice. He murdered them, then flayed them and took their skins. Which were never found.’ He shrugged. ‘If you’re someone with a taste for the macabre – and let’s face it, people buy Nazi memorabilia all the time – then you’d want this portrait. It’s unique, in its own twisted way. Some people would long to own the likeness of a killer. It’s scandalous, sensational, corrupt.’ His voice was bitter. ‘Who wouldn’t want the equivalent of Jack the Ripper on their wall?’


‘I’m sorry …’ Seraphina stammered. ‘… I should never have brought it here.’


Clicking his tongue, Gaspare touched the back of her hand. He could feel the coolness of her skin and a faint tremor. ‘Are you cold?’


She nodded and the old man reached for a throw and placed it around her shoulders.


‘Perhaps,’ Seraphina whispered, ‘we should get rid of it. After all, who would know? Only the three of us have seen it. If we say nothing, no one else will find out. Perhaps it would be better to throw back into the Thames?’


Taken aback, Nino glanced at her, then looked at Gaspare. He could see that the old man was trying to cover his agitation, but his face had taken on a sickly pallor.


‘It’s too late, Seraphina. It’s been found now. And we can’t destroy it.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because it was painted by Titian. One of the world’s greatest artists. The painting is famous – infamous. It’s been written about, studied through engravings, dreamed about, feared for centuries. Despite the character of the sitter I couldn’t destroy it – or condone such an action.’ Gaspare turned back to the portrait, thinking aloud. ‘It was Titian’s closest friend, Pietro Aretino, who organised the commission in October 1555. At that time Angelico Vespucci was a wealthy merchant with a beautiful wife, an ambitious man who had made a fortune from trade. With his enormous wealth he could afford to hire Titian.’


‘And Titian agreed to do it?’


Gaspare glanced back at Nino, shrugging.


‘Why not? When the portrait was begun, Angelico Vespucci was just one more wealthy patron. The painting took months to complete, throughout the bitter Venetian winter of 1555. In November, Vespucci’s wife was found murdered, so badly disfigured that she was unrecognisable. He was suspected of being her killer.’


‘Why would he kill her?’ Seraphina interrupted. ‘For what reason?’


‘She was unfaithful,’ Gaspare replied, ‘and he couldn’t bear it.’


‘So why wasn’t he punished?’


‘Suspicion fell on someone else and Vespucci was allowed to continue with his normal life. He had always been a close friend of Aretino’s and his notoriety deepened their bond. Then, over the period of November, December and January, three other women were killed and skinned – all during the time the portrait was being painted.’


Blowing out his cheeks, Nino looked at the old man.


‘Three other women killed in the same way? How could they not think Vespucci was guilty?’


‘Like I say, they had another suspect.’


‘Who?’


‘I don’t know. That’s the part of the story no one knows.’


‘What about the skins?’ Nino pressed him. ‘You said Vespucci was called The Skin Hunter, so what did he do with them? Anyone going to enough trouble to flay his victims would have a reason.’


Seraphina’s voice was hardly more than a whisper. ‘Don’t killers keep trophies?’


‘Some do. Serial killers anyway … Perhaps Vespucci held on to the skins. Maybe he would have wanted to enjoy them, relive the killings.’ Nino turned back to Gaspare. ‘Were the skins ever found?’


The old man shook his head.


‘No. If Vespucci kept them, he hid them so carefully they were never discovered … They say that after the fourth murder he went insane. But he was sane enough to go about his business, and sane enough to escape capture. Sane enough to let another man take the blame. When the portrait was finished it was exhibited in the church where Vespucci had always worshipped. Two days later the church was destroyed by fire, but the painting survived.’


Silent, the three of them stared at the portrait on the table, Seraphina pulling the throw around her body as though to protect herself, Nino’s eyes fixed on the unreadable gaze of the sitter. The collection of artefacts and curios which surrounded them seemed suddenly to shrink into insignificance, the caramel cherubs lifting their painted feet higher from the image below. The picture’s malevolence curled around the bookshelves, slid under chairs and tables, smeared the flyblown mirrors, and hung its cobweb malice on the chandelier above.


After a pause, Gaspare continued. ‘Absurd stories started to circulate. That the portrait could turn bass metal into gold; that it could take a woman’s virtue and make men sterile. That a rival could pray to the image to have his competitor die and it would happen. The evil worshipped the portrait; the virtuous feared it. It was said that one woman looked on it and gave birth to a deformed child.’


Shivering, Seraphina moved over to the fire. ‘What happened to Angelico Vespucci?’


‘He disappeared. Nothing was ever found of him. No body. Nothing … The portrait was all that was left of him.’


Fascinated, Nino stared at the painted face: the long nose with its narrow nostrils, the breadth of forehead, the unremarkable mouth. And then he gazed at the eyes: slightly bulbous, watchful, gazing intently into the London room as once they had gazed into Titian’s studio.


‘So this is a portrait of a serial killer?’


‘Yes. The first of its kind,’ Gaspare agreed. ‘Soon after it was completed, it disappeared. Some people presumed it had been hidden. But no one knew where—’


‘Why wasn’t it destroyed?’ Seraphina interrupted. ‘Surely someone should have burnt it?’


‘I’ve told you – it’s a masterpiece. The likeness of a monster, immortalised by a genius. No one would destroy that. But maybe they would hide it … The connoisseurs and historians only knew of the original through old engravings – Titian had made no copy. And so, gradually, everyone forgot about Vespucci. In time The Skin Hunter sank into oblivion and became little more than a myth. Forgotten – even in Venice. Only a few in the art world remembered.’


A moment passed. Nino was the first to speak.


‘What are you going to do with it? Sell it?’


‘Sell it?’ Gaspare repeated. ‘Yes, I could sell it and make a fortune. I could trade it, pass it on to a dozen collectors. We could – all three of us – become rich. But at what cost?’ His tone darkened. ‘This portrait is the art world’s Macbeth. For centuries no one mentioned it, for fear of bad luck. No one talked of Angelico Vespucci, or his victims. No one mentioned The Skin Hunter.’ He turned his back on the image. ‘I can’t sell it. I can only hide it. Put it out of harm’s way. Make sure it’s never seen again …’ He stared at both of them intently. ‘The three of us must make an agreement, here and now, never to speak of this to anyone. Never to mention that the painting has been found.’


‘You can’t expect—’


At once, Gaspare cut her off. ‘Seraphina, go home to Venice and forget everything that’s happened here—’


‘But—’


‘Listen to me!’ the old man shouted. ‘I’m trying to protect you. Both of you.’ He turned to Nino. ‘What I said to Seraphina applies to you also. Forget you ever saw this portrait. It’s dangerous—’


‘Dangerous?’ Nino countered, studying Gaspare Reni. He had never seen the dealer unnerved before. Full of bluster, many times. Overambitious and charming, often. But afraid, never. And he wondered about the story, about how a black rumour could prey on an old man’s mind.


‘It’s just a painting. What can a painting do?’


‘I don’t know, but I fear it,’ Gaspare admitted. ‘And I have good reason. You see, it was said that if the portrait of Angelico Vespucci ever emerged, so would the man.’


 


Venice, 1555


From where I am sitting I can see the painter, Titian, and walking beside him that most bestial of men, Pietro Aretino. He is pompous with his fame, thinks Destiny suckles him. All of Venice reads his work, licentious, vicious and immoral, but clever. He whores with the courtesans and eats until his girth hangs over the tops of his legs, his cloaks cut wide to cover him. And yet the artist loves him. Loves him like a dog with a history of malice, which is fed nonetheless.


They say Aretino attacked his mother and was forced to flee his birthplace. They say he was exiled from Rome for scurrilous libels and sordid writings. They say the Kings of France and England cosset him to quieten his pen. They say Aretino has many women in Venice. And more boys. And still the painter loves him.


Titian is growing a longer beard now, which suits his features. Wealthy, sleek but not cruel, he raises his hand in greeting to someone out of my line of sight. Aretino laughs with the painter then blunders off, his feet flat from the burden they carry, his hair cotton white at the crown.


Aretino does not know me. Would not have noticed me once over the years, though I have watched him avidly. His arrogance would dismiss me out of hand, his ambition would count me worthless. While he parades his talents, I hone mine. For it is a special talent to go unnoticed. An art to pass unseen, to be a watching, listening shadow. A vengeful, unexpected shade.


I have seen the influence Aretino has on the painter. I have watched the genius Titian take this cancer to his breast. He lets the writer speak and plead for him, flatter and cajole his patrons, travel overseas as his ambassador. And – he would have the world believe – Aretino does it all for nothing. In the name of friendship.


I know otherwise …


He will never realise how I await the opportunity to strike.


I know his weakness. For all his bombast, he looks to Titian as a cripple to a cross. The painter is his Saviour. His apologist. His ally. His womb of gold, his entrée to the elite, and the one true friend he will come to betray.


But for now Aretino has no premonitions. He has no intimation of his downfall, nor presentiment of doom. He walks likes a man loved and protected and never sees the shadow always one step behind him.
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Venice


The tour guide was wondering why anyone, even a tourist, would want to visit Venice at the beginning of November. He certainly wouldn’t be coming back; he’d stick to working the London tours instead. Fuck Italy … Pulling the hood of the plastic raincoat over his head, he felt the seeping damp curling around the boat, the sick bobbing of the tide drubbing his insides. He would, he promised himself, get a brandy as soon as he had finished the last lap of the tour. Not that the passengers on the launch could see that much anyway. The high tide had brought in the sea mist and only brief glimpses of Venetian landmarks flickered intermittently in front of them, like a Victorian light box manned by a drunk.


Lurching over to one side of the launch, the guide righted himself and reached for his microphone again. Swallowing a queasy reflex, he started to talk.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, if you look to your right you can see St Mark’s.’ He peered blankly into the mist and the passengers struggled to see anything. ‘Here are the famous lions of St Mark’s Square, and the famous …’


His lips were moving automatically, going through the drill he had perfected. He could do it in his sleep, he had told his wife; the patter was second nature now, he had said it so often. In fact, he admitted, he could peel off yards of tourist information without engaging his brain at all … You should see them lapping it all up, he said to her. Thinking they’re cultured … Cultured, my arse! They all piled back to the cruise ship quick enough afterwards, hustling their way to the 24-hour bars.


‘… and if you look in the distance – I’m afraid, ladies and gentlemen, you’ll have to take my word for it today – you can see the Lazzaretto Vecchio, the island where they used to put the plague victims. Recently they’ve dug up over two thousand bodies …’ A thrill went round the boat. ‘… About five hundred people a day used to die in Lazzaretto Vecchio. The Venetian chronicler Benedetti wrote, “Workers collected the dead and threw them in the graves all day … Often the dying ones were taken for dead and thrown on the piled corpses.”’ The guide paused automatically, to add some extra emphasis. ‘“Manotti – literally vultures – were hired sextons who carried the dead from the streets to the massive graves. By night, however, the manotti broke into homes, threatening to haul the healthy to the lazzaretto if their demands were not satisfied.”’


‘My God!’ someone said in a hushed whisper as the launch made its choppy progress, the guide continuing his patter.


‘Of course the Venetian courtesans were famed for their beauty and their learning. Titian – the great painter – immortalised many of them, including Veronica Franco. But although she had been a great beauty and a favourite of the nobility, she died in poverty.’


He paused again. Hell fire, the guide thought, it was getting even colder, and the mist was turning into a fog. He felt a momentary pity for the honeymoon couple on board. Then, watching them giggling, he reckoned that even a swamping fog could hardly put them off their stroke. Oh, what he’d do to be back in London, in bed with his wife. Their honeymoon had been a belter …


‘Titian’s beautiful models were famed for their colouring, hence Titian hair.’ He continued, then paused, waited for the nods of agreement, the sharing of a well-known fact. ‘But what most people don’t know is that at the time it was fashionable for women to wear—’


A sharp knock against the side of the launch made the vessel shudder and the guide grabbed the side of a seat to steady himself.


‘Jesus!’ a passenger said. ‘What the hell was that?’


‘Looks like a package or something,’ another remarked, as the guide moved over to the side and looked down into the deep water.


Grasping the handrail, he leaned out. What was going on now? he thought irritably. Bloody hell, not trouble with the boat again? … The mist was obscuring his view, then – for an instant – it lessened and he strained forward to look deeper into the water. But he could see nothing. No debris, no dead birds, no wreckage and certainly nothing big enough to cause the boat to shudder. Leaning a little further out, he looked again, almost losing his grip as a bulky object suddenly lurched upwards with the current. Shaken, the guide stared, transfixed, as it turned slowly in the murky water just as the mist cleared. Then the woman’s body was momentarily illuminated in a spit of sunlight. Her skinned face glowered like a mad angel from the water, her body flayed from the neck down.


Seraphina Morgan – once Seraphina di Fattori – had been killed only a hundred yards from the apartment she had shared with her husband. She had died within the echo of the bells from St Mark’s, and within sight of Angelico Vespucci’s old home.
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Grand Central Library, New York


Between Lexington and Third Avenue stands the New York Grand Central Library, as doughty and solid as a battleship. Through its corridors, stairways, reading rooms and storage, thousands of students, reluctant school kids, lecturers and professors have passed. Some have returned; others remember the building as they would school: to be avoided at all costs. But for many the New York Grand Central Library is comforting and endlessly fascinating, the lure of the books a sop to the hustle of the world outside, the pages a balm to the troubled mind.


Seated on his own at one of the smaller tables was Reginald Oscar Theodore Jones, known to all in the art world as Triumph Jones. The sobriquet would suggest a man of some hubris, in keeping with his ridiculously victorious reputation, but the keeper of the nickname was, in fact, a reserved, middle-aged, six-foot-tall African–American. Slender as a reed, bald as a sheet of glass, his face lean and intelligent, Triumph Jones was, at that moment, hunkered over the book he was studying intently. The loud crashing of a library cart against one of the nearby tables did not force an irritated look or a curt remark. His whole attention was fixed on the page to the extent that he jumped when touched lightly on the shoulder.


‘I guessed you’d be here,’ the woman said, ignoring Triumph as he put his finger to his lips in the universal sign for silence. Sliding into the seat beside him, she dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘I suppose you’ve heard?’


‘About what?’ His voice was slow, suggesting a certain sluggishness of thought. Many a dealer had been caught out, taking him for a fool. Although they only ever did so once.


‘You know what I mean – the Vespucci painting.’


Leaning back in his seat, Triumph studied the woman sitting next to him: Farina Ahmadi, wife of the reclusive Abdul Alim, a retired millionaire based in Turkey. Alim’s acquisition of a collection of Italian Renaissance art had been sudden, purchased greedily over the last ten years by his ultra-competitive and striking wife. Having borne her husband two sons, Farina had then turned her restless mind to business, and her Louboutins had clicked their way through the galleries and auction rooms of London, New York, Tokyo, Sydney and Paris. Still in her thirties, her energy, ruthlessness, taste and money had made her a formidable opponent, and her acolytes made sure that Farina Ahmadi was the first to hear about anything that could increase the Alim Collection.


‘So?’ she asked, her dark eyes holding Triumph’s gaze. ‘Have you heard about the Vespucci painting?’


He took a long moment to consider the question, then shook his head. ‘No.’


‘No? Is that it?’ she asked, dropping her voice again. Her impatience amused him. ‘Don’t you want to know what’s going on?’


‘I’ll hear in time.’


Her expression hardened. ‘Speaking of time, maybe I’m wasting mine,’ she snapped, pulling the book he was reading towards her. Curious, she read the title. ‘Hieronymus Bosch and the Power of Religion.’ She looked back at him. ‘Is there a Bosch up for sale?’


‘I was just reading.’


‘You don’t just read, Triumph, you research,’ she said firmly, crossing her legs and smiling.


Farina knew the power of her smile; it had a contagious quality to it. People couldn’t help smiling back and that always made haggling harder. For them, at least. When she had first come on to the art scene she too had been fooled by Triumph’s demeanour, but time had made her canny and she now admired the elongated, elegant man who was watching her with a look of practised composure.


‘I know you’re dying to hear, so I’ll tell you. The notorious portrait of Angelico Vespucci was found in London two days ago. It was in the River Thames.’ She paused, but Triumph said nothing. ‘Gaspare Reni has it …’


Nodding, he let her continue.


‘… Gaspare Reni! Of all people,’ Farina went on. ‘I mean, he’s just not in the top league any more. He’s a busted flush, too old, and with no contacts—’


‘Yet he has the painting.’


She leaned towards Triumph, one hand brushing his arm. ‘I rang him, of course. But he denied having it.’


Sighing, Triumph turned back to his book. Farina slammed it shut in front of him. ‘For God’s sake, it’s the Titian portrait!’


‘I know who painted Angelico Vespucci,’ Triumph replied, reopening the book and regaining his place, ‘but that painting disappeared long ago. It was destroyed – it must have been, or it would have come on to the market before.’ His voice slowed. ‘And why – if it’s genuine – would it turn up in London? Did you say in the River … ?’


‘Thames.’


‘So it’s ruined?’


‘No!’ she snapped, then dropped her voice and moved closer to Triumph. ‘It was only in the water for a short time before it was spotted and taken to Gaspare Reni—’


‘And how d’you know this?’


Farina smiled. ‘I know everything that goes on in the art world, Triumph.’


‘Everything?’


She couldn’t tell if he was teasing her or mocking her. ‘Implying that you know more?’ Her hand gripped the sleeve of his two-thousand-dollar suit. ‘Triumph, we both want this painting.’


‘It’s bad luck—’


‘It’s Titian,’ she snorted. ‘I want it for my husband. The copy was all well and good—’


He cut her off. ‘You have a copy of the Vespucci portrait?’


‘Yes, a good one. I commissioned it a couple of years ago from some painter on their uppers. They copied it from old engravings.’ She changed tack. ‘But if I could get the original for Abdul, that would be incredible.’


Expressionless, Triumph studied her. It was rumoured that she had made a pact with her husband, Abdul Alim. He liked privacy, she liked to socialise. He liked family, she liked to live like a single woman. And so, in return for her having given him two sturdy sons, they had come to an agreement. The father would support and raise the children, leaving the mother free to bolster the Alim Art Collection.


‘Does your husband know that the painting’s turned up?’


‘No!’ she said hurriedly. ‘And I don’t want him to. I just want to get it for him and see his face when I take it home. It would do wonders for the collection. Kick a few people in the crotch. It’s infamous. Imagine the publicity—’


‘Farina,’ Triumph said evenly, ‘why are you telling me about this? You know I’ll beat you if I go after it. So why confide? It’s foolish.’ He looked back at his book. ‘The painting must be a fake.’


‘It’s genuine!’


‘Have you seen it?’ Triumph asked, turning over a page and staring at a coloured illustration.


‘I’m flying to London tonight to try and get a look at it,’ Farina replied.


She couldn’t understand why Triumph was being so cool. Did he already know about the Titian? God forbid he had already got to Gaspare Reni. Or worse, did Triumph know that the painting was a fake? Was he reeling her into a set-up?


‘Are you the only dealer who knows about it?’


She nodded. ‘Apart from you, I think so.’


‘What about Jobo Kido?’


Farina’s eyebrows rose. She had already worked out that the Japanese dealer would want the painting. She might long to place it in the Alim Collection, but by rights the portrait of a murderer would suit Kido more. His fascination with killers was legendary. Hadn’t he recently bought a painting by the notorious Japanese cannibal Issei Sagawa – a picture few dealers would touch, let alone buy?


‘I don’t know if Kido’s heard about the Titian,’ Farina said at last. ‘But he’ll want it, I know that much.’


Triumph looked up from his book.


‘If I remember correctly, Titian painted Angelico Vespucci over a period when four women were murdered and skinned.’


‘Yes, yes!’ Farina said impatiently. ‘I know – he was called The Skin Hunter.’


‘As I said before, the painting’s bad luck—’


‘Only to the dealers who don’t manage to get it,’ she replied smartly. ‘There’s no bad luck in business. You just have to see an opportunity and grab it. This painting’s notorious. Think of the number of people who’d pay to see it, to revel in The Skin Hunter out of ghoulish curiosity. Besides, I don’t believe that paintings have any power of their own.’ Smiling, she folded her arms. ‘For God’s sake, Triumph, this is the twenty-first century. They might have believed all kinds of superstitious crap in Titian’s time, but not now.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Does its reputation put you off?’


‘No.’


‘I thought not,’ she said crisply. ‘Well, I want it too. But I can’t get it without your help.’


Calmly, he smiled. ‘Why would I help a rival?’


‘You know Gaspare Reni; you used to deal with him. The Italian’s old school, and he’ll talk to you.’


‘Ah, but maybe he won’t want to sell the picture.’


‘He’s struggling,’ she replied, leaning forward in her seat. ‘He’s old and he’s got that great albatross of a gallery hanging round his neck. It must cost a fortune just to keep it open. Trust me, Gaspare Reni will sell – but not to me. We had a run-in a long time ago, and he won’t let anything come to the Alim Collection if he can help it.’


‘I could help you,’ Triumph said after a prolonged pause, knowing that by assisting her he would be publicising the find and upping its value, ‘but then we’d be competing for the same painting – which means you’d lose.’


‘You can’t win every time,’ Farina challenged him. ‘No one wins every time.’
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Sunnyvale Rest Home, London


Finishing her shift, Sally Egan pulled a coat over her uniform and left by the back exit. Her door keys were in her pocket, her handbag slung over her left shoulder. She was thinking, with some pleasure, of the man she had slept with the previous week, Eddie Gilmore. They had been a bit drunk, but he had still managed to perform pretty well and afterwards he hadn’t hustled her either. Instead he’d made her a sandwich and together they’d pulled the duvet around them and watched a DVD. For the first time in years she had felt comfortable and treasured. At nine they had made love again, with real affection, but at nine thirty Sally’s alarm had gone off and, reluctantly, she had dressed and headed home.


She hadn’t heard from him since.


Briskly pushing open the gate, Sally hurried up to the semidetached house and opened the door. Immediately a woman came down the stairs, dressed in a nurse’s uniform.


‘Your dad’s asleep.’


‘How’s he been?’ Sally asked, taking off her coat and moving into the kitchen to put the kettle on. The woman followed her.


‘A bit het up this afternoon. Asking for your mother, but he calmed down later.’


Pulling out a chair, Jean sat down. For the previous three years she had acted as a part-time carer for Sally’s father, who was approaching the last stages of Alzheimer’s. At times she wondered how Sally coped with her full-time job at the care home and a senile father. How did an attractive, intelligent woman in her thirties take to being an incessant carer? Didn’t she ever get sick of emptying bedpans and listening to interminable stories from the past and long to escape? Weren’t there moments of complete despair as she walked from the care home across the green to the semi where her father was fading, hour by hour?


A couple of times over the years Sally had confided that she had wanted to go to art school. She’d been talented, she said – top of her class. But her mother’s early death and her father’s already erratic behaviour had prevented her from leaving home, and the need for a proper wage had shattered any illusions of pursuing a painting career. So instead of studying Michelangelo, she had started work in a nearby care home for the elderly, shelving Rodin for Radio 4 and incontinence pads.


If there was any bitterness, Sally never showed it. And if Jean had been told about her being a bit the worse for wear in the local pub, who the hell could blame her? Even the rumours about Sally sleeping around she had shrugged off. You had to find comfort somewhere, Jean had told her husband, and that poor cow’s got precious little else going in her life.


‘So he’s asleep now?’ Sally asked, passing Jean a mug of tea. ‘Maybe he’ll sleep through.’


‘You should get someone in at night—’


‘Yeah, right!’ Sally laughed. ‘And how do I pay them? I can just about cover your wages.’


‘You need more help.’


Shrugging, Sally sat down. ‘You know something? I was talking to one of the residents at the home and she said that when she was forty she’d had her first child. Forty.’ Sally gazed across the kitchen. ‘I mean, that was old then, but she did it. And it made me think that I could still have a shot at it … That’s if I ever meet anyone.’


‘You’re good-looking—’


‘That’s bugger all to do with it. It’s not attracting men, it’s getting to keep the right one,’ Sally replied, changing the subject. ‘Anyway, I was looking at Dad yesterday and he looked pretty good. You know, not so thin. Maybe he’s putting on a bit of weight?’


‘I don’t think so, love.’


‘Nah, maybe not. I’m just imagining things. I know he can’t get better, I’m not kidding myself. I know he’s dying.’ She sipped her tea. ‘I just wonder sometimes how long. I mean, I love him …’
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