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Praise for THE LIZARD’S BITE


‘Very enjoyable Italian mysteries � cleverly worked out and

  sharply written, [Hewson’s] take on the secretive city is uncomfortable

  and sinister’ Literary Review


‘If you haven’t already discovered this brilliant series

  featuring Nic Costa and a cast of Roman detectives, you have a treat in store. The Lizard’s Bite is the fourth book in the set and, like the other

  three, it is superb. Hewson likes to combine history, art and detection, and he

  delivers them all with different focuses for different books � Another

  great novel by a fine author’ Toronto Globe & Mail


‘In his fourth novel, David Hewson continues the adventures and

  travails of his Italian detectives, this time laying low in Venezia following

  their cage-rattling cases in Rome as detailed in The Villa of Mysteries and The Sacred Cut � It’s all quite breathless but with an

  eye for detail and a grasp of language which elevates it above the norm’ Dublin Evening Herald


‘Once again Hewson excels with his evocative descriptions of

  Italian locales, life and politics’ Canberra Times


‘An unputdownable thriller � Crime, corruption, carnality are

  the way of life, and David Hewson gets into the very soul of the city as his

  fascinating tale unfolds. You get great characters, a great story and you get

  the great city of Venice. What more could you want?’ Joburg.co.za


‘Densely plotted � the drama and characters make it an absorbing read’ Toronto Sun





Praise for the Nic Costa series


‘Hewson can dress a stage with operatic panache, and here his

  mise-en-scène is spectacular � In the previous books the killings,

  despite their savagery, have theatrical flair and are put to vivid use in

  fascinating lectures on Italian art and history’ New York Times


‘Hewson’s way with the Roman milieu is as cutting edge as his

  adroit narrative’ Publishing News


‘Hewson has a lightness of touch, an eye for the macabre and an

  understanding that you can’t beat the old fatal attraction between an

  all-too-human cop and a beautiful woman’ Sunday Mercury


‘Imagine the deceptively relaxed atmosphere of Donna Leon’s

  novels mixed with the darkness of Ian Rankin � excellent’ Ink


‘Elegant � The novel seems headed for Dan Brown territory, but

  Hewson’s clever puzzle remains just that, a tantalizing challenge �

  solid writing and multidimensional characters command attention from start to

  finish of this smart, literate thriller’ Publishers Weekly


‘His descriptions of Rome in August are so real you can see St

  Peter’s Square shimmering in the heat, and the narrow, winding lanes of

  the old city bring history to life’ Cape Times
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In the shifting darkness of the vessel’s bowels, low over the

  undulating black water, the dog waited, trembling. The man, the much-loved man,

  his master, worked around him, puzzled by the creature’s fear, clucking

  sounds of consolation, not noticing events on the quayside above. Men

  possessed, the animal understood, a weaker, coarser form of consciousness.

  Sometimes it seemed they scarcely noticed the presence of blood at all

  �


For a moment the black breath of the sirocco eased. The Isola degli

  Arcangeli, small, solitary, shining in the brief glimpse of moonlight, was

  still. Then the night wind returned, more fierce and relentless than before.

  The fragile frame of the grandiose palazzo shook beneath the onslaught. Shards

  of brittle glass tumbled from shutters half-finished by the restoration men

  only the day before. Close by, clouds of sandy dust raked the golden stone of

  the Arcangeli’s mansion, hammering at the ornate windows of the

  exaggerated first-floor viewpoint arching out over the lagoon. On the other

  side of the palazzo in the foundry, once the mother lode of the clan’s

  fortunes, the blast chased down the single-funnel chimney, emerging to find every

  last corner, probing for some weakness, like a giant from the world beyond

  breathing into a fragile paper bag, rattling the high rickety doors, bending

  the misshapen glass roof with its brittle span of supporting ancient

  timbers.


The summer gale from the Sahara had been over the city for three days,

  rarely pausing in its relentless progress north. Dry choking dust lurked in its

  belly, working its way into the crevices of the fornace, disturbing the

  precious processes working inside, looking for something clean and bright and

  perfect to despoil. The daily yield of good glass, which had never been on

  target of late, was as low as it had ever been. Disturbance was everywhere.

  Dust devils swirled over the canals and chased each other in and out of the

  island’s constricted alleys. Beyond Murano, across the lagoon, in Venice

  proper, churning black water lapped insistently over the stonework at the edge

  of the Piazza San Marco.


The August storm had taken away the month’s familiar enervating

  humid heat and put something alien in its place. Even now, at just after two in

  the morning, under the frank gaze of a full moon stained rust-coloured by the

  storm, the lagoon seemed breathless, starved of oxygen. Beyond the Isola degli

  Arcangeli lay an entire city choking on the sirocco’s sand-filled

  wheezings. He listened to the storm’s anger as it threw itself upon the

  fragile shell of the foundry. The wind’s sighs seemed to vibrate to the

  rhythm of the deep, smoky gasps of the hulking primitive furnace in front of

  him.


Half loved, half hated, the leviathan stood at the heart of the solitary

  room, roaring as the wind’s blasts fought their way down the crumbling

  brick chimney and raked their scorching breath across the embers. He didn’t need to

  look at the temperature gauge to see the fire was too intense. The hemisphere

  of the interior was approaching a white, incandescent heat too painfully bright

  to look at. In its maw the costly crock of nascent slow-mix glass – ground cogoli pebbles from Istria and the soda ash of burnt seaweed, just what

  a Murano maestro would have demanded five hundred years before – was churning

  uncertainly, part of a mystery he directed but never quite controlled.


An hour earlier nothing had been out of the ordinary. Then, when

  he’d gone back to the empty office for a while and sunk a couple of

  glasses of grappa, trying to make the night go more quickly, she’d called,

  demanding he examine the fiery beast before his time, though her work here was

  done. She had given no reason for the summons to the fornace. And she

  wasn’t there when he arrived either, after he’d splashed his face

  half clean in the office washroom, gargled some water around his mouth to

  disguise the stink of alcohol. He’d found one of the double doors ajar,

  walked in, closed it behind him and met nothing.


He shook his head, wishing the effects of the drink would disappear. The

  furnace was always awkward; the archaic use of both wood and gas, part of the

  Arcangeli’s secret process, made sure of that. But nothing now made sense.

  As he watched, the grunting, groaning monster roared again beneath the shifting

  bulk of the fenestrated roof then exhaled in concert with the wind.


Uriel.


One – or both – seemed to whisper his name, taunting him. His father had

  called him that for a reason. The Arcangeli were always different even when,

  before his father’s time, they were just a bunch of bourgeois boat builders

  maintaining the last worthwhile squero in Chioggia. Growing up as a

  child in Murano, Uriel had been aware of the distance between the Arcangeli and

  their peers, always. You never met a Bracci or a Bullo who had to bear such a

  burden. They’d have been teased, without mercy, every single day in the

  plain, hard school by the church. Uriel Arcangelo was never mocked. Never

  befriended either, not even when he took one of them for a wife.


Maybe, the grappa said, laughing at the back of his head, they knew what

  the name meant.


Fire of God. Angel of terror.


It was just another of his father’s cruel little jokes, to make

  every one of his four children an angel twice over, each with their set role.

  Michele to succeed him as capo, ‘like God’. Gabriele to be the

  strong man by the furnace, the maestro with the pipe, seeing that the clan

  prospered. Or not. Raffaella to intercede when matters went too far, to bring a

  woman’s sense to their deliberations, to heal. And Uriel. The hardest, the

  loneliest of vocations. Uriel the magician, the alchemist, the family’s omo de note, the Venetians’ whispered, almost fearful name for a

  man of the night, keeper of the secrets, which had been passed on from the

  small black book that used to live in his father Angelo’s jacket pocket,

  kept from the curious gaze of outsiders.


Uriel closed his eyes, felt the heat of the furnace travel the room and

  scorch his skin and recalled those last days with Angelo fading towards death

  in the master bedroom of the mansion next to the damned palazzo – the money pit

  that had consumed them over the years. The image of that final night would

  never leave him: how the old man had ordered the rest of them out, made him – little more

  than a boy just out of his teens – read the pocket book, study its ancient

  recipes, commit those secrets to memory. Uriel had obeyed, as always. So well

  that Angelo Arcangelo had called a servant and had the book burned in front of

  their eyes, until it was just ash in an ancient pisspot. His father had

  laughed, not kindly either, for this was a test. The Arcangeli would be tested,

  always.


By midnight, his family at his side, Angelo Arcangelo was dead, a pale,

  stiff cadaver on the white sheets of the antique four-poster where each of the

  children had been conceived. In Uriel’s head the scene was as real, as

  cruelly vivid now, thirty years later, as it had been that night. The recipes

  lay secure in his head still, living shifting potions of arsenic and lead,

  antimony and feldspar, each betokening a shape or a colour that would form

  within the substance of the raw crude fritta, growing in the belly of

  the furnace and metamorphose into something beautiful when the next magician,

  Gabriele the maestro, with his steely arms, his bellows for lungs, his pincers

  and his pipe, worked the sinuous, writhing form in the morning. This was how

  the Arcangeli tried to put food on the table, not by building bragozzi barques for Chioggia fishing clans. Magic made them money, kept them alive.

  But magic was a harsh and temperamental mistress, demanding, sometimes

  reluctant to perform. Now more than ever.


Angelo had passed on those secrets with a cunning, certain deliberation.

  The memory of his father’s skull-like face in those last moments –

  grinning, knowing – stayed with Uriel always, taunting, awaiting the time when

  the son would fail, as every omo de note did because theirs was an imprecise art, one which could be destroyed by an extra

  milligram of soda or a slight shift in the searing 1400-degree heat of flaming

  wood and gas. Even so Uriel had memorized the formulae, repeating them

  constantly, burning them into his synapses, swearing that a day would come when

  he would find the courage to defeat the demon of his father’s last

  admonition: ‘Never write them down, or the foreigners will steal from

  you.’ He was still waiting. Even now, just the thought of doing so, long

  after his father had turned to dust, made him sweat all the more heavily

  beneath the tan furnace apron he wore over an old, tattered cotton suit.


That time would come. But until it did the litany of recipes

  would race through his head automatically, unbidden, unwanted: when he woke up,

  head throbbing from drink, in the blazing light of their apartment in the

  mansion; on those rare occasions he wrestled with Bella on the old, creaky

  brass bed, trying to find some other kind of secret in her hot, taut body,

  wondering why this was now the only way they could converse.


‘Bella,’ he murmured to himself, and was shocked how aged and

  dry his own voice sounded. Uriel Arcangelo was forty-nine. A lifetime of

  working nights in the furnace, the cursed, beloved furnace, feeling the fire

  break the veins of his hardening cheeks, had given him the complexion and the

  dull, depressed outlook of an old man.


‘What is this?’ he yelled angrily to no one, hearing only the

  furnace’s animal roar in return.


He understood this fiery beast better than any man. He’d grown up

  with it, fought for hours to control its tantrums and its sulks. He knew its

  many moods: none better than those long, torpid hours in which it refused to come to

  temperature. It had never overheated before. The fabric of decrepit iron and

  brick was too insubstantial, leaked out too much expensive energy through its

  cracked pores.


A thought entered Uriel Arcangelo’s head. He’d been burned

  many times in the furnace. Once he had nearly lost an eye. His hearing was bad,

  his sense of smell ruined by another close call. But there’d never been a

  blaze, a real blaze, the kind that had put rival furnaces out of business from

  time to time. That meant the Arcangeli were lax when it came to precautions.

  They’d never followed the fire department’s orders to the letter. It

  was always cheaper to send round the bribe than carry out the work.


The hose was outside, attached to the exterior wall of the foundry, a

  curling snake of dusty pipe. There wasn’t even so much as an extinguisher

  close by.


Uriel coughed. There was smoke in the miasma issuing from the furnace, a

  foreign smell too. Not thinking, doing this because it was, simply, what came

  naturally, he took out the flask of grappa clumsily and knocked back a swig,

  aware that a dribble of the harsh liquid had spilled down his front, staining

  the bib of his brown apron.


She’d know. She’d sniff and she’d look at him, that

  Bracci look, the cruel grimace of hatred and despair that spoiled her features

  so often these days.


A noise emerged from the heart of the furnace. It was a sound he’d

  never heard before, not from gas or wood or glass. A soft, organic explosion

  sent a shower of sparks flying out of structure’s angry, orange mouth. The

  lights danced in dusty reflections across the ceiling. The sirocco roared and shook the foundry as if it were a dried seed head shaking in

  the wind.


Uriel Arcangelo took out his set of keys, walked back to the door and

  placed one in the old mortise, just in case he had to make a quick exit.


The furnace needed help. Perhaps it was more than one man could manage.

  If that were the case, he had, at least, a swift route of escape, out to the

  quay and the house beyond the palazzo, where the rest of them now slept,

  unaware of this strange event shaping just a few metres away on their private

  island.
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They called Piero Scacchi the garzone de note, but in truth he

  was no boy at all. Scacchi was forty-three, a hulk of a man with the build and

  demeanour of the peasant farmer he was during the day, out on the low, green

  pastures of Sant’ Erasmo, the farming island of the lagoon that provided

  Venice with fresh vegetables throughout the year. His hard-won crops of

  artichokes, Treviso radicchio, and bright red bunches of peperoncini were insufficient to keep even a single man alive these days. So, some

  months before, reluctantly accepting there was no alternative, he had

  approached the Arcangeli, spoken to the boss of the clan, Michele, and offered

  his labour at a rate he knew would be hard to refuse.


It was common knowledge the Arcangeli were short of money. The pittance

  they bargained him down to was insignificant, even paid in cash to circumvent

  the taxmen. It was simple work, with flexible hours: picking up wood and ash

  from farmers and small suppliers dotted around the lagoon, transporting it to

  the family’s private island that hung off the southern edge of Murano like

  a tear about to fall. It entailed a little shifting, a little cleaning, and the occasional illegal disposal of rubbish. The work kept

  Scacchi on the water, a place both he and his dog liked, far away from Venice

  with its dark alleys and darker human beings. He’d grown up in the lagoon,

  on the solitary farm his mother had bequeathed him a decade before. When

  Scacchi was there, or in his boat, he felt he was home, safe from the city and

  its dangers.


Like him, the Arcangeli were different, but this bond never seemed to

  bring them closer. The family was insular, silent, in a way which Scacchi found

  sad and, at times, almost sinister. In spite of his solitary life, or, perhaps,

  because of it, he was a talkative man, outgoing, fond of a drink and a joke

  with his peers. He never sailed home from the early morning market trips to the

  Rialto entirely sober. Piero Scacchi knew how to be sociable when it suited

  him. These talents were entirely wasted once the Sophia navigated its

  way beneath the narrow iron bridge that linked the private island the clan

  called the Isola degli Arcangeli – an artificial name he found pretentious –

  and moored at the small jetty between the palazzo and the house, Ca’ degli

  Arcangeli, where they lived, rattling around like pebbles in its echoing, dusty

  corridors.


The family’s story was well known. They’d come from Chioggia

  at the insistence of their late father, taken over the glass business, tried to

  turn back the clock and persuade a dubious world that it was worth paying

  double – or more – for a mix of traditional and experimental work that seemed

  out of place alongside the rest of Murano’s predictable gaudy offerings.

  The early years of novelty and success, under Angelo Arcangelo, were long past.

  Rumour had it the family would go bankrupt soon or be bought out by someone

  with half a business brain. Then Piero Scacchi would be looking for other work on the side

  again. Unless there was a sudden rise in the market price of peperoncini. Or some other kind of miracle.


He pulled his collar tighter around his neck to keep out the dusty wind

  then groaned at the sight of the dog. It was lying flat to the planks of the

  motor launch, face buried beneath its soft, long black ears, quivering.


‘Don’t look so miserable. We’ll be home soon.’


The dog hated the foundry. Scacchi had called the animal Xerxes because

  it was the master of the lone and desolate places they hunted together. The

  stink of the furnace, the smoke, the roar of the flames above � everything

  seemed designed to instil foreboding into its keen, incisive black head. Out on

  the island, or in the marshland of the lagoon, hunting for ducks downed by

  Scacchi’s ever-accurate shotgun, the dog was in its element, fearlessly

  launching itself into chill brown sludge to retrieve the still-warm body of

  some wildfowl lost to view in the marram grass and tamarisk trees of the

  littoral islets. Here it cowered constantly. Scacchi would have left it at the

  farm if only the dog would have allowed it. Just the sound of the boat’s

  asthmatic engine was enough to send it into raptures. Animals had little

  understanding of consequences. For Xerxes, every action was a prelude to

  possible delight, whatever past experience dictated to the contrary. Scacchi

  envied the spaniel that.


‘Xerxes �’ he said, then heard a sound, a strange,

  febrile hissing, followed by what appeared to be a human cry, and found, for a

  brief moment, he shared the creature’s fears.


He turned to look at the iron footbridge, one of Angelo Arcangelo’s

  most profligate follies, a grand design in miniature, crossing no more than thirty metres of water using a

  single pier, reached on each side by identical, ornate cantilevers. The short

  central span was built artificially high on the southern side, close to the

  lighthouse by the vaporetto stop and the jetty where Scacchi was moored. Here

  it was surmounted by a skeletal extended angel with rusting upright wings a

  good five metres high, the entire sculpture constructed of wrought iron. It

  looked like a tortured spirit trapped in metal. Electric fairy lights outlined

  the figure. Its right arm was extended and held a torch which stabbed high into

  the air, a real gas flame burning vividly at its head, fed constantly from the

  foundry’s own methane system, day in, day out, in memory of the old

  man.


Piero Scacchi hated the thing as much as the dog did.


He listened again. There’d been a human sound floating down from

  the island. Now it was gone. All he could hear was the iron angel wheezing over

  the blast of the wind, choking and popping as the fiery torch flared

  erratically.


He knew nothing about gas. He was the night boy, the lackey, someone who

  carried and cleaned, tapped gauges to make sure they weren’t hitting the

  red and called on Uriel, poor, sad Uriel, locked in his office with a grappa

  bottle for the night, should something appear wrong. Piero Scacchi understood

  little about the various contraptions inside the foundry, only what he’d

  seen from watching Uriel work them, flying at the wheels and switches without a

  word, throwing kindling into the fornace, adjusting the all-important

  fires to his will.


But Scacchi was wise enough to understand when something was wrong. The

  wind could, perhaps, extinguish the flame of the angel’s stupid torch,

  sending raw inflammable gas out into the Murano night. Except that the problem

  seemed to be a lack of gas, not an excess of it. As he watched, wondering, the

  torch died suddenly, expiring into itself, with a sudden, explosive

  blowback.


The dog whined, looked up at him and wagged its feathery tail.


He’d every reason to go. He wasn’t even supposed to be there.

  Scacchi had stopped by only to save himself some work the following night. The

  Arcangeli got their money’s worth, always.


Then the hunter in him caught another sound. A human voice again,

  indistinguishable, whisked away by the sirocco before he could interpret

  it.


‘Xerxes—’ he said, and never finished the sentence.


Something roared into the night from the quay above him. A long fiery

  tongue of flame, like that of some angry dragon, extended into the black sky

  for one brief moment. The spaniel shrieked. Piero Scacchi threw his jacket over

  the small, trembling form, then fought his way up the slippery treacherous

  ladder next to the mooring, hearing the sound of a man’s screams grow

  louder with every step.
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The flames in the furnace looked wrong. So did the smoke, a sooty black

  swirl escaping from the kiln’s mouth, then spiralling upwards towards the

  shaking roof. Uriel knew how the furnace was supposed to look. He could judge

  the state of the fire just from the intensity of its heat on the cracked veins

  in his cheeks.


There was something foreign in the maw of the beehive structure, behind

  the crock of forming glass, something burning with a bright, smoky anger. He

  racked his half-drunk head, searching for an explanation, wondering what to do.

  Uriel Arcangelo had worked in here since he was twelve. The process was so

  familiar he scarcely thought about it any more. Around five on a working

  afternoon he would load wood and raise the gas burner to 1250 degrees

  centigrade before placing the first crude load in position. Throughout the

  early evening, he or Bella would return from time to time to see the

  temperature rise steadily to 1400 degrees, adding wood according to his

  father’s instructions, until the furnace was hot enough to allow any

  bubbles to escape from the glass. Then around three, Uriel, and he alone, as omo de note, would make his final visit and begin gradually to lower the temperature. By seven in the morning the glass

  he’d created would be sufficiently malleable for Gabriele to begin making

  the expensive and individual goblets and vases that bore the foundry’s

  trademark, that of a skeletal angel, on the base.


Nothing in all his decades of attentive night-time activity helped

  explain the sight that lay before him now: a furnace racing inexplicably out of

  control.


‘Bella?’ he called out, over the roar of the kiln, half hoping

  she was there.


No one answered. There was only the call of the fire.


Uriel Arcangelo took a deep breath, knowing the decision that faced him:

  to close down the furnace would mean an entire day of lost production. The

  family was broke already. They couldn’t afford the blow.


Except �


There was always a lone, bitter voice at the back of his head when

  he’d been drinking. Except they’d scarcely sold anything at all of

  late. All they’d be losing was another set of unwanted items to store in

  the warehouse, alongside boxes and boxes of identical pieces of expensive,

  beautiful glass; they were beautiful, he still believed that – works of

  art.


Uriel looked at his watch and wondered whether to call his brother. It

  was now approaching three. The loss of a run was bad, but not so terrible that

  it was worth risking Michele’s wrath. Besides, Uriel was the omo de

    note. He was employed to make these decisions. It was his role, his

  responsibility.


He walked over to the tangle of old methane pipes and the single giant

  stopcock that controlled the gas supply to the burners. It was possible he

  could adjust the temperature manually. He ought to be doing this by now in any case.


Then he remembered what he had seemed to see when he stared inside the

  furnace’s belly, and turned to look at the spiral of smoke still working

  its way to the stained moon visible through the roof. Something was out of

  place here and, without understanding what it was, he found it impossible to

  assess the full degree of the danger. He couldn’t take risks with the

  furnace. If something damaged the beast itself, it would mean more than a

  day’s lost production. An extended closure could spell the end of the

  business entirely.


He gripped the wheel with both hands, fingers tight on the familiar

  marks, and tried to turn it ninety degrees to shut off the gas supply

  completely. Michele could complain all he liked in the morning. This was a

  decision that couldn’t wait.


Uriel Arcangelo heaved at the metal with increasing pressure for a

  minute or more. It was so hot it burned his desperate hands. It didn’t

  move, not the slightest amount.


He coughed. The smoke was getting heavier, becoming so thick it was

  starting to drift back down from the ceiling. His head felt heavy, stupid. He

  tried to run through the options in his mind. The only working phone in the

  foundry was by the door. The Arcangeli didn’t believe in mobiles. If

  matters took a turn for the worse – and he had to consider this now – he would

  have no choice but to call Michele and the fire station, get out of the

  building and wait.


Becoming desperate, he lunged at the wheel one more time. It was

  immovable. Something – the heat itself perhaps, or year after year of poor maintenance – had locked it

  into position.


He swore under his breath and, with one last, somewhat fearful look at

  the furnace, started to walk to the door.


He was halfway there when he felt something move on his apron, an odd,

  hot finger tickling his chest. He looked down and refused to believe his eyes.

  A fire was growing out of the fabric over his midriff. A healthy, palpable head

  of flame, like that of an oversized candle, was emerging from beneath the apron

  as if his own body possessed some kind of internal burner beneath the skin. And

  it was growing.


The flame flickered upwards, outwards. He stamped at it with his sleeve,

  only to see the fire catch the fabric there, dance along his arm, mocking him,

  like the furnace itself which was wheezing at his back, louder and louder

  �


Uriel. Uriel.


The air shook. Instinctively, he knew what had happened. One of the

  burners had crumbled into dust. The searing heat had worked its way back

  through the pipe, towards the dead stopcock, feeding on the flammable carbon

  gas, devouring it every inch of the way.


The explosion hit him full in the back, so hard he fell screeching to

  the unforgiving bone-hard timber floor. He felt his teeth bite on the

  fossilized wood, something shatter in his mouth, sending a pain running into

  his head where it met so many other messages: fear and agony and a dimming

  determination that he could survive all this if only he could reach the door

  and the key, the magic key he’d had the foresight to leave there only a

  few long minutes before.
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Scacchi clambered up the rusty ladder, staggered onto land and found his

  own momentum sent him tumbling onto the hard, dusty stone of the island’s

  tiny quay. He crawled on all fours, catching his breath against the force of

  the hot wind. His mobile phone was still in the boat. He’d no idea how to

  alert anyone nearby quickly. But someone, somewhere, would surely notice the

  fire, even in this backwater of Murano, on an island that kept its little

  footbridge to the outside world permanently locked now there was no public

  showroom for visitors to see. If the fire were to spread to the palazzo it

  would then threaten the house itself, where the rest of the Arcangeli tribe

  were sleeping in their separate bedrooms spread throughout the capacious

  mansion.


The burst of flame that had raged over the Sophia had died

  quickly. That, at least, was a mercy. But the cobbled stones of the broad jetty

  outside the foundry were strewn with shattered glass and hot, glowing embers of

  smouldering timber. Already he’d cut his hands stumbling into the shards

  and felt the burning stab of scorching splinters bite into his skin.


Cursing, he climbed to his feet and lumbered towards the half-shattered foundry windows, trying to locate the human

  sound he’d heard earlier. The windows went down to the ground to allow

  spectators outside to watch the process within. Now a miasmic storm of dust and

  smoke poured out of the chasm the blast had made in the centre. He shielded his

  eyes against the black, churning cloud and tried to imagine what force could

  have wrought such terrible damage.


Scacchi had no experience of fire. It rarely happened on Sant’

  Erasmo, was scarcely worth considering on the boat. With its scorching breath

  close in his face, he felt ignorant and powerless against the inferno’s

  might.


The old hosepipe was where he remembered, against the brick wall next to

  the double doors, curled like a dead serpent slumped against a hydrant that

  looked as if it hadn’t been used in years.


He heard the hiss of escaping gas, and behind it the sound from before,

  magnified, a pitch higher: a human being, screeching in agony.


Piero Scacchi swore angrily, ripped the hose from its fastenings, lugged

  it under one arm and tore at the huge industrial tap with his powerful right

  hand. After much effort, it gave. A stream of water, not a powerful one,

  probably nothing but the island’s feeble mains under normal pressure,

  began to make an unenthusiastic exit from the nozzle.


He edged towards the shattered windows, directing the flow at the

  nearest flames as they ate into the tinderlike woodwork, watching them diminish

  reluctantly into a hissing, steamy mass, allowing just enough scope for him to

  get closer. Scacchi stole forward and edged in front of the glass and the

  bright, sun-like light streaming from the interior. The colossal heat of the

  building made each brief, laboured breath agony, made his skin shrink and become

  painful on his face. Then all thoughts of his personal predicament disappeared.

  Piero Scacchi found himself full of grief and sorrow for the human being he had

  known, all along, would be inside.


Scacchi raced to the old wooden double doors, tugged up the handle and

  heaved backwards with all his weight. Nothing moved. They were locked, from the

  inside in all probability. He could feel the force of the mechanism holding

  firm against his strength. Uriel must have the key, he thought, but he was too

  scared, too gripped by the flames, perhaps, to use it.


Scacchi held his head to the hot, dry wood of the door, trying to make

  himself heard.


‘Uriel!’ he shouted, not knowing how his voice would carry in

  this strange, fiery world beyond his vision. ‘The door, man! The

  key!’


There was no human sound inside now, nothing but the triumphant roar of

  the inferno.


Scacchi threw aside the hose and looked around for something, an iron

  bar or a piece of timber, that he could use to lever open the entrance. The

  quayside was empty save for a few boxes of broken glass, ready to feed the new

  firings. Then he looked again at the windows and knew there really was no other

  way.


He’d saved a couple of lives on the lagoon before. Idiots from

  terra firma playing stupid games with boats, unaware of the dangers. If

  he’d been willing to risk his neck for them, there was really no excuse to

  stand back and allow a good man like Uriel Arcangelo to die in these

  flames.


‘No choice,’ he muttered, and grasped the hose beneath his

  arm. ‘None �’


Scacchi’s attention fell to the cobbled terrace. The dog had left

  the boat to find him. The animal now stared back from the edge of the quay, its

  terrified eyes reflecting the fire inside, black fur shiny and slicked back

  against its skinny body. Xerxes must have swum the short distance to the steps

  by the bridge, away from the ladder where the subterranean goods entrance lay

  with the Sophia moored next to it. In spite of his fear.


The spaniel put back its head and let loose a long, pained howl.


Scacchi looked at the dog. He’d brought it up since the day it was

  born. It did everything he asked. Usually.


‘Bark,’ he ordered. ‘Bark, Xerxes. Wake the dead, for

  God’s sake.’


Then, listening to the fevered yelping beginning to rise in volume as

  the animal started racing back and forth along the waterfront, he tucked the

  hose beneath his arm, and took a deep breath, wondering now long it would last

  him in the ordeal ahead.


Cuts and bruises. Smoke and flame. In the end they didn’t matter

  much at all when a human life was at stake.


Piero Scacchi hammered out an entry route through the window with the

  iron nozzle of the decrepit hose, widened it with his elbow, trying to judge

  when it was large enough to take his frame. Then he launched himself through

  the remaining spikes and shards of glass, not feeling a thing because that

  would require a loss of concentration and, at that point, there was too much

  for one man to focus on. Everything – machines, walls, work tables, timber

  beams and pillars – seemed to be ablaze. He was entering a world that was not

  quite real, a universe of flame and agony where he felt like a dismal foot soldier fighting a lone battle against an army of bright fiery

  creatures.


One brighter, more animated than the rest.


‘Uriel,’ he said again, quietly this time, unsure whether the

  words were of any use to the half man, half fiery spirit rolling and screeching

  on the ground in front of him.


The creature paused for a moment and looked at him. He was, Scacchi

  understood, not quite human at that point, beyond rescue, and knew it too.


The authorities had arrived. Late as ever.


He watched in quiet dismay as two jets of water, thick, powerful streams

  – nothing like his own pathetic effort – burst through what remained of the

  windows, brutally taking out the last of the glass, then worked their way into

  the hall, so forcefully that they raked debris from the brickwork and the

  blackened, fragile timber trying to support the foundry roof.


A huge storm cloud of steam rose from the furnace to join the smoke; the

  flames hissed in fury at their impending end. Piero Scacchi looked again at

  what remained of the dark form, like human charcoal, lying in front of him,

  trying to remind himself this had once been a man. He had liked Uriel.

  He’d always felt touched by his sadness, and the strange sense of loss

  that seemed to hang around him.


One racing stream of water met the furnace itself, fell upon the beehive

  structure, fought with the baking hot bricks of the convex roof.


The fire was dead, killed by a flood tide of foam and water. Some kind

  of victory had been won, too late for Uriel Arcangelo, but soon enough to save

  his family, that insular clan who would now, Scacchi thought, be gathering to witness the

  strange, inexplicable tragedy that had burst out of the night, bringing a fiery

  death to their doorstep.


Unable to stop himself he walked forward and peered into the belly of

  the beast. An object lay there, crumbling in the moaning embers, an

  unmistakable shape that would, perhaps, explain everything, though not now

  because there was insufficient space in Piero Scacchi’s head to

  accommodate the stress of comprehending what it might mean.


A tumultuous crash at his back made him turn round. The fire

  fighters’ axes were finally tackling the stupid wooden doors. If only the

  man inside had found the strength to turn the key.


If only �


Scacchi nodded at the white, fragile skull, sitting flat and jawless in

  the embers, shining back at him, and murmured a wordless benison.


A strong arm took him by the shoulder, barked at him to move. He removed

  the fireman’s fingers and stared into the man’s face with an

  expression that brooked no argument.


Then he went outside, through the shattered doors, coughing, feeling his

  eyes begin to sting from the smoke, his skin chafe with steam burns, cuts and

  splinters biting into his hands.


On the cobbled quayside the family was gathering among the firemen and a

  couple of local police. Two Arcangeli were missing, Uriel and his wife. Some

  wordless intuition, which he hoped was just stupid, anxiety-fraught

  speculation, whispered to Piero Scacchi a version of what might have happened

  that night, and why, perhaps, a man might die rather than turn the key to an ancient set of

  doors and save himself.


Almost immediately Michele was on him, eyes flaming, shaking a bony hand

  in his face, so close his fingers touched Scacchi’s weary painful cheeks

  from time to time.


‘Island moron,’ this chief of the clan spat at him, shaking

  with fury. He was a short man, not far off sixty. And in a suit. The Arcangeli

  dressed for their own funerals, Scacchi thought to himself, and cursed his own

  impudence.


Michele wound his two puny fists into Scacchi’s smoky, tattered

  jacket.


‘What did you do, you idiot? What?


Scacchi removed the man’s hands from his clothes and pushed him

  away, making sure that Michele saw this was not a good idea, not an action to

  be repeated.


Gabriele stood away from his elder brother, in an old suit too, silent,

  dark, liquid eyes staring at the black shining water. Perhaps he was awaiting

  orders, as always. Raffaella was next to him, still in a nightdress, eyes

  bright with shock and anticipation, staring at Scacchi with some sympathy, he

  thought, and also a little fear.


An ambulance boat had arrived. A medic came up and looked at him.

  Scacchi shook his head and nodded towards the foundry.


‘I tried to help,’ he said quietly over his shoulder, half to

  Michele, half to anyone who cared to hear. He was aware of how old and hoarse

  and exhausted his voice sounded.
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The two men stood outside Santa Lucia station, shielding their eyes

  against the bright sun, watching the constant commotion on the crammed and busy

  channel close to the head of the Grand Canal. It was close to eight in the

  morning and Venice’s brief rush hour was under way. Commuters poured in on

  the buses from Mestre and beyond discharging their loads across the water in

  Piazzale Roma. Vaporetti challenged one another for the next available landing

  jetty. Water taxis revved their engines trying to impress the foreigners they

  were about to fleece. An endless flow of lesser vessels, private dinghies,

  commercial barges, skiffs carrying flowers and vegetables, the low slender

  shape of the occasional gondola, fought to weave their way through the flotilla

  of traffic. Behind them a train clattered across the bridge from the mainland,

  terra firma, its rattle carrying across to the canal with a resonant, unnatural

  force.


Light and noise. Those, Nic Costa thought, would be the overriding

  impressions he’d take home with him to Rome once this tour of duty was

  done. Both seemed amplified in this city on the water, where everything was brighter than on land and every sound seemed to make some distant echo

  among the warrens of tightly packed buildings crowded together over the

  constant wash of the lagoon.


The sirocco had expired overnight. Even at this early hour high summer

  was upon the city, airless, humid and dank with the sweat of puzzled tourists

  trying to work out how to navigate the foreign metropolis in which they found

  themselves.


Gianni Peroni finished his small panino, stuffed with soft, raw

  prosciutto, and was about to jettison the paper bag it came in towards the

  canal until Costa’s disapproving frown stopped him. Instead, he thrust it

  into his pocket and cast a backwards glance at the steps of the forecourt where

  a couple of shady-looking characters were exchanging money.


‘Why do you think stations always attract dirtbags?’ he

  wondered. ‘I mean, half these people wouldn’t look out of place

  around Termini. In Rome it makes sense. Almost. But here?’


Nic Costa thought his partner was right, up to a point. They’d

  spent almost nine months in Venice. It had been exile of a kind, a form of

  punishment for an act of internal disobedience too subtle for conventional

  discipline. In truth it had almost been a holiday. Venice was so unlike Rome.

  Everyday crime here meant minor pickpockets, drunks and petty drugs. Even the

  layabouts around Santa Lucia bore only a passing resemblance to the hardcore

  hoods who made a crooked living around Rome’s main station, and Gianni

  Peroni knew it. Still, Costa couldn’t throw off his natural sense of

  caution. In spite of appearances, Venice wasn’t some backwater paradise

  where a couple of cops, now in uniform because that was part of their sentence, could allow their minds to wander for

  too long. They’d been treated with too much suspicion and resentment in

  the little neighbourhood station in Castello for any of them to be comfortable.

  There was more too. The melancholy torpor of the lagoon was deceptive. Costa

  had heard snippets of the gossip going round the station. There were no big

  crimes filling the columns of the papers, but that didn’t mean there were

  no big criminals. Life was never black and white in Italy but, in the lagoon

  light, water, sky and buildings sometimes resembled the conjoined universe of

  doubt Turner depicted in the canvases of the city Costa had admired, awestruck,

  at the temporary Accademia exhibition earlier in the summer. Something about

  Venice both disturbed and interested him. It reminded him of a bad yet familiar

  relative, dangerous to know, difficult to let go.


He looked his partner up and down. Peroni and uniforms didn’t fit.

  The blue trousers and shirt hung baggily on the older man’s big frame, one

  size too large in all probability. And, as always, Peroni was bending the rules

  just to make a point. On his hefty flat feet were a pair of trainers, black

  leather trainers, true, and ones that were, on this occasion, shiny from a rare

  application of polish. Costa had taken to wearing the uniform without a

  thought. It wasn’t so long since he’d been a rookie Rome street cop

  who had donned one every day. But Gianni Peroni hadn’t pulled on the blue

  for almost three decades; he wasn’t going to go back in rank and time

  without a protest.


Costa considered those huge feet again, squeezed tightly into a couple

  of expensive-looking Reeboks.


‘It’s a health thing,’ Peroni complained.

  ‘Don’t start. I’ve done more damn walking in this place than I managed in an

  entire lifetime back home. It’s downright cruel.’


‘We don’t have squad cars �’


‘They could’ve let us drive a boat!’


This had been a source of grievance for Peroni ever since they arrived.

  Gianfranco Randazzo, the surly Castello commissario, had, perhaps with some

  justification, reasoned there was no point in putting a couple of fleeting

  visitors through the complex and intensive training course needed for a lagoon

  licence. That had condemned both of them to the streets, public transport or

  begging a lift from one of the local cops.


‘The argument’s lost, Gianni. We’re almost through here.

  What use would a boat licence be back home? Also, I don’t think “drive” is

  quite the right word.’


‘That,’ Peroni insisted, waving a big, fat finger in

  Costa’s face, ‘is not the point. We should have been on an equal

  footing. Not treated like outsiders. Foreigners even.’


Foreigners. Yet, in a sense, that was what they were. Venice was so different. It was a place that constantly went out of its way to make

  them feel like strangers flitting through a bright, two-dimensional landscape

  that was never quite real. The locals even dropped into the lagoon dialect, a

  strange, glottal tongue largely impenetrable to ordinary Italians, whenever

  they felt like a little privacy. Costa had learned a little of the language.

  Sometimes it was easy to guess – mèrkore for mercoledì, Wednesday. Sometimes it sounded like a Balkan tongue, Croat perhaps. Today,

  for the Venetians, was xòbia, a day that began with a letter

  utterly foreign to true Italian.


This hadn’t been the exile they expected. Leo Falcone, the inspector who joined them in their subtle disgrace, had

  been seconded to some art-theft squad in Verona not long after they arrived. On

  the street, a couple of arrests for robbery apart, their time in Venice had

  been without much incident, for which both men were grateful. Yet they had

  never been quite comfortable, and there were two excellent reasons for this,

  two omissions from their lives which would shortly be rectified.


There was a louder clatter from the tracks beyond the station. Costa

  looked at his watch. The fast train from Rome was on time. Emily Deacon and

  Teresa Lupo would be sitting on it, expecting a two-week holiday beginning that

  very night. It had all been planned. Earlier in the month, as a surprise,

  he’d paid a small fortune for a couple of tickets for La Fenice the

  following evening. Tonight Peroni had booked a quiet table for the four of them

  at his favourite restaurant, a place the big man loved, and where he was loved

  in return by the two sisters behind the bar, who fed him extra cicchetti as if he were a stray canine which had wandered in through the door. Emily

  and Teresa had planned to be regular visitors during the men’s temporary

  banishment. It hadn’t worked out like that. Teresa’s workload in the

  Rome morgue never seemed to diminish. Emily had found herself immersed in

  academic life the moment she started working on her master’s degree in

  architecture at the school in Trastevere. Matching their free time with that of

  two street cops who always seemed to get the worst shifts hadn’t proved

  easy. Costa had seen Emily just three times in the past six months, even though

  she was living in his own farmhouse off the Appian Way. But now they were all

  free. Two weeks’ leave beginning at the end of the day, and two police apartments in the narrow working-class back

  streets of Castello, far from tourist-land, to use as a base.


Peroni was eyeing him and Costa knew he was reading his thoughts. The

  two of them had been partners for eighteen months. More than partners,

  friends.


The big man looked down at his black trainers, shuffled his shoulders as

  a sign he was about to move, then laughed.


‘It’s a good feeling, huh?’ he asked.


Before Costa could answer he found he was facing Peroni’s back. The

  big man was heading towards the station doors with that sudden burst of speed

  that always took people by surprise.


‘You know,’ Costa said, catching up, ‘perhaps I could get

  another two tickets for La Fenice tomorrow. Teresa might like it.’


Peroni glanced back at him, appalled. The long, modern train was drawing

  up at the final platform.


‘Opera?’


Costa scanned the platform. They were there, just visible in a sea of

  bodies, half running in spite of their hefty shoulder bags like a couple of

  schoolgirls on a trip to somewhere new. He wished to God he wasn’t working

  just then. He wished he wasn’t wearing a stupid uniform, doggedly prepared

  to spend one last day trudging the streets of Venice, helping lost tourists

  find their way back to the waterfront, glancing at his watch to see how long

  until the end of his shift.


Some dumb commuter in a shiny suit bumped into him and muttered a curse.

  The Venetians were even worse in a crowd than the Romans. There was a steady

  stream of them coming off the busy platforms. He’d followed Peroni’s bulky form and stumbled straight into their path.

  The big man didn’t care who got pushed and shoved out of the way. By the

  time Costa fought through, Peroni had his arms around Teresa Lupo in a bear

  hug, was slapping wet kisses on her full, pink cheeks, ignoring the flap of her

  arms on his back, a gesture that didn’t really convince as a protest at

  all.


Costa watched the pair of them and shook his head, wondering, as he

  often did these days, who exactly was the junior partner in his and

  Peroni’s relationship.


His mind was still on them when Emily arrived, breaking into his line of

  vision, peering at him, amusement and pleasure in her smart, inquisitive face.

  Her hair was longer, a lively natural shade of gold. Her eyes shone with that

  brightness that seemed to look straight through him. She was so unlike the

  serious, single-minded FBI agent he’d first met, a lifetime before.


Emily smiled: lovely white teeth, perfect pink lips, a face that was

  burned in his memory, unforgettable, a part of him. She wore jeans and a simple

  cream shirt, the V-neck displaying a new tan. Hugging the bag to her shoulder

  she looked like a student embarking on her first long trip abroad.


‘I was looking for directions, officer,’ she said quietly,

  almost meekly, not a touch of her native American audible through the measured,

  easy Italian.


‘Where do you want to go?’ he asked, a little awkward in the

  unfamiliar blue costume, wishing he had Gianni Peroni’s lack of

  self-awareness, and that he could forget he was a cop standing in a crowded

  railway station, slap in the middle of rush hour.


Emily Deacon ran one slim index finger down the front of his jacket.


‘You’re the man in the uniform. You tell me.’


Costa glanced at the photo machine by the platform, took a deep breath,

  wondering if anyone would notice, then led her inside and pulled the curtain.

  The booth was tiny and smelled of cigarette smoke. Emily’s eyes glittered

  at him in the faint light.


‘Such discretion,’ she whispered, clutching him. ‘I think

  this calls for evidence.’


Her coins fell into the slot as he wrapped his arms around her slim,

  soft body. The flashes started firing the instant they kissed.


‘Nic!’


The bursts of bright light stopped. Costa found his breath again. He

  wondered what was wrong. Emily looked flushed, embarrassed.


‘What is it?’ he asked, half wondering if there wasn’t

  some way he could bunk off duty for the day.


‘Company,’ she murmured and flashed a glance at the

  curtains.


Leo Falcone stood there, holding the grimy fabric open. A slightly

  sardonic smile ran across his thin-lipped mouth, denoting some amusement that

  had never been there a couple of years ago, when he’d just been another

  hard-bitten boss in Rome.


‘I was under the impression you were in Verona,’ Costa said

  quickly, remembering to add, ‘sir.’


‘I was under the impression you were out looking for

  criminals,’ Falcone replied, not unpleasantly.


Costa stepped outside the booth. Peroni was there, Teresa by his side, a

  look of suspicious bewilderment on his face. Commissario Randazzo stood by the

  platform, rocking back and forth on his shiny shoes, looking every inch the

  businessman in a smart grey suit. Next to him was a curious-looking individual in his fifties. He was of medium build,

  quite fit and strong, and had an aristocratic northern face, very clean shaven,

  with cheeks that were red from sunburn or bad habits. Handsome once, Costa

  thought, but in that forced, artificial way that movie stars possessed, the

  kind of beauty that looked better from a distance. The man wore bright blue

  slacks and a perfectly pressed white silk shirt with a bright red scarf at the

  neck. He was balding, and trying to cover it up by brushing the remaining wisps

  of fine, fair hair across his tanned scalp. A foreigner, Costa thought

  immediately. English perhaps. With money and a story behind him.


‘Is there something wrong?’ Costa asked no one in

  particular.


It was Randazzo who answered, and Costa found himself unable to shake

  off the impression that the commissario was, somehow, measuring each word to

  make sure the individual next to him approved.


‘Not at all,’ Randazzo said, in the dry, dour tone of voice

  that belonged to a certain type of Venetian. ‘You’ve been chosen. All

  three of you. Congratulations.’


‘For what?’ Peroni demanded.


‘A very important task,’ the stranger interjected, in good

  Italian though with an obvious English accent. ‘I think,’ he added,

  turning to Randazzo, ‘the uniforms �?’


He stabbed a long index finger at the two men in blue.


‘Best they go, Gianfranco.’


Randazzo nodded obediently.


Nic Costa turned to Emily. She was slipping the photos from the machine into her bag discreetly, as if they were somehow

  objects of shame.


‘My name is Hugo Massiter,’ the Englishman declared, and

  extended a long pale hand to each of them in turn, pausing to imbue his smile

  with a little extra warmth when he took Emily’s outstretched fingers.

  ‘Let me offer you a lift.’
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It was more than a boat. It was a floating limousine, a compact, lithe

  waterborne Ferrari that sped through the lagoon traffic with an arrogant

  disregard for the law. The deck was of polished walnut, gleaming under the sun,

  with a helmsman in a white uniform at the open wheel. The five of them sat in

  the covered cabin, on plush antique brown leather seats, Randazzo and Massiter

  on one side, both smoking. The three Romans opposite remained silent, each of

  them, Costa thought, more than a touch apprehensive, and in Peroni’s case

  downright furious.


‘I’m sorry if we interrupted something,’ Massiter said as

  the vessel eased out from the waterfront towards the dockyards and Murano. It

  had taken just over fifteen minutes to get from the station to the jetty close

  to the Giardini vaporetto stop. From there Costa and Peroni had led the women

  to the police apartments, in a narrow street of cottages hung with washing and

  painted in bright, peeling shades of blue and ochre. There’d been scant

  time to change or explain the household arrangements. Randazzo had been

  outside, glancing constantly at his watch, waiting to hurry back to the

  waterfront.


‘We have two weeks’ leave booked,’ Peroni grumbled.

  ‘Signed for. On the line. As of tonight.’


‘You’re still on duty now, aren’t you?’ Randazzo

  snapped back.


Costa reflected on the fact that he’d heard the commissario utter

  more words that morning than at any time in the past nine months. Nothing the

  stiff, sour-faced man had said so far, though, explained why Falcone had been

  recalled from Verona, and why they’d been dragged from normal street

  duties and pulled out of uniform, all for the apparent benefit of this odd

  foreigner, who was staring at Randazzo with a look that spoke of disapproval

  and a kind of ownership.


‘That’s no way to talk if we’re to get these chaps on our

  side,’ Massiter complained. ‘Look. I’m sorry about this. If

  there were an alternative, we’d be taking it. Also, I owe you all

  something by way of compensation. It’s best we get to know one another a

  little. Tomorrow night there’s a reception at what I trust will one day be

  my gallery. Meet and greet. Keep some potential backers sweet. You get the

  idea. The place is still undergoing restoration, but what isn’t in Venice?

  You will come, I hope, all three of you – with your partners.’


Peroni and Falcone looked at each other, said nothing, then looked at

  him. Costa sighed. He got the message.


‘I’ve seats for La Fenice,’ he said. ‘But thanks

  anyway.’


Massiter’s eyebrows rose.


‘You have the tickets with you?’


Costa pulled the envelope from La Fenice out of his jacket pocket. They

  were the most expensive tickets he’d ever bought.


‘Hmmm.’ Massiter frowned at the pair of biglietti, topped by the house’s phoenix crest. ‘I can’t say I know

  that part of the house, but I suspect you’d need binoculars. That is if

  there isn’t a pillar in the way. I’ve a company box. One of the best

  there is. It seats eight people. Bring along some friends. Any time you

  like.’


Peroni coughed hard into his fist and gave Costa a terrified glance.


‘Just let me know the dates.’


‘I’m not sure �’ Costa objected.


Massiter scarcely listened.


‘This week’s sold out entirely, you know. I’ve a contact

  who can get you twice what you paid for these. Here �’


He reached into the pocket of his slacks, took out a fold of money set

  inside a silver clasp, withdrew a couple of �200 notes, reached over and

  let them fall in Costa’s lap, then took the tickets for himself.


‘I don’t mind running the risk. If they fetch more, I’ll

  pass it on.’


Costa said nothing, waiting for one of the two men next to him to

  intervene.


‘Good,’ Massiter went on. ‘Tomorrow it is. Seven p.m.

  Nothing fancy. Just some decent food and drink. A little music. It’ll be

  pleasant to have some real human beings there instead of the usual hangers-on.

  And—’


Leo Falcone leaned forward and stared into Massiter’s face. The

  Englishmen looked affronted. He wasn’t accustomed to being

  interrupted.


‘Why are we here?’ Falcone demanded. ‘Why are we in some

  fancy private boat, going God knows where? And who the hell are you

  anyway?’


Randazzo glowered at the three men opposite him.


‘Falcone �’ he said brusquely. ‘You’re not in

  Rome now. I want some respect here.’


‘They’re reasonable questions,’ Massiter objected.

  ‘I’d be surprised if he didn’t want to know. Disappointed

  frankly. We don’t want idiots for this job now, do we?’


Peroni issued a low grunt of disapproval, then asked, ‘So what do you want?’


Massiter leaned back on the old brown leather, let his arm wander over

  to the tiny fridge built into the cabinet at the end of the seats, and withdrew

  a small bottle of Pellegrino, misty with ice.


‘Help yourself,’ he said.


‘We’re waiting,’ Falcone insisted.


The Englishman took a long gulp, then wiped his mouth with the sleeve of

  his silk shirt. They rounded the corner of the island, past the giant boatyards

  and docks, the football stadium and the odd collection of workers’ houses

  that no one, not even the police, paid much attention to. Murano now stood on

  the low, bright horizon, a spiky forest of chimneys and cranes rising up from

  the grey-blue of the lagoon, beyond the cemetery island of San Michele, with

  its pale brick exterior wall, like that of a private castle, topped by a green

  fringe of cedar points.


‘What we want,’ Hugo Massiter said, ‘is to stop this poor

  old city sinking any further into its own shit. If we can.’


He leaned back, closed his eyes, then tossed the empty water bottle out

  of the open window, into the grey, foaming wake of the speeding vessel.


‘And that, gentlemen, very much depends on you.’
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Angelo Arcangelo had created the island himself, designed every last

  detail, intent on raising an everlasting masterpiece from the rubble he’d

  bought for a pittance. Everything was new, everything unique, cast in shapes

  that seemed impossible. The island was a testament to the power and beauty of

  glass and, by implication, the Arcangeli themselves. On three separate plots,

  Angelo had set out his stall for an admiring world to see. The palazzo was

  ninety per cent leaded crystal, ten per cent black iron and timber, a towering,

  organic beacon of light, with three curving roofs, the centre higher than the

  rest, rising more than twenty metres above the quayside. Behind the entrance

  doors the skeleton of a gigantic palm tree Angelo had imported from Sicily

  still lurked, its corpse now awaiting Hugo Massiter’s restorers, who had

  their own ideas, ones that Angelo would never have countenanced. To the right,

  seen from the water, stood the foundry, a four-square elegant artisans’

  workplace, fronted by six of the longest windows in Venice. They reached from

  the ground to the low, sloping roof, large enough to accommodate the crowds who

  would press their noses against the glass, wondering at the marvels being wrought by the Arcangeli’s maestri inside. And in the final third of the frontage, on the other side of the

  palazzo, stood Ca’ degli Arcangeli, the family home, ten apartments on

  three floors, with kitchens and bathrooms, offices and space to house meetings,

  receptions, banquets � Angelo had begun his life’s project as a

  testament to the dynasty he was creating. By the time he died he knew the

  truth: that the island was an impossibility. It was too expensive to maintain

  in the face of a public whose taste for glass was fickle and shifting; too

  complex and unwieldy to be managed by the children who followed him.


Some of the beauty remained, though. Most of all in the Arcangeli

  temple, the shrine to the clan that was the focus of the family home: an airy,

  cavernous dining room that occupied much of the first-floor frontage, filled by

  the constant light of the lagoon, with uninterrupted views past the Murano

  lighthouse, out to San Michele and the Fondamente Nove waterfront. Angelo had

  made the glass with his own hands, labouring for almost a year to produce an

  astonishing, multi-windowed eyelid over the waterfront, some panes clear, some

  distorting bullseyes with myriad stains, all pulled together into a massive,

  curving viewpoint that dominated the facade of the building.


Angelo told everyone he wanted to emulate the captain’s cabin of

  some medieval Venetian war galley, a nod back towards the Arcangeli’s

  boat-building past, though the squero in Chioggia had turned out nothing

  fancier than fishing barques that never went beyond the Adriatic. His face,

  stern, demanding, with some hard, unrelenting love inside it too, still stared

  down at the family from the large portrait that hung over the marble Doric fireplace opposite what all of them knew simply as the occhio, the eye. In the sixties, when the Isola degli Arcangeli was in its heyday,

  artists would gather here. Raffaella still recalled some: Igor Stravinsky

  patting her head fondly, then patiently listening to her run through the scale

  of C on the old Steinway; Ezra Pound, a dark, morose man, sitting in the corner

  of the room, saying nothing, clutching a glass. Both now lay beneath the earth

  on San Michele across the water, among the privileged handful who were allowed

  to stay beyond the strict decade allotted any who now wished to follow them

  there.


For all the fame of their visitors, it was her father’s presence

  that continued to haunt the place. This was where the clan would gather three

  times each day, to eat, to talk, to plot the future. Over the long years –

  forty-seven since Raffaella came into the world – they’d headed off rifts

  here, organized liaisons and alliances, planned marriages and, on one painful

  occasion, a divorce. And held some kind of board meeting too, from time to

  time. Not that the foundry ran along conventional lines, or was ever a business

  open to the voice of more than one man. There was always a capo. First

  Angelo, then Michele, the eldest, whose name meant ‘like God’, as he

  knew only too well.


Raffaella had researched a little history in her spare time, after

  she’d been recalled home from her too-brief studies in Paris to work in

  the family business when its finances began to falter. The room’s supposed

  antecedents were, like so much to do with the Arcangeli, a myth. The

  republic’s galleys never had that kind of ornate, impractical windowed

  platform at the stern. Venice was Venice, single-minded, sensible always. Warships were made to carry cannon, not a complex panoply of

  hand-crafted windows, tessellated like the bulging, multicoloured eye of a fly.

  Angelo Arcangelo had exaggerated, invented, as he always did. Beauty forgave

  everything, in his view, and the curious, bulbous addition to the house was

  extraordinarily beautiful. His daughter now sat in the embrace of the long bend

  of the cushioned bench built into the window’s base, her fingers touching

  the familiar fading red velvet, her eyes wandering around the room.


Outside she could hear the firemen working by the quay, grumbling,

  shifting their machines and their heavy hoses, loading what they no longer

  needed back onto their boats. The bright morning air seeped in through the

  shuttered windows. It stank of smothered smoke. She knew that, if she looked,

  there would be a handful of policemen shuffling their feet by the foundry

  entrance, bored behind the yellow tape they’d erected.


Raffaella wondered when she would pluck up the courage to leave this

  room and face the world outside. Among the many myths they’d propagated

  within the clan these last few years was the idea that this room, with its eye

  over the lagoon, was a place where the power of the Arcangeli remained intact,

  untouched by the troubles gathering around their small island home. While the

  rest of the Isola crumbled and gathered dust, this place remained pristine,

  swept daily by her own hand now the servants were gone. Polished, cared for, it

  remained a symbol of what they once were, perhaps could be again. This was

  where she served breakfast, lunch and dinner, good plain Murano food, cornetti from the bakery a short walk away across the bridge, fat bigoli pasta with thick red sauce made from anchovies and Sant’ Erasmo tomatoes. Meat for supper, though not necessarily

  the best. And fish sometimes, if she could find it at the right price. This was

  where, she had come to believe, they could retreat forever.


Staring out over the grey lagoon, her vision blurred by tears, she found

  her mind wrestling with so many strands of thought. Memories and regrets

  mingled with practicalities, funeral details, people who had to be told. The

  family had been spared death for so long. Not a single close member had left

  them since their father had passed away. And even he hadn’t really

  departed. The room where he took his last breath was still empty. She swept it

  every day, making the bed, changing the pressed white sheets once a week,

  because that was what Michele wanted, how the capo said matters should

  stand. A photograph of their mother, an attractive, worn-looking woman, stood

  over the head of the bed by a small crucifix. She had died when Raffaella was

  tiny. For her daughter she had always remained somehow unreal, a person who had

  never quite existed, except, perhaps, as a comment on those who survived her, a

  question mark asking why they were enjoying the gift of life when the woman who

  gave them it was gone.
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