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Prologue
Outside Ottaviano
The lower slopes of Vesuvius
Faustino Liri had nothing but contempt for men who wept. Particularly men of a certain age. This world was a septic tank filled to the chin with piss and shit. You waded through it as best you could until finally your strength gave out and you drowned. That was all there was to it. Anyone who hadn’t realised that by his age deserved the kicking that life gave them. Yet the tears flowed down his cheeks even so. They flowed like rainwater down these craggy mountain slopes after a storm, leaving them wet and glistening, while his chest ached like a heart attack and his shoulders humped helplessly with sobs.
Three weeks old. That’s all Reuben had been when Faustino had picked him from his litter. He’d been a sickly pup, with a look of bitter sadness in his eyes that had mirrored exactly how Faustino himself had felt at that time, abandoned by his wife for his neighbour and best friend. He himself had nursed Reuben through his illness, spending more on vets than he could rightly afford, or any animal warranted. But his reward had been great indeed. His reward had been the most faithful companion a man could have asked for, and in truth the one great love of his life.
He’d been dead at least a little while, judging by the number of flies that had settled on him, by his stiffness and the unnatural concavity of his chest. It must have happened last night. He liked to slip out in the darkness and have himself a little fun. Who could blame him for that? Faustino knelt beside him. He could see no trace of injury on this side, so he turned him over. Nothing there either. He hadn’t expected anything, for he’d known the truth the moment he’d seen him. This was poison. Exactly as Luca had threatened. Just because Reuben liked to go into their yard every so often, to romp around with their chickens. Of course he went in their yard to romp around with their chickens. He was a dog. That was what dogs did. If they didn’t like it, they should put up a fucking fence.
He scooped Reuben up in his arms, to carry him back to his cramped and gloomy one-bedroomed farm cottage. He tried to hold him in as dignified a manner as he could, yet his head kept lolling even so. The dog was heavier than he’d realised, or maybe he was simply getting old. His arms and legs were spent by the time he finally got home. He laid him gently down by the wooden kennel he himself had built and contemplated him for a moment before covering him with the ragged blue blanket that he’d loved so much, bringing bittersweet memories of the way he’d bared his teeth and snarled as they’d fought over it during their playful tugs-of-war.
With the heel of his hand, he brushed away the tears that somehow still kept leaking, for all that he felt utterly dried out inside. Then he marched inside his home for his shotgun and a pocketful of shells.



Chapter One
I
Herculaneum, Naples
In the small hours of a Thursday morning nearly three months ago now, the Neapolitan suburb of Herculaneum had been struck by an earthquake measuring 5.2 on the Richter scale. Several people had suffered bad falls, including an old man who’d tripped on his stairs in his hurry to get out, and so had broken his neck and died before the ambulance could arrive. That same afternoon, during rush hour, a second and even more violent quake had claimed three more lives and caused dozens more serious injuries. It had put cracks in numerous buildings and had brought down two old houses altogether. Roads had been torn open. A footbridge had collapsed. Several underground pipes had burst, flooding the town with water and turning the air putrid. The town’s famous archaeological sites had been closed for emergency repairs and hadn’t yet reopened. The most lasting impact, however, had been the fear. Vesuvius had been dormant so long that everyone living here had grown complacent, tuning out the warnings of the experts and bragging instead about the cheapness of the housing and its convenience for Naples; about its gorgeous views over the sea and the richness of its soil.
No one was bragging any more.
The Red Zone around the great volcano’s foothills had been on amber alert ever since, its second highest state of readiness, indicating that a catastrophic eruption was possible within weeks. But everyone knew that was nonsense. Volcanoes weren’t expectant mothers, waiting patiently for their due dates. They struck when they struck, and that was that. Besides, it was no secret that the experts at the Vesuvius Observatory had already recommended an evacuation but that the region’s politicians had said no, aware of how chaotic and expensive it would prove, how unforgiving their citizenry would be if no eruption happened. So everyone was living on their nerves instead, kept jittery by aftershocks and the plume of black smoke that had been rising ominously from the caldera ever since, pumping out enough particulate ash to disrupt air traffic, affect the weather and give everyone a cough. Every evening, tucking their children into bed, parents would fret that tonight might be it. Every morning, setting off for work after another sleepless night, nerves were that little bit more frayed and tempers that much shorter.
‘The fuck you park there for, you moron?’ yelled the bearded man in the silver van, honking and shaking his fist. ‘Get out of the bloody way!’
Lucia Conte was a librarian with a librarian’s sense of decorum. But she was a Neapolitan too, and had her dignity to think of. She buzzed down the rear window of the Ford Discovery, therefore, to return some fire. ‘Get lost, arsehole,’ she shouted.
Behind the steering wheel, Taddeo Santoro, the outsized and impressively bearded head of Naples’ famous Archaeological Museum, glanced wryly across at his closest and oldest friend, the diminutive history professor Zeno D’Agostino of TV fame. ‘Our city’s most distinguished papyrologist, don’t you know,’ he murmured.
‘You’re the one who parked in the middle of a junction,’ grumbled Lucia.
‘What choice did I have?’ replied Taddeo, shrugging at the gridlocked traffic. But at last there was movement ahead, allowing them to roll far enough forward for the van driver to squeeze by behind and speed off with a final rude gesture. Then traffic congealed once more. Taddeo turned to Lucia. ‘Any word from our friend yet?’
‘His phone must be off.’
‘Damn the man,’ he said, scratching irritably at his bearded throat. ‘He does it on purpose.’
‘It’s no distance from here,’ she said. ‘I’ll go check.’ She jumped out and hurried up the hill, brushing aside the waitress touts as they tried to shoo her into the tourist cafes with their laminated menus. She rounded the corner and saw Rupert Alberts at once, standing atop the station steps, dressed in his habitual black woollen suit, his brown hair and eyebrows at least halfway silver despite him still being only in his early forties. Slender and undeniably handsome, save for the unattractive yet characteristic sour smile on his lips, as though glad to have been kept waiting, grateful for the grievance. He was Canadian by birth, but he’d been living in Rome for a decade or more, where he’d acquired an impressive expertise and reputation, so that they were extremely fortunate to have him on this project, as Lucia kept having to remind herself. For there were times…
She shouted out to him and waved. He pretended not to notice. She drew closer and called out again, leaving him no choice. ‘We got stuck,’ she said, with deliberately provocative cheerfulness. ‘All this traffic.’
‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘The morning commute. Whoever could have foreseen?’
‘Not you, obviously. Or you’d have come to meet us.’
He gave her a withering gaze. She smiled brightly then turned and led the way back, arriving to find Taddeo pulling a U-turn in the street, to the loud displeasure of the traffic he was blocking. Lucia made to get in the back, only for Alberts to assert priority. But he froze when he saw the young American Carmen Nero already in there, for he was palpably uncomfortable around women, and the prospect of being sandwiched between two of them clearly dismayed him. ‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded waspishly.
‘Lucia needed an assistant,’ said Carmen, glossing over the fact that she’d been pestering Lucia for weeks for a chance to visit the Villa of the Papyri.
‘An assistant? Whatever for?’
‘To fetch helmets, torches, water, snacks. Anything you might need.’
Alberts turned back to Lucia. ‘Isn’t that your job?’
‘No,’ said Lucia. ‘It isn’t.’
They got in. Taddeo completed his turn. Traffic was looser this way. They turned right at the foot of the hill, passing by the pedestrian entrance to the town’s famed archaeological park, buried beneath Vesuvius’s devastating 79 CE eruption. At first, it had seemed that this town had got away from it, thanks largely to the prevailing winds dumping most of the volcanic fallout on Pompeii and elsewhere. But then the whole caldera had collapsed, sending a pyroclastic avalanche of scorching ash and gases careening down its western slope at such velocity that no one could have hoped to outrun it or survive the thermal shock. Then had come wave after wave of volcanic sludge, like concrete poured from a mixing truck, burying the whole town some twenty-five metres deep. Another smaller eruption in 1631 had added several metres more. And so it had remained, never quite forgotten but always beyond reach, until the mid-eighteenth century, when teams of enterprising treasure hunters had dug tunnels down to the various sites for the sculptures, mosaics and the like – including, famously, the only ancient library ever substantially recovered, some 1800 scrolls found in the seafront palace known as the Villa of the Papyri, their destination this morning.
Those first excavations had been brutal work, however. The tunnels had been poorly lit, filled with pockets of lethal gas and prone to sudden collapse. Finds had gradually dried up. It had no longer been worth the effort. The tunnels had been closed, their location lost. So the Villa had remained undisturbed for another two centuries or so, until a new team of archaeologists had resolved to find it once again.
Lucia had been a schoolgirl here at the time. She’d stopped off on her way home every afternoon, had even cut a small hole in the fence to watch as the great mechanical diggers chomped away extraordinary amounts of earth, digging a pit the size of an Olympic stadium out of the ground to reach the Villa and enable new excavations. She herself had been one of the first to see it, given an atmospheric torchlight tour by an American archaeologist called Cassie Green who’d noticed her daily vigil. Until that afternoon, Lucia had entertained romantic visions of curing diseases or fighting famines in squalid tent cities in the developing world. Afterwards, her only ambition had been to work with the Villa’s scrolls, perhaps even to discover a text to shake the world.
She’d realised the first part of that ambition many years before, on joining the Herculaneum papyrus team at Naples’ National Library. But the reason they were here this morning was because – thanks, perversely, to the recent quakes – the second part of her ambition looked set to come true too.
II
Via Siracusa, Rome
There was nowhere to park outside the apartment building, so Knöchel pulled the van up on the pavement opposite and put the hazard lights on. Then he glanced across at Dieter as if to ask what next. Dieter stared straight back at him. ‘Get on with it,’ he said.
Knöchel jumped down and crossed the street to the smoked-glass front door, cupping his hands round his eyes to peer into the lobby. Then he walked briskly back, shaking his head. ‘Envelope’s still there,’ he said, belting himself back in.
‘Fuck,’ said Dieter.
A week in this shithole city already, and still no sight of Cesco Rossi or Carmen Nero, despite their names being on the buzzer and the lobby mailbox too, out of which protruded the end of the long white envelope that his detective had left there herself, in order to check it from outside.
His knee began to throb, as it always did when Rossi got one over on him. Five months ago, in Calabria to arrange a new cocaine supplier, Dieter had dived a wreck-site supposedly belonging to his hero, the Visigoth king Alaric I. Only it had turned out to be a patch of sand seeded with pottery by Cesco Rossi himself in order to fleece mugs like him. No one fucked with Dieter that way. No one fucked with him and lived. So he’d tracked him to the city of Cosenza, only to crash his Harley at the critical moment, ripping his anterior cruciate ligament so badly it had needed surgery and months of rehab.
‘Bastard better come back soon,’ muttered Knöchel. ‘My youngest turns four on Sunday.’
‘Is that right?’
‘Just saying. Angie will skin me.’
Dieter turned to gaze at him. His rage at Rossi was sincere enough. At times, just thinking about him, his chest became a furnace. But vengeance wasn’t his only motivation. Six months ago, he’d ruled the Stuttgart Hammerskins unchallenged. Not just another biker gang-leader but a force to be reckoned with. Then Rossi had ruined everything. His knee. His cocaine supply. His income. Even his authority. Sometimes, these days, he’d catch his men whispering together. He’d walk into a room and silence would fall. Once-trusted lieutenants like Knöchel would answer back. Not insurrection. Not yet. But doubt, yes. Murmurs. And changes of leadership were fast and brutal in the Hammerskins. He himself had beaten his predecessor to death with a monkey-wrench in front of his woman and half their crew. Dieter had no intention of ending up that way himself. So every time anyone had got above themselves, he’d talked darkly to them of what he’d do to Rossi. But really he’d been telling them what he’d do to them if they didn’t fall back in line. And it had worked too. But now the bill was due, and either Rossi or he himself would have to pay. ‘What are you suggesting, Knöchel?’ he asked.
‘I mean, come on boss. He’s obviously not in Rome. Wherever the hell he’s got to, it’s not here.’
‘Are you telling me you want to go home?’
Knöchel bit his teeth together. ‘No, boss. Just hoping the bastard comes back soon, that’s all.’
‘Me too,’ said Dieter. ‘Me too.’
III
Herculaneum Primary School
Deputy Chief Superintendent Romeo Izzo reversed his battered sky-blue Fiat Uno into the empty space before the red Renault Clio could nip in from behind. Then he sat there with his hands on the wheel, tapping out Beethoven with his fingers, while his six-year-old Mario waited patiently in the back, well used to his father’s moods.
Get back in the game, friends and colleagues had urged. You can’t mope for ever. But why the hell not? He was good at moping. Ten thousand hours to make oneself an expert, wasn’t that what they said? Surely that made him world-class. Yet they wanted him to throw it all away. What kind of attitude was that? No wonder Italy always propped up the medal tables.
He leaned across a little to check himself in the rear-view. Yes. As he’d thought. A buffoon. And no time left to go home and change. What had he been thinking? How could he possibly have considered dress uniform a good idea? A warm smile and a brush of hands didn’t make a woman interested. It meant that she’d heard about his wife and was being kind.
But there was nothing for it now.
The red Renault Clio rolled past slowly enough for its woman driver to shoot arrows with her eyes. She had squabbling twins in the back, he noticed, which made him feel a little guilty. But only a little. Parenthood, he’d discovered, was a kind of war. He checked the road was clear, sucked in his stomach to zip and belt up his trousers. Christ, but he’d put on weight. He threw open his door and twisted round in his seat, reaching out his legs before heaving himself up onto his feet, half expecting something to rip. Nothing did. He opened the rear door, unstrapped Mario from his seat and led him along the pavement towards the school, crouching from the knees as far as his trousers would allow, the better to hold his son’s hand. Young mums fell silent as he approached. His wife had been their friend; they knew all too well the tragic story of how she’d fallen sick with a cancer that had kept coming remorselessly after her, whatever treatments they’d tried, however promising her brief remissions. They knew how her widowed mother Isabella had moved in to nurse her through her final weeks, then had stayed on afterwards to help look after Mario while Izzo himself had wallowed in his grief.
Normally, it was Isabella who brought Mario to school each morning and collected him again afterwards. It was easy for them, therefore, to work out why Izzo had tarted himself up on this particular morning, to bring Mario in himself. They weren’t judging him exactly. If anything, they looked sympathetic. Yet somehow that made it all the worse.
Give him the Mafia any day. At least he could shoot those bastards.
Then he rounded the corner into the school and saw that this wish, at least, had come true.



Chapter Two
I
Earlier that year, Carmen Nero had got caught up in the craziest adventure of her life, which had thrown her together with Cesco Rossi and culminated in the discovery of the fabulous lost tomb of Alaric I deep inside a mountain grotto. Its excavation had been planned for the summer, to be led jointly by the University of Sapienza, at which she was studying for her doctorate, and the Archaeological Museum of Naples. She and Cesco had duly come down to Naples to prepare, only for unseasonal heavy rains to force postponement. By then, however – tipped off by her new friend Lucia Conte – she’d discovered a large trove of valuable research materials in the Rare Books & Manuscripts department of the city’s wonderful National Library, so she’d opted to stay on to study them. And Cesco had stayed on with her, taking a job in the studio of Lucia’s glamorous photographer brother Raffaele, to learn the ropes of the profession he’d resolved to pursue.
A little shiver ran through her suddenly with anticipation of what the day might hold. Raffaele Conte had been due to photograph their expedition this morning, but he’d texted a little earlier to let them know that something had come up, and that he’d be sending Cesco instead. She couldn’t imagine what urgent business could have come up at this time of the morning, leading her to fear that Cesco had lobbied Raffaele for the assignment. It would be the first time they’d seen each other since the night of her return from America, and their feelings were still so raw from that wretched encounter that it was all too easy to envision this morning ending the same way. But their split was the last thing she wanted to dwell on right now, so she leaned forward and waved to get the attention of Lucia, sitting on Rupert Alberts’ far side, to distract herself with conversation. ‘You were going to tell us about the protests,’ she reminded her.
‘Oh,’ said Lucia. ‘Yes.’ They were at that moment heading along Herculaneum’s main street. She pointed left down a winding alley of dilapidated homes leading off it, their fronts buttressed by scaffolding covered by huge yellow tarpaulins. ‘Those are some of the houses there,’ she said. ‘And the Town Hall’s just ahead. Where that poor old woman went crazy, you know?’
‘Poor old woman!’ scoffed Professor Zeno D’Agostino from the front seat. ‘She threatened to burn me alive.’
‘Not just you,’ observed Lucia. ‘All of us connected to the excavations.’ A silence fell in the car at this – for while they were high-powered academics, one and all, this was still Naples. Curses meant something here, particularly the curse of an old woman. Particularly the curse of that old woman, despite her obvious insanity, or perhaps because of it. Lucia made a faint sign of a cross, as did Alberts beside her.
‘Well, we’re all still here so far,’ said Carmen, as cheerfully as she could manage. ‘And would I be right in thinking that the Villa is right beneath us?’
Lucia nodded. ‘Thirty metres straight down. This whole high street is directly above it. Which is the exact problem, of course. All the people who own property here blame the excavations for every little crack in their walls. Even though the tremors put the exact same cracks in walls all over town.’
The Villa was indeed directly beneath them, yet Herculaneum’s convoluted one-way system meant that reaching the entrance to the site took them round three and a half sides of a large city block. They finally approached it up a winding lane called Via Mare, built on the bed of the ancient stream that had once separated the Villa of the Papyri from the main body of the Roman town. Taddeo Santoro stopped outside its gate. A fob app on his phone gave access to all museum sites. He tapped it and the steel-barred gate began to squeak and trundle sideways on its rails, revealing the tarmac apron behind, at the top of the hairpin track that wound thirty metres down the escarpment wall to its foot and the Villa itself. To Carmen’s surprise, a car was already parked there. And not just any car, but a familiar yellow Lamborghini Gallardo.
Taddeo frowned round at Lucia. ‘Isn’t that your brother’s? I thought he couldn’t make it.’
‘So did I,’ said Lucia uneasily.
No one said another word, yet the car filled with foreboding all the same. Memories of that madwoman with the flame-red hair shrieking out her vile curses on the Town Hall steps. Memories of the death threat letter pinned to this very gate a few days later. Even as Taddeo pulled up, Carmen and Lucia both jumped out. A puddle on the ground beneath the Lamborghini stank of fuel. Its windows were tinted, yet Carmen could see a bulky shape across its front seats covered by a pale-brown blanket. Then, even as Lucia reached for the door, there was a strange clicking noise inside, a soft pop and then a whoomp.
And, just like that, the car burst into flame.
II
A reckless thing to do, to check out your location map on your phone while weaving through traffic on a Harley. But Cesco Rossi had no time to waste. Arrive late, they’d set off without him. Then he wouldn’t get to see Carmen at all this morning, another day lost in his—
A battered old dump-truck backed abruptly out of a building site ahead, without even the courtesy of a reversing siren. Cesco swerved so violently round it that he briefly lost his rear wheel and had to fight to regain control. He slowed right down, heart hammering, hands clammy, thinking dark thoughts of his boss Raffaele Conte. He loved the guy, but how very like him to drop out at the absolute last moment, giving him the least possible notice! But he quickly sped back up again, for this could still prove one of the more important mornings of his life – and he dared not be late.
He didn’t know this part of Naples well. A relief, then, to pass the Portici Gardens and find himself in Herculaneum. He cut down towards the sea, turned onto Corso Umberto, then headed up Via Mare, flanked to his left by high brick walls and polytunnel greenhouses – while to his right the exposed ruins of the main Herculaneum site were visible in glimpses through the tall, rusted wire fencing. Then suddenly he was there, even as the automatic gate closed behind what he assumed was Taddeo Santoro’s Ford Discovery.
He stood up the Harley, took off his helmet, and went to wave for their attention. The gate wasn’t solid but rather comprised of steel struts through which he could see the Discovery pulled up alongside what appeared to be Raffaele’s yellow Lamborghini; except it surely couldn’t be, for why then had the bastard made him get up at this ridiculous hour to—
A pale orange glow on its tinted windscreen, like a rising sun reflected. Yet the Lamborghini was facing the wrong direction for that. His stomach clenched like a fist. His friend was in there. He instantly knew it. All those vile threats that had been made hadn’t been bluster after all. Lucia began screaming and pulling at the door handle, setting off its alarm. Smoke began leaking into the sky. He looked for a way in but the gate was tall and topped with vicious spikes.
Two months Cesco had been working for Raffaele. He’d learned more in that time about the craft and technique of photography than he’d imagined possible. More importantly, he’d learned what it meant to be a photographer, to have a camera and other supplies always at the ready. Because you never knew. In one swift movement, he grabbed his Nikon from his saddlebag, removed its cap and reached it through the gate to record the dreadful scene even as a shadowed figure sat up in the driving seat.
Lucia saw him too. Her shriek of anguish confirmed it was her brother in there. She slammed a stone against the window. It shattered, releasing a dragon’s breath of orange flame that forced her to throw herself to the ground, screaming in grief and pain. The extra oxygen swiftly turned the fire into an inferno, swallowing Raffaele and radiating such intense heat that Carmen and the others had to put up their arms and retreat further and further. Only now did Cesco notice the message written in large capital letters on its windscreen, as though someone had smeared it with lemon juice that had now scorched black.
And what it said was:
MAYBE THIS TIME
YOU’LL LISTEN
III
It was long-held practice at Herculaneum Primary School for a member of staff to stand by the front gate and tick off the children as they arrived, to make sure all were present and accounted for. This duty was assigned on a fortnightly rota, which was how Romeo Izzo – and everyone else – knew that this morning it would be the turn of the school’s latest recruit, an enchanting young woman called Margarita Buendia, recently moved here from Sorrento, possessor of huge dark eyes, a diamond nose stud and a palette of colourful lipsticks.
Sure enough, she was standing with her clipboard when Izzo rounded the corner in his unbecoming crouch. To his dismay, however, she was with a tall and handsome young man in a pearl-grey silk suit, whose obvious interest had put a flush in her cheeks and a sparkle in her eyes. It was none other than Gennaro Battaglia, a coming figure in the local Camorra and nephew of its brutal capo Giovanni Bruno.
‘I didn’t know you had family here,’ said Izzo tightly.
‘My sister’s little girl,’ Battaglia told him. ‘I like to walk her in from time to time.’ He gave Margarita a salty wink. ‘Mostly on alternate Tuesdays. Seems like I’m not alone. And wearing such a pretty uniform too. I wish I got the chance to dress up like that in my job.’
Izzo raised an eyebrow. ‘You have a job?’
‘Import export.’
‘Oh. So that’s what you people call it these days.’
‘Guys, please,’ said Margarita. ‘Not in front of the children.’
‘Apologies,’ said Izzo. He stooped to kiss Mario on his crown, then let go his hand and gave him a gentle push. He set off at once, yelling and running for the door, satchel bouncing on his shoulder, little legs splaying as he climbed the steps, so that Izzo couldn’t help but wince as he watched, visualising so clearly his son catching his foot on the edge of one of the steps, smashing his mouth into one of the concrete flagstones as he fell, blood and broken teeth and that terrible wailing that was such torture for a parent. But thankfully he made it safely up and vanished inside.
‘So what’s it for?’ asked Battaglia. ‘The fancy dress?’
‘I have an event this morning, that’s all. A speech.’
‘A speech! How thrilling! About what? To whom? Can anyone come?’
‘No.’
‘Please, guys,’ said Margarita again. But her throat and cheeks were flushed as a winter frost. Gratification at being fought over. Not that it was much of a fight. Margarita was young, fresh and gorgeous. Battaglia was good-looking, tall and rich. He himself was balding, overweight and worn out. What had he been thinking? Just because she’d smiled at him one time and touched his hand. She was kind, that was all. Not even that. Polite.
‘How’s Mario doing?’ he asked.
‘Good, as far as I know. But really you should talk to his teachers.’
‘I know. I get so busy.’
‘We all get busy. Mario is your son.’
‘Yes. Of course. You’re absolutely right.’
‘Don’t let us keep you,’ said Battaglia. ‘You mustn’t be late for your speech.’
Izzo nodded. He needed to return home to change into normal clothes before going in to work. Yet he couldn’t quite bring himself to leave, knowing that Battaglia would mock him the moment he was gone, and that Margarita would tell him not to be so mean, but with a twinkle in her eye. Suddenly he felt sixteen again: awkward, ashamed, on the outside of things. He was fumbling for something to say when Margarita reached out to touch his arm. He looked at her in surprise only to see her frowning at something behind him. He turned to look. A car alarm was wailing and a column of black smoke was rising along the hillside, right by the entrance to the Villa of the Papyri. At once he felt a dreadful premonition, recalling the dire threats that had been made, and the glib assurances he himself had offered, that there was nothing for anyone to be frightened of.
But at least it gave him a way out.
He turned back to Margarita with a formal nod. ‘You’ll have to excuse me,’ he said. ‘It seems I have work to do.’



Chapter Three
I
At one time, all civilian crime in Italy had been investigated by the Polizia di Stato. Then the carabinieri had been turned from military police into civilian force, with responsibility for criminal investigations shared between them on a first come, first served basis. In Herculaneum, at least, the two forces did not get along well, each of them leaking to boost themselves and harm the other. Which was why, if this fire had anything to do with the recent death threats, Romeo Izzo needed to get there first.
He ran back to his Fiat, indifferent to how ungainly he must look in his skintight trousers. He undid his belt and zip, then buckled himself in and sped off so fast that he earned himself a reproachful look from Margarita. But he ignored her to call Valentina Messana on his hands-free. ‘Villa of the Papyri,’ he yelled, braking sharply at a junction. ‘I need you there now.’
‘On our way, boss,’ she told him. ‘Just got the call. Taddeo Santoro, no less.’
‘Hell! He’s not there himself, is he?’
‘Afraid so. Says it’s murder too. That photographer Raffaele Conte.’
‘Oh no.’
‘You know him?’
‘A bit.’ He reached Via Mare and took the turn too fast, his worn tyres slithering on the cobbles. ‘I was at school with his sister Lucia.’
‘She’s there too, apparently. Burned herself badly trying to get him out. Ambulance is on its way. Fire too.’
‘Good. Get hold of traffic. Have them close off Via Mare. Us and emergency only. And we’ll need scene-of-crime. Is Onofrio in yet?’
‘Not yet, no.’
‘Well get hold of him now. I want his arse down here. Fifteen minutes or he’s out.’ He neared the Villa entrance, but he needed to leave space for fire and ambulance, so he drove by the gates, then pulled in against the wall and hurried back on foot. The already burned-out car was a blackened husk with yellow tips. It was spewing toxic fumes still, and he could see a charred corpse in its driver’s seat, wrists tied to the steering wheel by twists of wire still glowing orange from the heat, like the filament in an old bulb. Pebbles of broken and molten glass glittered in thin puddles of sheeny liquid that made rainbows of the morning sunlight.
Four men were standing in a semicircle. Two he recognised instantly. Taddeo Santoro, the black-bearded, larger-than-life director of Naples’ Archaeological Museum, standing with his good friend Zeno D’Agostino, barely half his size, so that they always looked slightly comical together. Yet D’Agostino was an impressive figure in his own right, a professor of ancient history at their city’s university, and a regular on regional and even national TV. A third man with silvered hair stood slightly apart, murmuring and making the sign of the cross like a priest at a deathbed. But it was the fourth who demanded Izzo’s immediate attention, a young man in cargo pants and a leather jacket snapping photographs of the victim, no doubt to sell to the media.
‘Hey!’ he said. ‘The hell you doing?’
The man turned on him. Thirty or so, athletic build, his face grimy with soot. ‘This was murder,’ he said flatly. ‘Don’t you guys want a record?’
‘Oh,’ said Izzo. ‘Yes. Good. Thank you.’ He held out his hand for the camera. To his surprise, the man ejected the memory card without a word and gave it to him. He was about to ask his name and business when the first fire engine arrived. They stood back to let it go to work, turning the apron into a shallow lake whose surplus water cascaded over the edge of the escarpment to its foot thirty metres below.
Izzo looked around for Lucia Conte. She was sitting against a wall, her face harrowed with grief and her skin livid with burns, being tended to by a young woman with lotion and bottled water. The first ambulance arrived. The paramedics got out to attend her. He caught her eye briefly as they helped her into the back. But she only stared blankly at him and then she was gone.
‘This is on you,’ said Taddeo Santoro, advancing angrily upon him. ‘I hope you’re proud.’
‘I scarcely think that—’
‘They wrote us a fucking letter.’ His face was blacked up with soot while his tie hung over his shoulder like a gallows noose. He wiped tears from his eyes with the heel of his left hand. ‘They pinned it to this gate. I begged you to find them. I begged you for more security.’
‘I’m sorry, Direttore. Truly. But it was only a letter. Anyone could have posted it. An angry resident. A kid having a lark.’
‘A lark? Does this look like a lark to you?’
Izzo shook his head, respectful of Santoro’s grief, if not his logic. ‘No, Direttore.’
‘And that damned madwoman?’ Tears still kept leaking from his eyes. He fished a handkerchief from his pocket to dab them dry. ‘Did you even question her?’
‘Agnetta Gaudino? Of course. But the letter wasn’t her, I assure you. She can barely even read.’
‘So you say.’
‘Yes. So I say. We know her well around here. She’s always getting into one scrape or another, often because she can’t read her mail. If you think she’s been putting up a front all these years…’
‘Very well. Your Camorra friend, then.’
‘The people I put in jail rarely consider me a friend.’
‘Have you even spoken to him?’
‘To Giovanni Bruno? About the letter? Of course.’
‘And?’
‘He denied it.’
‘Oh, he denied it, did he? That settles it, then.’
‘Hardly.’ The local Mafia boss Giovanni Bruno was by far the most likely suspect. He had a record of gruesome violence and stood most obviously to gain, seeing as he owned two dozen or so properties above the Villa site. For years now, he’d been trying to bully the American foundation sponsoring the excavations into paying for repairs to any structural problems. But the recent quakes had been on a different scale, so he’d duly upped the stakes, bribing his tenants to march on the Town Hall demanding that all excavation work be suspended until the houses were repaired, and culminating in Agnetta Gaudino’s viral rant. So it was more than plausible that he’d also had the death threat letter posted. Yet plausible wasn’t enough when dealing with such a dangerous man. ‘But we in the police need something called evidence before we make arrests.’
‘What about the letter? What’s that if not evidence? Have you consulted a handwriting expert yet, like I asked? Tested the ink? Traced the paper?’
Izzo nodded politely. Il Direttore was too powerful to antagonise. Yet it rankled whenever such people demanded absurd pains be taken in their own cases, then squealed like trodden cats when it came to paying taxes. ‘We’ll do all we can,’ he said. ‘You have my word. But perhaps we might start by you telling me what you’re all doing here while activity is suspended.’
‘Excavation activity,’ said Santoro. ‘This was just a site visit.’
‘For what purpose?’
Santoro hesitated. A guarded look appeared in his eyes. ‘You know we found a new scroll after the earthquakes?’
‘Another Philodemus, yes?’
‘Exactly,’ said Santoro, though with the faintest flicker of his eyes. ‘And in remarkable condition. Far better than any of the still unopened ones. Good enough that we could unroll it, if we so chose, except we don’t do that any more. It causes too much damage. So my colleague Lucia Conte took it to Grenoble. They have one of the most advanced X-ray spectrometers in the world there.’
‘Yes,’ said Izzo. Thanks to Lucia’s involvement, he’d been following the story closely. The spectrometer was a remote sensing device of such extraordinary sensitivity that it could not only distinguish each wrap of the scroll from the ones on either side, but also make out the writing on it, thanks to the infinitesimal extra thickness of the ancient ink, and the faint traces of minerals it contained. And because the scroll was in such good condition, the rumour was that they’d been able to reveal considerable sections of text. ‘I know how it works.’
‘Yes, well, it’s a previously unknown work. Unknown but extremely exciting.’ He paused a moment, licking his upper lip and letting his gaze go distant, as if contemplating the scroll and just how remarkable it might prove – though Izzo had read enough Philodemus to doubt whether any of his writings could be that astonishing. But then Santoro frowned severely and brought himself back from wherever he’d just been. ‘Signora Conte therefore assembled a team of experts to help with the translation.’ He gestured at his two companions. ‘Professor Zeno D’Agostino I’m sure you recognise. My good friend and our city’s leading classical historian. But Rupert Alberts you may not know. A Canadian by birth, but in Rome so long now that you’d hardly know it, and a world-leading authority on… on this area. We’re delighted and grateful that he’s agreed to help us. This morning was his idea. He hadn’t visited the Villa for many, many years, and he wanted to see for himself where the scroll had been found. So we made an expedition of it, including having Raffaele Conte take photographs for when we go public with our findings. But Conte texted me earlier to say he couldn’t make it and would be sending his assistant Cesco Rossi instead.’
‘Why?’
‘He didn’t say. But it must have happened this morning. Because he came out to see me last night on an unrelated matter and gave no hint of it.’
‘An unrelated matter?’
Santoro sighed. ‘You wouldn’t believe how many artefacts my museum owns. We exhibit only a fraction at any one time. The rest we store in warehouses around the city, using a variety of cataloguing systems – even including paper index cards, God help us. A terrifying number have been broken, degraded or simply gone missing over the years. Frankly, my predecessors didn’t dare look too hard for fear of what they’d find. Tackling it was one of my first tasks. We’ve just finished building two new warehouses out in Villaricca. Now we’re transferring all our artefacts out there, cataloguing them as we go onto a single database that we plan to put online. A massive project, as you can imagine, especially as every piece needs to be photographed along the way. Don’t get me wrong, a few snaps with a digital camera is fine for most. But perhaps a quarter of them warrant proper studio photography.’
‘So you hired Raffaele Conte?’
‘Exactly. Phase one was nearly finished. He came out last night to discuss phase two.’
‘At your home? Not at the museum?’
‘Raffaele was a friend. He often came to visit.’ But his eyes flickered to Professor D’Agostino, and he added: ‘Besides, there were politics involved.’
‘What kind of politics?’
‘Nothing important, I assure you. Nothing to do with this.’
‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ said Izzo. But he decided to let it go for the moment. He looked around. ‘How did he even get in? The gate is left locked, yes?’
‘He had a museum phone. A laptop too, for that matter. They come loaded with electronic keys that give access to the sites you’re authorised to visit. They keep a record too, of course. Your GPS location, numbers called and texted, that kind of thing. Intrusive, I know. But we all have them, including me. We deal with enormous numbers of extremely valuable artefacts. We can’t risk any more going missing.’
Izzo squinted at him. ‘Are you saying you have a record of Conte’s recent movements and phone calls?’
‘Only the metadata. But yes. I could have it sent through, if it would help?’
‘Thank you, please. So who knew about this morning’s visit?’
‘It was hardly a secret. Anyone at the museum or library, as well as our staff out here. We didn’t want them getting alarmed when they saw our cars. I mean they’re all jumpy from that damned letter. Which is another thing, of course. Do you remember what it said?’
‘Of course. Why?’
‘It threatened us with punishments cherished by the ancients for their cruelty. The very first one was known as the Sicilian Bull. Victims were locked inside a brass bull, then roasted alive for all to hear their screams.’
‘I know what the letter said.’
‘Yes. But did you realise that Conte drove a Lamborghini? A Lamborghini Gallardo, to be precise?’
‘I don’t follow.’
‘Lamborghini name their models after bulls. That’s why they use one for their marque. So what happened here this morning, Detective, is that someone locked my good friend Raffaele Conte inside a metal bull, then set it on fire as we arrived so we’d hear his screams. That is to say, they murdered him exactly as they threatened in that letter.’
‘Christ.’
‘And that was only the first punishment named. The first of seven. So tell me this, if you please. What if Raffaele is only this bastard’s first intended victim? What if there are six more of us yet to die?’



Chapter Four
I
It was barely five kilometres from the Villa to Torre Del Greco Hospital, but the roads were narrow, busy and so winding that Lucia found herself rolling this way and that on the bolted-down trolley, even as the handsome young paramedic set about her treatment, putting her on fluids and morphine before cutting away her sleeve to better inspect the flesh beneath. The grimace that he gave when he saw her left forearm prompted her to take another look. Her skin was bubbled, mottled and flaky, and already turning such lurid colours that it filled her with a perverse pride. He touched her chin to steer her eyes to his, to gauge her state of mind.
‘Name?’ he asked.
He was absurdly handsome, with light stubble, a strong chin and eyes of intense clear blue. She found herself faltering a little. ‘Lucia Conte.’
‘Age?’
Another microsecond of hesitation. ‘Forty-four.’
‘Do you know what just happened?’
‘Do I look like an idiot?’
He nodded, pleased. The morphine began to work, reducing the pain from hellish screech to manageable wail. It worked in another way, too, for when she closed her eyes it was only to see again her brother’s car as the fire started, the fawn blanket across its front seats, with the same crude yet evocative shape as those plaster casts of victims from Pompeii. The shock when he’d sat up, his hair matted, his mouth crudely sealed with tape and his wrists cuffed to the steering wheel by bracelets of steel wire. His eyes had still been blessedly groggy, but the flames had seared him awake to knowledge of his fate. And now she heard again his gagged screams of pain and rage as he’d squirmed this way and that in an effort to get free, twisting the blanket round himself as he did so, revealing the five-litre containers on the floor, their plastic melting even as she attacked the driver’s window with a rock, erupting into an inferno so fierce it had driven her backward despite knowing she was his one hope, watching helplessly as her beloved brother burned like the wick of a grotesque lamp.
Another sharp right turn almost hurled her from the trolley. Her medic grabbed her by her shoulder. They sped up a short hill and screeched to a halt. The siren stopped. The rear doors flew open. Two more nurses unloaded her trolley and hustled her beneath the maroon portico of A&E and inside, past everyone in reception, clutching their numbered tickets like customers at a deli counter. A woman in a white coat appeared from nowhere to walk alongside, examining her arms, throat and face. She’d be her doctor, she explained. Dear God, but she was young. They were all so young. What had happened to her life? And pretty, too, despite the slight upwards curl of her chin, like a Persian slipper. Despite her youth, she spoke with reassuring authority, explaining that Lucia’s chest, right arm and her face appeared to have taken shallow first-degree burns that would hurt for a few days but which should heal without significant scarring. Her left arm, unfortunately, was another matter. It required prompt attention. Did she have any diseases, allergies or other conditions she needed to know about? Lucia looked at her blankly, the question taking her by surprise. The doctor repeated it. Lucia concentrated hard. She was pre-diabetic, she told her, and on the pill. She thought she might be allergic to nuts; but she’d stopped eating them rather than being tested. The doctor nodded. She’d need IV, supervised pain medication and regular dressing changes for the necrotic tissue to be debrided, and antibiotics and silver sulfadiazine to be applied. She should expect to stay in the hospital at least one day, probably two, perhaps three. It was possible she’d need a graft or cosmetic surgery at some stage, though they wouldn’t know that for a while yet. But mostly she needed to keep hydrated and to sleep. Did she understand? Did she have any questions?
‘No more morphine,’ she said. ‘Not yet.’
‘You’ll find the pain is—’
‘I don’t care. I need to talk to the police first.’
‘You need to rest. You need to manage your pain. The police can wait until—’
‘My brother was just murdered. I need to tell them what I know. And I can’t possibly stay here two days, let alone three. I have too much work to do. Important work.’
‘There’s no work more important than your health.’
‘You’re wrong,’ Lucia told her, with absolute certainty. ‘This is.’
They emerged from a large lift she hadn’t even realised they’d gone into, then hurried along a wide corridor. Its left-hand wall was almost entirely made of glass, through which she could see the hospital’s psychiatric wing a short walk away up the hillside. All the white-robed patients were out on the balconies, summoned by her own siren. It brought back painful memories. Her mother had spent her last few weeks up there before hanging herself with a sheet. She and Raffaele had come to visit her after school. He’d been just twelve years old then, locked in gruelling combat with dyslexia until their Sicilian uncle had given him a cast-off camera for his birthday and transformed his life.
The patients at the psychiatric unit had fascinated Raff. Their ruined faces, their empty or overly expressive gazes. After their visits were over, he’d made Lucia miss bus after bus home to wait for a siren ambulance while the light was just so in order to capture those ghostly figures as they came out onto their balconies. How she’d moaned at him! How relieved she’d been when he’d finally got his shot. He’d printed up copies himself in the school darkroom, back when they’d had such a thing. She could still remember the envious lurch of her heart on first seeing them and realising that he wasn’t some weakling pet for her to nurse, but rather – and despite her own accomplishments – the one with true talent.
For a moment, she almost managed a proud smile. Then she recalled that the person she loved most in the world, the one who gave her joy, was lost to her for ever, and the howl of anguish she let out echoed through and through the building.
II
More police arrived at the Villa, both uniformed and plainclothed, to seal off the site, take statements, gather evidence. Cesco moved his Harley out of their way. Carmen came to join him. She looked distraught. Without a word, he took her in his arms and hugged her long and tight, their own recent strife rendered trivial by the morning’s tragedy.
‘Truce,’ she murmured.
‘Truce,’ he agreed.
A plainclothes woman officer with spiky dyed red hair and humourless green eyes waited with strained patience for them to disengage. She introduced herself as Detective Valentina Messana and asked them for their statements. Her Biro refused to work properly. She kept scribbling it upon her pad to get the ink flowing again. Then she’d ask them to repeat whatever they’d just told her. A portly man in stained blue overalls approached. He had a tablet in his left hand and an expression that suggested he had something important to contribute. Messana invited him to speak. He owned the property next door, he told her, gesturing at the roofs of the grey polythene greenhouses visible over the site’s perimeter wall. He’d had trouble with vandals last year, so he’d put in CCTV. After learning of this morning’s tragedy, he’d checked his footage of the lane. He turned his tablet round, set it playing. Three seconds passed. A sports car drove by. The light was poor, the resolution modest, the footage black and white; but it was Raff’s Lamborghini for sure. You couldn’t see the driver, thanks to the angle and tinted glass, but you could make out its plate. The time stamp put it at 7:44.
Messana had him fast-forward, pausing to note down the licence number of every car that passed until Taddeo Santoro arrived in his Discovery some thirty-five minutes later, followed by Cesco on his Harley. She thanked him, gave him a card, asked him to email the footage through. Then she turned to Cesco. ‘That text Conte sent you this morning. What time?’
Cesco held up his phone for her to see. ‘Seven thirteen,’ he said.
‘Where does he live?’
‘Central Naples. Rione Sanità.’
She did the calculation in her head, as they all did. Twenty kilometres, give or take. The roads were good, and he’d been going against the weight of traffic; but thirty-one minutes was still fast. ‘He must have set out right after,’ she murmured.
‘Or was already on his way.’
‘Yes.’ She made another note, looked up again. ‘When did you last see him?’
‘Yesterday evening. Leaving work.’
‘What time?’
‘Not late. A bit before six, I’d guess. Though I can find out exactly, if you’d like. The studio’s alarm system logs being turned on and off.’
‘Thank you, yes.’ Another scribble on her pad to get the ink flowing. ‘Do you know where he went?’
Cesco shook his head. ‘Only that he had a meeting. He didn’t say who with.’
‘Any reason anyone might have wished him harm?’
‘There’ve been threats. I’m sure you’ve heard.’
‘Against the excavations, yes. But that includes many people. Yet they picked your friend. Why?’
Cesco frowned. A shrewd question, and one he hadn’t even considered. ‘He was a photographer,’ he said.
‘I don’t follow.’
‘He took his camera everywhere. Because you never knew. When he was bored, he’d listen to the emergency services radio for incidents he could get to. He hung out in seedy parts of town. And whenever he heard gunfire, he’d run towards it, not away. His pictures had figured in numerous trials.’
‘Mafia trials?’
‘Come on, Detective. This is Naples. Everything’s Mafia, if you look hard enough.’
‘Anything else?’
‘He liked women,’ volunteered Carmen. ‘And they liked him.’
Messana looked up sharply. ‘Married women?’
‘All kinds.’
‘Any names?’
Cesco gave her a couple, though neither were married. ‘But there was someone else,’ he told her. ‘She’d call him at the studio. On our landline, I mean, not on his mobile. Which was odd. He’d always take it outside for privacy too. So I kind of assumed she was married, though he never said so. Maybe Lucia would know.’
‘Lucia?’
‘His sister. The one they took off in that ambulance.’
Messana made a final note, then gave her pad an emphatic double tap. She handed them each a card should they think of anything else.
‘What now?’ asked Cesco.
‘The hospital?’ suggested Carmen. ‘I expect Lucia could use a friend.’
‘Good thinking,’ said Cesco. ‘Let’s do it.’



Chapter Five
I
Rupert Alberts was a loner by nature. He disliked Taddeo Santoro for his brash loudness; Zeno D’Agostino for his vanity. Only their collaboration on the extraordinary new scroll gave him the fortitude to put up with them. So when Santoro offered him a ride back into Naples, he mumbled an excuse and went in search of a taxi. Then he sat in the back staring blankly out the window, biting his knuckle and trying not to think of Raffaele Conte. But it was futile. The flames consumed his mind, the way he’d sat up and glared straight at him.
Yet he couldn’t have known. He couldn’t.
The news came on. A farmer had shot his neighbour out in Ottaviano. Then that report was interrupted by word of a man burned to death at the Villa of the Papyri. It was more than he could bear. ‘Could you turn that off, please?’ he asked.
‘Sure,’ said his driver. He adjusted his rear-view a little, belatedly noticing Alberts’ smutted hands and face. ‘You were there?’
‘I don’t want to talk about it.’
‘You were there.’
Alberts studied him more closely, in profile and in the mirror. Young, dark, slightly built, with teenage-soft cheeks, huge black eyes, thick, upturned lashes, and hair that fell in lustrous waves to his shoulders. Moroccan or Tunisian, if he had to guess, though his accent was pure Napoli. ‘Just take me home, please,’ he said.
A rosary was hanging from the rear-view, its bead strings slightly out of kilter so that its silver cross tipped askew. A taxi licence was clipped to it. His driver’s name was Idris, it seemed. He was smiling broadly, almost flirtatiously, in his photograph. He wore three gold hoops in his right ear and silver studs in his left nostril and eyebrow. He had a silver bangle on his left wrist and gaudy gemstone rings on his slender, long fingers with their perfectly trimmed nails, nudging the wheel this way and that, guiding the gearstick sweetly between its slots.
Alberts looked up at the rear-view again. So did Idris. Their eyes met and briefly locked. Idris gave him the smile from the photograph. It jolted him like a pothole. He scowled and looked away. But then he glanced back up again, he couldn’t help himself. Idris was there waiting. His smile bloomed wider. He had a small gap between his front teeth, noticed Alberts, and his lips were so bright and shiny they had to be glossed. He tore his eyes away once more, folded his arms and stared out at traffic until they reached Naples’ port district and his apartment.
‘You were lucky to catch me,’ said Idris, brushing his palm as he slowly counted out his change into it, coin by coin. ‘My shift had just finished.’
‘Is that right?’
‘My last ride. I’m free as a bird now. To do anything I like.’
‘Well,’ said Alberts stiffly. ‘I wish you a good day.’
‘One moment,’ said Idris. He reached into his glove compartment for a business card. ‘In case you should ever want me,’ he said. ‘Day or night.’
‘Thank you,’ said Alberts. ‘That’s very kind.’ He turned and made his way to his building’s front door, fumbling keys in his haste. He pressed for the lift, only to hear its doors clanking on an upper floor. He couldn’t wait. He ran up the six flights to his apartment, let himself in, went straight through to his bedroom where he flung himself to his knees in front of the silver crucifix above his bed, wrestling the hateful madness with his favourite prayers, subduing with scripture the vile sweet thoughts of a pretty Moroccan boy with huge bright eyes, smooth skin and glistening lips.
The weakness finally passed, leaving him drained, consumed by shame and self-disgust. What was he? What kind of ugly pervert was he? He’d structured his whole life against these abominable desires, yet still they tormented him. Even now, at this most delicate of moments, engaged by far in the most important mission of his life. But perhaps that was why. For evil was real. Alberts believed that absolutely. The devil too. Not the mischievous cloven-footed demon of popular culture, but rather a malign and pervasive force, subtle, wicked and strong. So of course it would seek to undermine him at this precise moment. Of course it would. Seen in a certain light, it was actually encouraging.
It meant the enemy was worried.
He felt better now. He felt himself again. He got back to his feet and made his way to his desk. For he needed to write up the morning’s gruesome events for his Cardinal while it was all still fresh in his mind.
II
Herculaneum’s Serious Crime squad was blessed with its very own forensic and scene-of-crime capability – a rumpled thirty-seven-year-old by the name of Onofrio Angelino with such wretched notions of punctuality that he didn’t even arrive on scene until almost everyone else had left. He stood up his Vespa and lit a cigarette as he walked across to where Izzo stood contemplating the burned-out Lamborghini. But he showed little interest in that. He drank in Izzo’s dress uniform instead, gave him a sly wink. ‘You old dog,’ he said.
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Margarita on the gate today, I take it?’
‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’
Onofrio punched him lightly on the shoulder. ‘You forget my kid goes there too. A fine-looking woman. No reason to be embarrassed.’
‘I’m not embarrassed.’ Izzo scowled. ‘I’m private. There’s a difference.’
‘You know she works evenings at that new fish restaurant? Come eat with us one night. You can wear your uniform again, if you think it helps.’
‘Who are you to talk clothes?’ retorted Izzo. ‘Whatever happened to those bodysuits I got you? The mask, the gloves, the booties, all that TV shit. Do you ever even wear them?’
‘Sure. Every Halloween. They scare the crap out of the neighbourhood kids.’
Izzo handed him Cesco Rossi’s memory card. ‘Photographs of the blaze as it happened,’ he told him. Then he nodded at the smouldering husk. ‘You going to get anything useful?’
Onofrio shrugged. ‘There’s a reason bastards burn stuff. All this water too.’ He flicked his cigarette butt out onto the road behind. ‘But a man got torched this morning. And in a Gallardo too!’ He shook his head in bewilderment at the depravity of the world. ‘So you’ll have my report on your desk first thing. I give you my word.’
III
Cesco Rossi parked his Harley in a motorcycle courier bay outside Torre del Greco Hospital, then went inside with Carmen to ask for Lucia. The receptionist didn’t even look up. She simply jabbed a thumb at the visiting hours board on the wall behind. ‘You don’t understand,’ said Cesco. ‘Her brother was just murdered in the fire that burned her.’
Now she looked up. Hair up in a bun, half-moon glasses on a string round her neck and a forbidding look in her eye, as though she’d been taken in once as a teenager, and had vowed never ever to let it happen again. ‘Then I expect she needs to rest.’
‘Her brother left two kids. Someone needs to let his wife know before they see it on the news.’
‘Call her, then.’
‘It’s not my place. Not without Lucia’s say-so.’
She stared at him a few moments longer, as if to make him buckle. He didn’t. She dialled an internal number, then dropped her voice and turned away even though she was only passing on his story. She held up a finger when she was done, then pointed them at chairs. A minute passed. A young woman doctor backed in through swing doors, making notes on a clipboard. ‘Lucia’s friends?’ she asked.
‘That’s us,’ said Carmen.
She gazed at them a few moments, then came to a decision. ‘With me.’ She led them upstairs, then along a glass-walled passage, dodging nurses pushing trolleys and empty wheelchairs. They reached a private room. She knocked, then held the door open for Lucia to see their faces. Lucia beckoned them in. ‘She’s on morphine,’ said the doctor. ‘Not as much as she should be, but enough to get confused. If that happens, leave. Otherwise you have two minutes.’
They went to her bedside. Her left arm was so swathed in bandages only her fingers were free. Her left shoulder and left cheek were also dressed, as was her shaven scalp. She reached out for Carmen, only to wince. The pain brought sharpness to her gaze. ‘There was blood on Raffaele’s head,’ she said. ‘Caked blood. Someone had hit him from behind.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘They’d taped his mouth too. To stop him shouting. Tell the police.’
‘I promise.’
‘Good.’ She relaxed back onto her pillow. ‘Thank you.’
‘What about Roberta and the kids?’ murmured Cesco.
Lucia blinked. ‘Oh hell! Do you have her number?’
‘I’ll do it, if you’d like?’
‘Thank you, yes.’
The door opened again. It was Valentina Messana, the detective they’d just given their statements to. ‘You two,’ she said flatly.
‘She’s our friend,’ said Carmen.
‘One more minute,’ said the doctor. ‘Then all of you are out.’
Messana went straight to Lucia’s bedside. ‘I’m investigating your brother’s case,’ she told her with unexpected gentleness. ‘Is there anything you can tell us?’
Lucia frowned a little, as if confused by déjà vu. But she told her of the blood on his head and the tape over his mouth.
‘Any idea who? Or why?’
‘There was a letter.’
‘Yes. I know. But why pick on your brother?’
She shook her head. ‘It makes no sense. Everyone loved him.’
‘I understand he was seeing a woman.’
‘He saw a lot of women.’
‘This one was married. He was seeing her secretly.’
‘Then how would I know?’
‘There may be helpful information in his apartment and studio. May we look?’
Lucia nodded and gestured at her bag. ‘His apartment keys are in there. I water his plants when he’s away. But for the studio you’ll have to ask Cesco.’
‘No problem,’ said Cesco. He rummaged through Lucia’s bag for her keys, held them up for her to point out Raffaele’s. He was about to return the rest when she gestured for him to give them to Carmen instead. ‘My doctor says I may be in here three days,’ she said, slurring quite noticeably now. ‘But we need to keep working on the scroll, even if I’m not there. We’re too far behind already. We can’t keep it quiet for ever.’
‘What can I do?’
‘Ask Taddeo to take the chair until I’m back. He’s done it before. Open up for them, then lock up again afterwards.’ She indicated which keys, watched Carmen detach them. ‘That big rusted one’s for the safe. Don’t let Taddeo have it, not even if he insists.’
‘He’s director of the museum, Lucia. I can hardly—’
‘I don’t care,’ she said fiercely. ‘He’ll take it and we’ll never see it again. If the safe must be opened, have Father Alberts do it. Not Zeno. He lives in Taddeo’s pocket. Only Father Alberts. But clear it with me first, okay? Promise me. I mean it. Promise.’
‘Okay,’ said Carmen. ‘I promise.’
‘Good. Good.’ She relaxed again. ‘And please let everyone at the library know I’m fine, and that they’re to carry on working as normal.’
‘That’s enough,’ said the doctor. ‘Everyone out now.’
They made their way back down and outside together. ‘Need a lift?’ asked Cesco.
Carmen shook her head. ‘I’ll take the train.’
‘It’s no trouble.’
‘For me neither.’ She touched his arm. ‘Anyway, don’t you need to show Raff’s apartment to the good detective?’
‘How about our truce?’
‘Extended. Until all this is behind us.’
‘Then maybe a drink later?’
‘I’ll text you.’
‘Good.’ He made to kiss her, but she gave him her cheek and then set off down the road.
Messana watched it all with a certain amusement. ‘You two having problems, then?’ she asked.
‘Sure we are,’ said Cesco. ‘Busybodies keep poking in their noses.’ He took out his mobile to call Raff’s ex-wife Rosanna. He’d never met her, but he’d often acted as go-between for the two of them, as they couldn’t bear to deal directly with each other any more, and he was cheaper than lawyers. ‘Oh God,’ she said, when she picked up. ‘What’s his excuse this time?’
‘It’s not that,’ Cesco told her.
‘It never is. It’s always something else, yet somehow I end up without my money.’
‘Listen, Rosanna. I’ve got some terrible news.’
‘Terrible news that I presume means he won’t—’
‘I said listen, for Christ’s sake.’ He paused for breath. ‘There’s been a catastrophe. A tragedy.’
A moment’s silence. ‘What are you saying?’
‘I’m sorry, Rosanna. I’m so sorry.’ He waited for her to speak, but all he could hear was silence, so he pressed on, describing the morning’s events, the site visit, the blazing car, Lucia in hospital for her burns.
‘Christ in heaven,’ said Rosanna, when he was done. ‘What now?’
‘I don’t know. I’d guess it’ll be a few days before the police release his body.’ He glanced at Messana, who nodded. ‘I’ll call when I know more.’
‘And the will?’
‘Jesus, Rosanna.’
‘Fuck you,’ she snapped. ‘You’ve no idea what he was like. All you ever saw was the charm. How can I feed my kids on charm? He owed me four months support. Four months!’
‘I’ll look into it,’ said Cesco. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
‘She took it well,’ said Messana drily, once he’d rung off. ‘You don’t think…?’
‘No chance,’ said Cesco. ‘Not like that.’
‘Too cruel?’
‘No. I meant not in the Lamborghini. It was worth too much.’
Messana laughed. ‘And I thought I was a cynic.’
Cesco rubbed the back of his neck. ‘You have Raffaele’s address, yes? Then I’ll meet you there.’



Chapter Six
I
Romeo Izzo took a slow circuit of the burned-out Lamborghini, looking around as he did so. Their witnesses had been unanimous that the firebomb had been triggered after the Discovery had pulled up alongside it but before any of them had touched it. If so, the killer had surely been watching, timing it for maximum effect.
But from where?
The vast open pit dug down through the lava bedrock to the Villa made this whole site perilous for curious children and drunken teens, so it was surrounded on three sides by high concrete walls. Someone could have looked over one or other of them, atop a van or ladder, say, but they’d have been mightily conspicuous. And pointless too, considering the fine view afforded by the fourth side, particularly from the upper floors of the houses directly across the pit from where he was standing, owned by local Camorra boss Giovanni Bruno.
Izzo trudged up Via Mare to reach the winding alley of tall, thin houses. Clothes were hanging up to dry on several of the balconies. Hard to believe that anyone would choose to trigger a firebomb from any of those. But three had been badly enough damaged by the quakes to need scaffolding and keep-out signs. The first front door was locked. But not the second. Dust fell in gentle cascades as he closed it behind him. The wooden stairs creaked beneath his weight. The rear windows of the master bedroom did indeed offer a perfect view of the burned-out Lamborghini. Yet his were the only prints in its dusty floor.
Another creak upon the stairs. A second and then a third. Izzo turned towards the door. A Camorra tough named Fabio Longo appeared, a crowbar in his left hand. Two more now arrived, one holding a length of scaffolding, the other a chisel. His heart sank. He should have known one or other of the tenants would tip the Brunos off. They spread out between him and the door, then turned towards it. Giuseppe Battaglia now came in, still wearing his pearl-grey silk suit from that morning, swinging a sledgehammer like the clapper of some enormous bell. ‘How did the speech go?’ he mocked. ‘Up on YouTube yet?’
Izzo ignored him. He ignored him because of the fifth man who now entered, instantly dominating the room with a charisma and force that Giuseppe Battaglia would never possess. Giovanni Bruno himself, boss of Herculaneum’s most powerful crime family, and far and away the man most likely behind that morning’s murder.
II
Naples’ Archaeological Museum lay only a short walk from the Cappella Sansevero, home of the Veiled Christ, that glory of sculpture so delicately and ingeniously wrought that for many years admirers had thought it possible only through the use of alchemy. Taddeo Santoro was good friends with the people there, and so had visited the chapel out of hours many dozens of times, sitting in quiet contemplation of that extraordinary masterpiece, the way it used the folds of marble to both hide and reveal the face and body of Christ, giving a glimpse of something utterly transcendent. Yet never, in all those visits, had he imagined he would be involved in something so similar himself. Never had he imagined it would fall to him to give the world a glimpse of the face of Christ.
Yet here they were.
‘The project must go on,’ he said, pulling his Discovery in alongside Zeno D’Agostino’s white Mercedes sedan in the museum’s underground car park. ‘My heart breaks for Raffaele and Lucia, but we have to keep at it. We have a duty.’
‘You don’t have to convince me,’ said D’Agostino drily. ‘And I doubt Alberts will take much persuasion either. But we need someone in the chair. Otherwise we’ll get nowhere.’
‘Lucia’s tougher than you think,’ Taddeo told him. ‘But I’ll sit in if she can’t make it.’
‘Good. Tomorrow, then.’
‘Tomorrow.’ He saw D’Agostino into his car, then waved him off. He watched him until he was out of sight before summoning the staff lift. It had a large tinted mirror against its rear wall. He looked a mess. He dried his eyes, wiped his face and straightened his tie. It didn’t much help. The doors opened. Flavia and Maria were talking in urgent low voices. They fell silent when they saw him, faces filling with sympathy and concern.
‘We just heard,’ said Maria. ‘How horrible.’
‘Yes,’ he agreed. He was about to say more, only to be so overwhelmed by emotion that he had to press his handkerchief to his eyes.
Flavia waited until he’d composed himself. ‘Do they know who did it?’
‘They have good people. Strong leads. That’s all I can say.’
‘And…? In the meantime…?’
‘In the meantime?’
‘Are we all at risk ourselves?’
‘Oh.’ He bit his lip. Maria was curator of their Villa mosaics. Flavia was an administrator with responsibility for the Villa’s affairs. Only human to fear for themselves and their families too. Weariness made his shoulders slump. He wasn’t up to this. Yet a man’s mettle was proven in adversity. He lifted his chin and met their eyes. ‘I’ll double security,’ he promised. ‘But we’ll all still need to play our part.’
‘How?’
‘Simple steps. Sensible steps. Watch out for anything unusual. Think twice before going out alone. Make sure your locks work. Don’t open your door until you know who’s there. That kind of thing.’ They looked perturbed rather than reassured, however, his message undermined by his own clear distress. He excused himself in order to smarten himself up properly in the loos before returning to his office. Then he composed a tribute to Raffaele, a recap of the morning’s events and a repeat of his call to vigilance. He rewrote it again and again until he’d captured the right mix of sorrow, seriousness and reassurance, then he put it in an all-staff email and sent it on its way.
III
Raffaele had apparently made it from Central Naples to Herculaneum in thirty-one minutes in his Lamborghini. Breaking pretty much every traffic law, and on his Harley, Cesco made it back in just twenty-three. He parked in the cobbled piazza below Raffaele’s apartment, let himself in through its main door and hurried upstairs, taking out Lucia’s keys as he went. The latch-lock proved a curse. He had to push it in all the way, then draw it back a fraction and jiggle it till it turned.
He slipped inside. He had perhaps ten minutes before Messana arrived, so he needed to be quick. She hadn’t struck him as corrupt, but then you never knew. His father and grandfather had both been senior figures in the ’Ndrangheta, the Calabrian Mafia. Every policeman he’d known as a boy had been on the take. They’d turn up in the morning for their envelopes of cash, then they’d appear on TV later that night talking piously about the Mafia scourge. His grandfather had finally sickened of the life. He’d turned pentito. But they’d kidnapped Cesco and his twin sister to force him to kill himself before he could testify. Then, when his family had gathered at a restaurant for his wake, they’d sent gunmen in to massacre every last one of them too, even the children, though they’d supposedly been under police protection at the time. While he himself had survived, his faith in the police most certainly had not. Besides, corruption wasn’t the only danger here. There was always intense pressure to solve high-profile murders fast. Leaking unsavoury details about the victim was a common tactic to make it seem they’d got what they’d deserved and so take that pressure off.
Not this time. Not to Raffaele. Not if Cesco could help it.
Raff’s main room was a bachelor cliché, remodelled by him in a midlife spasm after Rosanna had taken their kids with her to Milan. The furniture was all chrome and white leather. The walls were decorated with his own photographs of gorgeous women in revealing clothes and atmospheric shots of his beloved Naples. And smoked-glass doors opened out onto a private roof terrace full of colourful blooms.
Cesco briskly checked through all the drawers for drugs and other embarrassments. His friend had liked to party. He found a hand mirror speckled with traces of white powder. He ran it beneath a tap, then dried it thoroughly with loo paper that he flushed away. The fridge was full from a recent shop, the bin with pizza boxes and empty wine bottles. The second bedroom had a wooden bunk with touchingly small mattresses, and a barely-used exercise bike. A thin summer duvet was half off the king-sized bed, as if Raff had left in a hurry. Yesterday’s black Armani T-shirt sat atop the clothes basket. The home office next. Its small window offered an oblique view of the piazza beneath. No sign yet of Messana, but he still needed to hurry. If she found out he’d been inside, she might even suspect him of scrubbing the place of evidence against himself.
A monitor, mouse and keyboard on the desk awaited Raff’s laptop, no doubt burned in the Lamborghini. A used espresso cup and saucer sat between a silver-framed photo of his two kids and a plastic bowl of memory cards. He checked the drawers. The upper one was empty save for an old mouse, a notepad and some pens. But the lower one was so crammed with papers that it was hard to open. He flipped through them in dismay. Bank statements, final demands, legal letters. Raff had always spent so freely, he’d taken his prosperity for granted. But if this was anything to go by…
He checked his watch. Messana would be here any moment. He needed to get out. He put everything back, then hurried down to the piazza, where he sat side-saddle on his Harley for a few minutes until she appeared and pulled alongside. ‘Enough time?’ she asked wryly.
‘How do you mean?’
‘It’s not your friend we’re after. It’s his bastard killer.’
He shrugged as if he didn’t understand, then led her upstairs. He unlocked the front door and stood aside. She stopped for perhaps ten seconds to film it on her mobile. She checked the call log on Raff’s landline. He’d received a call at 11:23 last night. She tried the number on her own phone. It rang and rang until finally a man answered, sounding doubtful and with an announcer’s voice audible in the background. She asked him where he was. Napoli Centrale train station, he told her. He’d been passing the bank of phones when he’d heard this one ring.
There was a message pad beside the phone, and a ceramic pot of pens and pencils. Valentina ran a soft nib over the top page to reveal the impression of the last message.
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‘Mean anything to you?’ asked Messana.
‘A meeting?’ hazarded Cesco.
‘Maybe.’ She took a picture of it, then moved on. They visited the rooms in the same order as he had, though they lingered in his bedroom to finger his designer shirts and jackets.
‘Nice,’ she said.
‘He liked to look good.’
‘But not to feed his kids?’
‘I thought it was his bastard killer you were after.’
In his home office, she too checked the drawers. She raised an eyebrow at all the bills, photographed a few with her phone. ‘Did you know?’ she asked.
‘No.’ He paused, then added: ‘I thought he was holding back on Rosanna out of animosity. She’s not as hard up as she makes out. She’s living with an accountant. Raff was convinced the only reason they hadn’t married yet was to keep milking him for alimony.’
‘Milking him? That’s nice.’
‘They were angry at each other. It happens with divorces.’
‘And you? He paid you okay? Your suppliers?’
He nodded. ‘Raff was dyslexic. He found accounting hard. So all of that was handled by his bookkeeper.’
‘Contact details?’
‘In the studio.’
She took a memory card from the bowl. ‘What are these for?’
‘He had his bag snatched a couple of times. Cameras can be replaced. Photographs can’t. He learned to zip copies away as he went.’
‘So these will have photos on them? Recent photos?’
‘If he hasn’t wiped them.’
‘May I take them?’
Cesco hesitated. But any wrongdoing on them was likely other people’s. Besides, to his surprise, he found he’d come to trust Messana a little. Her stolidity was reassuring. ‘I’ll need a receipt. And your word you won’t use them against him.’
‘Who do you think we are?’
‘I know who you are. That’s why I’m asking.’
She wrote out a receipt, then bagged the cards. ‘His studio?’ she said.
‘Sure,’ said Cesco. ‘Let’s go there now.’



Chapter Seven
I
Romeo Izzo gazed at Giovanni Bruno across the empty bedroom. Four years ago, his investigation and testimony had got this man convicted of serious drug trafficking offences that should have seen him serving at least a dozen years, had he not, by all accounts, bribed the judge with a charming seafront villa just west of Terracina. Even so, he’d heard that on his release, he’d had to be talked out of coming after Izzo with a baseball bat. It was fair to say they did not much care for one another.
‘The fuck you doing here?’ demanded Bruno. ‘This is my property.’
‘Just looking,’ said Izzo.
‘Your place too big for you, eh? What with your wife dead, I mean?’
Izzo allowed himself a moment before replying. ‘It suits me fine, thanks.’
‘I was sorry to hear about her. Truly.’ His lips twitched and his eyes grew mean and hard with malicious pleasure. ‘Looking forward to bending her over your kitchen table was the one thing kept me sane inside.’
‘You were never her type. She hated the smell of shit.’
‘Glad you’re not looking. Place is promised to my nephew. Getting married, he tells me.’ He glanced round at Giuseppe. ‘What was her name again?’
‘Margarita.’
‘That’s it. Margarita. A wedding present. What do you think?’
‘Makes sense. She’ll need some kind of bribe.’
‘Not what I hear. I hear she’s all for it. Apparently there’s this sad old pig won’t leave her alone.’ He advanced upon Izzo, snuffling loudly as he came, before stopping right in front of him. He was a short man, despite his lifts and heels, but far more powerfully built than Izzo, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. His hair was almost all gone, but his jaw was blackly stubbled, like a wheat field after a harvest burn. And no silk suits for him. Baggy blue jeans, a plain T-shirt and a well-worn leather jacket, as if he’d come directly from his farm – which, for all Izzo knew, might well be the case. They said he’d spent hours there every day since his release, growing salad vegetables of which he was inordinately proud. Heaven help you if you made fun of his tomatoes or spurned his radishes. A man of Herculaneum through and through. Camorra through and through. Wealthy enough to live anywhere he liked yet instead he was knocking together all the top-floor apartments in the block in which he’d been born and raised.
‘Did you do it?’ Izzo asked him.
‘Do what?’
‘This morning’s murder.’
‘Trip up a lot of people with this kind of questioning, do you?’
‘This is your turf. Nothing happens here without your say-so. Either you ordered it yourself or someone just took a shit in your mouth.’
Bruno stepped even closer to Izzo, so that their chests touched. He could feel the man’s breath on his face, hot and garlicky. ‘It is my turf,’ he agreed. He held up his meaty hands, turned them round for inspection. Izzo swallowed. Word was that Bruno had strangled at least half a dozen people himself. They said he got a kick from watching up close as the flailing slackened and the lights went out. ‘I could end you right here and now and no one would lift a finger,’ he told him softly. ‘I could pitch you from this window and have a dozen witnesses claim they saw you lean out too far and overbalance. I could have my guys drag you outside and kick you to death in plain view of everyone in all these houses, and not one of them would ever breathe a word. But I’m not about to. Not unless you push me. You know why not?’
‘Because you’re not an idiot.’
‘Because I’m not an idiot,’ agreed Bruno. ‘I don’t need the kind of grief that comes from shredding a suit, let alone a uniform like you.’
‘You wanted to send a message,’ suggested Izzo. ‘Not much point if no one hears.’
‘People hear what I want them to hear. Don’t worry about that. Like they heard about the damage the excavations have done my houses. Because bullshit it was those fucking tremors. The cracks were there long before those. I’ve got complaints from my tenants going back years.’
‘I’ll bet you do.’
‘A surveyor’s report too. Fifty pages documenting it all in detail.’ His eyes narrowed at Izzo’s snort. ‘You’re right,’ he acknowledged. ‘I can get a report to say whatever the hell I want. And yes, you’d better believe I’m angry with those Foundation arseholes. But let me put all this into context for you. I own these houses, sure. I also own five apartment blocks around town, including yours, plus stakes in God knows how many businesses. I own properties in Rome, Milan, Paris. In London, Cyprus, New York. I have a five-star hotel in Bali.’
‘Just ask me out already.’
‘I’m just saying, is it worth it for me to stir up some shit over the excavations? Sure. Did I bung a few of my tenants a few euros to kick off outside the Town Hall? Why wouldn’t I? Did I have the boys spray some paint, break a window or two? Fine, you caught me. But kill a civilian over it? For a few cracked walls that we both know I’ll get someone else to pay for in the end, one way or another? Fuck no.’
Izzo nodded. ‘And the death threat letter?’
‘Did you even read that thing?’ said Bruno disgustedly. ‘It wasn’t from anyone in my line of work, believe me. We know how to frighten. This wasn’t that. This was some prick jacking off into his sock about how clever he was, how well read. It was written to impress.’
‘So you say.’
‘So I say. Which means you’re looking in the wrong place.’
‘And the right place would be?’
‘The fuck would I know? That’s your job.’
‘But if you hear anything…?’
Bruno took another half step forward, pushing Izzo backward against the window despite his attempt to hold his spot. He clamped his right hand round Izzo’s throat, lifting him up so that he had to stand on tiptoes. Then he squeezed until Izzo found himself gasping for air. He tried to bat his hand away, but Bruno was too strong for him. ‘Three years you cost me,’ he snarled. ‘Three fucking years. If you think I’m ever going to do shit to help you with anything, think again.’ Then he let go so abruptly that Izzo stumbled to his knees. Bruno gave him a final scowl, then turned and stalked back out, followed by Battaglia and the rest of his crew, leaving him there alone, nauseous and shaken, massaging his sore throat and breathing gratefully of the restorative air.
II
Carmen took the train back to Porto Nolana, a bus down to Università, then walked in along Via Toledo. She usually loved this pedestrianised thoroughfare, thanks to its youth, vibrancy and chic; but today she found its boisterousness a nuisance, what with a difficult phone call to make to the museum, to pass on Lucia’s message about tomorrow’s meeting of the Philodemus project.
To her surprise, when she gave her name and asked for Taddeo Santoro, she was put straight through. The great man himself came on, in equal measures distraught for Raffaele and solicitous for her welfare. She assured him she was fine and briefed him on Lucia, her burns, her treatment, and how she’d entrusted her with her keys so she’d be there tomorrow to open up for him, the professor and Father Alberts. Santoro hesitated a moment, then thanked her and assured her he’d notify the others himself and that they’d see her tomorrow at eleven. She ended the call, then slowed almost to a stop. In hospital, Lucia had referred to Alberts as Father rather than Rupert. Almost unconsciously, she’d repeated that to Santoro. And he hadn’t corrected her.
She reached Piazza del Plebiscito and the Palazzo Reale. She showed her ID at the gate, then made her way to its rear wing, up its grand staircase to the first floor and Naples’ National Library. The staircase stopped here. The library didn’t. There was another floor above that few people even knew about. It was the old servants’ quarters, out of bounds to the general public, reachable only by well-hidden back stairs and a small lift. All the same, it was Carmen’s favourite part of the library, an Alice in Wonderland labyrinth of grand rooms cluttered with startling delights: antique globes, erotic sculptures, marble busts of forgotten or disgraced personages, all connected by eerie, long corridors narrowed by fat bookshelves filled with ancient journals, archives and almanacs, with inexplicable flights of steps and archways so low that even she had to duck beneath them.
Best of all, however, this was home to the Herculaneum Papyri.
Back home in America, a collection this extraordinary would have its own museum, complete with climate control, armed guards and hush-voiced curators. But Italy had too many treasures for such treatment. Most of the scrolls were stored in boxes on the shelves here, with just a few on display in glass cabinets for those few tourists who asked to see them. Perhaps because they weren’t much to look at, so badly scorched they resembled the charred branches of a morning-after bonfire. The first excavators had, in fact, thought them exactly that. They’d even used a few as torches to light their way. But finally they’d realised what they were, and that some were even well-enough preserved to open and read.
Word had spread. Excitement. Trepidation. Who could say what great lost works might not be among them? So they’d pared away their bark and unrolled them on a purpose-built machine at a centimetre per hour. To great disappointment, however, they’d mostly contained the work of a previously obscure Epicurean philosopher called Philodemus, likely a friend or relative of the Piso family who’d owned the Villa. And once all the amenable scrolls had been unrolled, the remainder were packed away and largely forgotten, to await a time when technology could reveal their secrets.
A time like now.
Lucia’s assistants Carlotta and Pippa were sharing a cigarette out on the terrace when Carmen arrived. They did this five or six times a day, allowing each to believe that it was the other who smoked, and they who merely kept them company. They fluttered in when they heard her, all agitation and enquiry. She assured them that Lucia would be fine, passed on her messages and gave them the hospital’s visiting hours. Then she returned downstairs to her more familiar haunt of Rare Books & Manuscripts, brooding as she went.
No one had ever addressed Rupert Alberts as Father before. Not in her hearing. Nothing wrong in him being a priest, of course. Nor even surprising. Many top classical experts were clerics of one kind or another. Yet why hide it? It felt disloyal to Lucia, but – unable to deny her curiosity – she googled him on her phone. It gave her a mild shock to discover he had his own Wikipedia page. The photograph was undeniably him, though several years younger. And not merely a priest, it transpired, but a Monsignor and a member of the Society of Jesus too. But what truly startled her was that he turned out to be a senior figure in the Pontificia Commissione Biblica, part of the Congregation of the Order of the Faith.
Or, to give it its older and better-known title, the Holy Inquisition.
III
A dark-blue van with museum livery was parked outside the studio. Only on seeing it did Cesco remember the photographic session booked for that afternoon. He pulled up alongside and saw Emilia Notaro reading a news report on her phone, her face a picture of grief, glazed with tears and smeared mascara. She gave a start when she noticed him. She wiped her eyes on a rumpled lace handkerchief, then jumped down to envelop him in her vast embrace and weep against his chest.
Forty years she’d worked at the museum, including six as Taddeo Santoro’s PA. Her globetrotting retirement had tragically been cut short when her husband had died scuba diving off Bali. Santoro had needed someone to oversee his digitisation project; she’d been the obvious choice. Efficient, hard-working, trustworthy and irrepressibly cheerful, despite her widowhood. And she’d taken straight to Raffaele and Cesco, always complaining how scrawny they were, doing her best to remedy it with her homemade cream cakes and chocolate puddings.
Valentina arrived in her squad car. She held up her hand to tell Cesco to let Emilia grieve. It took her another minute to compose herself. She dried her eyes, took a pace back.
‘Were you there?’ she asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Was it… was it as bad as they’re saying?’
He hesitated. ‘It was over quickly.’
‘Who did it? Do they know?’
‘They’ve got good people working on it.’ He gestured at Valentina. ‘I’m sure they’ll find out soon.’ He introduced them to one another, unlocked the front door, disabled the alarm, and led them through the small lobby into the studio. It was a large open room with walls of white, green and blue, and crowded with screens, backdrops, stands, lights and props, as well as a pair of worktables with their video- and image-editing suite. The phone was ringing. He let it go to voicemail. Two dozen messages already. Word was clearly out. He found a pad of paper and went through them, making a note of who he needed to call back.
Emilia went to the loo to freshen up. Messana poked dutifully around, as though to justify her visit. She flipped through the studio’s address and appointments book, jotting down the name and phone number of their bookkeeper, then reminded him he was going to tell her what time they’d locked up and left the night before. Cesco turned on the computer for their security app. ‘Five forty-six,’ he told her. She commandeered the mouse and brought up recent files. All were photographs. She opened its two browsers to check their histories. Neither had been used in months.
‘We saved it for image work,’ Cesco told her, almost apologetically. ‘It’s too clunky for anything else. And we’ve both got phones and laptops.’ She seemed satisfied by that. She asked him to contact her if anything turned up, then left him to it. Emilia came out of the loo, her face washed of everything but grief.
‘Our session?’ he asked gently. ‘You still want to go ahead?’
‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘Could you bear it? I can’t leave everything in the van, not overnight.’ The anxiety was palpable in her voice. ‘What if it was stolen? I’d never be able to—’
‘It’s okay,’ he assured her. ‘We’ll do today’s, leave tomorrow for tomorrow.’
‘We’ll devise a plan,’ she said vaguely. ‘Any thoughts of taking it on yourself?’
He shook his head. It was way too soon for that. ‘I need to let our clients know what’s happened. It’s only fair to offer to do any booked work, if they want. Or let them go elsewhere. Either’s fine by me. But the lease is coming up for renewal soon. I won’t make any commitments beyond that.’
‘And us?’
‘Same deal. I’ll carry on for the moment, if Taddeo so wishes.’
‘This is my project, not his,’ she told him, with unexpected vehemence. ‘And I want you on it. For your skill. For who you are. Please.’
‘Oh,’ said Cesco, taken aback. ‘Thanks. Then sure.’
They went outside together. The van was half full, but only a dozen or so boxes were marked up for studio photography. The way it worked was Emilia collected artefacts from one of the museum’s current warehouses to distribute among their in-house experts for assessment, cataloguing and basic snaps. Then she’d bring it all here for such further photography as was needed before taking everything on to their new home. They carried the boxes inside, cut the seals, removed the lids. He never knew what to expect. Last week, they’d had a consignment of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sex toys, including a pair of grotesque, vulture-shaped ceramic dildos. Raff had pretended bafflement in order to ask Emilia how each piece worked. A happy memory to make him sad. Nothing so exotic this afternoon. Four gorgeous Aragonese-era dishes, a pair of blue and white maiolica vases, and several bronze Amendola figurines. He turned each piece around in his hands, wondering how best to capture not just its physical appearance, but its character too, how it stood out. But he didn’t feel the magic that afternoon. He had to settle for workmanlike.
He gave Emilia a copy of the photographs, then packed the pieces back in the van. She hugged him farewell and had another cry against his chest. He waved her off, then checked the time. Hard to believe but it was still only mid-afternoon. Tough duties still lay ahead, however, so he took a bracing breath and headed back inside.
IV
Valentina Messana stopped off at Napoli Centrale on her way back to Herculaneum. A railway porter came up to tell her she couldn’t park on the station forecourt. She showed him her badge and asked him to watch her Renault while she wandered the banks of payphones, ringing the number from Conte’s apartment, until finally she found it just outside the western exit. She looked around. No CCTV in sight. But you never knew. She tracked down the security office, spoke with the station head, a pale thin tall man with blinking eyes and a pencil moustache. His eyes lit up when she mentioned the Lamborghini murder. A detective wannabe. No cameras on those phones, he admitted. But he could send footage from ones nearby, if that would help. She thanked him and gave him her card.
She brooded on her drive back to Herculaneum. So hard, indeed, that she passed Viale Due Giugno and Parco Massimo Troisi almost without realising their significance. Then she braked so sharply that the bus behind almost ran into her. She took the next left and made her way back to Due Giugno, a long straight avenue of firs and streetlamps alongside the park’s gardens and artificial lake.
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Surely that was here. Again not a camera in sight. Luck or judgement? Assuming the note on Conte’s pad was connected to last night’s call from Napoli Centrale, then presumably it had been to arrange a meeting this morning – very possibly with his killer. A yellow Lamborghini at that hour; someone must have noticed it. She made a note to send a team out here at six tomorrow morning, armed with pictures of Conte and his car to show to anyone out and about.
It wasn’t likely to make her popular with her colleagues. But then Messana had never much cared about that.



Chapter Eight
I
It was still in something of a daze that Carmen arrived at Rare Books & Manuscripts. She was quickly shaken out of it, however, when mobbed by librarians and researchers anxious for word of Raffaele, Lucia, and the morning’s horrors. She shared with them what she knew before Victor, the department head, called time and sent everyone back to their duties.
The department itself comprised a string of six tall rooms linked by open archways, so that you could see from one end all the way to the other. The first five were virtually identical, the bulk of them lying to the left of the central aisle, each furnished with a long pine research table with power points and reading lamps, between walls lined floor to ceiling with fitted bookshelves fronted by security glass and cream curtains to keep the sunlight off their precious volumes. To the right of the aisle, by contrast, there were small alcoves large enough only for a librarian’s desk, each of which backed onto a pair of French windows that would have led out onto the grand stone terrace overlooking the port, had they not all been locked, barred and covered by white cotton sheets.
The sixth room, however, was a little different – not a room so much as a converted hallway, fitted with a small round research table and three wooden chairs. Instead of bookshelves, it was lined with steel storage cabinets housing the outsized books, plans and maps, and other special collections. And, rather than another open archway, it ended in the newly installed steel security door to the Colonna room – named for some now-forgotten Neapolitan mayor.
Every weekday for the past few weeks, Lucia Conte, Zeno D’Agostino and Father Alberts had gathered here – joined, when the mood took him, by Taddeo Santoro as well – to work on the newly discovered scroll. By Philodemus, they all said. They even called themselves the Philodemus Working Group.
But was it?
According to its own website, the Pontificia Commissione Biblica had been established to interpret and defend sacred Christian scripture. And what did Philodemus have to do with that? He’d died forty years before Jesus had even been born. His school of Epicureanism had had little overlap with Christianity. Why then would Alberts spend so much time on one of his texts? Why would his pontifical commission even care? The answer was self-evident. It wouldn’t. Philodemus was a smokescreen. The scroll held Christian interest of some sort.
And why not?
The Herculaneum papyri had excited intense interest upon their discovery in large part because of the possibility of finding early Church writings among them. Christianity had reached Rome well before Vesuvius, after all. Nero had reputedly blamed Christians for the Great Fire of 64 CE. He’d put Peter and Paul to death for it. And this whole coast had been the resort of choice for the Roman elite. Anything that reached there would have reached here too. All kinds of Christian texts might plausibly have been in circulation. Transcripts of sermons and prayers. Letters from church leaders. Books of rules and orders. Perhaps even an early account of the life and—
Her heart kicked like a spooked mule. Rome, the 70s CE. She looked again at the locked steel door, her mind spinning so wildly that it left her nauseous.
But it couldn’t be. It couldn’t be.
Could it?
II
Romeo Izzo drove back home to change out of his dress uniform into the darker of his two brown suits. His mother-in-law Isabella was out, he was relieved to discover. They’d never got on well, but living here together through the gruelling last few weeks of his beloved wife’s life had exacerbated rather than healed the antagonism, each of them privately blaming the other for anything and everything that had gone wrong, so that now they could barely stand to be in the same room together. Yet he could hardly kick her out; he owed his wife better than that. Besides, she was genuinely devoted to Mario, who loved her back, and she was undeniably useful for the school run and other errands.
He left the keys to the Fiat for her, in order that she might collect Mario later, then walked on into the station, picking up a slice of pizza and a bottle of sparkling water along the way. He settled himself at his desk and brought up the extended clip of Agnetta Gaudino’s meltdown that he’d saved on his hard drive.
It began sedately enough with the local TV news reporter shouting questions at protestors as they marched upon the Town Hall. A few gave answers. Most ignored her. Then came a group of three, an elderly woman with scrawny arms and jerky movements being shepherded by her son and daughter. Any lingering suspicion that she might have been responsible for this morning’s horror was instantly put to rest. She was simply too small, too old, too frazzled. She wore bright orange lipstick and too much mascara, while her frizzy hair was dyed such a brilliant red that the sunlight made it look for all the world as though her head had caught fire. The reporter shouted out her question. At once Agnetta turned on her. Her eyes were wild and vengeful and her wrath was too intense for her mouth, rendering her almost incoherent, though it was easy enough to edit in one’s mind. ‘These are our homes,’ she cried. ‘Our homes. How dare they! I was born here. Right here. I’ve lived here seventy-six years. And now these wicked people… How can they be so… Archaeologists, they call themselves? Historians! Then they should know what we did to people like them who ruined lives. We locked them inside great brass bulls and set them on fire just to hear their screams. We sewed them into sacks with snakes and monkeys and cocks, then tossed them out to drown. We hung them by their feet and painted their eyeballs with honey for the birds to pluck.’ A documentary on ancient punishments had been broadcast two nights before the march, and Agnetta had evidently drunk it in. She turned now from the reporter to the camera, staring into its lens with such intensity that he could see the madness in her eyes even as her spittle flecked the glass. ‘I curse you. I curse you all. You and your children and your children’s children. Take me from my house and you will burn. Take me from my house and you will drown. Take me from my house and the birds will feast upon your eyes. We’ll lock you in cages for the rats to have your guts. We’ll spike you all the way from your arseholes to your throats.’ She lunged for the camera, as though it itself were taunting her, only to be held back by her mortified children. Instantly, she turned on them. ‘Let me go!’ she shrieked, trying to free her arms. ‘Let me go! Or do you want my curses too?’
‘And I thought my mother was embarrassing.’
Izzo looked around. Valentina Messana was standing there, a wry smile on her lips. ‘You checked her out, yeah?’ he asked. ‘Just in case?’
‘The guys did, yes,’ Messana told him. ‘She was out with her sister.’
‘How about one of her kids?’ he asked. ‘Doing a favour for their ma? Giving in to her bullying?’
‘The son works on containers. He’d been at sea three days already when the letter got put up on the gates. He’s still out there now. I checked. And you can see for yourself that the daughter has the tremors. Not terrible, but she could never have written that letter so neatly. I suppose the son could have written it for the daughter to post…’
‘Yes,’ sighed Izzo. ‘Fair enough. Point made.’
The clip stopped. Even for a hardened news crew, so public a disintegration had proved too much. Izzo stared at the screen a few moments, then brought up the death threat letter. It had been found early one morning by a local businessman of unimpeachable character on his walk into work. It had been written with a fountain pen in bright green capital letters on one side of a single sheet of plain woven cream writing paper, then slipped inside a protective plastic sheath and taped to the outside of the Villa’s gate.
TO ALL THOSE INVOLVED IN EXCAVATING THE VILLA, A FINAL WARNING.
DESIST NOW OR I CONDEMN YOU TO THE SICILIAN BULL, THAT YOUR SCREAMS MAY RING OUT AS YOU BURN.
DESIST NOW OR I SENTENCE YOU TO THE DROWNING SACK, WITH MONKEY, SNAKE AND COCK.
DESIST NOW OR I PAINT YOUR FACE WITH HONEY, FOR THE BIRDS TO PLUCK YOUR EYES.
DESIST NOW OR I LOCK YOU IN THE VERMIN CAGE, FOR RATS TO FEAST UPON YOUR GUTS.
DESIST NOW OR I IMPALE YOU ON THE PIKE, FROM ANUS UNTO MOUTH.
CURSED WILL BE THE SOIL BENEATH YOUR FEET. IN HUNGER SHALL YOU STARVE.
DAMNED WILL YOU BE TO THE MOLTEN PIT, PREPARED FOR THE DEVIL AND HIS ANGELS.
MAY ALL THESE FATES COME UPON YOU, AND OVERTAKE YOU, UNTIL YOU ARE DESTROYED.
He read it again and then a third time. Much as he hated to admit it, Giovanni Bruno was right. The same content in the same order, yet lacking its energy and menace. But maybe that was deliberate. Who the hell could say?
‘You know that history programme?’ murmured Messana, still at his shoulder. ‘The one broadcast before the march.’
‘What about it?’
‘I watched it, like you asked. All the punishments she mentioned were in it, as we thought, though in a different order. But I spotted something else too. That one about sewing murderers into a sack with all those animals, then tossing them in the river to drown. It’s called poena cullei, apparently. Penalty of the sack.’
‘So?’
‘So,’ she said, with a slight smile. ‘One of the talking heads they had on to discuss it was our good professor Zeno D’Agostino.’



Chapter Nine
I
A gruelling afternoon for Cesco, going through the studio’s contacts book to let clients, suppliers and the rest know of Raffaele’s death, cancelling or rearranging sessions and orders as required. Mostly, however, his task was to console. Raff had had such exuberant charm that everyone who met him even just once considered him a friend. And their grief only served to remind him of what he himself had lost.
The phone was by the computer. He played idly with its mouse as he traded stories about Raff. Their security app was still open on the screen from checking the time they’d set the alarm last night. He noticed something odd. Someone had been in here last Sunday afternoon. Surely Raffaele, though he’d not mentioned it and they’d had no job on. He brought his conversation to an end and gave the computer his full attention. Raff’s dyslexia had meant leaving school almost without qualifications, so being hired by the museum had been a kind of vindication to him. It had infuriated him when they’d insisted he use their phone and laptop, because it meant they didn’t trust him. But he’d put up with it even so, because he valued the contract so highly.
Besides, it had been easy enough to get around.
Raff had been no IT buff, but he could wipe a browser history. Router logs, however, were another matter. He opened their one now, searched last Sunday afternoon, and was rewarded with a long list of URLs. He clicked a few at random. All were related in some way to an American art dealer called Miranda Harcourt, who’d apparently turned a slot on a popular antiques programme into a devoted following on social media by showcasing her lifestyle travelling the Mediterranean and the wider world buying expensive pieces with which she fitted out the homes of stars and billionaires.
Beautiful, slim, upbeat and perfectly groomed, with gorgeous clothes showing artful hints of nipple and thigh as she was helped in and out of the backs of flash cars by a burly, stone-faced chauffeur whose humourless devotion was perhaps another part of the fantasy. Yet there was a darker side too. A Reddit thread accused her of smuggling stolen artefacts back to the States to sell through the string of high-end dealerships she part-owned and helped promote, as well as on dark web auctions. The manager of her Miami dealership had been jailed for selling stolen Inca treasures, and there were rumours that she herself was under investigation. He checked her dealership website. It was filled with striking artefacts from Europe, South America and Asia. Her bio had links to her social media accounts. He clicked on her Twitter feed – and sat back, stunned. For, according to her latest tweets, she was on a European tour at this very moment.
And she’d been in Naples just last night.
II
Professor Zeno D’Agostino’s circle of academic friends all despised the Neapolitan district of Vomero for its shallow chic. By contrast, his new young wife Emanuela adored it. A testament to his devotion, then, that he’d given up his beloved Avvocata home on their marriage to buy a penthouse here instead, though it had cost far more than he could rightly afford, and had meant putting much of his private library into storage.
But then he was hardly the first man to lose his head over a beautiful woman.
Her white Mercedes cabriolet was in its spot. Of course it was. The one time he’d have been glad to find her out shopping, naturally she was at home. He pulled in alongside, then sat there a few moments, building himself up for the coming confrontation. He was a man of distinction, he told himself. The youngest ever history professor at Napoli’s Università di Federico II; a winner of multiple awards and honours, whose books and papers had been translated into over twenty languages. His courses were always full, and with sparkle-eyed young women too – young women just like Emanuela had been when they’d first met. And maybe he was starting to get on a little, but a few still came up to him after lectures to ask questions and flutter lashes. Who was she, then, that he had to answer to?
What else had she expected?
He opened his eyes and lifted his chin. He felt Vesuvian suddenly, the magma bubbling molten beneath his granite face. He took the elevator up, paused again outside his front door. The TV was on and tuned to local news. His spirit flagged. He went on in all the same. Emanuela was lying sideways on the couch, her shoes kicked off, hugging a velvet cushion to her belly like her longed-for pregnancy. She looked up with burning eyes, her mouth and nose so scrunched and ugly that it was hard to remember how stunning she could be.
‘What have you done?’ she demanded.
‘Done?’ he frowned.
She pointed at the TV. ‘Don’t give me that bullshit.’
He stared at her, perplexed. ‘You think I had something to do with that? Why ever would I do such a thing?’
‘Revenge.’
‘Revenge? I hardly knew the guy.’
‘Because he was my friend.’
‘Your friend!’ scoffed Zeno. The word somehow undid him. ‘The man fucking you, you mean?’
‘About time someone did.’
‘You whore,’ he spat. ‘You filthy fucking whore. What the hell did you expect?’ It felt good finally to say it, hot and purging and good. But then he saw her shock and realised she hadn’t truly believed it, not until now.
‘I’ll tell them,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell the police.’
‘Tell them what? I was here with you all last night, remember? And in the car with four others when it happened.’
‘So? I know it wasn’t you yourself. You don’t have the balls. It was your bastard cousin Claudio. Oh yes. I saw you whispering together.’
‘That’s bullshit!’ he exploded. He wagged a finger in her face. ‘I warn you, one word to anyone…’
‘And what?’
‘I expect a Mercedes soft top will burn just as well as a yellow Lamborghini.’
She scrambled away from him, to her feet and to the door. The fear and loathing on her face gave him a rare sense of power. He took a pace towards her. She backed away. ‘Get out,’ he said. ‘Go stay with your mother until you’ve rid yourself of this absurd delusion. But I warn you: one word to anyone, even her…’ He left the threat unfinished, turned his back, picked up the remote, took it to his armchair. He felt oddly calm, though his chest was hot and his hands were trembling. He flicked through channels until he found golf. It was a game he despised yet found perversely soothing. All that sunshine and bright blue water. Those lush fairways and perfect greens.
Several minutes passed. Footsteps clacked on the tiled hallway, somewhere between a fast walk and a run. The front door slammed. The elevator set off downwards. His sense of righteous vindication ebbed away, leaving him empty and alone. He went to the drinks tray for a large vermouth and a bag of cashew nuts, then sat back down.
To sell one’s soul. And for such poisoned fruit!
The phone was next to his elbow. He sat there, not looking at it, yet waiting for it to ring.



Chapter Ten
I
A lecture hall, Pompeii
The lecture had gone well. No doubt about it. But then it always added a frisson to an event like this when the volcano under discussion was liable to erupt at any moment in a massive Plinian event likely to bury not only this auditorium but the whole region beneath its discharge. Fatima Zirpoli, Chief Scientist at the Vesuvius Observatory, answered the last of the questions, then excused herself and went to the restrooms, where she sat in a cubicle with her head in her hands, for – even after all these years – it always took her a few minutes to decompress after a talk.
She’d put her phone on silent for her lecture. Now she fished it from her bag. A number of missed calls from Carlo, her number two. Her heart did that peculiar little trick of sinking in dread even as it thrilled in excitement – for the days ahead, awful as they were liable to prove, were what she’d spent her life preparing for. She stood and flushed the loo, though it didn’t need it, then went out to wash her hands. Her phone rang again as she was drying them on a paper towel.
‘Hey Carlo,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’
‘Another incident,’ he told her curtly.
‘I guessed that already. Tell me more.’
‘Pair of farmers up in Ottaviano. Used to be best friends. Then the wife of one decides she prefers the other. Bad blood ever since.’ He had an irritating way of talking, Carlo, in truncated sentences that somehow didn’t help him get to the point any quicker. ‘Anyway, farmer number one finds his dog dead early this morning. Blames his rival and the ex-wife, because they’d threatened the poor brute for messing with their chickens. So he grabs his shotgun, goes over, gives number two both barrels through the window. Then the ex-wife clunks him with a shovel before he can reload.’
‘Which all has what to do with us?’
‘Bear with me. Police turn up. Take statements. Signor Cuckold accuses farmer number two of poisoning his dog. The ex-wife says no. They’ve been in Turin for a funeral. The police call in a vet. Our friend Massimo, no less, who of course is on the lookout for volcanic gases. Sure enough, it presents like carbon dioxide.’
‘Oh Christ.’ It was impossible to predict eruptions with anything like precision. All one could do was watch for signs. Gases leaking from a previously unknown fumarole was another to add to a list that already included a massive increase in seismic activity, alarming rises in surface and subsurface temperatures, a noticeable bulging of the caldera and the deformation of the surrounding terrain. Every light on her dashboard was now flashing red. ‘Where was this, exactly?’
‘Ottaviano, like I say. Those farmhouses on Via Carcova. The one with that old green barn with the patched roof.’
‘I know it. Any other explanations?’
‘Always other explanations. Like maybe the wife and her new hubby got imaginative with their poison of choice. You know, arrange an alibi, gas the dog, blame it on the mountain. But Massimo says these two aren’t the imaginative sort. You know the kind. Solid citizens of the soil. Salt of the earth.’
‘Arseholes?’
‘Your word, not mine.’
Fatima sighed heavily. Her hostess Johanna had been looking particularly fetching in her cream linen suit. And recently separated too. But their drink was going to have to wait. ‘Okay,’ she told Carlo. ‘I’m on my way.’
II
Cesco stared in shock at the computer screen. Was it possible that he’d found Raff’s killer as quickly and as simply as that? Except no. Miranda Harcourt had already tweeted several times that morning, including with selfies taken respectively outside her Naples waterfront hotel, at the city’s Capodichino Airport, at Paris Charles de Gaulle, in the back of a Turkish taxi and finally on a hotel balcony set against Istanbul’s unmistakeable skyline. It was just about possible that the photos were old, however, and only posted to give herself an alibi. He needed to make sure. She’d given the name of her Sultanahmet hotel in her last tweet, pimping it in the influencer manner as the city’s finest, doubtless trading her endorsement for a comped room. He found its number, called to confirm that she’d checked in, asked to be put through. She answered on the third ring, her voice strained and weary. ‘Yes?’
‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Is that Miranda Harcourt?’
‘Yes. Why? Who is this?’
He ended the call without another word, checked out her possible flights. Only one fitted with her tweets. Depart Naples Capodichino at 6:05 a.m., switch at Paris Charles de Gaulle for Istanbul. As the Lamborghini hadn’t arrived at the Villa of the Papyri until 7:44, she clearly hadn’t been directly involved. Yet her presence in Naples was too great a coincidence to ignore.
He reached for Valentina Messana’s card, then hesitated. Raff had been desperate for cash and had had access to countless valuable artefacts. The police knew that now. They were likely to put two and two together, and maybe leak it too, staining Raff’s reputation for ever – even if he was ultimately cleared. Cesco refused to be part of that, especially on such flimsy evidence.
Yet he couldn’t ignore it either.
His phone buzzed. A text from Carmen. Any chance he could pick her up outside Gran Caffè Gambrinus at six? Something she wanted to discuss. He checked his watch. It was a little past five. Leave now and he could swing by Miranda Harcourt’s hotel and then meet Carmen straight after. He texted back that he’d see her there, then grabbed his jacket and hurried for the door.
III
They came for Dieter when he was already ninety minutes in to his afternoon workout, lying on his back beneath the weights machine they’d brought down from Stuttgart in the van. They came as a group, of course. None of them had the balls to take him on alone.
He sat up and grabbed a towel to wipe himself down. ‘Yes?’ he said.
It was Knöchel who stepped forward. ‘A word,’ he said.
The buzz was on him from his workout. He felt mellow and pleasantly weary. No doubt that was why they’d chosen this moment. He threw away the towel, grabbed a pair of twenty-kilo bells to pump away at while they talked. ‘About what?’ he asked.
‘This trip. Don’t get us wrong. We want Rossi too. But he isn’t here.’
‘He’ll be back. Eventually.’
‘Of course. And then we’ll come for him. But why stay here until then? We’ve got shit back home needs taking care of. Hans says our new suppliers are taking the piss. Then there’s the Azerbaijanis too.’
‘You think that’s coincidence, do you?’ asked Dieter, pumping rhythmically at the bells. Twenty kilos were for pussies, but they made for better weapons. ‘They’re taking liberties because they’ve lost respect for us. Rossi fucked with us and lived, so now they think they can too. The Romans knew how it was done. They hung their enemies from gibbets. They crucified them and put their heads on spikes.’
‘They had to find them first,’ muttered Gunther.
Dieter turned to stare at him. ‘What was that?’
‘Nothing, boss.’
Aged ten or so, Dieter had realised he wasn’t like other kids, even the troublesome ones. They used violence to get what they wanted. But violence was what he wanted. The fear in people’s eyes. Not just contemporaries but the older kids too, teachers and other adults. But at length he’d grown weary of the arrests, tribunals and the rest, so he’d learned to control himself, turning his rage into a Rottweiler that he mostly kept tightly leashed. But you had to let it snarl from time to time, or people would take liberties.
He looked from face to face, wondering who to choose. Gunther himself was too useful. Knöchel too. His gaze settled on Ox. He’d christened him that himself, not just for his obscene size and strength, but for his docility too. His fists tightened round the dumbbells. ‘What about you?’ he asked.
Ox took half a step back, puzzled rather than alarmed. Good-natured himself, he assumed good nature in others. ‘I’m with you, boss,’ he said. ‘Whatever you say.’
On the floor beside the weights machine, his phone pinged with a notification. It was always doing that, but this one had an unfamiliar trill. Then he remembered setting it up some weeks before to alert him should the names ‘Cesco Rossi’ and ‘Carmen Nero’ ever appear together. His mouth went a little dry. He set down a dumbbell to pick up his phone and check the story out.
‘Well?’ asked Knöchel.
Dieter looked up at him with a savage grin. ‘Fucking told you,’ he said.



Chapter Eleven
I
When he’d left the studio last night, Raff had mumbled vaguely about going to see someone. At the time, Cesco had assumed it was his mystery girlfriend. But what if it had been Miranda Harcourt instead? Her boutique hotel occupied the top two floors of a block just off the strip of prime Naples waterfront known as the Lungomare. Parking was always hard here, but finally he found a slot for his Harley and took the lift up. The woman on reception shook her head when he showed her a photo of Raffaele on his phone. He asked if Miranda Harcourt had received any visitors yesterday evening. She told him indignantly that it was against hotel policy to give out such information. Ten euros changed her mind. But all he learned was that Harcourt had gone out sometime around six to six thirty and hadn’t returned before her own shift had finished at ten. He thanked her and went back down.
There was a pavement cafe on the corner of the street. It seemed the obvious place for them to have met. He showed Raff’s photograph to a waiter. He shook his head. But one of his colleagues nodded. Yes, he’d been in here last night, she was sure of it. Shortly after six, because that was when she’d started work, and he’d been one of her first. Had he been with anyone? No. In fact she’d felt a little irritated with him for taking an outside table rather than a bar stool, even though they’d been crazy busy and he’d been on his own. But then a woman had come by and he’d left with her, having barely touched his Peroni. Cesco brought up one of Harcourt’s Twitter selfies. The waitress nodded at once. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s her.’
Cesco kept his expression impassive. But inside he was churning.
Raff, you idiot. What the hell did you get yourself into?
II
Thirty odd years ago now, adolescence had turned Romeo Izzo from a bright, brash twelve-year-old into an uncommonly self-conscious teen, painfully aware of his Picasso features, his bad teeth, gangly limbs and narrow shoulders. He’d had the same raging hormones as all his mates, however, and a cheeky quick wit with which to make girls laugh, in the wake of which he’d managed to ask almost all of them out, at one point or another, despite the pummelling he’d taken from rejections along the way.
Yet there’d been one girl with whom his courage had always failed him.
Lucia Conte.
His problem had been simple. His tongue had ceased working in her presence, his usual instinctive jokes coming out slow and laboured instead. It hadn’t been her looks exactly, for – despite her long coiled black hair and the hypnotic way her skirts had swished and swirled around her legs – she’d by no means been the prettiest of their year. He’d been unnerved instead by her obvious intelligence and knowledge, constantly making allusions, connections and remarks that had whooshed over his head, but which he’d smiled nervously at all the same, despite suspecting that he himself was their butt. Worse still, he’d striven so hard for clever ripostes that he’d come out with stupidities instead, stupidities that she’d teased him for and which still had the power to wake him in a sweat. Yet somehow, considering how awkward and strained they often were together, they’d spent a surprising amount of time that way. And once or twice he’d caught her looking at him in the strangest way, making his insides tumble over themselves like clothes in a dryer, so that only his wretched shyness had stopped him from seizing her in his arms. But then she’d started dating an older boy with rich parents, beautiful clothes and a gorgeous crimson Vespa that had somehow always kept its showroom gleam, and who’d bought her flowers and chocolates, and who’d called her his principessa. And how had he been supposed to compete with that?
He took a pool car up to the hospital, asked directions at the front desk. She was dozing when he arrived in her room, so he scraped the legs of a chair across the floor to wake her as he moved it beside her bed. Her hair was shorter than it had been, and her complexion darker. She’d always been solidly built, but her figure was even fuller now. A woman rather than a girl. Yet, the moment she opened her eyes, he was fifteen again, the tumble dryer on full spin. He might have lost his nerve entirely except for the blankness of her gaze. ‘My name is Romeo Izzo,’ he began. ‘You won’t remember me, but actually we were at school together here in Herculaneum back in—’
‘I remember you, Romeo. How could you possibly think otherwise?’
‘Oh,’ he said.
‘I was so sorry to learn about your poor wife,’ she told him. ‘I wrote to you, several times in truth, though I never sent the letters.’ She paused a moment and then added: ‘I thought it would be you who wouldn’t remember me.’
He stared wide-eyed at her. ‘But I remember you so perfectly,’ he said, with such revealing candour that he had to look away for a moment. Then they smiled together at their shared folly in a way that broke the ice. ‘Well,’ he said, spreading his hands. ‘I became a policeman. A detective, no less. In fact, I’m in charge of the investigation into your… into this morning’s terrible tragedy.’
‘Yes. I saw you earlier.’ She reached out a hand, though stopped short of touching him. ‘I’m glad it’s you. I know you’ll find who did it.’
‘Thank you. And I know you’ll want to help, however you can.’
Her eyes narrowed a fraction, realising there was more to this visit than an old friend saying hello. ‘I told your colleague everything I know. Valentina Messana, I think her name was.’
‘Yes. I’ve read her notes. But you talked mostly of what you witnessed. I have other questions. Another question, I should say. It stems from something Il Direttore Santoro told me about your brother: that he went to see him out at his home last night, to discuss the second phase of some project they’re working on.’
‘He was doing some photography for him.’
‘Yes. Il Direttore said something odd. He said they met there rather than at the museum because of politics. Office politics. Can you think what he meant?’
‘I imagine he was referring to Professor D’Agostino. He sits on the museum board and was very much against Raff being awarded the contract. He claimed he was too expensive, that he didn’t appreciate the pieces he was photographing, that he’d bring the museum into disrepute, that he was a security risk. But really it was because of an impersonation Raff did of him that got beneath his skin.’
‘An impersonation?’
‘Yes. You know. His voice, his posture, his way of speaking. It was perfect and very funny. But cruel.’
‘So he wouldn’t have wanted his contract renewed? Yet Il Direttore meant to go ahead anyway?’
‘As I understand it, yes. But look: Zeno may be thin-skinned, yes, but I’m sure he isn’t dangerous. Not like that.’
‘Who else, then? How about your brother’s ex-wife? I hear it ended badly.’
‘She took the kids off to Milan, in part to punish him. But something like this?’ She shook her head. ‘Other than that, everyone loved him. He was such fun to be around. So much charm and youth and energy.’
‘I remember.’
‘He was only fourteen or so back when you knew him. But honestly, he never really grew up. That was his magic. He’d make you feel a teenager again. And you know how precious that is, at our age.’ She reached out and this time brushed the back of his hand with her fingertip. ‘Listen, Romeo. Do you think you could keep me informed? You yourself, I mean. It would mean so much.’
‘Of course.’ He took it as a cue, rose to his feet. ‘Perhaps tomorrow morning?’
‘That would be wonderful. Thank you.’
‘My pleasure.’ Their eyes met and briefly held. The dryer had stopped tumbling, he noticed, leaving behind it only the pleasurable comfort of hot and airy clothes. Then he realised how inappropriate it was even to be thinking this way during an investigation, so he nodded in mild confusion and made his way to the door, where he paused and turned. ‘It was good to see you again, Lucia,’ he told her. ‘I only wish…’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Me too.’
III
Carmen was waiting at her usual spot on the pavement outside Gran Caffè Gambrinus when Cesco arrived. He pulled in alongside her, pushed up his visor. A flippant remark about nightly rates trembled on his tongue; then he caught her eye and thought better of it. ‘A drink?’ he suggested.
‘Sure,’ she agreed. ‘Where?’
He hesitated. The places they’d gone with Raffaele held too many painful memories. ‘Murphy’s?’
‘Perfect.’
She unbuckled the rear pannier, took out her helmet. He’d bought them matching ones as a kind of joke, black with red flashes to match the Harley’s new livery, itself a play on their surnames, Rossi and Nero, red and black. She climbed on pillion, put her hands on his waist. He waited for a gap in traffic, then pulled a tight turn, heading back the way he’d come. Murphy’s was only a short drive away, an Irish bar that gave Carmen a whiff of home with its wall-mounted TVs that occasionally showed baseball and other American sports. He parked outside. By midnight it would be heaving, but right now it was empty. The barmaid frowned as they ordered drinks. Her eyes flickered to the TV. He raised an eyebrow. She found the remote control, skipped back until she found the news, then pressed play again as a reporter gave details of Raff’s murder against a revolving backdrop of photographs. Raff himself, of course, then Lucia. Taddeo Santoro and Zeno D’Agostino. Then one of himself and Carmen at one of their endless Alaric press conferences. He cursed softly. They’d deliberately dropped out of sight since then out of respect for the many enemies they’d made along the way, from the Stuttgart Hammerskins through the Calabrian ’Ndrangheta to a squad of renegade Israelis.
He handed Carmen her red wine. ‘To Raff,’ he said, chinking glasses.
‘To Raff,’ said Carmen.
The bar was long and narrow. They found a place near the loos where they could talk without being overheard, though it meant falling silent whenever people squeezed by. ‘Well?’ he said. ‘You had something to discuss.’
‘Yes,’ she said. But then she paused.
‘Raffaele?’ he hazarded. ‘Lucia?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘Her keys? The Philodemus scroll?’
‘Kind of.’
‘Then I wouldn’t worry about it. God knows why she’s pushing herself so hard over it. It’s not like they don’t have dozens more upstairs.’
‘Quite,’ said Carmen.
His ears pricked up. He was acutely sensitive to her noises. ‘What are you saying? Are you saying it’s not Philodemus?’
‘No. I never said that.’
‘Of course!’ muttered Cesco. ‘I can’t believe I’ve been so blind. No way would Taddeo or D’Agostino spend so much time on just another Philodemus. What is it, then?’
‘I don’t know. And I’m not speculating. Lucia’s our friend.’
‘Friends don’t lie about what they’re up to.’
‘Of course they do. If people find out what it really is…’
‘So you do know.’
‘I don’t. I swear I don’t.’
‘Not for sure, maybe, but you’ve got a sniff.’ He squinted at her. ‘How? Was it something Lucia said?’ She scowled in annoyance at being so easy to read. He thought back to the hospital, their brief conversation with Lucia. ‘Alberts,’ he said, snapping his fingers. ‘Father Alberts.’
‘Shh,’ said Carmen, motioning for quiet. ‘That doesn’t mean anything. Lots of experts are in the Church.’
‘Yes. But why hide it? Surely only because…’ He frowned as the various pieces suddenly snapped together in his mind. Then he gazed at her in disbelief. ‘Dear God,’ he said. ‘They’ve only gone and found the Gospel of Mark.’
III
It was well after dark when Cousin Claudio finally rang. Zeno D’Agostino was stumbling drunk by then, thanks to his diet of vermouth and cashew nuts. He dropped the handset as he made to answer and had to pick it up from the floor. ‘Pronto,’ he slurred.
‘It’s me,’ said Claudio.
Zeno had been expecting this. But precisely because he’d been expecting it, he was ready with his response. ‘You’ll have to be more specific. I don’t know who—’
‘Don’t even try it, arsehole. You know exactly who I am.’
‘I assure you, I don’t have—’
‘Shut your mouth and listen. I did as you asked. Now it’s your turn.’
‘I assure you, I haven’t the first idea what—’
‘Who the fuck do you think you’re dealing with? You honestly think you can make a deal like this and then back out? After what I just did for you? Don’t you know who I am? The people I work for?’
‘What have you done? Perhaps if you tell me, I’ll remember who you—’
‘You’re drunk,’ said Claudio in disgust. ‘I’ll call again in the morning, once you’ve sobered up. I’ll tell you what you’re going to do for me in return.’
‘In return for what?’
‘You stupid fucking moron. I’ve got our whole conversation on tape. Every last second of it.’ He paused a moment, then added, with unnerving relish: ‘You belong to me now.’
The phone went dead. Zeno held it against his ear, hard and cold. He felt, for a moment, an unexpected pride in himself that he hadn’t buckled and admitted to anything. It was all about nerve in the end. About staying strong. He could still survive this if he just stuck to his plan.
But then the truth of his situation bore in on him, and he began to weep.



Chapter Twelve
I
‘Shh!’ said Carmen again, looking anxiously around the small bar. But it wasn’t busy yet and there was no one within earshot. Even so, she dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Not a word to anyone. You have to promise.’
Cesco gave a hollow laugh. ‘My God!’ he said. ‘It’s true. It’s really true.’
‘I don’t know. Honestly. It could be anything.’
‘Come on, Carmen. A Christian document found in Italy and dating to—’
‘We’re not discussing this,’ she said. ‘Not here.’
‘Where, then? The apartment? I’ll cook us dinner.’
She gave a grimace. The obvious place, but it would be her first time back there since their fight. Yet it had to happen sometime. ‘Okay,’ she said.
He showed no sign of triumph, just took her glass from her to return to the bar. They went out. Night had fallen, bringing with it a little of the grimy rain that had plagued Naples ever since Vesuvius had grown restless. Headlights made the drizzle glitter and painted golden stripes on the wet black tarmac. Cesco wiped the Harley’s leather seat with his sleeve, smearing the droplets as much as removing them. They strapped on helmets. Carmen climbed on pillion, hugged her arms round him. They pulled out into traffic, leaned together into the bends, quickly recapturing their old rhythm. The air was heavy with a coming storm. They passed the museum and Cavour Metro, then cut left along Vergini. She gave him a hug as they passed Raffaele’s front door, though he didn’t so much as glance at it. They headed up Via Cristallini to the steps, turned down Centogradi to Tronari and their front door. He waited until she was safely off, checked she had her keys, then set off to find a place to park.
She let herself in. Their apartment was top floor. The stairs were narrow, steep and dark. Cesco still hadn’t replaced the bulb. It was typically messy inside, yet it lifted her spirits anyway. Her weeks here had been among the happiest of her life. Raffaele himself had found it for them after they’d moaned about their Airbnb rental. A fashion model friend of his had moved to Paris for her career, and let it out informally to people who pledged to leave at short notice should she decide to return home.
It wasn’t just happiness that Carmen had found here. In a strange way, she’d found herself too. She’d become adult in a way she hadn’t been before, more confident in her opinions, bolder in thought and act, ready to make trouble for what she believed in too. Partly that was the result of their Alaric adventure, but it was also simply being with Cesco. He had an infectious attitude to life, cheerful and cavalier, yet ultimately decent. Besides, being loved and admired by a man you yourself loved and admired – was there anything better?
It broke her heart that it had all ended so abruptly.
A bottle of red stood on the kitchen sideboard. She popped its cork, poured herself a glass. The fridge kept switching between low rumbles and high-pitched squeaks, as though it had come down with food poisoning. She took a peek inside, wondering about dinner. He’d been to the fishmonger recently, she was delighted to note. Half a dozen mussels in a bowl of cold water covered by a white tea towel. A tray of thin bags through whose pearly skin she could make out squid, shrimps and scallops too, along with a fillet of pinkish monkfish and a polystyrene cup of fish stock. Everything necessary for Cesco’s zuppa di pesce, her favourite of his dishes – almost as if he’d known she’d be coming.
The heavens burst suddenly, as threatened. Rain pounded down so hard outside that it sounded like heavy traffic. She went to the window. Cesco arrived at a comical, flat-out run, sending up great splashes with every step, his jacket zipped up to his throat, holding a futile arm over his already drenched head. The front door opened and slammed. Shoes squelched on the stairs. He tripped on a step in the darkness and swore out loud. She smiled and opened the door. He headed straight into the bedroom. She tossed him a white towel as he stripped. He dried himself briskly, mussing up his hair before pulling on crumpled chinos and a black T-shirt. ‘This bloody weather,’ he said. ‘See Naples and drown.’
‘Blame Vesuvius, not Naples.’
‘Naples is Vesuvius.’ They went together through to the kitchen. She poured him a glass of red. He took a gulp, then opened the fridge and looked inside. ‘Fish stew?’
‘I’ve been dreaming about it.’
He arched an eyebrow. ‘About my fish stew, huh. I don’t know whether to be flattered or jealous.’ He took the ingredients from the fridge, lined them up on the counter. He’d earned his living, for a while, in restaurant kitchens, and she loved to watch him cook, not just for his skill and speed, but for the uncharacteristically finicky manner he took on, the way he’d taste everything as he went, muttering darkly at himself and adjusting flavours.
He splashed olive oil into a heavy saucepan, set it on the stove, lit the gas. He salted and chopped the monkfish, then seared it and the scallops before splashing in more oil for the celery, red onion and the pulp of baby plum tomatoes that he squeezed out between thumb and forefinger.
She took a wooden spoon from the drawer. ‘Want me to stir?’
‘Like old times, eh?’ he said, sprinkling in the chopped garlic, oregano and chilli flakes. But this was dangerous ground and he hurriedly switched topic. ‘You were going to tell me about Mark. How the scroll wasn’t his.’
‘I never said that. Just that it could be other things too. Community rules, say. A sermon. A letter. Any of those would still be the oldest surviving Christian document by a good hundred years.’ Bits of onion kept sticking to the bottom of the pan. She vigorously scraped them loose. ‘And it wouldn’t even have to be explicitly Christian, when you think about it. An official Roman report mentioning the new religion. An early Jewish text or Midrash.’
‘Why would the owners of the Villa care about any of those? But Mark would fit right in. And it’s the right time and place, isn’t it?’
‘Yes.’
‘I thought as much. Though…’
‘Though?’
‘You’ll think me a dolt,’ he said. ‘But everyone says that Mark is the oldest gospel, and that he wrote it in Rome during the 70s CE. Yet I’ve no idea why they think that.’
‘They don’t,’ said Carmen. ‘Not really.’
‘But I’m sure I’ve seen them say it.’
‘I’m sure you have. That doesn’t make it so.’
His eyes lit up. He relished this kind of thing. ‘Go on,’ he said.
‘There’s not much to say. Rome in the 70s CE is academia’s best guess. Not even that. A kind of neutral zone that no one gets too angry at. But actually, there’s tons of disagreement.’ She gave herself a moment, because it was such a fraught and complex subject, with little known for sure. But the gospels had at least two solid bookends. They named enough historically attested figures like Herod Antipas, Pontius Pilate, John the Baptist and Joseph of Arimathea that most of the events in them could be securely dated to the early 30s CE. And it was certain, too, that they’d taken on much their current form before around 180 CE, when the Church Father Irenaeus had not only named them, but cited passages from them. But that still left the best part of a hundred and fifty years for scholars to squabble over – which, being scholars, they did with great passion and self-certainty. At one end you had the true believers, who sought to push the gospels as early as they’d plausibly go – to the 50s or even the 40s CE. But sceptics gleefully countered with dates well into the second century.
‘Church tradition is a very unreliable guide,’ she said. ‘It didn’t even become tradition until late in the second century. So there’s no great reason to believe that the gospels were actually written by people called Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Their names aren’t mentioned in the text and we have no solid evidence of them being called that until much later. But it’s still a place to start. And tradition claims that St Mark was an attendant of St Peter’s who cobbled together his gospel from the sermons he’d heard St Peter tell. Mark did this, apparently, some time after Nero put St Peter and St Paul to death, in 64 or 65 CE, as scapegoats for Rome’s great fire. So it follows that Mark likely wrote it somewhere in Italy in the second half of the 60s CE.’
‘But…?’ asked Cesco.
‘Quite,’ said Carmen. ‘As I say, there’s no great reason to accept that. And there’s a big problem with dating any of the first three gospels that early. Because they each include a pericope called the Olivet discourse that—’
‘A pericope?’
‘Sorry. A passage or incident or scene, I guess you’d call it. It takes place shortly before Jesus is arrested. He and his disciples are on the Mount of Olives, looking across at the Second Temple, when one of them mentions what an imposing and durable building it is. Jesus uses this as a teachable moment, saying how even it will be destroyed and the site desecrated.’
‘Ah, yes.’ Cesco was now peeling shrimps, fingers glistening with their juices. ‘Not one stone will remain standing upon another.’
‘That’s it. So now you have a choice. Either you believe that was a real prophecy written in the late 60s, or you accept that that bit at least was written after the Romans seized Jerusalem and tore down the Temple in the year 70.’
‘I thought that was a myth,’ said Cesco, wiping his hands on a paper towel.
‘Not a myth exactly. An exaggeration.’ The Wailing Wall itself disproved the literalness of the ‘not one stone’ passage; but recent archaeological and historical evidence suggested that large numbers of Jewish people had stayed on in Jerusalem for another few decades and had continued worshipping in the Temple. Only after the failed Bar Kokhba uprising of the 130s CE had the Romans finally had enough, clearing the Mount completely to build a temple to Jupiter in its place, banning circumcision and banishing the remaining faithful from the land. They’d even renamed Jerusalem Aelia Capitolina. In many ways that – rather than the first Roman War – had been Judaism’s greatest catastrophe. ‘But close enough to make an impressive prophecy.’
‘Okay,’ said Cesco. ‘So Mark was written after 70 CE. How about before 79 CE, when Vesuvius erupted?’
‘That’s harder,’ admitted Carmen. ‘But there are still reasons for thinking it. For example, there’s another telling passage in which Jesus states that the End Times would start before their own generation passed away.’
‘So he got one wrong. Always a risk with prophecy.’
‘Well, yes. Exactly. But if the gospels were written much later than we think, why put that bit in?’
‘Fair enough,’ said Cesco. He tossed the mussels into a colander, rinsed them with cold water. ‘Which suggests what? They were written before around 100 CE?’
‘I’d say so, yes.’
‘Which still isn’t the 70s. So I assume there’s more.’
‘This is Bible study,’ smiled Carmen. ‘There’s always more.’ She took another sip of wine to brace herself. ‘Have you ever heard of the Synoptic Problem?’ she asked.
II
The road south from Rome to Naples was fast but dull. Dieter sat in the passenger seat of the green Audi A3 searching his phone for properties to rent. Price was no great object, yet still there was nothing of the right size and privacy, not at such short notice, not in Naples itself. He expanded his search zone to include its suburbs and satellites until he found a promising candidate outside Capua. Four bedrooms, a swimming pool, extensive private grounds and available for the next three weeks. He couldn’t book it online at such short notice, so he sent the owner a message with his phone number. The owner called back ten minutes later. ‘Tomorrow, sure,’ he said. ‘But not tonight. It needs to be made ready.’
‘I don’t care about that,’ Dieter told him flatly. ‘It’s tonight or nothing.’ The man hesitated. Vesuvius had ravaged the tourist trade. ‘Two thousand euros for four days,’ he told him. ‘Cash, if you prefer.’
The bargain struck, he turned his mind with pleasurable anticipation to Cesco Rossi. Unsurprisingly, he’d failed to track down his address in Naples. But apparently he’d been working for the victim, Raffaele Conte, and Conte had run a photographic studio whose website included its address in the city’s theatre district. Rossi – or someone who knew him – was sure to turn up at some point. Put one of his men on its doors, they’d have him soon enough.
The rental house sat at the end of a winding country lane and atop a steep hill. They took the turns easily enough themselves, though Gunther and the others laboured a little in the white van behind them. The house’s automatic gate was already wide open when they arrived. A silver Volvo estate was parked on its forecourt. The man who came to meet them walked with a pronounced limp and grimaced with each step. ‘I’m missing dinner with my in-laws,’ he grumbled.
‘No need to thank us,’ said Dieter. He followed him inside, along a dark corridor. One of the side doors was padlocked. ‘What’s this?’ he asked.
‘Basement garage,’ said the man. ‘We use it for storage. There’s plenty of parking out front.’
‘Yes.’
A hamper of goodies waited on the kitchen table. A bottle of white wine and a litre of milk in the fridge. He tried to show him the oven; Dieter waved him quiet. Upstairs, the beds were made, the bathrooms clean. ‘It’s fine,’ Dieter told him. He took out his wad to count out cash. The man licked his lips.
Their business done, they went out. The guys were unloading the car and van. ‘So what are you here for?’ asked the man.
‘A convention.’
‘A convention?’
‘Yes. A convention.’
‘Left it a bit late, didn’t you? For a convention, I mean.’
‘Our villa got flooded.’
‘That’s too bad.’
‘Yes.’ Dieter checked his watch. ‘You’ll want to be leaving, I expect. Make it to your in-laws’ in time for coffee.’
‘I still need to show you the—’
‘We’ll figure it out.’ He walked the man to his car, watched him off, headlights winding around the hairpins. He closed the gates with the remote, then went back inside. The padlock on the basement door looked solid enough, but the screws were too small for the job. He twisted and pulled until the bracket came free. He turned on the light, made his way downstairs. There was enough space for two cars, but instead there was a great lumpen mass in the middle covered by a pair of large dust sheets. He lifted one up by its corner. Old furniture, broken white goods, packing chests filled with toys, books, clothes and crockery. He dropped it back down, wandered on. There were hooks in the ceiling, as if to hold up a boat, while the walls were bare concrete block. Ugly yes, but thick. And with no near neighbours, a man could scream his heart out here and not be heard.
An alcove near the scroll gate was fitted with a workbench. It had an array of hand and power tools on the wall behind. He ran his eyes over them. An electric drill, a power saw, a nail gun, a hammer and a chisel. Hedge clippers and a pair of secateurs. An orange extension cord. Everything he could have wished for. The table had a fitted vice. He put his finger in and tightened it till he felt it grip. He tried to pull it out but couldn’t. He loosened it to free himself, then took down the drill. Its battery had run flat, so he plugged it into a socket to recharge.
‘This should just about do,’ said Knöchel, from behind.
Dieter turned to stare at him. ‘Do?’ he said. ‘It’s perfect.’
III
Cesco caught his finger on the lip of a mussel as he scrubbed it of its beard. He scowled and watched it for a few moments, waiting for a bubble of blood that never appeared. He ran it under the cold tap anyway, then added the mussels to the pot along with the fish stock and some coriander.
‘The Synoptic Problem?’ he said. ‘Heard of it, sure. Not a clue what it is.’
‘Okay, then. To start at the beginning, the first three gospels – Matthew, Mark and Luke – are known as the synoptics because they’re all very much alike, telling the same stories in much the same order, often with the exact same words. That doesn’t happen by accident, not even from all three of them hearing the same stories from the same wandering preacher, say. You’d still never get it word for word. So there has to be some kind of literary connection.’
‘You mean they stole from each other?’
‘A bit harsh. It was standard practice back then. And it’s not the key question anyway, which is who copied from whom? People argue it every which way; but most agree that Luke was last. Apart from anything else, his gospel opens by acknowledging the other gospels already in existence. And there are other hints too. He’s less apocalyptic than Matthew and Mark, as though he’s having second thoughts about the imminence of the End Times. And he almost certainly wrote the Acts of the Apostles as well, which is rife with anachronisms.’
Cesco grinned. He did enjoy a good anachronism. ‘Such as?’
‘Well, there’s a particularly telling one about a pair of revolutionaries called Judas and Theudas who he gets the wrong way round – exactly as Josephus did in his History of the Jewish War.’
‘And you think he copied it from Josephus rather than vice versa?’
‘It seems more likely, yes. Acts was obscure, but Josephus was famous. And his History wasn’t published until the early 90s, which would push both Luke and Acts back to the turn of the century, leaving us with Matthew and Mark. These two are really similar. In fact, Matthew effectively is Mark, only reordered a little and with about half as much extra material. So either Mark stripped out those bits from Matthew, or Matthew added them to Mark. You’d think this kind of situation would be rare. But actually it happened a fair bit. And it turns out that adding new material is far more common than stripping it out. That makes sense when you think about it. People have things they want to say. Take these gospels as an example. Mark tells a punchy short story about a gifted Galilean who preached uncomfortable truths, worked miracles and gained a following that unnerved the authorities. It climaxed in a violent confrontation that he appeared at first to lose but which he ultimately won. Classic Greek hero stuff, like Jason and the Argonauts, the Odyssey or the Bacchae.’
‘And Matthew isn’t like that?’
‘It’s much more tangled, certainly. More layered. And while it’s hard to see why Mark might have cut down Matthew, it’s easy to see what Matthew would have gained by adding to Mark. Take their openings, for example. Mark begins with Jesus already an adult. But Matthew includes a Nativity – as Luke does too, for that matter. As biography, it’s clearly nonsense. But as a way of satisfying Jewish prophecies about the Messiah, it’s pretty much a checklist. House of David. Tick. Born in Bethlehem. Tick. Shall be called Emmanuel. Tick. Out of Egypt. Tick. It’s as though Matthew had trawled through Jewish scriptures looking for predictions for Jesus to fulfil. Or take the miracles. Mark’s Jesus is a holy man with real but limited powers. He has to smear paste on a man’s eyes to cure his blindness. He can’t perform miracles at all near his own home. But Matthew’s Jesus is divine. He says the word and the centurion’s servant is healed.’
‘Truly this man was the Son of God.’
‘Different centurion. Same idea. Which is another thing. Mark’s gospel originally stopped after Jesus’s tomb was found empty. He himself was never actually seen. But the resurrected Christ was key to Matthew and Luke. So again the same dynamic: a Greek hero is turned into a Jewish god.’
‘That still doesn’t date Mark to the 70s.’
‘No, but once you’ve accepted the order, it becomes a matter of simple logistics. We think Luke was likely written in Greece. Matthew near the Turkish–Syrian border. And Mark certainly seems to have been writing for a Roman audience. There were no printing presses back then, no email. Everything had to be copied by hand then disseminated by horses and ships. And clandestinely too, considering how Christians were viewed. So you have to allow a certain amount of time. Especially as it all happened at least twice. Mark to Matthew. Matthew to Luke.’
‘And you’re suggesting ten years a pop? That’s quite some daisy chain.’
‘I did warn you.’
‘Yes. And somewhat redundant, wouldn’t you say? Seeing as there’s a far simpler way to find out.’
‘There is?’
‘Sure,’ said Cesco, with a twinkle-eyed smile. ‘Give me Lucia’s keys and I’ll go look.’



Chapter Thirteen
I
It was well past nine when Izzo finally locked up Serious Crimes and set off for home – the same cramped apartment that he and his wife had moved into some fifteen years ago now, a few months before their marriage. At the time, it had been on the edge of town, giving them a fine view of the great volcano – a view that they’d been assured would remain unblocked. But Herculaneum had carried on growing since, and its planning system was so corrupted that all their windows now offered was other, larger blocks.
Mario was still up. Izzo made him brush his teeth, then put him to bed and read him a story. He fell asleep before he’d finished, a little drool darkening his pillowcase. The sight made Izzo’s heart twist, as it sometimes did, with too much love. He stooped to kiss his forehead, then turned off his bedside light, leaving the door slightly ajar.
Isabella was by the hob, muttering to herself. She slopped a ladleful of overcooked tagliatelle Bolognese onto his plate and set it on the table. He regarded it balefully. A family of slothful flatworms slinking through a muddy puddle. His wife’s cooking had been both healthy and delicious. Now everything tasted awful, yet perversely he kept putting on weight.
‘Some wine, I think,’ he said.
‘For a change.’
‘If you knew what my day had been—’
‘We all of us have days. I spent three hours at the doctor’s.’
Izzo said nothing. Hard experience had taught him not to ask. He poured himself a glass of red and turned on the radio, curious as to what they were saying about his case. But Fatima Zirpoli from the Vesuvius Observatory was on instead. Another incident on the volcano that morning. Carbon dioxide from an unknown fumarole that had killed a dog. Every possible signal of an eruption was now flashing red. It was clear from her tone, if not her words, that she thought a full evacuation of the Red Zone wasn’t just now urgent but should in fact already have been called. But she was only an advisor in the matter. Evacuation was for the politicians to call. And they were resisting hard, for it was certain to be chaotic, expensive and highly unpopular. Unless, of course, the volcano blew – in which case they’d be transformed instantly into far-sighted heroes.
He looked across at Isabella. ‘Spoken to Konrad yet?’ he asked.
‘He wasn’t in.’
‘Perhaps he’ll be in now.’
‘It’s too late.’
‘Nonsense. They stay up all hours. Let me try for you.’ Isabella had barely spoken to her son since his marriage. A Nigerian she could perhaps have tolerated. A Muslim, at a stretch. But the two together had proved too much. Naturally enough, they’d been offended. Lines of communication had been strained ever since. He doubted that Isabella had even tried them, but it was also possible that Konrad – being aware of the likely evacuation – was screening for this number. He therefore rang him on his mobile instead, for he’d never called him on it before. Sure enough, he answered almost at once.
‘Hey!’ said Izzo cheerfully. ‘It’s me. Your brother-in-law.’
‘Oh. Ah. Yes. I’m sorry, Romeo, but I’m afraid you’ve caught me at a very—’
‘I’ve got your mother here. She’d like a word.’
‘…bad time. Can you not call back in—’
‘A volcano is about to erupt on our heads,’ said Izzo coldly. ‘We’re likely to be evacuated at any moment. My sister has very kindly offered to put Mario and me up, but there simply isn’t room for your mother. So no, I can’t call back.’
‘I’m sorry, truly. We’d love to help, but—’
‘Excellent! Delighted to hear it! I’ll put her on now.’ He handed his mobile to a scowling Isabella. Then, with a reinvigorated appetite, he picked up his fork and set himself to eat.
II
Carmen gazed at Cesco in consternation. ‘No way,’ she said. ‘Lucia gave me her keys on trust.’
‘Yes, but—’
‘No. No. No. Stop it. I can’t believe you even suggested it.’
He held up a hand. ‘At least hear me out,’ he said. ‘You weren’t the only one to make a discovery this afternoon. I did too.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘How about I tell you while we eat?’
She cut and buttered chunks from a fresh white loaf while he ladled generous helpings into a pair of bowls. She blew on her spoon before slurping it in. Flavours burst like fruits on her tongue. She looked across at him with something like lust.
‘Any good?’ he asked.
‘Unbelievable. I’d forgotten.’ She dipped her spoon again. ‘But your discovery?’
He dipped a crust into his bowl, leaving a buttery glaze on its surface. ‘It’s about Raff. He went down to the Lungomare last night.’
‘I thought he hated it down there.’
‘He did. But he had a reason. To meet a compatriot of yours called Miranda Harcourt.’
‘The antiquities buff?’
‘You know her?’
‘Only from TV.’
‘Well, according to the Internet, she’s up to her chin in stolen goods. Raff knew it too. He googled her before he went to meet her.’
‘Jesus. Have you told the police?’
‘Not yet, no. She was already in the air when the Lamborghini arrived at the Villa, so she can’t have been directly involved. And what if I tell the police, and it leaks? His name would be tarnished for ever, maybe for no reason. Because I can’t see how he could have been stealing from the digitisation project. Everything’s already catalogued before it reaches the studio. But your scroll opens up a new possibility. Apparently, Harcourt doesn’t just sell stolen items through her dealerships. She also runs secret auctions on the dark web.’
‘No way. Raff would never betray Lucia like that.’
‘I doubt it too. But are you sure? One hundred per cent sure? You should see his bottom drawer. It’s stuffed with unpaid bills. I mean stuffed. I didn’t have time to go through everything today. I’ll go back in the morning to do it properly. But we’re talking at least a hundred grand. Probably a lot more. And he knew about the scroll too. That it was special, I mean.’
‘How so?’
‘Remember that day in Capri? The cafe with the flower baskets where you had that tortellini?’
Carmen nodded. ‘When Lucia told us about the quakes.’
‘Exactly. A first one in the early hours that brought down sections of wall and ceiling. How the pumps failed and the water started rising. How she saw the scroll beneath some rubble, with a large fragment broken off, leaving a section exposed. How Raff took photos in case they couldn’t recover it in time, to give them at least some record.’
‘That’s right. He teased her about having kept copies. She got really worked up.’
‘That’s the point. He told her he was teasing, but the next time you both looked away, he pulled a face at me – as good as confessing he’d kept a set. It would have been just like him to check later to see what had got her so spooked.’
‘It’s what you’d have done, you mean?’
‘Damn right. Raff was dyslexic, sure, but he was motivated too. Let’s say he translated it somehow and recognised a passage from Mark. Can you imagine what that would fetch, even on the black market?’
‘Millions.’
‘Tens of millions. Hundreds. And Raff could easily have borrowed or copied Lucia’s keys. She trusted him completely. As did everyone at the library. He was always popping in and out. No one would have looked twice if he’d slipped inside the Colonna room. And no one will realise until it’s next checked, which could be days or weeks away, for all we know. By which time it’ll be too late. So it’s now or never.’
‘No,’ said Carmen.
‘You won’t have to do a thing. Just turn your back a moment. I’ll get Lucia’s keys copied overnight. You’ll have the originals back by morning.’
‘This is insane.’
‘And if the scroll’s really gone? If it had something to do with Raff’s murder?’
‘I’ll tell Lucia,’ said Carmen. ‘I’ll get her permission.’
‘Come on. She’s already heartbroken over Raff. And now you want to tell her you think he stole her scroll? She’ll hate you for it, maybe even banish you from the library. And all you have to do is turn your back. If I’m caught, I’ll swear you had no idea.’
‘That’s not the point,’ she said. ‘You know it’s not the point.’
‘But it’s the only way we can—’
‘Forget it,’ she told him sharply. ‘It wouldn’t work anyway. Not in Rare Books & Manuscripts. Victor might have let Raff in without keeping an eye on him. He was the boss’s brother. But not you. You’re no one to him. And he watches what goes on there much more closely than people realise. He’d spot you for sure. And with your record…’
‘We need to check on the scroll, Carmen. How else can we do it?’
She gazed at him across the table. ‘By me going in myself.’
III
‘You bitch!’ yelled the man in the apartment across the landing from Rupert Alberts. ‘You useless bitch! How am I supposed to eat this shit?’
‘You think I care?’ yelled back his wife. ‘Stuff it up your arse, if you like.’
‘An arse is what it just came out of.’
The diocese of Naples owned several apartments fit for a Monseigneur of Alberts’ seniority and distinction, including a sumptuously appointed one within the cathedral itself. But his mission here was so delicate that he’d chosen to carry it out incognito, to avoid having to lie. That was why he’d taken this small flat in the city’s port district instead. At first glance, it had looked ideal for his purpose: modest enough to satisfy his vows, quietly situated and with its own small roof terrace too. And no Internet to tempt or distract him.
But life was never that straightforward.
He stood, almost frozen, by his front door. He hated every second of his neighbours’ arguments, yet somehow he found himself transfixed. Not that it was them he worried for. They could flay ribbons from each other, for all he cared. No. What concerned him was their teenage son. He passed him on the stairs sometimes, sitting there pretending to be absorbed in one of his graphic novels, while in truth sheltering from his parents’ fights. Every time, Alberts considered speaking to him, to offer consolation, reassurance, even sanctuary. To tell him that this too would pass. But he never dared. A single man living alone in a strange city; they’d likely call the police, putting his mission here in jeopardy. More importantly, he knew from his own experience how sensitive to pity the boy would be, how he’d recoil from sympathy precisely because it would breach the high wall of his denial and mean he couldn’t use the staircase as his refuge any more. Then there was the greatest fear of all: what was the nature of his desire to help? Was it compassion or something darker?
‘What happened to you?’ shouted the man. ‘When did you turn so fucking ugly?’
‘The same time you got so drunk and fat and lazy.’
It was something, at least, that they hated each other so directly. His own childhood hadn’t been like that. His parents had had such different ideas about raising children that he himself had been their proxy battleground. But it had only turned truly poisonous after they’d found a bodybuilding magazine beneath his mattress, its pages half stuck together. His father had blamed it on her pampering. She’d blamed it on his bullying. Their fights had grown unbearable. His forearms and thighs still bore the hatching of self-inflicted scars. He could sometimes feel the roughness of the orange rope around his neck as he’d tested his noose while standing on the stairs; the ice-lolly coldness of his father’s shotgun in his mouth. But he’d proved coward as well as pervert. So he’d declared for the priesthood instead, simply to shut them up.
A door banged across the landing. One or the other had quit the field. The tension began to leave his limbs. His neck and back loosened and relaxed a little. He returned to his bedroom and his latest nightly report; but he couldn’t concentrate on it, even though he knew his Cardinal would be eagerly awaiting it, to share at the Vatican’s very highest levels – even with the Pope himself, despite him being on a South American tour. The thought brought back all his stress, and then some more. For his Cardinal was a shrewd politician, naturally enough. He’d never have ascended so high otherwise. He’d made clear to Alberts the outcome he desired, then he’d waved away all his efforts to discuss the methodology, giving himself and the Church full deniability should the truth of what Alberts had done here ever come out.
He kept glancing at the steel lockbox atop his hanging cupboard. It was a kind of therapy for him. A way to alleviate anxiety. And suddenly he couldn’t help himself. He moved his chair across, took it down, set it on his bed. It was secured by a padlock whose key he kept on a silver chain round his neck. He stooped to unlock and open it, then stood back up. A thrill ran through him as he contemplated its contents. The thin black driving gloves and mirror sunglasses. The shapeless blue jeans and sturdy brown boots. The grey jacket with its red piping and drawstring hoodie. The stun gun and the packet of spare batteries. The sheaf of woven cream writing paper. The fountain pen and bottle of green ink. And now today’s addition of a cheap business card too.
In case you should ever want me. Day or night.
A delicious tremor ran through him as he touched it with his fingertip. But no. He was stronger than that. Or, more accurately, too drained from his monstrous day. He locked it back up, replaced it atop the hanging cupboard. He washed and prayed, then read a little Luke, his favourite of the gospels for its authority and compassion. By chance, he came across a familiar parable.
No man putteth new wine into old bottles; else the new wine will burst the bottles, and be spilled, and the bottles shall perish. But new wine must be put into new bottles; and both are preserved. No man also having drunk old wine straightway desireth new: for he saith, The old is better.
The passage stayed with him after he’d turned out the light. An obvious parable for Christianity’s relationship with Judaism. But there was something incongruous about that last sentence. Almost as though it had been added deliberately to undermine what went before.
With a jolt, he suddenly remembered the tour of Rare Books & Manuscripts that Victor, the department head, had given him. When he’d mentioned his interest in the Church Fathers, a look of glee had crossed Victor’s face. He’d fetched them each a pair of the loose white cotton gloves that he normally discouraged for their tendency to snag and tear the fragile old leaves, explaining that a number of their books had been rebound during the seventeenth century in jackets containing small quantities of arsenic, making the gloves a necessary protection. Then he’d unlocked one of the steel cabinets in the end room and taken from it an early edition of Tertullian’s Adversus Marcionem.
From that one stepping stone, Alberts’ mind jumped to another, nearly twenty years before, and the seminars on Marcion led by that pious old bore Father Serafino. He’d hardly listened at the time; he’d never imagined they might prove relevant. But surely his buried memories of them were why his attitude to this mission had changed so markedly over these past few weeks – from his initial euphoria and sense of privilege through growing unease to the sporadic panic attacks he’d recently been suffering. And then he suddenly glimpsed the why of it, and in a single moment his whole understanding of the world completely inverted, much as a clever trompe l’oeil can switch to reveal not just a different picture but its very opposite, making it a struggle even to remember how it had looked before.
He sat up in alarm, his heart hammering. If this was so, it would be a catastrophe on an unimaginable scale, worse by far than any of his previous fears. The immensity of it was like a stone lodged in his chest. He had to find out one way or the other. But he had no Internet here, even if the text was available there in its original Latin, which he very much doubted.
He’d have to consult the library’s copy.
Rare Books & Manuscripts had, of course, long since closed for the night. But it would open again at nine sharp tomorrow morning.
He needed to be there when it did.
IV
Fish stew was followed by salted caramel ice cream. Carmen groaned with glutted pleasure as she pushed herself to her feet. She tweaked back a curtain to look outside. It was still raining and windy, less violently than before, but enough to make her shiver at the prospect of walking back to her hotel.
Cesco came to stand beside her. ‘Stay the night,’ he said, handing her a shot of limoncello. ‘I’ll take the sofa.’
‘Early start,’ she said. ‘Things to do, remember?’
‘You’re not still thinking of that, are you?’
‘You were prepared to do it.’
‘I have less to lose. What if they tell the police? You could lose your visa.’
‘Look who’s talking.’
‘Well, that’s the point, isn’t it?’ he said tautly. ‘I’ve fucked up already. I did some stupid stuff as a kid and—’
‘It wasn’t stupid stuff,’ she replied. ‘You burgled houses. You jacked cars. You conned your friends. At least call it what it was.’
‘I know what I did. I was an idiot. Worse than that, I was a dick. I’m sorry as hell about it. You know yourself how hard I’ve been trying to put it right. But let’s not compound it. If you’re kicked out of Italy, and I’m not allowed in America…’ He tailed off, leaving the question hanging.
‘Well, yes,’ said Carmen. ‘Finally he gets it!’
‘Come on. I’m not prepared to give up on us that easily. Are you?’
‘I don’t want to. I really don’t. But tell me what I’m supposed to do. Mum will never move here. America’s where her doctors are. Where her life is.’
‘She must have friends.’
‘Not that kind.’
‘Nursing, then. A home. I have money. What’s it for if not for this?’
‘Stop it. Stop it. I’m not putting her in a home. Not yet. Not before I have no choice. So I’m going back once I’m finished here. I have to. How can you not see that?’
‘We’ll find a way.’
‘You keep saying that. Yet you never tell me what it is.’
‘I don’t know. Just that we’ll find it together. Why else do you think I asked you to marry me?’
‘For God’s sake! Not this again.’
‘Yes. This again. At least you could tell me what my bloody sin was. We’d talked about getting married enough. It can’t have come as that big a shock.’
‘Stop it. I beg you.’
‘Just tell me what was so—’
‘My mum had just been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s,’ cried out Carmen. ‘My mum. She’d just learned that she was dying. I had too. And dying from a particularly cruel disease that needs constant attention and nursing. So I needed sympathy. I needed support. I needed help. I needed time and space and understanding. And what did you do? You tried to make me choose.’
‘That’s not what—’
‘Yes it is. Yes it is. Don’t fucking deny it. You ambushed me and tried to make me choose. Between Italy and America. Between you and my mother.’
‘How could you think that?’ he said, appalled. ‘All I wanted was to show you we were in this thing together.’
‘Except we’re not, are we? We can’t be. Because I’m moving back to America, I have no alternative, and you’ll never even be allowed in. Not as a tourist, not as my husband. All because you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself when you were a kid; and then you went and lied about it on your fucking visa application.’ And she stared at him as he stood there, rendered speechless by her anger. She nodded to herself, glad to see that she’d finally got through. Then she grabbed her bag and jacket and headed for the door.



Chapter Fourteen
I
It was, inevitably, a long and troubled night for Cesco. Carmen’s anger lingered with her perfume after she’d left for her hotel. He kept rehearsing their argument in his mind, wondering how he might have phrased his points better to convince her that their future lay together. Yet he felt sick all the while. Because the fights themselves weren’t the real issue. The real issue was that Carmen had decided in her heart to return to America to care for her mother. She’d blamed her walkout on their fight, but the truth was she’d simply begun the painful process of separation. And he didn’t have a clue how to stop that. Or even if he should.
The rain turned to drizzle then died out altogether. The wind, by contrast, grew only fiercer. Panes rattled in his bedroom window, tiles on his roof. His neighbour’s broken shutter kept getting caught by gusts and banging against the wall like gunshots, while a low scratching started outside his front door, as though someone were working at its lock. And what if the Hammerskins or other old enemies had seen his name in the news and tracked him down? Or what if – as Taddeo had suggested – Raffaele’s murder was only the first from that long list of threats? The scratching got so bad he got up to check. No one there, of course. But the anxiety wouldn’t leave him.
He rolled onto his side to illuminate his clock. 3:49, it read. Then 4:32. 5:17. The streets here were too narrow to park, so residents mostly used the private lot at the top of their road, cut out of the limestone mount that rose steeply above this whole area. Now that the wind had finally died a little, he could hear the squeak of its barrier being raised to let someone out. Headlights slid like a blade between his curtains to slice a yellow scar across his ceiling.
The new day had started.
Carmen would no doubt be getting up shortly. She’d always been the early riser of the two, teasing him for his laziness as he’d lain there snugly, watching her as she dressed. She’d be off for the library soon, to check up on Lucia’s scroll. Cesco rarely felt nervous taking on such tasks himself. He had faith in his own quick tongue and lucky star. But the thought of Carmen getting caught…
He frowned suddenly. She was doing this because of their shared suspicion that the scroll was actually by St Mark. But what if that was wrong? What if it truly was just another Philodemus? No reason then for Carmen to run the risk. And maybe he could answer that himself, by finding Raff’s photos of it.
He threw back the duvet and sprang with purpose to his feet.
II
Romeo Izzo kissed Mario fondly on his crown and told him to be good at school, then left him in Isabella’s care and set off for the station on foot. It was cold out, and breezy, and soon it began to rain, if only lightly. He put his hood up and increased his pace, though it only seemed to make him wetter.
Valentina Messana was already at her desk when he arrived. Neither was much for morning chat. They grunted at one another instead. To his gratification as well as his surprise, Onofrio had been true to his word. The preliminary forensic and medical reports were indeed waiting on his desk, as promised. He fixed himself a cup of filthy but strong coffee, then took the reports to the corner armchair, turning it so that the sunrise was at his back, making the small print easier on his eyes. The medical report began with photographs of the victim, his legs, torso and face charred to such gruesome ugliness that, for all Izzo’s years as a policeman, he found them difficult to look at. ‘Hell!’ he muttered. ‘You should see these.’
‘Already did,’ said Messana.
After the photographs, the report came almost as a relief. Conte had been forty-one years old, one metre eighty-one tall and ninety-two kilos – though both those measurements had, for obvious reasons, only been approximate. He had had a pin in his left leg from a bike accident, but otherwise had been in good health – though Onofrio drew attention to two points of particular interest. The first, a fresh fracture in Raphael Conte’s right parietal bone, corroborating his sister’s report of blood on his head. The second, significant if still preliminary traces of a class of psychoactive drugs called benzodiazepines, most likely flunitrazepam, better known as Rohypnol, drug of choice for date rapists everywhere. ‘See this about the Rohypnol?’ he asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Any thoughts?’
‘They didn’t want him waking from the bang they gave him.’
‘Or maybe they weren’t as cruel as it looked.’
‘Sure. Hearts of gold.’
The coffee and the report each left a bitter taste. He fetched a bottle of sparkling water from the fridge, then turned to Onofrio’s scene-of-crime report. The blaze had destroyed much potential evidence. But he’d recovered the molten remains of a mobile phone, a laptop and several pieces of photographic equipment. More tellingly, he’d also found an old Nokia phone that appeared to have been taped to a crude but effective homemade detonator and one of the five-litre water bottles filled with kerosene that had been spotted on the Lamborghini’s floor. This would have been triggered when the Discovery arrived, melting the plastic and igniting the fuel within, which in turn had melted the other containers, explaining reports of a moderate first blaze followed by the raging conflagration that had so quickly consumed Raffaele Conte and his car.
Izzo turned the page to find Cesco Rossi’s photographs presented in chronological order. The yellow Lamborghini had already been on fire in the first shot, of course. That was what had prompted Rossi to grab his camera. Lucia Conte was scrabbling frantically at the driver’s door as Carmen Nero watched in obvious horror, while Taddeo Santoro, Rupert Alberts and Professor D’Agostino were still climbing out of the Discovery. The next shot now. Lucia stooping for a rock as the flames inside the car grew visibly fiercer, and black smoke leaked from the windows and bonnet. And a blur inside that might have been the top of Raffaele Conte’s head as he started to sit up. The third photograph now, and yes, Raffaele Conte was now sitting upright, looking groggy and bewildered as his sister hammered at his window. In the fourth, his horrified realisation of what was happening. And now the fifth, the last before he was engulfed, glaring impotently through the windscreen in the general direction of Taddeo Santoro, Carmen Nero, Rupert Alberts and Professor D’Agostino – and indeed of Cesco Rossi too. What with the smoke and tinted glass, it was impossible to follow his eyeline with precision; but there was no mistaking the hatred and fury in his gaze, stronger even than his fear, as if he knew exactly who’d done this to him.
And it was one of them.
III
Carmen Nero set off for the National Library in excellent time to reach Rare Books & Manuscripts before it opened. But in Naples there’s no such thing as excellent time. A problem with the ticket machines meant a huge queue at the Metro’s only booth. Then she reached the top of the platform steps to see her train disgorging passengers below. She fought her way down as best she could, only for the doors to close right in front of her, leaving her scowling in frustration at the stolid faces inside.
Twenty minutes passed. No train arrived. She paced along the platform trying her best to think of her thesis rather than of Cesco. Trying but failing badly. Her life had seemed so perfect until her mother’s diagnosis. Finding out she was so ill had been a brutal double blow, for Carmen had realised instantly that it simply wasn’t in her nature to let her mother deal with it alone. That meant returning to America. How, then, could she start a family with a man not even allowed in? She couldn’t. What future, then, did they have? None. They had none. And so her heart had shattered and she’d seethed at him with a terrible fury for making her fall in love with him while having a criminal past.
He’d met her at the airport on her return from America. She’d been emotionally exhausted and badly in need of sleep. He’d cajoled her out to a restaurant instead, where promptly he’d proposed. He’d framed it as an official joining of their forces, as putting himself and his resources at the disposal of her and her mother. But he’d been so exasperatingly glib and airy about it, as though he hadn’t yet internalised what the diagnosis truly meant, or the institutional barriers they now faced – so very different from the obstacles he was used to overcoming with charm and perseverance. A perfect storm, then, for a perfect storm.
Yet she loved him still. Last night had made that clear, if only from the way her heart was breaking all over again. How she longed for a dollop of his optimism, that they could overcome all this with denial and blind faith. And maybe they could. Maybe something really would turn up, as he kept claiming.
Was it really not even worth trying?
A train finally trundled in, so crowded that she had to elbow and fight her way aboard and then squirm along the aisle for space in which to breathe. It kept stopping in tunnels too, several minutes at a time, until the exasperation became almost intolerable and other passengers began to yell. At last, they reached Municipio station. She hurried up its long escalators and out into the drizzle, yet still arrived to find that Rare Books & Manuscripts had been open for five minutes, the usual faces already settling in their places, spreading their pads and bags around themselves like defensive ramparts.
She made her way through the rooms to the end, hoping to find it empty, to slip unnoticed into the Colonna room. To her dismay, however, Father Alberts was standing by the open door of one of the steel cabinets with Victor, the department head. They were both wearing white gloves, she noted. One of the arsenic volumes then. Victor pulled a flat archival box from the shelf and laid it reverently on the table. And there was an extraordinary look on Alberts’ face as he watched him remove its lid and take it out – a kind of thrilled dread.
She retreated before either man could see her, took an empty chair at one of the other tables. A minute passed. Victor walked by alone, looking cheerful, his lips pursed as if to whistle. She gave him a moment, then followed him to his desk, arriving as he put away his gloves. ‘At the arsenic, I see,’ she murmured. ‘One of your team getting above themselves?’
‘What makes you think it’s not one of our guest researchers?’
‘Ouch,’ she said. ‘Duly warned.’
‘You’re a pleasure to have,’ Victor assured her, lest she think he meant it. Then he looked around before lowering his voice. ‘It’s actually for one of poor Lucia’s friends.’
‘Really? What did he do?’
He smiled politely, then glanced around again, though this time to see if he was needed. When he saw that he was not, he beckoned her out the swing doors into the hallway. ‘It’s Rupert Alberts,’ he murmured. ‘He wanted our copy of Tertullian.’
‘Oh,’ she said, taken aback, for Victor was normally discreet about people’s reading requests. But he had to be intrigued by the secrecy surrounding the Philodemus project; and while he couldn’t push it hard, what with Lucia being his line manager, it was hardly surprising that he was willing to trade information. ‘Your Tertullian?’ she asked. ‘May I ask which one?’
‘Adversus Marcionem. Do you know it?’
‘No.’
His eyes lit up. The one thing he loved as much as his books was the chance to discourse on them. ‘A fascinating volume,’ he told her. ‘A fascinating man.’
‘Who? Tertullian?’
‘Heavens, no. Tertullian was a miserable bore. A lawyer to the bone, always scoring points. No. I mean Marcion. The man the book was about. Against, I should say. That is its title, after all.’
Carmen scoured her memory for what little she knew of him. ‘Wasn’t he the rapist?’
‘The violator of a young virgin, to be precise,’ said Victor. ‘But the virgin in question was almost certainly the young Church. A metaphor, don’t you see?’
‘Ah. Yes. Thank you.’
‘It gave the Church Fathers the perfect excuse to vilify and expel him, while disguising the real reason.’
‘Which was?’
‘His doctrine. His creed. His school. But, most of all, his canon.’
‘That’s right,’ said Carmen, belatedly remembering. ‘He published the first one ever, didn’t he?’
‘Codices,’ said Victor.
‘Bless you,’ said Carmen.
‘I wasn’t sneezing,’ he told her severely. ‘I was explaining. A student of ancient Rome such as yourself must surely know what a codex is?’
‘Yes. Of course. But I don’t see what—’
‘You simply stitch several small rectangular sheets of parchment or papyrus together along one side. And there you have it. A prototype book. One that means you can write on both sides of each page too.’ He gestured vaguely towards his department, all the ancient volumes on its shelves. ‘And very much a Roman technology, I might add. Some of the oldest ever found actually came from beneath Vesuvius’s lava. Only a few pages long, mind. But unquestionably proof of concept.’
Carmen frowned. ‘How do codices explain the canon?’
‘Have you ever worked with scrolls?’ replied Victor. ‘Maps, say? Architectural plans? They’re a terrible pain. Especially if you’re after something right at the far end, or if you’re referring back and forth between different sections. So they tended to be kept short to make them manageable, then they were stacked fairly haphazardly on shelves for scribes and scholars to take down and consult as needed. Most religious schools and libraries would have owned copies of all the most popular and important texts, of course; but there was no canon to speak of. Then codices came along. Suddenly you had the ability to collect large numbers of related texts in a single volume without making it impossibly cumbersome. Which not only gave you the power to select which texts to include and which to leave out, but meant putting them in a particular order too.’
‘Ah,’ said Carmen delightedly. ‘The canon.’
‘Exactly. As I say, codices were developed here shortly before Marcion arrived from Syria. He set up a school of Christianity in Rome, which even then was the centre of the new religion. They say his family owned ships, and that he used them to scour the Mediterranean for Christian texts to collect. These became his canon, and very likely his school’s curriculum. Ten letters of St Paul, a pared-down gospel of St Luke, and a curious work of his own called Antitheses that’s sadly been irretrievably lost, but which apparently contained the essence of his two great heresies.’
‘Two great heresies? Some people just don’t know when to stop.’
Victor flashed a rare broad grin, showing long and yellowed teeth. ‘He was quite the troublemaker, our Marcion. Yet his teachings clearly spoke to people, because they caught fire. They spread everywhere, and with impressive speed. They became so popular, indeed, that Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian and the rest felt grievously threatened. They called him a heretic and set about discrediting him and destroying all traces of his writings. They might even have succeeded, too, except for one terrible mistake. They cited so much of his canon in their attempts to disprove his theories that we’ve largely been able to recreate them!’ He threw back his head for a librarian’s laugh, simultaneously gleeful and completely noiseless.
Carmen nodded. It was indeed a satisfying quirk of history that many controversial texts had survived thanks only to the denunciations of their foes. Seeking to destroy, they’d immortalised instead. But what, precisely, had Tertullian immortalised to make Rupert Alberts quite so agitated? ‘These two great heresies…?’ she prompted.
‘The first was Docetism,’ nodded Victor. ‘You know what that is, I trust?’
‘That Jesus wasn’t human,’ said Carmen. ‘Only a spirit in human form.’
‘Correct. Not born and raised like the rest of us, fated to grow old and die; but rather a deity who took on human form for the duration of his mission, and then vanished. The second was a kind of Gnosticism, I suppose you’d call it, though stripped of the usual mystic guff. Because the thing about Marcion was that he not only studied and taught Jewish scripture, he believed it too. He believed in the Jewish creator god depicted in the Old Testament. He just didn’t like him very much. He thought him cruel, vindictive, inconstant and unduly partial to the Jewish people – in short, nothing like the Christ he himself had fallen in love with. His Christ had been merciful, understanding and kind, bringing a message of love, hope and salvation for all mankind. That was the point of his Antitheses, as best we can tell. He took lines from Jewish scripture and set them alongside lines from his gospel and the letters of St Paul. Would his Christ have killed a man for gathering firewood on the Sabbath? Never. Would he have laid waste cities like Sodom and Gomorrah for the sins of a few inhabitants? Of course not. Nor would he have approved of the genocide, rape and slavery advocated by the god of the Old Testament, or drowned the whole world to start afresh, simply because he’d messed up first time round. So Marcion wrestled with the problem of how one could be the son of the other. It made no sense to him. No sense at all. Yet there it was, spelled out in texts whose truth he utterly believed. Texts that somehow had to be reconciled.’
‘And?’
‘He had an epiphany of sorts. The Jewish God had indeed created this world. But that didn’t make him the god of all creation, only of this wretched and imperfect earth. He was a second-order god, a demiurge, worthy of respect and fear, but not of love or worship. And it also meant that there had to be an even higher God, the ineffable source of everything in creation, including the Jewish God.’
‘And Jesus was his son?’ suggested Carmen.
‘Exactly,’ said Victor. ‘A Gnostic, as I said. Which was why he was a Docetist too – for how could the son of such an ineffable god be mortal and prone to the same weaknesses of flesh as the rest of us poor creatures? But Marcion didn’t stop there. He taught that this true god had sent Jesus with a very specific mission: to put right what the demiurge had got so hideously wrong. To put it bluntly, therefore, his Jesus hadn’t come to fulfil the Jewish scriptures. He’d come to replace them. And that was Marcion’s greatest heresy of all, as far as Tertullian and the rest were concerned. That Jesus hadn’t come to save mankind for the Jewish God. He’d come to save mankind from him.’



Chapter Fifteen
I
As on every morning, Professor Zeno D’Agostino rose before the sun. Unlike those other mornings, however, today he barely made it to his bathroom for paracetamol and an alarmingly yellow piss before collapsing back into bed, where he lay in a hangover fugue, groaning quietly to himself and taking such comfort as he could from hugging a pillow and pretending it was Emanuela.
The sun appeared, if murkily. It traced a slow passage across his wall. The room grew sticky. He could excuse himself no longer. He rose a second time, showered, shaved, dressed, went downstairs, and forced down a light breakfast of coffee, yoghurt and fruit. At every moment, he expected Cousin Claudio to ring with his quid pro quo. And yet the phone remained silent. He took the lift down. The rain had stopped and the broken sunshine made their small parking lot glittery with puddles. He felt noticeably lighter as he approached his Mercedes; lighter still once he’d turned off his mobile for the drive in to the university. Whatever misery Cousin Claudio had in mind for him, he was free of it for the next half hour at least.
He turned his key in the ignition. A phone trilled beneath his seat. With horror, he remembered yesterday morning, the Lamborghini bursting into flames, poor Raffaele sitting up as the fire had engulfed him. He cried out in terror, flung open his door and hurled himself out onto the broken tarmac, scrambling away on hands and knees while bracing for the eruption.
II
The Rohypnol could hardly be called a breakthrough. It did, however, give Izzo an excuse to pay Lucia Conte another visit. He drove back up to Torre Del Greco Hospital in a borrowed squad car, buying a bunch of flowers at a roadside stall along the way – somewhat undermining his claim to be on official business when he discovered visiting hours hadn’t started yet.
Lucia invited him in with a weak smile. Her arm and throat and cheek were less heavily bandaged, he was glad to see. And she took her flowers without obvious discomfort. But there was pallor still in her cheeks, grief still in her eyes.
Yesterday’s chair had been replaced in the corner. He put it back beside her bed and settled in. ‘You’re looking better,’ he told her.
‘The miracle of poppy juice. Finally I understand why the ancients so loved it.’
‘Don’t get too attached,’ he said. ‘You should see the lost souls we deal with every day.’
‘I can look after myself. How about you? Any news?’
‘It’s early days. We have good leads.’
Her face fell. ‘As bad as that?’
‘It’s not easy,’ he sighed. ‘This isn’t a wife bludgeoned by her husband, or two drunks fighting in a bar. Someone planned this. They meant to get away with it.’
‘Come on, Romeo. You wouldn’t be here this early unless you had something.’
He smiled at that. She always had seen through him. He sat forward a little, elbows on his knees. ‘There is one thing. It’s not for repetition, and I don’t know if it will be much comfort, but we found traces of a drug called flunitrazepam in your brother’s system.’
‘Flunitrazepam?’
‘You’ll know it better as Rohypnol.’
She pushed herself up. ‘Rohypnol?’ she said in alarm. ‘You’re not telling me that—’
‘No, no, no,’ said Izzo hurriedly, realising too late the inference she might draw. ‘My apologies. There’s no evidence at all of anything like that. That he was interfered with, I mean. We think they simply used it as a tranquilliser. Just like your morphine. It means your brother wouldn’t have felt the flames as severely as he might have done.’ He gave a little grimace. ‘Not much of a consolation, I know, but something.’
‘Oh,’ she murmured, resting her head back down on her pillow. ‘Yes. Yes it is.’ Her forehead creased. A little colour even flushed her cheek. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That actually means a lot.’
‘Good. I’m glad.’ Yet he’d lost her, for some reason. Her thoughts were elsewhere. He pushed himself to his feet. ‘If there’s anything else I can do…?’
‘No,’ she told him. ‘But you’ll keep me informed, yes? You yourself, I mean.’
‘Of course. I’ll come back again tomorrow, if you’d like?’
‘Thank you, yes. Though to be honest, I doubt I’ll still be here. They’re transferring patients out because of Vesuvius. And I’ve watched them change my dressings enough now. I’m sure I can do it for myself.’
‘Then maybe you should give me your contact details. Just in case.’
‘Of course.’ She beckoned for his pad and pen and wrote her numbers down for him, resting the pad awkwardly against the back of her bandaged left paw. Mobile and work phone numbers, her home address and email too. He looked into her eyes, held them far longer than was appropriate. But then she didn’t look away either.
‘You have a son,’ she said finally.
‘Mario, yes. He’s six. You’re going to like him.’
‘I’m sure. Once all this is behind us.’
‘Yes.’ He found a wry smile. ‘Then I should probably get back to work on it, shouldn’t I?’
III
Zeno D’Agostino lay on the broken wet tarmac with his hands clutched over his head, waiting for the fireball to erupt and consume his car. But seconds passed and nothing happened.
‘Is everything well, my friend?’
He looked up. His Ukrainian downstairs neighbour Yuri was standing there, outlandishly tall and impeccably dressed as ever, beaming down at him with amused concern.
‘It’s nothing,’ Zeno assured him after checking on his Mercedes. He picked himself up, brushed down his trousers and sleeves. ‘Just nerves. I watched a friend die yesterday, you see. Burned alive in his car. You may have seen it on the news.’
‘That poor fellow in Herculaneum? You were there?’
Zeno nodded. ‘There’ve been threats against all of us too. So when a phone went off beneath my seat…’
They both looked at the car. The phone was ringing still. ‘Not yours?’ asked Yuri. ‘Then whose?’
‘My wife’s, I suppose. She borrowed my car yesterday.’
‘How terrifying,’ Yuri said. But his words were undercut by the puzzlement in his voice, for he knew full well that Emanuela had a Mercedes of her own. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Good to see you. I hope your day improves.’
‘Thank you. You too.’ The ringing finally stopped. But it was silent only a few seconds before starting up again. He went across, felt beneath the driver’s seat for the phone. Its fascia pulsed yellow with each ring. Not a bomb, at least. Not today. But it might as well have been. For surely this was Cousin Claudio showing him how easily he could get to him if he chose. So it was with a trembling thumb that he answered it. ‘Yes?’
‘You know who I am this morning, I trust,’ said Claudio. ‘No more games.’
‘No,’ said Zeno. ‘No more games.’
‘Good. Then listen close. The Secondigliano cops have arrested a mate of mine on a bullshit assault charge. It’s a joke. He was with me and some others at the time. But they refuse to believe us, just because we all have records. So he needs a suit to speak for him. A suit with weight.’
‘Me?’
‘Who the fuck else? You think I’m after a recipe?’
‘When was this?’
‘Last Tuesday night. Around ten.’
‘Last Tuesday?’ Hope flared in Zeno’s chest. ‘Then I’m sorry but I can’t help. I was at dinner with a friend.’
‘A friend?’
‘His name’s Taddeo Santoro. He’s director of our Archaeological Museum.’
‘Anyone else?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘How the hell do you think I mean. Was it just you two or were there others?’
‘Just us two, though I’m sure the waiters would—’
‘Waiters!’ scoffed Claudio. ‘And don’t worry about your mate. He’ll never even hear of this, I promise.’
‘But what if he does? What if he tells the police that I—’
‘Listen to me,’ said Claudio. ‘I burned a man to death for you yesterday morning, just for sleeping with your wife. Now you owe me.’
Zeno looked around in alarm. But there was no one in sight, let alone in earshot. ‘But I never asked you to—’
‘Yes, you did. Yes, you fucking did. Don’t you dare try that now. Not unless you want what he got. Because I can do it. I just proved that. And I will too, if you push me. Understand?’
That memory again: Raffaele engulfed by the flames like some poor medieval heretic. His awful screams and the unexpected stench of it too, of burning flesh and fuel, of melted plastic and rubber and synthetic fabrics. It would stay with him until he died. ‘Yes,’ he said, as the last dregs of fight drained from him. ‘I understand.’
‘Good. The person you need to see is Pietro Chiellini. Works out of Secondigliano polizia di stato. You’re gonna go there now and—’
‘Now? But I have a meeting at eleven. I can’t possibly be late for—’
‘Right this fucking minute. And when you get there, this is what you’re gonna tell him.’



Chapter Sixteen
I
More so even than yesterday, there were ghosts in the studio with Cesco. The whole place thrummed with memories. The jokes he and Raff had shared, the bantered insults. His impatience, rudeness, wit and generosity. The sheer talent revealed by all the photographs Cesco had never seen before, tucked away in private folders. Yet none of them were of the Philodemus scroll, and then it was too late anyway. Carmen would be at the library already. And he had other duties.
He locked the studio back up, set off for Raff’s apartment on the Harley. A white van pulled out after him. On edge as he was, he watched it in his mirrors. It followed him up Via Duomo and pulled up right behind him at the junction. He glanced round at the driver’s face. He didn’t recognise him, but he had that Hammerskin look: muscled, shaven-headed, neck tattoos and with a North European pallor. And deliberately not looking at him either. The lights changed. Cesco stayed put, to see what he would do. A second or two passed, then the man frowned irritably and gestured for him to get moving.
Cesco drove on, but away from Raff’s apartment rather than towards it. The van briefly followed, then headed left up towards Capodimonte. He waited until it was out of sight then circled around back to Rione Sanità, still feeling uneasy. He parked on the cobbled piazza outside Raff’s block and waited a minute, in case the van returned. It did not. He shrugged it off, went inside and upstairs, jiggled his key in the front door lock until it opened. He poured himself an orange juice and took it through to the office, where he pulled Raff’s bottom drawer all the way out and set it on the floor to begin the painful process of sorting through his finances.
It proved easier than he’d expected to work out. Until their divorce, Raff and his wife had been doing very well. They’d owned this place outright and had saved a healthy nest egg too. But then it had fallen apart. Raff had bought Rosanna out of the apartment by signing over their nest egg and taking out a new mortgage. Except he’d foolishly borrowed extra cash to remodel this place and buy his Lamborghini too – though he’d got that second-hand for well under half of what he’d claimed. Then, when he’d started to struggle with the payments, he’d taken out new loans and credit cards instead of cutting back, hiding the evidence away in this Dorian Gray drawer in the hope that everything would somehow resolve itself.
As, in a way, it just had.
II
Carmen returned to her studies in Rare Books & Manuscripts, while keeping half an eye on Father Alberts, hunched over his poisoned tome at the end table, his back to her and his elbows out like an exam student convinced his neighbours were spying on his answers. Ten thirty came and went. She gave up hope. Then to her surprise he rose abruptly, packed the Tertullian away in its archival box and carried it by her with a strained look on his face. No. It was more than strain. He looked aghast.
He returned the volume to Victor. She expected him to come back to wait for Taddeo Santoro and Professor D’Agostino. Instead, he pushed out through the swing doors and hurried off, perhaps to clear his head. As for Victor, he put the Tertullian onto his trolley for later return. Just like that, her window opened. She checked her watch. Nineteen minutes to eleven. It was tight. If Alberts came back, or Taddeo or Zeno arrived early, she was sure to be caught. Yet she stood anyway and walked briskly along the aisle to the Colonna room door, taking Lucia’s keys from her bag as she went. She could justifiably claim, after all, that she wanted to make sure the keys worked before Taddeo and the others turned up.
A glance over her shoulder. Researchers and librarians were milling about the shelves. None were looking her way. The door had twin locks: a mortice and a latch. She opened the mortice first. It made such a heavy, clunking noise that she couldn’t help but check again. Still no one was paying her any attention. She fitted in the latchkey. Almost in a daze she opened the door a crack and slipped on through, pulling it quietly shut again behind herself. It clicked as it locked on its latch.
It was much darker in here than outside. But then those other rooms all had French windows out onto the terrace, whereas this one had instead a pair of sturdy oak doors, each fitted only with a small pane of security glass whose light was further dimmed by the floor-length white cotton curtains that hung in front of them. Enough light still filtered through, however, to illuminate the galaxies of motes set swirling by her entry.
She looked around. The room was clearly designed for meetings rather than study or storage, with a round Formica table large enough for eight, but set with just four chairs, each equipped with a mouse, a keyboard and a large monitor connected to a server beneath.
There was supposed to be a safe. She found it beside a cheap pine desk next to the terrace doors. It had a stack of books on it, and another of CDs. She crouched before it. It was bolted to the floor, heavy, old, dented and scratched. It had clearly been here years rather than being specially installed. She found its key, opened its door, looked inside. It contained a pair of hard drives and a mahogany scroll-holder laid crosswise to make it fit. Her hands trembled as she reached in and drew it out. Heavier than she’d expected. Almost certainly the scroll was still inside.
But she needed to make sure.
She set it on the tiled floor, undid its catches, lifted its lid. And there it was, nested in specially cut soft cream foam, a charred cylinder perhaps eighteen inches long, chubby as an infant’s arm, along with the smaller fragment that had broken off, in a companion nest of its own. Some faded black ink was visible on the surfaces where the pieces had split, though it was impossible to read in this poor light, or even to make out an alphabet. Her breath caught all the same. If this was what she suspected, it would without doubt be the most precious artefact in the world – more valuable than any palace or regalia. Forget hundreds of millions. People would pay billions.
Not that it could ever be sold.
Not openly, at least.
She was still staring down at it when there came a knock upon the door. ‘Hey, Carmen,’ called out Taddeo Santoro. ‘Are you in there?’
III
Izzo was at his desk chomping at a cheese and salami panino when the call came through. He swallowed down the outsized mouthful, leaving an unpleasantly stretched sensation in his throat and chest. ‘Pronto?’
‘Hey, Romeo, old friend. Pietro here. Pietro Chiellini. Secondigliano precinct. Remember?’
‘How could I forget, you damned Juventus turncoat.’
Chiellini laughed. ‘What can I say? I got bored of losing. Come join us. You know you want to.’
Izzo grunted. ‘Over my cold dead body. What can I do for you?’
‘That thing of yours yesterday morning. The guy in the car. The Lamborghini, I mean.’
‘Oh, that guy in the car. I thought you meant some other one. What about him?’
‘You looking at the professor at all?’
‘The professor?’
‘Yeah. The history buff. From the TV. You know the one.’
Izzo set down the rest of his panino. In this city, in this line of work, you grew wary of using people’s names if you suspected any kind of connection to the Camorra. Particularly working in Secondigliano, as Chiellini did. Too many extended families, too many greased palms, too many ears. ‘Why do you ask?’
‘He just came in here to provide an alibi for one of our local thugs. Thing is, he’s lying.’
‘You sure?’
‘Ninety per cent, yeah. Maybe ninety-five. Our vic didn’t recognise the guy, but he’s got a very distinctive scar. So, you know, we pretty much had him. Until your guy pops up. And why would he risk his rep for a piece of shit like this, I ask myself. So I do a spot of checking. Turns out his cousin’s in the business. Not only that, this piece of shit thug is one of his crew. So maybe he’s just doing a solid for the family. But I can’t help but wonder…’
‘You’re thinking tit for tat?’
‘Gotta be worth a phone call, right?’
Izzo allowed himself a moment. Professor D’Agostino had been so angered by Raffaele Conte’s impersonations that he’d lobbied against him being awarded the museum contract. Hardly motive to burn the man alive, but feuds had a way of escalating. Then there was that odd coincidence of him appearing in the programme about the punishments. He took out his pen and notepad. ‘Tell me everything,’ he said.



Chapter Seventeen
I
Taddeo Santoro knocked again on the Colonna room door. ‘Carmen!’ he called out more loudly. ‘Are you in there?’
To Carmen’s surprise, his arrival didn’t unnerve her so much as fill her with a perverse euphoria. Was this how Cesco felt whenever he got into one of his scrapes? she wondered. It would certainly explain his recklessness. She closed and replaced the scroll-holder in the safe, locked it back up. It was still only ten to the hour. She felt almost cheated. Perhaps she could bluff her way out, claim she’d come in early to set the room up. But there was nothing to be set up. And then the moment passed, and she was stuck.
Father Alberts now returned. She heard him and Taddeo greeting one another, the ritual kissing of the cheek. They wouldn’t be leaving now. The terrace doors were her only hope. She drew back the curtains, the better to study them. No alarm, at least. But they were triply secured: a standard old lock; bolts at top and bottom; and a steel locking bar. None of Lucia’s keys fitted, so she searched the desk’s drawers and found a likely-looking candidate. The light was better now that she’d opened the curtains. Her eye was caught by the stack of books on top of the safe – more precisely, by their familiar bright blue and yellow jackets. Four brand new copies of the twenty-eighth edition of Nestle–Aland’s Novum Testamentum Graece – text of choice for scholars of the Greek New Testament everywhere, surely reference sources for the work here, and conclusive proof that this was no Philodemus scroll. What was more, the top one was bookmarked; and not near the beginning either, as you’d expect for the Gospel of St Mark, but beyond halfway.
Even with Taddeo and Alberts waiting impatiently outside, Carmen couldn’t help herself. She flipped the book open to its mark. Several passages were underlined or circled with different colours. The margins were heavily annotated in both Greek and Italian. Her eyes flickered to the heading. As suspected, not the Gospel of Mark after all. But her disappointment lasted only a flicker. For when she saw what it was instead, when she understood the possible ramifications, her head swam so dizzily that she had to take a moment to steady herself.
Another knock on the door. Louder now. Frustrated. Angry. She flipped forward through the pages and then backward, scanning the annotated ones. Enough! She had to leave. She closed and replaced the book, returned to the terrace doors. The key fitted and turned. The bolts were stiff enough that she had to wiggle them back and forth. She lifted the locking bar and slipped outside, holding the bar up with her index finger between the gap before trying to shut it quickly enough that it would drop back into its slot. It took her three goes to get it right.
She walked carefully along the terrace, doing her best not to crunch the pebbles of sharp grey gravel, or to let the sun cast her shadow on the sheeted French windows. Halfway along, she realised she’d forgotten to lock the terrace doors behind her. Too late now. She’d have to do it later, when she went back in to close the bolts. She reached the end without being noticed. Unfortunately, the terrace stopped here with a fat stone balustrade. She leaned out over it. The paved courtyard was so far below that it made her feel a little dizzy. And her only possible way onwards was a narrow ledge that ran along the side of the building, beneath a series of sash windows.
Carmen hesitated. But it was this or go back and admit what she’d done. It was this or her career. She climbed up onto the balustrade, reached a foot carefully down onto the ledge, then stood on it with her back to the wall and shuffled slowly along. Her toes began to tingle. With nothing to stop her from falling, and nothing to hold onto, it felt even higher than before. Breezy too. She tried not to look down or think of the slight misstep that could send her plunging. But her imagination wouldn’t be controlled. It played it again and again in her mind, the way she’d scream and flail, the wet thud as she hit the flagstones. She came to a frozen halt. Her heart began racing madly, making her head swim until she found herself swaying backward and forward, struggling to keep her balance.
II
When Dieter had roused Gunther from his bed that morning, the man had mewled like a two-year-old. When he’d sent him off to watch Conte’s studio, he’d moaned about there being no chance that any self-respecting photographer would go to work at such an ungodly hour. It was with a certain satisfaction, therefore, that Dieter parked his Audi alongside Gunther’s white van. ‘No chance, eh?’ he said.
‘Fine. You were right.’
‘And my bike?’
‘I never said it was yours,’ said Gunther, pointing across the piazza. ‘Only that it was a Harley.’
Dieter followed his finger across the cobbles of Rione Sanità. His heart gave a thump of recognition the moment he saw it, despite its new plates and the red flashes the bastard had added either side. Apart from anything else, he’d bought those black leather saddlebags himself at a specialist Berlin store. Dieter had hoped for much from this trip, but he’d never dreamed of getting his beloved bike back. ‘And Rossi?’ he asked.
‘I lost him.’
‘You lost him?’
‘He spotted me,’ said Gunther. ‘It was drive on or be made. He might even have checked for our tracker.’
Dieter nodded, too exultant for recrimination. Rossi and his bike. This promised to be a great day. But there was work still to be done. He looked around the piazza. It was a junction of three roads bordered by cobbled strips on which a few market traders had set up stalls, all surrounded by shops, offices and apartment buildings, into any of which Rossi might have gone. They could sit here watching the Harley, of course, but that was hardly Dieter’s style. Besides, that would mean having to snatch him once he came back out into the open, hardly ideal even without those three uniformed officers lounging against the bonnets of their squad cars outside what appeared to be a small police station, eating pastries and drinking from Styrofoam cups. No. Far better to find Rossi now.
Find him and finish this.
III
Standing out on the narrow ledge with her head swimming, Carmen closed her eyes. She thought through what would happen if she turned back. She’d have to knock on one of the French windows and ask to be let in. The full story would inevitably come out. Shame and disgrace would most certainly follow. Her academic aspirations would be in tatters before she’d even started.
No. She refused to countenance it. It was as simple as that.
At once, her heart rate settled back down. Her dizziness stopped. She opened her eyes again, breathed deeply, then edged further along the wall. The first window she came to was for a storage closet containing cleaning supplies. The second and third were both of frosted glass. As best she could remember, they were the men’s and women’s loos. No matter anyway. All three of them were locked. But the fourth was raised several inches, to allow in a little fresh air. She stood beside it and listened for a few moments. It sounded quiet inside, which made sense, for this part of the library was largely off limits to the public.
She risked a quick peek. It appeared to be a small staffroom, with a few chairs, a fridge and a coffee maker. And empty too, as best she could see. She tugged the window higher. No one shouted or came to check. She clambered through, tumbling inelegantly in her haste, banging her left knee hard. She picked herself up, lowered the window back down, hobbled to the door. It was silent outside. She slipped out into a corridor just as a stern-looking librarian came into view, carrying a heavy encyclopedia in both her arms. Carmen put on her best guileless expression and spread her hands. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I seem to be hopelessly lost. I’m looking for Rare Books & Manuscripts.’ The woman frowned but nodded along the passage. Carmen thanked her and set off limping, planning to blame her lateness on embarrassing stomach problems.
Luck was with her, however. Professor D’Agostino arrived just a few moments after she did, offering excuses of his own. She got lucky again when she went to unlock the Colonna room door, for they were so busy chattering among themselves that they didn’t notice the mortice was already unlocked. She let them in, apologised again, assured them she’d be there should they need anything at all, then took her place at the small round table outside, her adrenaline rush finally abating, allowing her to consider what she’d learned.
Not St Mark, as she and Cesco had thought, but passages from St Paul instead, including from his first letter to the Corinthians. And how on earth had that ended up in Herculaneum? Corinth was way across the Adriatic. But there was a simple explanation. St Paul had been a prolific correspondent. Such men had typically kept copies of their own letters to refer back to whenever they received replies. And he’d reputedly passed through Naples on his way to Rome, where he’d spent two years in prison, awaiting trial and execution. Easy enough, then, for copies to have been made. As to why the owners of the Villa would have wanted them, perhaps one or other had been curious about the new religion. Or perhaps it had been the Galilean connection. By remarkable coincidence, Nazareth was only a good walk away from Gadara, home of the infamous swine and birthplace of Philodemus, the Villa’s favourite philosopher.
‘You look pale. Is everything all right?’
She glanced up. Victor was wheeling his trolley down the aisle, returning Tertullian to his shelf. ‘I’m fine,’ she assured him.
‘A remarkable trick, that, of yours. To come in again, without first having left.’
She stared at him. He looked curious more than accusatory. ‘I did leave,’ she said, putting her hand to her stomach. ‘I needed the loo.’
‘Ah. I must have missed you.’
She watched him return the Tertullian to its place then push his trolley back up the aisle. Christ, what a mess! But there was little she could do other than hope he kept his suspicion to himself. She texted Cesco to let him know the scroll was safe, then returned to her contemplation of it. Not so dramatic as the Gospel of St Mark, perhaps, but potentially more consequential. St Paul had been the dominant figure of early Christianity, far more important than any one of the evangelists, second only to Jesus himself. He, rather than St Peter, had been the rock on which the Church was built. His writings had been fought over from the start and were still fiercely contested. His first letter to the Corinthians had been used to denounce homosexuality and reject women priests, despite the suspicion that the passages in question had been added later by other hands. This scroll would likely settle such disputes for ever. No wonder Lucia had been so insistent on making progress before news slipped out. No wonder Taddeo was so desperate for his excavation licence, in case there were other scrolls waiting to be found. And no wonder the Holy Inquisition had sent down one of its top men – for the nature and authority of the Catholic Church itself were very much at stake.



Chapter Eighteen
I
Earlier that year, Taddeo Santoro had fallen into a malaise. His peaks had all been scaled. His horizon was bare of challenge. He’d tried to stay enthusiastic but inside he’d grown so listless and despondent that he’d feared he’d lost for ever his youthful zest and drive and passion, the attributes that had inspired those around him to trust and follow him. Then, one afternoon after returning from Grenoble, Lucia Conte had begged an urgent appointment at the museum, during which she’d confided that X-ray tomography of their new scroll had revealed what appeared to be several passages of text from the letters of St Paul.
Cardiac paddles couldn’t have jolted him to life any faster.
‘It’s not an epsilon,’ snapped Father Alberts. ‘How could you possibly think it an epsilon?’
‘Because it looks like an epsilon,’ retorted Zeno D’Agostino. ‘How else am I supposed to judge?’
‘An epsilon makes no sense.’
‘An epsilon makes no sense if the previous character is tau. If it’s pi, it makes perfect sense.’
‘But it’s not pi.’
‘It’s not pi because you don’t want it to be pi,’ sighed Zeno. ‘It’s like “of” and “in” all over again. We need to see this fresh. We need to discard our priors.’
‘How can we possibly discard our priors?’ said Alberts angrily, slapping his copy of Nestle–Aland. ‘Our priors are the text we’re working from. And that says “of”. It does not say “in”. Overturning it needs evidence, not a will for mischief.’
‘The evidence is right there in front of your eyes. It’s not my fault if you refuse to look.’ He turned to Taddeo for support. ‘Well, Mr Chairman? Do you have a view?’
Taddeo peered again at his screen. His eyesight wasn’t what it had once been. All he could see, in honesty, was a blurred squiggle a bit like a question mark. Appropriate enough. It was all a mystery to him. The job needed younger eyes, that was the truth of it. Those fighter pilots with hawk-like vision who could spot enemy planes when others could see only sky. In the absence of which, people would see whatever they wished. ‘Perhaps we should move on,’ he sighed.
‘Move on,’ muttered Father Alberts. ‘Always moving on. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to.’
‘And what might that be?’
‘Ambiguity makes for controversy. Controversy makes for ticket sales.’
‘That’s beneath you,’ said Taddeo. ‘I’m after the truth, that’s all. Now let’s continue.’ But suddenly he felt restless. He pushed back from the table, rose to his feet, paced circles around the table. The shameful truth was that Alberts was right. He had minimal interest in the text itself, despite its earthquake nature. And neither his rusty Greek nor his knowledge of St Paul were in truth good enough to help with decipherment or interpretation. What he cared about was the scroll itself, quite possibly the most precious artefact ever discovered. That was why he’d insisted on attending these meetings from time to time, to maintain his connection to it; to bolster his claim, as the senior figure in Neapolitan archaeology and head of the Herculaneum site, to be the one to announce its discovery to the world and pledge its display at his museum. He could already picture the stir that would cause. He dreamed of it in bed at night. The drama of those first headlines, kept on the front pages by provocative leaks of the very passages Alberts and D’Agostino were currently disputing. Then the exhibition itself: breathless throngs of the faithful and the merely curious stretched out across the main hall, down the steps and out of sight along the street. How he’d whet their appetite with piped religious chants and screens showing passages of text translated into all the languages of the world. He’d be able to charge whatever he liked. Attendance records would still be smashed. The Pope himself would visit. Royalty and presidents. Stars of screen and sport. He’d give them each his personal tour, take photos for his office wall. Then there were the lecture tours, the documentaries, the magazine profiles, maybe even a movie or two.
And his would be the face of it all.
He stopped by the terrace doors. Each had an embedded pane of security glass thick enough to blur his view of port and bay; but he could still make out a tour ship set for Capri, its deck visibly emptier than usual. Vesuvius had devastated the city’s tourist trade, as he knew all too well from the museum’s shrunken receipts. But the scroll would sort that out. It would be a bonanza for this city. He ran a finger around his collar. Another muggy afternoon with no air conditioning. How he longed to undo these bolts, lift the locking bar and throw open—
He frowned down. The floor bolt was up. He’d never seen it up before, he was sure of it. Lucia would never have allowed it. He looked up. The top one was down. He lifted the locking bar and pulled the door towards him. He took a step outside. The terrace ran all the way to the end, where – as he recalled – it turned into a ledge. The French windows were all covered by white sheets, so that anyone could have made their way past them without being seen. A monstrous suspicion came to him. He remembered Carmen’s lateness, her breathless arrival, her flimsy excuses. He turned and looked in horror at the safe. His scroll! His precious scroll! He dropped the locking bar back in place, then – ignoring the bewildered faces of Alberts and D’Agostino – he strode with grim purpose to the door.
II
Izzo was reviewing his case notes when the summons came from his station chief. He went downstairs to find all the other section heads already there, which made it easy to guess the reason. The evacuation was finally being called. The chief motioned for him to shut the office door behind him, then confirmed his supposition. The first announcement would be made later that night. All schools and places of learning would be closed tomorrow. All non-essential government offices too. Hospitals were to transfer out patients and private businesses were being put on notice too, including shops, cafes and restaurants.
‘How can we survive without those?’ muttered Stefan.
‘We can’t. That’s the point. Because this is just to get people focused. The hope is that a fair proportion of them will read the writing on the wall and leave tonight. That way, the city won’t have to pay for them. Because at eight tomorrow morning they’ll be announcing the full evacuation. Everyone out within twelve hours. The town is to be empty by eight tomorrow night.’
‘Christ Jesus. What’s happened?’
‘Nothing. They’ve just shat their pants, is all. And handed us the toilet paper.’
‘Nice. How long will it last?’
‘Until it’s declared safe again, I guess. Which will be weeks, at least, knowing those cowards at the Observatory. Last time, it went on three months.’
‘And us?’ asked Stefan. ‘Are we essential government personnel?’
‘Amazingly enough,’ said the chief. ‘Even you. It’s going to be a brutal day tomorrow. I want everyone out on the street. Traffic duty, door knocking, explaining arrangements, showing faces. I’m damned if we’ll leave our town to the vandals and the looters. That means Serious Crimes too, Romeo.’
‘I’m working a murder,’ he protested. ‘I can’t just drop it.’
‘For this, you can. Unless you’ve actually got the bastard by the collar. So tell your people and make arrangements for your families too. I don’t want you worrying about them tomorrow. It’ll be shambles enough already, believe me.’
Izzo got on to his taxi service as he headed back upstairs, to book a car for Isabella and Mario. They had nothing available before ten thirty in the morning. He booked that anyway, just in case, then tried other companies. But word of the evacuation must have leaked already, for there was nothing to be had. So he called Isabella to let her know, trying his best not to sound too cheerful when he told her to start packing.
III
The narrative was easy. The numbers were hard. Many of the bills, demands and statements were missing, as if Raff had thrown them away without even looking. So it took Cesco a good three hours to work out even roughly how much he’d owed. It came to nearly half a million euros. The bulk, however, was secured at reasonable rates against this apartment, his business and the Lamborghini, whose insurance he’d thankfully kept up, along with a modest life insurance policy in favour of his kids. He’d also been earning enough from the studio to cover his interest payments and had just taken out a new credit card too, with a five figure limit, so he hadn’t been under immediate pressure. Even better, Cesco could find no trace of unexplained cash infusions. If Raff had cooked up a deal with Miranda Harcourt, he hadn’t yet been paid.
More good news followed. A text from Carmen to tell him that the scroll was still in place. He began to wonder if there wasn’t some other explanation for Raff’s rendezvous with Harcourt. But what? He lunched on spaghetti pesto and a slice of apple pie, then began the dismal business of notifying Raffaele’s creditors of his death. He’d just hung up on one when there came a soft tap at the front door, so quiet he wasn’t even sure he’d heard it. Then it came again, as though whoever it was didn’t really want to be heard. He was about to go check when they began working at the lock. With a jolt, he remembered the white van following him from the studio and the Hammerskin lookalike at its wheel.
And Raff’s name was on the buzzer downstairs.
He retreated to the office, quietly shut its door, looked out the window. In the piazza below, he could see the roof and rear of what appeared to be the same white van. A shaven-headed man in blue jeans and a sleeveless black leather jacket was chatting to its driver. He too looked every inch a Hammerskin. And though there was no sign of Dieter, that likely only meant he was the one outside the door.
The scratching stopped. Hinges squeaked. The door clicked closed. Cesco looked around. The window was painted shut and anyway it was three storeys straight down. He was fit and strong enough, but Dieter was way out of his league. He stood no chance whatsoever against him in a fair fight. As well, then, that he was perfectly comfortable with making it an unfair one. An old tripod was leaning against a wall. It would have to do. He picked it up quietly by its legs to hold like a battleaxe above his head. Then he watched the office door handle slowly turn, steeling himself to strike.
IV
Sitting directly outside the Colonna room, Carmen could hear the constant murmur of voices inside – but not, for the most part, what they were saying. That changed, however, when they started squabbling about ‘in’ and ‘of’. And suddenly she found herself transfixed.
The letters of St Paul had long provided grist for sceptics of Christianity, because he’d so rarely referred to Jesus the man, only to Christ the spirit. Believers retorted with two key passages. The first described his birth, life and crucifixion at some length; but there was some reason to think that had been a later interpolation. Another famous passage, however, talked of Thomas, brother of Christ, providing oblique evidence of Jesus’s humanity. Yet sceptics argued that this too had been a later tweak, and that Paul had really written of Thomas, brother in Christ, which clearly offered no such—
The Colonna room door suddenly flew open and Taddeo Santoro stormed out, his thundercloud expression telling her instantly she’d been rumbled. His face convulsed in the effort to restrain himself from yelling or even hitting her. ‘The key,’ he demanded.
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘The key. To the safe.’
‘No way,’ she said, half rising. ‘Lucia told me under no circum—’
He thrust his face in hers. ‘Fuck Lucia. I need to make sure you haven’t stolen my scroll.’
‘How dare you?’
‘You were in there when I got here, weren’t you?’
‘I was in the loos. I told you. I had—’
‘Bullshit.’ He jabbed a finger at the door. ‘You were in there with Lucia’s keys, including the one to the safe. You stole my scroll and escaped out the terrace doors. Only you couldn’t bolt them from outside, could you?’ He didn’t wait for her denial but snatched her handbag instead, upended its contents onto the table. Carmen grabbed Lucia’s keys first, only for him to seize her wrist and prise away her fingers one by one.
‘What the hell’s going on here?’
They both looked up, in surprise, to find Lucia Conte standing there, still bandaged from her burns, visibly furious at the commotion.
‘Your friend here just stole our scroll,’ said Taddeo.
‘That’s a lie!’ protested Carmen.
‘Then give me the key.’
‘I’ll take it, thank you,’ said Lucia, with complete authority. For while Taddeo might outrank her in Naples as a whole, this was her domain. Carmen let go gladly, Taddeo grudgingly. The Colonna room door was still ajar. They filed inside. Three copies of Nestle–Aland lay open on the table, a few blurred letters up on each of the screens. They ignored those and went straight to the safe. Lucia crouched to unlock it. The scroll-holder was just as Carmen had left it. Lucia drew it out with both hands. She undid the catches, lifted its lid.
‘Thank God,’ grunted Taddeo, when he saw it still inside. ‘But how many times must I say it? This place isn’t secure. We need to—’
‘No.’
‘But we—’
‘Not now. This isn’t the time or place. And you owe Carmen an apology.’
Taddeo blinked. For a moment Carmen thought he’d refuse. Then he mastered himself. ‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I panicked. If you knew how important…’
‘It’s okay,’ she assured him. ‘I understand.’
‘Let’s call it a day,’ said Lucia. She looked around at the men until each had nodded. They closed their books, turned off their screens, filed out. Lucia waited until they were all gone, then plucked Carmen by the sleeve. ‘What the hell?’ she hissed.
‘I’m sorry? You don’t believe what Taddeo was—’
‘Don’t even try to lie to me,’ said Lucia. She held up the key to the terrace doors, which had spilled out of Carmen’s handbag along with everything else. ‘Because how the hell else did you get hold of this?’



Chapter Nineteen
I
Cesco chopped the tripod down hard even as the office door opened, only to see at the last possible moment that it wasn’t Dieter or another Hammerskin but rather a slender young blonde woman he’d never seen before. He twisted so violently sideways to avoid hitting her that he lost balance and slammed the tripod into the tiled floor, sending painful shudders thrumming up his arms.
The woman yelped in alarm. She reached into her shoulder bag for a small pink canister of pepper-spray that she squirted in his face even as he looked back around. His eyes instantly caught fire. He dropped the tripod and grabbed her left wrist to rip the canister from her, if only to stop her squirting it again. She tore herself free and fled. The front door banged behind her and her footsteps clattered on the stairs down until they were out of earshot.
Blinded by the spray, and in extreme pain, he zipped the canister away in a back pocket of his cargo pants and fumbled his way to the kitchen for a carton of milk that he took into Raff’s bathroom. He washed the spray off his hands, then splashed milk into cupped palms to rinse his eyes. The burning finally began to ease. He managed to open his left eye a slit, enough to see the reddened blur of his face in the mirror. He took a hand towel out onto the terrace to complete the cure with time and fresh air.
But who the hell had that been? And what had she been doing here?
He hadn’t recognised her. He was sure of that. And she was too young, thin and blonde to be Raff’s ex-wife. Yet she’d had keys in her hand. The scratching at the lock must have been her trying to open it quietly, to avoid drawing attention. And her pepper-spray meant little in itself. You could buy it over the counter here, along with stun guns and all the rest. Many Neapolitans carried such things as a matter of course. Surely, then, Raff’s mystery girlfriend, perhaps come to retrieve or destroy evidence of their affair before it was discovered. Photographs, most likely. Raff had photographed everything. Yet Cesco hadn’t seen any shots of her on the studio computer, while his cameras, phone and laptop had been destroyed in yesterday’s blaze. That only left the memory cards Valentina Messana had taken yesterday afternoon.
His eyes were better now. He found Messana’s card in his wallet, called her on her mobile. She sounded distracted when she answered. He asked if she’d had a chance to look through Raff’s memory cards. Not yet, no. Could he look himself? ‘Whatever for?’ she asked, suddenly coming alert.
Cesco hesitated. If that woman had really been Raff’s lover, he didn’t want to cause her grief. ‘I don’t think it’s related to the murder,’ he said. ‘But I’ll tell you if it is. You have my word.’
‘Your word!’
‘My friend was murdered yesterday,’ he told her tightly. ‘If I can help catch his killer, you better believe I will.’
‘Very well. Come over. We’ll go through them together.’
‘Thanks. Give me forty minutes.’ He tidied up Raff’s papers, locked up, headed down to the piazza and his bike, so distracted by thoughts of the mystery blonde that he forgot all about the white van and the Hammerskin lookalikes. Nor did he notice when a green Audi A3 pulled out after him and followed at a cautious distance.
II
Valentina Messana had been reading a report when Cesco Rossi had called. The police officers she’d sent out earlier to canvas Parco Massimo Troisi had found a jogger and a dog walker who each had noticed a yellow Lamborghini on Viale Due Giugno at around six thirty yesterday morning. Unfortunately, neither had seen the driver or anyone they might have talked to. Her phone conversation, however, drove that matter from her mind, and left her contemplating three related questions. Did she believe that Rossi’s request to look at the memory cards wasn’t connected to Conte’s murder? Did she trust him to tell her if it was? And would she trust his judgement anyway?
No. No. And no.
She opened her desk drawer, drew out the memory cards. Their precinct had been stung before by malicious software, so they’d put a stand-alone computer in a basement office for situations just like this. She went down there now, turned it on, and waited impatiently for it to boot. Then she slotted the first memory card into its port. Thumbnails popped up across the screen. She expanded them enough to get their essence at a glance, then went page by page. A motorcycle accident in the Spanish Quarter, all bloodied limbs and harrowed faces. At lunch with his sister Lucia and three others Messana didn’t recognise. Fishing boats unloading their catches at Pozzuoli harbour. Addicts scoring inside a derelict Scampia apartment block.
The second memory card now. It contained numerous photographs of artefacts out at some warehouse. The third, a modelling session: beautiful women in sundresses set against the ruins at Baiae, then in swimsuits on its beach. The fourth was more traditional. Men with expressive faces at bus stops. Mothers hanging out laundry. Friends meeting outside cafes. Old folk struggling with their shopping. But all taken from unexpected angles and with such a gorgeous use of light that she found herself captivated, even though they obviously weren’t related to the case.
The man had had talent, she had to give him that.
She slotted in the fifth card. At once, she realised that this was likely what Rossi was after, if only because the pictures were stylistically so different from the others. Not art or craft so much as simple spying. Professor Zeno D’Agostino was sitting outside a fashionable Vomero cafe with an attractive blonde with sparkly fingernails who Messana didn’t recognise. Her first thought was that she was his mistress, and that Conte was there for evidence of his infidelity, to blackmail him into approving the museum contract. Except the two of them were sitting there in plain view, and they looked bored rather than in love.
On a hunch, she took out her phone and googled D’Agostino. He was a minor celebrity, after all. And yes. He’d married a former student called Emanuela Barro several years before, and enough pictures of her had made the papers for Messana to be confident of the identification. She clicked on through the photographs. D’Agostino checked his watch, summoned the waiter, settled the bill. He and Emanuela kissed cheeks then headed off in separate directions. Only now, with a rush of understanding, did Valentina get why Conte had really gone to spy on them that morning. Because it wasn’t Professor D’Agostino that he followed.
No. It was his wife.
III
Carmen took one look at the key in Lucia’s hand and knew that lies wouldn’t save her. Only the truth might. ‘It’s not how it seems,’ she said.
‘Then how is it?’ asked Lucia.
Carmen glanced around, then drew Lucia closer so that they couldn’t be overheard. ‘You’re going to be mad at me,’ she said. ‘But not for the reason you think.’
‘You don’t know what I think.’
‘Cesco’s broken up about Raff. You know how close they were. He’s set his heart on finding whoever did it. So he checked his search history on the studio computer yesterday.’
Lucia shook her head. ‘Raff never used that thing.’
‘He did this time. Perhaps because he wanted to make sure no one at the museum could find out what he’d been up to.’ She grimaced to warn Lucia to brace herself. ‘He googled an American arts dealer called Miranda Harcourt, you see. She visited Naples two nights ago. Raff went to her hotel to meet her.’
‘But this is a breakthrough,’ exclaimed Lucia. ‘Have you told the police?’
‘No. She left the country before Raff was killed. More importantly, she’s a crook. She smuggles stolen artefacts back to the US to sell through her dealerships and on the dark web.’
‘What the hell are you suggesting?’
Carmen held up a hand to calm her. ‘I’m saying Cesco was worried how it looked, even though he couldn’t work out what Raff might have had to sell. The museum pieces are all logged on the new database long before they ever reach the studio. But then last night we got talking about your Philodemus scroll. Except that it’s not Philodemus, is it?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Come on, Lucia. You gave it away yesterday. All that morphine, I expect. You called Alberts “Father”. You’d never done that before. No one had. So I got curious, I checked him out. When I saw who he worked for… What else was I to think?’
‘Does Cesco know?’
‘I didn’t tell him, I swear. He worked it out for himself.’
‘Okay,’ said Lucia. ‘So let me get this straight. The two of you came to believe that my brother – my murdered brother, and supposedly your friend – stole a priceless scroll from me to sell to some American crook?’
‘No. No. Not believe. Not truly. But come on. We had to make sure. I mean, he photographed it the day you found it. He could have worked out what it was. He had access to your keys and he was in and out of here all the time. What were we to do? We couldn’t go to the police without risking his reputation. You were in hospital, and we didn’t want you hating us, like you do right now. But we couldn’t ignore it either. If, God forbid, he had taken it…’
‘You needed to find out at once,’ said Lucia. ‘So you came in here to check.’ A muscle flickered in her jaw, yet she seemed to accept it, though she shook her head anyway at Carmen’s recklessness. ‘This American woman,’ she said. ‘This Miranda Harcourt. Raff went to meet her after work, you say? When exactly? And where?’
‘Around six. At a cafe on the Lungomare close to her hotel. I can find out which one from Cesco, if you like? They met there then left together. Why?’
‘No reason,’ said Lucia.
IV
Valentina continued clicking through the photographs as Raffaele Conte followed Emanuela at a distance until she finally noticed him. She began hurrying away from the camera while also glancing back, torn between alarm, indignation and laughter. Her face was so expressive, Valentina could almost hear Conte’s tongue at work. Are you a model? You’re so gorgeous, you have to be a model. What? Shame on my fellow photographers. Your face is exquisite! Such kindness! Such intelligence! One proper shot, please. Just one. That’s all I ask. A single smile. That’s it! God, what a smile you have! I bet you crack hearts like a chef cracks eggs.
A parody of a fashion shoot followed. Emanuela kicked up her heel, clasped her hands behind her head, made mock-sexy pouts at the camera. But gradually Conte’s blandishments gave her the confidence to model for real, standing on a flight of stone steps with her back to the bay as the breeze blew a thin veil of hair across her face and pressed her cotton skirt wetly against her thigh, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks ablaze, thrilled by the admiration of a handsome and charismatic man.
And she did indeed look stunning.
They moved from Vomero to the Church of Santa Teresa in Chiaia, then to the narrow lanes of the Spanish Quarter, and from there to Conte’s studio: except that Emanuela looked so different in these that Valentina checked the date stamps. Two days had passed. Her hair was up in a bun and she was dressed in a sober navy dress suit with skirts down to her ankles. Valentina could only surmise that she’d agreed to a session that she hadn’t been able to cancel, so she’d turned up intending to make sure nothing untoward happened. But Conte went back to work on her. The ramparts fell one by one. First a smile, then a laugh. Off came her jacket. Down her hair. A button popped, and another. Her skirt unzipped to show a scimitar of thigh. And now the backdrop changed again, to Conte’s apartment balcony, Emanuela looking flushed and confused and lovely as she posed against the colourful blooms on the stone balustrade, not altogether sure what she was doing there, unable quite to leave. And then abruptly, inevitably, beneath his tangled duvet, her hair tousled and her hand held up against his lens, alarm turning to indignation, unwilling laughter and finally to a waved hand of reluctant acceptance, realising it was too late now.
The pictures stopped. The show was over. So then. All was clear. Angry that D’Agostino had lobbied against him, Conte had sought revenge the old-fashioned way, by screwing his wife. That was why he’d kept the affair so quiet, and why she’d called him at his studio too. She hadn’t dared use his museum mobile, what with her husband on the board. A wave of anger pulsed through Valentina, that Conte had used Emanuela so cruelly. No wonder her husband had lost it when he’d found out and had set his heart on revenge. But while the anger swiftly ebbed, the accompanying satisfaction of a good solve didn’t. She popped the memory card from the computer, then set off upstairs to show Izzo.
It looked like they had a professor to go see.



Chapter Twenty
I
The walk from the library back to the port district was nothing like far enough for Alberts to shake off his agitation. He carried on past his apartment, therefore, before cutting inland at Mercato and wandering around Piazza Garibaldi for a while until a 154 bus stopped close by and he realised how sore his feet were. The driver saw him running and waving and took pity, and fifteen minutes later, he was finally back home.
Yet tiredness didn’t settle him. He remained in turmoil. What a day! First the explosive implications of his Tertullian research and the potentially devastating ramifications for his beloved Church. Then his spat with D’Agostino and the drama over the opening of the safe. And, finally, seeing the scroll again for the first time since the afternoon of his arrival, when Lucia had afforded him a brief glance. Back then, it had felt an immense privilege, like standing beside the holy crib. But today it had been bathed in a very different light, almost as if the creature in that foam swaddling had been from the other place instead.
And what measures might a man be allowed to stop that?
But stop it how? That was the nub. Everything was happening so fast. Knowledge of it was leaking inexorably. Carmen Nero knew more than she’d let on, he was sure of it, as did Victor too. And never had he seen such naked ambition on a man’s face as on Taddeo Santoro’s when he’d contemplated the scroll. The man would push on with decipherment and excavation both. Threats hadn’t scared him off. Nor even the murder of his friend. Could anything then stop him? Anything short of…
He shook his head to clear it of that unthinkable notion. But what alternative was there? The cross was too heavy for him to bear by himself, that was the truth of it. He needed to share its weight. With a trembling hand, he called Rome and asked for his Cardinal. As ever, though, it was the Cardinal’s secretary Francisco who intercepted. ‘Yes?’ he asked sharply.
‘I need to speak to him,’ said Alberts tremulously. ‘I need to tell him what I’ve learned.’
‘I’m sorry. He’s busy right now.’
‘He’s always busy. How am I to—’
‘Put it in your report. He reads them closely, I assure you. If he has anything to suggest, he’ll let you know.’
‘But he never says anything. He gives me no guidance—’
‘I have to go now,’ said Francisco. ‘But, believe me, the Cardinal has great faith in you. He’s confident that you’ll do whatever is necessary to bring this troubling situation to a happy conclusion.’
‘No. Don’t go yet, I beg you. It’s too much for me. Ask him… Ask him please to take this cup away from me.’
‘But you yourself know how that passage continues, Monsignor. Let his will be done. Not yours.’
The phone went dead. Alberts stared at it a moment. He felt small, useless and overwhelmed. He went through to the kitchen. The knives were kept in a wooden block. He took out the longest, heaviest and sharpest. Almost out of curiosity, he placed its tip against his heart, then gripped its hilt tight in both hands. He closed his eyes and ordered himself to fall forward, to let the tiled floor do the work. But he couldn’t do it. He placed its blade to his throat instead, cold and sharp. One stab, that was all. How many times had he dreamed of it, the sweetness of that silence? But how many times had he baulked for lack of courage?
With a sigh, he put the knife back down. A kind of fatalistic numbness descended on him then, much as the Holy Spirit was supposed to feel. He knew then what he was he going to do that night. He knew it even though it appalled him. The decision was out of his hands. He went through to his bedroom, moved his chair over to the hanging cupboard. He brought down the steel lockbox and set it on his bed. He fished out his key, opened its lock, lifted its lid, and stared down in trepidation at its contents.
Yes. It was out of his hands.
II
Cesco hit heavy traffic on his way out to Herculaneum. So many of the cars he passed had heavily loaded roof racks or trailers that he came to suspect word of an evacuation had leaked, and these people were getting out ahead of the rush. Numerous pleasure boats were fleeing the town’s marina too, their sails glowing brightly from the low-dipping sun.
He parked outside the police station, then buzzed to be let in. The front desk alerted Valentina to his arrival, then sent him up two floors to Serious Crimes. Messana was deep in conference with Izzo. She showed him to a stand-alone computer in the basement, handed him Raff’s memory cards, excused herself with urgent business and left him to it. It puzzled him that she no longer wanted to go through the disks together, but he shrugged it off and settled in.
The chair kept rocking whenever he shifted his weight. He folded up a sheet of paper to set beneath its foot. The third memory card was blank, as if never used. He popped it back out. A different make from the others too. He bit his teeth together at the obvious implication. Messana had gone through the disks herself and had found something interesting too. So she’d kept that disk for herself, then had made up numbers with a new one.
He marched back upstairs to Serious Crimes. Its lights were off and its door locked. He asked next door. Messana had gone off with Romeo Izzo some twenty minutes earlier. He thought dark thoughts of her, then took out his phone to protest. But what was the point? She’d only deny it. And maybe he was wrong anyway. He returned downstairs and carried on, just in case. One of the disks was full of pictures of artefacts taken at a museum warehouse. He remembered the day well, an ill-fated experiment at shooting on-site rather than in the studio, only for it to prove too cramped and the light too poor. It had been early in his time with Raff, so he’d been trusted only to lug equipment and sit in the van while…
He frowned, stopped, went back a page. Yes. A broken funerary stele depicting the robed shoulder and bearded chin of a man with a long staff. He’d seen it recently, he was sure of it. Not that day at the warehouse or at the studio either. Where then? He enlarged it on screen then rocked back in his chair, the better to contemplate. And so it was that, when he finally realised, the answer so convulsed him that he had to grab the edge of the desk to stop from toppling backward.
III
Closing time arrived in Rare Books & Manuscripts. Victor and his assistants politely rousted Carmen and the other researchers from their places to collect their books and materials. The larger library would remain open a few hours yet, however, so she found herself a free berth to continue her research into Marcion, Tertullian and St Paul, adding ever more tabs to her browser until she had dozens open, each offering a slightly different angle or new lead.
She learned, for example, that the ten letters of St Paul that Marcion had included in his canon were widely accepted as authentic. But that the authorship of the ones that Marcion hadn’t included, yet which had made it into the New Testament all the same, was far less certain – not least because certain aspects of their theology so clashed with Paul’s undisputed works that they seemed written almost to counter them. She also came to understand better why Marcion’s belief in Docetism had obliged him to strip Jesus’s nativity and childhood from the Gospel of Luke; and why his disdain for Judaism had made him expunge most references to Jewish scripture.
She read up, too, on the Jewish school run by Gamaliel that St Paul had attended as a young man, and which had so clearly influenced his Christianity; and how his insistence on embracing gentiles in the new faith had led to its first great civil war. Its particular battlegrounds had been circumcision, cleanliness and the interpretation of Mosaic law. But the underlying conflict had been Christianity’s relationship to Judaism, the one carried on so fiercely by Marcion himself with his categorical rejection of both Jewish scripture and its God. And made particularly pertinent by wider events taking place in the ancient world at that same time, what with Simon Bar Kokhba inciting the Jewish people into their ill-fated revolt, leading to their brutal defeat and the final levelling of the Second Temple for one to Jupiter to be built in its place.
That truly had been a desecration.
The thought made her frown. The Olivet discourse had overstated Roman reprisals in 70 CE, but fitted almost perfectly the events of 136. Maybe Jesus had been a prophet after all. She sat back, gave herself up to contemplation. For her, history came in flavours. There was the history that one knew, from reading books, journals and primary sources. But there was a level beyond, a history that – for lack of a better word – one experienced. For Carmen, this was usually triggered by visiting a place or by holding an artefact in her hands, by letting her imagination take charge of her knowledge, transporting her, almost physically, back to the time in question. And she realised for the first time how terrifying Bar Kokhba’s defeat must have been for the Jewish people. How disorienting. Driven from their homes and homeland, their families slaughtered, their property and wealth all seized. And, to top it off, their culture and religion – the ways in which they’d made sense of the world – torn down, trodden into the dust, made to look worthless and absurd. What wailing there must have been. What sorrow and confusion. And desperation too. Desperation for a new way to make sense of the world, to regain their bearings and plot out a fresh course. And the feeling gradually settled on her that a whole new land lay hidden at the very periphery of her view. But, peer and squint though she might, she couldn’t quite make it out.



Chapter Twenty-One
I
Cesco settled back into his chair. The police computer wasn’t hooked up to the Internet, so he brought up Miranda Harcourt’s website on his phone instead; but he could find no trace of the funerary stele, however long he searched, whatever terms he used. But he was sure that was where he’d seen it when he’d checked out her site the other day. One hundred per cent sure. And the fact that it was now gone could hardly have been more damning.
He drummed his fingers on the table. A museum piece on Harcourt’s website. Yet there was no way Raff could have stolen it that day out at the warehouse. They’d loaded and unloaded the van together; he’d have noticed a heavy piece like that. And if Emilia had subsequently brought it to the studio for fresh photography, it would only have been after entering it onto her new database, so that its absence would quickly have been noted.
His mental jigsaw fell apart. He tried to fit the pieces to a different pattern. Raff had always been on the lookout for new photographic ideas and techniques. With the museum such an important client, he’d spent hours browsing the websites of rival institutes, auction houses and dealerships, in search of inspiration. They both had. All too likely, then, that Raff had stumbled across Harcourt’s website by accident, only to recognise the stele or some other piece. As evidence of wrongdoing, it would have been far too flimsy to risk alienating a top client. Safer and easier to keep an eye on it by following Miranda Harcourt on Twitter. Then, when she’d announced her next visit to Naples, he’d done a fuller background check, then had gone down to the Lungomare to see who she was meeting. And that was why that waitress had thought they’d left together – because when she’d left her hotel, and walked right by him, he’d jumped up to follow.
Another riff of fingers on the desk. It fitted, yet was circumstantial. And it invited an uncomfortable question: who then was the real thief? Someone with access to the pieces before they were catalogued. Someone who could scrub existing records, cover traces, hide gaps. Someone no one would suspect. And someone Raff liked, too, or he’d have mentioned it. Put like that, there was only one candidate. Sweet, doe-eyed, motherly Emilia herself, she of the almond cakes and chocolate puddings, the helpless tears of apparent grief.
It was still only a suspicion, but one strong enough to share. But who with? Emilia was his friend. He didn’t want to smear her with false allegations of theft or – God forbid – involvement in Raff’s death. Yet he couldn’t let it slide either. He only knew one person at the museum well enough to approach with something this delicate and explosive. Fortunately, that happened to be Il Direttore Taddeo Santoro himself, who’d taken him and Carmen under his wing on their arrival in Naples, minor celebrities that they’d been after their Alaric triumph. Cesco called his office now, only to find that he’d gone home already to work on some upcoming speech. He put down the phone and sat there brooding. This wasn’t information to sleep on, not with a hole in the museum’s security and one man already dead. He knew where Santoro lived too. The other side of Naples, yes, but only twenty minutes or so beyond his own apartment.
He zipped the memory card away in his pocket, then turned off the computer and headed for the stairs.
II
‘She’s my wife!’ shouted Zeno D’Agostino, finally losing his temper. ‘I insist you bring her to the phone!’
‘Oh, you insist on it, do you?’ scoffed his mother-in-law. ‘And if she says no? What exactly will you do to us then?’
The question threw D’Agostino. Was it possible Emanuela had told her about his involvement in Raffaele Conte’s death? Yet her tone expressed no fear, only contempt. ‘You’ll see,’ he said darkly.
The phone went dead in his hand. He stared at it for a moment, seething, and was halfway through redialling when there came a knock at his front door. His neighbour Alicia, no doubt, back with her wretched petition. He went angrily to answer it, finally in the right frame of mind to tell her where to stuff it. To his dismay, it wasn’t Alicia at all, but rather yesterday’s two detectives, Romeo Izzo and Valentina Messana. He had to steel himself not to slam his door in their faces. ‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded. ‘How did you even get in?’
‘Your neighbour,’ said Izzo placidly. ‘A tall man. Russian, I think.’
‘Ukrainian,’ corrected D’Agostino, for it wasn’t in his nature to let mistakes go. ‘Well? What can I do for you?’
‘A few minutes, that’s all. One or two follow-up questions from yesterday.’
‘And it has to be now, does it? Only I have an engagement.’
‘A man’s been murdered. If your engagement is more important…’
He took a breath. ‘No, no. Of course not. Come in.’ He stepped aside for them, then closed the door before any more of his neighbours could see them.
‘Is your wife here?’ asked Messana. ‘We were hoping to speak to her too.’
‘My wife?’
‘Emanuela, isn’t it? Is she here?’
‘Not right now. No.’
‘Will she be back?’
‘What is this? Am I her keeper?’ Silence fell. Both detectives regarded him curiously. He ran a finger around his collar. ‘Not tonight, as it happens. She’s gone to see her mother.’
‘Ah. Is that right?’
‘Of course it’s right. Why would I lie?’
‘When did she leave? Only your good neighbour told us she drove off last night in quite a state.’
‘What is this? What are you implying? Am I under arrest?’
‘Do you need to be?’
His heart was pounding so hard, he could feel his cheeks burn. The two detectives smiled identical police smiles at him, the ones that said that they knew everything. Crazy thoughts rushed through his mind. Say whatever it took to stay out of custody tonight. Fly out first thing tomorrow to some non-extradition country. Change his name, get plastic surgery, go to ground. But, almost as swiftly, reality came crushing back down. They’d arrest him before he even took off, then use his flight as a confession. They’d freeze his accounts to leave him destitute within a month. And he discovered, to his mild surprise, that his reputation mattered too much to him simply to surrender it without a fight. The self-knowledge gave him a certain courage. What proof could they possibly have, after all? Only supposition and circumstantial evidence. He was a man of distinction, blessed with influence and friends. Hold his nerve and they’d struggle even to bring it to court. All this passed through his head in a second or two. His heart resettled. His complexion returned to normal. He found himself entering a curious state of detachment, as though watching it all on a screen. With a polite smile, he gestured towards his living room. ‘Come with me, then,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you everything I can.’
III
The traffic had grown even heavier while Cesco had been in the police station. Fortunately, the Harley allowed him to weave swiftly through it, so that it took him only fifty minutes to pass through Naples and out the other side to the wealthy suburb of Posillipo. He dawdled along its waterfront of chic shops and expensive restaurants, looking for his turning. He’d only been here once before, and that by dead of night. But there it was. He remembered the orange and yellow striped awning on that cafe. He turned up it, into the hinterland of pricey apartment blocks then across a junction up a poorly lit, narrow and winding cobbled lane in such disrepair that one might have been forgiven for thinking this the poorer part of town.
If so, one couldn’t have been more wrong.
A better clue was given by the long, high walls on either side, many topped by wire or broken glass, as well as by the automated gates and the glimpses they afforded of the fabulous villas strung along this lane like pearls on a necklace. The Santoros lived right at the top, so that Cesco wound slowly back and forth for nearly five minutes before he reached it. There was nowhere to park outside, but the lane petered out just a little further on, he knew, ending in a patch of broken ground where people could turn their cars, or leave them to hike the hilltop.
He parked beside a gold Ford Ka, packed away his helmet, walked back down the lane. The slap of his footsteps on the rutted cobbles emphasised just how quiet it was. Like the other properties, Taddeo’s was shielded by a high wall and an automated gate. There was a thin gap between the gate and posts, however, through which the house was visible. Some lights were on, upstairs and down. He could hear Wagner playing. He pressed the buzzer. The music was turned off and the upstairs lights went out, then the downstairs. But the gate didn’t open and no one answered. He buzzed again. Still no response. He stood there uncertainly. The death threat letter had demanded an end to excavations, yet Taddeo had pushed on regardless. Surely that made him a plausible next target.
Cesco considered calling the police. But maybe Taddeo simply wasn’t in the mood for visitors. Besides, his presence here would take too much explaining. On the other hand, he couldn’t just leave it. The gate was easy to scale by its hinges. He vaulted it now, lowered himself on the other side. The gravelled drive was bordered by lush lawns of springy grass. He walked along the verge, careful to make no noise. The drive curled in a wide arc around the front of the house, the better to dazzle guests with the magnificence of its view out of the bay, before arriving at a large forecourt with a classical fountain at its heart that doubled as a kind of roundabout to help the flow of traffic for the grand parties Taddeo and his senator wife threw on the rare occasions she was back in town.
Intruder spotlights suddenly snapped on, so bright they made him squint. They illuminated a horrific scene. A man – Taddeo Santoro from the look of it – was on his knees in front of the fountain, his wrists tied behind his back with orange rope, his chest resting on its low stone rim, and a white pillowcase over his head, which was tipped forward so that his face was completely submerged beneath the water, as if bobbing for apples. Cesco walked dizzily across the gravel to him. He hauled him from the water by his shoulder, rolling him onto his back, on the outside chance that his life could yet be saved. It was Taddeo for sure; he could see his face and beard through the sopping wet cotton of the pillowcase. Bizarrely, there appeared to be other objects in there too, though he couldn’t make them out. And drowning obviously hadn’t been good enough, for there was a savage gash in Taddeo’s white silk shirt just beneath his ribs, and it and the stone perimeter of the fountain were both stained dark with blood.
More out of a sense of duty than from any real hope, Cesco felt Taddeo’s wrist and then his throat for a pulse. His skin was cool and a little plastic-feeling. He looked around for the murder weapon, but saw no sign of it. The killer must have taken it with them. But this was a murder scene, all the same. He needed to leave everything else as it was and call in the police. He took out his phone as he stepped backward towards the house, wondering who best to—
A noise behind him. He whirled round even as a dark figure came racing out of the front door and across the gravel towards him, their hood up and drawn so tight around their face that he couldn’t make them out, not least because he found himself transfixed instead by the glinting blade of a kitchen knife in their left hand, the dark stains of congealed blood upon it. Instinctively, he threw up his forearms to protect his chest and face. They lunged with their other hand instead. A pale blue glittering of electricity thumped into his left wrist like a well-swung baseball bat. He cried out with shock as much as pain and collapsed onto the gravel.
The stun gun briefly lost contact. He tried to push himself back up. Then the pain exploded again, this time against his throat, a blast that went on and on and on, overwhelming him and leaving him twitching, dazed and helpless, despite the knowledge that he was now utterly at the mercy of Taddeo’s killer – a cold-blooded murderer with two victims already to their credit, and no doubt fearful that he’d seen their face.



Chapter Twenty-Two
I
Professor D’Agostino invited the two detectives to take the sofa, then sat in his favourite armchair across the coffee table from them. ‘Well,’ he said, checking his watch to remind them of his purported engagement. ‘You have questions.’
It was Izzo he addressed, but the senior detective concentrated on settling in, wriggling his backside into the cushions until he was comfortable, while Messana sat forward and spoke for him. ‘You told us yesterday that you barely knew Raffaele Conte.’
‘That’s not quite what I said,’ he replied carefully. ‘I said I didn’t know him well. But of course I’d met him a few times. Apart from anything else, he did a lot of photography for the Archaeological Museum, on whose board I sit.’
‘Yes. And you were unhappy about that.’
‘Unhappy is too strong. I thought there were better alternatives.’
‘You lobbied against him.’
‘I had a different opinion to the others. I was outvoted. It happens all the time.’ He felt strangely unsettled, directing his answers to Messana while knowing it was Izzo he needed to convince.
‘Did Conte know?’
‘That I can’t tell you. I never told him myself, certainly. But I made no secret of my position.’
‘So he may have held a grudge against you?’
D’Agostino frowned. ‘It would be the first I’ve heard of it.’
‘And you? Did you hold a grudge against him?’
‘What kind of grudge?’
‘The kind of grudge to make you lobby against him, even though he was the best candidate. We hear, for example, that he did an impersonation of you.’
‘Really, Detective! I’m not a child.’
‘Were you aware he knew your wife?’
‘I wouldn’t be remotely surprised. We move… excuse me, we moved in the same circles.’
‘I’m not asking if they knew each other,’ said Messana. ‘We already know that. I’m asking if you knew about it.’
‘No. I can’t say that I did.’
Messana set her shoulder bag on the coffee table, drew out a slim laptop. She opened it up and waited patiently for it to come to life. She tapped a key, then turned it around for him to see its screen. A slide show began playing. He and Emanuela taking breakfast at a Vomero cafe. Her being stalked by the photographer, whose identity was obvious. An improvised shoot that moved swiftly to Raffaele Conte’s studio and then his balcony. Then finally her lying naked on his bed. The slide show ended with that final picture. He kept staring at it, he couldn’t help himself. Not for its infidelity or evidence of his guilt, but rather because Emanuela was glowing with the same happiness he remembered so vividly from their own first few months together. All that love. All that joy. Where the hell had it gone? But he knew where it had gone. He’d grown cold to her and pushed her away, out of shame and resentment that he wasn’t the husband he’d hoped to be. How could he have failed her so badly? He looked up finally, lost for what to say.
‘You don’t seem surprised,’ observed Messana. ‘Did you know they were lovers?’
D’Agostino didn’t answer at once. Prudence demanded he ask for his lawyer. But that would effectively admit his guilt. They might not be able to prove it yet, but they’d know. They’d leak it to the media so that his family and friends would all know too. People would never look at him the same way again.
‘Did I know?’ he said carefully. ‘Not exactly, no. But I must admit I did suspect. I saw them together several weeks ago. Eating ice creams on Via Toledo. It was the way they talked. The way they touched. I was shocked, yes. Shocked and angry and offended. I vowed to tackle Emanuela that very night. Issue ultimatums. Demand undertakings. But when she finally came home, she wasn’t just happy, she was radiant. She insisted we go out to dinner together, then she talked enthusiastically about a winter break in La Gomera we’d discussed. And no, it wasn’t guilt or shame. It was happiness. Not just with him, but with me too. With our life together. She’d found a way to make it work.’
‘And you? Were you happy? That the only way to make it work was by her sleeping with another man?’
D’Agostino found a small, sad smile. ‘I was glad for her. I love her, you see.’ Even as he said it, a great weight seemed to fall off him; for he realised, to his own surprise, that this much was still true. ‘Besides, after the first sting, it hurts less than you might think. My wife is young and beautiful and full of life. I love her fully in almost every way you can imagine. But she deserves to be loved fully in every way there is. And the unhappy truth is that I’m neither so young nor as vigorous as once I was.’
Izzo sat forward abruptly. He’d been quiet so long that D’Agostino had forgotten he was there. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘So you knew Signor Conte was fucking your wife. Now please tell us where you were at ten thirty this morning.’
II
Cesco returned slowly to his senses, unsure exactly how long he’d been out. Long enough for the security lights to have turned themselves off again, at least. A minute, maybe two. He felt groggy and disoriented. His arm and throat both throbbed painfully from the stun gun, while his crotch was cold and sodden, so that for a panicked moment he feared he’d been stabbed in the gut after all, only to discover that in fact he’d pissed himself a little from the electric shock.
He sat up gingerly, triggering the lights again. He looked around. No sign of his assailant. They must have fled. It made no sense to him that they’d left him alive with one murder already notched that night, when he might have seen their face; but his mind was still too fuzzy to worry much about it. He tried standing up, but his balance had gone. He staggered a couple of steps sideways then fell back down to his knees, scraping his palm painfully on the gravel. He needed to call the police. He patted his pocket for his phone, but couldn’t find it. He feared for a moment that his attacker had taken it until he saw it lying on the gravel a few feet away, where he must have dropped it.
He crawled over to it on hands and knees, picked it up. He was halfway through calling the emergency services when he hesitated. Speed couldn’t help Taddeo now. On the other hand, if he were to be found on the scene of a second murder inside three days, he’d likely be in for a long and difficult night. Maybe worse. It was notoriously hard to change an Italian policeman’s mind once they’d settled on their culprit. Far better, then, to have them arrive already on his side. So he called Valentina Messana instead, to tell her what had happened.
III
Professor D’Agostino gazed blankly at Romeo Izzo. ‘This morning?’
‘Yes. At ten thirty this morning.’
‘I… that is, of course.’ He could feel the blood draining from his face. They knew about his false alibi. But of course they did. That was why they were here. ‘You’re talking about the statement I gave to your colleagues in Secondigliano, I presume.’
‘That’s correct, yes.’
‘That has nothing to do with this.’
‘We’ll be the judges of that.’
‘As you wish.’ He spread his hands. He was startled and rather impressed by how steady they looked. ‘If you’ve already spoken with your colleague, I don’t know how much more I can add. My cousin Claudio gave a dinner a couple of weeks back. A friend of his was there, a man called Carlo. I forget his surname. Frankly I don’t know him that well, though he has a very distinctive scar by his right eye. We both have family in Sicily, so we talked about good places to eat in Palermo. I couldn’t possibly have been mistaken about him being there, so—’
Valentina’s phone rang. She checked who it was, raised an eyebrow at Izzo, asking his permission to take it. Izzo nodded. D’Agostino watched her leave the room, half suspecting it was some kind of ruse to let her search the apartment while he talked. If so, let her search. There was nothing for her to find, he was sure of it. He was almost sure of it.
‘You were saying?’
‘Yes.’ He scratched his throat. It was clearly time to call his lawyer, yet he couldn’t bring himself to ask. ‘Like I say, I’d met Carlo before, so there’s no question of a misidentification. And it seems he was arrested for some horrible crime that had been committed on the other side of the city at the very moment we’d been talking.’ Messana was making shocked exclamations on the other side of the door. It made it hard to concentrate. ‘Obviously he couldn’t have committed the crime himself. So when my cousin told me about it, I felt it was my duty as a citizen to let the investigating officer know.’
‘This cousin Claudio of yours. He’s Camorra, yes.’
‘So I’ve heard, though I’ve never seen any sign of it. And even if he is, so what? Am I supposed to keep silent when I could save an innocent man from—’
The door opened again. Messana hurried in, consternation on her face. She went straight to Izzo, stooped to whisper in his ear, yet still loud enough for D’Agostino to overhear. ‘That was Cesco Rossi,’ she murmured. ‘He’s out at Taddeo Santoro’s place. He’s saying he found him dead.’
The news was a punch to D’Agostino’s gut. ‘Dead?’ he muttered, half rising to his feet. ‘Taddeo dead? Oh Christ!’
Both detectives turned to stare at him, their eyes identically sharp and focused. ‘What?’ asked Izzo. ‘What do you know?’
He stood there with his mouth hanging open, unable to produce the words his mind yelled at him to speak. All he could think of was how he’d told Claudio that same morning that Taddeo could scupper his alibi, and how Claudio had assured him that he’d never even hear of it. It hadn’t occurred to him for a moment that he’d meant this. His friend. His best friend in the world. His remaining defiance drained instantly away. His sense of worth. He slumped back into his chair like a sack of coal dropped into a cellar. ‘It was me,’ he told them dully. ‘Me and Claudio.’ Then he added: ‘I’m ready to tell you everything.’



Chapter Twenty-Three
I
The intruder lights went out yet again, leaving Cesco alone with Taddeo’s corpse. He waved his arms to bring them back on. Even that brief darkness had left him unnerved; this place had too many nooks and shrubberies for comfort. It was likely to be several more minutes before the police arrived, so he made his way back up the gravelled drive to the gate. He buzzed it open, then slipped out, leaving it a little ajar so that he could get back in when they arrived. Then he went across the lane and stood with his back to the wall of the property opposite to wait.
A minute passed. He heard an engine. It drew closer. He looked along the lane to the next bend down. A green Audi swung round it at surprising pace, headlights on full beam. He backed up against the wall to let it pass, his arm up to shield his eyes. A second vehicle now appeared, labouring to stay in touch. A van, he noticed, with a lurch. A white van. Pieces clicked together in his mind. How easy to hide a mobile phone or other tracker in his saddlebags outside the studio, then to follow him at will, waiting for the right moment. The Audi drew alongside. He saw Dieter and Knöchel in its front seats at the same moment they saw him. They braked sharply and veered in to ding the wall with their front bumper, cutting him off from his Harley. The doors flew open even as the white van pulled in on his other side, hemming him in.
He turned and leapt, grabbing the top of the concrete wall behind. He hauled himself up, yelling for help as he did so. But he was still suffering from the effects of the stun gun and his ankles were grabbed before he could make it over. He was pulled back down so that he fell tumbling to the ground, knocking the wind out of him. A man built like a tank flipped him onto his back, then knelt on his shoulders and clamped a hand over his mouth.
As quickly as that, it was over.
A second Hammerskin knelt beside him with a roll of black tape. He tore off a strip and put it over Cesco’s mouth to gag him, then bound his wrists and ankles too. Dieter meanwhile knelt on his other side, grimacing in disgust when he saw Cesco had pissed himself. He patted his pockets anyway, took his phone, wallet, memory card and keyring. He detached the Harley’s key from the larger ring, then stripped the battery from the phone and tossed it and everything else over the wall.
A siren down the hill was coming closer. ‘Take him with you,’ Dieter told his crew, holding up the Harley’s key. ‘I’ll follow on my bike.’ He gave Cesco a kick. ‘And remember he’s a tricky bastard. Not even a sniff.’
‘Got it, boss,’ said the tank, hoisting Cesco over his shoulder like a rolled-up carpet. ‘Not even a sniff.’
II
Even after all these years in the police, it could still take Izzo aback how quickly a crack in the dam wall could turn into a deluge. He sat alongside D’Agostino in the back of the car as Messana drove them out to Secondigliano police station – in part because of the imminent evacuation of Herculaneum, but also in order to interview him and his cousin Claudio in neighbouring cells, to challenge them with any discrepancies in their stories. It quickly became clear, however, that there was little need for cunning, because D’Agostino barely stopped talking.
All Izzo had to do was record.
‘You’re right,’ D’Agostino admitted wretchedly. ‘My wife was screwing that bastard Conte. That little shit. She never even realised he was only ever getting back at me over that damned contract. But he charges too much! You should see how much he charges! Like he’s some great artist. His pictures aren’t even that good. They’re… they’re confected. Everything he shoots, it looks so pretty. But history isn’t pretty. History is true. He never even finished school. Did you know that? Let alone attended university. As if! Everyone knows he only got the contract because his sister is Lucia. Even he knew it. Yet the airs he gave himself! I mean, how hard is photography? You point a camera at a fucking vase and go click. A monkey could do it.’
‘He found out you’d lobbied against him so he went after your wife,’ said Izzo. ‘How did you find out? Was it the ice cream thing?’
‘No. I made that up. I found out because he wanted me to. He rubbed it in my face. We were at this fund-raiser for the museum. I mean he never went to that kind of thing, not if he could avoid it. But he went that night. Oh yes. He was talking to Emanuela. He waited until I was looking and put his hand on her backside. She slapped him away and gave him a glare. But it wasn’t a who the hell do you think you are? kind of glare. It was a not here kind of one.’
‘Did you ask her about it?’
‘In a manner of speaking. In the car on the way home, I told her I’d seen it and what a disgrace it was, him touching her like that; that I intended to report him to the museum board in the morning, to get him fired. She begged me not to. She said it had only been for a moment and she’d dealt with it herself and it was always the women who came out of these things looking bad.’
‘She has a point,’ observed Messana, from up front.
‘Yes. But of course I was suspicious now, I couldn’t stop brooding. Then, one morning, maybe two or three days later, she seemed unusually excited. I asked her about her plans. She told me she had none. I didn’t believe her. I set off as normal, then waited round the corner. She came out a few minutes later, got into her car. I followed. I hung well back in case she spotted me. I wasn’t worried about losing her, you see, because I knew where she was going. Straight to Conte’s place in Rione Sanità. There’s a cafe across the piazza with a view of his block’s front door, and of his terrace too. I sat there nearly two hours before she came back out again. Rossi was with her. They hugged in the doorway. Kissed. And not like friends. Like lovers. Like lovers who’d just made love, you know? Satisfied. Happy.’
Zeno grunted. ‘Go on.’
‘I went to the library for our daily meeting. It was hopeless, I couldn’t concentrate. I returned home early. I got drunk. By chance, me and Emanuela were due at Claudio’s that night for dinner. I took him aside when we got there, I said some stupid things.’
‘What kind of stupid things?’
‘The bastard was sleeping with my wife,’ scowled D’Agostino. ‘Have we really become the kind of country where a man can’t stand up for himself any more?’
‘What kind of stupid things?’
The defiance faded. He slumped like a burst tyre. ‘I didn’t ask him to kill Conte. Not explicitly. But I knew the kind of man he was. I knew who he worked for, what he did for them. So I told him I’d give anything to see Conte dead. That I wanted to see him burn. I actually said that: that I wanted to see him burn. It was after that madwoman had been on TV, you see, ranting about her Sicilian bull. I even joked that if it was done right, it would be blamed on her.’
‘Except it wasn’t a joke, was it?’
‘No. I knew precisely what he’d do, and that afterwards I’d belong to him. And, yes, I was drunk at the time. But I was sober the next morning. I could have phoned him to call it off, blame it on the booze. I kept quiet instead. I kept quiet and I waited. And then it happened, exactly as I’d asked. And it was horrible. Horrible. Not just seeing it or hearing it. But seeing myself too. The kind of man I was. Because Conte looked up, you know? He looked up when he realised what was happening, and he saw me standing there, and he knew. I could see it on his face.’
‘So what happened next?’
D’Agostino let out a long and weary breath. ‘I went home. Emanuela was watching on the news. She knew too, of course. She’d seen me at that party, conspiring with Claudio. We had a fight. She stormed out. Then Claudio called to present me with the bill. I tried to bluff it, but what was the point? The bastard had recorded our conversation.’
‘He played it for you?’
‘No, but…’ He thought back a moment, then covered his face with his hands. ‘Christ. I’m too stupid to live.’
‘What happened next?’
‘I held out that night somehow, but when I got into my car the next morning, he’d put a mobile beneath my seat. It began to ring. It scared the shit out of me. I mean, it’s a bloody Mercedes, it’s supposed to be secure. If they could get into it that easily… Anyway, it was Claudio telling me he wanted an alibi for his friend. You know about that already. I asked him what date. It turned out to be a night I’d gone out with Taddeo, so I told him no. He told me not to worry, Taddeo would never find out. I thought he meant that he’d never hear of it. But obviously he decided not to take even that much risk, so they killed him too. And Taddeo was my friend. My oldest friend. My best friend. This has to stop.’ He lifted his chin once more with a little rekindled pride. ‘And so it stops here.’



Chapter Twenty-Four
I
Pietro Chiellini danced down the front steps of Secondigliano’s main police station to greet Izzo and Messana as they pulled up on the forecourt. He winked cheerfully at Professor D’Agostino as Izzo hauled him from the back of the car. ‘Thought we’d meet again,’ he told him. ‘Didn’t think it’d be so quick.’
‘You picked up the cousin yet?’ asked Izzo.
‘Five minutes ago. Doubt he’ll talk, though. Made of granite, that one.’
‘May not need him to.’ He put a friendly hand on D’Agostino’s arm. ‘This one’s given us everything.’ He stooped by the driver’s window to talk to Valentina before she set off for Posillipo to liaise with the investigating team there. ‘You got the address?’ he asked.
‘You think I’m an idiot?’
‘We know the why, now,’ he told her. ‘We don’t yet know the how or who. We need that if we’re to make sure none of these bastards get away with it.’
‘You do you think I’m an idiot.’
‘Posillipo Serious Crime is run by a guy called Danilo Barbieri. Years back, I beat him to a promotion. Now he holds a grudge. If he’s there, feel free to trash-talk me all you like.’
‘I need permission to trash-talk you? Since when?’
He waved her off, then helped Chiellini escort D’Agostino inside. They parked him in holding while they went to talk to Cousin Claudio. An overweight, balding man, with a two-day beard and gold everywhere. Teeth, earrings, medallions and rings on all his fingers. ‘Look at you two,’ he muttered. ‘Is there an arsehole convention going on?’
‘If there were an arsehole convention going on,’ said Chiellini, ‘wouldn’t you be addressing it?’
Claudio laughed. ‘Good one,’ he said. He turned to Izzo, ran his eyes up and down him. ‘Don’t think I know you, do I?’
‘You will,’ said Izzo, settling into a chair.
‘It’s you I owe this to, then? Rousting me at home. Embarrassing me in front of my wife and kids. Fucking disgrace, hard-working taxpayer like myself.’
‘You pay tax?’
‘The duty on cigarettes these days. It’s a scandal.’
Izzo took out his phone on which he’d recorded D’Agostino’s confession, set it on the table. ‘We have you,’ he said flatly. ‘Your cousin has told us everything.’
‘Bastard does go on, doesn’t he?’
‘Specifically, he told us how he contracted you to murder Raffaele Conte for sleeping with his wife.’
‘Contracted me, eh? So there’s paperwork?’
‘A verbal contract is surely enough for a man of honour like yourself.’
Claudio shrugged. ‘Why would I care if a man can’t keep his woman happy?’
‘You murdered Conte as a favour to your cousin. You also charged a price. An alibi for a mate of yours. An alibi he now admits was false.’
‘So you’re saying he’s a liar? Sounds like he’ll make a top witness.’
‘Was he lying when he told me how you confessed to killing Raffaele Conte?’
‘Confessed!’ snorted Claudio. ‘I fucking bragged about it.’
Izzo glanced at Chiellini. ‘You admit it?’
‘I admit nothing,’ said Claudio. ‘The stupid arse turned up drunk to my party, then spent the whole night snivelling. I told him to man up. I told him to give her a slapping. Even offered to do it for him myself, if he didn’t have the balls. Blood’s blood, right? But no. He still loved her, apparently. It was this guy Conte he was mad at. So I told him I’d take care of it, but only to shut him up, you know? He was ruining my fucking party. But I never gave it another thought.’
‘And yet, three weeks later, Raffaele Conte was murdered. Would you care to explain that?’
‘Your job, not mine. But it made me laugh, I’ll tell you that. Never thought the bastard had it in him. Then the details started coming out, and maybe it wasn’t him after all. Either way, I could use him in my pocket. So I called him. Bastard was already shit-faced. Got a real problem with that, you ask me. I told him I’d done as he’d asked, but only to see how he’d respond. Either way, I’ve got him, right? He tried to bluff me, but I wasn’t having it. I made him give the alibi. And here we are.’
‘So you admit you solicited a false alibi?’
‘False my arse. He really was with us that night. He was just too ashamed to admit it.’
‘He says he was at dinner with Taddeo Santoro.’
‘You just told me yourself what a liar he is.’
‘You know who Taddeo Santoro is, right? The director of our Archaeological Museum. Husband to our state senator and a good friend to everyone who matters in this city. It wasn’t just anybody you had murdered tonight.’
The amusement vanished instantly from Claudio’s expression. ‘Murdered?’ he said. ‘The fuck you talking about?’
‘Don’t give me that. When you asked your cousin for an alibi, he told you he couldn’t because he’d been out for dinner with Santoro at the time. So you had Santoro killed to stop him from ever finding out.’
Claudio’s look of alarm faded, to be replaced by disgust. ‘You people!’ he said. ‘You fucking people! What do you have in your heads in place of brains? My mate punched an uppity shopkeeper for holding out on his pizzo. Sorry. I should say that’s what you idiots are accusing him of. All over a hundred euros. A hundred fucking euros. And not much of a punch anyway, from what I hear. Bent his nose a little, took a tooth or two; but the guy was ugly as fuck already. If my mate gets convicted – if – he’s looking at six months tops. He can do it on his head. It’ll be like a family reunion. And that’s tops. Most likely he’ll get a week or two, even a ticking-off. Our penal system is a joke. I only ever asked Zeno for an alibi because I needed him in my pocket before you guys found the real killer and I lost my leverage. This was all I had.’
‘So you say.’
‘Yeah. So I say.’
‘You’ve killed people over less than a false alibi.’
‘Bullshit I have,’ said Claudio indignantly. ‘We… The Camorra, I should say, punish people who cheat them, who slander them, who challenge them, who disrespect them, who fail to pay their dues. Sometimes civilians get caught up in it. That’s too bad, but it’s different. What we’d… What they’d never do is take out a man like your Direttore over a piece of shit dispute like this. Not because we’re saints, but because it brings thousands of you fucking wasps buzzing out of your nests, getting in our faces and making it impossible for us… making it impossible for them to carry out their normal business. All we ask is to be left alone. And yet you think I’m gonna whack your nest with a stick for an alibi I barely even need?’ He shook his head and tapped a cigarette from his pack. ‘But you already know all this. Why even bother me with it?’
Izzo glared at him. But the man was imperturbable. He turned to Chiellini instead. Chiellini nodded at the door. They stood and left together. ‘What do you think?’ asked Izzo once they were outside.
Chiellini shrugged. ‘I hate to say it. And we’ll keep on sweating him…’
‘Yeah,’ sighed Izzo. ‘Me too.’ Back where they’d started, only now with a second corpse to explain. He took out his phone to notify Valentina.
II
Santoro’s house was easy enough to find, thanks to all the police lights that even from a distance turned the sky above it a fluttering blue. There were barriers across the road too. Valentina Messana showed her badge to a uniformed woman officer who let her through. She turned into the drive. An ambulance had its rear doors open, presumably waiting for Santoro’s body. She pulled up well behind it, then got out and worked her back, stiff from an old injury. Lights were blazing inside. She could see the scene-of-crime officers in their white bodysuits and considered taking a photograph to show Onofrio how they worked. Two paramedics, a uniformed officer and a pair of plainclothes detectives were standing by the fountain. All were men. She braced herself for the usual bullshit. One of them came to meet her, hands on hips to block her view. ‘Yeah?’ he said. ‘And you are?’
‘Valentina Messana,’ she told him. ‘I called this in.’
He stared at her a few moments. She smiled quizzically. ‘Danilo Barbieri,’ he said finally, offering his hand. ‘You already have the perps, I hear?’
‘Turns out maybe not.’ She passed on what Izzo had just told her.
Barbieri shook his head. ‘A mafioso pleads his innocence,’ he sneered, ‘and you believe him?’
‘My boss does. This isn’t his first day.’
‘Your boss?’
She lifted her chin slightly. ‘Romeo Izzo.’
‘That stronzo, eh? My sympathies.’
‘For what? Best boss I’ve ever had.’
He grinned at that, though whether she’d just passed some test, or failed it, she wasn’t entirely sure. He beckoned her to follow, then stepped abruptly aside, as if to shock her with the reveal. But this was hardly her first corpse. Taddeo Santoro was being zipped into a black body bag by a paramedic, who paused to let her take it in. His face was pale against his bushy black beard; his white shirt was gashed and bloody, and she could see the telltale black marks of a stun gun on his throat. A soaking wet white pillowcase was spattered with watery blood. And three brass figurines lay on the gravel beside it: a snake, a cock and a dog.
‘They were inside the pillowcase,’ said Barbieri. ‘Looks like they got them from inside. They have others like them on all their mantelpieces, and some gaps that correspond. But what they mean…’
‘It’s poena cullei,’ she told him.
‘You what?’
‘Poena cullei. The ancient Roman punishment for killing your father. They’d sew you up in a leather sack with all those animals, then toss you in the river to drown.’
Barbieri gazed down in bemusement. ‘You’re saying he killed his father?’
‘It was one of that madwoman’s curses. Remember? From the TV?’
‘No way that old biddy did this.’
‘There was a letter too. A letter she didn’t write. It listed the same punishments. Including the one for how Raffaele Conte died.’
He frowned at her. ‘What are you saying? Are you saying we’ve got a serial?’
‘I’m saying we’ve got a connection.’
‘Shit. Better work together, then. Assuming you’re up for it?’
‘Unless you’d rather have my boss.’ She looked around. ‘But where’s Rossi?’
‘Rossi?’
‘Cesco Rossi. The guy who called this in.’
‘I thought that was you.’
‘He reported it to me. I passed it on. He said he’d wait here for you guys.’
One of the uniformed officers looked up and around. ‘No one here when we arrived, except this poor bastard. But the gate was open.’
‘You’re sure? About thirty. Athletic. Rides a Harley.’
‘Don’t know if it was a Harley, but we passed a bike on the way up. Big black beast with red flashes. Matching helmet.’
‘That’s him. See where he went?’
The policeman shrugged. ‘Sorry. Could have gone anywhere. Didn’t think anything of it, to be honest.’
‘Why would you? Was he alone or with someone?’
‘Alone. I mean we passed a van and another car. But he was by himself.’
‘Shit,’ she said, for she’d liked Rossi, and didn’t want this to be him. But why else take off like that? And he’d hardly be the first perp to call in their own crime intending to bluff it out only to lose their nerve and flee. She tried his mobile. He didn’t answer. No surprise there.
‘Could he have done your Lamborghini murder too?’ asked Barbieri.
She thought back. Raffaele had been Rossi’s friend. But that just meant it would have been easy to lure him to the park. Bang him over the head, inject him with Rohypnol, set him up to burn inside the Villa gates. Wait for Santoro and the others to arrive before triggering the firebomb and photographing it from outside to give himself an alibi. She gave a reluctant nod. Maybe they had their killer after all.
But with what motive? And where the hell had he vanished to?
III
Cesco lay in the back of the white van with a hood over his head and his feet and hands tingling from the black tape wound tightly round his wrists and ankles. There were Hammerskins on the bench seats either side. He knew that because each time he tried to roll onto his side to relieve his arms they’d kick him back again. He learned the lesson and kept still. After all, even though he couldn’t see or shout for help, he wasn’t completely without resource. He could still feel and smell and listen.
He could still think.
The van smelled pungently of urine, pizza, scorched rubber and fumes. An aeroplane passed low enough overhead to suggest they were near Capodichino Airport. Traffic grew thinner. A train rattled by. Still they drove. They left the city well behind on a good fast road. They slowed and came to a stop. He heard the tapping of their indicator light and the growl of the Harley pulling up behind. A sharp right turn, then they wended steeply uphill. He counted six hairpins before they came to another stop. The clunk and squeak of an automated gate. They bumped over its rails, drove on another twenty metres or so, then backed up a little and parked. The rear doors were thrown open. He felt fresh air. His ankles were grabbed. He was dragged along the floor to the end, let drop to the ground. He twisted round to buffer himself, but still banged his head. There was laughter. He was dragged up a front step and inside. Someone lifted him by his collar, threw him over their shoulder. He was carried down a flight of stairs and dumped onto what felt like a folding wooden chair, his wrists still tied behind his back so that his left arm twisted painfully against his shoulder socket.
Throughout it all, the Hammerskins chatted away with unnerving calmness. They were sick of pizza but couldn’t think what else to eat. A couple were sent off with their orders and were told to pick up beers too. His hood was whipped unexpectedly from his head. Dieter stood before him, grinning. He’d forgotten how big the bastard was. ‘Remember me?’ he asked. Then he punched him in the gut, not even that hard, but enough to drive the wind from his lungs and double him up. His mouth was still taped, leaving him only his nose. It wasn’t enough. He felt himself turning puce, writhing this way and that to get air into his lungs until Dieter himself came to his rescue, peeling back a corner of the tape over his mouth, leaving his skin feeling stretched and raw, but at least allowing him to breathe.
‘Better?’ he asked.
Cesco nodded fractionally. It was all he could manage.
‘Good,’ said Dieter. ‘Because we don’t want you leaving us just yet.’



Chapter Twenty-Five
I
A scene-of-crime officer called out from inside Santoro’s house. Something they needed to see. Messana followed the others upstairs to a guest bedroom with an empty walk-in closet, in which a fingerprint technician was kneeling by the closed door of a combination lock safe that would normally have been hidden behind a spring-loaded rear panel. ‘This is how we found it,’ said the SOCO. ‘With the closet doors and the panel already wide open, I mean. We’d never have spotted it otherwise.’
‘Burglary gone wrong,’ pronounced Barbieri. ‘Santoro comes home early, catches them at it. There’s a fight. They stab him in the chest. What the hell now? They remember the death threats so they find a pillowcase, toss in some animals, set him up by the fountain.’ He looked around for nods. Everyone complied except Messana. Barbieri put his hands on his hips. ‘What?’ he asked.
‘This happened early evening. Early evening is when people come home.’
‘Maybe they knew he’d be working late.’
‘Except he wasn’t, was he?’
‘Then what do you suggest?’
Messana gestured at the safe. ‘That’s pretty well concealed, right? So whoever did this likely already knew about it. What if it was the whole point? And what if Santoro coming home was part of the plan, to make him give up the combination?’
‘Those stun gun burns,’ said Barbieri with a nod, stealing her idea for himself. ‘Torture him for the combination, kill him and dress it up like some ancient ritual. Except why leave the safe exposed? Close the panel and the doors, we’d never have known.’
‘They got disturbed,’ suggested Messana. ‘They lost their nerve and fled.’
‘Your mate Rossi? Then where the hell is he?’ He didn’t wait for an answer but turned instead to the fingerprint technician. ‘Anything?’ he asked.
‘Plenty. Mostly Santoro’s.’
‘Mostly?’
‘I’d guess the wife, though we don’t have hers on file. I’ve sent them through, just in case. Put a rush on it too, so we should know soon.’
A knock at the door. The young uniformed policewoman from road duty poked in her head. ‘TV’s just arrived,’ she announced, flushing slightly to find herself the subject of so many hard gazes. ‘They want a statement.’
‘Shit,’ said Barbieri. ‘Someone better call the senator. If she finds out from the news…’ He looked around for volunteers. Everyone dropped their eyes except Messana. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said. ‘Maybe it would come better from a woman.’
It took all her self-control for her not to show contempt. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Get me her number and I’ll call her now.’
II
‘Perdone, signora. Five minutes.’
Carmen looked up. So absorbed had she been in her reading that only now did she realise how late it was. ‘Thank you,’ she told the librarian. She saved her work and packed away her laptop, then took out her phone on the way downstairs to check for messages. Cesco had replied to her last text some time back. He’d love to meet up but was in the middle of something and would text again shortly.
That had been two hours ago.
She stepped out of the stream of foot traffic to call him. He didn’t answer. She began to feel uneasy. She left a voicemail and emailed him too, asking if everything was okay. There was no reply. Foreboding was hard to shake once it was on you. Carmen couldn’t think of anything else now. She wandered out onto the piazza. After everything she’d been reading all afternoon, it was hard not to sense the presence of powerful and possibly malign forces. But what to do about it?
One of her buses was approaching. It seemed an omen. She took a seat at the back, checking her mobile compulsively every few moments. Still nothing. She got off by the Archaeological Museum and set off for her hotel. Her route took her right by their apartment. Maybe Cesco had gone there to catch forty winks, only to crash out instead. She had to know. She let herself in the communal door. Old Mr Tocci appeared a moment later with a bag of recycling to take out. He kept one at the ready, she was sure of it, to give himself an excuse to buttonhole his neighbours as they passed. Normally she was glad of a chat, but she wasn’t in the mood tonight, so she nodded and hurried on upstairs to let herself in. It was so silent and dark that she knew instantly Cesco wasn’t in. She went from room to room all the same, turning on lights, calling out his name. Then she sat on the sofa and hugged her arms miserably around herself, oppressed by memories. For while this place had witnessed some of the happiest moments of her life, it had seen one of the very saddest too.
III
Cesco made a meal of his recovery, taking the opportunity to assess his situation and look for anything that might help. They were in a double-wide basement garage with strip lighting and a steel scroll gate with a fat red button on the wall beside it. A huge heap of what appeared to be old furniture and storage boxes sat beneath a pair of large white dust sheets. A line of hooks was embedded in the ceiling, and much of the floor was covered by a blue tarpaulin. There was also a DIY workshop against the far wall.
Knöchel began setting up a video camera on a tripod. That they were going to film this gave Cesco a flicker of hope. Surely they weren’t reckless enough to record themselves committing murder. Then he realised. This wasn’t merely payback. It was propaganda too. By besting Dieter and his crew earlier this year, Cesco had cost them serious face. Now they intended to regain it at his expense, by demonstrating in the most graphic terms what crossing them would mean. The tarpaulin suddenly took on a grisly new significance. He looked at Dieter in the hope that he’d misread the situation. Dieter only grinned. ‘Put on your mask,’ he told Knöchel. ‘You too, Ox.’
They each pulled on a black helmet liner emblazoned with macabre, death’s-head designs that left only their mouths and eyes showing. Dieter walked over to the workshop. Knöchel’s face crinkled as he watched his back. Disgust or disdain, it was hard to tell. ‘You don’t have to do this,’ said Cesco, mumbling through his gag.
‘Shut it,’ said Knöchel.
‘He doesn’t trust you any more. It’s you or him.’
‘I said shut it.’
Cesco looked around. Ox had his hand clamped on his shoulder. Even among bodybuilders, the man was a freak. Clump him with a timber for a month, he’d barely leave a bruise. ‘He thinks you’re dumb, you know,’ he told him.
‘Not so dumb as I’d listen to you.’
‘He uses you.’
‘He’s my friend,’ he said. ‘But not yours, I don’t think.’
Cesco looked back around. Dieter was returning from the workshop with a power saw on an orange extension lead in one hand, and a coil of green nylon rope in the other. Dread left Cesco boneless. Then came panic, writhing and struggling in his chair until Ox grabbed him round his chest, pinning him to his chair.
‘Is that thing on yet?’ asked Dieter, nodding at the camera.
‘Just give me the nod,’ said Knöchel.
‘Okay. Kick her up.’ He set the power saw on the floor, then uncoiled the rope and slung it over a ceiling hook. Holding it by either end, he lifted himself up off the ground to make sure it would bear his weight. It did. He knotted a loop in one end and fitted it around Cesco’s neck. He handed the other end of the rope to Ox, who used the ceiling hook as a pulley to haul Cesco to his feet and then up onto tiptoes, straining for balance and for breath as the rope bit into his chin and throat. His ankles were still bound, as were his hands behind his back. He strained to free them, rubbing them frantically back and forth to create some give, but only succeeding in bunching the tape up into a string that cut into his wrists.
Dieter nodded at Ox. He heaved again at the rope, lifting Cesco off the floor. The rope bit into his windpipe so that he could hardly breathe. He thrashed and struggled in an effort to free himself, but it was useless. The Hammerskins cracked jokes among themselves and laughed uproariously. A minute passed. His efforts slackened until he had nothing left. Only then did Dieter nod. Ox lowered him again until his feet touched concrete once more. His knees buckled and he would have fallen had not the rope still held him up as he strained and gasped for air. Dieter picked up the power saw and tested its trigger playfully a couple of times, like a kid with a toy gun. In the confined space, it made a terrifyingly loud roar. He glanced at Knöchel to make sure he was capturing it all on camera, then nodded at Ox, who hoisted Cesco back into the air. He watched, amused, as Cesco choked and flailed uselessly away. But the entertainment part of the evening was now over. It was time for the grim business of dismemberment. He fired up the power saw once more, making its steel blade blur. He held it up in front of himself, almost like a soldier presenting arms. Then he stepped towards Cesco and swept it at his leg, chewing through the cotton of his cargo pants and against his skin.
IV
An address book by the kitchen phone had numbers for Costanza Santoro’s offices in Rome, Brussels and Strasbourg, as well as for her two mobiles. The first of these rang just twice before she answered. ‘What the hell now, Taddeo?’ she hissed. Clinking noises and background chatter suggested a drinks party or perhaps a restaurant. ‘We agreed no more contact until the weekend.’
‘This is not your husband, Senator Santoro,’ said Messana, speaking loudly and slowly to make sure she could be heard over the hubbub. ‘My name is Detective Valentina Messana of the Herculaneum Polizia di Stato. I’m afraid I have terrible news.’ She paused a moment to let the words sink in. Hard heels clacked on a stone floor. A door closed and the background noise went quiet.
‘What news?’ demanded Santoro, sounding curious rather than alarmed.
‘I’m so sorry, Senator. We’re at your house now. Signor Santoro… That is to say, we found your husband…’
‘What are you saying? Is Taddeo dead?’
‘I’m afraid so, Senator. I’m so sorry.’
‘But… I only just spoke to him. How?’
‘As I say, Senator, this is a police matter.’
‘He was murdered?’ A brief pause. ‘Is this… is this connected to that poor Raffaele Conte boy?’
‘It’s too early to say, Senator. But that will certainly be one line of enquiry.’ Across the kitchen, Barbieri was waving for her attention. He mimed twiddling a dial this way and that, opening a door and peering inside. Messana nodded. ‘We believe his death may also be connected to the safe in your spare bedroom,’ she said. ‘If you could let us have the combination, we can—’
‘Safe? What safe?’
‘The one in your spare bedroom, Senator. At the back of the walk-in closet.’
‘You must be imagining it. We have no safe.’
‘I assure you, Senator. Perhaps your husband had it installed?’
‘It’s possible, I suppose,’ she sighed. ‘All those burglaries last year. You lot were completely useless.’
‘Well? May we open it? We wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.’
‘And if I say no, and your investigation goes nowhere, no doubt you’ll say it was my fault. Don’t think I don’t know your tricks.’
‘I assure you, Senator, we—’
‘Give me your name again, Detective. I wish to make a note of it.’
‘Detective Valentina Messana, Senator. I work out of Herculaneum.’
‘Herculaneum? Why on earth would…’ Then she realised. ‘So it is connected to the Conte boy.’ She sucked in breath. ‘Very well. As you need. But I will hold you responsible. You personally, I mean. I no longer have faith in our Posillipo precinct. You are to film the opening of the safe yourself and log all its contents. Do I make myself clear?’
‘Yes, Senator. Perfectly clear.’ She ended the call, turned to Barbieri with an eyebrow raised. ‘She didn’t even know there was a safe.’
‘But we have her permission to open it?’
‘As long as I’m here.’
‘That bitch,’ he muttered. ‘Fine. Whatever. There’s a guy we use. A wizard at these things. Thank the lord he’s our side.’
‘Are you sure?’ she asked mischievously. ‘What about all those burglaries last year?’
‘Don’t even joke about it.’ He found the man’s number and called him as they made their way back upstairs. He snapped and sent through photographs of the safe for assessment, then talked some more before turning back to Messana, pressing his phone against his leg to mute it. ‘Reckons he can open it okay, but he’s off to Rome tomorrow lunchtime. Any chance you can be here early?’
‘Early?’
‘Seven thirty?’
‘No problem.’
Their fingerprint technician had been waiting patiently for Barbieri to get off the phone. ‘Those other prints,’ he said. ‘We’ve had a hit. Man called Mateo Greco. Burgled some houses and jacked some cars up in Milan a few years back. Did a runner before his trial. No sign since. Not until this.’ He held up his phone to show them each the mugshot. ‘Anyone know him?’
Surprise rocked Messana back on her heels. Surprise and then dismay. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I do.’



Chapter Twenty-Six
I
It happened maybe once or twice a year that Cesco would be watching the news or a Mafia documentary when suddenly he’d see a photograph or short clip of a face familiar from his childhood, and he’d realise with a shock that the kind man who’d given him sweets or ruffled his hair or taken him for a ride in their sports car was actually an ’Ndrangheta boss or killer with multiple murders to their name. Such men had looked surprisingly normal, even benign. They’d loved their families and had frolicked on the floor with their dogs. Meet them in the street and you’d never guess what manner of men they truly were.
The Hammerskins were not like that. They wanted people to know exactly who they were – that they were men of greed and violence and cruelty. Everything about their appearance and manner was designed to intimidate. And Dieter was the worst. Even with his mask on, the exhilaration was apparent in his eyes as he held the power saw to Cesco’s trousers, chewing through the cloth and cutting into his thigh before he managed to jerk his legs out of reach. He made a feeble effort to swing his feet at Dieter’s face, like a gymnast on a pommel horse, but he could get no leverage, so that all he achieved was to make Dieter step back and snort loudly with disdainful laughter.
There was something so cruel about this that it drove Cesco berserk. He knew already what his own end was going to be; but now he accepted it. Instead of trying to save himself, therefore, he put his rage and strength and energy into inflicting some small measure of retribution. He worked his hands violently to and fro behind his back, ignoring the way that the tape cut like wire into his skin, stretching it enough for him finally to rip his right hand free. At once he put it to the rope around his throat, briefly taking the pressure off and allowing himself to breathe.
Dieter scowled in irritation rather than alarm. He aimed the power saw at Cesco’s right wrist. Cesco fended him off with his feet while unzipping his back pocket with his left hand to take out Emanuela’s canister of pepper-spray. He squirted Dieter full in the face with it, making him screech with pain and drop the saw to grab at his burning eyes. Cesco now turned it on Ox, who howled and let go his end of the rope, letting Cesco crash heavily to the floor. He threw off the rope, grabbed up the power saw and swung it at Knöchel’s knees as he came for him, making him jump back. He slashed through the tape around his ankles, then staggered to the scroll gates, slapping the fat red button to set them rising. Ox and Dieter now came after him, zombie nightmares of inflamed faces with weeping red slits for eyes. He held them at bay with sweeps of the power saw until the gate was at knee height. Then he threw down the saw and rolled out beneath it.
A concrete ramp led upwards. He ran up it. The white van and the Harley were both parked on the forecourt, but neither had their keys. The front door was unlocked. There was an intercom inside with a buzzer for opening the gate, and a set of keys on the table. He grabbed the keys and set the main gate opening, then ran back out, pressing the fob. The van’s corner lights flashed orange. He climbed in, locked it from within, started the engine.
The gate was already halfway open, but now it stopped and went into reverse. Ox appeared at his driver window. He punched the glass so hard that it turned opaque yet somehow still held. Cesco spurted away before he could hit it a second time. Headlights lit up the road outside. The other Hammerskins returning with the pizzas. There was nothing for it. He had no choice. He stamped on the accelerator, charging at the narrowing gap even as the green Audi arrived to fill it.
II
An occupational hazard of dating a photographer is that you became their muse and model too. Cesco had snapped Carmen all the time, mostly when she was unprepared: at study, out with friends, laughing at a joke, in contemplation and in love. He’d framed his favourites and hung them all around the living room. She’d found it so uncomfortable to be the subject of so many portraits that she’d never really looked at them before. Not properly. Not as a set. But now she did. And, doing so, it bore in on her how happy they made her look.
No. Happy didn’t quite catch it. She looked settled.
A bitter irony, how keenly she’d looked forward to their American trip. To review progress with her doctoral advisors, show Cesco off to her mother and her old friends. Then he’d been refused his tourist visa, despite the forceful backing of their celebrated friend, the anti-Mafia magistrate Baldassare Mancuso, so she’d flown home alone. She’d noticed within minutes how much clumsier her mother had become, even since her last visit. How forgetful and short of temper. Repeating the same stories; struggling with simple words.
The doorbell had gone early one morning. A kindly neighbour had found her wandering in her dressing gown a hundred yards down the street. And not for the first time either, he’d admitted. Carmen had taken her straight to the doctor. A long talk, an MRI, referral to a specialist. Their worst fears all but confirmed. Yet her mother had opted for denial. Bad days, that was all. Only a provisional diagnosis. And what did doctors know anyway? She thought this made her impressively independent. In truth, it simply made her dangerous. Cigarettes on the carpet. Stumbles on escalators. An angry refusal to give up her car.
What choice had Carmen been left with?
She’d stayed on a few extra days to interview carers before settling on a no-nonsense, burly young man. Then she’d returned to Naples, exhausted, confused and miserable, only for Cesco to ambush her with his proposal. Desperate for his support and understanding as she’d been, his poor timing had genuinely exasperated her. But it was also true to say that she’d seized the moment a little too greedily, because she’d known inside it had to happen, and plasters are less painful when they’re ripped.
Noble acts and declarations are rarely noble all the way through. They want to be seen. She’d noticed that with her mother, whose rejection of her help had been less about the help itself than the obligation it would place her under. But was she any better herself? Was her decision to give up on life in Italy truly based on what was sensible or right, or on what made her look good? Because, in some perverse way, she’d wanted to be admired. And admired by Cesco too.
The impossibility of good outcomes added to her weariness. She closed her eyes. Her head nodded, jerking her back awake. The temptation to climb beneath the duvet and wait for Cesco there was strong. But she didn’t give in to it. She wrote him a note instead, asking him to call, however late, then left it on his bed and went back out, trudging through the drizzle to her hotel.
III
For once, tonight, luck was with Cesco. When the driver of the Audi saw the van charging towards him, he swung instinctively out of its way – though not quite fast enough. Cesco still caught it as he hauled the steering wheel round, hard enough that his front and side airbags instantly deployed. Metal shrieked against metal as his front bumper clawed along its side, but then he was away and clear, fumbling for his headlights. The right one was smashed. Only the left still worked. He turned it on full beam, then glanced in his rear-view even as Ox and Knöchel clambered into the back of the Audi. Then he braked into the first hairpin and lost them from view.
Six turns, as he recalled. Six turns and then a junction. Headlights flashed in his mirrors as he reached the second. The Audi was catching up fast. It appeared again behind him when he was just halfway along the next straight, before closing right up as he braked into the final bend. Gunfire pinged his bodywork. A window shattered and fell away. His damaged front bumper screeched along the tarmac and threw up sparks until it fell away altogether. The road straightened and flattened out. The Audi tried to pull alongside. He weaved to block it. A junction ahead, its lights red. A main road with cross traffic. He put on his seat belt then screeched out onto it, wrenching the steering wheel round. A lorry tooted furiously. A blue Renault estate braked and swerved out of his way. He righted himself and stamped his foot back down.
The Audi had had to stop to avoid the lorry. Now it came after him again, weaving swiftly through the traffic. The road was too wide for Cesco to block it. It pulled alongside. He glanced across. Knöchel had a gun in both hands, the better to keep it steady. A bullet buzzed by his ear. Another punctured and deflated his front airbag. He steered into the Audi, driving it into the verge and making it drop back. They’d left the last cluster of traffic well behind by now but were closing fast on another. A commuter train trundled slowly over a low railway bridge ahead. He could see passengers gawping. The Audi pulled level again. Knöchel fired twice more. A bullet flicked Cesco’s shirt. His windscreen shattered and fell out, pebbles of glass cascading over his legs and feet, cool night air blasting in his face. He wrenched the steering wheel around so violently that he’d have flipped onto his side if he hadn’t hit the Audi instead, forcing it off the road and up a grass bank. It smashed into a concrete drain, ripping out its undersides before tipping up onto its side and then its roof, sending out cascades of sparks as it skittered along the road. A rear door opened. A man staggered out and then collapsed.
A motorbike travelling at absurd speed sped right by. Cesco’s heart sank. Dieter. He caught him briskly, pulled alongside. He was bareheaded but he’d found another gun, holding it across his chest and aiming blindly as they hurtled along. A slip road ahead. Cesco took it at the last moment, forcing Dieter to brake sharply and cut across broken ground. He sped through a junction at the bottom, followed the road round beneath a bridge and then on until he found himself in a busy town centre. He sounded his horn repeatedly to clear people from his way. Dieter pulled alongside once more. Cesco nudged into him, sending him veering away then slamming back into him. He grabbed hold of the frame of Cesco’s broken windscreen as the Harley went from beneath him, spinning on its side along the pavement. Dieter hauled himself onto the bonnet. He reached in to grab Cesco by the throat then squeezed hard to choke him of air. Cesco slammed on the brakes, using momentum to rip him free. Dieter grabbed hold of the dashboard instead and clung grimly on, glaring up at Cesco, their faces only a couple of feet apart. His eyes were bloodshot and his lips were drawn back like a Rottweiler raging at its leash. Never had Cesco seen such hatred in a human face. Never such murder.
Some months before, Carmen had talked Cesco out of killing a man. He was grateful to her for that. It had made their life together possible. But she wasn’t here now. And, anyway, that had been about revenge. This was pure self-defence. Dieter would never let this go. Put him in jail for life, he’d only send his Hammerskins after him instead. And not just after him either. He’d send them after Carmen too. So, quite deliberately, Cesco took his foot off the brake and stepped on the accelerator instead, while Dieter was still clinging to his bonnet. Then he turned the steering wheel around to bound over a short patch of broken ground outside a factory wall. Dieter bellowed in rage and fear. He clawed at Cesco’s face. But the van smashed into the wall a moment later, so hard that the van’s bonnet crumpled up against Cesco’s knees, slamming him into his seat belt before snapping back so violently that for a moment he blacked out.
IV
Pietro Chiellini insisted on driving Romeo Izzo back to Napoli Centrale, from where he caught the Circumvesuviana out to Herculaneum. The train was so crowded that he waited until he was on his walk back home before calling Valentina to share news. They were still talking when he arrived back at his apartment. He paced back and forth outside until they were done, lest Mario overhear the grisly details.
Isabella was in a poisonous mood. There was no dinner ready and she gave him the silent treatment too. What they called a win-win. Except she hadn’t packed yet and she’d got Mario upset too, alarmed by the evacuation and despondent at the prospect of leaving his friends behind. He liked his Aunt Teresa and his cousin Emilia well enough – but not to share a small apartment with. Izzo read him a story and promised that everything would be great. Then he ordered his favourite pizza of ’nduja sausage and drank a bottle of wine while waiting for it to arrive, ignoring the filthy looks that Isabella kept shooting him. She went to bed. He opened a second bottle in celebration, then stretched out on the sofa to eat his pizza and watch TV.
That woman from the Vesuvius Observatory was on. Fatima Zirpoli. She tried to explain why she and her team were convinced the volcano was perilously close to a cataclysmic eruption. But all the questions were about the evacuation instead. Where would their children go to school? Where were they to live? What jobs would there be for them? With admirable calmness and patience, she explained over and over again that this wasn’t her responsibility, that she was qualified only to talk about the science; yet still the questions came, ever more angrily too, as if they somehow blamed her for all that was happening. Most certainly, they’d turn that fury on the police tomorrow when the full evacuation was announced, and they were sent out door-to-door to enforce it. Not for the first time, it struck him how resistant people were to new realities, as if they had no proper understanding of the difference between inconvenience and catastrophe. He hoped, for their sakes, that such ignorance would continue. That in three months’ time they’d all return to their homes, still seething at the unnecessary disruption.
For, dear God, the alternative…



Chapter Twenty-Seven
I
The wall was on a slight up-slope, so that the van rebounded from it a little way and drifted back out onto the road, releasing Dieter to fall like a broken toy to the ground. A moment of silence, as if the world was holding its breath. Then an alarm began wailing and people began screaming and running, terrified that Cesco was some crazed terrorist come to mow them down. He caught a whiff of fuel. It became so pungent that it roused him from his daze. He fumbled at his seat belt to release it, then threw open his door and almost fell out, staggering a safe distance away before collapsing onto his back on a small patch of grass, heaving in the fresh night air. Sirens sounded on every side. He raised his head as three squad cars converged from different directions.
If only they’d been this quick out at Taddeo’s.
‘It was him,’ yelled a woman, when the first squad car stopped beside her. ‘He drove that poor man straight into that wall.’
Two officers advanced upon him, hands on their holsters. Still lying on his back, he raised his arms above his head. A policewoman gestured for him to turn onto his front. He did so. They cuffed his hands behind his back, then hauled him to his feet and over to their car. More witnesses stepped forward. Flashes popped. A crude cordon was set up with yellow tape. An ambulance arrived. Its paramedics went to check on Dieter before returning to look at Cesco.
‘How is he?’ asked Cesco.
‘How do you think?’ retorted the paramedic. He treated Cesco professionally enough all the same, asking questions to assess concussion, then cleaning, stitching and dressing the gash on his thigh, before applying cream to the rope burns on his throat and chin. Then he assured the policewoman that Cesco was fit to be taken to the station and interrogated to her heart’s content. He stared out the window as they set off, unable to contain his smile at the sight of Dieter being zipped into a body bag.
‘Didn’t like him much, huh?’ asked the policewoman.
‘I’m sorry?’ asked Cesco.
‘That poor bastard you just murdered. Guess you didn’t like him much.’
‘I was going for the brake. My foot slipped.’
‘Hands slipped on the steering wheel too, I suppose? How unlucky.’
‘Stranger to you, was he?’ asked the driver. ‘Or did you know him?’
‘We’d met.’
‘Christ!’ laughed the woman. ‘He’s only gone and admitted it.’
‘Hope he likes prison food. He’ll be eating plenty.’
They passed a sign to the university hospital. He knew where he was now. They must have been all the way out near Capua. They drove on another five minutes to a police station, parked in an empty bay by the doors. People in reception watched sullenly as he was swept by them to an interview room with white plastic chairs and a wooden table bolted to the floor. They undid the cuff round his left wrist and clipped it instead to a steel ring on the table. Then they left him to it.
A camera on brackets whirred as it zoomed or panned, letting him know they were watching. Mind games, no doubt, intended to unnerve. He closed his eyes and used the time to rest and recuperate a little. Ten minutes passed. Fifteen. The door banged open and two burly men came in. The younger of them was dressed sharply in new trainers, cream jeans and a brown leather jacket; the older in a shabby dark grey suit and matching brogues. But their stolid, implacable faces were a perfect match: the kind of men who made a virtue of their toughness, who wanted you to know they weren’t in the market for your bullshit. The elder checked his watch, spoke the time and date. Evidently the room was miked for sound. Then he spread his hands and invited Cesco to tell all. Cesco began by explaining how he’d found Taddeo Santoro murdered earlier that evening, and how he’d called the police only to be abducted before they could arrive.
‘For fuck’s sake!’ said leather jacket disgustedly. ‘Enough with the fairy tales.’
‘We should find him a frog,’ said his mate. ‘See what happens when they kiss.’
‘It’s the truth,’ said Cesco. ‘You have phones, don’t you? Check it out.’
‘You drove a man into a wall. You pulped him like a food mixer. This bullshit about your foot slipping—’
‘It’s not bullshit,’ said Cesco, rising painfully from his seat.
‘The fuck you doing?’ demanded leather jacket.
‘Showing you.’ Even with one hand cuffed to the table, he managed to undo his trousers and pull them down over his thigh. Then he peeled back the dressing to show them where Dieter had nicked him with his saw. Thanks to the paramedic’s liberal use of iodine and antiseptic cream, it looked far worse than it felt. ‘You try driving a van with your leg like that.’
‘You shouldn’t have been driving at all,’ said the older man grudgingly.
‘I had people shooting at me,’ said Cesco, doing his trousers back up, ‘and you expect me to observe the Highway Code?’
‘I expect you not to commit murder. Is that too much to ask?’
‘I’m telling you what happened. I’ve given you the names of people who can verify it. Not my fault you won’t call them.’
They moved their chairs a little further apart, so that he could only see one of them at a time. It was clearly designed to make him feel uncomfortable, and it worked a treat. They fired alternate questions, switching themes to make him contradict himself or otherwise trip up. The adrenaline drained inexorably. He felt exhausted, guilty and afraid. When all was said and done, it was true. He’d driven a man into a wall. In front of witnesses too.
Finally, they’d had enough. They left the room to confer. Ten minutes passed. Leather jacket came back in alone. ‘On your feet,’ he said.
‘I can go?’
He laughed in genuine amusement. ‘You killed a man in cold blood tonight. You’ll be lucky if you ever go anywhere again.’
II
Romeo Izzo was woken by the buzzing of his phone to find that he’d fallen asleep on the sofa. He had a crick in his neck. He rubbed it with one hand even as he grabbed his phone. A man began talking rapidly, but he was still too addled with sleep and wine to take it in – not helped by his TV still being on, two women trying to flog him some gaudy-looking bracelet on a shopping channel. He turned it off, slapped himself on the cheek and asked the man to start again.
His name was Lorenzo Ucello, it turned out. He was a detective in the Polizia di Stato out in Afragola. Colleagues of his had taken a man named Cesco Rossi into custody earlier that evening, following a fatal road traffic accident. He and a colleague had just done his interview. He’d spun them the strangest story and given them Izzo’s name to verify. They’d ignored it at first, putting it down as the usual bullshit, but enough pieces of his account had now checked out that they’d decided to follow up.
‘You have him, then?’ asked Izzo groggily. ‘You have Rossi in custody?’
‘Yes. That’s why I’m calling.’
Izzo rose unsteadily to his feet. ‘I need to see him. I need to talk to him.’ But even he could hear himself slurring.
‘How about the morning?’ suggested Ucello kindly. ‘He’ll still be here, believe me. And we could use a break this end too.’
‘Good. Good.’ He sat back down again. ‘Maybe that would be wise. Give me your address. I’ll be there first thing.’ He took his details, finished the call and sat there with his head in his hands for a few more moments, trying to work out what it all meant, not just for Rossi and their investigation, but for tomorrow’s evacuation too. But his brain was mush. He was too tired to care. He took his glass to the sink to throw the dregs away. Then he rinsed out his mouth with water from the cold tap and dragged himself to bed.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
I
The holding cell had a hard bed and a corner toilet with faulty plumbing that hissed and groaned and creaked throughout the night, changing note at irritating intervals, ruining any chance of sleep. Not that Cesco’s painful cuts and bruises, let alone his conscience, would have let him sleep anyway. He lay on his side, comforting himself with thoughts of Carmen’s arms around him, the smell of her shampoo and her breath against his neck.
Morning arrived. He sat up slowly, aching in every joint. Pushing himself to his feet to take a piss was such a slow and painful process that it made him laugh at his own feebleness. A policeman gave him a cereal bar and a plastic cup of warm black coffee. He asked for painkillers and a glass of water, got a snort instead. He lay back down. More time passed. The policeman returned to unlock his pen. He followed him upstairs one step at a time, pausing on the landing to regain his breath. He was led to last night’s interview room, expecting to find his two detectives, only to see Romeo Izzo instead. ‘Thank Christ,’ he muttered.
‘A little early for that,’ said Izzo drily.
‘You told them about Taddeo, though? That I’ve been telling the truth?’
‘No need. They’ve been busy. As our colleagues out in Capua have been too. An exciting night for them. A car chase. Shots fired. A fearful crash. One man dead; three others injured – one of whom has been talking. He directed them to a rental house with a camera in its basement. I imagine you know what was on it.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘So. Your crazy story has checked out. These Germans abducted you. They meant to dismember and kill you. You escaped. They came after you. You drove their car off the road then rammed their leader into a wall. Because no one believes your foot slipped. But no one cares either. Bastard got what he deserved.’
Cesco squinted at him. ‘What are you saying? Are you saying it’s over?’
‘No. Not yet. Those men were Germans. Gangsters, yes, but still. Our German friends will privately be delighted. But in public they’ll want answers. So we’ll have to investigate properly. But I can’t see any great cause for you to worry. Not about that, at least.’
‘Oh. What should I be worrying about, then?’
‘Last night, when you called my colleague Valentina Messana, you told her that you’d arrived in Posillipo to find Taddeo Santoro already dead.’
‘He was kneeling by the fountain with his head underwater. I checked him for a pulse, then someone attacked me with a stun gun.’ He rubbed his neck at the memory. ‘It left me in a daze for a minute or two. Then I called her.’
‘And afterwards?’
‘I went straight out onto the lane. I was spooked, frankly. It was dark and there was a murderer nearby. That was when the Hammerskins got me.’
‘So you never went inside the house?’
‘No.’
‘Have you ever been inside?’
‘What the hell is this?’
‘Just answer the question.’
‘No. I’ve never been inside. I’d never even been out there before.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘Of course I’m sure,’ said Cesco irritably. ‘You think I wouldn’t know?’
‘Fair enough,’ said Izzo. ‘Then perhaps you might explain how come your fingerprints are all over his safe.’
II
Carmen woke early to find she’d still had no response from Cesco. It was out of character for him not to respond quickly. It was unprecedented overnight. She sent new messages on every channel she could think of, begging him to call, then showered briskly and threw on clothes and hurried back to his apartment. She let herself in, made her way upstairs, palms pressed against the walls to keep herself composed. He hadn’t been back. Her note was still on his bed and the answerphone pulsed with her own messages.
A sense of doom consumed her. She remembered the blazing Lamborghini. She took out her phone to check for news. Then she sat down on the end of the bed to absorb it all. In disbelief, she took out Messana’s card to call her on her mobile. Messana answered almost at once. She was evidently in her car, talking loudly over the traffic. Cesco was safe, she assured her, though a little banged-up. As for his location, she couldn’t divulge that. Only that he was helping them with their enquiries.
‘They’re saying on the news that you think he killed Taddeo,’ she protested. ‘That’s insane.’
A hesitation. ‘I’m sorry, Carmen. It doesn’t look good.’
‘What the hell does that mean?’
‘I’ve told you all I can. I have to go now.’
The line went dead. Carmen sat there staring at her phone. The Hammerskins were one thing. Taddeo was another. She couldn’t believe it. She wouldn’t believe it. Yet dread consumed her even so. She had no faith in Italian justice. The papers here were filled with miscarriages of it. People who’d spent months or even years in jail awaiting trials that promptly fell apart. Hapless experts and corrupt officers. False testimony and planted evidence. And she didn’t have the first clue how to help. An awful thing, being unable to protect the people you loved. And she did love Cesco. That suddenly became crystal clear again. Her hands stopped trembling when she realised it. She herself might not know how to handle this, but she still had friends. Friends with friends of their own, one of whom happened to be Romeo Izzo.
She brought up Lucia Conte’s number and called her now.
III
Father Rupert Alberts lay on his side in bed, wide awake yet too consumed by self-loathing and disgust to get up. He’d done it now. He’d put himself beyond the pale. Some sins could be forgiven. But not last night. Because it hadn’t just been a sin. It had been a confession of who, at base, he was.
He rose at last for another lengthy shower, as though he could yet scrub himself clean. He dried himself and dressed, then turned on the television for the news. Then he stood there stunned. According to the reporter standing in a Posillipo lane, Zeno D’Agostino and Cesco Rossi had both been arrested in connection with the murder of Taddeo Santoro and were currently helping the police with their enquiries.
He was still trying to absorb this when the anchor switched to an even bigger story. The long-anticipated evacuation of the Red Zone around Vesuvius had been ordered by the authorities. By eight o’clock tonight, Herculaneum would be deserted and then sealed off. And no one could say when people would be allowed back in again. Indeed, if the expert from the Observatory was correct, it was highly likely that the volcano would erupt before that could happen, burying the town, the Villa and any more scrolls still inside it beneath thirty more metres of volcanic sludge.
When your life had been touched by God as closely as Alberts’ had been, everything had meaning, everything was a sign. The difficulty usually came in deciding which way the signposts pointed. This morning, for once, they all pointed in the same direction. At once he felt better again. He felt invigorated.
He knew exactly what he had to do.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
I
A knack one learned early in interrogations: to give no warning of the stiletto question, yet to watch the suspect closely. The flicker of dismay on Rossi’s face when he mentioned his fingerprints on the safe was all the confirmation Izzo needed. Rossi recovered quickly; but too late. And perhaps he realised that denial was now futile, for he folded his arms and bit his lower lip. ‘I want a lawyer,’ he said.
‘Your burglaries in Milan,’ said Izzo, not without sympathy. ‘You were going by the name Mateo Greco at the time. But Valentina recognised your mugshot instantly. Unless you plan to dispute it? An identical twin brother, maybe? An arch-villain with a vendetta and a team of the world’s best hackers?’
‘My fingerprints have nothing to do with Taddeo’s death.’
‘I’ll be the judge of that.’
‘No. I will be.’ He looked Izzo in the eye. ‘Have you opened it yet?’
‘It’s being done right now. Why?’
‘I want to know what you find before I say anything else.’
‘You’re in no position to bargain.’
‘And yet here we are.’
Izzo gazed at Cesco, but he was giving nothing else away. It was odd. The man should be worried sick, but he didn’t look it. ‘You’re a thief,’ he told him flatly. ‘You make your living breaking in to the houses of wealthy people. Houses just like Santoro’s. We found your fingerprints on his safe and him lying dead outside. You admitted yourself that you were there. How do you reckon that all looks?’ He leaned forward. ‘Want to know what I think?’
‘No.’
‘I think your Alaric escapade changed your life. You came down to Naples on the back of it, made new friends, found a fun job. Unfortunately, you’re a thief by nature. Dishonesty is bred in your bone. So. Money goes missing from the studio. A few pieces of equipment, maybe a museum artefact or two. Your boss begins to suspect. You realise he’s on to you. Your cushy new life is in danger. Your lovely girlfriend. Then someone pins a letter to the gate of the Villa of the Papyri, and you see a way out. Do it right and the Camorra are sure to be blamed. So you go to Central Station. You call Raffaele and ask him to come meet you at the park first thing. You bang him over the head then drive him out to the Villa. You set his car up to burn, then wait round the corner for Taddeo to arrive before triggering your device and photographing it to give yourself the perfect alibi. Except your friend figured it out.’ He turned on his tablet, raised it to show Cesco his own photograph of Raff sitting up in his front seat, glaring impotently at the camera.
‘This is bullshit,’ said Cesco.
‘Then it got worse. You learned that Raffaele had secretly been out to see Taddeo the night before he died. You worried he’d told him his suspicions. You had to act fast. You went out to kill him. But what the hell? You might as well take what you can while you’re there. He wouldn’t give up the combination to his safe, however, so you tortured him for it with a stun gun. His heart gave out. You tried to open it anyway, but failed. So you went back downstairs and set his murder up to look like the handiwork of some crazy serial killer. Then you called it in yourself and went to wait outside. Only your German friends turned up first.’
‘You’re wasted in the police. You should write screenplays.’
‘Then tell me.’
Rossi bit his lip again. ‘I’ll tell you this much,’ he said. ‘I went out to Taddeo’s last night to show him some photographs I found on one of Raff’s memory cards. Dieter took the card off me, but he tossed it over the wall opposite, along with my wallet, phone and keys. Have someone look for them.’
‘I will. What was on the card?’
‘You’ll be angry with me.’
‘You think I’m not already?’
‘Very well. I found something out about Raffaele a couple of days back. It made him look bad. So I didn’t tell you about it, in case you leaked it.’
‘We don’t do that.’
‘Sure you don’t.’
‘What was it?’
‘He googled a crooked American dealer called Miranda Harcourt last Sunday. Then he went down to her hotel the evening before he got killed. A waitress saw them there together.’
‘For God’s sake!’
‘I told you you’d be angry,’ said Cesco. ‘But she didn’t kill him. She was in mid-air by then. I checked with her hotel in Istanbul.’
‘You imbecile. You should have let us know.’
‘Like I said, I didn’t want you guys leaking it.’
‘And like I said, we don’t do that.’
‘Fuck you, you don’t,’ snarled Cesco. ‘How the hell else did the media get my name? I didn’t give it to them, that’s for sure. Dieter and his bastard Hammerskins found me thanks to you. All this shit I’m in right now, it’s your fault.’
They glared at each other a few moments. But there was little to be gained from that. ‘This Harcourt woman,’ said Izzo.
‘Yes. I got worried that Raff had been stealing pieces from the museum to sell to her. Except I couldn’t work out how. Then, last night, I found some photographs he’d taken out at a museum warehouse. One of them looked exactly like a piece I’d seen on Harcourt’s website. I went back to double-check, but it had been pulled.’
Izzo nodded. ‘Covering her tracks?’
‘Exactly. I couldn’t work out how Raff could have stolen it, so I started thinking about it differently. What if Raff had come across this photo while browsing for ideas? He thinks it’s the same piece, but he can’t be sure. And he doesn’t want to accuse anyone, because the most likely suspect is someone he’s fond of, and whose goodwill he needs. So he keeps an eye on Harcourt instead – easy enough to do, as she lives on social media. Last Sunday morning, she tweeted about coming to Naples. She even gave her time of arrival and the name of her hotel. So Raff went to see who she’d come to meet. And that was why the waitress thought they’d left together. Because he followed her when she went by.’
‘This friend of Raffaele’s. This most likely suspect. Who?’
‘Her name’s Emilia Notaro,’ said Rossi reluctantly. ‘She was Taddeo’s PA for years until she retired. He brought her back specially for the digitisation project. She runs it herself, top to bottom. She’s the only one I can think of who could steal pieces without being caught. Anyway, I figured that Taddeo needed to know at once. I called him at the museum. He’d already left for home. You can check with his office. I could hardly leave a message, so I drove over there instead. The rest you know.’
‘Except for how your fingerprints got on his safe.’
‘Except for that, yes.’
‘Ready to tell me yet?’
‘When you’ve opened it. Maybe.’
Romeo scowled. But he knew a bollard when he drove into one. ‘Excuse me a moment,’ he said. ‘I need to make a call.’ Then he left the interrogation room, bringing up Messana’s number as he went.
II
The locksmith was a tall, thin fifty-year-old in corduroy trousers and a paisley sweater who moved and spoke with such exasperating slowness that sheer impatience compelled Valentina Messana to wave off his apology for being late before he’d even finished it. He fetched a pair of heavy canvas bags from the rear of his van, then followed her upstairs to the guest bedroom and the safe. He unzipped both his bags, took out a pair of bright white dust sheets that he flapped out on the floor of the walk-in closet. He set up lights and a canvas pop-up stool, then laid his equipment out piece by piece beside him, including a power drill that Messana dearly hoped he wouldn’t have to use. He taped the chestpiece of a stethoscope to the safe and listened through headphones as he turned the dial this way and that with his delicate long fingers.
‘How long?’ she asked.
He checked his watch. ‘I’ll be able to tell you that to the nearest minute. Once I’ve opened it.’
‘You must have some idea.’
‘Well, now,’ he said, stretching each word out as far as it would go. ‘It’s an easy enough calculation. You can do it yourself, if you like. Start with “as long as it takes”. Then add on all the time I waste answering stupid questions.’
She watched him for a while, filming clips for Senator Santoro. But soon enough she grew bored. The room had been too crowded last night to study it properly. She did so now. The bathroom was in showroom condition. A wicker basket between the double sinks was filled with luxury soaps and shampoos. The bedroom itself was gorgeously finished in peach and eggshell white. The king-size bed was fitted with a mosquito net, Egyptian linen and a summer duvet. There was a walnut desk against the end wall with three DVDs on it resting against a Blu-ray player connected to a huge wall-mounted ultra-HD TV. She flicked through the DVDs. A classic heist movie and a couple of old comedies. An underwhelming selection for such expensive equipment, but presumably there were more downstairs by their main…
Messana frowned. The downstairs TV was fine. But it was smaller and older than this one. Odd to put one’s best TV in a barely-used guest bedroom.
There was a huge black leather recliner right in front of it. It was the only piece of furniture that looked at all worn. She sat down in it. It was so big it made her feel like a child, particularly when she put its leg rest up. It had a remote control pouch made of elasticated netting on one side, and a foldable tray on the other, faintly marked with rings left by glasses and tumblers, slightly tacky to the touch. She brought her fingertip to her nose. It smelled of brandy.
The recliner was closer to the TV than she found comfortable. It took up her whole view. Close the shutters, turn off the lights, crank up the volume, it would be like being there. Her skin began to crawl. She knew suddenly not only why Cesco Rossi had broken in, but why he’d refused to explain it too.
A knock at the door. The young policewoman she’d sent across the road to hunt for Rossi’s belongings came in holding evidence bags containing keys, a wallet, a memory card and the component pieces of a mobile phone. ‘Exactly where you said they’d be,’ she said.
‘What’s your name?’ asked Messana.
‘Bianca.’
‘Well, Bianca, go tell your colleagues that I’ll be needing your help for a while. Then come back.’ She pushed herself back to her feet and returned to the closet to film the locksmith.
‘Two of the three tumblers down,’ he said, without looking round. ‘Shouldn’t be more than a couple of minutes now.’
‘Thanks.’ She filmed on her phone as he turned the dial with gentle, smooth movements, listening intently through his stethoscope. Bianca returned. Messana motioned for silence. The locksmith sat up. He spun the wheels to reset the tumblers, then turned the dial briskly clockwise, anticlockwise then clockwise again. He pushed down the handle and was about to pull it open when Messana stopped him. ‘That’s enough,’ she told him. ‘We’ll take it from here.’
‘You’re the boss.’
He untaped the stethoscope from the safe, packed his equipment carefully away, piece by piece. Messana signed his work order and walked him to the bedroom door. She locked it behind him, then handed her phone to Bianca to film as she opened the safe herself. There were three cameras inside, two extensible tripods, and a CD tower with at least two dozen DVDs in in it, each in its own white cardboard sleeve bearing a date and a pair of initials.
Bianca pulled a face. ‘Are those what I think?’
Messana pulled on gloves and chose a DVD at random. ‘Let’s find out,’ she said.
III
It took Carmen three attempts before Lucia finally answered her phone. ‘Carmen?’ she said groggily. ‘What is it?’
‘I woke you,’ said Carmen.
‘These damned painkillers,’ said Lucia. ‘First you can’t drop off and then you can’t wake. What is it?’
‘Haven’t you heard? About Taddeo?’
The rustling of bedclothes being thrown back. ‘Oh, God,’ she said. ‘What now?’
‘I’m so sorry,’ said Carmen. She gave her a moment to brace herself, then told her the terrible news.
‘I can’t believe it,’ muttered Lucia, bewildered. ‘And they think Cesco did it? But that’s insane!’
‘I know. But they’ve arrested him anyway. All Messana would tell me is that it doesn’t look good. But I was thinking maybe your friend Izzo might know more…’
‘You want me to call him?’
‘Would you? I’m going out of my mind.’
‘Of course. I’ll do it now. I’ll ring you back.’
‘Thank you.’ She hung up, then went from room to room, too restless to stay still. Their neighbours were shouting at one another as they readied themselves to leave for work, though not out of rancour; the husband was simply hard of hearing, and for ever running late. Their front door banged closed. She went to the bedroom window to watch them kiss farewell before they hurried off in opposite directions. Her phone rang. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Lucia. ‘I keep getting voicemail. I’ve left a message, and I’ll let you know the moment he calls back. But I’ve also had a thought. I think I can prove Cesco innocent.’
‘How?’
‘You’ll have to trust me, I’m afraid. Can you meet me at the library later? I’ll explain everything.’
‘Of course. When and where?’
‘Rare Books & Manuscripts. Say ten thirty.’
‘I’ll see you there.’ She ended the call, then sat there, somewhat reassured, yet puzzled too, racking her brains for what Lucia might have in mind. But, for the life of her, she couldn’t see it.
IV
It took Valentina Messana just ten minutes to decide there was no way she was going to let Barbieri and his crew see these DVDs. She bagged, tagged and boxed everything – including Rossi’s wallet, keys and phone – then carried it all down to her car and set off before they could arrive. Only once she was well out of Posillipo did she call Izzo to let him know.
‘DVDs?’ he said, puzzled. ‘Why bother putting those in a…’ Then he realised. ‘Oh, Christ. Not Santoro. I don’t believe it.’
‘I’ve only watched bits of three so far,’ she told him. ‘On fast-forward and skipping ahead. Two of the victims are early twenties. The third is maybe thirty or thirty-five. All are obviously drunk or drugged. Santoro has to help two of them walk. The third he actually carries in.’
‘So the cameras are already on?’
‘Yes. He must have set them up in advance, one either side of the bed. Anyway, he lays the women down then arranges them with a forearm over their chest and a hand over their groin. Like in the movies when a woman is surprised in the shower, you know? He talks to them until they’re fast asleep. About the museum, mostly. Once they’re fully out, that changes. He starts carrying on both sides of a conversation in which he’s some silver-tongued seducer and they’re trying to resist him, but failing. He slowly strips them of their clothes, kissing and stroking their skin as he exposes it. The cameras have remote controls. He pauses every so often to zoom or pan them. Occasionally he croons a line or two of a love song. One of the younger ones has these big tortoiseshell glasses that keep slipping off her nose. He replaces them carefully every time, as though that’s part of it. Once they’re naked, he undresses himself too. He touches them everywhere. He fondles and kisses their breasts, vaginas and anuses. He rubs his penis against them. Then he stands over them and masturbates until he ejaculates.’
‘Fuck me, we’re in for a scandal.’
‘That’s what you take from this?’
‘I’m just saying. What next?’
‘He wipes them down with paper towels, dabs them with perfume, puts them back into their clothes and covers them with a duvet. Then he turns off the cameras. The DVD ends.’
‘How long are they?’
‘Ninety minutes each, give or take. Though I think they’ve been edited down.’
‘Son of a whore!’ muttered Izzo. ‘What now?’
‘I’m heading back to Herculaneum to log them in as evidence. Oh, and I’ve got all Rossi’s shit too, as it happens. It was right where you said it would be.’
‘Herculaneum? What about the evacuation?’
‘There’s still hours left. And I’m damned if I’ll leave these for Barbieri and his team to drool over. But he’s going to be furious when he finds out. I’ll need your backing.’
Izzo grunted. ‘You’ve got it. Of course you have. But Barbieri’s drool can’t be our story. This is clearly going to be a major scandal. I therefore ordered you back to Herculaneum myself in an effort to keep the circle of knowledge as small as possible until we’ve identified and notified all the victims.’
‘Got it. Thanks. I’ll grab stills of their faces while I’m logging them in. My guess is they’re mostly from the museum. They have that look, you know? Kind. Intelligent. Trusting.’
Izzo closed his eyes and thought of Lucia. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know exactly.’



Chapter Thirty
I
To Cesco’s glad surprise, he returned to his holding cell to find that the duty policeman had procured him some painkillers. He threw them back with a scoop of water, then stretched out on the hard bench and somehow managed to doze off for a while before being woken again by the cell door clanging open. ‘On your feet,’ said Izzo, holding up a manila folder fat with paperwork. ‘You’re mine now.’
Cesco sat up gingerly. ‘Where are we going?’
‘Herculaneum.’
‘Herculaneum?’ He rubbed his face, still slow with sleep. ‘Isn’t there an evacuation on?’
‘We’ve still got until tonight. And Herculaneum’s where your wallet, phone and keys are. Assuming you want them back?’
‘Say no more.’ He pushed himself gingerly to his feet. ‘So what’s the deal? Am I free?’
‘We’ll talk in the car. Not here.’
They went out together, buckled their belts. Izzo checked his phone was on, then put it in the cupholder with its fascia towards him. ‘Can I borrow that a moment?’ asked Cesco. ‘I need to call Carmen.’
‘Help yourself.’
To his shame, he didn’t know Carmen’s number. His phone had become his memory. He logged into email instead. It touched his heart to see all the messages she’d left him overnight. He replied to her latest, assuring her he was fine and no longer under suspicion, that he was off to retrieve his belongings with Detective Izzo and would call her as soon as he got his phone back. He logged out and put the phone back in the cupholder, then made to ask a question. But Izzo held up a finger, concentrating on his driving until he found his way. Then he relaxed back into his seat and glanced across. ‘We’ve opened the safe,’ he told him. ‘Three guesses what we found.’
It was the grimness of his expression that convinced Cesco the time had come. ‘A camera?’ he suggested.
‘What else?’
‘There was a Blu-ray player hooked up to the TV. So I’d guess some DVDs.’
Izzo nodded several times. He bit his teeth so tight together, they made walnuts of his cheeks. ‘How did you know? Why didn’t you say?’
‘I didn’t know,’ sighed Cesco. ‘That was the point. I only ever suspected. And I wasn’t about to smear him if I was wrong. Not after what was done to him last night.’
‘Very well. Why did you suspect?’
‘You have to understand: Taddeo was great to me and Carmen when we arrived in Naples. We’d just found Alaric so, sure, we were enjoying our fifteen minutes. But even so. He gave us his personal tour of the museum. Then he invited us as his special guests to the opening of an exhibition. That’s where we met Lucia and Raff, as it happens. So, apart from anything else, I owed him my job and my flat. Anyway, there was a group of us there that night. Carmen was telling them about her thesis. Specifically, about a Roman empress called Galla Placidia who plays a big part in it. Taddeo mentioned he had a whole portfolio case at home of drawings of her famous tomb mosaics, and would she like to come see them sometime? One of the women there glanced down at the floor. It was only for a millisecond, but I taxed her with it later anyway. She claimed I’d imagined it. Then the next morning I got an anonymous email saying that four different women had come over so woozy at Santoro’s house over the past few years that they’d had to stay the night. There was no evidence of anything improper, but still…’
‘Four is a lot.’
‘Yes. So, anyway, Taddeo invited Carmen again the next time we met. He pressed her quite hard. And he was a difficult man to say no to. Not just his personal charm and forcefulness; his power too. Upset him, he could ruin your career.’
‘Go on.’
‘I didn’t have enough to go to the police. Not against a man like him. But I couldn’t ignore it either. There was some big political gala up in Rome that he attended with his wife. I found out where he lived and went out there while they were away. Their alarm system is pathetic. I broke in and looked around. The guest bedroom had a huge TV on its wall and a great big recliner smack in front. It was pristine too, except for some finger smudges at the back of the closet. That turned out to be a spring-loaded panel with a safe behind. I tried to open it, but I wasn’t skilful enough.’
Izzo grunted. ‘I’ll say. Skilful burglars don’t leave fingerprints.’
‘Combination locks are all about feel,’ pointed out Cesco. ‘You can’t feel with gloves on.’
‘Never heard of cleaning up after yourself?’
‘What is this? Burglary school? Anyway, I was tired and it was getting light. So I put everything back as I’d found it and got out of there.’
‘Allowing Santoro to carry on as before?’
‘Fuck you,’ said Cesco. ‘What was I supposed to do? Besides, I didn’t do nothing. I took a tip from that email I’d received. I set up a new account and sent him an anonymous message. We know what you’ve been doing. We’ll be watching. That kind of thing. And he never asked Carmen out again. Or anyone else that I know of. Then our Alaric excavation got cancelled, thanks to the shitty weather. We hardly saw him after that. The weeks went by. Frankly, I forgot about it. If it hadn’t been for Raffaele—’
Izzo’s phone rang at that moment. He glanced down at it, held up his finger for silence. ‘Hey, Valentina,’ he said. ‘I’m in the car with Rossi. You’re on loudspeaker.’
‘Ah,’ she said.
‘Got you,’ said Izzo. ‘Give me a moment.’ He pulled up onto the pavement, put on his hazard lights. He told Cesco to stay where he was, then grabbed his keys and phone and got out, pacing back and forth along the pavement. When he climbed back in, he looked grey and grim, as though he’d just had bad news from his doctor. ‘That woman at the party,’ he said, buckling himself back in. ‘The one who looked down at the floor. It was Lucia Conte, wasn’t it?’
‘Why would you think that?’
‘Just tell me.’
‘Is she on one of the DVDs?’
‘You know I can’t tell you that.’ But then he did anyway, by making a fist and punching the steering wheel. A little harder than he’d intended, from the way he winced and shook his hand. ‘This whole shitty story is going to get out soon. That’s how she’ll learn about it, unless I can break it to her first. Her and the others too. Because she’s our best bet for putting names to faces. But how can I go see her with you in the car? I can’t have her thinking I betrayed her to someone who didn’t already know.’
‘Fine,’ sighed Cesco. ‘Yes, it was Lucia.’
‘Thank you.’ He tried her mobile. She didn’t answer. He left a message for her to call back, then tried the library. No luck there either. ‘You don’t know her home number, by any chance?’ he asked.
‘She doesn’t have one. But I do know where she lives. And it’s only a couple of minutes from the library. Two birds, one stone.’
‘Okay,’ nodded Izzo. ‘Let’s do it.’



Chapter Thirty-One
I
The Spanish Quarter was the beating heart of old Naples, a crowded, tight, dark grid of dilapidated tall buildings with interior courtyards mostly now converted into cheap apartments set either side of cobbled lanes narrowed by the display trays outside the small fishmongers and grocers, by the pavement tables outside the pizza parlours, by the illegally parked Vespas and the three-wheeler delivery vans pulled in tight against the walls. Add in concrete bollards in unexpected places, and you had a one-way system so labyrinthine that it could reduce hardened tourists to tears.
On Cesco’s advice, Izzo circled round to approach it from the south, turning onto Lucia’s street in time to witness a man and woman scuffling at its far end. The woman cried out and fell to the ground, while the man took off running towards them. He was wearing dark glasses and had a hoodie drawn tight around his face, with a bulging green canvas haversack on his back and a black crocodile-skin handbag and kitchen knife in either hand, along with the tattered remains of a cheap white plastic supermarket bag that he threw away even as he ran by.
The Spanish Quarter was Camorra turf. Muggings were commonplace. Izzo braked then put the Fiat into reverse to go after him, only for a three-wheeler to come up behind them and then refuse to budge. He pulled into the side instead, jumped out. But the mugger was long gone, and his first duty now was to the victim, who’d picked herself up and was sitting on the front step of a courtyard entrance. He reached in through the Fiat’s open window to grab the keys. ‘Wait here,’ he told Rossi. He hurried along the pavement, passing a teenage girl astride a pushbike filming on her phone. His heart skipped a beat when he saw that the victim was Lucia, surrounded by the items that had evidently fallen from the ripped shopping bag. An unopened glass jar of runny honey had smashed on the pavement. A new pair of kitchen gloves and a glazing brush were both still in their original packaging. A chill ran through him. He recalled the third threat – to paint the victim’s face with honey for the birds to pluck their eyes. No ordinary mugger then. That man had been their killer.
And he’d just let him get away.
‘Are you okay?’ he asked, crouching beside Lucia.
‘I’m fine,’ she said, though her tears and grimaces of pain said otherwise.
‘That man. Did you know him?’
She shook her head. ‘He had his face hidden. Though there was something…’
‘Yes,’ said Izzo. The schoolgirl was still filming. Everyone was a journalist these days. He went up to her. ‘Did you get his face?’ he asked, showing his badge. She shrugged and set her footage playing, holding it out so that they both could watch. It began in a blur of movement, then the mugger pushed Lucia to the ground and sprinted off with her handbag, passing close enough for her to catch the shadowed interior of his drawstring hoodie, his eyes hidden by mirror sunglasses, his mouth an expressive mix of euphoria, exertion and panic.
‘May I?’ he asked. He plucked the phone from her before she could say no, then texted the clip through to Andreas, their media liaison. He waited till it was on its way, then called him on his own mobile to have him distribute it to the region’s media, along with the warning that the hooded man was a suspect in the Herculaneum murder and therefore not to be approached.
‘That was the Lamborghini killer?’ said the girl when he handed back her phone. ‘Cool.’ He watched her cycle off. It would be on YouTube and TikTok within minutes. But so what? The more publicity the better.
‘What’s going on?’ asked Rossi.
Izzo scowled at him. ‘I told you to wait in the car.’
‘Sorry. I must have misheard.’
‘Aren’t you under arrest?’ frowned Lucia.
‘A misunderstanding,’ he assured her. ‘Isn’t that right, Detective?’
‘Up to a point.’
‘Then you should let Carmen know. She’s worried sick.’
‘I already did.’
Lucia turned back to Izzo. ‘Why are you even here? Have you been… watching me?’
‘Of course not. It’s just that something has come up. Something I need to discuss with you as a matter of urgency. To do with Taddeo Santoro.’
‘I heard. Such terrible news.’
‘This isn’t about that. Or not exactly. My colleague Valentina Messana discovered something in his house. Something disturbing. I’m afraid it involves you.’
‘Me?’
He took a deep breath. ‘Santoro had a safe in his spare bedroom. A safe not even his wife knew about. We found cameras and a number of DVDs inside. DVDs of women who it seems he’d drugged into spending the night at his house.’
‘Oh Christ,’ said Lucia.
He sat beside her on the step, pressed her hand between his own. ‘Only Valentina has seen it. Only she, I and Cesco know about it. And Cesco knew anyway, from the email you sent him. The thing is, Lucia, Valentina’s going through the other DVDs now, taking screenshots of the victims so that we can notify them ourselves, before they find out some other way. But, to identify them, we naturally need the help of someone likely to know them.’
‘You want me to look at them? See who I recognise?’
‘Would you?’
‘How many are we talking?’
‘Two dozen or so.’
‘Two dozen! Dear God. How bad are they? What… what exactly did he do?’
‘I could put you on with Valentina, if you like? But I’m afraid it was pretty bad. Though, from what I understand, it could have been somewhat worse.’
She nodded twice as if accepting this. Then she scowled furiously. ‘That bastard. I was so young. He asked me out to his house to talk about an exhibition. He kept pressing more wine on me. From his own vineyard, he kept telling me. When I tried to say no, he looked so hurt. Then my head started spinning. He helped me to his spare room. I was embarrassed when I woke the next morning. Getting drunk at his house, of all people. But he was so understanding. Except that his wife tended to get furiously jealous. She’d crucify him if she found out. Perhaps it would be best to keep it secret. I was grateful. Grateful! Then I heard whispers about it happening to other women too, but I didn’t say a word. I can’t explain it. It was like I froze whenever it came up. I froze and put it from my mind until it was gone again.’
‘You’re not to blame.’
‘Two dozen of us. Two dozen! Think what I could have stopped!’
‘Stopped how? You had no proof.’
‘The proof was in his fucking safe. If I’d made the police…’ She stopped, frowned. ‘Oh shit!’ she said. ‘The safe!’
‘What about it?’ asked Izzo.
‘Not that safe. My one. The one in the library. That bastard who just attacked me. He took my bag. It had my keys in it. The keys to the Colonna room. The keys to the safe. The one with our new scroll in it.’ Then her face fell even further, and she added: ‘I know who it was now. And where he’s headed too.’
II
Carmen was at a research table in Rare Books & Manuscripts when Rupert Alberts came hurrying by, breathing heavily with exertion. He was wearing a grey jacket with red piping and its hood down and had a green canvas haversack on his back. He was also carrying a black crocodile-skin handbag and a keyring, both of which looked like Lucia’s.
She rose uncertainly to her feet, watched as he marched up to the door of the Colonna room and made to unlock it. No way would Lucia have trusted Alberts with her bag and keys. No way. A little dizzily, she went after him. He was a Jesuit, a Monsignor, a respected figure in the Congregation of the Order of the Faith. Surely one could trust such a man. And yet she didn’t. He opened the door, slipped inside, made to swing it shut behind him, only for Carmen to reach it before it could lock. ‘Hey!’ she said, even as he sank to his knees beside the table to pull the server out from beneath it. ‘What are you doing?’
Alberts looked up in annoyance. ‘Get out,’ he said.
‘Does Lucia know you’re here?’
He rose to his feet and took a pace towards her, hoping to cow her into retreating. But she knew that if she left him here alone, he’d lock the door from the inside and complete his task unimpeded. And now that she suspected what that task was, she couldn’t let him do it. So she stepped sideways instead, circling around the table to keep it between them. He scowled and closed the door anyway, locking it with the mortice key that he then returned to his pocket. ‘Don’t get in my way,’ he warned, returning to the server, laying it on its side. ‘Not unless you want what Conte and Santoro got.’
She looked at him in horror. ‘That was you?’
‘I didn’t want to hurt them,’ he said. ‘But Taddeo wouldn’t listen.’ He unstrapped his haversack, took out a metal mallet. It was hardly the kind of implement one had lying around, making it obvious that he’d thought this mission through. The mallet had such a heavy head that he had to hold it in both hands to wield it properly. He smashed the server with it, stinging his hands so badly that he let it go briefly to give them a shake. Another two blows and the hard black plastic shell cracked apart, exposing its soft innards, which he pounded until his face was shining with sweat.
A knock at the door. ‘What’s going on?’ demanded Victor.
‘Destroying the scroll won’t do you any good,’ said Carmen, loudly enough for him to overhear. ‘There are copies everywhere.’
He looked up, wiped his forehead. ‘Not true. Lucia gave us her word.’
‘You idiot,’ mocked Carmen. ‘You think she’d risk something this precious? She has a full set on her laptop. She showed them to me yesterday evening.’
He smiled at that. ‘Liar,’ he said.
‘Then how would I know it’s St Paul, not Philodemus?’
‘You saw that when you broke in. From our annotations.’
‘And Thomas?’ she asked. ‘Not a brother of Christ. A brother in Christ.’
‘You heard us arguing.’
‘No. I saw it on Lucia’s laptop. The earliest and truest version of the letters of St Paul, set to upend everything you and your Church believe in. All your centuries of misogyny and hate. People will see you and your precious Bible for the frauds you are. That’s why you want to destroy it.’
‘The Bible is the word of God,’ he said, mopping his brow a second time as he went over to the safe. ‘If he’d wanted us to have a different text, he’d have arranged for that instead.’
Crunching on the terrace gravel. The thin white cotton curtains covering the oak doors went a little darker as faces pressed against the panes of security glass. ‘And what if us finding this scroll is his way of doing just that?’ she asked.
He blinked at that, as though the point hadn’t occurred to him before. But then he waved a hand in front of his face, as though her objections were a cloud of gnats. ‘Then he’ll find a way to stop me, won’t he?’ He took the stack of CDs on top of the safe out of their cases, snapped them into halves, quarters and even smaller fragments with his hands. Then he opened each of the four volumes of Novum Testamentum Graece to St Paul, ripping out and crumpling their annotated pages, heaping them in a stack that he then squirted with lighter fluid. He took a book of matches from his pocket and struck one to set the bonfire blazing. He stood there watching it burn for half a minute or so, kicking back fugitive leaves as they tried to escape. Satisfied, he crouched to unlock the safe. He smashed the hard drives with his mallet, then pulled out the scroll-holder, saving the best till last.
‘It won’t do you any good,’ Carmen told him. ‘Lucia and the professor will tell the world.’
He wiped his face again, smearing it with sweat and soot. ‘They can speak of what they’ve seen. Not of what they haven’t.’
‘You mean about Tertullian?’
His head snapped round. Finally she had his attention. ‘What do you know about…’ Then he worked that out too. ‘You’ve been gossiping with Victor.’ He considered this for several seconds, then shook his head. He set the mallet down, undid the scroll-holder’s catches, lifted its lid to reveal the scroll in all its charred and vital beauty. His hands trembled as he lifted it from its nest. A threat to his faith, yes; but sacred history too.
‘But I know more,’ she said. ‘I know why Tertullian spooks you.’
‘He doesn’t.’
‘Forgive me,’ she said. ‘I mean Marcion, of course.’
He looked round, irritated by her persistence, almost certain that she was bluffing. But almost wasn’t quite good enough. ‘Go on, then.’
The assault on the terrace doors grew more violent. From pulling and pushing to kicking and shoulder-barging, though all fruitless against the bolts and locking bar. If she could somehow get to them… But for that she needed time. Time and distraction. The letters of St Paul didn’t seem to worry him. That left her with only one option. ‘It’s his gospel, isn’t it?’ she said, watching closely for anxiety or relief. ‘The Gospel of Marcion.’
‘His gospel was a fraud. He stole it from St Luke.’ But there was a slight catch in his voice.
‘No,’ she said, suddenly seeing it. ‘It was the other way round, wasn’t it? Everyone agrees that Mark wrote his gospel before Matthew, because it’s simpler and more coherent. No nativity, no resurrection, no strained references to Jewish scripture. Marcion and Luke are exactly the same. Yet no one ever argues Marcion was first.’ She finished on an almost triumphant note, only for him to look quizzically at her, as if what she was saying wasn’t wrong so much as mere prelude. But to what? She had no idea. Alberts realised it too. He dropped the scroll to the floor, then stamped on it again and again, breaking it into small carbonised clumps and shreds of papyrus that he squirted with lighter fluid. Then he fished his matches out from his pocket once more before pausing for a deep breath, aware of the enormity of the—
She darted for the doors, catching Alberts by surprise. She threw up the locking bar and pulled up a floor bolt before he could get to her. He grabbed her by her hair. She pulled down the top bolt even as he dragged her away across the floor. She twisted round to snatch the book of matches from his other hand. He cried out in frustration and clawed at her hand to grab the matches back. She rolled into a defensive ball, struck a match against the strip and held it as it flared alight against the others until all of them burst into a violent flame that she instantly crushed out. Then the lock gave and the terrace doors burst open, allowing those outside to rush on in.
‘Stay back!’ yelled Alberts. He yanked Carmen to her feet by her hair, dragged her over to his haversack. He took out a kitchen knife out from it, pressed it against her throat. There were dark stains on its blade, she couldn’t help but notice. Stains that looked just like dried blood. Despite his earlier confession, it was the first time she’d truly believed him capable of murder. And the prospect of what he’d do to her in revenge or to save himself turned her legs to water.



Chapter Thirty-Two
I
The National Library was barely a five-minute stroll from Lucia’s apartment. In the Fiat, with Izzo yelling and tooting the other traffic aside, they were there in less than two. The palazzo that housed it was a likely enough target to have a squad of anti-terrorist police on permanent duty. Izzo flashed his badge as he sped by and yelled at them to follow. He screeched to a halt by the library doors. They ran on in, then up the grand main staircase and through the maze of rooms to Rare Books & Manuscripts, arriving to find a small throng of librarians and researchers gathered by the Colonna room door, rattling futilely at its handle.
The French windows were open too, their white curtains billowing on the breeze. The three of them ran down the aisle and out onto the terrace even as the oak doors were thrown open and everyone rushed in. Alberts was backing away from them, holding Carmen hostage with a knife to her throat. And the room stank so pungently of burning that, for a terrible moment, Lucia thought her scroll destroyed; but then she saw it closer by, broken into clumps and shreds on the tiled floor, yes, but not yet beyond hope of rescue, especially as – thanks largely to the opportunity to work with the Herculaneum papyri – this very library was blessed with one of Italy’s finest teams of papyrologists and conservationists.
Izzo drew his handgun and pointed it at the ceiling, the threat clear but not immediate. ‘Drop the knife,’ he told Alberts calmly. ‘Let Carmen go.’
Alberts looked around, pupils flickering in calculation. His knife made such a dimple in Carmen’s throat that it began to trickle blood. The anti-terrorist police now arrived, emboldened by their body armour and heavy weapons to push through to the front. Alberts’ shoulders slumped for a moment as he realised the hopelessness of his position. But then something odd happened. Lucia began to feel light-headed. The others clearly felt it too. They splayed their feet and spread their arms for balance. The building began to rattle. A car alarm went off outside. Vesuvius reminding them all yet again of its presence. It was over in ten or fifteen seconds, but that was enough. Alberts looked revitalised, as though he’d taken it for a sign. To Lucia’s surprise, he turned to stare straight at her. ‘I’m so sorry about your brother,’ he told her. ‘Truly I am. And Taddeo too. I wouldn’t have killed them if I’d had any choice. But I didn’t. Because you have to remember what it says in the good book. An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. A life for a life. That too is the sacred word of God.’
‘What are you saying?’ demanded Izzo. ‘Who the hell did either of them kill?’
Alberts turned to him. ‘The Church had nothing to do with any of this,’ he said. ‘My Cardinal sent me down here in perfect good faith. All this has been me and me alone. You’ll find the materials for the death threat letter in a lockbox in my apartment. Its key is around my neck. All I wanted was to delay the excavation until we knew more. But Taddeo wouldn’t listen.’
‘So you killed Conte? And Santoro too? You admit it?’
‘I wish I hadn’t had to. But there wasn’t another way.’
‘But… why?’
Alberts closed his eyes. His lips moved as if in prayer. Then he looked around again, studying faces. ‘They were in my way,’ he said flatly. ‘Just as you all are now.’ Without further warning, he threw Carmen violently aside, then strode towards the nearest officer, snarling and raising his knife. Gunfire ripped into him. His legs buckled. He dropped to the ground, keening and wheezing, his arms twitching vainly as he tried to reach his wounds. Lucia pushed through to kneel beside him. She took his hand in her own to offer such forgiveness and comfort as she could in these his last moments. His face grimaced and then relaxed, grimaced and then relaxed, a high jumper building himself up for a new personal best.
Then he made his final leap and fell still.
II
Carmen watched in confusion and dismay as Alberts bled out on the floor a few feet away from where he’d thrown her down. Because one thing was clear to her: he’d thrown her down before charging the police not out of spite or disdain, but rather to push her out of the firing line. Yet she had no time to brood on this, for Cesco hurried forward to kneel beside her. He helped her to her feet, then hugged her against him with such eloquent force that she felt compelled to tap him on the shoulder to get him to relax a little and let her breathe.
Izzo holstered his gun and came to join them. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.
‘I’m fine,’ said Carmen.
‘So Alberts, then,’ he said, with a slight inflection to turn the statement into a question. ‘The death threat letter. Conte and Santoro. All of it.’
‘Yes.’
‘Did he say why?’
‘He wanted the excavation stopped.’
‘Yes,’ said Izzo. ‘But why?’
It wasn’t Carmen’s place to say. She looked around for Lucia. But Lucia was on her mobile, urgently summoning the conservation team from downstairs. ‘The scroll he just destroyed,’ she said carefully. ‘It had… implications.’
‘Implications?’
‘For his faith,’ said Carmen. ‘For the Church. For Christianity.’
‘But how could Philodemus…’ began Izzo. Then he realised. ‘So who is it by really?’
‘I’m sorry. You’ll have to ask Lucia.’
‘Must be quite something, to be worth all this. And you’re saying you have no idea?’
‘He killed two people to keep it secret. What makes you think he’d confide in me?’
A squad of four carabinieri now arrived, their leader loudly asserting jurisdiction and demanding explanations. Izzo excused himself and went across. Carmen turned back to Cesco. She hugged him for a few moments, resting her head upon his shoulder. ‘Want to get out of here?’ she murmured. ‘Because frankly I can’t face giving another bloody statement right now.’
‘I can’t, I’m afraid. I’ve got to go to Herculaneum with Izzo.’
‘I thought they’d let you go?’
‘They have. But he’s still got my wallet, phone and keys. I need to get them back while I can.’
‘Okay,’ she said, keeping half an eye on Lucia as she briefed the now-arrived conservation team on what she wanted done with the shredded scroll, waiting for an opportune moment to thank her for being so willing to help earlier that morning, when Cesco had been under arrest. But then, to her surprise, Lucia slipped almost furtively from the room. ‘Excuse me,’ Carmen said. ‘There’s something I have to do.’
‘Later, then?’
‘Of course.’ She kissed him warmly on his cheek. ‘We have a lot to discuss. You being under arrest… it made me see things differently.’
‘Good,’ he said.
She squeezed his hand, then went after Lucia, who was already vanishing through the swing doors at the far end. She hurried to catch up, only to see the door to the staff quarters closing behind her. She followed her down the back stairs and out into the staff car park, in which Lucia kept her Ka, only a short walk from her home as it was, and infinitely easier to park. She unlocked it with her fob, only to hear Carmen hurrying up behind. She turned in alarm. ‘Oh,’ she said, giving her heart a pat. ‘It’s only you.’
‘Sorry,’ said Carmen. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you. You slipped away before I could thank you.’
‘Thank me? For what?’
‘For this morning. With Cesco.’
‘Oh, that.’ She waved a hand. ‘I did nothing. It was all over too quickly.’
‘Yes, but you believed in him.’
‘Of course. Why wouldn’t I?’ Lucia looked around. ‘Where is he? Shouldn’t you be with him?’
Carmen shook her head. ‘He’s off to Herculaneum in a minute, would you believe? To collect his things. How about you? Where are you going?’
A flicker in Lucia’s eyes, gone so quickly it might have been her imagination. ‘I’m off that way myself, as it happens,’ she admitted. ‘The Villa, to be precise.’
‘The Villa? But…’ Carmen looked around. ‘What about the evacuation?’
‘The evacuation is the whole point,’ said Lucia, evidently deciding it was better to confide. ‘At eight tonight, the whole town is going to be sealed off. The Villa too. Who knows for how long? And what if the volcano really does blow? What if it dumps another thirty metres of lava on the town? I can’t take the risk.’
‘What risk?’ frowned Carmen. ‘Are you saying there are other scrolls?’
‘It has to be possible, doesn’t it?’
Carmen gazed curiously at her. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You think there’s a real prospect, don’t you? Just as Alberts did. He risked everything this morning, precisely because the evacuation had been called. He thought that if he could destroy your scroll, Vesuvius would take care of the rest.’
‘Alberts was insane. Don’t try to make sense of insanity.’
‘No. He knew something. And who else could he have learned it from but you?’
‘I’m not discussing this.’
‘It’s true though, isn’t it?’ said Carmen, circling round to stand between Lucia and her Ka. ‘Did you see another scroll? Did Raff catch it in a photograph?’
‘No.’
‘Then what?’
Another long hesitation. ‘There wasn’t just one earthquake,’ said Lucia with a sigh. ‘There were two. The first was milder, but it still brought down a few sections of wall and ceiling inside the Villa. Mostly, we left the debris where it was, because it needs to be properly sieved and processed. But the lower levels were different. It was raining hard, our pumps had failed, and the groundwater kept rising.’
‘I know all this.’
‘The scroll was already broken in two when we first saw it. We managed to get the smaller fragment out reasonably quickly. But the larger part was trapped beneath fallen rock. We were trying to crowbar this away when the second quake struck. It was terrifying. You could actually hear the walls and ceiling cracking. I mean, we all knew it was about to come crashing down. And because there was no time, I simply reached in and grabbed the scroll and tugged it free. I got lucky, because the wall and ceiling didn’t come straight down, or it would have caught me. It kind of tipped forward instead. Like a drawbridge being lowered, if you can imagine, to create a kind of pipe or tunnel beneath. But with the lower part of the wall bursting too, so that splinters sprayed everywhere. Anyway, I was lying in bed that night, far too jangled to sleep, replaying it in my mind. And I had one of those weird memories that may not have been a memory at all, but rather imagination or wishful thinking.’
‘Of?’
‘A hole low down in the wall as it burst open. I mean of course there was a hole. That’s what burst. What I mean is there was open space behind.’
‘Open space? You mean like a room?’
‘If I wasn’t imagining it, which I probably was. But what if I wasn’t? The reason we found so many Philodemus scrolls is because they’d been put away in a small storeroom. Maybe that was because they were especially valued; more likely, because they weren’t. But what if this was the same kind of thing? And what if that’s why we found the scroll there? Because they were in the middle of transferring the scrolls of St Paul down to the boats for evacuation when the eruption hit.’
‘You never said anything.’
‘Not to you, no. But I told Taddeo, and Taddeo told the others. But enough of this. I need to get out there while I can. I need to know.’
‘You can’t drive,’ said Carmen firmly. ‘Not with your burned arm.’
‘I can drive fine.’
‘No. You can’t. And you can’t shift rubble either.’ She plucked Lucia’s car keys from her hand before she could stop her. ‘Besides, you once promised me a Villa tour,’ she added, opening the driver’s door and getting in. ‘This is your chance to make good.’



Chapter Thirty-Three
I
Carmen hadn’t driven yet in Italy, and Naples was no place to start – especially in an unfamiliar car with an evacuation in full spate and people panicked by the latest tremor and the coal-black skies around Vesuvius’s ragged peak. It took all her focus, therefore, even before the rain began, infused with the usual grime that left such dirty smears on the windscreen that she had to crane and squint to see.
They were, at least, headed in the easier direction; the lanes out of the Red Zone were choked with anxious traffic. But the junctions were almost completely gridlocked too, which at least gave her the chance to leave Cesco a message for when he retrieved his phone, apologising for vanishing, explaining where she was headed, and offering him a lift back out. Then she turned to Lucia. ‘You never did tell me your plan to prove him innocent.’
‘That hardly matters now, does it?’
‘I’m still curious.’
Lucia gave an awkward smile. ‘Would you mind? To be honest, it’s a bit embarrassing. I’ll tell you one day, I promise.’
‘Fine. Thanks, anyway. For believing in him.’
‘You did too.’
‘I had no choice,’ Carmen said wryly. ‘I love him.’
‘Still? I thought… haven’t you moved out?’
‘Not because of that.’ She considered explaining about her mother, but couldn’t face it. ‘Can we not talk of something else?’
‘Sure. How about Alberts. What the hell got into him?’
‘Your scroll really freaked him out.’
‘Yes. But why?’
Carmen shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I kept throwing out ideas. They all alarmed him. But none of them was it.’
‘It?’
‘The thing that terrified him.’ She recapped it all for her, how she’d taxed him with Thomas and Tertullian. The strange way he’d reacted when she’d suggested Marcion had pre-dated Luke, as though she’d found the right door but hadn’t yet looked through. They crossed another junction. The traffic loosened yet remained chaotic enough to demand full concentration. Sirens wailed in the distance. They reached a checkpoint. A stout policeman ordered them back. Carmen spun him a story about Lucia’s disabled mother. He glowered but let them through. The sirens grew more piercing, muting every other minute for instructions to be delivered. Everything was closed and shuttered. They saw almost no one, save for a few clusters of people huddled beneath awnings as they waited for the next coach out.
‘Turn right here,’ said Lucia.
Carmen nodded and headed down towards the sea. A family in matching gumboots and macs was hurrying for the ferry docked in the town’s harbour, the father pushing a shopping trolley loaded with luggage. She turned left at the foot of the road, then left again up Via Mare. Lucia set the Villa’s gate opening with her fob, but the latest tremor had evidently put its tracks out of true, for it made a horrible screeching noise and only opened a foot or two before wedging stuck. Lucia got out to put her shoulder to it, pushing it wide enough for the Ka to fit. She guided Carmen through, then climbed back in, dripping wet.
The track down to the escarpment floor was treacherous with small landslips and foamy rivulets of rainwater that made the tarmac sound sticky beneath their tyres, but they reached the foot safely enough. The steep walls made it look like a canyon, and so much rainwater had already gathered that the drainage ditch was overflowing. Carmen glanced at Lucia, worried that it might maroon them; but Lucia didn’t seem concerned, and she should know.
She pulled up by the metal barriers at the foot of a muddy earthen ramp. A squall hit as they hurried up it, soaking them to the skin. A line of heavy grey tarpaulins ran along the Villa’s front. One had ripped free of one of its tethers and was flapping in the wind, like the wing of a wounded bird. They slipped through the gap into a mercifully dry space protected by corrugated sheets of translucent plastic roofing held aloft by scaffolding poles anchored in large concrete blocks. And despite the thundercloud gloom and Lucia’s evident impatience, the scale and splendour of the place brought Carmen to a halt.
II
All the different police forces squabbling over jurisdiction at least enabled Izzo to extricate himself. The murders were solved, after all, the perpetrator was dead, and his boss kept demanding he return to Herculaneum. So he passed on what he knew, then slipped away, only to find Cesco Rossi waiting. ‘You still here?’ he asked, surprised.
‘You have all my shit,’ said Rossi.
Traffic was atrocious, even for Naples. One hundred thousand people lived in Vesuvius’s Red Zone, and they all seemed to be on the road. His mobile kept ringing too: his boss, Valentina and then his taxi service. His heart skipped a beat. In all the mayhem, he’d pushed Mario and Isabella to the back of his mind. ‘What is it?’ he demanded, with uncharacteristic belligerence, fearing what was coming.
‘What do you mean, what is it?’ retorted the taxi man. ‘It’s chaos out there, you’ve no idea. No way I’m getting a car to your place before—’
‘Son of a whore! You gave me your word.’
‘Don’t put this on me. You knew last night this was going to happen.’
‘When, then? Be straight.’
‘I don’t know. Truly I don’t. Everything’s crazy. If there’s any way you can do it yourself… any way at all…’
‘Fine,’ scowled Izzo. ‘Thanks for nothing.’ He rang off and thumped the dashboard. ‘We’re taking a detour,’ he told Cesco. ‘Though what the hell I’ll do with them…’
‘Why not drive us all back out?’
‘My boss wants me doing door-to-doors.’
‘I’ve got a door. You can take me to it.’
‘I don’t think that’s what he has in mind.’
‘That’s why you made detective. Initiative.’
A blare of horns ahead. An overloaded roof rack had spilled luggage across the road. The backed-up traffic fought to squeeze by while the family darted out to retrieve it. His phone rang again. Andreas, Herculaneum’s media liaison. ‘That clip of yours,’ he said. ‘The mugger you wanted IDed.’
‘It’s okay. We got him.’
‘I know. You don’t understand. This guy who just rang in, he’s saying he spent last night with Alberts.’
‘With him, with him?’ asked Izzo.
‘With him, with him. A taxi driver called Idris. He took Alberts home from Herculaneum the other day. Says there was a spark but your man was too shy to do anything with it, so he gave him his card instead. Last night he used it, asked to be picked up at his apartment, taken to Ponticelli. He got there to find him waiting outside. Said he had bags upstairs he needed help with. Only when they got up there…’
‘What time was this? What time exactly?’
‘The call came in at eight forty-eight. It took him about half an hour to get there. He lives closer, he said, but he wanted to look nice.’
‘Landline or mobile?’
‘Mobile. So your man could have called him from Posillipo to give himself an alibi. But I thought you’d want to know anyway.’
‘Yes. Thanks.’ He ended the call, glanced at Cesco. ‘I’m not going mad, am I? The bastard did confess?’
‘Right before charging an armed policeman.’
‘Suicide by cop? He strike you as the type?’
‘How would I know? But a tormented gay man under extreme stress…’
‘And the honey? The glazing brush? The knife? How do you explain that?’ They reached a checkpoint. Izzo showed his badge and got waved through. The roads here were almost empty, but the sirens were a headache. They reached his apartment. The lot was empty. He pulled up by the front doors. ‘Wait here,’ he told Cesco. He hurried inside and up to his apartment. There was luggage everywhere. Suitcases, overnight bags, shopping bags, all piled on top of one another. No way would it all fit. ‘Which ones are Mario’s?’ he asked, as Isabella appeared, her hand on his son’s head. Her lips pursed but her eyes flickered to a small vinyl Disney satchel and a large brown holdall. Izzo slung them over his shoulder, then turned back to her. ‘Any two,’ he said.
‘You expect me to move my whole life to the other side—’
‘Fine. I’ll do it.’ He studied them a moment, chin in hand.
She gave him a resentful glower. ‘The red one,’ she said. ‘And the brown.’ The two largest and heaviest, of course. They banged painfully against his knees as he led the way back down. Cesco opened the boot to help him pack, but there wasn’t room for it all, so Cesco kept the brown holdall to put on his lap when they climbed back in. He turned to Mario with a cheerful smile. ‘What’s your name, kid?’ he asked.
‘Mario.’
‘Good to meet you, Mario. I’m Cesco. Your dad’s just arrested me.’
‘He’s joking,’ said Izzo, throwing Cesco a dark look. ‘He’s a friend, that’s all.’
The station was no distance. He pulled in alongside Valentina’s Renault. There was no one at the front desk. He keyed in the passcode, put Isabella and Mario in the waiting room, and hurried with Cesco up to Serious Crimes. Valentina was at her desk, headphones on against the sirens. She took them off when she saw the two of them, raised an eyebrow at the chaos.
‘How’s it going?’ asked Izzo.
‘These wretched videos. They’re taking for ever to upload.’
There was a stack of printouts in the tray, each one a woman lying drugged on Santoro’s bed. ‘Jesus,’ muttered Izzo, flipping through.
Cesco found his belongings in a pair of blue plastic tubs. He glanced at Izzo for permission. Izzo nodded. Cesco pocketed his wallet and keys, checked messages on his phone. ‘Bloody Carmen,’ he grunted. ‘She and Lucia have gone to the Villa.’
‘They’ve what?’
‘I know, right? And you think I’m…’ He broke off with a startled frown. Izzo followed his gaze to a second blue tub, containing a pair of tripods and three cameras. ‘Where did you get this?’ demanded Cesco, picking up a Canon EOS.
‘It’s Santoro’s,’ Valentina told him. ‘From his safe.’
‘The others, maybe. Not this. This is Raff’s.’
Izzo stared at him. ‘You’re sure?’
‘I worked two months with him,’ said Cesco. ‘You think I wouldn’t recognise his camera? See this scratch. I knocked it off a table. He cursed me for a week. He loved this thing. It was his workhorse. He took it everywhere. No way on earth he’d have let anyone else have it, not even Santoro.’ He spread his hands and asked the question all three of them were thinking: ‘So what the hell was it doing in his safe?’
III
A palatial Colonnaded portico stretched away from Carmen on both sides, even though this had merely been the top floor of at least four storeys reaching all the way down to the ancient shoreline. Broken walls of bright frescoes marked out the ancient rooms, as did lines of marble columns and floor mosaics. But Lucia allowed Carmen little time to drink it in. ‘This way,’ she said impatiently, striding off towards a low wooden cabin.
The squall had left them both wet through. Their shoes squelched rudely on the uneven stone floor. The cabin was unlocked. Lucia turned on its lights. It was part office, with a pine table and some chairs. But mostly it was a storeroom, with picks, spades, barrows, sieves and other archaeological equipment leaning against the left-hand wall; metal lockers against the right; and overalls and hard helmets hanging from pegs between, above large plastic tubs of gloves, goggles, masks, torches and bottled water. They exchanged their wet clothes for dry overalls and boots, put on safety helmets, filled a small waterproof backpack each with torches and other supplies. Lucia handed Carmen a rock hammer then took a crowbar for herself. They went back out. Rain drummed on the corrugated roof. Carmen’s socks were still wet. They made her toes clench. A tunnel buttressed by scaffolding led inside the hill. They’d barely passed through it when another tremor struck. She put a hand against the wall to steady herself and looked up at the stone ceiling, thirty metres of petrified lava between them and the Town Hall. How vast and weighty it looked suddenly. How vast, weighty and riven with dark cracks, needing only one good jolt to set it tumbling, crushing them or trapping them inside.
The tremor passed. Lucia went to the wall and flipped a switch. A string of lights came on with wiring that buzzed like an angry hive. She turned them off again and tried another switch. A new string came on, illuminating a flight of steps up to a wooden walkway that led deeper into the hillside, covered by a film of dust that proclaimed them the first people down here in a while. Lucia set off along it, walking so quickly that Carmen could only cast longing looks at the mosaics they passed of gorgons and Furies, naiads and nymphs. The storm fell silent behind them. The air grew less clammy, though faintly sulphurous. A hummock of debris waited to be sieved and processed. A stone staircase led down to a very different kind of passage, a mineshaft hewn through the grey volcanic material that had flooded this place nearly two thousand years before. The stone was damp and there were tidemarks low down, suggesting they were almost at the water table. They reached an ancient wall finished with the crushed tile and mortar called cocciopesto. They turned left and followed it for a dozen more paces until Lucia came to a stop. Carmen moved alongside her. A massive slab of rock had fallen across the passage ahead, exactly like the drawbridge Lucia had described, with the space beneath it filled with debris.
‘That was what you were running from?’ asked Carmen in amazement. ‘You were running from that?’
‘Wouldn’t you have done?’ replied Lucia drily. She took off her pack, unzipped it to take out the gloves, goggles and breathing mask. Then she set to work.



Chapter Thirty-Four
I
The Canon’s screen was too small for them all to see, so Cesco ejected the memory card and plugged it into Messana’s computer. The most recent set of files dated from the night before Raff’s murder. Cesco opened the first of them. It showed the awning of Miranda Harcourt’s boutique hotel just off the Lungomare. Harcourt herself appeared in the second, alongside a formidably built and stylishly-dressed forty-something man with short-cropped grizzled hair, an open-collared white shirt, a suit of expensively baggy pale-blue silk, shiny black leather loafers and mirror shades.
‘Know them?’ asked Izzo at his shoulder.
‘Her, yes. Miranda Harcourt. Him, I can’t quite place.’ The third picture showed the two of them ambling by the pavement cafe where Raff had taken his beer. Now Cesco recognised the man: Harcourt’s driver Vernon, present in so many of her photographs, rendered anonymous by his chauffeur’s uniform. Yet the way they joked and jostled was at odds with his prior deference. Less employer and employee than friends or maybe even lovers. They strolled to a chic waterfront restaurant, ate dinner at a terrace table. Harcourt settled up while Vernon fetched their rental BMW cabriolet, allowing Raff time to reach his own Lamborghini, whose tinted windscreen and yellow bonnet appeared in the next few shots as he tailed them out of Naples to Posillipo, then up a familiar potholed lane before vanishing straight into Taddeo Santoro’s villa.
‘The gates were already open,’ murmured Messana.
Cesco nodded. ‘They were expected.’
That was the last photograph. But there was one more file. A video clip. Heart heavy with foreboding, Cesco set it playing.
II
The drawbridge slab was far too heavy for Lucia and Carmen to shift. Fortunately, there was no need. The way it had fallen across the passage had left it completely wedged, so that they only had to clear a channel beneath it. As for the rubble, it looked daunting but was actually made of compacted pumice and ash, lighter and more amenable than Carmen had expected. Yet the hammer and the crowbar both got good use, while the dust forced them into regular retreat despite their masks and goggles. Nevertheless, they made steady progress, clearing a pipe against the wall deep enough that they had to start taking it in shifts. Carmen clawed out more debris, then lit up the newly-created space. And yes, there was the hole Lucia had glimpsed, right at the base of the wall. She wriggled forwards and reached her torch through it, twisting her wrist this way and that, her cheek pressed to the rough stone floor as she craned to—
Shock made her fumble and drop her torch. It landed with a splash on the far side even as she scrambled backward, her pulse pounding.
‘What the hell?’ asked Lucia. ‘Did you see a ghost?’
Carmen took a deep breath and even managed a smile. ‘Kind of,’ she said.
‘Don’t be absurd.’
‘I know. But still. A woman. Reaching out to me.’ She gave her heart another moment, then wormed her way back in. It was easier to see this time, without her hand in the way, for her torch had landed in water on the other side and was bobbing up and down, throwing out rings of eerie yellow light. And yes, there was indeed a woman a little way below her, reaching out in desperation as she was swept off by a warrior on horseback. Except it wasn’t Carmen she was reaching out to, of course, but rather her family and friends. A Sabine, perhaps, being stolen from her home to make a wife for Romulus and his first Romans. Her face, hair and robe were painted in the Graeco-Roman manner, as were the head and shoulders of her abductor too. But everything from her chest on down was bare white marble, washed of pigments by the groundwater that reached up to the horse’s forequarters, as though it were fording a river.
Carmen’s window was barely bigger than her fist, but only because the hole was still mostly blocked by rubble. She worked away at it, either heaving it out behind her or forcing it through the hole to splash into the water beyond, until she’d created an opening some two feet across and eighteen inches high. She could see ancient brickwork on either side, suggesting that there’d been a door here once. Yes. A door, buttressed by the statue, that had held back the flood of gas and ash long enough for it to cool and set; after which the door had rotted away, leaving this small gap to the woman’s outstretched hand. Her eyes adjusted further. The space was actually a passage with rough-hewn walls. And there were at least two more statues in it. A huntsman on a rearing horse was stabbing some invisible quarry with his spear; and, bizarrely, she could see an Egyptian colossus too, with its iconic crown and chin beard.
A tug on her leg. ‘Well?’ asked Lucia. ‘What is it?’
‘A passage,’ Carmen told her, withdrawing to make room. ‘Some statues.’
‘Mother of God,’ muttered Lucia when she saw them for herself. ‘They’re beautiful. But what are they doing here?’
‘Imagine what it must have been like when Vesuvius erupted,’ said Carmen slowly, thinking it through out loud. ‘The first bombardment missed but the writing was on the wall. Not everyone can fit on your boats all at once, so you have to evacuate in shifts. That gives you time and a certain amount of manpower. You know there are going to be looters, because there always are. So you bring your greatest treasures here, to the safest place in the Villa, leaving the largest and most cumbersome pieces until last, both to buttress the door and to make it harder for anyone to get at whatever lies beyond.’
‘You’re saying we’ve found their vault?’
Carmen grinned. ‘I’m saying there’s only one way to find out.’
III
The video clip began in a blur of darkness and heavy breathing, barely audible until Cesco turned up the volume. The picture steadied on the rear of Taddeo Santoro’s house, the boot of the BMW cabriolet just visible, its lights off. Raff was clearly already inside the grounds. He must have vaulted the gate, as Cesco had done last night. Intruder lights suddenly sprang on. He dropped to the ground and froze. But no one came, so he rose again and scurried across the gravel to the house before they could go out again.
The house was mostly dark, but lights were blazing in one downstairs room. He edged along to its window. Miranda Harcourt and Vernon were seated on a cream sofa, across a low coffee table from Taddeo Santoro in a matching armchair. Harcourt was examining an alabaster vase that Santoro had seemingly just handed her from an archival box packed with tissue paper lying open on the table in front of him. There was a stack of other such boxes on the floor beside him too – perhaps two or even three dozen of them.
Harcourt turned the vase around in her hands with a look of mild disdain. Santoro, by contrast, enthusiastically pointed out its virtues and showed her old documents in transparent sleeves; presumably the provenance. They haggled good-naturedly for a while, then shook hands and made notes on their respective pads, while Vernon packed the vase and its accompanying documents back into their box, then sealed it with a tape gun and set it on the floor beside him. Then he picked up all their empty glasses and took them for a refill.
The next box now. An ebony statuette of a young woman with a pitcher on her shoulder. More rancour this time, more gesturing, as though the authenticity of the piece was itself in dispute. Harcourt looked indignant; Santoro aggrieved. He made to take it back but she held up a finger to ask for—
A loud thud. The camera fell to the ground and spilled away, still recording. Raff was lying face-down on the ground, a trickle of blood on his forehead. Vernon crouched beside him. He had a hammer in his hand that he set down. He felt for a pulse, then pressed fingers against Raff’s skull, pushing down hard to assess the damage. He wiped his fingers on a handkerchief, then stood again and stepped out of frame. ‘Out here!’ he called out calmly, with just a hint of Texan drawl. ‘Both of you, out here now.’
Twenty seconds passed. Footsteps crunched. Taddeo swore loudly and crouched beside Raffaele. ‘What the hell?’
‘He was spying on us. I saw his camera.’
‘Is he dead?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Not yet?’ echoed Taddeo. ‘I’m calling an ambulance.’
‘An ambulance?’ said Harcourt. ‘Are you crazy?’
‘He’s my friend.’
‘Some friend. He was spying on you.’
‘Not on me. On you two idiots. You must have brought him out here with you.’
Vernon grunted. ‘Does he drive a yellow sports car, by any chance?’
‘A Lamborghini, yes.’
‘Told you,’ said Vernon to Harcourt.
‘Bit late for that, isn’t it?’ she scowled. ‘The question is, what do we do now?’
‘We call an ambulance,’ said Taddeo. ‘We have no choice. The police will trace him here from his GPS. It’ll all come out anyway. Best not make it worse.’
‘It’s already worse,’ said Vernon. ‘Your friend’s not going to make it. Feel his skull if you don’t believe me. And if you think I’m going to hold up my hand to murder just to save your ass…’
‘Jesus,’ muttered Taddeo. ‘This is a nightmare.’
‘Only if we lose our heads,’ said Vernon. ‘Do as I say, it’ll be fine. Trust me. Miranda didn’t recruit me for my expertise in classical art.’
‘What are you thinking?’ she asked.
‘Drive him back into Naples in his own car. Take him down to the docks or some other Camorra stronghold. Make it look like a jacking turned ugly. Anyone driving a car like that is asking for it, right?’
‘The police will still know he was here. They’ll want to know why.’
‘He’s your friend, isn’t he? So he came for a drink. To ask a favour. To suck your dick. You’ll think of something.’
‘I could say he wanted to discuss his new contract.’
‘That’s the spirit. You discussed it and he fucked off again. Not your fault if he went down to the docks.’
‘Not the docks. The police are all over them. The Mafia strongholds too.’
‘Then give me a better idea.’
‘Whatever it is,’ said Harcourt, ‘it needs to wait until I’m already in the air.’
‘So that I take the fall if it goes to shit, you mean?’
‘Like you said: I didn’t recruit you for your expertise in classical art.’
‘People jack cars late at night, not early morning,’ said Vernon angrily. ‘The longer we hold off, the more likely he is to wake.’
‘I thought you hit him too hard. I thought he was dead anyway.’
‘I’m not a doctor, am I? I’m just saying, the last thing we need is him waking.’
A short silence followed. It was Taddeo who broke it. ‘I have some Rohypnol upstairs,’ he muttered, his voice soft with shame.
Vernon laughed coarsely. ‘Do you now?’
‘Well? Would it help?’
‘Since when do carjackers use Rohypnol?’
‘What if it’s not a carjacking? What if it’s something else?’
‘Go on.’
Another pause as Taddeo wrestled with himself. ‘That letter I was telling you about earlier,’ he said finally. ‘The one pinned to the Villa of the Papyri gates. The police think it was Camorra. And the threats are pretty broad. Raffaele could easily be a target. And he’s due out at the Villa in the morning.’
‘It could work,’ said Vernon. He rolled Raff onto his back with his foot. ‘Does he live alone? Have a landline?’
‘Yes. And yes. Why?’
‘We’ll need to make it look like he went back there for the night, then set off again first thing. So one of you will have to call his landline from a payphone. I’ll answer it myself. That will place him back at home. I’ll leave a note making it look like he arranged an appointment for the morning. That will give the police a trail to follow. Then I’ll send a couple of texts to—’
‘Shit!’ said Harcourt. ‘Is that damned camera still on?’
‘I’ve got it,’ said Taddeo.
The footage went blurry again, then ended altogether. A moment or two of silence passed before Izzo broke it. ‘Sons of fucking bitches,’ he said.



Chapter Thirty-Five
I
There was no point even trying to keep dry in water so deep. Carmen stripped down to her underwear, then pulled her boots back on. She fed herself feet first into the pipe and then through the hole, grabbing the wall to lower herself the other side, feeling for the water with her feet, only to receive another shock when it spilled in the top of her boots. ‘It’s hot,’ she told Lucia. ‘At least…’ She tested it again. ‘It’s warm. Very warm. Like a bath that’s been left to sit a minute.’
‘Vesuvius,’ said Lucia.
‘Yes.’ She lowered herself deeper, up to her hips, yet still hadn’t touched bottom. Her grip was increasingly awkward, twisting her shoulder. She let go altogether, trusting to the water to brace her fall. She sank up to her knees in a hot sludge of sand and grit atop a bed of loose stones and rocks. She tried to turn but the sludge was so thick she had to lift her knees high before her feet plopped free. Then they promptly plugged again. Her torch was still bobbing in the water, throwing out dizzying waves of yellow light. She grabbed it and turned it on Lucia as she appeared above her. ‘Can you get back out?’ she asked. ‘Without help, I mean?’
Carmen considered. She grabbed the Sabine woman’s outstretched arm, put a foot on her abductor’s heel, then hauled herself up. Water washed off her. She waved Lucia aside, grabbed the sides of the opening and made to pull herself back through. But there was no need. ‘Easy,’ she said.
‘Great. Then out my way. I’m coming down.’
‘What about your burns?’
‘That’s what the morphine’s for. And if you think I’m missing this…’ She passed through their packs, then turned round and lowered herself, tumbling inelegantly into the water, sending a wave splashing up the passage. But she righted herself easily enough, strapped her pack back on. The Sabine statue was angled across the passage. There was no way around it, so Carmen ducked beneath the horse’s belly. Lucia joined her a moment later. They squeezed between the huntsman horse and the colossus. Their feet kept sinking in the sludge. More statues followed, frozen in time like Pompeii dead. A matriarch with coiled hair and her chin lifted in disdain. A bearded, bald old man with a philosophical frown. A young serving girl with a bowl of fruit. A barbarian with a battleaxe. Carmen photographed them all. The passage ramped slowly upwards. The sludge came only to her shins, the water to her ribs. They passed beyond the last of the statues. A line of open doorways to their left, like arches beneath an aqueduct. To their right, by contrast, the bedrock was cut with niches like a wine rack, each one containing an amphora.
‘The cellar,’ murmured Lucia.
‘Shouldn’t that be beneath the house?’
‘Not when you build it right by the sea.’
The first doorway led into a large, low, windowless chamber waist deep in water. Anything that had ever been in here had long since rotted away. So too the second, third and fourth chambers. Then a flight of steps took them up out of the water altogether. The amphorae were now stacked rather than in alcoves, with the largest at the bottom, growing progressively smaller as they rose. Many had toppled over the centuries, some shattering into fragments, their innards dark with residue. She picked up an intact one. Its weight surprised her. She turned it around in her hands. Its seal was stamped with markings. A vintage perhaps. They continued on. The next chamber had large pits in its floor, each containing a huge earthenware jar packed in sand and covered by a round flat lid.
‘Grain,’ murmured Carmen. From Carthage, most likely, where the richest families had all owned estates. They went back out. The passage went on and on. Rome had been top dog for so long it was easy to forget how hard life could get. Invasions, uprisings, raids, riots and plague. So they’d taken food storage seriously, salting, smoking and honey-glazing their meat and fish, packing fruits and vegetables into barrels. The wealthiest had even cut great blocks of ice out of mountain glaciers to line the walls of special ice rooms to keep their supplies fresh and their drinks cold through the summer. And where better than here to protect their most prized belongings from Vesuvius? Perhaps that explained the St Paul scroll outside. Someone had been bringing it here for safekeeping, only to drop it in the pandemonium. Just as well. All this groundwater would have destroyed any scrolls centuries ago, maybe even reducing them to the hot sludge they’d been wading through.
A pair of cisterns next, with spiral steps around beehive mounds. They peered in through the open tops, torches reflecting dully off scummy water. Then came a room with hollows in its sandy floor, relics of where barrels had once been. Finally the passage ended in a wall half hidden behind more amphorae. But there was one last chamber to check out – an abattoir, with marble butchery tables, rusted hooks in its ceiling, and the floor carpeted with hides, bones and bleached white skulls with haunting eye sockets and grinning mouths. A shiver ran through Carmen at the sight, as though they’d been afforded a glimpse of their own fates if they didn’t hurry. She glanced at Lucia. Lucia nodded. They turned together to leave.
II
Valentina Messana looked at Izzo in bewilderment. ‘I don’t get it,’ she said. ‘I thought Alberts confessed.’
‘He did,’ said Izzo.
‘Then…?’
‘He wanted to get shot,’ Cesco told her. ‘He needed to be considered dangerous and deserving of death.’
‘But why?’ asked Messana. ‘If he didn’t murder anyone, then why?’
‘This clears him of killing Conte,’ said Izzo. ‘Not of killing Santoro.’
‘Except he had an alibi for that, remember?’
‘Hardly a solid one.’ He scratched his forehead. ‘And if he’s innocent…’
‘He’d just destroyed a sacred scroll. Maybe he thought death fitting. Disgrace was certain. Excommunication, defrocking, loss of livelihood, vilification, prison. Add in his shame over a gay hook up that he feared would be discovered…’
‘Fine,’ said Izzo. ‘Then who did kill Santoro?’
‘The Americans,’ suggested Messana. ‘They realised Conte’s camera gave Santoro a hold over them, so they went back for it. He wouldn’t give it up so they tortured him with the stun gun. His heart gave out. They dressed it up like another death threat, then tried to open the safe anyway. Only our friend here arrived. So they zapped him too and fled.’
‘Can’t have been Harcourt,’ said Cesco. ‘She was in Turkey.’ He brought up Twitter to show them, only to discover that she’d just posted another selfie, waving farewell to Istanbul from an open-topped sports car. And Vernon, back in his chauffeur’s livery, was clearly visible over her shoulder.
‘God dammit,’ muttered Izzo. He turned to Messana. ‘Find out what flight they’re taking. Have them met.’ He beckoned Cesco to the window to let her work. ‘Not them, then. Which takes us back to Alberts, yes? How else do we explain the honey and the glazing brush? How else do we explain the knife?’ The stationery on his desk began suddenly to rattle, as if at a passing train. But the railway line was too far distant for that. It stopped again. They smiled relief at one another. Then it returned, far more violently. Car alarms went off outside, while the building itself shook so hard that books fell from desks and shelves. They both instinctively turned to the window, but thankfully the great volcano showed no—
A vast grey geyser exploded suddenly from its peak – except no, it was the peak itself that had exploded, an unimaginable quantity of rock pulverised in a millisecond and blasted straight upwards into the already jet-black skies.
‘Dear God,’ muttered Izzo. ‘My son.’
‘Carmen,’ said Cesco.
They glanced at one another, then at Valentina. Without another word, they sprinted for the stairs.



Chapter Thirty-Six
I
The amphorae stacked against the walls began suddenly to jiggle and dance. The tremor paused a moment, then returned so violently that Carmen and Lucia had to sit down so they wouldn’t fall. Grit and flakes of stone showered them like confetti, while amphorae clattered to the floor all around them, shattering to release their ancient contents or jerking this way and that until the quake finally stopped.
‘Biggest one yet,’ murmured Lucia.
‘We should get out of here,’ said Carmen.
‘Yes,’ said Lucia. But there was something in her voice.
‘What?’ asked Carmen.
‘These stacks,’ said Lucia. ‘See how the biggest jars are on the bottom? The smallest on the top?’
‘How else would you do it?’
‘Exactly.’ She turned her torch on the end wall, whose amphorae were now scattered everywhere. ‘So why are those all small?’
‘Oh,’ said Carmen. The implication was obvious. Someone had wanted to conceal that wall. They couldn’t move an entire stack across without leaving a telltale gap elsewhere, so they’d skimmed off the top instead. Carmen placed her palm upon it. It looked like bedrock, but it felt softer, looser, more yielding. She took her hammer from her pack, struck it lightly. A flake flew off. She hit it harder and a clump of plaster fell away, revealing crumbled grey mortar and the bottom corner of a limestone block. She turned her hammer round to push it with its handle. It didn’t give. She pushed harder. Still nothing. She leaned her weight into it and shoved again. With a low grating noise, it suddenly slid backward, taking its neighbours with it, landing with heavy thuds on the floor behind. The now unsupported wall above creaked and bowed and then collapsed, throwing up a fog of plaster and mortar dust that forced them to retreat, coughing and covering their eyes.
The cloud slowly thinned, revealing a large and oddly shaped chamber, neatly squared off to their left, but elsewhere craggy as a cave. Started but never completed. The true end of the line. Which presumably explained why the Villa’s greatest treasures had been brought here to be sealed in against the looters. Their torchlight fell everywhere upon marvellous objects. Toppled stacks of silver and gold bowls and platters lay alongside great stone caskets too choked by goblets, candlesticks and the like for their lids to close. Bowls and vases overflowed with uncut gems and fistfuls of gleaming coins. There were stacks of metal ingots too, jars of precious spices, unguents and dyes. A line of life-sized male statues against the wall were dressed like mannequins in gorgeous armour and crested helmets, too pristine and unwieldy for the battlefield, designed surely for the triumph. There were masterpieces of sculpture too. A porphyry mother nursing her infant. Alabaster children playing catch. A hunting dog with a bird in its mouth.
They clambered over the tumbledown wall, picked their careful way between the treasures. An ornamental chest contained ivory combs, a mirror of polished silver, jewelled hairpins and brooches and coloured glass vials, as though someone had swept a dressing table with their forearm. Large silver caskets were filled with emerald brooches, ruby bracelets and sapphire earrings; with gold pendants and innumerable rings set with carnelians, jet and other lustrous stones. The silver links of a pearl breastplate rattled quietly as Carmen held it against her chest.
‘Over here.’
Carmen glanced across. Lucia was standing by the mannequin soldiers. But it wasn’t they themselves that had caught her eye so much as an opening in the rock behind them. Carmen went to join her. A short flight of stone steps led up to a second block wall, only this one wasn’t plastered. Carmen picked at the crumbling mortar with her fingernail. ‘We shouldn’t,’ she murmured.
‘You did downstairs,’ said Lucia.
‘I shouldn’t have done that either.’
‘And if Vesuvius really does go? When will we have another chance?’ She didn’t wait for an answer, but rather swapped her torch for Carmen’s hammer then scraped away the mortar around a limestone block, the better to jiggle it out. It thumped the floor so hard that it sent shivers through their soles. Carmen shone her torch into the cavity, but all she could see was plaster. She understood, then, what was going on. Two separate strings of storerooms dug into the hillside behind the Villa had unwittingly converged. That was why work had stopped on the chamber below, save for these stairs being added as an afterthought, to make a virtue of that mistake. When Vesuvius had erupted, and they’d chosen this to be their vault, both entrances had therefore needed walling up.
With the butt of the hammer, Lucia punched a hole in the plaster. Then she took back her torch from Carmen and shone it through.
II
When Vesuvius blew, all Izzo could think of was getting to his son. By the time he’d reached the ground floor, however, he’d formulated a plan. The eruption had been so violent it had almost certainly ripped up all the roads out of town or blocked them with fallen footbridges and collapsed buildings. Their best hope was the ferry, if they could get to it in time.
Mario was screaming in anguished bursts that pierced his heart. He swept him up in an arm, yelled at Isabella to follow. They ran out into the storm. He grabbed Valentina by her elbow as she reached her Renault. ‘Take Mario for me,’ he said. ‘Get him on that ferry. Isabella too.’
She stared at him in bewilderment. ‘But… what about you?’
He nodded at Cesco. ‘We’re going for Lucia and Carmen. We’ll join you there.’
‘That’s crazy. Stay with your son. I’ll go for them.’
‘This isn’t police business. This is personal.’
‘I don’t care.’
‘I do. This is an order. Get Mario safe.’ He took her hand. ‘Please. Promise me.’
She bit her teeth together. ‘Very well,’ she said.
‘Good. Thank you.’ He hugged Mario, then buckled him in in the back of the Renault. ‘Go with Auntie Valentina,’ he told him. ‘Do exactly as she says. I’ll join you in no time. Be brave now. Remember I love you.’
Valentina was away first, with Izzo and Cesco close behind. She sped across the junction at the foot of the road while they screeched into a sharp right. The shortest route to the Villa ran against the one-way system, but this was no time for worrying about that. He sped through a red light, then squealed up into the old town, tooting his horn in warning. But everyone had already left. The first fragments of volcanic material began to patter back down around them, skipping off the road, clanging their bodywork. His windscreen was so misted by the rain that he missed the Villa entrance. He skidded to a stop on the wet cobbles, reversed back up. The gate was wedged half open, just wide enough for them to fit. The gatepost still dinged his wing mirror and clawed his side. Cesco buzzed down his window and leaned out to peer over the escarpment edge. ‘Lucia’s car’s still there,’ he said.
‘You’re sure it’s hers?’
‘A gold Ford Ka, yes.’ He frowned, then repeated it. ‘A gold Ford Ka.’
Izzo dared not even glance at him; the hairpin track down to the escarpment floor was so awash with foamy rainwater it demanded all his concentration. ‘What?’
‘The lane Taddeo lives on,’ said Cesco. ‘It peters out beyond his house into a kind of parking area. There was a Ka there last night. A gold Ford Ka.’
‘Lucia? Are you nuts?’
‘Taddeo murdered her brother, Detective. He raped her and dozens of her friends. And now we have her car maybe at the scene.’
‘No way,’ insisted Izzo. ‘No way.’ He braked too violently into the next hairpin so that they aquaplaned for a moment before their tyres gripped tarmac again. ‘Lucia’s not like that.’
‘Except it explains everything. Even the honey and the knife. They didn’t belong to Alberts. They were hers. She promised Carmen she could prove me innocent. That was how. Staging her own abduction while I was still in jail would have cleared me and sent you guys off after wild geese too. Only Alberts came for her keys. She tried to defend herself with the knife, but he wrested it off her. Which is how he worked out what she’d done. Because why else would she have all that shit? And what possible motive…’ He broke off as a chunk of volcanic tuff smashed into the escarpment above their heads, showering them with mud and shrapnel. ‘What possible motive could she have had, other than revenge for Raff? Hence his little sermon. Eye for an eye, life for a life. He was talking to her, offering her absolution, taking her sin upon himself. The one thing I can’t work out is how she figured Taddeo for Raff’s murder. She was in the car with him when it happened.’
‘Oh God,’ groaned Izzo. ‘That was me. I told her he’d been out to see him the night before he died. And about the Rohypnol too.’
‘And who else has Rohypnol to hand, except a serial rapist?’ said Cesco. ‘So she buys a stun gun, forces him to confess, takes her revenge, then goes for his DVDs. Only I show up. So she zaps me and legs it.’
They rounded the final turn to the escarpment floor, only to find a lake instead, already up to the Ka’s undercarriage. Izzo pulled his handbrake on tight and reached across Cesco for the torch in his glove compartment.
‘You don’t have to come,’ Cesco told him.
‘You kidding?’ muttered Izzo. ‘It’ll be safer in there than out here.’
They nodded at each other for courage, got out and held their arms above their heads for such small protection as that might offer, then waded through the water and up the muddy ramp to the Villa’s front, slipping between the tarpaulins and inside.
III
Lucia’s torchlight fell first upon a long table of white marble with a bench beneath it and several objects upon it too indistinct to make out. Beyond the table, the facing wall was cut with columns of square-mouthed alcoves so like the drawers in a morgue that Carmen’s immediate thought was that this must be the family tomb. Except their contents didn’t look much like bones. Then she realised and spoke the word beneath her breath.
‘Scrolls,’ she said.
Lucia grunted as though punched. Carmen glanced at her. The light beneath her chin and glinting off her eyes gave her a frenzied look. She stepped back, then kicked the wall with the sole of her foot. It bulged a little. She kicked it again and it collapsed, spilling noisily out into the new chamber. Carmen stared at her, unnerved. She’d never suspected Lucia to be capable of such violent passion. But she clambered over the fallen blocks with her anyway, to explore their new discovery.
The chamber was tall, wide and so long that there wasn’t just the one marble table running down its centre, but three set end to end. The objects on them resolved into oil lamps, inkwells, weights and wooden rollers. Above them, a cloudless summer fresco, joyful with cavorting birds. Below, a woodland lake mosaic surrounded by water lilies and other bright flowers. No simple storeroom this. A showpiece whose natural insulation had clearly compensated for the lack of light and ventilation. After all, the extreme variations in humidity and temperature on this coast would have been ruinous for scrolls. And when you owned this many of them… For everywhere they turned their torches, they lit up yet more alcoves crammed with them, mostly loose but a few in cylinders of stone, bronze or ivory.
‘It’s Alexandria,’ muttered Carmen. ‘We’ve found Rome’s Alexandria.’
Several of the alcoves had bronze plates beneath them, their inscriptions illegible with age and tarnish. She rubbed one with her thumb, then angled her torch so that its own shadows would give it definition. ‘Gaul,’ she murmured. ‘These must all be about Gaul.’
‘And I have botany,’ said Lucia, from across the chamber. ‘Look at them all!’
They went from column to column, finding ranges on medicine and mathematics; on astronomy and history; on geography and statecraft; on schools of philosophy and religion that Carmen recognised, others that she didn’t. Her heart gave a sudden great thump. She flooded with an indescribable joy. She panned her camera slowly around, the better to capture it all. Forty columns of eight alcoves on either wall, each containing some fifteen or more scrolls. She did the calculation in her head. Ten thousand in this chamber alone, and a red velvet curtain at its end that hinted at another beyond. She went up to it, tried gently to draw it aside, only for it to fall from its rail, throwing up another small cloud of dust. She stepped over it into an almost identical chamber with another arched doorway at its far end whose curtain had already fallen, allowing her to see two more chambers beyond, as though she were standing at one end of a railway carriage looking down the full length of a train. Ten thousand scrolls in each meant at least forty thousand already. Forty thousand! And who could say it ended there? Because logically this line of rooms must be the same length as the one beneath, and that had gone on for ever. She went to a nearby alcove. Not ordered by subject matter, this, but rather by author. ‘Lucius Annaeus Seneca,’ she read out.
‘Marcus Terentius Varro,’ said Lucia, who’d joined her in the new chamber. And they both spontaneously began to laugh. But after the laughter came dizziness. The Library of Alexandria had held one hundred and sixteen lost plays of Sophocles. One hundred and sixteen! Seventy others by Euripides. Copies of Aristotle’s lost Poetics and Homer’s lost Margites. Why shouldn’t those and other lost treasures be here too, along with works completely unknown to the modern world? How many great poems would they find? How many masterpiece plays? How many wild hypotheses, laughed at in their time, that had later proved correct? Ideas so crazy no one else had ever dared write them down? How many biographies of remarkable yet forgotten people? How many illustrations, maps and portraits? How much new history of Rome and its empire? Of Italy and Spain, of France and Britain? Of Greece and Egypt, Persia and Africa, Israel and Galilee? Of pagan gods and mystery religions? Of oracles and cults? Of Judaism, Christianity and other faiths?
‘It’s too much,’ wailed Lucia. ‘What do we do?’
Carmen looked around. The sheer number of scrolls was indeed daunting, and it went against her instincts even to touch them, let alone expose them to the flooded passage through which they’d come. Yet this might be their one chance. By knocking down those two block walls, they themselves had exposed these texts not just to the volcano but to humidity too. ‘We take four each,’ she said. ‘The ones in ivory cylinders. They look the most valuable and best sealed.’ She went along the rows looking for interesting candidates until her eye was caught by a particular inscribed bronze plate. Paulus Tarseus, it read. Paul of Tarsus.
St Paul himself.
There was no ivory cylinder for her to take. No cylinder at all. Yet she had to have a look. Her hands trembling, she took the topmost scroll and set it on the dusty marble tabletop. The papyrus was astonishingly fresh and supple. She unrolled it gently to expose just about the last thing she might have expected: a map of Judea and the ancient eastern Mediterranean, instantly recognisable despite its distortions of scale and shape thanks to the familiar names of the islands and cities, spelled out in different inks that were all now converging on the same shade of sepia.
Her first thought was that it must be a record of St Paul’s wanderings or perhaps the cities with which he’d corresponded. Except that it bore a date on its top corner: 762
Ab Urbe Condite. Seven hundred and sixty-two years after Rome’s founding, which translated to 9 CE, well before St Paul or Christianity. She could only think that, after Vesuvius had blown, panicked librarians had gathered scrolls from other parts of the Villa to bring here for safekeeping, while making a crude attempt to keep like with like.
For some reason, the thought sent a shiver through her, as though at another tremor, although the place was still.
A new berth. A best effort. A map that almost fitted.
‘What is it?’ asked Lucia, coming to join her, drawn as much by the look upon her face as the scroll itself.
Carmen looked up at her. ‘I know what drove Alberts mad,’ she said.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
I
The corrugated plastic roofing above the portico had been smashed open by volcanic fallout, allowing streams of rainwater to splash noisily onto the bare stone floor. A string of lights was already on, illuminating a passage into the hillside. Cesco could see a trail of footprints in the dust, all headed in, none coming back out. He followed them up a flight of steps onto a wooden walkway, then down a stone staircase to a low passage ankle-deep in alarmingly warm water and blocked by a fallen slab beneath which a pipe had been dug, and from which more water was bubbling. Two pairs of white overalls were neatly folded atop the slab, along with a pair of safety helmets. They could only be Carmen’s and Lucia’s. He felt sick with anxiety and began at once to strip. ‘Stay here,’ he told Izzo when he arrived behind him, breathing hard. ‘I’ll be five minutes. Ten at the most.’
‘But what if—’
‘Ten minutes,’ he said, trading his phone for Izzo’s torch. ‘Then get the fuck out of here. Your son will need you.’ He ducked his head, crawled into the pipe. More water was pouring in through an opening low down in its side. He could hold his breath for a good three minutes, he knew. That gave him ninety seconds before he had to turn back. He packed his lungs with air, then began the count as he pulled himself through the opening to find himself in a narrow long passage completely flooded with water, murky with sediment and crowded with ancient statues. No time to wonder, only to propel himself along. He’d only been at it for twenty seconds when some space opened up above him. He lifted his head for a fresh breath and shone his torch ahead. The passage cambered slowly upwards. He called out for Carmen and then Lucia. There was no reply. He swam onwards, first in a breaststroke and then, when headroom allowed, in a crawl. He reached a flight of steps. The water became shallow enough to wade. He splashed quickly through it, aware his ten minutes were running out fast, shouting for Carmen and Lucia as he went, dreading to think what their silence might mean.
II
Lucia added her torchlight to Carmen’s on the papyrus map, making it look like a stage being lit for a grand entrance. ‘Well?’ she asked. ‘What did drive Alberts mad?’
‘Tertullian,’ said Carmen. ‘More precisely, Marcion as recorded by Tertullian.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Your scroll. It doesn’t map perfectly onto the letters of St Paul in the Novum Testamentum Graece, does it?’
‘You wouldn’t expect it to,’ replied Lucia. ‘We’ve known for ever that St Paul’s letters were patched together and revised a little along the way.’
‘Yes. But that’s the point. The scroll does map perfectly onto the letters of St Paul in Marcion’s canon, as recorded by Tertullian. At least, I’m betting that it does. Alberts was already unnerved by your scroll, by its potential to undermine nearly two thousand years of Church teaching. That was why he was so desperate to stop the excavations, to prevent you from finding anything even worse. But then he read Tertullian yesterday morning and he realised it was already worse. Because your scroll proves Marcion right. Or not right exactly. It proves him honest. It shows that at least one letter included in his canon is effectively identical to one that existed in 79 CE, plausibly written by St Paul himself. Think of the implication. If that carries on, our current letters of St Paul will have to be thrown out and replaced by these earlier, more authentic Marcionite versions. And the thing is, we know exactly where study of those will lead us. We know because that’s what Marcion and his disciples did all those centuries ago. And it led them to reject the Old Testament and the Jewish God, even to deny Christ’s humanity. Three of the great pillars of Catholic teaching knocked down at a stroke.’
‘All this because Alberts looked a bit shell-shocked?’
‘You weren’t there, Lucia. You didn’t see him. He was stricken, as if everything he’d always believed had just been ripped from him and…’ She paused and frowned as she glimpsed something else, something beyond, though the implications were too huge to grasp at once. ‘What else do we know about Marcion?’ she asked rhetorically, thinking it through out loud. ‘We know that he set up a school of Christianity in Rome, the city at the heart not just of the Empire but of the new religion too. We also know that he used his family’s fleet of ships to track down and make copies of all the Christian texts they could find, not just in Italy but around the Mediterranean as well. Those texts formed the curriculum for his school and then became his canon. So how is it possible that there’s no Gospel of Mark in it, if Mark truly had been written in Rome, and had been in circulation for sixty years already? And where are Matthew, Luke and John? Surely the simplest explanation is that they didn’t yet exist. In the second quarter of the second century, Marcion’s gospel was all there was. And we know what it consisted of too, thanks to Tertullian. It was effectively St Luke stripped of the Nativity, the Resurrection and its references to Jewish scripture. If you start from there, everything suddenly gets flipped on its head. Marcion’s gospel is no longer a curious aside. It’s where the story of the synoptic gospels starts.’
‘I don’t—’
‘Think about it. Think what was happening in Judea at this exact time. The Romans had just annihilated Simon Bar Kokhba and his rebels. The Jewish people were being exiled from their homeland. A temple to Jupiter was being built upon their sacred mount. Think what that must have been like. Defeated, lost, landless, desperate for an explanation to salve the blow. And there was Christianity, ready and waiting. Founded by a Galilean Jew, shaped by Jewish scholars in line with Judaic scripture and principles. And it allowed them to believe they’d been right all along. Crucifixion wasn’t defeat. It was victory. Exile wasn’t punishment; it was a test. So there was a kind of merger to be had, one to suit both sides. Yet Marcion threatened it with his categorical rejection of Judaism and its sacred texts. So he had to be countered. It was too late by then to suppress his canon. It had caught fire already and was too widespread to ignore. So they doctored it instead. They tweaked his authentic letters of St Paul to fit better with their vision and made up others out of whole cloth. Then they went to work on his gospel too. Mark was the first attempt. Essentially it was the Gospel of Marcion rewritten with a very earthy Jesus, to counter claims that he hadn’t been human at all, but rather a spirit in human form. But that wasn’t enough, so Luke and Matthew took the gospels of Marcion and Mark respectively, then added nativities and resurrections and all those references to Jewish scriptures to make Jesus seem like their fulfilment rather than their repudiation. Then they did their very best to write Marcion and his gospel out of history altogether, leaving only the other three. And there you have it: the synoptic problem solved!’
‘That’s a mighty tall tower to build on such a small base,’ observed Lucia.
‘I’m not saying it’s true,’ countered Carmen. ‘I’m saying it’s what Alberts came to fear. He worked for the Holy Inquisition, remember. For an institution whose stated purpose is the defence of Catholic scripture. That’s why they sent him down here. Not to decipher your scroll but rather to protect the Church from it. Because it threatened to reveal that their sacred texts weren’t authentic records of Christ and St Paul but rather the mischievous hijacking of the new faith by people who corrupted the true canon assembled by Marcion, then vilified him as a child rapist in order to…’ She broke off at a distant noise. Not a man shouting so much as the faded echo of it, already gone before she was properly aware of it. She held up a finger. There it was again. And this time she even recognised his voice.
‘Cesco,’ she said.
III
It was a short but terrifying drive down to Herculaneum’s small port for Valentina and her two passengers. The already vile weather was turned hellish by a first pattering of volcanic fallout, small stones pinging their bodywork like sporadic gunfire. Then they reached it to find a scene of almost apocalyptic chaos, the roads almost completely blocked by cars abandoned with their doors and boots left wide open by occupants who’d lost their nerve at the eruption. She could see them now, hurrying towards the ferry’s boarding ramp as a few deckhands urged them on, while others prepared for departure. And there was no way on earth they could make it there in time, not with Mario and Isabella to think of.
She turned left instead of right, therefore, down to the town’s marina, separated from the port only by a grass strip and a tall wire fence. But its gates were closed and padlocked. ‘Hold tight,’ she said. She put her foot down and smashed into them, shattering the padlock and ripping the gates from their hinges. But almost at once there came a hideous clanking and the Renault began to lose power. She looked for a place to cross over into the port, but the fence went all the way to the sea. She wrenched the steering wheel round and drove straight at it, using the last of her momentum to knock it flat.
‘Out!’ she shouted at Isabella, even as she herself unstrapped Mario from his belt.
The last stragglers were being hustled aboard the ferry by deckhands in readiness to cast off. It was too far away. They’d never make it. Then she saw a supermarket trolley abandoned beside a sky-blue tarpaulin. She grabbed it and hoisted Isabella aboard, ignoring her indignant protests. She gave her Mario to hold, then set off pushing it across the concourse, building up a head of steam as she went, despite the trolley’s front left wheel hiccuping and steering her unwillingly towards the sea, forcing her to slow down every few paces to correct course.
Her breath began coming fast. Her legs were sacks of rice. The ferry’s horn gave a long, decisive blare. Deckhands threw off the mooring ropes. Her yell was drowned out by the rain and the ferry’s throbbing engines. But finally a crewman saw them and shouted to his mates. They beckoned her onwards. Forty metres. Thirty. Her legs were dying beneath her. She had nothing left. The ferry began to pull slowly away, its boarding ramp scraping concrete for a moment or two before it started to lift, turning itself back into the stern gate. Two deckhands lay prone upon it, shouting encouragement and urging her on. Ten metres now, five, her legs completely gone. She stumbled and went sprawling, giving the trolley a final push as she did so, aiming at the point midway between the two men, that they might grab an occupant each. But its treacherous wheel hiccuped at the wrong moment, twisting it to the left. One of the men reached down as it ran out of momentum. Isabella somehow found the strength to lift Mario up to him, timing it to perfection for the man to grab him by his arm and toss him almost disdainfully over his shoulder so that he rolled to safety down the ramp behind him. Then he reached back down to grab Isabella by her fingertips even as the shopping cart twirled slowly to a halt beneath him.
Valentina had by now regained her feet. Without the trolley to push, she found the strength to stagger onwards. The second deckhand reached down for her. She jumped and grabbed his hand, clinging desperately on as the ramp lifted higher, taking her with it, swinging her like a clapper against the rising bow doors, grabbing onto—
A yelp to her left. The other deckhand had lost his tenuous grip on Isabella. She fell backward onto the dock wall, smacking her head on the concrete so hard that it cut short her shriek, leaving her lying there unconscious. Valentina cried out and made to jump back down, but her own deckhand wasn’t having it. He hauled her over and in and they went tumbling together down the other side, crashing into the floor below, winded by their landing; and she glimpsed through the closing gap that they were already a startling distance from the dock and moving briskly further away, leaving Isabella unconscious and alone. And then there was nothing she could do for her any more.
There was nothing she could do.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
I
‘Cesco?’ frowned Lucia. ‘What the hell’s he doing here?’
‘Looking for us, I’d imagine.’ Carmen rolled the scroll back up, replaced it on its shelf, made her way back briskly through to the first chamber, arriving just as Cesco did, so that she got to witness his astonishment at their discovery. But then he saw her and his astonishment turned to relief. ‘Thank Christ,’ he said. ‘But why are you still here? Didn’t you feel it?’
‘Feel what?’
‘The eruption.’
‘Eruption?’ She looked at him in horror. ‘We thought it was just another tremor.’
‘The whole fucking top’s gone. It’s raining Vesuvius out there. The water’s rising fast too. We need to get out now or Romeo will drive off without…’ He stopped as he saw Lucia. Almost unconsciously, he drew Carmen behind him.
‘So you know, then,’ said Lucia flatly. ‘And Romeo? Does he know too?’
‘This isn’t the time,’ said Cesco. ‘We need to get out.’
‘Does he know?’
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘He knows.’
She nodded twice. ‘Go, then,’ she told them. ‘Leave.’
‘Don’t be crazy,’ said Carmen. ‘Didn’t you hear? Vesuvius has blown.’
‘Exactly.’
‘I don’t understand.’ She looked back and forth between them, bewildered. ‘What the hell’s going on?’
‘Not now,’ said Cesco, drawing her with him to the steps. ‘I’ll explain later.’
‘No,’ said Carmen. ‘Not without Lucia.’
‘It’s okay,’ said Lucia.
‘But we can still all—’
‘I killed Taddeo, Carmen,’ Lucia told her. ‘It was me. I killed him because he murdered Raff. And because he raped me and countless others too. So I went to his house last night. I made him confess. Then I stabbed him through his heart. I’d do it again, too, without a qualm. No doubt many people will think me justified. But they’ll convict me anyway. And rightly so. They’ll put me in prison and take away my scrolls. Without them, without Raff, there’s nothing left for me out there. But in here…’ She gestured at the alcoves. ‘In here, I still have these to live for. They’re my children, my responsibility. Maybe I won’t be able to save them from what’s coming. But maybe I will. And I won’t risk losing them. I just won’t.’ She stepped forward to hand Cesco her backpack. ‘Now get out, both of you. While you still can.’
‘We’ll be back,’ promised Cesco. ‘One way or the other.’
‘Good,’ she said. ‘Thank you. Now go.’
They hurried down the spiral steps through the vault and back out into the passage. Carmen kept glancing around, for Lucia was close behind, making her wonder whether she’d changed her mind. But the moment she and Cesco had clambered out over the lower wall, Lucia set about rebuilding it with the fallen blocks to create a first line of defence. Carmen bade her farewell but she didn’t even notice. Then she saw to her shock how far up the passage the water had already reached, and she didn’t hold back any more. They splashed and waded their way as far as they could through the uncomfortably hot shallows. Then Cesco clamped his torch between his teeth and set off in a gentle crawl, glancing back every few strokes to make sure she was keeping pace. The ceiling grew ever lower, forcing them into breaststroke until they ran out of headroom altogether. He trod water while she drew alongside. They were still a frightening distance from safety, and with an underwater obstacle course to negotiate.
‘Do you know how long you can hold your breath?’ he asked.
‘No.’
‘Have you ever packed your lungs before?’
‘No.’
‘Okay. We’ll do it together. We’ll start with two deep, slow breaths. Hold them for a couple of seconds each, then let out them again. Our third breath will be as deep as we can make it. This one we’ll hold. But you’ll find you can actually take at least a couple more mouthfuls of air and kind of force yourself to swallow them. We’ll take two each of those, then go for it at once. I’ll set the pace, steady rather than fast. Exertion won’t get you any further. It’ll just kill you quicker.’
‘Nice.’
‘I’ll hold my torch behind to give you something to follow. But it’ll be murky in there. I won’t be able to see you. So, even if you lose me, keep going straight ahead. Got it?’
Carmen gave a shiver. ‘Enough talking. Start counting.’
He nodded and led her through it, counting down their last two gulps on his fingers. He checked that she was ready, then turned and vanished underwater, smooth as an eel. She followed after. The water was, at least, relatively clear, and not too toxic on her eyes. She could see his torch easily, keeping the steady pace he’d promised. The air trapped in her backpack dragged her upwards, however, dragging along the underside of the ceiling, making her kick her heels against it. She swam lower but it was an effort. She felt an uncomfortable knot in her chest, as though a stone had lodged in her windpipe. She needed another breath already; no way was she going to make it. Better to turn back, to see this nightmare through with Lucia. But, to her surprise and relief, the knot somehow untied itself and she relaxed a little. Then she passed the point where turning back was even possible.
The water grew dirty, the torchlight dimmer. Her backpack scraped ceiling again, tugging her back until she lost sight of Cesco’s torch altogether. She looked this way and that in search of it, and before she knew it, she’d lost her bearings. Panic welled inside her. She had to fight to suppress it. She felt for and found a wall. She followed it along, ignoring the whispering voice that told her she’d got turned round and was going the wrong way. Her lungs were aching for real now. Each heartbeat banged like a drum in her temple. Every moment was a struggle to keep her mouth clamped. She took off her backpack, blew some air out her nose, then undid its zip just far enough to breathe in from its stash. But most of the air simply bubbled away and her pack filled up with water. She only had a few seconds left. No time for steadiness now. Only exertion could save her. She kicked hard, reached out her hand. Her fingers touched marble. A statue. She propelled herself forward, feeling for more statues. The need for air was like nothing she’d ever felt before, like a vice clamping on her head. She felt the colossus and then the horse. She thrust herself forward at where the opening should be, only for the strap of her backpack to snag on the Sabine woman’s outstretched arm, tugging her so sharply to a halt that it jolted the air from her lungs and she couldn’t help herself any longer. She opened her mouth to breathe the water in.
II
Romeo Izzo’s watch was particularly precious to him. A Panerai Luminor Due, it had been his wife’s last gift to him, chosen very consciously during her dying days as something for him to remember her by. So it wasn’t just the time he saw whenever he consulted it. It was memories both glad and wrenching. And parental duty too. ‘Figlio di puttana,’ he muttered, stamping his feet as the floodwater advanced remorselessly up the passage, pushing him ever further back. ‘Come on, come on. What’s taking you so long?’
The ten minutes had already passed. Now it was twelve. He retreated all the way up the stone staircase, then stood there uncertainly before coming a little way back down. Still no sign of them. He stamped his feet some more and then ventured all the way to the portico, where rainwater was streaming through multiple splits and holes in the corrugated plastic roofing. Lucia’s Ka was almost completely underwater. Even his own Fiat was in danger. Heavier rocks had started falling too. One smacked into the escarpment wall even as he stood there, exploding into fragments that showered its roof and bonnet, denting it like hammered pewter. Yet still he couldn’t bring himself to leave.
He returned to the stairs, down to the passage. The water had already covered the bottom step and was still rising. Eighteen minutes had now passed. Twenty. Enough! Something terrible had clearly happened. His heart grieved but he owed it to Mario not to stay any longer. He owed it to him to survive.
He gave the passage one last lingering look. No one appeared. He made the sign of the cross, then hardened his heart and hurried back though the portico out into the tempest. The lake was so deep that he had to swim across it. The water was already lapping at his tyres. He pulled the driver’s door gratefully closed behind him. The ignition coughed but didn’t start. He gave it a moment and then tried again, pumping the accelerator hard. Thankfully it caught.
He’d parked facing downhill. The track was too narrow for him to turn. He reversed up to the first hairpin, taking his rear wheels as close to the edge as he dared, wrenching the steering wheel round in a harrowing five-point turn. Then, despite the terrible weight of shame, he set off up the track towards the gates.
III
It changes everything, knowing you’re about to die. The trivial is blown away. What remains is substance. Now that it was upon her, Carmen felt not fear but rather regret. Regret that her mother would have to face her condition alone, and now with a bereavement to cope with too. Regret for Cesco too. Airy, glib and poorly timed his proposal might have been, but she could hardly doubt his sincerity when he’d said they were in it together. He’d just risked his life to prove it. And what were visa problems, when all was said and done? What were visa problems compared to this? And now she’d never even get to tell him.
A glint of torchlight ahead. She saw his face. He reached out to grab her arm and drag her by it through the opening and along the pipe into the passage beyond. She had no strength of her own. All she could do was watch. The passage was underwater. He hauled her to the stone staircase, then hoisted her upon his shoulder. They breached the surface and found air. Instantly, her body took over. She convulsed violently, coughing and spluttering out the water inside her until there was none left. Her ribcage ached as though she’d been pummelled by lead piping. She was more drained than she’d ever been. All she wanted was to lie down. But he wouldn’t let her. He carried her all the way up the staircase, then set her on her feet, his arm round her waist.
‘Izzo’s gone,’ he said. ‘We’re on our own.’
She nodded, too spent to talk. The lights had gone out. He used his torch instead, taking them through darkened passages to the portico. Its corrugated roofing had been taking such a beating from falling rocks that whole sheets of it were now hanging free, allowing waterfalls to splash onto the floor and offering terrifying glimpses of a black velvet sky shuddering with lightning. The bombardment continued outside too, the volcanic fallout being funnelled by the steep escarpment walls down to the lake at its foot, sending up huge plumes of water.
‘Stay here,’ said Cesco. ‘I’ll go get us a car.’ He gave her the ghost of a wink. ‘That misspent youth you’re so mad at.’
‘I’m coming with you.’
‘No need. I’ll be straight back.’
‘I know,’ she said. Hobbled as she was, she was sure to hold him back a little. But better that than making him drive all the way back down to pick her up, as he undoubtedly would. ‘I’m still coming.’
He nodded and took her hand. They went out together. The storm was astonishing in its force, even braced for it as they were. They slipped and skidded down the quagmire ramp to the lake, waded and swam it to the other side. But they’d barely started up the track when a blue Fiat Uno appeared round the bend ahead and reversed down to meet them. They hauled themselves in the back. ‘You were supposed to leave us, you arse,’ said Cesco.
‘I tried,’ said Izzo. ‘Believe me, I tried.’ He looked around. ‘Lucia?’
‘She wouldn’t come,’ said Carmen. ‘We did our best, I swear.’
A large rock crashed into the lake behind them, drenching their roof and rear window. Without another word, Izzo set off upwards, spurting along the straights, braking sharply into each turn. ‘Where to?’ he asked.
‘The ferry,’ said Cesco.
‘It’ll have left by now. At least it bloody well better have.’
‘Maybe there’ll be another. If not, we’ll take the coast road.’
Izzo nodded and sped across the apron, scraping out the gate onto the Via Mare, then screeching downhill towards the sea.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
I
The bombardment from Vesuvius continued to rage, chunks of fallout rock pounding the ferry with terrifying force and noise, sending great shudders through the crowded passenger lounge, exploding huge plumes of water from the sea to splash across their deck. But as they put more distance between themselves and shore, the rarer and smaller these grew, until they passed beyond what seemed to be the outer edge of danger, bringing a cautious relief. The clouds thinned too and then suddenly they found themselves bathed in glorious if incongruous sunshine and relief turned to euphoria.
Not for Valentina Messana, however. She kept replaying in her mind the moment Isabella had fallen backward onto the dock, her wizened hands clawing at thin air, the soft thud of her head against concrete. Nor Mario neither, distraught for his grandmother and terrified for his father, wailing and fighting her as she tried her best to comfort him. She found a space beside a window with an angled view of Herculaneum. At first it had receded quickly. Now it seemed barely to shrink at all. Distance did at least offer a better view of the huge grey geyser still blasting upwards from the volcano, hurling unimaginable quantities of pulverised rock a dozen kilometres or so straight upwards, before spreading out into that iconic mushroom shape. How many Hiroshimas was that? How many Nagasakis? The town was itself so dark that she struggled to make out the roads and other features, despite her good eyesight and her years living there. But the general districts were easy enough. There was the marina. There the port, where they’d left poor Isabella. There the old town and the archaeological park. That, then, must be the Villa of the Papyri, hidden though it was behind a line of grey polytunnels; which meant that that short squiggle had to be the Via Mare.
If Izzo was to make it out, that was the route he’d take.
‘Your father’s going to be fine,’ she assured Mario, stroking his hair but with her eyes remaining fixed upon the shore. ‘He’s going to be fine. He’s the bravest and most resourceful man I’ve ever met. It would take more than a volcano to stop him.’ But her own heart ached. Not just her boss. Her closest friend too, and the person she thought of late at night when in need of comfort.
A glint in the gloom. Headlights on the Via Mare. She couldn’t make out the make, the colour or even the nature of the vehicle, but who else could it be? Hope flooded through her. ‘There!’ she cried, holding Mario up so that he could see for himself. ‘Didn’t I tell you he’d…’ But then she faltered. A section of Vesuvius’s upper slopes suddenly caved in on itself to reveal a lake of molten orange beneath, spewing out magma like solar flares. Then that too vanished beneath an outpouring of volcanic material, the dreaded pyroclastic flow of superheated gas and ash that every citizen of the Red Zone feared above all else, the one that could race downhill at terrifying speeds, the one that had buried their town twice before, the thermal shock from which would instantly kill all living things in its path. Mario screamed when he saw it. She turned him back round again, hugging him against her chest even as her mind, unbidden, made the simple yet devastating calculation. Three kilometres from Vesuvius’s peak to Herculaneum’s outskirts. Another three to the shore.
Six minutes, that was all they had. Six minutes to find refuge or escape.
Six minutes at the most.
II
The fallout kept coming down ever harder and heavier, rocks and even boulders slamming down every few moments, smashing roofs, crushing cars, punching huge craters in the road before bounding off like wrecking balls or exploding into shrapnel that pinged off their windows and bodywork. Hunched down in the driver’s seat, Izzo screeched into a left turn, only to find the full width of the road ahead blocked by cars and trucks. Not that it much mattered, for they could see the last ferry already well out at sea, spotlit by sunshine. He offered up a silent prayer that Valentina had got Mario safely aboard even as he braked to avoid rear-ending an abandoned green minivan.
‘What now?’ he asked.
‘Naples,’ said Cesco.
Easier said than done, what with the road blocked. He looked over his shoulder, put the Fiat into reverse. Even as he set off, however, the ground beneath them suddenly began to lift upwards, giving them that weightless humpback bridge sensation for a moment before they crashed back down again so hard that their undercarriage scraped tarmac and a tyre burst. The road around them yawed violently too, ripping like paper, burst pipes spraying water and sewage high into the air. A waterfront warehouse behind them creaked and then collapsed, ancient brickwork spilling out into the road like a jigsaw puzzle tipped onto a table, blocking their retreat. He looked up through the gap where it had been in time to see the great wave of gas and ash already on its way down the volcano’s slope towards them. ‘Son of a pig,’ he muttered, trying in vain to restart his stalled engine.
‘Leave it,’ said Cesco. ‘No time.’
‘Then where?’
‘The marina.’
They threw open their doors and ran. The gates to the marina had been closed and locked until some enterprising soul had rammed them with their car. Izzo saw it a little further on, left abandoned on the fence. His heart twisted when he recognised it. ‘Valentina,’ he muttered. He was trying to calculate the distance to the ferry, how long it would have taken them to cover it, when a ghostly white figure appeared in the gloom. ‘Fuck,’ he said. ‘Isabella.’ The ground seemed to fall away beneath him. He felt woozy and nauseous, like drunkenness without the pleasure. He ran unsteadily towards her. They met by the Renault. Her face and clothes were grey with dust and ash, though streaked red in places with blood. ‘Where are they?’ he demanded.
‘The boat,’ said Isabella, gesturing vaguely out to sea, at the ferry sunlit upon the horizon.
‘Valentina left you behind?’ he asked incredulously.
‘I fell,’ she said, putting a hand to her bloodied scalp. She sounded befuddled, bewildered. ‘It wasn’t her fault. I couldn’t hold on.’
‘But Mario?’ he said, helping her across the fallen fence, then putting an arm round her waist to hurry her after Cesco and Carmen, who’d already reached the marina and were scouring its berths for a likely prospect. There was hardly anything left to choose from, for all the most valuable boats had been sailed away upon news of the evacuation. ‘He’s safe? You’re sure he’s safe?’
‘I got him on,’ she told him proudly. ‘Your girlfriend too.’
‘She’s not my girlfriend.’
‘She should be.’
He looked around. The grey avalanche was still pouring down the mountainside behind them, accelerating over its steep slopes, swallowing without pause all the cottages and farm buildings it met along the way. His mind did the calculation in the same unconscious way that hands go to catch a ball. They weren’t going to make it. Not at this pace. He picked Isabella up and hoisted her rudely over his shoulder, despite her cries of protest, then set off after the others, his already tired legs protesting at the extra weight, his hand to his side to nurse his stitch. He reached the slatted jetty and staggered along it to the motorboat they’d chosen, a battered old fibreglass job covered by a tattered green canvas cover so tightly strapped down that it made tent-pole bulges from the tops of its seat backs. Cesco unbuckled it at the rear even as they arrived, peeling it back far enough for him to get at its outboard.
He set Isabella down. Carmen helped her aboard. He jumped down after her, sat with her on the canvas cover, turned again to look at the avalanche as it slammed into the first line of industrial sites and residential blocks like a tidal wave against a sea wall, not stopping so much as being sent splashing high into the air, yet with the bulk of it still roaring on, impelled by its own momentum, spilling over roofs and parks and roads, covering it all – including his own apartment – beneath its vast grey shroud, undaunted, implacable, indifferent.
III
As a boy, Cesco had spent his summers at his grandfather’s holiday home, a sprawling low villa set in the hills above the Calabrian seaside town of Scilla. There’d been an old motorboat and trailer in one of the outhouses there, no longer used by anyone since the family had upgraded to a newer model, the better for waterskiing. He himself had found it fascinating, though, spending countless hours pretending to be its captain, tinkering with its engine. And though he’d not been allowed its key, he’d worked out how to start it with a frayed length of emergency starter rope that he’d found inside its casing.
Accuracy not haste, he murmured to himself, aware of the pyroclastic wave coming to engulf them, deliberately not looking at it. Accuracy not haste. He turned on then primed the fuel valve, set the throttle. He looped the knotted orange starter rope round the flywheel and gave it a sharp tug. Not sharp enough. It didn’t catch. He gave such a rip on his second go that it roared but promptly stalled. A more measured attempt now, and finally it caught and held. He looked up at Carmen. There was no time to unstrap and remove the motorboat’s canvas cover, so she clambered over it instead to cast off their mooring ropes. The moment they were free, he steered them away from their berth and towards the marina mouth, scraping the stonework as he took them out into the open swell. At once they started to yaw and buck and slap. He negotiated it as best he could, trying not to lose momentum. But then he caught a glimpse of Izzo’s bleak expression as he sat on the canvas cover and stared back towards the shore. He couldn’t help himself. He glanced round in time to witness the immense grey wave wash over the town centre, burying beyond hope of rescue the Villa – and Lucia too. But still it wasn’t satisfied, still it came on.
‘Get below,’ he yelled, lifting up the lip of the still strapped-down canvas cover.
Izzo nodded and helped Isabella beneath, urging her in as far as she could go, following after. Carmen crawled in too, turning in the cramped space, beckoning Cesco to join them. He looked around again as the avalanche arrived at the harbour road, slowing just a fraction now that gravity was no longer driving it onwards, a sprinter relaxing into the tape, but with such momentum already built up that it still reached out after them over the sea like the hand of a wrathful god. He waited until the last possible moment, then ducked down and drew the cover over himself and the outboard too, keeping his hand upon its throttle, steering them as best he could away from the coast, even though he was now blind and the swell kept nudging them this way and that, confusing his sense of direction, so that perhaps it was as well when finally the engine clogged and stalled, and they began to drift upon the current.
The cloud of ash and dust had by now completely enveloped them, taking away what little daylight had previously managed to penetrate the canvas. He could hear its furious whispering all around them as it lost yet more heat and force, shushing the waves that lapped against their side, flakes of it now pattering like rain upon the cover, making it belly alarmingly beneath its weight, hot enough to make an oven of the small space and set threads of the canvas smouldering, so that the smell and smoke grew pungent in their nostrils, choking in their throats, burning tears from their eyes. He put his arms round Carmen and hugged her against him, taking some small comfort from the fierceness with which she hugged him back.
‘Together,’ he murmured.
‘Together,’ she said.
The canvas cover bellied lower, kept off them only by the seat backs. They hunkered down ever further so as not to let it scald them, until – to his surprise – he noticed that the oven wasn’t getting hotter any more, that the boat wasn’t rocking so much and that it had even grown a little less dark around the outboard where the canvas cover was imperfectly sealed. Cautiously, he poked it up a little and saw not a volcanic cloud but rather a patch of hazy sky. He peeled the cover slowly further back, dislodging the ash that had settled upon it, which now fell splashing in congealed clumps into the sea, adding to the thick layer of scum that floated all around them like so much melting ice, slowly waterlogging and then sinking away. He threw back more of the cover and yet more, the acidic mist dispersing to allow a little thin sunlight to fall upon their faces. Almost in a daze they stood up one by one, the better to gaze back at the shore, at the occasional plume of seawater still being sent up by sporadic fallout, at the great grey scar that now marked where a whole town had once been, at the molten orange threads bleeding freely from the volcano’s suppurating wound, making their slow way down the slope.
Carmen’s hand slipped into his own. He felt an extraordinary elation at having made it safely out, barely dimmed by the knowledge that Lucia and so many others hadn’t. And his ears played a curious trick on him, an echo of the avalanche’s roar that sounded almost like cheering. Then he realised it was no trick at all, and he turned to see the ferry in the distance, its deck thronged by passengers and crew with front-row views of the entire event, now jumping up and down, whooping and waving their arms in celebration of their escape.



Epilogue
I
Six weeks later
No charges had yet been brought against Zeno D’Agostino and likely never would be. It wasn’t a crime, after all, to rant drunkenly to your cousin about the man screwing your wife, and it would be hard for prosecutors to prove anything worse. Sure, he’d provided a false alibi; but even that was too contestable for an easy conviction.
Yet everybody knew.
His students, colleagues and neighbours now all looked at him with fear, disdain or disgust. Resignation from the university and associated posts had been inevitable, and anyway had felt fitting. He needed a fresh start, somewhere smaller and less prestigious, where his disgrace would haunt him less. But he was still too toxic for the moment. And with no income to speak of, and with Emanuela having moved in with her mother, it made sense to sell the apartment.
Apart from anything else, it held too many memories.
He’d promised Emanuela to be out by five, for her to take her turn. But packing took longer than he’d expected. He’d forgotten how many books she’d bought him over the years, for his birthday, for Christmas and just because. She’d written a message in every one of them too, offering encouragement and love. He couldn’t help but pause to read them all and remember how good it had once been. He was still at it when he heard a key in the lock. He turned towards the door. All their recent contact had been by email or phone, so that this was the first time he’d seen her in weeks. It dismayed him how radiant she looked. Or rather, her radiance didn’t dismay him. What dismayed him was that it had taken their parting to achieve it.
‘I’m sorry,’ he told her, gesturing at the shelves. ‘Too many books.’
‘You always said there was no such thing.’
‘For a home, yes. For a Mercedes, on the other hand…’
‘Have you decided where you’re going yet?’
‘Pescara. Sandro’s letting me use his place there while I sort myself out.’
‘That’s kind of him. What will you do?’
He gave a self-deprecating smile. ‘No one will hire me for a while. Or publish any of my textbooks or histories. So I thought maybe that potboiler of mine.’
‘Cassius and Miriam.’
‘That’s the one.’ For years, he’d toyed with the idea of a series of bawdy mysteries set in first-century Naples, about a maverick one-legged senator called Cassius who threw wild orgies and kept exotic animals, while investigating a series of grotesque murders with his sidekick, an outspoken Judean slave girl called Miriam. But he’d never had the time. ‘And you?’
‘I took that copywriting job I mentioned.’
‘I’m glad. You’ll be great at it.’ He meant it too. Oddly, it hadn’t been her looks that had first made him take notice of her, but rather an assigned essay on Tiberius. Its content had been unremarkable, but the sweetness of her language compared to all the others had been like Mozart after a bin collection. ‘It suits you. You look stunning.’
‘I haven’t even started yet. Not until Monday.’
‘Oh. Well, you look stunning anyway. Radiant. As though…’ He tailed off uncertainly. His eyes flickered to her stomach.
She couldn’t restrain her smile; her glow grew beatific. ‘Yes,’ she said.
He stood there dumbly. He didn’t know what to say. ‘How long?’
‘Three months or so.’
‘And…? Is it…?’
‘I don’t know. Not for sure.’ She gave a little shrug. ‘Except that with him, we always used protection.’
He nodded. His eyes dropped again. There was nothing yet to see, but he felt the strangest tingling anyway. Parenthood had always been Emanuela’s dream rather than his, yet he now entered an almost dreamlike state, as though the world were cotton wool. ‘May I?’ he asked.
‘If you’d like.’
He approached her slowly, placed his palm upon her belly. All he could feel was her warmth, yet he couldn’t take his hand away. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he blurted out suddenly. ‘I fucked everything up.’
‘We both did.’
‘No. I mean from before it all went crazy. I wasn’t the husband I thought I’d be. It made me resentful.’
‘I know. That’s what I meant too.’
‘I’d do anything…’
‘Anything?’ she asked. ‘Do you truly mean that?’
He frowned. It had been an expression of regret rather than a pledge. Yet her words suggested that that was how she’d taken it. Or, at least, that she was prepared to pretend. He took a few moments to think it through. Marriages took work; he’d learned that much the hard way. Vows were serious business and needed proper consideration. So, then. If Emanuela wanted to stay in Naples, would he brave the jeers, dirty looks and cold shoulders of neighbours and old friends? Would he give up drinking and take more exercise? Do his fair share of housework for once? Could he swallow his pride to become a stay-at-home dad? Could he truly forgive her infidelity? Most of all, if it turned out that way, would he love Conte’s child as his own? He mulled each of these questions both separately and together. Then he weighed them against the wretchedness of his life since she’d walked out. ‘Yes,’ he said soberly. ‘I mean it. I’ll do anything.’
His hand was still on her belly. She covered it with her own. ‘Good,’ she said.
II
They spent the afternoon painting the kitchen and the dining room. Both had been in dire need of a fresh coat, as indeed was this whole house, but it left them too pungent to eat in. They wrapped up warm, therefore, and carried the gas heaters out onto the porch to dine at the long wooden table. Izzo rustled up a salad and vinaigrette while Valentina cut bread and grated Parmesan to go with the huge bowl of gnocchi alla sorrentina his sister Teresa and her daughter Emilia had brought over, finished off by delizie al limone from his favourite Eboli pastry shop.
Their new landlord had left them six bottles of red from his own vineyard, part moving-in gift, part apology for how shabby the house was, but mostly in exchange for Izzo’s promise to tart it up. It was a little raw in the throat, sure, but it undeniably warmed the heart. And the heart was going to need plenty of warming these coming months, for the house was essentially a summer refuge, with thin walls and spacious tall rooms that would become iceboxes over a hard winter. But the eruption had left Izzo so straitened that it was all he could afford.
Not everything was bad, however. Mario had settled with unexpected ease into his new school, thanks largely to his blossoming friendship with his young cousin Emilia. His own transfer had been approved, making him Eboli’s new Head of Serious Crime. Not that there was much of it compared to Herculaneum. He spent most of his days tossing paper balls back and forth with his new colleagues. Better yet, he’d driven the few kilometres down the road to Battipaglia to introduce himself to his counterpart there, a formidable woman who’d put off retirement until she could find a replacement she was prepared to trust her town to. On the strength of Izzo’s recommendation, she’d given Valentina a month to prove herself. And – seeing that Valentina’s finances were as screwed as his own – he’d offered her his couch to crash on too.
Late last night she’d slipped into his room. ‘For warmth,’ she’d mumbled, as she’d climbed beneath his duvet. He still didn’t quite know what to make of that. She’d never shown much sign of fancying him and it had undeniably been chilly. Yet Valentina was tough as they came, scornful of sympathy and famously impervious to cold. But sometimes even the toughest need a friend.
Dinner finished and cleared away, he passed out shot glasses and then took around the bottles. Amaro for the adults. Apple juice for the kids. He put a fond hand on Isabella’s shoulder as he reached over her to pour. She was one of them, now, thanks to her having saved Mario. When he’d told her it was his dear wish that she’d stay with them for ever, it had been as though a hard glass phial had shattered inside her chest, allowing out all the happiness, vulnerability and kindness that she’d bottled up in it. Remarkably, she even burst out laughing sometimes. And she’d started taking real trouble in the kitchen too.
He returned to the head of the table. ‘Alla nostra,’ he said, raising his glass. To us. Our family. He looked around at them, raising their own glasses in return, huddled in their winter clothes, faces shining from the cold. And he felt a sudden hot love for them all in his chest, even before he drank; a glad certainty that life was going to get better now, that it even might get good again. He drained his Amaro in one draught, then sought out Valentina with his eyes, to tip his glass to her.
‘For warmth,’ he said.
III
The roads had all been closed off by police barriers, from the top of Herculaneum down to the sea. Lighting had been set up too, as if for a parade. Which it was, in its own way, if an unusually macabre one. Tourists and locals alike spent hours there, transfixed by the hot grey sludge still spewing from Vesuvius’s broken peak and creeping slowly down towards the sea, its thin crust constantly ripping open to reveal the molten orange lava beneath before scabbing over again. A whole town swallowed, with only the tops of a few sturdy buildings still protruding, like the last traces of a sunken fleet. And hot too. So hot that, even at this distance, Carmen could feel it on her face.
Cesco tapped his wrist to indicate the time. Their time in Naples was almost over. Her research was complete, Raff’s photographic studio successfully closed, their apartment handed back. Tonight they’d be taking the train back up to Rome for one last weekend together there before Carmen flew back to the States for another stint with her mother and a chance to catch up with her professors. And, with her mother’s condition so precarious, who could say for sure when she’d next be back?
‘So, then,’ murmured Cesco, standing beside her at the barrier. ‘The thing that lady said. Any thoughts?’
Remarkably, despite the violence of the eruption and the pyroclastic avalanche, only a few dozen people were known to have died or were still missing. Everyone else had got out in time. If the evacuation hadn’t been called when it had… It was unthinkable. But it had been called, thanks to Fatima Zirpoli, transformed overnight from tiresome scold into national celebrity.
‘I mean she is a lawyer,’ persisted Cesco. ‘A US immigration lawyer. A high-priced US immigration lawyer.’
‘I know who she is,’ said Carmen. ‘I was on the call too, remember?’
‘I’m just saying, I think we she should accept that she knows what she’s talking about. What’s the point of paying her otherwise?’
Carmen crouched to lay her white chrysanthemums against the barrier. They felt all wrong to her, for she connected them with celebration. Yet here in Naples they were the flower of mourning. But perhaps both meanings were equally fitting, for it wasn’t just Fatima Zirpoli whose reputation had been transformed by the eruption. The revelation of Taddeo Santoro as murderer, thief and rapist had justified to most Lucia’s killing of him. And the way she’d given up her life to protect the scrolls had turned her into a posthumous heroine too, though the success or failure of her sacrifice wouldn’t be known for years or even decades yet, what with the Villa buried once more beneath a good thirty metres of volcanic material.
‘So how about it?’ continued Cesco. ‘Considered purely as a legal strategy, I mean?’
That made her laugh. ‘Is this really your way of asking?’
‘I tried the other way,’ he pointed out. ‘It did not go well.’
Their lawyer had been blunt. Under ordinary circumstances, and considering the current climate, Cesco’s criminal history and his failure to declare it on his original application would have meant curtains for a visa. But circumstances were not ordinary. He still had three plausible paths available to him, each of which might help the other. The first was their recent adventure. News of the St Paul scroll had electrified the Christian world. As did the Villa’s vast library, of which Carmen had exclusive footage, while the scrolls they’d brought out had earned them a lot of goodwill with Victor, who was entrusted with them since being appointed the new head of the library’s special collections. Universities, churches and other institutions around the world had inundated them with invitations to talk. They’d made it clear to the American ones that they’d only give such talks together, thus hoping to recruit powerful allies to their cause. Then there was Cesco’s colourful and sympathetic life story. Despite his general wariness of the media, he’d given interviews to everyone who’d asked, retelling the painful story of how his family had been massacred by ’Ndrangheta gunmen, forcing him into hiding; and how he’d survived hand to mouth in part by committing crimes for which he was truly sorry and had already been making reparations. But there was a third possible path too. One to a different kind of visa.
‘Well?’ said Cesco. ‘How about it?’
But Carmen only shook her head, if a little sadly. ‘Your lawyer also made it clear that the INS don’t much like it when people marry just to get around them.’
‘But we wouldn’t be.’
‘I know. But that’s how it would look. Anyway, she said it could still take years.’
‘Then what do you suggest?’
She slipped her hand into his. ‘We’re in this together. That much is settled now. So how about we let your lawyer deal with the INS, and we get on with our lives as best we can?’ Then she added with the slightest of smiles: ‘Besides, first Alaric and now this. Who the hell has any idea what’s going to happen next?’
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