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Prologue

i
Elsinore Palace, Denmark, 1602

It began, this journey of many lifetimes, in an ordinary way: he and I went to pick oysters on the shore. He loved them more than any other food, the ritual of unlocking abrasive shells to discover a treasured interior, smooth alabaster and incorporeal liquor. And when he feasted on them, they had a transformative effect: his shoulders dropped, his brow unknotted and his eyes softened, sometimes to tears.

‘We shall have luck this afternoon,’ he said, pulling on his boots. ‘The tide is low. So low, we could almost walk to Sweden.’ He took down his cloak, shook it out and tied it at the neck, throwing the weight over his shoulders. ‘And I have a sense –’ He unbolted the front door and barged it open. ‘Yes, there is still a good light.’ When he realized I was not following, he stopped and turned, head tilted to one side, a questioning silhouette in the doorway. ‘Where are you, my champion?’ Even now the memory of his voice – as deep and gentle as a forest ravine – makes my heart split like a husk.

I hung back in the shadows, half hidden behind the baluster legs of the great hall table. It’s easy to believe – now half a continent and centuries away – I had a presentiment of dread, a doomy foreknowledge of what we’d discover on the silt flats below, but I had none. Neither did insolence nor stubbornness keep me there; I had yet to learn those traits. No, my reasons were less remarkable. We’d already been roaming that morning and soon evening would be drawing in. It was the time to build a fire in our oak-panelled parlour, or in the palace library, for me to sit beside it and feel the warmth against my fur, as he pored over the inscriptions in books, chatting along all the while.

He discovered me in the gloom, and the corners of his eyes creased with a smile. ‘What a fuss is here?’ He came to my side, knelt and ruffled my neck, making me tremble with shame. ‘Where will life lead us if we hide behind tables? The world out there is where we will find answers. And joy. And oysters, my champion.’ He laughed, turned on his heels, and this time I went with him.

Once outside I revived. A warm wind carried with it scents from inland, sweet pine, woodsia and wild thyme, and I realized, after all, it was far from darkening time: a benign rose-pink sun had only half descended. I stared for a moment, back straight, ears proud, surveying the coast from the castle walls to the open sea. In that time I knew no other place but the little town of Elsinore and its castle. I had no sense I was, in fact, destined to be a wanderer, perpetually travelling from one palace to another, and then from battlefield to battlefield. But that afternoon I remember being thankful for my lot: my home, my companion, my happy life.

He sensed the change in my mood and laughed again. ‘So you’ve come back to me have you, my virtuoso, who has nothing but sensibility?’ He picked up a bucket, swilled out the rainwater and we went side by side down the stone staircase to the shore. ‘Look, my champion, the ocean has all but deserted us! How kind it is to relinquish its spoils.’ Ahead was an endless plane of silver wet sand disappearing towards a dreamy mystery of horizon.

In no time he found a cluster of shells, crouched down, took a knife from his pocket and prized one apart from the rest. He tested its weight, examined it from all sides, his face folding this way and that. ‘Perhaps too timid for us? Or we too rough for it.’ He held it out for me. I didn’t care for oysters then, any more than I do today – their saline stench has always stuck in my nostrils – but out of courtesy I passed my snout around its form, making him chuckle again. ‘I agree wholeheartedly. A slip of a thing it is. We’ll return it to its family and wish it good luck. Onwards. Let us search for the bolder, brinier ones, the ones I truly love.’

We ventured further from the shore. The sand became stonier, colder and wetter underfoot, like unset cement. And the weather altered too; a chillier breeze crept in from the north. It seemed to wash away the colour from the sun, and from the sky too, turning it as hoary as the silt flats, making everything dimensionless. It was as if we were in one of those opera sets I would see later in my life – dramatic shrinking perspectives, alternate worlds in a box – two characters wandering a boundless landscape.

By the time my master had discovered the larger oysters, started cutting them from their beds and putting them into his bucket, my mood had turned again. I looked back at the palace. It had a grim, inert air. Except for our quarters close to the kitchens, the windows were all dark. Most of the royal party had gone for the winter. Although my master had kept me largely apart from them when they were here, as I was still puppyish on my feet, I had nonetheless relished the sense of a pageant unfolding in the main part of the building, of cooking, children playing, a thrill of stewards and chamberlains, lutes and harpsichords and peals of laughter. Now, other than the old queen – whom my master had stayed to attend to, in case she grew sick – only the dourest of staff remained: unsociable guards, washerwomen forever veiled behind wind-flapped cloths, and night-wardens with heavy sets of keys. I turned back to my master, hoping he would have finished by now, but found him standing bolt upright, arms out, with the bucket dropped on its side.

‘Sssh,’ he went as I padded towards him, his tone so sharp that my ears folded back and I wondered if I’d done something wrong. But his eyes were fixed on an islet of crooked rock some distance ahead. Usually it dwelt beneath the sea, but the low water had exposed it to its foundations. As a breeze sighed across the plane, one side of it stretched into a crescent before returning to its crooked form. I was startled and looked up at my master but he offered no explanation or reassurance. His eyes remained riveted. The wind whistled and charmed up ghoulish spectres of sand, sending them rolling past us. Once more the side of the rock heaved, but this time I realized that it was a shape behind it that moved: the sail of a boat.

‘Who is it? Who goes there?’ My master’s voice was stern and I barked. He took my head firmly in his hands. ‘Not a sound out of you, you hear? Not a sound.’ He continued forward, cautiously approaching until we had a view of the wreck: a small craft beached on its side, a navy sail strung between spar and stern, the underbelly holed and gaping open. There was a third weightier blast of air and this time it carried a smell with it, an acrid ammonia stench that stung my nostrils.

A pair of crates lay upturned in the sand, one intact, the other cracked in pieces, a rainbow mess of glass phials spilling from its interior. My master righted the undamaged box, wiped the mud from the escutcheon on the front and jolted in surprise. ‘From Opalheim.’ He turned to me, a peculiar slant in his eye. ‘From Opalheim he comes.’ I would hear the name spoken often in years to come and it always carried with it a sense of magnificent doom. The insignia showed three turreted towers below a crescent moon. My master’s hand jittered over the flotsam of bottles, but he didn’t pick any up. They were exactly the type he kept in his workroom, which contained quantities of powder or metal.

‘Who is there I say?’ he ventured again in what I came to know as his battle voice, but the only reply that came was the creak of ropes, the flutter of sail, and the irrefutable sharp sodium stink of putrefaction. By then I knew the scent, to a degree, from the odd dead gull or rat, but nowhere near as thick and pungent. My master must have also noticed how strong it was, for his hands shook and a faint adrenal surge lifted off him, the aroma of fear. We circled the ship and saw the body on the other side, legs tangled in rope and hoisted up towards the mast, whilst stomach and head were half sunk in the silt below. And as the boat groaned back and forth, so the corpse was dragged with it. My master smeared his hand up and down his cheek, pulling at the skin. ‘My champion, what are we to do?’ Then, in a small voice that had, I fancied, an undernote of hope, he asked the corpse a question: ‘So now you are dead, are you?’

He pulled himself together, squared his shoulders, marched over to the cadaver and hauled it on to its back. Instantly my master’s face uncreased, the fear snapped from his eyes and a gasp came from him that sounded almost like a laugh, though I couldn’t tell if it was from relief or disappointment. ‘A courier,’ he said. ‘When I saw the intaglio, three towers, I – just a courier, though. Poor soul. Drowned. A courier returning my chattels that is all. It was so long ago I asked for them. I had all but forgotten.’ That same curious laugh. ‘The storm, you remember it? When was it? A week ago? Just a messenger returning my old compendium, poor thing.’

Close up, the stench gloved my throat. The body was grotesque, chest and face bulging and bloated, skin unlayered and marbled with veins. Its tongue was a coal pebble sticking out from a bone-white mouth, and its eyes were pale-grey glass.

‘What shall we do with him?’ my master was saying. He looked up at the waves breaking beyond us. ‘If I drag him to sea, the tide will bring him back again. That is no end for a man. Not a good man.’ After his fit of terror, he was practical now, as I had always known him to be. ‘I shall do as the Romans did.’ He cast his eye at the sun, split in half as it sank. ‘Quickly, my boy, it shall be dark soon.’

He hurried homewards, but I stayed in front of the cadaver, as fascinated as I was repulsed. It did not live in the true sense, did not breathe, but somehow it seemed to exist with greater force than the other humans I had met. Perhaps because decay is the most virulent form of life, or perhaps because nothing speaks more of the phenomenon of being, than the absence of it.

‘Do not get left behind.’ My master’s voice twisted away on the wind. He was already halfway home, cloak flapping from side to side as he dodged rock pools. I went after him.

He shouldered open the doors to our quarters and ushered me in first. ‘You wait here for me, understand?’ I obeyed, reluctantly, stalling in the unlit hall as he hurried off down the passage. I started to sit, but the floor was cold, so I half hovered over it, cocking my ear to clanks of metal and screeches of wood that came from the boot room. He returned with a heavy jar and a tinderbox and, as he rushed past, I caught the scent of lamp oil and tallow. ‘You wait. I shall return.’ And the door slammed shut.

My stomach turned. His footsteps descended to the beach again. The hall darkened and I circled, one way then the other, reassuring myself there was nothing to be afraid of, that my master would come home soon and all would be well – but still dread mounted. I cast my eyes to the statue enthroned at the base of the stairs, the sculpture he spoke to sometimes, an ancient, sad-eyed hound carved in marble (extraordinary that hands had fashioned those emaciated bones), its head turned as a man in rags approached from behind. ‘Good morrow to you, Argos,’ he would say stroking the dog’s skull. ‘How patiently you have waited for his return.’

I had to see what my master was doing, so I slipped through a side door into the principal part of the palace and took the stairs up to the long gallery. I’d visited it once, in summer, when the building was lively. Now it was peopled only by statues. I mounted a chair and leaning on to a sill, I had a view of the ocean. In the distance, my master was a shadow cutting across the mercury stillness of the silt flats. He stopped just beyond the crooked islet, busied himself around the boat, until moments later a golden light flared up. The glass panes of the casement shimmered with it. He was burning the body. I recall – how it seems like yesterday – my guts knotting as the blaze reached its apogee.

My master stayed there, dutifully waiting until the fire had diminished, before he









Reading Group Questions


	Why do you think the author chose to narrate the book from Tomorrow’s perspective?

	Is immortality a burden or a privilege? Would you choose it over mortality?

	Discuss the title and its implications.

	Why do you think the relationship between humans and dogs can be so special?

	Loyalty and friendship are two of the most important themes in this book. How would you characterize the difference between Tomorrow’s relationship with Valentyne and his relationship with Sporco?

	Is Valentyne against suicide on moral or religious grounds? Or is there another reason?

	Despite being brothers, Valentyne and Vilder turn out quite differently. Why do you think this is?

	What is next for Valentyne and Tomorrow? Will they live in peace with Anna? Or will they go back to the battlefield?

	How do you think the characters in Tomorrow view the progress of history?

	In your opinion, how much should life be ‘a mission’ and how much ‘an adventure’?






A Q and A with Damian Dibben

Tell us about your background – what made you want to become a writer?

I originally studied visual arts before a progression of professions from scenic designer to actor and then screenwriter. I learnt a huge amount from all of them. I felt confident in what a person might say, how they would think and in what way their stories could unravel. Soon, entire worlds were forming in my head and writing novels became the only answer.

As a screenwriter did you think cinematically when writing Tomorrow?

Films were perhaps my fi rst love, before I fell in love with books, and I always think cinematically. I like canvasses and themes to be as ambitious as they can be. I love the detail, from what a room should look like, or a valley or a storm, to how a certain piece of clothing feels to its wearer and how it catches the light.

This is your first book for adults. How was the process different from the writing of your children’s trilogy?

It shouldn’t be different, but somehow it is. As a writer for adults, I have been much more rigorous with detail, more nuanced, more philosophical and, dare I say, darker. The story of a man and his dog who are hundreds of years old may  sound fantastical, but I wanted no element of fantasy at all. The trick – and the part that took the most amount of work – was to make the world of the book seem entirely plausible. That said, a book  – more than anything  – must entertain, must make you want to turn the pages, and the rules for this are the same for adults or children: the story is everything.

What were your inspirations for writing Tomorrow? And why did you choose to write a novel from a dog’s perspective?

Sometimes when I look into the eyes of a dog, I seem to see something ancient, a ‘soul’ some might call it. The idea was born when I was travelling around Europe with my own canine and I realized that dogs have stood beside humans for thousands of years. Taking the point of view of a dog, particularly one who has lasted centuries, allowed me to look at humanity in a fresh and novel way, to notice its triumphs and failings from unexpected angles. In my opinion, the steps it has taken forward are ultimately much greater and more numerous than those it has taken back. I wanted to explore the past so it could illuminate our present.

How did you find writing a whole book in the voice of the dog? What were the challenges?

It was tricky at times writing from a canine point of view, but liberating in its own way. To a large extent, a dog ‘sees’ through odour and this opened up fascinating possibilities, not least because the past was a very pungent place. Otherwise, like any narrator, mine is able to relay human conversations and interactions which are vital to the story.

How did you differentiate between the way that dogs communicate with humans as opposed to with each other?

As the narrator, our canine hero is erudite and learned (more than most humans in fact), but otherwise when the dogs are communicating with each other, it is always simpler, less layered and more about the here and now than when the humans talk. The dogs have no subtext, whereas people have more of it than anything.

Did you turn to any previous books that have animals at their centre when you embarked on writing a book from a dog’s point of view?

‘Adult’ children’s books such as Watership Down and War Horse pointed the way as to what was possible and gave me faith that I wasn’t mad. I wanted to deal with big themes, loyalty, loss, war  – and actually the animal perspective never hindered this, only helped.

Tell us a little about the dog who narrates the story. Is he an ordinary dog or special in some way?

He is an ordinary dog – a faithful companion – like any other, but he becomes extraordinary due to the sheer amount of time he lives. His wisdom and compassion grow richer over the centuries, though so does, necessarily, his heartache. Being a dog and an ancient creature gives him a picture of the world that is more complete than any human might have.

What type of research did you do to ensure authenticity for the two-hundred-year span?

I have studied history in one way or another throughout my life, mostly through constant visits to museums and galleries, which I love in all their varieties. I grew up next to the V&A and Science museums and have been returning to them ever since. Having written The History Keepers books (about a boy who loses his parents in history and joins a secret service to track them down), I knew how to go about my research, but yes, there was a huge amount of it for this. From Elizabethan times to the Industrial Revolution, from Denmark to Venice via London. I had to understand every detail of life, above stairs and below, on the road and at home across two and a half centuries. I found the more I knew, the more incisive I could be with the right detail and not overburden the reader. War and battlefields were the hardest to unravel. Just understanding the logistics of Waterloo, an area of conflict that was two miles long, took weeks to get my head around. That said, all of it was completely fascinating, the notion of losing myself in past worlds.

If you could go back to any of the time periods Tomorrow visits, which would it be and why?

To me, all periods of history, in every continent of the world, are fascinating in their own way. In the Western world the sheer, unstoppable momentum of change and advancement from the Renaissance onwards is enthralling, a wildfire of learning and creativity that carries on until this day. The second half of the seventeenth century would have been particularly worth experiencing, with the world-changing discoveries of Newton and Galileo, the golden age of Amsterdam and the ambition and splendour of Louis XIV. Though of course there has always been a downside to progress: with it comes wealth and with wealth comes war.

Are you working on a new book?

Yes, and it’s exciting! I am currently writing The Colour Storm, a thriller set in Renaissance Venice about how far artists were prepared to go to discover new colours. Think Perfume, for pigment. In essence it tells the story of the Renaissance, the great protagonists such as Leonardo and Michelangelo, through the eyes of a lesser-known painter, Giorgione. It’s an incredibly rich world at the greatest crossroads in history.
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	THE NEW NOVEL FROM DAMIEN DIBBEN

	‘A glorious, exuberant read’ THE TIMES

	‘Addictive, ambitious and knife sharp. A compelling thriller and a celebration of art. Ravishing’ RACHEL JOYCE
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	EXCLUSIVE FIRST CHAPTER OVERLEAF






Prologue

Sixty years afterwards. Rome. January, 1570.

On the Quirinal Hill, a young man waits at the door of a palazzo. He hasn’t knocked yet. He’s trying to compose himself. It’s cold, colder than any January he can remember. His eyes are sore and his hands – ungloved, one clutching his portfolio, the other the neck of his coat – have turned a kind of iron blue, except at the fingertips where paint is ingrained – Persian red, verdigris green, orpiment yellow – from the canvas he was working on before setting off for Rome, The Revenge of the Widow, Giuditta.


He was told in the letter that the mansion was easy to find, close to the civic barracks, and built in the Moorish style of a Spanish palacete, its façades reminiscent of beaten silverwork, but he walked past it several times without realizing. He’d been expecting a splendid mansion – the letter surely implied it – but if it had been once, those days are gone.


He feels duped, after the effort he’s spent getting here, inexorable hours rocking up and down in cramped carriages, shovelled around by barking drivers, barely eating or sleeping, and shivering for days. Then, when he arrived in the city and panicked about his appearance, about that vital first impression, he spent the last of his money on a new coat; a garment that turns out to be as itchy and ill-fitting as it is ineffective against the wind.


He knocks and after a pause there comes a shuffle of footsteps, a swing of lantern light through the hall window. The door is unbolted and cracked open, just enough for an elderly steward to peer out.


‘Domenikos Kopoulos,’ the young man says, in the habit now of shortening his surname. ‘From Venice. The painter.’


‘Yes, yes,’ says the steward, and ushers him inside.


‘My apologies for arriving so late,’ Domenikos peers round, disappointed to find that, like the outside, the interior gives no sign that money lives here, ‘but in the last letter I received, the lady said there was urgency.’ He adds, pointedly, ‘The lady provided me with an address, but I still have no name for her?’


He deserves to know by now the identity of who he’s dealing with, but the steward holds up both palms and says, ‘Yes, yes. Wait here.’ He totters off down a corridor into a room and there come sounds of opening cupboards and rattling glass.


Domenikos looks around. The space is bare, the walls tatty and crumbling. Most worrying of all, not one piece of art is on show, though discoloured patches indicate paintings must have hung here once. In her letter to him, signed only as A Lady Collector, she praised his work, had a detailed knowledge of it, surprisingly – even what he’d produced in Crete before leaving for Italy. She explained he was suited for the task. She didn’t say what that was, though, and offered no information about herself. He presumed – why wouldn’t he? – that she was a rich patroness who liked to remain anonymous. In any case, she’d sent a sum of money to cover his travelling expenses to Rome – and that decided it.


‘This way, this way,’ the steward says, pattering back, a silver tray shaking in his hands, a decanter with brandy and two glasses. ‘Up, up.’ He starts to ascend the stairs to the first-floor gallery. ‘She’s not been well today, but your arrival will revive her.’


Domenikos follows and at once the light in the hall changes; the space fills out with a pearly luminescence, bringing everything, all the decay, into clarity. White flakes dance against the window halfway up the stairs.


‘Snow in Rome?’ Domenikos says.


Peering out, he finds the city already half dusted in it. The old Forum has been transformed into a faery kingdom. Then, casting his eye along the horizon, a surprise: on the crest of the opposing hill is the new basilica of St Peter. Since he arrived, he’s only caught glimpses of it behind buildings, an abstract corner here, a part-section of dome there. He thought it was finished – wasn’t everyone saying it was? – but sections remain scaffolded and strewn with ladders and even from the Quirinal he can hear the tap of hammers across the valley.


The steward leads him into a large, dark room. Domenikos notices the fire first, which is housed in a tiled cabinet that comes out from the wall, like an ironmonger’s furnace though more ornate. Its door is ajar and flames rumble within. In shadow on the far side of it, a lady is seated at a table. The steward sets down the tray in front of her and goes to load up the fire with logs, before taking a stoker and shunting them into the heart of the blaze, before closing the hearth door.


‘Come closer,’ the lady motions with a gloved hand.


‘Signora.’


She beckons him again and Domenikos steps forward.


He resists the urge to ask who she is and says, ‘It’s an interesting chimney-piece. Ceramic? I saw one like it in a house on the Black Sea, but never in Italy.’


‘In Germany they are everywhere. Some engineers came from there to install it,’ she replies. Her voice is wheezy, like an old squeezebox, and she has an accent Domenikos can’t place. ‘It keeps me alive,’ she says and the word alive gets trapped in her throat, turns to a cough and it takes her some moments to regain composure. Domenikos tries to see her face, but it’s a dark cobweb of lines beneath her headpiece. ‘How was your journey?’ she asks.


‘Eventful, cold, painful at times.’ If he’d found himself in a wealthier place, he’d probably keep any gripe to himself. ‘I’m not built well for travelling. Or the winter. No fat on me.’


‘And everyone is talking about you. A young contender for the crown. And a Greek. A Cretan. They call you the Greek, don’t they? A nickname is reassuring. It means you’re being noticed.’


‘I hope so. Unless they don’t like that I’m foreign.’


She gives a nod, of understanding perhaps. ‘In Italy – as you can hear – I am a foreigner too.’ She takes the stopper from the decanter and tries to pour a glass, but she barely has the strength to hold it up and the neck rattles against the rim. Domenikos steps forward to help, but she repels him with a shake of her head. She doesn’t offer up the spare glass, nor does he ask.


‘I wasn’t sure,’ Domenikos goes on, ‘from the correspondence I received, what exactly the commission is.’


‘There is no commission.’ She puts the brandy to her lips, wets them with it, before taking a sip. ‘Not in the usual sense. I offer something else. Those are your drawings?’ She extends an arthritic fist towards the portfolio. ‘Let me see. Samuele.’ The steward collects the folder and places it on the table, along with a lamp. He unties the ribbon of the folio, opens it for his mistress and exits the room. She examines the first work. It’s a detailed cartoon of the painting he’s most proud of, Christ Cleansing the Temple. Creating it had been a revelation from start to finish. Jesus is steady in the centre, like a general, as a maelstrom of confusion sweeps around him. A tale told in colour. She stares at it for minutes, eyes blinking, before she touches her gloved finger against the surface texture.


‘You sketch in oil?’


‘For vibrancy, yes.’


She goes through the pictures, two dozen of them that Domenikos selected from hundreds, thousands even, of mostly new work from his three years in Venice, where stories began infatuating him, where the sheer drama of the city inspired him to paint St Francis and Gabriel and Moses, not as icons like he used to in Crete, but as living, breathing people. Looking around, he notices a canvas on the wall – the single adornment of the room, of the entire house. He squints to see what the subject is, but in the gloom he can make out little more than a portrait of a woman.


‘I need no painting from you,’ she says when she’s gone through all the drawings and closed the folder. ‘It would be wasted on these cataract eyes, anyway. I have – what is the best word for it – knowledge. I can impart it to one person only. I considered many before settling on you. These drawings are proof I have chosen well.’


‘Knowledge?’ He only half hides the disappointment in his voice. His debts are on the point of becoming unmanageable and knowledge is not what he’s travelled for.


‘Rare knowledge. It would be unforgivable, for those who risked so much in pursuit of it, to take it to the grave with me. And the grave comes soon. I have crossed this continent a hundred times over and my bones are thin. When I try to walk, it’s like balancing on ice. Even the children of my contemporaries have begun to die. I have sold everything. The palazzo is empty. All my furniture gone, every painting except the one there. Only this last task remains.’ She pauses briefly, then asks, ‘How much do you know of the painter, Giorgio Barbarelli?’ She studies him keenly.


‘Barbarelli?’


‘Of Castelfranco.’ She waits a beat before adding, ‘Perhaps more commonly known as Giorgione.’


‘Giorgione, yes, him I know a little.’


‘A little?’ Not the answer she wanted. ‘What paintings of his have you seen?’


‘I – can’t recall if I’ve seen any.’


‘None? Do you not have to study great work when you train?’


‘Of course.’


‘You have not seen his Tempest, or Venus Sleeping? Not the altarpiece of Castelfranco, which you can visit and see the colours as fresh as the day they were ground? And you’ve been in Venice six years?’


‘I have seen many Tizianos,’ he offers, certain they were contemporaries. ‘Venice is crammed with them.’


‘I do not speak of Tiziano.’ From somewhere in her broken body her voice finds force. ‘Tiziano had the luck of long life. Luck all through it. He died an old man, in his bed, his family about. I speak of Giorgione. You are a painter who wishes to make his mark on the world; he should be always in your thoughts. He started it all. He was the Colourist.’


She pauses to get her breath and Domenikos wonders exactly what Giorgione ‘started’. His name rarely came up during his years of apprenticeships. Tiziano, on the other hand, was studied ad infinitum. ‘When I return to Venice, I shall seek him out immediately. This information you have, it concerns him?’


She lifts the end of her stick and points it towards the single piece of art on show. ‘That is one of his.’


‘Giorgione’s?’


‘It was never finished,’ she says softly. ‘It is me.’ For a moment, just the sound of burning from the hearth, and the tapping of hammers from across the valley. ‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-eight.’


‘I was your age, more or less, when I met Zorzo – that was the name we knew him by. Your age when I realized what it is we’re all in search of, in one way or another, the subject of every artist’s sigh, the reason we wake up in the morning and escape into dreams at night.’


‘Love?’


‘Colour.’


Hearing this, Domenikos’ mouth slowly turns up in a smile.


‘Stepping into his workroom for the first time,’ she goes on, ‘was like finding myself in another country. I knew nothing of how paintings were made – or how colours were conjured: azurite, crimson lake, pink chalcedony, vermilion, realgar, lead yellow, bone black.’


‘Yes, yes,’ Domenikos nods, his enthusiasm growing. ‘I was the same.’


‘I knew little of the world either, of the shocks that were about to tear through it at the start of this century, when ideas would light up the continent like fires everywhere. When no one knew if those fires would bring light – or burn us all. When painters were so charged with purpose, so voracious, so rebellious against everything that had gone before, that they described the age as a colour storm. And I knew nothing of the new colour, the great secret, the colour that would change my life.’


‘Which colour is that?’


‘One that had never been seen before. Never imagined either. One that men would die for. He was prepared to die. My love. My other soul.’


Domenikos wonders if he heard right. ‘He was prepared to –?’


A cry goes up from outside, drums start to beat in time and what sounds like a hundred men – the civil guard from the barracks, presumably – begin a march down the hill. As they scour past the palazzo, feet pounding the frozen ground, the floor shakes and dust falls from the ceiling. In the chimney-piece, a log tumbles and flips open the hearth door. A shaft of light is thrown across the room, illuminating the signora at her table.


‘Leave it,’ she says, when Domenikos goes to close the fire door. ‘Let it breathe. Sit here where I can see you.’


Domenikos approaches and takes the chair opposite her. Now he sees her face. Skin like pale parchment, veined and watermarked, stretched over a tiny skull. She keeps her back straight and neck long, though her body, under layers of black tulle, is as thin as twigs. It is like looking at time itself.


‘Prepared to die, yes,’ she says. ‘Some people are. They’re ready to walk into fire, into battle, knowing they’ll not return. They’re willing to do it – so the rest of us can be safe.’


In front of her, the decanter and glass rattle on the tray, the surface of the brandy shivers as the pounding of soldiers’ boots reaches its apogee, before beginning to diminish. Down into the valley they go, in their nightly manoeuvre to guard their city. Domenikos’ heart quickens. He feels suddenly grateful he came to Rome, beyond doubt that the journey was worthwhile, sure he’s found a kindred spirit. He’s desperate to know more of Giorgione now, of what he made, what he painted, what he risked, that six decades later this woman in front of him is still in awe of it. Domenikos feels a light creaking open inside of him, a shiver of excitement; a sensation he hasn’t had in months. In years, perhaps.


The signora gives a nod and with her knuckle pushes the decanter towards him, and then the spare glass. ‘Drink.’


Domenikos fills the glass, throws back its contents, inhales against the reassuring shock of alcohol, and says, ‘I’m listening. Tell me all about him – all about this colour storm.’




Winter’s Envoy


Sixty years earlier


Zorzo has always imagined the little island of Poveglia is the sort of place you’d be able to enter the underworld from. That there might be a hidden fissure in the rock and a staircase that goes deep into the earth. He has pictured descending it, as Orpheus did, or Aeneas, down, down to the fiery realm below.


It’s a clod of sand and mud in the south of the Venetian lagoon. There was a town on it once, but foreign invasions more than a century ago have left it almost uninhabited. A cavana, church and leaning bell tower sit deserted with their doors smashed and roofs down; whilst what remains of the town’s timber homes have become passing places, or hideaways, for smugglers and vagrants; though even they vanish when the island turns into an unofficial burial ground during seasons of the plague. If you look closely enough at the ground, you can see pieces of human bones in the earth. Only birds – great, cawing factions of herons and gulls, indifferent to the dream of Venice – are constant. For over a hundred years, they’ve been the true rulers of Poveglia.


Zorzo approaches the island by gondola.


‘Let’s hope the mist will rise,’ he said, to be sociable, when he embarked at San Marco. ‘We’ve not met before. I’m Zorzo, and you?’


The man seemed to resent the question. ‘Tullo.’ He turned his back and jabbed down on the oar.


It was a journey of less than an hour from Venice, but the weather turned in that time. A chilly gust picked up and the sky darkened to the colour of aged tin before it began to rain.


‘There,’ he calls to Tullo, now, pointing towards an old pier. The wind rocks the gondola and keeps pushing it back, but once it’s close enough, Zorzo slings his satchel across his shoulder and jumps ashore. ‘You’ll wait here?’ he asks. ‘I don’t know how long I shall be. You’ll be all right in this weather?’


The other man yanks tight the mooring and takes shelter under his boat’s awning. ‘It’s your money.’


Zorzo picks his way through the mud towards a shack set back from the quayside. He pauses at the door, turning his ear to the burr of voices within. Before he first came here, the tavern on Poveglia had such a doomy, secretive reputation that he wondered if it really existed. Indeed, sometimes it didn’t: he would make the journey only to find it closed down; or moved from one shack to another.


There’s a far-off tolling of bells from the city: midday – though it could be dusk, the sky’s so murky. He’s arrived early, even though Caspien is invariably late. Zorzo is keen to conclude their business quickly, in daylight, and get back to Venice. He and his team of apprentices are at the final stage of the commission they’ve been working on, a portrait of a young noblewoman, the daughter of the Count Lippi. They’re ready to add her gloves, which occupy the foreground of the picture, and require at least five different versions of black. His garzoni are preparing the pigments whilst Zorzo’s gone. More importantly, he’s been invited by the Contarini family to a banquet at the Ca’ d’Oro that evening. Despite great efforts, he’s not gained entry to a single grand event over the summer, but this one could make up for the loss: it will be crammed, surely, with Venice’s most moneyed patrons, any of whom might be in the market for a new painting.


Zorzo slips off his ring, a sapphire set in a gold band, the only thing of real value he ever carries on him, puts it in his breeches pocket and enters the inn. Some faces peer round at him from the gloom. Caspien’s is not amongst them. Zorzo crosses the room, moving with what he judges, from his half-dozen trips here, to be the right degree of confidence, and sits in the corner where he has a clear view of the shore through one of the glassless windows. A fire splutters in the hearth and he takes in the usual assortment of rogues hunched around the trestle tables: black-market traders, army deserters, drifters and gamblers. He’s reminded of the underworld once more. This tavern could be its antechamber, where dispossessed souls gather to await their fate.


He takes a bundle of papers from his satchel and starts going through them. Workshop bills that need to be paid. His foreman, Janek, has been nagging him for weeks to go through them, and offered many times to do it himself, but Zorzo prefers to keep grim news, the possibility of bankruptcy, to himself – for the sake of morale. ‘I’ll add it all up in Poveglia,’ he’d told Janek on his way out. ‘I’ll have plenty of time while I’m waiting.’


Within minutes of studying the numbers his head is as murky as the weather: rent, interest on loans, insurances, invoices for linseed, canvas, gesso, brushes, quotes for repair work to his roof that he’s promised his landlord he’s already carried out – all this is before what he might end up spending when Caspien appears. He buys a cup of beer, takes some charcoal from his bag and turns one of the papers over to its blank side. The sight of it, the empty page, calms him. Drawing is the only sort of paperwork worth its while. He angles himself so no one will see – the inn at Poveglia is not a place for artists – and starts drawing the imagined underworld beneath him. He lets the charcoal guide him, down from the tavern, through the crust of the earth. He outlines a chamber of black marble and tourmaline cliffs, with chimney-places alive with giant bonfires. In the foreground, he finds himself sketching a human figure, forlorn against the grandeur of Hades: a warrior, back stooped, armour battered, exhausted by war and endless voyaging. He turns over a second sheet and tries another version, then a third and fourth.


An hour passes, customers drain away, others arrive. A fight breaks out over a sack of eels, a fisherman accusing another man of theft. Weapons are brandished and during a tussle the sack falls and its contents spill, dead eels for the most part, but some live ones too that flap across the floor. Creatures of the night, as Zorzo’s father always called them. The row is patched up, boats come and go from the pier and Zorzo checks on Tullo several times (still waiting, still unsociable). The rain worsens for spells, lashing down, before lessening again.


By three in the afternoon, he decides he can’t wait any longer. He’s frustrated he’s wasted money getting here, as well as precious time, but needs to be back in Venice to check on his garzoni, on the blacks they’ve been grinding, and get to the Contarinis’ banquet. He pays for his beer and is packing up his bag when he notices a boat approaching. It’s rocking from side to side, tiny sails frenetic in the wind, a man balancing on deck, a boy crouched at the rudder. Zorzo can tell, even from a distance, that it’s Caspien, along with Otto, the young helper who always travels with him. Relief. He goes out to meet them.


Close to the shore, Caspien shouts over the wind, ‘Guten Abend, guter Herr.’


Otto leaps into the shallows, disappearing up to his shoulders, before swimming ashore, pulling the boat with him by the tie rope. Caspien always docks halfway along the beach, never at the pier. To make a quick getaway, Zorzo supposes.


‘So winter has sent her envoy,’ Caspien calls. He’s lean and angular and has a mercenary’s face that’s riven with scars, but his clothes are flamboyant, albeit filthy – from his scarlet cloak, fur-lined and belted, to his oversized hat. He talks fast, in a thick Germanic accent, though no one knows exactly where he comes from.


‘I thought you were one of the three wise men arriving,’ Zorzo says, ‘blown off course.’


‘Indeed, I follow my own star,’ Caspien nods before bellowing at the boy, ‘Not to the rock, it’ll slip off! Tie us to that tree there.’ He jumps down from the craft, takes hold of his trunk and wades up on to dry land.


Some years back, it was Caspien’s idea to meet on Poveglia, and the arrangement stuck. Caspien is, in his own words, ‘wanted’ in Venice, though it’s never clear by whom or for what. Even so, they could liaise safely enough on the mainland, in Mestre, for example, where there are plenty of out-of-the-way places. But Caspien, Zorzo fancies, likes the drama of the ‘haunted’ island. He’s unreliable, a liar by habit, but it doesn’t matter to Zorzo. It wouldn’t matter if he were a lunatic or a murderer, for Caspien is the best in the business.


‘How are you, Otto?’ Zorzo asks the boy.


‘I am well, sir,’ he replies, fixing the rope to the base of the branch.


‘Is he treating you well?’ He means this seriously, but receives another rote, ‘Yes, sir.’


Zorzo is fond of Otto, always struck by how sweet-natured he is despite enduring a thankless life trailing after his master. He’s permanently ready at his side but is never shown affection in return. Where the boy comes from has never been explained, if he’s Caspien’s actual son or just adopted by him. ‘He is a wandering prince who never ages,’ Caspien said once, which struck Zorzo as bizarre. But in truth, Otto doesn’t seem to grow. He’s slight and fragile, but a workhorse of a child.


‘Do you not have a coat?’ Zorzo says. Otto wears just a shirt and thin jerkin, both of which are soaked through.


‘No, sir.’


‘Don’t listen to him,’ Caspien says, coming out of the sea. ‘Is he complaining? Anyone would think he’d never sailed before, nor seen the Adriatic rain.’ He puts down his trunk and shakes the water from his cloak with a tug. ‘Good evening, Signor Barbarelli. Am I late?’


‘Late? Well,’ Zorzo knows that chiding his supplier would be unproductive, so he says only, ‘we may have some trouble seeing in this light.’


‘No matter, no matter. I’ll stay for you, mein Freund, until morning. We shall buy some Black Sea brandy and play at cards,’ he nods towards the tavern, ‘with whatever flotsam has washed up this night.’


‘I can’t wait until morning,’ Zorzo says simply. ‘I need to get back.’ He doesn’t mention that neither could he afford to keep the boatman standing by all that time. ‘Best to do it now. It’s dry inside.’


He turns back to the tavern, but Caspien stalls him. ‘I’ll drink in there, but that’s all.’ He points at the church on a knoll set back from the shore. ‘There’s shelter that way.’ He leads them to it, before stationing himself on the porch. Zorzo follows. The chapel door hangs open and he can make out the derelict innards, upturned pews and fallen masonry. The boy comes last, heaving the trunk, and sets it down on the flat stones of the portico. It’s the case Caspien always travels with, the type that an aged duke or duchess might have carried their jewels and glass in a century ago. A battered block of black oak, two feet wide and one deep, studded with rivets and fortified with iron straps.


From under his doublet, Caspien fishes out a gold chain with a key on the end, looks around to check that no one is watching, unlocks the casket and opens it up. He runs his hand along the grain, undoes more clasps and pulls up the secondary lid to reveal a tray of many square compartments. Zorzo’s stomach does a little turn, as it always does. The aromas are familiar and intense: urine-smelling verdigris, nose-burning sulphur and the mulched-leaf scent of madder root. In each stall is a different material, some half wrapped in paper or pushed into phials: portions of rocks, dull powders, quantities of metal, cubes of caked earth, crushed bone, dried bark – pigments in their raw form, barely giving their secrets away. Zorzo has never lost the thrill of setting eyes upon these apparently plain substances, each one a piece of magic about to happen. He can see – he’s spent his life training himself to – the tiny burns of colour that come off them, of indigo, ultramarine, vermilion, yellow ochre, burnt umber and malachite. ‘The destiny of every colour,’ Caspien often reminds him, ‘is to break free of its ordinary beginnings and dazzle the world.’


‘So – what are you looking for?’ Caspien asks, whilst his boy sits on the doorstep of the church and wraps his arms around his chest to keep warm.


Zorzo shrugs. ‘In theory, anything, everything. Supplies are low,’ he chances a smile, ‘but so is money.’


Caspien screws up his face. ‘We are all short, Herr Barbarelli. Why don’t you tell me what you’re most in need of?’


‘In particular – blue.’


‘Blue? A fool for blue,’ Caspien sighs. ‘As everyone is in this age.’ Zorzo won’t deny it. The right blue, the perfect blue, more than any other colour, has the power to stop hearts. Caspien’s fingers hover across the compartments, before stopping over one of the stalls. ‘This is a very good smalt. From Constantinople.’


‘Smalt?’


‘Don’t jump to conclusions. It’s vibrant, this variety, has a bulk on the canvas, and it dries fast. Very vibrant.’


Zorzo looks closer. Other painters use smalt without a problem, good painters, but he always finds it second-rate. It has a manufactured quality and he can never get away from the fact it’s essentially crushed glass.


Seeing his client is unenthused, Caspien moves on. ‘Cobalt,’ he says, taking up some stones and spreading them across his palm. ‘Triple the price, but nice and pure. A warm, greyish blue.’


‘Your boy is freezing,’ Zorzo says, seeing Otto’s skinny arms have now begun to shake. ‘He should have a coat.’


‘He had one,’ Caspien bristles. ‘Didn’t you, you rascal, in Rome? And he was careless enough to let someone pilfer it in the Piazza Navona. And now he must learn his lesson.’


Being discussed makes Otto tremble even more and Zorzo takes his own coat off and hands it to him. ‘Wear this for now.’


‘No, sir,’ says the boy, his eyes wide.


‘Give it back to me when you’ve dried off. I can live a few minutes without it.’ Still Otto resists, so Zorzo puts it on his lap. ‘Take it, please.’ He waits and eventually the boy has no choice but to put it on. ‘It suits you,’ Zorzo smiles. The coat’s too large, but it changes the boy, its dark cinnamon trim bringing a distinguished quality to his face. Zorzo picks a piece of cobalt from Caspien’s palm and holds it to the light. ‘Greyish, you say? I’m not sure.’


‘A difficult customer you are.’ Caspien takes the stone back and returns it to the stall. ‘Indigo?’ He uncorks a glass phial and shows Zorzo the dried leaves squashed inside. ‘From the Caucasus. It’s a type of woad, I suppose, but could almost be a Tyrian purple. Very regal.’


Genuine Tyrian purple, coaxed from seashells, in one of the longest processes in the workroom, would have been of interest to Zorzo. He shakes his head. ‘Plant dyes – they … ’ he searches for the words, ‘… they lack mystery.’


‘I’m sure Masaccio never complained about them.’ Caspien primly corks the bottle. ‘Nor Perugino, nor does Michelangelo for that matter.’ He takes a deep breath and begins again. ‘Other colours then. I have a carmine lake that is the best I’ve had in years. Very dramatic.’ He unwraps one of the paper parcels to show a wet, crimson chalk. ‘Kermes beetles, scratched from Prussian oaks. Subtler than cochineal. Exceptional tone.’


He’s about to show it off, when Zorzo holds up his palms. ‘Caspien, honestly, I can find all this from the vendecolori in San Marco. The reason I come here and wait in the cold for hours, the reason I’m happy to wait, is because you are the colourman of Europe and have no equal.’ This is true: for all his tall tales, Caspien can produce treasure, pigments that are more than just colour, that are a mood, or a war, or a woman. ‘So no more of this dallying.’ Zorzo taps the bottom of the trunk. ‘What have you got down here?’


Caspien smiles. ‘Expensive pieces.’


‘Can a dreamer at least take a look?’


A sharp gust of wind nudges the church door open a little further. A second blast makes the bell in the tower ring. The men peer inside the building as the chimes echo around its walls.


‘I didn’t realize they still rang,’ says Zorzo.


Caspien takes another look about, before removing the central section of the tray to reveal a hidden compartment below, lined with velvet, and retrieves a box.


‘Lazurite,’ he whispers, prising open the lid. ‘Ultramarine, of the finest pedigree, from the Kokcha mines in Afghanistan.’


The hairs on the back of Zorzo’s neck lift at the sight: the unmistakably luxurious blue of ground lapis lazuli. This is no pretend pigment, no plant dye or ground glass. But there’s barely any left.


‘It’s all I have,’ says Caspien. ‘But I can give it to you for fifty.’


‘Fifty? That’s what I have to spend on everything. Fifty for such a small amount?’


He tips the box to the light and the lapis tumbles like liquid treasure.


‘As you’re a friend,’ Caspien says, ‘I’ll throw in a packet of red chalk too, the same that Leonardo uses.’


Zorzo calculates in his head. With fifty soldi, he could buy a whole palette of colours at any of the material shops in the city and still have enough to pay at least a couple of his bills. But sense has nothing to do with it. The ultramarine cannot be denied. He takes out his purse, counts the money and hands it over.


‘Someone is coming.’ Caspien flinches. ‘Give me your purse.’


Two men approach from the dark part of the island, walking towards the church. Caspien deposits the coins and Zorzo’s purse in the box, locks it and draws a dagger from his belt. The strangers don’t break their stride or change their course, and only stop when they see there are people on the porch. Zorzo, now at full height, is a head taller than the others. He draws Otto towards him and for a short while they all stand in silence.


‘Good evening,’ says Caspien, keeping his dagger out of sight.


They’re militia men, bearded and rough, and are carrying swords, almost certainly army deserters taking refuge on the outer islands, lying low until they’ve been forgotten.


‘If you’ve come for evening prayers,’ Caspien nods at the broken door, ‘you’ve arrived two centuries late.’


They glance at Otto, and then down at the trunk.


‘We come for shelter,’ says one of the men.


‘Well, be our guests.’ Caspien motions towards the church. Still the men linger, five sets of eyes trained on the trunk.


‘It is just painting equipment,’ says Otto, stepping into the light, pointing in turn to Zorzo and Caspien. ‘This man sells pigments and this one paints with them.’


One of the men nods and they slope into the church. Zorzo looks at Otto with renewed admiration – no wonder Caspien keeps him close: how could anyone make trouble in the face of such a boy?


Caspien waits until they’re out of earshot before re-sheathing his dagger. ‘I take back my words,’ he says, ‘let us resume in the hostelry. There is safety in numbers, perhaps.’ He unlocks the box and retrieves Zorzo’s purse. ‘Your money, sir.’ He weighs it in his hand before handing it over. ‘You’re richer than you make out.’


‘I have a whole satchel of bills that says otherwise.’


‘Of course, of course.’ Caspien removes his cap and runs his hand through his matted hair, lost in thought for a moment, then he says, buoyantly, ‘I was almost forgetting. I have a story to tell you, mein Freund. A secret that will entrance you. About a colour that no one has ever seen, one that could be even more precious than ultramarine. Shall we go to the inn so I can tell you about it?’


‘What do you mean, a colour no one has ever seen?’


‘I mean exactly that.’


This is of interest to Zorzo. Another blast of wind, mightier than ever, sends the bells ringing once more. The tolls drift out across the island and he shivers. He studies his associate carefully before narrowing his eyes in a smile.


‘Lead the way.’
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